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Chapter One

The big buck stood with his head high, nose in the air, like the woodland royalty he was. He had stopped for a drink at the pool but now stood at attention, his nose sifting through the myriad of scents that the breeze from the west was carrying his way. Not a wolf. He had fought a wolf before and could easily outrun it, if he chose. Wolves were a danger, to be certain, but this was something more.
He turned his ears forward, joining the deer’s attempt to locate the danger, the hair on the back of his neck now bristled. He could hear nothing unusual, but the scent grew stronger. The scent of death.
The sentry did not see the buck bolt as he approached the pool above the rapids by following the trail made by the deer. He made little noise as he moved but assumed, with the wind at his back, that he would be known to any animals at the pool long before he arrived. He could have approached from another direction and taken the animal, but the deer was not what he hunted today.
The water in the pool was clear, fed by an underground spring. He knelt to scoop water with his hand and into his mouth. Unlike the water of the lake that it flowed into, the water of the stream was safe to drink, unaffected by the logging, mining, and other pollutants brought by the men who had chased his ancestors from the area.
As he lifted his hand to his mouth, he heard the motor. That was when he sprinted to the top of the rapids and crouched behind the trunk of a Norway pine, watching a small boat with two men motor to the base of the rapids.
After shutting off the motor, the men dropped lines over the side of the boat, each catching a fish in short time, fish that should have been his. The current carried them away from the rapids, and they soon started the motor and pushed back up to the rapids to repeat the process.
The sun was high when a shadow moved across him as he watched the men fish. He looked up to see an eagle gliding in the breeze above, waiting for the men below to leave an injured fish or minnow floating on the surface. It was a sign. The time had come.
“One more time,” Pat Johnson begged, sitting in the front of the silver sixteen-foot Alumacraft, clutching the handle of a seven-foot fishing rod in his chubby hand. A brightly colored jig with a squirming nightcrawler was hanging from a foot of line at the end of the rod.
“I’m hungry!” his fishing partner, Mark Lau, responded from the stern as he reeled in his line. Roughly the same height and age as the man in front, Johnson easily had fifty pounds on Lau, although neither looked like they were strangers to eating.
The two had been motoring up to the base of a small rapids all morning then drifting downstream as they bounced quarter-ounce chartreuse jigs tipped with nightcrawlers and minnows on the bottom, in search of their favorite eating fish—the walleye. The stringer that hung off the back showed there was good reason they had camped at this spot, with five fish from two to four pounds now their prisoners. They had caught and released several larger walleye, too, and one northern pike that Pat had babied to the net that approached fifteen pounds.
“You’ll live. Who knows when we’ll ever be back here again?”
“Fine! But this is the last time!” Lau replied in mock anger as he started the motor and slowly pushed them up to the base of the rapids again. He had to admit to himself that it was hard to stop fishing, even though his stomach had been growling for the last half-hour.
This was the next-to-last day of their trip and, up to this point, the weather and the fishing had been less than perfect. High winds and on-and-off showers had kept them confined to camp or the sheltered water nearby, limiting their fishing success. Each member of their party had been severely questioning the wisdom of paying eight hundred dollars apiece to spend most of each day playing cards or napping.
But today had been a complete reversal. The skies had cleared, the winds had calmed, and early in the morning, they had headed out to find the rapids marked on the map by the resort owner.
Big Pine Lake was over eleven thousand acres, but the map, although hand-drawn, did the job.
As their fifteen-horse Honda pushed them toward their destination, they could not help but be awed by the beauty of this Northeast Minnesota wilderness. Bald eagles floated far overhead while ravens squawked at the intruders from their perches on the towering pines that somehow had found a foothold on the rocky ground. Twice, they had gotten a tail slap from a beaver, and they had spooked one large doe that had been quenching its thirst.
They caught and released two more fish each then stowed their equipment. The owner had marked a shore lunch spot on a nearby island that he’d said had a sand beach for an easy landing. Johnson perched in the bow, watching for rocks as they cut slowly across the bay toward that strip of sand on the far shore. Lau kept the throttle just above idle as the storms had stirred up the water so the clarity was nowhere near the normal fifteen feet that they had expected. The Canadian shield lakes were notorious for growing large prop-eating rocks in the middle of nowhere, and the men had no desire to spend the afternoon paddling back to camp.
As they approached the beach, Johnson directed their path as he looked for a clear lane between boulders lurking below the surface. Lau killed the motor and tilted it up so the prop was out of the water as they glided the last few feet to shore. There, Johnson jumped out, holding the rope tied to the towing cleat. The boat ground through the sand as he dragged it onshore until he couldn’t move it any further. Then Lau walked carefully over their rods and tackle to the front of the boat and handed Johnson the cooler with their lunch and beverages before he hopped out.
The sentry had anticipated where the men would go for lunch and watched them come into the bay and land their boat. His keen hearing had alerted him to their approach long before they had cleared the point and turned into the bay. He was sure they hadn’t heard or seen him. His father and uncles had trained him to blend in with the land, to almost disappear, and he was good at it. Besides, the men had been too busy looking for rocks in the shallow water.
A pressure built inside him as he watched the men cross the beach to a fire pit surrounded by boulders. His people had used this protected beach for centuries but had stopped coming when the white man had pushed them out and slaughtered them, like so many other animals that had once populated the area in great numbers. The white men who had no place here.
The sentry moved from his perch on the cliff to get a closer look at the men. Traveling parallel to the beach, he parted the thick brush and slipped through like the wind, stopping less than fifty yards from where the men sat.
Crouched behind a boulder, he felt for the handle of the knife in the sheath on his hip. He could take them now, he wanted to take them now, but he waited. His ancestors were talking to him, telling him to be patient.
He pulled back into the brush.
Both men sat on boulders in the sand and quickly downed a couple of beers each, like college kids getting primed for a Friday night. But the college days were long gone and now the warm sun, in combination with the beer, made them sleepy and thinking of naps.
Lau dropped his cap in the sand and wiped the sweat off his forehead with his shirt. A circle of football-sized rocks between them held the soggy, charred remains of fires from prior groups. As they discussed their plans for the afternoon, sandwiches and apples were devoured.
A cool breeze touched Johnson’s neck, producing a shiver that caused him to stand and look at his surroundings for the first time.
The beach ran about seventy-five yards in either direction until sheer walls of book-ended, thirty-foot granite cliffs cut it off. The beach itself was only about five yards deep before it gave way to brush and trees.
A sandy beach like this near Minneapolis would be packed in the summer. Therefore, it seemed odd to Johnson that they were all alone.
“Didn’t Smokey say there were Indian drawings on the rocks here?” Johnson asked.
Lau couldn’t remember if their camp owner had told them that or not as he pulled the map out of his back pocket. “There’s nothing on the map, but you may be right.”
“I’m going to go explore. You want to come?”
“I think I’ll just sit here and explore the cooler a bit more. Don’t take long; I hear a walleye calling my name.”
Another cool breeze touched Pat from behind as the sun moved behind a cloud. He watched Mark open another beer and thought about staying but knew he couldn’t back down now. He took a deep swallow of beer and said, “I’ll be back in a few minutes,” as he started down the beach to an opening in the brush.
Angry birch and poplar protecting the path slapped Johnson as he pushed inland. He held his left hand in front of his face to provide some protection, but his pants and shirt were soon wet from the branches that still held the moisture of the recent rain. The trail was muddy and puddles had collected between ankle-turning exposed roots. As the bottom of his shoes became coated in slippery mud, jagged granite poking through the surface made a treacherous walk considerably more difficult.
Johnson kept his head down and slowed his pace as the trail moved uphill. He was not eager to fall on the uneven ground with sharp rock, and even less eager to run into any bear or wolf that had been this way in the recent past. He stopped, sure that he had heard a sound in the brush and wondered if the smell of the fish in their boat would attract an animal. Hearing nothing more, he took a few more steps before stopping again to listen. Becoming uncertain that he could find his way back to the beach, he was about to turn around when the brush gave way to a clearing.
The floor of the clearing was rough, grey granite with narrow valleys, moss growing in the cracks. An occasional raspberry bush appeared with nearby evidence that bears had found this spot, too. There were only black bear in this area, and the droppings did not look fresh, but Johnson was not eager to meet one on his own. He kicked at a faded Pabst can from a past visitor then surveyed the surroundings.
Worked at by nature over the centuries, roughly thirty yards ahead of him, a tumble of sharp rock lay at the base of a forty-foot sheer cliff. With the open clearing in front, it reminded Johnson of evenings as a child spent at the drive-in movies. Fifty feet wide, this cliff had provided a mural for the people that had inhabited this land long ago. Drawn in a dull orange paint, a pictograph displayed an ancient warrior with a bow, shooting his arrow at a running deer, while an eagle flew overhead. The figures in the scene looked like they could have been drawn by a child, but the sheer scale of the drawing, and the fact it had somehow been drawn hundreds of years ago, made him marvel at the sight. Starting several feet below the peak and nearly covering half the width of the wall, Pat wondered what ancient paint had been used that could withstand the centuries of exposure and wished he could find a paint like that for his house.
While one hand shielded his eyes and the other still held his beer, Johnson moved closer to get the sun out of his eyes. Now less than fifteen feet from the base of the cliff, and entirely in shadow, his damp clothes cooled quickly, providing a chill. As he drained the rest of his beer, something moved, blocking the light above the cliff.
Anger welled inside the sentry as he watched the man in the clearing below. It was time. The ancient ones had spoken to him again. Their voices were loud and clear; he could feel them standing behind him.
The ancients talked to him more often now, almost daily. As a young boy, he had listened to his grandfather complain about the men who took the land of his ancestors. With increasing frequency, those words echoed in his head until other voices joined them, sometimes waking him at night. The sentry hadn’t been sure what to make of this at first, but now he took it as a sign that his ancestors were reaching out to him, that they had chosen him. His brothers were weak, kept like slaves to do the bidding of the white man, their hunting lands and the waters that they fished given away. Now he would show the way.
The sentry had been coming here since he was a child; every rock and tree known to him.
He moved back from his perch at the top of the wall then quickly down the hill to the clearing, his steps like a deer dancing between rocks and over fallen trees. He drew his blade as he reached the clearing. And, as he removed his blade from the sheath, it scraped the edge of a boulder hidden by a shrub behind him, making the sound of a knife being sharpened on a stone.
The man turned toward him. He was ready to run when he heard the voice.
“The time has come.”
At the sound, Johnson turned and stared hard at the woods, trying to penetrate the thick brush, but he saw nothing. He held his gaze in that direction for a moment before turning back toward the cliff, backing up into the sunlight and shielding his eyes again, but there was nothing to see above the cliff but the sun and sky beyond.
He scanned the clearing one more time, his senses keen to any sound. “Shit,” he muttered as he tried to stir his bravado, crushing the empty can and tossing it at the wall. “Damn Indians. Here’s what I think of their drawings.”
Johnson reached down and unzipped his trousers as he moved back into the shadows at the base of the wall, staring up at the drawing as he worked to free his penis. His head was back as far as it could go now as he searched for the eagle drawn high on the wall.
It was doubtful he ever saw the razor-sharp blade that reached in front of him as a hand grabbed the hair on the back of his head.
Johnson tried to yell, but the blade had severed his trachea so quickly that only a slight rush of air escaped. His open eyes went blank as his head flopped against his chest. The body collapsed soon after as his muscles gave way and blood poured from the wound, a red river flowing into the cracks in the rocks.




Chapter Two

The two men sat, side by side, on the steps leading up to a cedar porch that spanned the front of the split log cabin behind them. Each held a sweating beer in their right hand, even though it was only mid-morning. Twenty yards in front of them, a dense wood had begun its efforts to retake the yard as birch and poplar stretched to find the sun while blackberry shoots mixed with the grass.
They stared into the woods, saying nothing. Their shirts stuck to their backs, and a drop of sweat gained enough mass to fall undisturbed from the nose of the man on the right. Lumber and tools that sat in sawdust were scattered on the ground and on the deck.
The silence that surrounded them was broken by a sound from the woods, causing them to turn their heads in unison, as if attached to the same lever.
Forty yards to their left, there was a break in the tree line. From there, a pair of sand and gravel ruts, now overgrown with wild grass, entered the property and ended in front of a birch stump about ten yards from where the men sat. The noise grew louder, and soon, a late-model, white Taurus nosed out of the woods and slowed to a stop at the stump, causing the chipmunk perched there to scramble for his home at the base.
The single occupant of the vehicle seemed in no hurry to exit. He sat for a moment as the motor continued to run, the air conditioning blasting away, and stared out the driver’s side window at the two men. The collar of his khaki shirt was stained with sweat as he gripped the steering wheel with his small hands, as if he was using considerable effort to hold it in place. His brown eyes were set close to a thin nose that perched over a pointed chin, and a cap, worn most of the day, had flattened his wavy black hair. He turned the engine off and opened his door, stepping outside but keeping the door between him and the men. A gun was in the holster on his right hip.
“Morning, Sher—”
The man’s jaw hung open, and his eyes showed surprise and confusion.
The two men continued to stare and say nothing, their faces blank.
“Um, Sheriff?”
The man on the left stood. He was slightly over six feet with close-cut, dark brown hair and an almost pudgy, boyish, round face. He had clear green eyes that revealed little but seemed to absorb every detail. His neck was solid, as was the rest of him—roughly two hundred pounds of muscle. His name was Dave Trask.
“What can I do for you, Richie?” he asked.
The confused man standing by the car was Richie Meline, a deputy with the Lake County Sheriff’s Department for the past seven years. He had grown up in the area, getting his degree in law enforcement in Duluth then joining the Duluth Police Department after going through the academy. After two years in the city, an opening had occurred in Lake County.
It had surprised those who were familiar with Richie to see him back, wearing a uniform. He had been in trouble more than once as a kid; one time accused of breaking into several cabins on Spider Lake and spent more than one weekend of his senior year enjoying the vices of the “big city” of Duluth. Even now, locals whispered that he looked the other way when his old high school buddies ran off without paying for gas or took a joyride in someone else’s boat.
Although he had been addressed, Richie still stood there with his mouth open, staring at the men on the porch. Except for their clothing, they were essentially identical. Each had a thin mustache and the stubble of a beard, their eyes locked like lasers on the deputy.
Dave sensed the confusion. “Richie, this is my brother, Don.” He nodded at the sitting man. “Now, what is it you have to say?”
The deputy seemed to snap out of his trance at that point. “We got some trouble out on Big Pine. We need you to come now.”
Richie was a wiry five-nine, with just the beginnings of a belly. His face was hard and leathery for a man in his early thirties, with thinning black hair that he let grow long to take attention from his receding hairline, and because he thought it gave him a “rock star” look. He knew everyone and everywhere in the county, making his home in a small place east of Lost Lake. Women had come and gone from his life, their company less frequent of late. Richie spent his off-duty hours hunting and fishing, occasionally taking an animal out of season or a fish outside regulation limits, if his freezer needed stocking.
“Richie, I won’t be sworn in for a week, and I’ve got things to do. You’ll have to take care of whatever it is yourself.”
“Yes, sir, but Rosemary said we needed to get you on this now. She said the judge will be at Morton in an hour to swear you in and that I couldn’t let you say no.”
Rosemary Thiel was the head of the county board and had been for fifteen years. When she yelled, she was used to people paying attention. The county seat was in Two Harbors on Lake Superior in the southeast corner of the county. To get the judge to drive north an hour to Morton must have meant that there was something serious going down.
Dave Trask looked down at his brother, who was sipping his beer. “You need a break?”
Don stared at the deputy for a moment then replied, “I don’t need one, but it looks like you do. Better see what the fuss is all about.”
Richie turned toward his vehicle, taking Don’s answer as a yes.
“Tell the judge it’ll be an hour and a half,” Dave yelled after him then downed the rest of his beer.




Chapter Three

Dave and Don Trask rode silently down County Highway 1, toward Morton in Dave’s 4Runner. Both scanned the ditches for any deer or bear ready to hop in their way, to commit suicide by Toyota. The ditches were wide, supposedly to give drivers some time to see any animals approaching the road. The deer seemed to be more of a problem from sunset to sunrise, but the Department of Natural Resources had severely limited hunting two years ago. That, coupled with the two mild winters that followed, meant an exploding deer population, and exploding deer populations meant more wrecked vehicles.
Dave did not want to hit a deer with his SUV. He had babied it since he had purchased it twelve years ago, hand-washing it regularly. The truck had been three years old at the time, a lease return with low miles, in immaculate condition. It had been more than he’d wanted to spend, with more features than he needed, probably the only semi-frivolous purchase he had ever made. Don, on the other hand, drove business vehicles as often as he could, leasing his personal vehicles.
The twin brothers were forty-six years old, born and raised in the Western Minneapolis suburb of Minnetonka. While there were plenty of mansions on famous Lake Minnetonka, and the brothers had spent as much of their youth on the lake as possible with their “rich friends,” they had grown up in a middle-class neighborhood, with their father an insurance agent and their mother a substitute teacher.
A fox on the shoulder heard the truck coming and was quickly swallowed by the dense forest next to the ditch, leaving no trace it ever existed.
“Man, you take a walk in the woods here, and you’re never coming out,” Don commented as he tried to get some glimpse of the retreating fox.
The brothers had run in different circles in high school; Don in a “wilder” bunch and often on the edge of trouble. And yet, both had ended up in law enforcement. Don had started as a prison guard at a low security facility northeast of Minneapolis, but he had gotten a position with the Minneapolis PD within two years, moving between various units and doing a stint with the state patrol before jumping at a chance to get involved in more high-level action with the Minnesota Bureau of Criminal Apprehension, or BCA. He was now a lead investigator, involved in many high-profile crimes across the state.
“We call it natural selection here,” replied Dave, his attempt at levity doing nothing to penetrate his darkening mood.
Dave had had few friends growing up, spending his time under the hood of a Buick Skylark that he had purchased with the money that he had saved working at a McDonald’s after school and on weekends. He had secured a job with the Maple Grove PD right out of the academy and had worked his way up. In his time in Maple Grove, the suburb had grown from a small village to an upper-middle class bedroom community with convenience stores, strip malls, and restaurants on nearly every corner. As the town grew, so did the crime.
Dave had gotten tired of days spent busting kids in the Burger King parking lot, and so, ten years ago, he had approached the mayor about becoming police chief when the position had opened, thinking it would be his chance to move away from the grind. The mayor had nominated Dave for the position and the council had approved him.
At first, he had enjoyed the post, but the endless paperwork, personnel headaches, and politics had taken its toll, so he had stepped down two years ago. With no plans, no family, and a pension to support him, he had taken a good chunk of the savings that he had accumulated with his frugal lifestyle and had purchased the cabin in Lake County.
Where Dave was soft-spoken, Don’s voice boomed when he spoke, which wasn’t often, yet now he said, “And you ran for sheriff again because why?”
“I was bored, okay? And I figured a little extra money wouldn’t hurt, considering the new boat I’ve been looking at,” Dave replied as he continued to stare straight ahead. “I never thought I’d actually get elected.”
The prior sheriff had been caught with his pants down, literally, with a girl he had met at a bar in Duluth. The girl turned out to be seventeen, and the bar happened to be under the watchful eye of the Duluth PD vice squad. A special election in late spring for a new sheriff of Lake County had soon followed.
“You’re sick of the politics in the little town of Maple Grove, so you quit then run for sheriff of an entire county? Brother, this could be a long four years for you,” Don said as he continued watching the brush for animals.
“I checked the stats in the county before I ran, and a moose-killing was the biggest crime in the last ten years. And the term is only for three and a half years. This is probably nothing.” But Dave didn’t believe his own words, and he knew his brother didn’t, either. Both had seen the look in the deputy’s eyes. Something had scared him.
Dave slowed his truck as he climbed the hill to Morton. On the right was a café attached to a convenience store that sold live bait and liquor, according to the hand-painted sign in the window; two things that seem almost inseparable in Northern Minnesota. Across the street was a one-room building with peeling, faded, tan paint and a healthy crop of weeds growing around it. Apparently, the owner of Anderson Realty wasn’t having much success selling properties in the area. Next door to the realty office, someone had converted what once had been a small church into his or her home. Tall grass around an old snowmobile said it was permanently parked in the front yard, and someone had tied a rope with clothes hanging from it between oak trees. A cross still stood on the peak of the roof, and a wooden plaque over the front door said “Jesus Welcomes You.”
“I suppose we’ll do this in the café,” Dave said as he turned into the lot.
They had just poked their heads in the door when Rosemary Thiel jumped up from the table closest to the door. Dressed in a white blouse and black slacks, with a crease that could cut you, she was a short, thin, bony woman with grey hair that she kept cut close to her head and a face that just looked mean. She was somewhere past seventy but quick on her feet, and with her tongue.
“You took your sweet time getting here, Sheriff. I don’t appreciate being made to wait!” Thiel scolded as she raised a long finger at Dave.
The woman struck Dave as a cross between the Wicked Witch of the West and a tenth-grade chemistry teacher whom he’d had who still gave him nightmares.
“The way I look at it, Ms. Thiel, I’m a week early. I’ve got no problem turning around and going home.”
Rosemary was not used to being talked to in such a manner and was momentarily speechless, an oddity for her. Then she narrowed her eyes as she scowled.
“Shall we get this done, Judge?” Dave asked the man still seated at the table; a plump man in a grey suit, nursing a large beer. Long, thin strands of oily grey hair stretched across the top of a head that had gone bald long ago.
Judge Eric Hailey greedily gulped the last swallow then began a slow extrication from his chair as he used the its arms to help him push his bulk to a standing position. “Certainly,” he responded. Then he wiped off the beer-foam mustache with the back of his hand. “Ms. Thiel can witness, or you can use your own witness, if you prefer.”
Don had already moved to the bar in search of a cold beer, showing there was no need to bother him with the proceedings.
“I would be honored if Ms. Thiel would be the witness, Judge,” Dave replied as Thiel gave him a look that said he had pushed her far enough.
The judge sensed the tension and quickly produced a Bible and performed the ceremony, finally handing Dave the sheriff’s badge that had been laying on the table next to the judge’s beer. Hailey then shook Dave’s hand and looked to Rosemary to do the same. It was clear that she had no such intention as she turned and walked toward the door without a word. The judge shrugged then followed.
Only after they had left did the deputy get up from his seat at the bar and walk over to Dave. “Thanks for coming, Sheriff. I never had to deal with nothing like this before, and with you being from the Cities and all, I figured you’d know what to do.”
Dave waited for Richie to continue, pretty sure he didn’t want to hear more.




Chapter Four

The three men slowly circled the island where Johnson and Lau had been murdered. A thirty-foot granite cliff rose from the water on the north and west side of the island, tapering to a boulder-lined shore on either side before meeting the sand beach on the south. They saw no sign of anyone on the island but knew that, with well over five hundred acres, that didn’t mean someone wasn’t there. Dave’s binoculars were of little help in penetrating the thick brush of summer; it would be easy for someone to be concealed and to hide a small boat pulled up on shore. They were an easy target for anyone with a rifle.
Sand and gravel crunched underneath as Richie piloted the twenty-two-foot Lund sheriff’s boat onto the beach next to the Alumacraft. Dave moved to the front of the boat and took in the entire scene, his brother behind him doing the same.
Mark Lau’s body lay in the sand, flies having found it long ago. A flock of squawking gulls and ravens had moved off when the men had arrived, while two bald eagles circled overhead. Tracks in the sand beneath the water showed where two other boats had been beached nearby.
“How many others have been here, Richie?”
“Just me and the camp owner, like I told you.”
“But I only see four sets of tracks—two heading in from the Alumacraft then one other set, in and back from another boat.”
“That sounds right, Sheriff. When Al brought me back here to show me what he found, I didn’t think I should get out and make any more mess in the area, so we just backed out, and he brought me back to camp. That was when I called Rosemary, and she told me to go get you.”
Dave stared at the deputy and wondered if there wasn’t more to the story. It was good that he thought not to contaminate the scene, but to leave a known murder scene unattended overnight, especially in the wild, should have never happened. Dave had a feeling that his deputy maybe didn’t have the stomach for what was on the beach and beyond. Or was there something else? And, why would his first call be to a county commissioner? Why wouldn’t they have contacted him last night or early in the morning? Who had made that decision?
Dave jumped ashore, and Don handed him his investigator’s bag before following.
“What do you want me to do, Sheriff?” Richie, still sitting behind the console, asked.
“I doubt we’ll get a coroner from Two Harbors here before dark, so I want you back here as soon as possible with the two other deputies and whatever you need to stay the night. The birds have already been here a day, so the bears and wolves can’t be far behind. Bring a generator and some lights, and tell the coroner to get his butt out here ASAP in the morning.”
The deputy cracked his mouth open, about to say something, but then he paused, seeming to reconsider.
Dave waited for Richie to speak, but the deputy only turned to watch the motor as he tilted it just enough to get the prop in the water. He started the engine, churning up the bottom as he backed away.
The brothers then turned their focus back to the island. The long, Northern Minnesota summer sun would hit the treetops before long, but there would be light for almost four more hours. Still, shadows were lengthening quickly, making an evaluation of the scene more difficult.
Don unzipped his bag, removed his digital camera, and started photographing the body of Mark Lau and their surroundings by the shore. The body was on its left side, the head turned up grotesquely, attached to the body only by the muscles that ran from the shoulder. The birds had made a meal of dead eyes that would have stared at the skies. The sand was dark where blood had poured from the neck, and a few remaining crumbs of the victim’s sandwich, not eaten by gulls, were at the fingertips of his left hand. A nearly full beer sat upright in the sand to the right of the rock where he had sat.
“The killer came up behind and slit the throat before any real struggle,” Dave observed. “This guy just tipped over. His feet hardly kicked out.” It was incredibly rare to find a victim that apparently had little or no reaction to being attacked, unless that victim had been drugged or was unconscious. How was the killer able to slit the victim’s throat and not elicit more of a reaction?
He searched the victim’s pockets but found no wallet. Was it in the boat? Dave made a note to check.
“Would have been pretty easy to be quiet in this sand, but the killer was out in the open for a long time before he reached the victim. Looks like he came about all the way across the beach from the cliff over there, almost at a trot,” his brother replied, pointing toward the east. “He knew how to be quiet, but he took a big chance that he wouldn’t be seen. Had to be strong to cut through the neck like that, too.”
The pair walked to where the killer’s tracks were first visible below the cliff.
“He must have jumped down from up there,” Dave commented as he looked at the ledge a little above his eyes. “Probably a big guy, looking at how deep the prints are where he landed. I’m guessing there will be nothing to show us his way on those rocks, but I’ll have one of the deputies go over it, anyway. Let’s have a look at the other one.”
They could detect only three sets of tracks leading through the brush to where Pat Johnson had been killed; two going in and one back until they came closer to the clearing and saw what looked like a fresh paw print.
“Shit!” Dave exclaimed as he bent to get a closer look at the print on the muddy soil. “This could be a wolf. One of us will have to hang with this body and one with the other until the deputies get back. Aren’t you glad you came?” Dave asked with a smile.
“Thrilled,” replied his brother in a sarcastic tone that Dave had heard many times before. Don had never sounded pleased when asked to do even the smallest thing, ever since the two were young. Their parents had scolded him about it many times, but his “sour attitude” never seemed to change unless the idea to do something was his own. Dave was certain it was one of the reasons that Don’s two marriages were measured in weeks, not much longer than the time that Don had known the women before getting married.
The brothers looked at the tracks heading toward the body before scanning the area for any sign that a wolf might still be near.
Gray wolves had been nearly hunted to extinction in Minnesota before becoming a protected species in the 70s. With no real enemies, they had flourished, thrilling conservationists. That was not the case with farmers who found their livestock dead or homeowners who lost pets. Deer hunters also voiced their displeasure.
Gray wolves could reach over one hundred pounds and six feet in length. They were fast, all muscle, killing machines. The wolves had recently expanded their range, moving south to more heavily populated areas in Central Minnesota. The Department of Natural Resources seemed uncertain on how to handle the growth of the species. A limited hunting season had been enacted but quickly suspended as the DNR bowed to the alarms of conservation activists. The brothers did not want to meet a wolf where it felt cornered or protecting a kill.
The walls and trees around the clearing blocked any breeze to keep the black flies and mosquitoes away, a welcoming committee that quickly found the men as they emerged from the woods.
The twins walked carefully across the rocky clearing to where Johnson lay. Like the man on the shore, this man’s throat had also been cut deeply, the head nearly severed. Dave knelt next to the body, holding his nose, the smell almost overpowering, as Don took more photos. He waved away the flies that had found this body like the one on the shore.
“Jesus!” Dave yelled as he jumped back. A yellow and black garter snake that had curled up next to the body poked its head out then slithered away.
“Scared of a little snake.” His brother laughed.
“No. You better look at this,” responded Dave as he pointed to the front of the body.
Don moved around to get a look at what his brother had seen. The victim’s jeans were open in front and the penis was gone, apparently sliced off with the same sharp knife used to slice through the victim’s throat. Don scanned the body, noting a deep knife wound in the back and what looked to be a swatch of blood across the victim’s shirt. The victim’s left leg was ripped apart where an animal had eaten it.
“We’ve got someone with some anger issues here. Looks like the stab wound in the back and the dick getting cut off happened after this guy had his throat cut—not much blood on those wounds. Somebody was pretty upset with this guy.”
Dave searched the second victim for any identification, but again found nothing. “No ID on either of these men. We’ll have to take a look in the boat, but it seems a little odd that both are without wallets. Could be a robbery.”
“Maybe, but the condition of this body tells me that there was more to it than that,” Don said as he stood. He scanned the surrounding area, looking for any sign of human tracks. Moss filled the cracks of the uneven, rocky surface, with occasional stunted shrubs poking up. Loose rock and dead branches were scattered on the ground, but nothing seemed disturbed. The brush beyond the clearing was heavy. “I can almost see the killer being able to come up from behind on the sand, but how did he do it here?”
The heat of the day couldn’t seem to back off with the fading light, both brothers’ shirts now stained with perspiration as they stood back and looked up at the aboriginal drawings on the rock, barely visible in the fading light. Neither had been to this spot before, but they had seen similar drawings at other locations and on trips to the giant Lake of the Woods. Dave often wondered if there wasn’t some purpose for the drawings that historians had completely missed, while Don seemed unimpressed.
“Brother, you could have yourself a real mess here,” Don commented in a steady tone as they both returned their attention to the body. “The lodge owners aren’t any too happy about the Native American netting rights and, from what I’ve heard, the Native Americans aren’t too keen about how they’ve been treated for about the last one hundred and fifty years. Something like this will not go over too well.”
Dave knew his brother was right. Word of this would spread quickly and was likely to bring newshounds from the Twin Cities, looking for a sensational story. That would only make things worse.
“I hear the boat,” Dave said. “Hang here for a couple of minutes until I can get one of these yahoos back here to relieve you. Try not to get eaten by any wolves … or get your throat cut. I still need some help back at the cabin.” Dave walked off to meet the boat and explain to his new staff what was to be done—essentially keeping the birds and animals away from the bodies while not disturbing anything themselves.
Deputies Tony Clark and Kyle Bauman accompanied Richie, who was again driving the boat. None of the three men looked too happy to be there, especially not after hearing it confirmed that they would be there overnight and that wolves and the killer could still be in the area. Richie reported that the medical examiner’s office could not send someone today, but he had lined up someone to bring the coroner out in the morning.
Dave searched the victims’ boat while he waited for his brother, who came from the woods after trading places with Clark. No sign of any wallets in the tackle boxes or elsewhere. He pulled up the stringer hanging off the back of the boat to find only fish heads with crayfish attached. Some snapping turtle had had a good meal.
“No wallets or IDs in the boat,” Dave shouted to his brother to be heard over the noise of the motor as they backed away from the shore. “Maybe one of them forgot their license, but not likely that both did. I think the wallets were just a bonus for the killer.”
The look on Don’s face said he was in agreement.




Chapter Five

Al “Smokey” Mason owned the small camp tucked away behind a long, curling point on the northeast side of Big Pine, one of three camps he owned in the area, but his only one on Big Pine. The camp consisted of six log-sided cabins with green metal roofs and a matching lodge where guests could get meals made for them, if they liked, maybe open a beer or two after dinner, and purchase tackle and bait. Each cabin was equipped with a small kitchen and living area in the center, and a bedroom with two single beds on either side. The cabins sat side by side, not more than fifty feet from a sandy beach, boats pulled up neatly in front of each.
Dave beached the sheriff’s boat in front of the lodge and jumped out, followed by his brother. Word of the killings had gotten back to the camp, and now the guests either sat or stood on the cabins’ decks, watching as the Trasks pulled in.
The lodge owner helped the men pull the boat farther onto shore.
“Evening, Sheriff. Congratulations,” said Al, holding out his hand to Dave. “Looks like you get to start your job a little early.” Al had not supported Dave when he had run for office, convinced that the county needed someone local. “If it wasn’t for the badge hanging on your belt, I would have had a hard time deciding whose hand to shake.”
“Smokey, this is my twin brother, Don. Don works for the BCA and is lending me a hand.”
Don and Mason shook hands, and then the brothers followed Mason into the lodge in silence.
“Get you something to drink? I know I started a while ago,” Mason offered as he stepped up to the bar. By the look of Mason’s bloodshot eyes, it wasn’t hard to see that he’d had a few beers, or probably something stronger that he kept in his office. His complexion said it had been a regular occurrence for quite some time.
“No, thanks, Smokey,” Dave replied. “We’d like to ask you a few questions then talk to your other guests and look at the cabin where the men were staying.”
“Sure, fire away.”
“How did you find the men?”
The camp owner explained that, when the men hadn’t shown for supper, he had gone looking for them in his boat. Each year, there were guests who had motor trouble or got lost, and so Al had each boat equipped with a chip so he could see where their boat was on his global positioning system.
“What time did you find them?”
“It was a little after eight. I could see they were both dead, so I didn’t touch anything. I called Richie as soon as I got back here.”
“How long had the men been with you?”
“They came in with a group of eight from Minneapolis at the beginning of the week. I picked them up at the landing on Tuesday. They really had some shitty weather until yesterday.”
“How many others are there in camp?” asked Dave.
“I got one other group of six and another group of four. Almost full.”
“And, how long have those groups been here?”
“Well, the six in Olson’s group arrived day before yesterday, and the Peters’ group the day before. Both of them are repeats, probably four years or more.”
Dave confirmed that they were all still in camp.
“What about the group that came with the men who were killed?” asked Don. “Had they been here before?”
“No, I signed them on at the Minneapolis Sport Show in January.” The show brought anglers in the upper Midwest out of hibernation to look at the newest boats, motors, and fishing tackle. It also served as a venue for resort owners to lure anglers eager for open-water fishing to bite on a trip for the upcoming season.
“They all seem to get along?”
“They seemed fine to me. Everybody was getting a little cranky with the weather we’ve had, but I can’t say there was much more than that.”
“What do you mean, more than that?” asked Dave. “Did something happen?”
“A couple of them mixed it up a little in here night before last. I’d been allowing a few extra beers each because of the weather. They probably just had a few too many.”
Dave didn’t doubt that Mason had joined them.
“Who were the ones fighting?”
“I wouldn’t really call it fighting. There was mostly just a little shoving, and then the others in the group broke it up before I even had to step in. It was one of the guys that was killed, Lau, and Ben … I think his last name is Hoffman. Big guy with red hair. Lau was the one who had booked the trip for the group, and Hoffman was not too happy with him, because they had hardly been able to do any fishing. Nothing anybody could have done about that.” The owner swirled the golden liquid in his glass then took another sip.
Dave listened to the ice cubes clink off the glass, and his tongue unconsciously went to the roof of his mouth. “Have you got contact information for all of your guests?”
“Sure. I’ll make a copy for you.”
Dave extended his hand to Mason. “Thanks, Smokey. We’ll go talk to the others and take a look at the cabin. I assume the men who were killed were roommates. What cabin were they in?”
The camp owner told them that the men had been in cabin three as he followed the Trask brothers out onto the deck. “It’s just down there.” He pointed to the right. “It’s the one with the big guy with the red hair in front of it, the guy I told you about.”
Don stared at the man on the porch of cabin three then turned back to Mason. “He was in the same cabin as the men who were killed?”
“Yeah. Must have been kind of tense in there night before last.”
Dave and Don looked sideways at each other then stepped in time, side by side, off the porch and toward cabin three, like they were marching. They could feel the eyes of the other guests on them as they neared the cabin.
“Gentlemen,” Dave said to Ben Hoffman and another man standing to Hoffman’s right. “I’m Dave Trask, the Lake County sheriff, and this is Agent Trask of the BCA.”
Don held out his identification.
“We’d like to ask you a few questions,” Dave finished.
Hoffman was stoic, arm crossed in front of his chest, while the other man took a swig of his beer and wiped his nose on his sleeve. He looked like he had been drinking longer than Al Mason.
“Sure, come on in,” Hoffman said.
The men moved into the cabin, the smaller man sitting on the couch while the others stood.
“We’re sorry about your friends. We’ll try to keep this as brief as possible,” Dave explained. “I’ll need your names and where you’re from?” Dave took a small notebook from his back pocket while Don unpacked his camera.
“I’m Ben Hoffman,” said the redhead. “I’m from Bloomington.”
“You have some ID I can see?”
Hoffman pulled his wallet from his back pocket and removed his driver’s license.
The license said he was six-foot-four and two hundred and fifty pounds. Dave guessed that was about right.
“And, how long had you known the deceased?” questioned Dave, looking up from the license as he handed it back.
“I only met them on this trip. Ray here knew them, and he invited me along. Wish I’d never come. What a waste.”
“And why was that?”
“Are you kidding me? Eight hundred bucks to sit and watch the rain for a week. Never again.”
Dave eyed Hoffman as he talked. He was in his early thirties, muscular, with big, callused hands that showed he was a laborer of some type. Dave guessed he had a temper and was likely a bully. The world centered on him and what he wanted.
“I see. I understand that you and Mr. Lau got into a fight night before last?”
Hoffman showed surprise in his eyes at the comment but was quick with his reply. “Hm. That wasn’t any fight. If I had wanted to fight him, I would have busted his butt!” he replied in a tone that told Dave that he was ready to show anyone who wanted to challenge him how tough he was.
“Which bedroom belonged to the deceased?” asked Don.
“They bunked in there,” said Hoffman, pointing to the doorway on the opposite side of the room. “Ray and me were in the other room.”
Don Trask picked up his bag and headed off while Dave continued to question the men.
“And your name, sir?” he said to the man hunched over on the edge of the couch, staring at the beer that he held between his knees.
“Ray, Ray Tuttle.” Ray Tuttle was three inches under six feet and skinny, maybe one hundred and sixty pounds. He had longer brown hair that had been under a hat for most of the day and a red face that had seen the sun with little protection for at least a few hours.
“And, how long had you known Mr. Lau?”
“I’ve known Mark since high school. We’ve been doing these trips for fifteen years. I just can’t believe he’s dead,” he said as he hung his head and tried to fight back his emotions.
“I’m sorry about your friend, Mr. Tuttle. How long had you known the other man?”
“Um, about five or six years, I guess. He works with Mark.”
Dave looked over to see Hoffman staring down at his fishing partner. Was there compassion in his eyes? For Tuttle’s sake, he hoped that was the case, or what he guessed would be a really long ride back to Minneapolis would be even worse. He stood in silence for a moment more before collecting Tuttle’s license.
“Where were you two yesterday?” Dave asked as he turned back to Tuttle.
“Fishing. We fished all day. Ben and I didn’t get back till almost six. Ain’t that right, Ben?”
Dave turned back to Hoffman, who nodded.
Tuttle looked up at Dave with tear-filled eyes. “Who did this? Why?”
“I don’t know yet, but we’ll find out.”
“Probably them damn Indians!” spat out Hoffman.
Dave had little doubt this would be the popular theory among much of the non-Native American population. “Why do you say that, Mr. Hoffman?”
“Everybody knows they hate us white men. Think we took their land. Hell, they’re the ones doing all the netting and killing way more fish than they need. Plus, they’re all getting rich from the casinos off my money!” he protested, pointing at his chest.
More than a few Minnesotans resented the payments that tribal members received from casino operations on tribal land—the only place gambling was legal in the state—thinking all were getting rich. The fact was that a few were receiving generous checks, but they were a small minority. That didn’t matter to a man like Hoffman who used it to feed his prejudice.
At that point, Don returned to the room, carrying his bag.
Dave tucked his notebook away and walked over, standing in the open doorway of the room that his brother had just left. He trusted no one more than Don to evaluate a crime scene, but something drew Dave in.
Sleeping bags were laying open on the bunks, a raincoat and pants draped over a chair, a few lures and a spool of line on the table next to the chair. It looked like every other bunkroom that Dave had seen at the camps that he and his brother had visited on their frequent trips. Only, the occupants of this room were never returning.
Dave turned, glanced at his brother, and then back at the men. “Thanks for your time. And, again, we’re sorry for your loss. We may be in touch.”
Neither fishermen responded as the brothers left the cabin, stopping on the porch.
“No wallets in their room,” said Don. “A nearly empty fifth of vodka on the floor by one of the beds, but otherwise … nothing.”
They split up to question the other men in the camp, getting statements for the next hour and a half before pushing off in their boat. They drifted slowly away from shore, thinking about a silent killer who had opened rivers of blood on the island. The northwest sky was an explosion of orange, yellow, and red that the twins watched fade before Dave started the motor.




Chapter Six

By the time the brothers returned to Dave’s cabin, the sun was long gone, and the mosquitoes were making sure that anyone who dared to venture outside donated blood. They spooked a deer on the road to the cabin, and a skunk waddled in front of their headlights toward the woods as they parked.
“Looks like you got a new neighbor, brother,” kidded Don.
“Just so he doesn’t think he can live under my porch,” replied Dave as he slammed his door and made his way to the cabin. He was in no mood to add anything else to his plate this day.
Once inside, Dave pulled two beers from the refrigerator, handing one to his brother, who sat at the kitchen table. There was nothing remarkable about the table, but Don ran his hand across its smooth top, as if caressing a lover. It was a round oak table, stained dark, with a hard, glossy finish. The brothers had moved it out of their parents’ house and into their detached garage ten years ago so their parents could refinish the floor in the kitchen. Somehow, the chemicals that their parents had purchased to strip the floors had ignited later that night, burning down the house and killing them both.
Neither man went a day without thinking about that night. Their father had loved his cigars and his whiskey, many times falling asleep in his worn recliner in the family room just off the kitchen, but he had never drank or smoked in the bedroom. When informed of the fire, both brothers had thought that an ash from a cigar had been the igniter. But when both of their parents had been found in their bedroom, dead from smoke inhalation, they had become suspicious that there might have been more to it. Fire investigators had never been sure of the cause, other than to say it had started in the kitchen.
The brothers’ suspicions were fueled by the fact that the front door had been found unlocked when the firefighters had entered. Their mother would never have left any door unlocked at night, a reason that the teenage Trask boys coming home too late had learned to hide a key outside.
Don had led a drug bust that had taken down a large operation only days before the fire and thought there might have been a connection but had found no leads. Then, a year after the fire, a meth dealer whom Don had arrested after a fire in the dealer’s apartment in Minneapolis had made a comment about the Trask fire when Don had said the dealer was lucky not to have burned down the whole block. Don had beaten the man severely, trying to find out what he knew, but he had gotten nothing more, the dealer claiming he had just heard it on the news. Don didn’t buy it. The dealer had known more, but he had been more afraid of saying something than he’d been of Don. The man had died of a gunshot to the head two days after making parole.
“What did you find in the bedroom?” Dave asked as he opened a cupboard next to the refrigerator.
“Not much. I took their phones. I’ll track down the numbers and names, but right now, I’d say that’s a dead end,” he replied after lowering his beer. “I don’t think their roommates are the answer, either. I don’t care for Mr. Hoffman, but he’s not much different than half the assholes with attitudes in the Cities. Still, he’s probably worth checking out.”
While he finished his beer, Don watched his brother cook. Don lived on fast food and takeout, but Dave could spend the entire day cooking. Don was certain his brother was happiest when he was cooking, and he was also certain that he loved to eat what Dave cooked.
There was no doubt that Dave knew his way around a kitchen, but he was magic when it came to the grill. Dave’s marinated grilled pork chops had to be Don’s favorite, and there was a grilled salmon that Don had dreams about. More than once, he had told Dave he should be a chef somewhere, but Dave would just blow it off.
By the time the creamy pasta with fish and fresh asparagus was set onto the table, Don was finishing his third beer.
The brothers talked fishing over dinner, cleaned up afterward, and then went to bed. Don was out in moments, but Dave stared at the ceiling fan above his bed, going over the murder scene in his head. There had been a viciousness to the killings, something primal. As a policeman in the suburbs, his exposure to murders had been limited, much more so than his brother. Still, he had seen his share of killings and killers, but nothing like this. This had been personal to the killer. Perhaps revenge? But, for what? The men’s wallets had gone with the killer, but was it a motive? And, had he had help?
Last night, all he had thought about was what kind of sink he would put in the downstairs bath and how much of the day he should set aside for fishing. He was content having that as his biggest worry and had no problem getting to sleep. Now it had all changed.
How could it be happening again so quickly? His mind was racing, along with his heart, as he tossed back and forth in a bed that was no longer comfortable. He conjured confrontations with the county board, just as he’d had with the Maple Grove City Council in his prior job.
As Maple Grove’s police chief, he had been expected to look the other way when elected officials or their family members had problems, just as the prior chief had done. But Dave had refused to accommodate requests and had instructed his department to do the same. The tension had only increased when the head of the city council had backed another candidate for chief, but Dave had been appointed for another term, anyway.
Unlike his brother, Dave kept his emotions locked inside. As his second term had worn on, he would drink more and slept less, which had only worsened the burning of the ulcers that he had developed in his first term. Then, one night after several beers, his chest had begun to burn like never before. He had chewed nearly half a jar of antacids before washing them down with what had been left of a beer, only to have it all come back up in the bathroom sink. Dave’s eyes had watered, and sweat had run down his forehead. He had screamed in pain as he’d held his chest, looking down at the bloody contents of his stomach now in the sink.
After that, Dave had taken a vacation, something he had not done in the prior nine years, and had headed north for some fishing. A “For Sale” sign, barely visible through the long grass surrounding it, had caught his attention. He had followed an overgrown cut through the woods to a derelict cabin on Basswood Lake, took one walk around the property, and had signed a purchase agreement the same afternoon.
Dave had finished his term after announcing his retirement, but not before backing one of his deputies, who he had known would carry on a clean department. The mayor had agreed, but the head of the council had again backed a different candidate. Dave had campaigned hard for his deputy, who ultimately had been approved for the position after a public outcry and support from the police department, providing the council head a final slap in the face that Dave still relished.
Trask had then sold his home in Maple Grove and moved north. The doctor had told him that the alcohol, in combination with his ulcer, would eventually kill him, and so Dave had quit drinking for more than a year, focusing on remodeling his cabin. Slowly, he had decompressed, finally able to give up his ulcer meds and again enjoy a beer.
After coffee and toast in the morning, Don transferred the images from his camera to Dave’s computer, packed, and was on his way south in his blue Suburban.
Dave watched his brother leave then looked down at the sawdust under his feet. “Christ, what a mess!” he said aloud. Being neat was part of his DNA, so seeing his porch in this condition, he was torn about what to do next.
He sighed, knowing there was no decision to make, but he also knew that the mess would bother him, like the mosquito on his arm, until he did something about it. He slapped the bug, went back inside, and scrolled through the images before heading back out to the murder scene, arriving just as the coroner was zipping the bag shut on the body on the beach, with the help of one of the deputies.
“You must be Dr. Adams,” said Dave as he extended his hand. “I’m Dave Trask.”
The tall, thin man approaching sixty with wire-rim glasses and thinning black hair streaked with grey removed a latex glove and shook his hand.
“Thanks for coming. What can you tell me, Doc?” Dave asked, not pleased that the man was just now finishing his exam.
“I’m sorry I couldn’t get here sooner, but my boat driver apparently discovered malt liquor last night and didn’t show up at the landing until a little more than two hours ago,” the doctor replied, picking up on Dave’s mood.
Dave glanced at Richie, who turned away and walked toward the boat, sleeping bag under his arm. A younger man whom Dave did not know shadowed Richie. “Go ahead, Doc.”
“Anyway, I can tell you that both men died quickly, very quickly. The blade had to be large and very sharp to inflict that kind of damage. And whoever used the knife was strong. I suspect this man was likely killed after the first,” he said, looking at the body bag, “but not too long. I’ll know for certain when I get them back to the lab.”
“And, what about the other man?”
“Ah, yes. Well, I can say for certain that the killer had more issues with that man. I counted at least four very deep stab wounds inflicted after the man had his throat cut. The killer definitely did not care for that man at all.”
“And, what about the penis? Some kind of sick trophy?”
“Oh no,” the doctor replied, shaking his head. “I’d say more of a message.”
“A message? What do you mean, a message?”
“I found it stuffed in the victim’s mouth. I’d call that a message, wouldn’t you?” Adams looked at Trask, his head tilted back. “I’ll get you a full report as soon as I can,” said the doctor as he turned to pack up his tools.
“Thanks, Doc,” Dave replied as he tried to process everything he had heard.
Richie returned, and Dave turned to face him. He wanted to yell at Richie about the kid that he had selected to get the coroner to the site but decided it would be better to wait until they were alone. He was sure Don would have jumped all over him, but there were few times when he had ever found that reprimanding one of his staff in front of the others was as effective as taking care of matters in private.
“You help the doc load the bodies and evidence in the boat then wait for me there with the men.”
Meline nodded then moved away.
Dave spent a few minutes going over where the killer had entered and left the crime scene, but his tracks had vanished like a ghost. The man was smart, likely using the rocks to cover his trail and remain silent, making his way along the ridge to where it reached the water and a boat. He had been here before.




Chapter Seven

Dave helped them load the bodies into the ambulance at the landing. The officers watched as the coroner got in his truck and followed the ambulance out of the parking lot. A red Ford Fiesta, driven by the man whom Dave did not know, followed behind them.
From Kyle Bauman’s and Tony Clark’s appearance, it was obvious that they had not slept well the night before. That was a good thing as far as Dave was concerned. Richie, however, looked none the worse for the night spent outside, supposedly making sure nothing disturbed the crime scene.
Dave sent Kyle and Tony home then turned to Richie. “Those boys looked pretty beat, but you don’t look too bad.”
“I’m used to camping out, but those guys are pretty much cabin dwellers,” Richie replied with a proud grin.
“What the hell happened with the boat driver for the doc?”
“Sorry about that, Sheriff,” he replied, his face now serious. “He’s my nephew, and I paid him to do it last night. That was a mistake I won’t make again. I had a talk with him.”
“I assume that was him in the red Fiesta?”
“Yeah. Sorry, I probably should have introduced you.”
Dave ran a hand through the thick hair on the top of his head as he glanced at the ground. He could feel his frustration with his deputy rising. “Did you find anything else of interest on the island?”
“Not much. I found a couple of spots on the shore, on the south side, where it looked like someone had pulled a boat up onto the rocks, but I couldn’t say how long it had been—it’s all rock there. Oh, and we did find what looks like it could be a wolf den on the east side.”
Dave glared at his deputy like a parent who had caught their teenage son coming in late from curfew. He was about to give Richie a lecture, but then decided against it again. Dave was new here, extremely new, and it was not his style to go charging in. Time was needed to get to know his staff better before making any judgments. First impressions mattered, especially when you were taking over a new staff consisting of locals, and you were the outsider. It was possible that he would need to trust these men with his life. No need to make them think twice about it.
Still, there was something about Richie that definitely rubbed him the wrong way. Maybe it was the fact that he had heard that Richie had had thoughts about the sheriff job for himself. Dave brushed it off.
He told Richie to tell Al that he could retrieve his boat and that he would meet him at the office after lunch. Trask then watched Meline drive out of the lot before he climbed back into the boat for another look at the murder scene.
Dave felt himself go on alert as he entered the bay again, scanning the cliffs and brush. He thought the high sun would make the beach more inviting; instead, the empty expanse of sand seemed eerie. Something told him that he shouldn’t have returned … at least not alone.
He shook off the feeling, goosed the motor, and then tilted it up, running the boat onto the shore. Then he cut the motor but remained behind the console, scanning the cliff and brush surrounding the beach.
He didn’t carry a notebook or camera as he made his way back to the campfire area on the beach where Mark Lau had been murdered. Where his brother was meticulous with documenting and photographing a crime scene, Dave often found that, at least for him, the feel of the scene was just as important. He needed to get into the killer’s head.
The gulls that had been scavenging the area took flight as Dave approached, squawking in their irritating tone, landing only a short distance offshore to wait for their chance to return. Dave sat on the same rock as the victim had and stared down the beach, trying to relive Lau’s last moments. The lake drew his attention. The wind had picked up from the south, and small waves broke on the shore to his left, a calming, soothing sound.
But it had also been calm here the day before yesterday, the day someone had murdered the men. It would not have taken much of a noise to have alerted the victim. How had the killer been so quiet?
Dave stood and looked behind him, where the tracks of the killer were still visible. This killer had not been lucky; he knew how to approach his prey.
He made his way back to the site of the Johnson killing and stood where the victim had. He gazed at the paintings, thinking of the time and effort needed to use this cliff as a giant mural. His eyes fell to the base of the cliff where many cans, bottles, and pieces of litter had been yesterday before being cataloged and bagged as evidence. People who trashed a place, especially one of historical significance like this, showed nothing but disrespect. Maybe the killer felt the same? But, was that enough to kill?
Dave’s knee cracked as he put one hand down and bent to smell the earth in front of where the body had lain. Urine? Had the killer caught the victim urinating at the base of the drawing? Was that enough incentive to slice his throat? And then the rage to repeatedly stab him after he was dead … and cut off his penis and stuff it into the victim’s mouth? The doctor had been right; that was a message. This killer was over the edge. Or killers?
The breeze from the south moved the branches of the tall Norway pines circling the clearing. The shadow of a bald eagle riding the breeze passed overhead, maybe a distant relative of the one pictured on the cliff wall. Dave used his hand as a sun visor as he watched the bird until it passed out of sight. Then he peered into the woods surrounding the clearing.
Even as midday approached, the shadows were heavy, and with the thick brush, a man familiar with the area could easily blend in. The killer could be watching him right now, and he would not see him.
He headed back to the boat.
The sentry was becoming concerned. It had been a day and a half since he had killed the two men on the island, yet there had been no word of it. He thought about it as he lay in bed, knowing the scent of blood would bring the wolves that would rip the bodies apart, possibly destroying the message he had left. He needed to return.
The sentry arrived at the island before sunrise, pulling his canoe well into the brush on the opposite side of the island from the beach, the same place he had landed two days before. He made his way through the woods to the top of the cliff that held the mural as the first light appeared on the eastern horizon.
It surprised him to see a policeman in the clearing below, dismantling a small tent, and the body of the man whom he killed still laying where he had left it. The sentry watched the officer for a few minutes, considering whether to kill him, when the voice of another policeman announced his arrival in the clearing. The second policeman had come from the beach and carried a cup that he handed to the other man. The sentry waited.
Soon, the sound of another boat reached his ears. The men in the clearing below had heard it, too, and the man who had brought the cup to the man with the tent headed back to the beach.
The sentry was uneasy. He had no idea how many more police would come or how many were on the island already. If the police searched the island now, they might find his boat, but if he left now, they could easily spot him and run him down with any other boats that might be on their way. The sentry knelt to pray to his ancestors for guidance.
The voices that the sentry heard moments later were not his ancestors but the policeman who had brought the cup earlier, followed by two others. One was a slightly older man carrying a green bag, and one young with long, blonde hair.
The sentry and the other men watched as the older man put on gloves and examined the body, taking pictures as he did, until he called for assistance. The two police officers came to his side while the young man held back. They moved the body to a dark blue, plastic bag then zipped it inside. There were handles on each end of the bag, and on each side. Each man grabbed a handle, the older man also carrying the bag that he had brought with him and, with the body between them, they slowly made their way across the uneven ground of the clearing to the path that led to the beach.
The sentry stood, looking over the clearing, assuming the police would soon leave, and satisfied that news of the killings would soon spread.
He had decided to wait until he was sure the police had left before leaving himself when he heard another boat arrive. Why had more men come? Were they going to search the island? He crouched above the cliff, considered fleeing again, but ultimately remained where he was. Soon, he heard boats depart, and then the island was quiet. The sentry sensed he was alone but waited for a time before he made his way to the beach to confirm that was the case. He stayed in the brush, away from the trail and off the beach, but could see no one on the beach when it came into view. There were no boats.
He turned his gaze toward the spot where he had killed the second man, feeling a rush of adrenaline and a sense of victory move through him as he relived the moment he had cut the man’s throat.
A feeling of eagerness for more retribution welled inside him when his ears recognized the sound of the motor of the boat that had been last to arrive at the island earlier. He turned his attention to the point where the boat soon appeared, a single man inside. The sentry crouched in the brush, watching as the man beached the boat, walked toward the campfire, and sat on the rock that had been used by the man whom he had killed there. Why had this man returned?
The man seemed to be almost meditating before he stood and stared directly at where the sentry now crouched. The sentry held his breath as the man seemed to look right at him. Then the man walked toward him, the gun on his hip clearly visible.
The sentry was sure he had been spotted and reached for his knife, but the man turned his gaze away and began to walk toward the path that led to the clearing. The sentry sprinted silently through the woods, returning to his hiding place at the edge of the clearing.
The man from the boat soon entered the clearing. He appeared to be strong, powerful, but the sentry was sure he could kill him. Waiting for the right time, hand on the handle of his knife, he watched the man his steely eyes as he moved about the clearing. There was something different about this man. The sentry was sure he was a police officer, possibly the new sheriff, but this man did not just rely on what he could see like the other police officer whom he had watched this morning; he used his senses, much like the sentry had been taught to do as a young boy when hunting with his father.
The man moved to where the body had been only a few hours ago and bent to smell the soil. The sentry watched him, knowing he had easily covered the fifty feet to where the man had stood yesterday and knew he could do it again now without detection. But the voices that called for him to kill two days ago were not there. This man would need to die, but others must go first.
The white police officer stood and turned, again staring directly at where the sentry crouched. The sentry felt a sense of panic as Trask’s gaze lingered, thinking he had been spotted and would need to run, but then Trask turned and walked toward the beach. The sentry watched him go.




Chapter Eight

The Lake County Sheriff’s Office was in Two Harbors, about half an hour north of Duluth, where the winter snows slowed traffic to a crawl, which could be more than six months out of the year. There were fourteen deputies in the county to patrol its nearly three thousand square miles, with two duty stations outside Two Harbors, each staffed by three deputies. One station was in Silver Bay, thirty miles north of Two Harbors, on the shore of Lake Superior. No one was quite certain why the station was located so close to Two Harbors, with most of the county located to the north of the lake, but that was where it sat.
The other station was simply called “Section 30” station, located at the entrance to the Boundary Waters Canoe Area (BWCA), a vast network of waterways that spilled into Canada. The deputies there shared the station with four Minnesota Department of Natural Resources conservation officers, as well as two clerks who handle the many permit requests and questions from citizens venturing into the wilderness. The station consisted of a long, single-story, cedar-sided building with an attached garage, as well as an old two-story home dating back over one hundred years. The single-story building was painted red, with a sharply pitched roof to allow the mountains of snow that fell each winter to slide harmlessly to the ground, and housed the DNR personnel. Stored in the garage was equipment used by both groups, including several canoes, four ATVs, three snowmobiles, and an assortment of other items.
The old white house that stood, nestled in the pines across the gravel drive, was the office for the sheriff deputies and home to too many mice to capture. Worn concrete steps with a wrought iron handrail led up to the heavy oak door with innumerable coats of paint. The cold winds slid underneath during the winter, as well as numerous Asian beetles and other bugs during the summer. Wavy oak planks covered the floors on each level, worn gray from the salt, and sand, and mud tracked through the building. There was a large kitchen on the first floor with a newer refrigerator, two rooms that made do as offices, and the old dining room that served as a conference room. A small bathroom, with a painted concrete floor, hard water stained sink, and toilet, sat to the right of the entry. Steep wooden steps with black vinyl runners led up to the second level, with four bedrooms converted to offices, record storage, and another bathroom with a cast iron tub.
The previous sheriff had maintained a traveling office in each location, though he had rarely ventured out of Two Harbors during his three terms. At the Section 30 Station, he had commandeered the former master bedroom that occupied the northeast corner of the upper level of the old house, no doubt because it was the largest office, with room for a couch that allowed him to take naps on the infrequent days that he had used the facility. He had made sure each of his offices were well appointed with the latest equipment and, most importantly, a small refrigerator to keep his beer cool.
Dave pushed the front door shut behind him and found himself in a short, dark hall with the bathroom to his right and the kitchen area directly ahead. The floors creaked as he entered the kitchen; a long counter with oak cabinets above and below and a stained metal sink ahead of him, the refrigerator and a broom closet to his right.
“Hello?”
Deputy Kyle Bauman appeared in the doorway that led to the stairs and his office area beyond that. Slightly under six feet, Bauman was in his late forties with crewcut black hair beginning to show grey. His sunken blue eyes surrounded a large nose and were topped by bushy brows. Once muscular arms hung below the short sleeves on his tan cotton shirt, and his expanding mid-section now pushed at the buttons in front. He had been a deputy for over sixteen years and had now settled into waiting out the remaining years before he could tap into his pension. Kyle was the only one with an office on the lower level, and all calls went through him.
“How you doing, Sheriff? Have any trouble finding the place?” asked Kyle as he extended his hand.
“No trouble, thanks. The other two here?”
“Yes, sir. You want me to call them down?”
“Yeah, I’d like to have a brief meeting. Where can we meet?”
“The conference room is just around the corner there,” he said, pointing to an open entry to his right. Bauman then went back through the doorway and around a half-wall to his desk behind it. He punched the intercom button on his phone and advised the men upstairs of the meeting.
Dave helped himself to a cup of coffee in the kitchen after carefully rinsing out a dust-covered blue cup with a “BCA 2000” logo that he had found in the back of the cupboard above the coffee pot. Hearing footsteps on the stairs, he entered the conference room.
At the center of the conference room was an eight-foot, solid oak, oblong table, the only piece of original furniture in the old house, surrounded by eight new black fabric, rolling office chairs. Built-in cupboards holding copy paper and office supplies lined two walls.
After greeting the other two deputies, he asked them to sit down. Tony and Richie sat on one side of the table; Dave joined Kyle on the other.
Over his years, he had learned that, in each office he had visited, employees, especially the men, had their own territories. This not only included their office space but also things like where they sat in cafeterias and at conference tables. Dave found that meetings went the best when each person was comfortable in their familiar space.
“Thanks for putting in the overtime yesterday,” Dave began on a conciliatory note as he looked from face to face. “Not a pretty scene. Have you all been on murder investigations before?”
As it turned out, all the men had been involved in the murder of a tourist from Chicago last summer. Two friends had entered the BWCA, and only one had returned. After relatives of the missing man had informed authorities in Chicago of the planned trip, police had questioned the other man, who had claimed the trip had been cancelled. In the meantime, Chicago police had also contacted the DNR personnel at Section 30. They had required all canoeists entering the BWCA to get a permit and register, so it hadn’t taken long to find the paperwork on the two men, or for the deputies, accompanied by DNR personnel, to find the body.
Richie said he had also gotten in on a couple of investigations in Duluth, while Tony and Kyle had assisted local police in a murder/suicide near Sawbill Landing about five years earlier.
Dave had expected their experience to be limited after looking at the crime statistics for the county; he was just hoping that it would have been a little more extensive than this. He would like to keep the investigation within his staff here, but he now saw no option other than to bring in outside help. He made a note to talk to Don to get his opinion, but he wouldn’t have much time. As soon as word of what had happened got out, he would have every news outlet from the Twin Cities and more either sending a crew here or bombarding him with calls. With the likely speculation of Native American involvement, this could soon turn into a nightmare.
Before handing out assignments, Dave wanted to get each man’s take on what they had seen. He wasn’t concerned that he had missed something; rather, he wanted a feel for what kind of observational and reasoning skills each deputy possessed. At this point, he didn’t expect a lot.
A cop in Section 30 didn’t handle much more than an occasional drunk, cabin vandalism, and a drowning now and then. It was what Dave thought he would be dealing with when he had run for sheriff. So much for those plans.
“We got one mad Indian here, Sheriff,” announced Richie. “It’s no secret that the Indians don’t want us here. And who else could sneak up behind those two like that?”
There was obviously no love lost between Richie and the Native Americans who inhabited the area, something too common here. Not a good trait for a law enforcement officer to be impartial, but nothing that Dave hadn’t witnessed before.
“Have you had any recent incidents involving Native Americans in the area?”
“We had to lock a couple of them up about three weeks ago that were drunk and bothering campers over on Gull Lake, and then one of the guides at the Thunderbird was let go just last week after he got in a fight with one of the guests. No charges were ever filed in that one,” volunteered Kyle.
“What do you think, Tony?” asked Dave.
Tony Clark was almost two years older than Richie, with thick, wavy black hair, blue eyes, and a thin face with a sharp nose. At just under six feet, the deputy had an Ichabod Crane-like body, with the addition of a desk-job paunch. He was a follower, and Richie his leader.
“I guess I kind of agree with Richie, Sheriff,” he replied in a squeaky voice as he gave a quick glance at Meline. “With just the one set of tracks, I think we’re looking for just one guy.”
“Could he have had someone waiting for him in a boat?”
“I suppose. What do you think, Richie?”
Richie opened his mouth, but before he could get a word out, Dave said, “I asked you what you thought, Tony.”
Tony looked over at Richie then down at the pen that he was twirling on the notebook in front of him. “Well, it’s hard to say. We looked all over that island but couldn’t see any more tracks. There were a couple of places where you could see that someone had landed a boat on the rocks, but no real way to tell how long ago that was. If he did land on the rocks, and he had someone to help him, he could have been quieter.”
“Thanks. You got anything to add, Kyle?”
“To do what he did, the guy had to be strong and have one hell of a sharp knife. It didn’t look like those guys moved hardly at all before he cut their necks. You think at least one of them would have struggled some.”
“What about other incidents of trouble in the area recently?”
His deputies looked at each other then just shook their heads.
“It’s usually pretty quiet around here, Sheriff,” Kyle said.
They looked at him like cats waiting for supper.
“Richie, I’d like you to follow up on the Native Americans Kyle mentioned. I want you to locate them and find out where they were day before yesterday, about noon.”
Meline didn’t look too thrilled with his assignment.
“Tony, I know you’re not going to be too happy about this, but I want you to head back out to the island and take a camera. Circle the island before you land, just to be sure there aren’t any other boats. I don’t think the killer has any reason to return, but may as well be careful.”
Tony had a blank, nervous look, but he nodded his understanding.
“I want shots of anything you think might mean something. Go back over that whole island and see if you can find anything about where our killer got on or off the island and if he had someone with him. We’ve got rain coming tomorrow, so don’t be shy about using that camera.
“Kyle, you need to hold down the fort. If anybody calls from the media, you have no comment. Is that clear?”
“Yes, sir.”
“Good. I also want you to go back over your records for the last two years to see if you can find anything on problems between visitors to the lake and locals. And, by locals, I mean anyone who lives here or works here more than three months during the year.”
Kyle, who had a habit of taking copious notes at any meeting he attended, wrote nearly verbatim what he had been told. “Got it. Anything else?”
“I’m going to see what the doctor knows then talk to some of the cabin and resort owners to see if they’ve noticed anything suspicious lately.”
“You might want to save yourself some boat gas and just head over to the Channel Inn after six. You’ll find most of the people you’re looking for there,” volunteered Richie.
“Thanks, Richie, I’ll do that.” Dave looked at his watch. “All right, it’s almost two now. I hate to say this, but we can’t allow this to go cold. Let’s meet back here at eight and go over where we are.”
None of the men looked happy, but they all nodded in agreement then headed off.
Dave hopped in his vehicle and immediately put in a call to his brother.
“What do you know, brother?”
“Only that the shortage of idiots in the world has not decreased since I saw you,” replied Don. “I tell myself to just let it go, that we are actually doing some good, and some doorknob in St. Paul gets it up his ass that we need to be sure we are protecting the rights of all citizens, even if the citizen is a whacked-out meth-head threatening to shoot her daughter. I may have to join you up there.”
“Don’t do that until you tell me what you know about the vics and the guys at the camp.”
“Pretty much nothing. The vics and the one mousey guy at the camp are clean. The asshole, Hoffman, has been in a few scrapes, mostly just after bar close. He did have one restraining order with his ex, so I’m going to check that out, but I really don’t see him as the guy.”
“Thanks, Don. That’s about what I was expecting.”
“I did find one other thing that may or may not be related, but it’s interesting, anyway. In the last three years, there have been at least three prospectors who have disappeared up in your area.”
“Disappeared?”
“Yeah. It’s like they just vanished. These guys worked for the big mining outfits, looking for gold up there.”
“I don’t remember anything about that in the news.” What really bothered Dave about this was that his deputies hadn’t mentioned it. Certainly, these disappearances would have been on their radar.
“I guess the mining companies have tried to keep it quiet by paying off the families of these guys, but a couple of the families filed missing person’s reports and want answers. I tried to talk to the mining company execs, but no-go so far. I’ll keep after this, because it smells fishy, if nothing else, but I just don’t get the feeling that it’s related to your scene.”
Dave filled Don in on what else he knew and promised to pass along any other information as he got it.
“Swell. I bust my butt working on your place, and now you got me doing more work that I can guarantee you I do not need with the pile of paper on my desk.”
“Well, here’s more. I just met with my staff and, frankly, this thing is way out of their league.”
“I’m not too surprised, based on what I saw of Mr. Meline. Okay, I’ll see what’s shaking with the Duluth office after I get caught up here. I’ll let you know.”
“Thanks, brother. Talk to you soon.”
Dave could hear his brother say “asshole” as he disconnected.
Was there a connection to the mining companies? Don was right; it just didn’t feel right. Still, if there were a connection, Don would find it. He didn’t need to look over his brother’s shoulder; he had enough troubles of his own. He had three deputies who were inept and a multiple murder investigation that he could envision blowing up in his face.
He was back to going over the murder scene in his head when he swerved to miss a large raccoon. His heart was still racing when his phone rang.
“Sheriff Trask.”
“Sheriff, this is Rosemary Theil. Have you found the killer yet?”
Dave could feel the muscles in his stomach tightening. “Ms. Theil, we are following up on several leads but have nothing concrete yet.”
“I’m not a reporter, Sheriff. I want a straight answer!”
“You just got it.”
There was silence on the other end, and Dave glanced at the phone, thinking he might have lost the connection when the commissioner spoke again.
“Sheriff, my constituents, and yours, rely on this time of year to make the pitiful livings they seem to survive on. This needs to be handled quickly before any tourist has a second thought about coming to Lake County. I want an arrest, and I want it now!”
“Me, too. Bye.” Dave clicked off then waited for his phone to chirp again.




Chapter Nine

Dave called the offices in Silver Bay and Two Harbors as he drove, but with tourist season on the north shore of Lake Superior in full swing, there was no way a staff meeting would happen soon. The sheriff’s office was charged not only with crime investigation and traffic duty, but also assisted the city police in the county. He promised to get something scheduled in the early fall before the leaves started turning and the tourists returned, clicking off as he pulled into the parking lot of the coroner’s office in Silver Bay.
The single-story, red brick building could have passed for a post office, a bank, or an elementary school. A limp flag hung from a pole, surrounded by a circular, raised brick flowerbed with an abundance of daisies at the center. A circular drive passed around the planter in front of the building, the empty parking area to the left. Trask guessed the ambulances must park in the rear.
The sheriff pushed through the silver metal front door to find himself in a long hallway, red brick walls matching the exterior, with heavy oak doors on either side, but no identification as to what was behind any of those doors. The door to his right was open, and so he leaned in.
The office couldn’t have been more than twelve by twelve, with several tan filing cabinets along one wall and posters of various butterflies on the other walls. Behind a matching tan metal desk, with an overflowing in-basket angled in one corner, sat an attractive red-haired woman with large brown eyes that were peering intently through reading glasses at a paper on her desk. Her sleeveless white top clung to a shapely figure, from what Dave could see.
“Is it interesting?” Dave asked.
“Pardon me?” she answered, looking like a feared librarian in Dave’s elementary school as she glared at him from over her cheaters.
“The paper you’re reading. You seemed quite engrossed.”
“I’m sorry. Can I help you?” she replied, apparently not happy at the intrusion.
“I hope so,” he answered with what he thought was his most engaging smile.
“And you are?” she asked, removing her glasses as she stood, revealing that the lower half of her torso matched nicely with the top. The look on her face said his attempt at levity had missed the mark by a wide margin.
A woman with this kind of figure had been the last thing on Dave’s mind before he had entered the office and was caught staring.
“Sorry. Dave Trask. Sheriff Dave Trask,” he said, extending his hand.
“Hello, Sheriff,” she replied, ignoring his hand. “You must be looking for Dr. Adams?”
“Um, that’s right,” he answered as he let his hand drop to his side.
“You’ll find him in the second room on the left. Just go in. I believe he is expecting you.”
“Thanks. I didn’t catch your name.”
“Oh, that probably won’t be necessary,” she said as she looked him over like a hungry lioness before she sat down and resumed reading.
Dave wasn’t quite sure how to respond to that, but he was sure that he had been quickly and efficiently dismissed. His eyebrows rose as he looked at the woman ignoring him a moment longer before leaving her room and heading down the hall.
Dr. Adam’s office was much the same as the one he had just left. The only notable difference were the autographed pictures of baseball players, mostly black and white, covering the wall. It was apparent that the doctor was a Minnesota Twins fan, as former players Harmon Killebrew, Tony Oliva, Rod Carew, and others took up most of the wall space. Dave admired a Kirby Puckett signed bat and a ball that appeared to have been autographed by most of the 1987 world championship Twins team before turning his attention to a connecting brown metal door that was trying to muffle the sounds of the Grateful Dead.
Dr. Adams stood with his back to Dave, working on one of the victims, blue jeans and tennis shoes visible below his white lab coat. With the music blaring from two speakers mounted in the far corners of the room, Dave was sure the doctor had not heard him enter, so he tapped him on the shoulder.
Dave expected some reaction of surprise at the shoulder tap, but the doctor merely raised his right hand, pointed a finger in the air, and then went to a desk to his left and turned down the volume on the music.
“Welcome, Sheriff. I believe this is your first visit to our little facility?” he said as he turned to face Dave, peering over half-moon reading glasses.
“Hope you don’t mind me barging in on you like this?”
“Not at all. In fact, your timing is superb. I was just finishing up with the second victim,” he responded as he picked up a clipboard on his desk. “I’m afraid I don’t really have much to tell you that you probably don’t already know. I believe that both men were killed with the same weapon, a knife with a heavy blade likely eight to ten inches long, and extremely sharp. There was a single, very straight level cut used to kill each man, and the killer was probably right handed.
“I have sent samples of the blood around the wounds from each victim to Duluth to be analyzed. I suspect we will find traces of the blood from the victim by the rock mixed with the blood from the one on the beach, to confirm that the same knife killed them both. Obviously, the victim on whom we find samples of both of their blood types will be the one who was killed last. I still suspect it will be the man at the fire.”
“So, you think it was one killer?”
“It would greatly surprise me if that was not the case. The manner in which both men were killed is just too similar.”
“Anything else?”
Adams tilted his head as he considered his response. “I was curious, as I’m sure you are, as to how the killer could have held the victims in such a manner as to cut so deeply and cleanly through each neck without putting himself in danger of being cut. There were no signs that something held the victims around the forehead.”
“I’m not sure I follow?”
“Let me demonstrate, if you don’t mind,” replied Dr. Adams as he moved behind Dave after picking up a ruler on his desk. “Now, our killer needed to hold the victim’s head very still to make the cuts that he did. To do that, one would think that he would put the victim in some type of headlock against his body with one arm like this.” The doctor wrapped his left forearm around Dave’s head and pulled it back against his shoulder.
“Now, assuming the ruler in my hand is the knife, you can see this hold would have made it difficult to cut your neck so deeply without endangering me cutting myself or getting much force with my cutting arm, much less making a level cut,” said the doctor as he drew the ruler across Dave’s neck. “Also, we don’t know the height of the killer, but this approach would only possibly have worked if the killer was noticeably taller than the victim by the rock. As the victim was almost six-foot-three, this would seem even more unlikely.”
“I think you made your point, Doc,” Dave managed in a strained voice, pushing the ruler from his neck.
“Oh, sorry,” said Adams in a non-apologetic, clinical voice as he released his hold and walked back over to the table. “In addition, the man sitting by the fire was so low to the ground that trying to bend over him from behind and put an arm around his forehead would have been very awkward, if nothing else,” he said as he turned toward the body on the table.
“Now, if you look at the top of this man’s head carefully—this is the man from the beach—you can see what looks to be a red area.”
Trask moved over to the examining table to stand by the doctor, bending over to get a closer look as he rubbed his neck.
“I found that several hairs were pulled out here, and others were damaged to the point of being broken or close to it. I found the same type of damage on the back of the head of the man killed by the rock. I can only surmise that the killer held each man by his hair. Would you like me to demonstrate?” asked the doctor.
It didn’t seem to Dave that Dr. Adams was kidding, so he quickly raised his hands as he declined, taking a step back. “That would make sense. We found two caps on the rocks on the beach. I’m guessing they set them there when they landed. Nice work, Doc.”
“Other than that, all I can tell you is that the men died shortly after noon yesterday. Sorry I don’t have more.”
Dave was impressed with the doctor’s observations. He hadn’t told him much that he hadn’t already known, but the man obviously knew what he was doing. “You’ve done this before, haven’t you?”
“I’m afraid so. I used to work in Chicago and vacation here in the summer. Saw a ten-month-old baby shot in the face about nine years ago and decided I’d had enough of the big city. There just happened to be an opening here at the time, so that settled that. Didn’t really expect to run into this here, but who would?”
“Thanks again. By the way, who’s your receptionist?”
“Receptionist?” Adams replied with a puzzled look.
“Yeah, the redhead in the first office on the right?”
Dr. Adams smiled widely and released a brief chuckle. “My dear Sheriff, that would be Dr. James. She is easily my equal here, and if you have any sense, which I think you do, you will never refer to her as my receptionist or anybody’s receptionist, if there is any chance that she will hear you.”
“Got it. Thanks again.”
“My pleasure.”
Dave heard the music being turned up again as he made his way back down the hall, stopping to knock on the door of the woman whom he had first talked to upon entering.
Dr. James looked up from her computer.
“Thanks for your help, Dr. James.”
“You’re welcome, Sheriff.”
“I don’t believe I caught your first name?”
“No, and I don’t believe I mentioned my last name earlier, either.”
“Dr. Adams told me,” replied Dave.
“I see,” she said in an almost judgmental tone as she inserted the end of her pen between her full red lips and nibbled on the end. She then opened her brown eyes wide and stared at Dave.
Dave, never married and always uncomfortable around women, especially women as attractive as the doctor, felt as if he was being studied.
“Okay then. Um, maybe we’ll run into each other again?”
“That might be interesting,” she replied as she continued to stare.
“Yes, well, thanks again,” said Dave as he backed out of her office, nearly knocking over a plant inside the door.
“What an idiot I am,” he said aloud to himself as he exited the building and went to his truck.




Chapter Ten

The bridge spanning the strait between Rush Lake and Cross Lake was one hundred and twenty feet long. Originally, the bridge had been all cedar but had been replaced in recent years by a steel structure, and a pedestrian lane added. In the spring, the strait became home to hundreds of walleyes moving between the lakes and shore-bound anglers dodging vehicles and hanging from girders as they tried to reach the fish. After two anglers had fallen from the bridge in one week—one breaking his neck by landing on a boat below—the bridge had been closed to anglers, although young boys and drunks still tried their luck some nights. Deer, raccoons, and an occasional wolf also used the pedestrian lane at times.
The Channel Inn sat perched next to the bridge. Ten floating docks accommodated patrons who came by water, while a steep, short drive off the county road widened into a potholed asphalt parking lot that had spaces for roughly twenty vehicles. The restaurant itself had two levels; a more formal dining room upstairs at parking lot level, while downstairs was a bar with seating and about half a dozen small round tables with room for no more than six at each. A deck with four redwood picnic tables, with umbrellas, was reached by a door next to the bar and sat above the boat dock outside.
Dave parked and said hi to the girl sitting on a stool behind the counter to his left as he entered. The counter had an enclosed glass case below, filled with Channel Inn T-shirts, sweatshirts, and caps for sale. Although the merchandise was grossly overpriced, it was nicely done and of decent quality, none of which Dave noticed.
He looked over the dining room that had a wall of windows facing the lake then took a second look at the girl, who wasn’t a girl at all but a woman who looked to be about thirty. She had long, strawberry-blonde hair that cascaded over her shoulders and blue eyes that looked Dave over as he did the same to her. Her cherry red lips matched her blouse that was unbuttoned enough for Dave to see there was a lot more there to consider.
“Would you like to see a menu, or do you already know what you’d like?” she asked as she leaned forward, making sure Dave knew what was on the menu.
“I’m looking for a group of guides.”
“I’m a good guide,” she replied with a seductive smile.
“Yeah, um, I don’t doubt that, but I’m looking for fishing guides,” replied Trask as his cheeks reddened.
“Too bad. They’re downstairs, but I’ll be right here if you’d like something.”
“Okay, thanks,” replied a slightly flustered Dave as he headed down the stairs.
When he reached the lower level, an older man with thin, white hair and a wrinkled, leathery tan in white shorts, blue T-shirt, and flip-flops sat nursing a drink at the heavily varnished bar to Dave’s left. A table of five men, who appeared to be at or past retirement age, sat at the table directly in front of him. Four of them were sipping beers, while the other had a glass filled with an amber liquid, all of which made Dave thirsty. Each had a well-worn cap on their head, with tanned, weathered faces. Most had a two-day growth of beard.
At Dave’s appearance on the landing, the men stopped talking, as if they had been talking about him, which they had.
“Gentlemen, I’m Sheriff Trask. Dave Trask.”
Three of them nodded, but there was no other response. These men had made their living, or more properly survived, in this area their whole life. Life here was tough, and the seasonal opportunity to make money was short. Sometimes shortcuts, not necessarily legal, were needed to optimize what they made. These men had hoped for a sheriff from this area, one who would understand and look the other way when needed. They had not voted for Dave.
Al Mason sat to Dave’s left as he approached and did the introductions. With Al were Tom Rogers, owner of the Thunderbird Lodge on Crow Lake; his camp manager, Larry Nelson; and two locals, Craig Speer and Pete Jacobsen.
Dave shook hands all around as Mason introduced him. “Thanks, Al. As I’m sure you gentlemen know, we have an active murder investigation going on. Someone killed two of Al’s guests the day before last, and I’m looking for help.
“Mr. Rogers, I hear you had to let a guide go last week. What happened?”
Tom Rogers was as much a part of the area as any landmark. His father had opened Thunderbird Lodge almost seventy years ago. Tom had worked there since he could walk. He finished high school because his dad had insisted, but he had known from a young age that all he ever wanted to do was to run the lodge.
“Billie got pissed off about a light tip by one of the guests and let him know it. The guest apparently said something about Indians that set Billie off. He charged the guest, but before anything happened, a couple of other guests stepped in. The guest who Billie went after demanded I fire Billie, so I really had no choice.”
“I see. And how did Billie take it?”
“Not well. He pretty much trashed his room then took off in one of my boats.”
“What’s his last name?” asked Dave as he made a note.
“Whitehead.”
Dave asked for a description.
“He’s a big guy, a couple inches over six feet. Wears his hair kind of shaggy. Tough looking,” answered Rogers.
“And, had he caused any other trouble for you?”
Rogers took a sip of beer as he considered his answer. “This was his second year guiding for me. He knows the lake well but was a bit short on his social skills. I’d heard a few comments about him not being very friendly from previous guests. I told him he’d have to do better at the beginning of this season, and it seemed as if he had improved some before this.”
“I already told Richie all this, Sheriff,” inserted Rogers’ camp manager.
Rogers and Nelson could have been twins, both just under six feet and kind of scrawny except for their waistlines. Angular, tired faces with bags under their eyes, scraggly grey beards. Like Rogers, Larry Nelson was a Lake County lifer. He had spent every day of his youth fishing or hunting, and more than a few days when he should have been at school. He and Tom had been best friends growing up and remained so today.
“Thanks, Mr. Nelson,” responded Dave as he looked carefully at the man. “I’ll be talking to Richie in just a short time. You think Billie could be involved in this?”
“Like I told Richie, Billie had a short fuse. We’re his third camp. He won’t get another guiding job in Minnesota,” Nelson stated.
“Billie was let go by two other camps before yours?”
“I knew about it,” Rogers responded as he gave a stern look to Nelson. “Billie’s cousin has worked for us for over ten years, so I said I’d give Billie a chance, but they both knew that any complaint and Billie would be gone.”
“What’s the name of his cousin?”
“Charlie, Charlie Raven.”
“Any idea where we can find Billie?”
“I found our boat at the landing, but there was nothing in it but an empty beer can,” answered Nelson. “I told Richie he should talk to the other guides.”
“Thanks again, Mr. Nelson.” Dave guessed that Nelson wasn’t too fond of Billie and probably had not approved of his hiring. Was there more there? Probably, but he would wait to talk to Richie before spending any more time on it.
“And, what about you two gentlemen?” Dave asked as he turned to the two men across from him. “Anything to add?”
The obviously older of the two, Pete Jacobsen, shook his head and finished what Dave guessed was not his first beer. Jacobsen was seventy but looked older, worn-out. His pale blue eyes were barely visible below his drooping eyelids, a faded two-inch scar on his left cheek.
“And you, Mr. Speer?” asked the sheriff of the other.
Craig Speer looked like the tough old-timer you would see in an old western. With his thinning hair, he appeared to be approaching sixty but was fit, like he worked out. Speer lived by himself on the far end of Pipestone Bay on giant Basswood Lake, the same lake where Dave had his home. He had trapped and sold minnows to the resorts and bait stores to scratch out a living for more years than anyone could remember. His confident blue eyes peered at Dave from under bushy salt and pepper eyebrows.
“Word is you’re chasing a ghost, Sheriff.”
“Ghost?”
“That’s what the Indians are saying. Same ghost that killed those prospectors. I’m sure Tom and Larry have heard it from their guides, too,” he added, nodding to the other men.
“And what do you think, Mr. Speer?”
“When you’ve lived alone in this area as long as I have, you see a lot of strange things. I don’t know that I believe in ghosts, but I do know that I ain’t taking any chances. Wherever I go,, this knife comes with me … and I know how to use it,” he said as he patted the large buck knife in a sheath on his belt.
Dave glanced at the knife. Its blade was long, with the point protruding from the bottom of the sheath. Dave was certain it was incredibly sharp.
“And, where were you Monday about noon?”
Speer cackled. “You think I whacked those men? Sorry to disappoint you, but I’m sure Brett over at the bait shop will tell you that he and I were having a discussion about when I was going to get paid for my last two bait deliveries. Besides, I rely on those tourists to buy as much live bait as possible. Too damn many of them using artificial bait these days.”
Dave thanked them for their time then climbed the stairs, getting a finger wave and a big smile from the hostess as he reached the upper landing. He could feel his face turning red again as he made a quick exit.
He made a note to check up on Craig Speer’s story, but he had no reason to doubt it. No need to rub Speer the wrong way. A man who spent as much time on the water and in the area as he did could be a valuable resource.




Chapter Eleven

The deputies were already gathered around the conference table by the time Dave arrived, Richie munching on a bag of Cheetos, a Coke on the table in front of him. Dave wished he had stopped for something.
“Thanks for your extra efforts,” he began as he pulled out his pad and looked at his notes. “What can you tell me about Billie Whitehead, Richie?”
The Cheeto in Richie’s fingers stopped just short of his mouth at the mention of Whitehead’s name. He knew he hadn’t mentioned it earlier in the day. Was the sheriff checking up on him?
“It looks like Whitehead was not too pleased with the tip he got from one of the guests and tried to go after him. It never amounted to much, but he was fired right there. He really ripped up his room in the camp then took off with one of the boats. Nobody has heard from him since.”
“Did the guides have anything to add?”
“Not really,” Meline replied. “I talked to Billie’s cousin, Charlie, but he had no clue where Billie might have gone. He figured he’d turn up soon, if he was still in the area, because Billie had no money and not much else.”
“What can you tell me about Tom Rogers and Larry Nelson?”
“They’ve both been here forever. Why?” asked Meline.
Trask ignored his question. “How did they get along?”
“Good, as far as I know. I never heard anything else.”
The others nodded in agreement.
“Does Mr. Nelson have a financial interest in the business?”
Richie had no idea where Dave was going with his questions. “I think I heard that Tom gave him a cut a few years ago, but that was strictly talk.”
Dave made a note to check on the business and personal relationship of the two men, as well as how the camp was doing financially. The killings at Big Pine would have an impact on other camps, like Thunderbird, but who would benefit?
“Was Big Pine impacting Rogers’ business?”
“Not that I heard. Al has made a few improvements, but Big Pine has been around for a long time.”
“Did you talk to the guests that got into the fight?”
“They were all gone, but I got their contact information. I’ll call them tomorrow.”
It was apparent to Dave that his deputy worked at his own pace and was letting him know it. “See if you can reach them tonight. We need to gather as much information as fast as we can on this.”
“But I talked to the camp owner and the manager, and they told me the whole story,” Richie protested.
“It’s always best to get your information directly from the parties involved. Give them a call when we’re done here,” replied Dave with a stern tone, looking his deputy in the eye.
“Right,” Richie replied as he stared back at the sheriff in defiance, obviously tired of getting grilled. The previous sheriff had shown little interest in Station 30 and had let the deputies operate autonomously, with Richie giving the orders to the other two when necessary. The new sheriff in town made it clear who was in charge now.
“And, what about the other two who were causing issues with the campers?”
“I found them both over at the Last Resort, feeling no pain,” Meline replied.
The Last Resort was as close as you could get to a sports bar in the area. It was about three miles east of the Channel Inn. It has a U-shaped bar lined with pine logs and about a half dozen tables scattered over a dirty brown, linoleum floor, with one big projection television in the corner. There were a couple pay pool tables with not much left of the felt. Guides and locals who weren’t working occupied the seats at the bar, leaving the tables for occasional groups of visiting anglers or hunters.
“These two are not the brightest bulbs, Sheriff. They couldn’t remember where they had been day before yesterday, so I asked Jenny, who reminded them that they’d been in the bar drinking since noon.”
The owners, Jenny and Ross Tatum, had been known to smuggle a little dope over the border now and then, with Ross doing six months in a Canadian jail a few years ago after he had tried to cross the border after sampling some of his goods. They were also known to let each other have it in the middle of the bar when one of them didn’t care for what the other was or wasn’t doing. No one had ever seen them come to blows, and there was no agreement over who had the largest swear-word repertoire.
“Did you confirm that?”
“Yeah, Bud Daley was in there, and he said they were pretty lit up.”
Dave assumed Bud was a local, but he wasn’t someone he knew. It irked him that Richie made no attempt to identify who Bud Daley was. Should he bother to follow up? Richie had no reason to lie, other than he didn’t want to do any more work, which was a distinct possibility. He would have to let it go for now. There was a killer, or killers, on the loose, and time was moving too fast for Dave, almost as fast as when he was fishing. Soon, the people who relied on the tourist business for a living in this area, which was just about everyone, would join Rosemary Thiel’s push for results. Why had he taken this job?
“What have you got, Kyle?”
Baumann rubbed the bristles on top of his head as he looked down at his notes. “Not a whole lot. We had one camper drown last spring when he decided to go for a midnight canoe ride after drinking a fifth, and then we had three prospectors go missing; one last year, the other two the year before that.”
“They just disappeared?” Dave feigned ignorance and tried not to get upset that his deputies had not mentioned the disappearances at the afternoon meeting.
“It sure seems that way. They all worked for big mining outfits. According to the reports by the mining companies, all three were out on assignment and never reported back. They located the camps of each man, but there was nothing at any of them that said there had been any trouble. Planes searched each area, but nothing was ever found. These guys set up camp then go off into the woods, taking samples,” he added, looking up. “There’s no telling which way they went. They could have gotten lost, gotten injured … who knows? Maybe the wolves got them. We never found blood, bodies, clothes, anything.”
“Wouldn’t their companies know where they were looking?”
“The permits the companies got covered hundreds of square miles. They’d know the general area, but these guys were pretty much free to check out whatever looked promising.”
Dave felt as if he was missing something. “Where were their camps located?”
Kyle referred to his notes again, flipping through the pages and answering as he read. “One was over on Little Bear, another north of Basswood, and the last one northeast of Knife.”
“How many companies were involved?”
“Um, looks like each man was with a different outfit. With the rush for gold and diamonds up here, we’ve had half a dozen poking around at any one time, at least at first. After last year, the number of permits has been way down.”
Dave had read about the mini gold and mineral rush in Northern Minnesota and how the prospecting had now moved farther north, above the border, after results in this area had not been promising. Still, he had to wonder if some of the companies hadn’t given up on the area after finding it hard to get qualified geologists to come here. This kind of work was hard, but it paid well, just maybe not well enough to risk your life for it. It was possible that competing interests had tried to scare each other off, but then, why kill the anglers? No, it made more sense that someone here wanted no one from the outside in the area, and they were willing to kill for it. He would pass this along to Don.
“Thanks, Kyle. Send me copies of the mining company reports and any contact information you have for them, if you will. Also, I want you to talk to Charlie Raven and get a list of Billie Whitehead’s relatives in the area. Then you need to contact each and see if they’ve heard from Billie.”
“You think those cases are related to the killings yesterday?” asked Richie.
“Don’t know, but it’s worth looking at. Tony, you notice anything new at the murder scene?”
Clark looked a little nervous, like he was taking an oral exam he wasn’t ready for. “No, sir. Place sure gives you the creeps, though. You want me to send you the pictures I took?” he asked as he held up his camera.
“Why don’t you just give me the camera? I might as well save you the time and look at them while I’m here.”
Clark seemed surprised by the sheriff’s request. “It’s no problem. I can email them to you.”
Dave wondered why the man was now eager to help. “No, you gentlemen head home. I’ll take a look later.” He reached for the camera as Kyle reluctantly pushed it across the table toward him.
Dave said he would lock up then headed upstairs to his office. The creaky wood floors and bare walls made it easy to hear his staff move about the old house as they shut down, the banging of the door downstairs telling him when they had left.
It was now approaching nine, but the sunlight still made its way through a massive Norway pine and into the window in his office. He walked over and watched as the last of the trucks left the parking lot then sat down at his desk.
Dave flipped on his computer then realized he should have asked for a cable. In the first drawer on his left, however, was a neatly arranged assortment of cables, and he soon found what he needed to hook up the camera.
While waiting for the program to load, he sat back and folded his arms over his chest, wondering what he was doing here. There was a real loneliness to working late, even in his old office that was staffed twenty-four seven. It was the political headaches that had led to his departure, but the continual late nights had also taken a toll.
Perhaps if he’d had someone to come home to, things might have been different. Over the years, he had come close to marrying two times, only to have the women break it off when they had realized that he was already married to his job. Dave had gone so far as to purchase a dog with one fiancée, but the dog had run away, and the woman had, too, shortly after. Maybe a dog wouldn’t be a bad idea? It would be nice to have someone waiting at his place and to have a fishing companion. The trouble with dogs was they were such a mess, especially puppies. Maybe a cat?
The program opened, and Dave scrolled through the images. He often found it was good to look at the scene in images. While you missed the feel of what was there by being on site, you were with no outside distractions and could focus on just one piece of the scene at a time.
Kyle had actually done well with his shooting, nearly as well as his brother. He framed his shots well and got pictures of broad areas before focusing in on smaller sections and details. It was apparent he had taken the first images from the boat before he had stepped on shore. From there, he had moved down the shore to the lunch spot. Upon reaching the kill site, he had taken a shot that would have been facing the man as he ate his lunch, not knowing it would be his last.
Dave was again amazed that someone had come up from behind this man without being heard. It would seem almost inconceivable that someone could travel that far into the open without attracting attention, yet he had seen the footprints across the beach. Was it possible that there was something happening in the opposite direction that had captured the victim’s attention? Had he seen someone there?
Dave kicked himself now for not spending more time on that end of the beach. He had told his deputies to check it out, but he should have done it himself. That was careless, something he had never been on the job before, and it bothered him as much as the fact that there was now the possibility that two people were involved in these killings.
Further review of the images of the site of the first killing again made Dave unhappier with his police work. The wide-angle shot of the scene made him wonder if there hadn’t been someone on top of the cliff to distract the victim while the killer had approached from behind.
He leaned back in his chair, thinking that maybe he should never have gotten back into this. He had a hard time tolerating sloppy police work from his staff, but when it was his own fault, he had no forgiveness. Don would scream and cuss at himself, and probably throw something, and then he was over it. Dave held it all inside, and it would eat him up, sometimes sending him into a funk for days. He could feel himself sliding down now, questioning what else he might have done wrong in the last few days.
Dave was considering taking the boat back to the island when a crack of thunder startled him from his thoughts. “So much for that idea,” he said out loud as he looked to see the wind push the pine branches against his window. Lost twice when boating at night, he wasn’t fond of it, but boating with lightning in the area was not an option.
A quick check of the radar on his computer showed the storms would be in the area for a good time, possibly into the morning.
It was past midnight by the time Dave reached his cabin, rain running in sheets off the porch roof as he ducked underneath. He cursed himself for not finishing the wiring for the light on the porch yet as he felt for the lock on the door, trying to guide the key into the lock, feeling a building panic with each unsuccessful attempt. He was about to turn to go back to his vehicle and point the lights at the porch when he tried the door and found it unlocked.
“That confirms it. I am an idiot,” he said out loud, shaking his head.
He flicked on the entryway light before removing his wet jacket and hanging it back outside, on a nail next to the door of the covered porch. Then he removed his wet, sawdust-caked shoes on the mat inside the door.
Dave stopped in the doorway to the darkened kitchen and listened to what he knew was only the rain before reaching around the doorframe for the light. He looked back at the front door, thinking he always locked his door. Was he spooking himself now? Still, he checked out the kitchen for any sign there might have been someone else inside before he popped some leftover lasagna into the microwave then opened a beer as he sat at the island.
Dave stared as the rain that seemed to be trying to break the window over the sink, now a river running over the glass. He thought it might be hail and walked over to the sliding door, turning on the lights that lit up the deck overlooking the lake. The rain hit the wet tabletop on the deck like bombs exploding, but he could see no hail.
A feeling of intense loneliness settled over him like a heavy weight, and he knew what was coming but could do nothing to stop it. His beer went to his lips as he thought about how he would spend another night alone, because he was a failure. A failure at relationships. A failure with women. He never fit in, never knew what to say, would never be close to anyone.
Dave continued to internally berate himself as he worked at his beer.
He had been to a few sessions with a psychologist when he had been a teenager. His mother had caught him thinking about cutting himself and had forced him to go, but he’d never felt comfortable talking about his feelings and had quit. His feelings of lack of self-worth had lessened as he grew older, as he learned that, if he kept things in order and stayed out of relationships, he would minimize the events that triggered his depression. It meant he often appeared grumpy and aloof, but it worked for him … most of the time. Now, though, things were moving out of control. A killer was in his backyard, a ghost that was showing every sign of killing again, and soon.
The microwave dinged, but Dave just stood and listened to the sound of the rain. It was coming in waves now, pounding on the roof, testing it at every inch.
Tomorrow would be another long day, Dave thought. He had lost his appetite.




Chapter Twelve

The sentry had gone to bed with the others in the cabin nearly two hours ago but could not drift off. They were all tired from a long day and would be up by sunrise, but the voices in the sentry’s head had been loud, much too loud to sleep.
He padded down the hall and through the main room of the building, removing his rain jacket from a peg by the door before slipping out. The sentry stood under the eaves of the lodge, trying to stay dry, but the hard rain ran off the lodge roof like a waterfall, splashing him as it hit the ground. He didn’t mind. When he was outside, he felt at home. And the sentry was good at waiting.
On his first hunt as a young boy, his grandfather had taught him the importance of patience. The sentry and his grandfather had crouched behind a blind of ash and poplar branches that they had made the day before, watching the woods across the clearing in front of them. For the two hours that they had been in the blind, they had seen nothing.
He had stood to walk and stretch his legs, but his grandfather had admonished him, roughly pulling him down, telling him to be still and be quiet. It had bored the boy. He’d wanted to be with his friends, but his grandfather had said he must stay. He must be patient.
Half an hour later, the sun had been setting, and there had been a definite chill in the air. The young hunter’s stomach had rumbled, his fingers and toes cold. He’d turned to his grandfather to beg him to leave when his grandfather had pointed. The boy had turned back and seen nothing at first, then a doe had magically materialized on the edge of the clearing. The boy could feel his heart pounding in his chest as he’d raised his rifle for the shot.
It had startled him when his grandfather had grabbed the barrel of his rifle and whispered in his ear, “Patience.”
The sentry had had no idea what his grandfather had been talking about. Had he thought the deer would come closer and he could get an easier shot? They had only been thirty yards from the animal, and his grandfather had watched him put shots in a small circle on a target at a much greater distance than this.
He had been about to ask why he should be patient when his grandfather had again pointed, releasing his hold on the gun.
The boy had turned to where he could now see the doe grazing in the clearing when an eight-point buck had emerged from the woods just behind her.
He’d watched in amazement as the large animal took a few steps into the clearing, and then the boy had turned to his grandfather, wanting to ask how he had known the buck would be there, but his grandfather had simply smiled and nodded.
The sentry had raised his gun and shot.
The screen door of the lodge pushed open under the porch light, and two men emerged. The sentry felt for his knife as the men stood for a moment, watching the rain run off the roof before bowing their heads and making a run for their cabin. They splashed through puddles then leapt over the two steps to the porch outside their cabin. The shorter of the two men, Dan Robinson, had just pulled open the screen door, Dave Anderson right behind, when both sensed a presence on the porch to their left.
“Hello. Hope I didn’t scare you guys,” the sentry said. “Darrel’s not feeling well, so I may be taking you out tomorrow. I’m wondering if you could take a look at the lake map for a few minutes so I could plan where we might go.”
Robinson looked at Anderson, who shrugged. “Sure, come on in.”
Both men placed their shoes in the boot tray just inside the door, and the sentry followed suit.
Robinson went to the cooler by the table and pulled out a beer, offering it to the sentry, who refused. Robinson handed the beer to Anderson instead then reached in the cooler to grab one for himself. Anderson removed his wet T-shirt before he pulled a chair away from the pine plank table and sat, Robinson grabbing the chair next to him and doing the same.
The sentry removed the folded lake map from his back pocket then leaned over the table opposite the men, smoothing the map in front of them. He asked the men if they could show him where they had fished. Anderson pointed to a bay on the south side of the lake, saying they had been there the day before. Robinson pointed to another spot and was about to say something when the sentry stopped him, saying it would be easier if he stood behind them so he wouldn’t have to look at the map upside down.
The sentry walked around the table and behind the men, his hand on the knife handle, thanking his ancestors for giving him this opportunity as he moved. The thunder boomed, and the rain pounded on the roof like it was going to break through. Both men at the table looked toward the door of the cabin while the sentry moved behind the shorter man with the black hair and silently drew his knife from the sheathe. It is time.
“This rain makes me need to pee,” shouted Anderson as he stood. “I’ll be right back,” he stated loudly to be heard over the storm.
The sentry held his knife to the side of his leg as he turned to watch the man enter the bathroom behind them, flipping the door closed. Lightning flashed through the window to their left as he turned back to Robinson, who was just setting his beer back on the table.
As the rumble of thunder began to build from the west, the sentry could feel the power of the ancients surge through him, their voices reaching a crescendo between his ears. He grabbed the hair just above Robinson’s forehead and jerked it back. A sound, something like the yip of a small poodle, came from Robinson’s throat, his eyes now wide open but likely never seeing the blade pass in front of his throat.
The low-backed chrome frame chair in which Robinson was sitting had a leg in back that was bent forward which, along with the force that the sentry had pulled Robinson’s head back, caused the chair and Robinson to tip back toward him. He pushed his left thigh forward, slowing the tip of the chair and Robinson long enough for him to slice through the thyroid gland and trachea before severing the artery, but the chair and body continued to fall to floor, right of the sentry, as he released his grip. This turned out to be an advantage for the killer in two ways. First, the body turned away from him and, with it, the spray of blood coming from the neck, leaving the sentry with no blood on him at all. Second, when Anderson exited the bathroom moments later, his attention was drawn to the body of his partner on the floor to his right, allowing the sentry to slip behind Anderson and slice his throat, too.




Chapter Thirteen

It took him a few moments to realize that the pounding at his front door was not the thunder that had kept him awake much of the night. He stretched to turn on the light on his bedside table, looking at the clock as he did. He groaned as he forced himself from bed before pulling on the robe that hung on the rack next to his bedroom door. Then Dave shuffled to the head of the stairs, staring down through the darkness, at his front door, before turning on the lights. The heavy clouds that still supplied a steady stream of rain on the windows had delayed the arrival of daylight.
Dave hesitated before opening the door at the sight of a dark figure on his porch until Richie pushed his face against the window that ran vertically along his front door.
“Hang your jacket on the nail outside, put your boots in the tray by the door, and follow me to the kitchen. I’ll make coffee.”
Richie did as ordered then sat at the island counter, watching the sheriff make coffee by the sink. He wasn’t sure if he should say anything, so he waited quietly until the sheriff sat down and pushed a cup across the counter to him. They both sipped the coffee in silence.
“So, what brings you out here again?” Trask asked as he looked over at his deputy. “Now that I’m officially sworn in, did you feel the need to wake me up for duty?”
Looking at the unshaven, tired face before him, the deputy could not tell if his new boss was serious or not. “Um, no, sir. I just got a call from Brad Owens. He runs Half Moon Resort out on Bay Lake. He says he’s got two dead guests in their cabin.”
Dave stared at his deputy but did not see him. A small sip of coffee hit his stomach like acid, and he closed his eyes, cringing at the pain.
“Um, you okay, Sheriff?”
Dave opened his eyes as he let out a deep breath that he hadn’t realized he was holding. “Finish your coffee. You can tell me about it on the way. I’ll be ready in five.”
Half Moon was one of the older resorts in the area. They advertised the cabins as “rustic,” and they lived up to the billing. Most had slanted wood floors, doors that didn’t quite shut, and roofs that let the rain in whenever there was any kind of breeze. There were eight red, cedar-sided cabins that held anywhere from two to eight guests each. The current owner had purchased the property two years ago and was attempting to upgrade the resort, starting with a new main lodge that was almost complete.
Access to the resort was by an old logging road that was not fun to drive on, especially so after or during a rain, when the large ruts and potholes hid like landmines waiting to destroy your rims or break an axel. The road also provided the only access to the lake, meaning the fishing pressure was minimal and the fishing excellent, if you could get there. The owner neglected to mention the road when he recruited new guests. This would be Dave’s first visit to the camp.
The deputy’s tan county truck looked like the loser in a giant mud-wrestling contest by the time they pulled into the resort’s gravel lot and stopped in front of the main lodge. The windshield wipers hurried back and forth in front of them as the deputy and sheriff peered out at half a dozen men in rain gear who stood on the porch, oddly dressed pallbearers waiting for a funeral. Among them was the owner, Brad Owens; a big man, four inches over six feet, with a frame that said he had played football in the past. Now in his early fifties, his brown hair was showing signs of grey but was still as thick as when he had been younger.
He had been a guest at the camp for several years before purchasing it from the prior owner and, like many guests that became owners, he had underestimated the amount of work necessary just to keep a camp operational and greatly overestimated the amount of free time he would have to fish. Still, Owens was a good businessman and had done his homework before making an offer. He knew bookings were solid, the fishing good, and felt that, with renovation and better access, he could increase those numbers and the prices he could charge. Those estimates had been based on the assumption that he could do much of the work himself, something he found there was also little time for when the guests were present.
“Morning, Richie.”
“Morning, Brad. This is Sheriff Trask,” Meline replied as he nodded toward the sheriff.
Dave shook hands with the camp owner, and then they were ushered inside.
“Why don’t you come into my office? I’ve got some coffee there,” said the owner as he pulled back the hood on his rain jacket.
The office turned out to be a small room off the kitchen where shelves of pine planks, supported by two-by-six-inch studs that contained an assortment of supplies for the camp. The room smelled of fresh-cut lumber.
The lodge felt cool but sticky, the air conditioning not keeping up with the humidity. A dark blue plastic coffee carafe and four cups sat in the middle of a table constructed from a scrap of plywood.
Owens poured then handed cups to Richie and Dave before filling a cup for himself. It was apparent that he was shaken and unsure where to start.
“Why don’t you tell us what you know, Mr. Owens?” led Dave.
“Okay. Well, it was at breakfast this morning that I noticed that two of the guests weren’t here.”
“Here being …?”
“The main lodge. It’s where we serve all the meals, except for shore lunch, of course. This is an American plan camp, so the guests get all their meals included. I didn’t think much about it; some of the guests party a little hard at night, and sometimes they just skip breakfast.”
“Did these two men party last night?” asked Dave.
“If they did, it was in their cabin, because they were in the lodge watching a movie until close to midnight, and they were just sipping beers. Same thing they did the first three nights. Anyway, their guide popped in after breakfast and asked for a weather update. I told him it looked to be a couple of hours before they could head out, and then he asked if I’d seen his guests.”
“What’s the guide’s name?”
“Darrell Nelson.”
“We’ll need to speak to him later,” replied Dave as he made a note of the guide’s name. “We’ll also need a list of all of your guides. Go on,” the sheriff encouraged.
“Sure. Well, I looked out the front door, and it didn’t look like they’d touched their coffee. We put a tray with hot coffee outside the door of each cabin every morning at six and knock on the door to let them know it’s there.
“I put on my jacket and walked over. I picked up the carafe, and it was still full, so I knocked on the door. There wasn’t any answer, so I knocked really loud again. They still didn’t say anything, so I opened the door and poked my head in. That’s as far as I got.” Owens lifted his cup to his lips with both hands, trying to get it to his mouth without spilling, shaking like he had a chill.
“You didn’t go in?” questioned Dave.
“There wasn’t any need. It’s only a three-room cabin. There’s a main room with a small table and a couple of chairs as you enter. The bathroom is off to the left, and the bedroom straight ahead. One of them is laying on the floor by the table, and the other in the doorway to the bathroom. There’s blood everywhere.”
The owner was obviously in shock, but Dave had to ask the question. “Didn’t you check to see if they were alive?”
“There wasn’t any way they were still alive, Sheriff. Their heads were just about all the way off,” he replied, his voice cracking.
The sheriff and deputy looked at the camp owner as he leaned against the table, looking into his cup, his hands gripping the cup so hard that Dave thought it might crack. It didn’t matter how many horror movies you saw, seeing a grizzly scene like the one he described was hard for even a homicide cop to take. There was maybe more he had to tell, but it was apparent it wasn’t coming out now.
“What can you tell us about the men?”
“They were new to the camp this year. Both of them signed up at the Minneapolis Sports Show last winter. The man with the black hair is Dan Robinson. I’m pretty sure he was from Minneapolis. The other’s name is Dave Anderson. I think he was from Minneapolis, too. Let me check his card.”
Brad turned and pulled out two three-by-five cards from a yellow plastic box that sat next to a computer on the counter behind him. Dave remembered his mom had had a box just like it where she had kept her recipes. He used to love helping his mom cook, especially when she would make his favorite chocolate chip cookies on cold winter weekends, which seemed to be most of the year in Minnesota. His dad would pop a beer as soon as the cookies were out of the oven, claiming there was nothing better than beer and warm cookies. He’d said that about just about anything he’d eaten with beer. The recipe box had been lost in the fire;– the chocolate chip recipe gone forever.
“Yeah, he was from Burnsville. That’s south of Minneapolis,” he said as he looked up at the sheriff. “I got their emergency contact information here. Are you going to call?” It was as close to a plea for help as he could make.
As Richie reached to take the cards from him, he assured Brad that they would call soon.
Brad pulled them back. “Let me get you a printout. I’ve got all the information from the cards on my computer.”
Meline looked to Trask as the camp owner quickly returned the cards to his file. He didn’t want them to see those cards.
“What’s going to happen now? I mean, I got a camp full of guests. This is my business. Am I going to have to shut down?” asked Owens as he looked from Dave to Richie.
“We will have to tape off the cabin where the men are but, other than that, you should be able to carry on as usual,” answered Trask, knowing he should have worded his reply differently as soon as the words left his mouth.
“Carry on as usual?” he responded in a defiant tone. “Sheriff, I’m in debt up to my eyeballs, and these guests are the only chance I got at staying afloat. You think that they’re going to want to hang around here with a killer on the loose? I’ve already had half of them ask for refunds, and I’m just waiting for the others to follow suit. If word gets out about this, my phone is going to be ringing off the hook with cancellations, and if that happens, I’m toast. You got to catch this guy now!” He pointed his finger at Dave.
“We’re working around the clock on it, Brad,” Meline cut in as he put a hand on the owner’s shoulder, “and the sheriff’s got the BCA in on it, too. We’ll catch him.”
“Sorry. This is just more than I can handle,” the camp owner said in apology as he shook his head. There was no hope in his bloodshot eyes.
The three men walked back out to the porch, and Owens pointed at the cabin about forty yards to the east. It was obvious he was not eager to return to the cabin, so Richie and Dave pulled up the hoods on their rain jackets and left him on the porch after reminding him of the printout and also again requesting information on all the guides. The guests had all retreated to their cabins and now stood on the porches and in the doorways, watching the officers’ progress as they crossed the muddy gravel clearing.
Dave reached to wipe the rain off his nose as they stopped in front of the cabin. The plastic tray with the carafe of coffee and two overturned cups sat on the floor to the right of the door. Sandy prints were visible on the porch, leading to the door then away again, but only one set in each direction. Dave guessed it was likely the wind and rain had washed any others away.
“Take a walk around the cabin and see if you find any other signs of entry, then hang back until I come out. I like to go over a scene like this by myself first,” Trask said as he stepped up onto the porch then slipped covers over his boots and put on gloves.
Richie’s expression said he wasn’t happy, but Dave did not yet trust the deputy with a crime scene, especially one like this.
He pulled open the screen door then pushed open the interior door that hadn’t been completely shut. The smell of death hit him like a steel curtain, stopping him in his tracks, the screen door trying to push him in from behind. The air was oppressive and closed in on Dave, sweat immediately forming on his forehead, his lungs choked for air. He backed out in a hurry, his eyes watering, trying to catch his breath, bent over with his hands on his knees. The screen door slammed, announcing his departure.
He stood up and looked at the lake, hands now on his hips, continuing to take deep breaths. The wind had finally let up, and only intermittent raindrops dimpled the lake surface. Men on the porch of the other cabins stared as Dave wiped the sweat from his face.
“Don’t I look like a big sissy,” he muttered as he turned back toward the door. He took a deep breath before reentering, holding his breath as he moved directly to the window on the west wall, which he was thrilled to see opened easily and stayed open before again leaving. Richie stood next to the porch.
“You done already, Sheriff?”
Dave shook his head. “Not quite. Go see if the owner can spare a fan and an extension cord. Yell at me when you get back; I’ll be inside.”
Dave watched the deputy walk away before turning to reenter the cabin. What he surveyed inside was essentially as described by the owner, and it was easy to see why Owens was so shaken.
The cabin was a slaughterhouse.
It appeared to Dave that the man by the table, Dan Robinson, had likely been killed first then the man who must have been in the bathroom. Robinson was fully clothed and lay on his back with an overturned chair to his side. Blood had pooled under his head then ran in a smooth, dark stream under the table. The man partially in the bathroom was facedown in jeans with no shirt or socks. The blood from his neck flowed toward the same low area in the floor below the table, like two streams were trying to join to form a river, a river of blood. There appeared to be a large bloodstain on the back of his left leg. If it would be any consolation to relatives, he was sure the men had died quickly.
Trask looked back and forth between the bodies. Neither had experienced the viciousness or apparent retribution inflicted on the body by the cliff drawings on the island. What had that man done to set the killer off?
Dave moved carefully into the cabin to avoid the blood and any tracks from the mud and sand. A few feet in, he stopped and surveyed the floor. The floor consisted of eight-inch planking, painted gray, probably in the spring, as the only worn areas seemed to be where the chairs had left marks. What struck him as odd was that there did not seem to be any muddy prints on the floor.
Dave bent to look under the table at Robinson and could see he was in stocking feet; Anderson was barefoot. Dave looked back to the door to see a boot tray sitting next to it with a pair of tennis shoes and a pair of sandals inside. He walked back to the tray and bent to look closely at the shoes. There was mud across the top of the tennis shoes. So, the killer had taken off his shoes when he’d come in? How was that even possible?
What also seemed almost inconceivable was that the killer could have avoided all the blood, but there were no tracks with blood or blood smears on any of the surfaces that Dave could see as he stood. He made his way to the bedroom where clothes were scattered on the floor and two tackle boxes had their contents emptied on the beds. Several rods and reels stood untouched in the corner. Dave picked them up to see that there were Calcutta reels and G. Loomis rods, well over five hundred dollars for each.
On a nightstand by one of the beds lay a brown leather wallet. Dave opened it to see the driver’s license for David Anderson. He had just turned fifty. Pictures inside showed a much younger David Anderson and what Dave assumed was his wife and two blonde daughters. Spaces where credit cards had been were empty, as was the pocket that would have held any cash.
The sheriff stood for a moment in the bedroom door and surveyed the scene. Had the men let the killer in? It seemed the only possibility, but why had they? Could they have known him? Had the killer targeted these men in particular, and what was their relation to the men killed on the island? Robbery was a possible motive, but why leave behind fishing equipment easily worth thousands?
Dave was lost in thought when he heard the knock on the door. “Sheriff? You okay in there?” Richie asked through the screen door. “I got the fan.”
“I’m fine. Be out in a minute.” The sheriff took one last look around before joining the deputy on the porch.
The rain was lighter now but still dripping off the porch roof as Dave stepped outside, taking a deep breath as he tried to rid his body of the evil from inside. He looked out at the lake, now becoming visible as the sun moved higher behind the clouds. With the passing of the front, the fishing would slow, and the sun would turn the day into a sauna. And now he had four murders on his hands.
“Grab your camera and get photos of everything. I want close-ups of the bodies and each room. I don’t need to tell you to be careful where you step—be sure you cover your shoes. Also, be sure to get close-ups of the boot tray inside the door, but do not touch the shoes. I’ll call the ME.”
Dave slapped a mosquito that bit him on the cheek. “Damn mosquitoes. Don’t they know it’s raining?”
“What do you want me to do with the fan?” asked Richie as he held it up.
“That should fit in the window I opened. Give it to me, and I’ll set it up.” Dave took a deep breath then walked back into the cabin, to the window he had opened. He placed the fan on the sill then pushed the window down to hold it in place. There was an outlet just below the window. He turned the fan on and made sure it was sucking air out of the cabin before exiting again.
The men walked back to the truck where the deputy removed his camera from the rear while Dave got in the passenger side and grabbed his phone. Dave dialed the coroner’s office and waited for an answer as he watched Richie walk back toward the cabin with the camera bag over his shoulder. A woman’s voice answered.
“Hello. This is Sheriff Trask. I’d like to speak to the coroner.”
“Oh, hello, Sheriff. Nice to hear your voice again. This is Dr. James. Can I help you, or do you need to talk to Dr. Adams?”
Dave’s mind immediately flooded with an image of the red hair, large brown eyes, and a top he wouldn’t soon forget.
“Hello Sheriff? Are you still there?”
“Yeah. Um, I don’t quite know who to talk to,” replied Dave as he tried to focus on his call.
“Well, why don’t you tell me what this is about, and I can help you decide?” Her voice was comforting and assuring.
Trask explained the situation, and the doctor said she would confer with Dr. Adams and that one of them would be there as quickly as possible then hung up. It took a moment for the sheriff to realize that he was listening to a dial tone.
Dave thought about calling his brother but decided it would be best to talk to the guides and other guests first, so he grabbed his notebook and headed back to the murder cabin. Dave opened the screen door and observed Meline taking photos for a moment, pleased to see him being careful about where he stood and the fact that he was taking shots from different angles.
“Richie, when you’re done here, we’ll get statements from the guests. I’m going to talk to the guides.”
The deputy nodded his understanding as he bent to take another image.
Trask watched him for a moment longer. “You notice anything in here?”
“The victim by the table had his front right pocket turned out, and there seems to be blood on the lining. Our killer might have pulled something out, maybe his wallet.”
Dave had seen the same thing earlier but hadn’t mentioned it. “Good observation, Richie. Anything on the outside of the cabin?”
“No, sir.”
“Okay, ME should be here in an hour or so.”
Meline nodded then went back to his photos.
Dave was hesitant about leaving Richie alone and knew he would have to return for a closer look later, but he wanted his investigation to have as little impact on the camp as possible, meaning that the sooner he was through with the guides and the guests, the sooner they would be fishing.
He flashed back to how he thought he had been understaffed in Maple Grove. What he wouldn’t give for that same number of officers now.
Dave turned and walked off to the guides’ quarters. The rain was stopping.
Native Americans, mainly Chippewa, whose families had lived in the area for generations, dominate the fishing guide business in this area. Most times, family members—father, son, uncle, and cousin—guide at the same resort and have done so for years. They hold fishing spots closely guarded among families, and the guides take pride in producing the shore lunches that hold a special place in the guests’ memories.
In recent years, however, larger resorts catered to corporate groups. These resorts brought in their own guides, often from the Minneapolis area and central Minnesota, and most were white. These guides were better paid, had nicer facilities, and ran bigger boats than the guides from the smaller resorts.
It didn’t take long for animosity to develop between the smaller resorts and the corporate camps. The guides at the corporate camps were unfamiliar with the water, and so resorted to “stealing” the fishing spots of the guides from the smaller resorts when both fished the same water. The corporate guides had no qualms about running the smaller guide boats off spots or commandeering and trashing shore lunch locations that had been used for generations by local guides and their clients.
Complaints to the owners of the large camps by the small lodge owners went ignored. When the actions of the corporate guides did not improve, the small camp owners took their complaints to the local authorities who would listen and nod, agreeing to talk to the corporate owners yet knowing there was little they could do. No real laws were being broken and, in reality, the authorities knew that the corporate business was a big part of what kept them in a job.
All of this was no secret to Dave, who had been a guest at more than one of those camps.
Was it possible that the large resorts were behind these killings? Resort business had been especially hurt by the recession, and clients were precious. It seemed unlikely that they would resort to murder but, where money and lifestyle were involved, Dave knew it was a possibility that he had to consider.
The guides at Half Moon were all Native American and housed in a long, cedar-sided building near the docks. Three men stood on the landing outside the only door to the guides’ quarters; two smoking, all in jeans and T-shirts, watching as Dave approached.
“Morning,” greeted the sheriff as he paused on the steps, looking up at the men. “I’m Sheriff Trask.”
“We know who you are,” said the largest man on the right as he leaned against the building.
Dave guessed the man was in his late forties. His black hair was streaked with grey and held back in a ponytail. The man’s face was deeply weathered, his eyes only small slits. His muscles stretched his white T-shirt, and he was tall, a few inches over six feet, with a thickness beginning to show in his belly. An eagle was tattooed on his right forearm.
“If you gentlemen wouldn’t mind stepping inside, I’d like to ask you all a few questions.”
The two who had not spoken looked to the larger man for direction.
He dropped his cigarette onto the deck, crushed it with the ball of his foot, like he was signaling to Trask what he might do to him, and gave Dave a long smirk. Then the big man pushed off the wall and opened the screen door, the other two following behind, not bothering to hold the door for Dave, bringing up the rear.
The room they entered was a combination kitchen, eating, and gathering area, with one large worn Formica-topped table at the center. Several tubular, steel-framed chairs, with ripped red plastic seats, were at odd angles around the table and more were pushed up against the wall on Dave’s left. The walls were yellowed pine planking, and the wood floor had been worn gray under the table. Plywood covered the slanted ceiling. At the center of the wall on the far end of the room was an open doorway leading to a hall with bunkrooms on either side. To the right of the hallway entrance, the door to the bathroom stood open.
The air was thick and warm, oppressive. It smelled of the remnants of something fried in a cast-iron skillet sitting on a stovetop that had been white in the distant past. Windows on the walls to the left and right were open, a large fan next to the door sat motionless—no air conditioning. Updating the guide quarters had not been the owner’s first priority.
Some guides sat around the table, drinking coffee, as the four men entered, while another turned from cleaning his knife in the sink, wiping the blade on his pant leg. Trask had heard some conversation when he’d been outside, but there was only silence now.
Dave looked around the room, seeing only the same defiance that was in the faces of the men whom he had met on the porch. As an outsider, the sheriff knew he would have little trust from the people in the county, even those who had voted for him. That mistrust was nothing compared to the feeling that he got from the guides in the cabin. There was no love of the police by the Native Americans in Lake County, especially when those authorities undoubtedly looked to pin one or more of them with murder.
“As I said to the men who came in with me, I’m Sheriff Trask, and I’m looking into the murders that happened here, as well as on Big Pine,” Dave announced. “I know how much the guide season means to all of you, so the more cooperation I get, the quicker we can get this resolved.” Dave paused for a moment to take his notebook out of his back pocket and see if his short speech had had any effect.
The faces in the room seemed unmoved.
“Are there any more guides at Half Moon besides those in the room?”
There was no answer, and Dave was about to tell them that he would interview them one at a time when the big man from the porch answered.
“We’re all here.”
“And, what is your name?”
“John Big Eagle.”
“Thanks, John. Which one of you is Darrell Nelson?”
Before anyone could identify himself, Big Eagle asked, “Are you after Billie?” almost in a shout.
“If you mean Billie Whitehead, yeah, we’d like to talk to him. Do you know where he is?”
“Don’t waste your time. Billie is a troublemaker, but he is no killer.”
“I’d still like to talk to him. Any idea where he could be?”
“He knows this area as well as any of us, but I’m guessing he’d head to Canada. Get a guide job at a camp there. He’ll need to make some money for the winter.”
Dave was sure there was more he was not being told, but he would rather have some cooperation rather than none at all, so he decided he would follow up with Big Eagle later.
“Thanks, John. Now, who is Darrell Nelson?” asked Dave as he looked at the other faces.
A small, thin man sitting at the table with his back to the sheriff, not much over five and a half feet tall, turned his chair toward Dave. “I’m Darrell.”
Nelson looked to be in his late thirties and wore a camo Marine tunic with his name embroidered on the front. Iraq or Afghanistan, Dave guessed. He wanted to get Nelson alone, but he didn’t think the guide would agree while in the group and wasn’t sure it would do much good, anyway. He would try to catch him alone later.
“Mr. Nelson, when did you become aware your guests were absent?”
There was a snicker from a few of the others at hearing, “Mr. Nelson.”
“We couldn’t get out this morning because of the weather, so I wandered over to the dining hall to see what the radar looked like then make plans with my guests. I didn’t see them there, so I asked Brad if he had seen them yet. That’s when he looked out at their cabin and went to check on them.”
“And, how long had you been their guide?” asked Dave as he watched the guide’s reaction to the question.
“I was assigned to them since they got here three days ago.”
“Any sign of trouble between the men or between them and any of the other guests?”
The guide sensed that the sheriff was leading up to something and made his answer short. “No trouble between the two men. We don’t mix with the guests outside of guiding.”
It was easy to read that Nelson meant that the guides weren’t allowed to associate with the guests in off hours, which was a sore subject among the guides. This was a standard camp rule, as camp owners preferred that the guests relax and spend as much money as possible eating and drinking in the main lodge. Also, many camps had strict rules against guides drinking while working at a camp. They did not want to chance that a guest would be without a guide or with one who was drunk or hungover. At least, that was how they justified the policy with the guides.
“Thanks. Anyone else hear or see anything that may have seemed unusual in the last day or two?” asked Dave as he surveyed the faces that showed no inclination to answer. “Okay, if anyone thinks of anything, please give me or Deputy Meline a call.” The sheriff closed his notebook then placed his card on the table. “Here is my card with the main number, of the sheriff’s office, and my direct number on the back. Thanks for your time.” He could feel the stares as he left the cabin.
Instead of heading back to check on his deputy, Dave walked out onto the dock in front of the guides’ quarters. There was still no sign of the sun, but the rain had stopped and only a slight breeze rippled the water.
As he looked down, a large smallmouth bass swam slowly by, moving down the shoreline. One of the better-kept secrets of Minnesota fishing was the bass fishing. While the fish never approached the top-end size of those in the south, the quantity and average size of the bass, both largemouth and smallmouth, was hard to beat anywhere in the country. Tourists traveled from all over to catch the delicious walleye, or chase a toothy trophy pike or musky in Minnesota waters, but Dave loved to fish for bass. As far as he was concerned, ounce for ounce, no other fish fought like a smallmouth.
Dave looked at the guide boats neatly dragged up on the sandy shore with their outboard motors locked in the up position. The eighteen-foot Lunds looked new, as did the Honda motors on each. Brad Owens had a significant investment in the boats and motors alone. Dave wondered how much the camp owners shared in terms of their finances. If someone knew Owens and other owners were on thin ice, a lost season could put them under and make it easier for whoever was left.
His thoughts were broken by the sound of a vehicle sloshing through the mud and into the camp. Dave was somehow disappointed to see the same vehicle that Doc Adams had driven to the landing for the murders on Big Pine.
He put his eyes to the ground as he made his way back up the slippery bank to where the truck pulled to a stop.
“You ready for me, Sheriff?” asked Dr. James as she stepped down from the cab. She gave Dave a smile that he wouldn’t forget then turned to reach into the truck to retrieve something from the passenger seat.
Dave couldn’t help staring at how well the jeans she wore hugged what was one of the nicest sights he had seen in a while.
Dr. James turned with a case in her hand and looked Dave in the eye. “Well, Sheriff? What do you say?”
He couldn’t take his eyes off the brown eyes that were staring into his.
“You okay, Sheriff?”
“Yeah, I’m fine. I guess I was expecting Doc Adams.”
“Oh, we share duties, so it was my turn to go on the call.”
“All right, um, why don’t you follow me? Can I help you with your case, Doctor?”
“I think I can manage. Lead the way. And, why don’t you just call me Linda? We’ll probably be seeing a lot more of each other with the way you’ve started.”
Dave was left with his mouth open, not sure how to respond, until he finally turned toward the murder cabin. The doctor fell in at his side.
As they reached the porch, Richie stepped out.
“Hey, Doc, you interested in a moonlight boat ride tonight? I found a spot just loaded with fish,” said Richie with a big smile.
“Gee, thanks, Richie, but I’m pretty sure I’ll be busy with this well into the night,” she replied. “I’ll be sure to get a hold of you when I’m free, though.”
It seemed to Dave that the doctor was blowing Richie off, which somehow made him feel good, but Richie’s smile seemed to show that he didn’t notice.
“You done in there, Richie?” asked Dave.
“Yes, sir,” Richie replied, still smiling while he looked over the doctor, who was covering her shoes.
“Good. Now that it’s stopped raining, why don’t you take one more look around the cabin then meet me in the main lodge?”
“It’s all yours, Doc,” said Richie as he bowed then held the door to let her enter.
Dave reached out and grabbed her arm before she could move. “It’s not pleasant in there,” he warned as he looked in her eyes, detecting a flash of resentment.
“I’m a big girl, Sheriff. I’ll be fine,” she stated bluntly, staring back at Dave before moving her eyes to the hand that still held her arm.
Dave followed her look and quickly released his grip. “Sorry.”
Both of the men watched her go in, and then Richie turned to Dave and winked before heading off the porch.
Dave watched him move around the cabin to the north, wondering if he shouldn’t conduct the outside search himself. He decided that there would be little to find, especially after the rain, and made his way back to the lodge.
Brad Owens met him outside with printouts of the guests, as well as his staff that included the guides and a maintenance man. “Here’s the information you wanted, Sheriff. I’m wondering if the rest of the guests can get out fishing now?
“Sorry, Mr. Owens, but we need to talk to them before they go anywhere.”
“This is only going to make things worse. These guys pay good money to fish, not to sit in camp being questioned by the cops!”
“We’ll be as quick as we can. Tell your guides to get ready, and we’ll let them go as soon as we can.”
The camp owner muttered a curse under his breath as he went back into the lodge.
Dave felt the owner’s frustration. This was not what he had signed up for, either. All Trask had wanted was a few quiet years to add a bit to his pension and keep the cash flow going while he finished his cabin. Now he had no idea when he would get back to working on his place, and he was sure he would be getting another call from Rosemary Thiel before dark. Hell, maybe he would just tell her he quit. Of course, that would leave Richie in charge and, in good conscience, he just couldn’t do that.
Don had warned him, and he had been right, and that was maybe the worst thing of all. He hated it when his brother was right.
Richie walked up as Dave studied the printout of the guests. “Should I tape off the cabin now?”
“Better wait until Doc is done and someone removes the bodies. Let’s you and I split up this list and see what the other guests have to say.” Dave tore off the bottom half of a sheet and handed it to Richie. “See if anyone heard or saw anything last night, or if they noticed any problems with the guests or the guides. Find out where they were between midnight and two. Make sure you confirm their contact information, and let them know they are free to go fishing when you are done.”
Richie nodded his understanding while looking at his list of names then moved off to the first cabin on his sheet. Dave watched him go then did the same.
It was well past noon when the interviews had ended. Most of the men had headed for the boats, but some packed to leave.
Dave saw Richie on the porch of the murder cabin and walked over. “You done, Richie?”
“Yes, sir. Nothing really to report. Nobody seems to have heard or seen anything, which I guess ain’t too surprising, considering that you could hardly hear yourself think last night in that storm. I just came over to see if the doc needed a hand, or maybe two,” he added with a grin that Dave wanted to punch off his face.
“We need to notify the victims’ families before they find out about it. I’d take care of it, but I need to hear what the doctor has found. Go ahead and tape off the cabin as soon as she’s done then head back to the office to make the calls. You okay doing that?”
“Sure. You want me to come back and get you?”
“I can give him a ride,” came Dr. James’ voice from inside the cabin.
Richie just raised his eyebrows, smiled his biggest grin, and pointed at the sheriff before walking off toward the truck. Dave wanted to kick him in the ass when he turned.
The doctor appeared at the screen door, blowing a curl of red hair out of her face as she removed her gloves. “I have to say that our business has definitely picked up since you arrived, Sheriff.”
“This wasn’t exactly what I had in mind when I took the job,” Dave responded, feeling a bit sorry for himself.
“Oh, I don’t doubt that. Anyway, I’m going to get a couple of technicians out here to take care of the bodies. You up for some lunch?”
Dave was stunned. This woman had just spent a couple of hours with a murder scene that most couldn’t handle for a minute, and now she wanted to eat lunch?
She didn’t wait for a response before she said, “I’ll fill you in on what I found while we eat,” and then headed off to her truck.
Dave followed.




Chapter Fourteen

Dave felt as nervous as a teenage boy on his first date as they drove, and it wasn’t because he wanted to drive, which he did. His mouth was dry, and he couldn’t find any words as she chatted. He tried to focus on the road but couldn’t help stealing glances at Linda as she drove. Before he knew it, they were pulling into the Channel Inn parking lot.
The same hostess who had greeted Dave the day before did not seem to notice the woman at his side as they entered. “Hello, Sheriff. Would you like to be on top or the bottom?” she asked with a large smile.
“On top. I mean, up here is fine,” replied a flustered Dave.
Linda giggled as they followed the receptionist to a table overlooking the channel. She handed them both a menu then left to get them water.
“What’s good here?” asked Dave as he opened the menu.
“From the way someone greeted you when we came in, I thought I should ask you that question.”
Dave explained how he had been in the day before, and Linda nodded with a smirk. He was pretty sure she didn’t believe him and was about to explain further when the hostess returned with their water. The doctor ordered a chicken salad, and Dave did the same.
“My, aren’t you the healthy one?” she commented.
“My father had a heart attack about a month after he retired. My cholesterol is a little high, so I try to be good now and then.”
“Good for you, Sheriff. Seems most of the macho men I meet up here in the great north woods need to have raw meat with every meal … and usually something they killed.” She looked out over the water and watched a boat pull into the dock at the restaurant, but Dave couldn’t keep his eyes off her. She turned back to catch him staring. “Do I have something on my face?” she asked as she put her right hand to her cheek.
“Um, no. Um, your face is just fine.”
Linda laughed at his response. “Well, thanks, Sheriff. I don’t think anyone has ever said that to me before.”
Dave could feel his face burn red, but he couldn’t help but laugh, too. “Why don’t you just call me Dave?”
The doctor put her elbows on the table and her chin in her hands. “Fine. Now, why don’t you tell me how you ended up here, Dave?”
To Dave’s own surprise, he talked more about himself than he had with any woman that he could remember. Their salads arrived, and he continued to reveal his past, answering her questions. Before he realized it, he noticed Linda was done with her salad and he was only halfway through.
“I’m afraid I’m not used to answering the questions; I’m usually the one asking them.”
“You did very well,” she replied.
“Well, you’d better fill me in on how you ended up in Lake County so I can finish my lunch.”
Dave found himself fascinated by her story and soothed by the tone of her voice. She revealed how, as a young girl, her family would drive from Chicago and rent a cabin on Sea Gull Lake in Northern Lake County for two weeks each summer. Dave laughed when she told him that she had four brothers, so the van had always been full, and there would be at least one big fight, each way, every year. But she said she hadn’t minded because, once they would arrive, she’d know she could fish for two solid weeks. Her brothers used to make fun of her, but as soon as she would start catching the most fish, they had stopped. On her first trip to Sea Gull Lake, she had declared to her mother that this was where she was going to live.
“Have you ever been married?”
“Once,” she replied. “He was a very nice man who I met in medical school and who is now a very successful surgeon in Chicago. He made one trip up here with me then refused to come again. I knew that would never do, so we went our separate ways.”
As she finished, the check came, which she quickly grabbed. “My treat, Sheriff. I asked you.”
“Um, okay, I’ll get it next time,” Dave responded, a little flustered.
“Oh. I guess that means there will be a next time?” she replied as she looked at the bill.
Dave could feel his cheeks turning red again as he searched for a response. Before he could answer, though, she stood and said she needed to get back to work.
“But we haven’t discussed what you found in the cabin.”
“That’s not a conversation for a nice meal, now is it? Why don’t you call me later, and I’ll give you more details after I’ve had time to go over the bodies?”
Dave followed her out of the restaurant, not quite sure what had just happened, but pretty sure that he liked it.
Linda dropped him off at the Section 30 station then headed for Two Harbors.




Chapter Fifteen

Kyle Bauman looked up from his computer screen when he heard the front door of the station open. “I hear we got two more, Sheriff? Richie filled us in.”
“I’d like a meeting down here in ten. Set it up, please,” said a tired Trask as he turned to head up the stairs.
“You might want to hold that for a bit, Sheriff. You got a guest. He’s in your office.”
Dave was about to ask who thought it was okay to leave someone alone in his office, but then he decided he was too tired to make a point of it and went up the stairs.
The layout of Trask’s office was such that the door entering his office was in front of him and to his right when he sat at his desk, forcing him to circle behind two chairs facing his desk and the side of his desk to reach his chair. The back of a head, of perfectly combed, thick, shiny black hair, sitting in a chair facing his desk made Trask think he was being visited by the mafia. There was no mistaking that his visitor was Cleve Allen, owner of Allen’s Lodge.
Allen’s Lodge sat on the northeast shore of Basswood Lake. The lodge was really a conglomeration of three lodges that were within a few miles of each other on the lake. Allen had completed the purchase of the last of the three lodges five years ago and, through a series of trails and roads, some legal and some not, had connected the camps while building a huge main lodge that served all three.
ATVs shuttled the guests between the lodges. Cabins had been updated with big screen TVs and Wi-Fi. The guides used newer, larger boats with state-of-the-art electronics, and full-time chefs were employed to create a menu only equal to the finest restaurants in the Twin Cities. The lodge catered to large corporate clients who wanted to be pampered.
Unlike the other camp owners in the area, Cleve Allen had no real love of the outdoors. He had lived most of his life in Minneapolis and had made his money as a contractor. As a client, he had seen the money spent at larger Canadian lodges and had felt that he could do it better, and with the attraction of less travel time and expense. This was strictly a moneymaking investment for him. At least, it was supposed to be. Despite Allen’s ties with many corporate leaders in the Midwest, the economy had hurt his business, but he was seeing an upswing that he did not want halted.
“Sheriff,” he said without standing as Dave walked around to his desk.
“What can I do for you, Mr. Allen?” responded Dave with a tired tone as he tried to cut the chitchat short. He well knew of who Cleve Allen was, the kind of money he had, and the fact that he did not seem to care in the least that the other lodge owners generally disliked him. He also knew that Cleve had had a hand in the fact that Dave had been elected sheriff.
“Word travels fast, Sheriff, especially among my guests, and I don’t care for it,” said Allen as he leaned forward.
“What don’t you care for, Mr. Allen?”
“You know damn well what I don’t care for, and I’m damn sure I’m not the only camp owner affected by these murders.”
Dave leaned back in his chair. “No, but as I understand it, you’re about the only owner whose guests haven’t cancelled out.” Dave had heard that Allen had hired guards at his camp and was providing free beer in the boats.
“That’s because I’m spending a shitload of bucks to hire security to see that my guests are safe,” replied an irked Allen. “Now,” he continued, calming his voice, “what do you know about the situation and what the hell are you doing about it?”
Dave was ready to come across the desk. He didn’t give a rip about who Allen was or what he wanted, or his job at the moment. But he did care about catching this killer, and he wasn’t getting any closer by talking to the lodge owner.
Dave took a breath and stood. “Mr. Allen, what I know about the situation is none of your business, and what I’m doing about it is nothing, as long as you’re here wasting my time. Now, I have a meeting, and I’m afraid I must ask you to leave.”
Allen looked up at the sheriff for a moment then stood, his face inches from Dave’s. “You don’t want to fuck with me, Sheriff,” he murmured.
Allen turned and left while Trask resisted the urge to give him the finger.
He followed Allen to his door, slammed his door shut, and then plopped back down in his chair. Allen had upset him but, as he swung his chair around to look at the Norway pines outside his window, he knew it was the nagging feeling that he had missed something that upset him more. Was it something about Allen, besides the fact that he was a total asshole? How had he learned about the second murders so quickly? And, why was he pressing for information? Most of the small camp owners lived on a string, and Dave didn’t doubt that many thought Allen had a hand in what was happening. Was Allen’s bank account thinner than people thought?
Dave picked up his cell phone and pressed the button for his brother.
“Well, I suppose you want me to use the rest of my vacation next week to help you finish your cabin,” answered Don without saying hello.
“I got two more, brother,” Dave announced.
“Talk to me.”
Dave filled his brother in on what he knew. He promised to send a complete list of the names of the guides and guests, as well as anything he found out from the autopsy. Dave asked that Don also see what he could find out about Cleve Allen and Billie Whitehead, and then he whined about his new job.
Don bitched about having to work two jobs but promised to get back to him. He also promised help would be on the way tomorrow, if not the next day.
As Dave put down his phone, he saw Richie in the doorway. How long had he been there?
“You want to have a meeting, Sheriff?”




Chapter Sixteen

It was after six when Dave finished with his deputies and returned to his desk. He turned in his chair to gaze at the sun still high in the western sky. It seemed hard to believe that it would set before five come November. There would probably be snow on the ground, too. Dave was soon daydreaming about his favorite kind of fishing—ice fishing.
When most folks were dreading the coming of the long, cold Northern Minnesota winter, and many spent a good portion in a warmer climate, Dave looked forward to the cold and the ice it would bring. The area was nearly deserted in the winter, even though it was never more beautiful. Snow weighed down the bows of the tall pines and covered lakes and islands. Dave loved racing his snowmobile across the ice or walking the trails. The walleye fishing was great just outside his back door, but he especially loved running out on Basswood in search of lake trout. The excitement of watching a lake trout come charging at your lure on your depthfinder, the jolt as the fish slammed the bait, and the ensuing fight to bring it up through the ice could not be matched as far as he was concerned.
The sound of the phone interrupted his daydream.
“Trask.”
“Sheriff? This is Dr. Adams.”
“Oh, hi, Doc. I guess I kind of expected to hear from Dr. James,” Dave commented, hoping his disappointment wasn’t evident.
“We thought it best that we both work on the autopsies together, as I had done the first two and it would speed things up. I hope that’s okay?”
“That’s great, Doc. No problem at all. What can you tell me?”
“We estimate that the men died sometime between midnight and two. From the wounds, Dr. James and I were both in agreement that it was likely the same person who killed all four men. Your killer is someone quite strong, probably above six feet, and right-handed. Dr. James was quite certain someone killed the man at the table first and the other after he came out of the bathroom. The killer either had him turn around or surprised him. Either way, someone cut both of their necks as they were held by the head, as we found evidence of broken and missing hair on both.”
“Why do you think the killer was tall?”
“The second man was almost six feet tall, and yet the hair damage says that the killer had hold of the hair on top of his head. It seems more likely that a man of similar or lesser height would have grabbed the hair on the back of the head,” the doctor explained.
Dave found himself reaching to grab an imaginary head and didn’t know if he agreed with the doctor’s supposition or not. “Anything else?”
“There was one thing. The blood on the back of the left pant leg of the man killed by the bathroom, it actually contained the blood of both the first victim and the second. If I may make another guess, I would say that, from the shape of that stain, that your killer stopped to wipe the blade of his knife off before he left.”
Dave remembered the stain but hadn’t thought anymore about it.
“Sheriff, I would venture to say that I have seen nothing like this before and hope to never again. There is a hatred and calm here that, well, I can only say is evil. This person needs to be stopped.”
There was a tone of fear in the doctor’s voice, easy to pick up. Dave had listened to his fair share of autopsy reports from doctors, and most of them were usually delivered by someone who sounded like they were a mechanic that just looked at your car. This doctor was scared.
Dave promised that they were doing all they could and asked that the final report be emailed to him as soon as it was available.
Dave’s mind went immediately back to John Big Eagle. If you were looking for big, strong, and mean, at least mean-looking, he was it.
Dave searched for the number for Half Moon and called but only got the answering machine. Brad Owens was cutting corners with a thin staff and was likely making sure his remaining guests were happy, or as happy as they could be. He left a message asking Brad to call ASAP.
It was just past eight, and Dave had decided to drive to Half Moon when the phone rang.
“Sheriff, Brad Owens. Sorry I missed your call. Have you got some news?” asked the lodge owner with a hopeful voice.
“Sorry, Mr. Owens, but nothing yet. I was wondering, though, if you could give me a little information on one of your guides?”
“Sure. Which one?”
“John Big Eagle. How long has he been a guide there?”
“Well, I’m not sure. He was guiding here when I was a guest, and he stayed on when I bought the place. Do you think John killed those men?”
Dave ignored the question, answering with one of his own. “Do you know where he was last night?”
“Sorry, Sheriff, what my guides do after they are done guiding and taking care of their boats is their business. I assume he was in camp, but I have no idea.”
“And, what about during the day last Monday?”
“That, I know. He was out guiding. And I’m sure the two men he took out will vouch for him,” Owens replied. “You can’t think John did it, Sheriff. He seems tough, but he’s a good man.”
“Thanks, Brad. Who were the men he was guiding?” Owens told him their names, and then Brad checked to see that he had them and their contact information on his list.
He thanked Owens again and hung up.
Trask stared out the window. The doctor was right; there was viciousness and clarity about these killings that said the killer was on a mission, but what was it? Four killings in less than four days said there were more to come, and soon.




Chapter Seventeen

This time, it had to be a nightmare. Only, it wasn’t night, and Dave was pretty sure he wasn’t dreaming. The clock on the table next to his bed said seven, and from the light coming through his window, it was evident the sun was already well up. At least it wasn’t raining.
Dave lay on his back in bed and looked at the ceiling as he again heard the pounding. Plus, this time there was a voice with it. Richie.
“Richie, you really don’t need to come out here every day. I have a phone,” Dave said as he turned from the front door and toward the coffee pot in the kitchen.
“Yes, sir, but I think your phone must be off, sir.”
Dave remembered he had turned it off after staying up past midnight, reviewing the autopsy reports, the crime scene photos, and interviews. All he had wanted to do was sleep. At least that part had worked … until now.
As he removed yesterday’s grounds from his coffee maker, he froze before slowly turning toward his deputy, who was standing at the counter. “We don’t have more, do we?”
“More?” he responded without a clue as to what Dave meant.
“Bodies, murders, killings.”
“No, sir.”
Dave, holding the filter with grounds, watched as his deputy proceeded to take a seat at the counter. “Well?”
“Oh, sorry. There’s a meeting at ten thirty this morning at the Last Resort. Rosemary sent me out here to make sure you knew. She said the public needs an update on what’s happening.”
Dave had ignored the calls by Rosemary Theil yesterday but had listened to the messages last night and knew about Rosemary’s plan to have him give an update to the public. He had hoped he could just ignore her but, apparently, that would not work.
He swore under his breath after thinking that, if he had called her back, he could probably still be sleeping now.
“And why, if this meeting is at ten thirty, are you here at seven?” queried Dave as he returned to the coffeemaker.
“She wanted to be sure you had enough time to prepare your speech.”
Dave laughed. “Okay. You tell Ms. Theil that there is no way in hell we are going to have this meeting. We have only been at this a couple of days, and a meeting is going to do nothing but get people more riled up and just cause the camps around here to have more cancellations. Plus, it will probably send our killer into hiding. This is a bad idea.”
“Rosemary told me you’d say something like that,” Richie replied as he reached into his back pocket, pulled out his notebook, and then read, “She said to tell you that we need to be proactive in something like this and getting the word out will help reassure people that everything is under control and, at the same time, we can get the public’s help to solve the case even faster.”
That was the second time his deputy had referred to the commissioner by her first name. He knew Richie was sucking up to her, and probably feeding her information, likely hoping he could be the next sheriff.
Dave cringed as felt the burning start in his chest. He turned away from Richie to look out at the still waters of the lake.
In every lake home that he had ever been in, Dave had noticed that it was the living room that had the windows providing the best view of the lake. He had also noticed that, most of the time spent in those homes, or any home that he had been in, for that matter, had been in the kitchen. As a result, the kitchen in Dave’s home was easily the largest room in his house. It contained a large, granite center island, with a sink where Richie now sat, as well as an eating area with built-in benches. Birch cupboards lined the interior walls so as not to block the view of the lake through a wall of full-length windows. A sliding glass door led to a long, low cedar deck without railings, steps leading from the deck to the dock.
“All right, Richie,” said the sheriff with his back still to his deputy, “please tell Rosemary that I have a scheduled meeting this morning and, as a result, I regret that I’ll be unable to attend her meeting.”
Richie couldn’t believe what he had just heard. “But, Sheriff, she’s already invited reporters from Duluth and the Cities.”
“You know, Richie, I left my last job because some politicians thought they knew how to do it better than me, and I’d have no qualms about doing it again. Tell her I’ll call a meeting when I damn well think it’s right.”
A grin on Richie’s face told Dave that Richie was looking forward to Theil’s reaction. It also told him that Richie was likely thinking that the sheriff’s job would be his sooner than later.
Dave asked Richie if there was any new information on the location of Billie Whitehead, which there wasn’t, and then asked that he check on John Big Eagle’s whereabouts the last few days and confirm it with his guests. He was going to share his thoughts on the autopsy results but, considering that his deputy would be talking to the commissioner, thought it best to hold those to himself.
When Meline left, Trask poured milk on a bowl of Cheerios then carried it out to the table on the deck. There was a whisper of wind from the south, leaving the surface in front of the north-facing deck smooth as glass.
As Dave looked out at the water, he noticed small disturbances on the water past the end of his dock, minnows being chased by a bigger predator below were being herded to the surface. An unseen wolf was on the prowl. This wolf killed with a purpose easy to understand—it needed to eat—and it had its prey on the run.
Was the purpose of the killings as simple as that? But, why did the killer want his prey, or in this case the lodge guests, on the run? He felt he was close to something when a large splash to the right of his dock broke his concentration.
“Time for a meeting,” he said out loud as he got up from the table.
His dishes rinsed and in the dishwasher, he quickly showered, dressed, filled his thermos with coffee, and then headed to his boat on the lift, to the left of his dock. Dave’s nineteen-foot Lund, with a full windshield, had a two hundred horsepower outboard and a twelve horsepower kicker motor.
He lowered the boat into the water then grabbed the rib on the roof of the covered lift to push the boat backward off the lift. While the boat drifted out to deeper water, he removed two spinning rods from his rod locker and walked through the windshield opening to the bow. He lowered his trolling motor in the water, turned on his depthfinder, and then selected an orange and brown plastic grub from his tackle box that he placed on a white jig, already on the end of his line.
With the foot control of his trolling motor, he slowly moved his boat to the west as he cast toward shore. His jig made only a small splash as it hit the water. Dave let the lure sink until he felt bottom then lifted his rod tip while reeling in line, dancing the bait up and down through the water and back toward his boat. On the third cast, he felt the line move slightly as the jig fell, and then he set the hook. The line rose immediately, and an eighteen-inch smallmouth bass exploded from the water. Just as quickly, it dug toward the bottom, pulling line from the reel.
His rod bent, Dave kept his line taut as he tried to bring the fish to the boat. The bass broke the surface twice more in rapid succession before heading toward deeper water, but Dave was well practiced in the struggle, and the fish was soon lifted from the water as Dave clenched its bottom jaw between his thumb and forefinger. He quickly removed his hook from the top lip of the fish then held it for a moment to admire its beautiful bronze colors before gently releasing it.
“Good way to start a meeting.”
Dave was certain about three things when he went fishing. First, there was definitely a time warp that occurred—hours went by like minutes. Second, he was sure God did not count his time on the water against him, which was why it probably went by too fast.
Third, nothing allowed him to clear his mind, to focus on a case, like fishing. If anyone saw him out here while a killer was on the loose, he knew it wouldn’t look good. But he also knew that a couple of hours clearing his mind with a rod in his hand had been a good investment in him solving cases in the past.
Dave was about to make another cast when his phone rang. He looked at the number before answering. “What can you tell me, brother?”
“Not much. I got zip on the guys sliced up at Half Moon, or on the lodge owner. No relation that I can find between any of them. And I’m still following up on the mining companies, but my gut tells me that’s a dead end, too. Oh, and nothing on Billie Whitehead.”
“I’m going to send you the list of the guides and other guests in a bit. See if you run into any killings with knives at fishing or hunting camps in Minnesota or Ontario in the last few years.”
“Listen, junior, in case you didn’t notice, I didn’t run for the sheriff job in Lake County. I got my own damn job that used to be done by two people until they cut funding.”
“Thanks, Don.” Dave could hear his brother swearing as he clicked off.




Chapter Eighteen

The sand beach on Gull Island was a favorite shore lunch spots for the guides, as it was protected and with easy access, so they scheduled who would use it each day.
The sandy bottom sloped gradually away from the island, rock free until a depth of almost twenty feet, allowing the guides to run their boats well onto the beach and the guests to wade if they desired. The sand ran about ten yards inland, where it was met by a flow of rounded granite, with scattered boulders large enough to serve as a perch for someone to sit and eat a meal.
Seasoned walleyes filets turned golden brown as they sizzled in the oil of a cast iron frying pan. A larger pan next to it contained a mixture of chopped potatoes, carrots, and onions in oil that were flipped with a spatula to keep them from burning. A can of baked beans, open with the lid up, sat on the grate between the two pans. Two men in T-shirts, shorts, and caps, each with a can of beer in hand, waved away black flies as they watched their guide prepare lunch.
The sentry did not care to be watched while he cooked but had learned at an early age that it made his guests happy, and happy guests tended to be bigger tippers.
He scooped fish, and veggies, and beans onto the paper plates that they held out to him, plates he would burn in the fire when he cleaned up.
They stood and ate as they watched him put more fish in the oil, moaning in pleasure at the meal. They complimented him on his cooking, trying to remain by the fire and keep him company, but soon found it too awkward to keep reaching down to the ground to grab their beers, and so they found boulders where they could sit and eat.
The next batch of filets golden brown, he lifted the pan from the grate, holding the handle with an oven mitt, and walked across the beach to where the men sat.
The men disgusted him. They were fat and soft, and he guessed they would be worn from a day on the water but would stay up until midnight, drinking at the lodge.
He lifted the last filet from the pan onto the plate of the man who was the larger of the two and considered tossing the hot oil in his face. He smiled at the thought of it, and the man, seeing his smile, smiled back and thanked him again. The sentry nodded then went back to the fire to eat his lunch and clean up so they could return to the water.
He watched the men greedily shovel their lunches into their mouths and thought of the pleasure it would give him to kill them. It would be so easy. And, on this island, he did not have to worry about others hearing or seeing. He could kill one, and then he would laugh as the other tried to escape with nowhere to go. The fat man would try to run from him over the rock, but he would fall and the sentry would catch him as he knelt on skinned knees. He would try to rise to run again, but the sentry would force him down with his foot, pull his head back, and cut his fat throat.
But he would not do that. Not now, anyway. His disgust for the men and his desire to kill them was strong, but he heard no voices. The ancients always told him what to do, but now they were silent. Not even his grandfather, who often talked to him without the others, had any words for him today.
The men had pushed themselves up from their stony perches and approached him with their empty plates as he crouched by the fire. They would live for now.




Chapter Nineteen

“You and your thugs, you’re the ones doing this!” Tom Rogers screamed at Cleve Allen. “You think you can fucking run all of us out of business, don’t you, asshole?”
Larry Nelson reached over and put his hand on Rogers’ forearm as he started to rise from his chair. “Easy, boss. None of us want these killings.”
“You better listen to your manager, Rogers. He’s got more sense than you,” spat Allen as he took another sip of beer. “I’m forking out big bucks to hire guards at my camp. You think I want to do that?”
“He’s right, Tom,” added Craig Speer. “I dropped off bait at Allen’s today, and I seen the guards.”
But Rogers had had one too many and wouldn’t quit. “That’s bullshit! That’s all for looks. He’s been wanting to run every other lodge owner in the county out of business since he got here!” He was about to get out of his chair when he felt a hand on each shoulder.
“Gentlemen,” said Dave. “The meeting seems to be getting a little loud. What seems to be the problem?” he asked as he looked at Allen.
“No problem, Sheriff,” responded Allen in a calm voice as he leaned back in his chair. “Seems Mr. Rogers here had a few cancellations, and he’s decided to blame me.”
“You smartass son of a bitch! I ought to—”
Before he could get any more words out, he felt a searing pain at the bottom of his neck as the sheriff tightened his grip.
“I think you’ve maybe had enough for tonight, Mr. Rogers,” said Dave as he loosened his grip. “Are you all right to drive, Mr. Nelson?” he asked the man in the chair next to Rogers.
Larry Nelson assured him that he was and got up from the table, while Tom Rogers reached into his wallet and threw two twenties onto the table. Nelson put his hand on Rogers’ arm, and Rogers shook it off and headed up the stairs, but not before giving Allen a look that said he was not finished.
Dave called after them, “By the way, Mr. Nelson, how tall would you say Billie Whitehead is?”
“It’s Larry, Sheriff. I’d say Billie’s a little over six feet. Why?”
“You better catch up with Tom. Thanks.”
Dave watched the back of their shoes disappear up the steps then turned back to those who remained. On either side of Allen sat one of his guides; Paul Reed on the left and Dan Rollins on the right. Al Mason, Pete Jacobsen, and Craig Speer were at the table that Rogers and Nelson had just left.
“Everyone’s getting a little uptight, Sheriff,” said Speer. “You any closer to getting this guy?”
Dave told them that they were working around the clock and that they had brought in the BCA, although he failed to mention that the BCA was really just his brother doing him a favor.
“You got to catch him, Sheriff.” It was Pete Jacobsen who spoke up. “People are scared and most of us ain’t even got a lock on our door!” Jacobsen threw down the rest of his beer.
Dave had checked on Jacobsen after their last meeting and was told by Richie that he lived at the end of a logging road, two miles north of the Channel Inn bridge and had for as many years as anyone could remember.
Jacobsen looked to be in his mid-sixties, but Richie said he was just over fifty and that his grey hair and beard made him look old. Still, he was fit—wiry, Don would say—and a bit over six feet. Richie was pretty sure Jacobsen was a poacher, but he said, if he arrested everybody who did a little poaching, he would have to lock up half the county, and so he had left him alone. Richie added that Jacobsen was not happy with the competition of the guided hunting trips in the area and that there was a complaint against him that he had taken a shot at a guide and his client a few years ago, but it was never proven.
Dave was sure that a man like Jacobsen would be good with a knife, but he didn’t carry one like the blade still on Speer’s belt. What would he have to gain, and why start killing now? Had the “ghost killings” not had their intended effect, and so he was stepping up his campaign? Still, he seemed genuinely scared.
Dave looked down at the questioning faces in the room. “Gentlemen, if you, your guides, your guests, anyone sees something that isn’t right, let us know. It benefits us all to stop this sooner than later.”
“In other words, you don’t have squat,” accused Allen. “Maybe if you’d shown up at Rosemary’s meeting instead of going fishing, you’d have learned something.”
Reed and Rollins each had a smirk on their faces as Dave stared down their boss. Dave had sensed he was being watched when he’d been in his boat but had seen no one.
“Unless you have no concern about the guests at your camp, Mr. Allen, I suggest you’d be better off spending your time on their safety rather than how many fish I’m catching.”
The guides on either side of Cleve Allen looked to their boss for a response, but all they saw was a scowl below narrowed eyes. There was no mistaking the message in Allen’s eyes.
He rose slowly from his chair and put his Allen’s Lodge cap on his head. “Come on, boys. I guess we’d better go tend to our business.”
Trask watched the men go up the stairs then followed. By the time he reached the parking lot, they were already backing out. He considered following them but didn’t see that it would get him anywhere and returned home. He spent the rest of the day planning what he would do next on his house, fixing his front porch light, cleaning tools, and waiting for his brother to call.




Chapter Twenty

Dave talked to his brother in the morning.
Allen was known in Minneapolis as a contractor who would do whatever was necessary to get a job, including accusations by other contractors that he had bribed city council members to get bids and had sabotaged equipment of competitors on jobs where he did not win the bid. Nothing was ever proven, and no charges filed. Nothing on the guides or guests at Half Moon. Canada hadn’t gotten back to him yet.
“I did get a little information on the mining companies, and it seems that they are strictly in the area to prospect,” said Don. “That is, they were in the area. Their engineers have refused to return to your neck of the woods. Seems that more than a few went missing over the years. You may want to dig a little deeper into that on your end.”
“It just doesn’t tie together, Don. Unless we’ve missed something, these engineers are about the only ones to go missing. Why the engineers, and why not others until now?”
“Maybe something has tripped this guy’s trigger. Getting rid of a few engineers wasn’t getting it done for him. Or maybe it’s something completely different. What if a couple of these anglers stumbled across something they shouldn’t have?”
“For instance?”
“I don’t know. You figure it out. I’m getting tired of spending my whole life taking care of you.” Don paused. “I’m trying to free help for you, but it may still be a day or two. I promise I will get there as soon as I can.”
Dave was quiet as he took in what his brother had said. “Thanks, brother. I appreciate it.”
Dave hopped into his truck and headed for the station. If Don was right, then why did the engineers just disappear while the anglers had been brutally murdered, as if the killer was trying to make a statement to the world? His thoughts drifted back to the victim killed by the pictograph. There was something there that wanted to come to the surface.
Dave’s attention was on the first murder scene when he slammed on his brakes. In front of his truck, a large black bear that Dave estimated at over three hundred pounds stood five yards in front of him, blocking his way. Bears had poor vision and would usually take flight at the sound of a vehicle, but this one did not run. It stared at the truck and snarled before walking directly toward it. As it reached the front of the truck, it rose up and put its massive paws, with claws extended, on the hood, bellowing, drool coming from its mouth.
Trask was about to put the truck in reverse when, behind the bear, two cubs scampered up onto the road from the right ditch and looked at their mother. The mother bear turned to them and growled, sending the cubs off the road and down into the ditch on the other side. Turning back to the truck, she seemed to look Dave in the eye before slapping her right paw down on the hood then pushing off to follow her cubs into the woods.
Dave slowly opened his door and got out, listening to the sound of breaking branches as the bears moved away. Then, walking to the front of the truck, he found a good-sized dent where the sow had slapped the hood, and a few scratches. Although his Toyota was twelve years old, Dave was careful with it, like everything else in his life. He kept it clean and in good condition, mechanically and cosmetically, washing it by hand except in the depth of the Minnesota winter. He had a friend in the Cities who had done some body work for him, but he had no connections here.
“This sucks!”
Trask got back in his truck, grabbing the steering wheel with both hands and pushing his body back into his seat before closing his eyes and letting out a scream that probably sent the bears, and any other animal within a mile, running. He told himself that the truck was only a thing, that someone could fix it, but on top of everything else, he had reached his limit.
He slapped the steering wheel with his right hand three times, each slap accompanied by a loud, “Shit!” and then leaned back and closed his eyes, trying to calm down. That didn’t last long, however, as a red Prius had pulled up behind him and honked rather than drive around. Dave waved out his window, put the truck in gear, and took off.
Three news vans were waiting in the parking lot as Dave pulled in. Two reporters with cameramen in tow surrounded him as he exited his truck. Trask ignored them as best he could, pushing the microphones out of his face, and hurried up the stairs to Station 30.
He leaned back against the inside of the door. This was getting out of hand now. He had seen the reports on the news the prior night. Reports of anglers leaving or staying away from the area. One station had managed to get their van to Half Moon and had filmed the murder cabin, as well as interviewed several guests. Rosemary Thiel had had her five minutes of blaming him for the murders.
A large fan was humming on the floor near the sink of the station house as Dave helped himself to a cup of coffee, staring into the black liquid, wondering what it was going to do to his stomach before he took a sip.
Kyle was on the phone and waved as Dave stopped and leaned on the edge of the half-wall that stood in front of Kyle’s desk.
“That was Ms. Thiel,” the deputy said as he hung up the phone. “I didn’t think you’d want to talk to her.”
“Good guess. Anything else?”
“I got a list of six relatives of Billie Whitehead from Raven. I’ve reached four so far, but no one has seen him. At least, that’s what they told me.”
“Hm, the guides at Half Moon think he’s gone to Canada, but whoever is doing these killings isn’t done, and if that’s Billie, then he’s around here somewhere. Keep checking. How long have the newsies been here?”
“They got here yesterday afternoon and were here when I got in this morning. Told them all no comment, like you said. Oh, and I left a few messages on your desk.”
“Thanks. I’d like a meeting in ten with everyone to see where we are.”
“Okay. Tony is here, but Richie is out,” replied Kyle.
“Where’s Richie?” asked Dave.
Just then, the door opened and Meline came rushing in. “Sheriff, you need to come with me. We got another one!”
“Why didn’t you call?” Dave asked as he followed Richie out.
“I tried, but your phone must be out of power or off. I went by your place, but you weren’t there, so I came back here.”
“Why did you go to my house?” asked Dave as he checked his phone.
“You’re not far from the landing. This one is on your lake.”




Chapter Twenty-One

They parked at the landing and hopped into the boat that Richie had left tied there. As Richie drove, he explained how he had been talking to the cabin owners in the area, to see if they had any information that might help. He had docked at a cabin on Basswood and had noticed the smell as he’d approached. One look inside, through the screen door, and he could see a body on the floor. With the head nearly severed like the others, there was little reason to check for a pulse.
“I taped off the area, but I haven’t called anyone else,” continued the deputy as they approached the dock.
Dave instructed Richie to call the medical examiner while he tied up the boat.
The cabin sat only about thirty feet off the water. Its split-log siding was stained army green; the doors and trim had recently been painted white. Two-foot, square, red paving stones led to the front door from the dock. Yellow crime scene tape went from tree to tree until it circled the cabin.
Dave ducked under the tape and walked up two steps to a small deck outside the door, facing the lake. No question about the smell. If there weren’t wolves close by, there soon would be.
He put on gloves and pushed the door open so he could see inside.
The door opened directly into the kitchen. Sink, stove, and refrigerator, all white, were to the left. The countertops were black Formica, the cupboards a tan birch that showed plenty of scarring, the finish worn away around the drawer handles. Spices were in a wooden rack on the wall by the stove, oven mitts hanging from a hook next to them. Three matching stainless steel canisters were aligned on the counter with a butcher-block that held an assortment of unmatched knives next to them. A white coffee maker still had half a pot in its carafe, with a cup sitting nearby.
Tan vinyl tiles ran the width of the room as you entered, reaching roughly halfway across where they gave way to a tightly woven green carpet. The tile and the carpet were worn but well cared for, clean and neat, as the entire area appeared.
At the center of the kitchen sat a wood stove on a tin sheet; the tin near the stove front black where ash and embers had hit the floor. On the far side of the room, a door was fully open to a bedroom, with another door just visible to its right. Beyond that was a hallway leading into another part of the cabin.
To the right of the front door was a square table with steel legs. Someone had draped the table in a red and white vinyl checkered tablecloth that had probably been there for twenty years. There was a square stool with a red vinyl seat on each side of the table. All the seats that Trask could see showed yellow foam through small cracks. A couch upholstered in light blue sat on the carpet, against the wall just beyond the kitchen table; a dark-stained pine board that served as a bookshelf above it. Richie had said the owner had lived alone, no doubt spending much of his time in this area of the cabin.
On the floor in front of the kitchen table lay the owner, Mike Eaves, on his back. His nearly severed head was bent toward his left shoulder. His grey T-shirt was dark with blood.
Dave stood in the doorway, taking in the scene.
A blue plastic coffee cup lay empty on its side on the floor near the door. There was a little coffee that remained in the cup, the rest had already dried on the floor next to it. A matching blue plate was on the floor below the table, with the remains of what looked to be a half-eaten sliced ham sandwich nearby. An unopened bag of potato chips was at the center of the table.
“Sheriff?” the deputy said as he reached Dave’s side.
“What’s up?” Trask replied without turning.
“ME said it would probably be at least two hours. He’ll call when he gets close, and I’ll go get him.”
“Okay, Richie,” he answered as he turned toward his deputy. “That should give us some good alone time here. I want you to handle the outside. Look for and mark anything and everything. The killer had to come by boat, so start at the dock and get that area taken care of before anyone else arrives.”
Richie stood, staring in at carnage in the kitchen, not moving.
“You okay?”
“Yeah, sorry. This is all just getting to be a bit too much.”
“It is for all of us,” he replied. In more ways than one, he thought to himself.
The deputy took one more look around then turned to go to the dock.
Richie was right, Dave thought as he watched him go. Even a big city homicide cop would find this getting to him. He had to stop this soon. His staff was nowhere near ready to handle something like this. He also knew he would hear from Rosemary again, and probably the camp owners and other residents, too. He had dodged three calls from stations in the cities last night. All of them had reports of the latest killings on the late news, featuring a sound bite from Rosemary Thiel. There would likely be more news vans at the station by this afternoon. This was blowing up in a big hurry.
Dave yelled for Richie just as the deputy reached the dock, “How long had Eaves been in the area?”
“Long time, Sheriff. Long as I can remember.”
Trask turned back to the body. The killer had slaughtered four tourist anglers and now he had killed a private cabin owner who had been here for who knew how long? How did that fit? Had this guy known something that the killer didn’t want to get out? If so, what? Or, was this a killer now just looking to kill?
Something else bothered him. This was now the third lake where someone had been killed. How was this guy getting around? Was he towing a boat from lake to lake? That just seemed like way too much work.
Trask carefully stepped past the body and peered down the hall. A door on the left opened to a small bath with a sink and shower. There was no toilet, which wasn’t uncommon with island cabins; an outhouse was likely somewhere close by outside. A single tan bath towel hung on the rack next to the shower. One toothbrush was in a jar by the sink, and a box of tissues was on a small shelf above the towel rack. He had hung the bath rug over the shower curtain. The sink, countertop, and white ceramic tile floor were all spotless. This guy was more of a neat freak than I am, thought Dave.
A door on the right was held open by a rope from the door handle to a hook on the hall wall. Dave released the rope from the hook, and the door slowly closed. He carefully pulled the door back and put the rope back on the hook. The room was apparently a spare bedroom with two single beds, neither of which appeared to have been used recently. A small dresser stood against the wall between the beds. No dust on the dresser top. Jeez, this guy was neat.
A knotty, pine-sided family room, with a series of large windows, lay at the end of the hall. There were couches along the wall to the right and the far wall, with an antique, oak rocker and a propane stove between. A stack of hardcover books sat on the table. Trask picked up the one on top, an older copy of Moby Dick, with an old matchbook that the owner apparently used as a bookmark between the pages. He noticed the remaining books in the stack were also classics, as were those on a shelf below. Dave hoped Mr. Eaves had had a chance to finish them all.
The sliding windows told Dave that this room was an addition to the cabin, and the tan Berber carpeting looked almost new. An exterior door from the room took you to a small cedar deck in back of the cabin, with firewood stacked on one side. Dave could see the outhouse at the edge of the woods.
There was no evidence that what had happened in the kitchen had touched the hall or this portion of the cabin, or that anyone had even been in this section of the cabin today, except for the open windows, and those could have been that way overnight.
Dave walked back to the kitchen. A quick peek into the owner’s bedroom off the kitchen found the bed made and a pair of worn leather boat shoes placed neatly inside the door. Dave guessed the wood stove in the kitchen kept this bedroom pretty warm when it was going. While the bed was a queen, there was no sign anyone else had shared the bed with the owner. In fact, there were no pictures of anyone in the cabin. Nothing on the dresser in the master bedroom or on the walls. Odd, thought Dave.
He walked back down the hall, looking carefully at the walls, and found two small nails where something had hung at one time. Again, odd.
He returned to the master bedroom. The walls were a dark pine paneling, making it hard to see any small nails. Dave ran his hand at eye level and found one to the right of the dresser. How long had that been empty? A search of the closet and dresser drawers found only clothes neatly arranged. A wallet that sat on the pine nightstand next to a paperback held a fishing license, a driver’s license that said the owner had been fifty-nine last November, one credit card and twenty-nine dollars in cash. Why was that still here when the killer had taken it from the other men he had killed? Mr. Eaves had been a lonely man with a lot of time on his hands to make sure things were neat and in order. Dave hoped that wasn’t where he was heading.
As he knelt by the victim, something else bothered him. Someone had cut the victim’s throat like the others, and there were multiple stab wounds like the victim by the cliff. What was the point of stabbing some and not the others? He looked more closely at the shirt. There were at least six stab wounds that he could count. Was the killer’s anger now boiling over into rage? Had he been scared off before he could grab the wallet?
Something else that wasn’t right. The killer had used stealth or, with the killings at the camp, had likely used familiarity with the victims to approach. Here, it would have been difficult to approach unseen or unheard. The victim had likely been sitting down to dinner when he’d been killed. There was no radio or anything else in the cabin to mask the sound of a killer walking up the squeaky deck or trying to enter from the back. Yesterday had been calm and sunny.
Dave got as close as he could to where the victim had been at the table before someone had killed him. He could clearly hear Richie by the dock.
He pushed open the screen door as slowly as he could, but the noise from the hinges was still loud. Even if Eaves had been deaf, it would have been nearly impossible for someone to reach him without being seen. This was someone he had known.




Chapter Twenty-Two

“I’ve taken a look around,” said Meline as he joined the sheriff on the porch. “Really didn’t see anything. Checked the shed out back, and there didn’t seem to be anything out of place. Lawnmower, an old motor, some oars, yard stuff, and a couple of gas cans. Doesn’t look like anybody touched his fishing gear or the electronics in his boat, either.”
“Did you see any signs of a boat being pulled up on shore?”
“Nothing. There’s a sand beach down past the dock where a boat could land, but nothing but animal prints down there.”
“What do you know about Eaves?”
“He must have been about sixty. You see him in town once in a while at the Channel Inn with Craig Speer and Pete Jacobsen, but he pretty much kept to himself.”
“How did he survive?”
“People don’t tend to talk much about their past up here, but rumor has it he came from Chicago with enough money to live on, but I know he trapped, and hunted, and fished like the rest of them old guys.”
“Any problems with his sight or hearing?”
“I can check, but when I saw him at the Channel Inn this spring, he had no troubles hearing or talking.”
Both men turned at the sound of a boat and watched as a twenty-foot aluminum boat with “Lake County” on the bow approach the dock. It was coming in at too high a speed and on a path to run directly into the dock.
Both men made a move toward the dock when the driver cut the motor and turned sharply to the right. The boat gently kissed the dock with the bumper hanging on its side as the driver jumped out and tied it off. Dr. James could handle a boat.
There was a hot sun overhead, and the doctor had dressed for it in a grey T-shirt with the Lake County logo stretched over her front and tan, khaki cargo shorts. Both men stared as she approached with her case in hand.
“You gentlemen are sure keeping us busy. What have you got?”
Dave forced himself to look up into the doctor’s brown eyes. “He’s just inside the door. It’s not nice.” He stepped aside to allow the doctor to enter.
“Looks like he’s been here a while, looking at the blood and skin. Based on the food on the floor, that would probably be close to supper time last night.” The doctor bent down to look at the body more closely then stood. “Looking at the spray pattern and the amount of blood coming from the neck, I’d say he had his throat cut first, and then was stabbed multiple times, probably as he lay on the floor. Someone did not like the deceased.”
Dave was again impressed by her quick analysis, as well as how well she filled out her shorts and her long, tan legs. “Anything else?”
“I don’t see any wounds visible on his arms or hands, so there apparently wasn’t any attempt to defend himself. Other than that, I’ll need a closer inspection here and at the lab. Are you gentlemen done with the body?”
“We need to get photographs before anything is moved,” responded Dave. “Richie, do you want to grab your camera? Make sure you get multiple shots from different angles, as well as shots of each room, like before.”
While the deputy went to the dock to retrieve his camera, Dave followed the doctor down to the lake. They stood silently for several minutes, looking at the water. A bald eagle landed high in a pine on a tiny island seventy-five yards from shore.
“This is such a beautiful place, and now someone is trying to ruin it. That makes me furious. Why would someone do that, Sheriff?” Linda asked as she continued to watch the eagle.
“I don’t know. But I am afraid that this may get worse before it gets better. The killer is getting increasingly angry.”
“Do you have any suspects?”
“A few, but nothing solid yet. We’re still following leads. But this is quickly getting to where this small department is going to need help.” Dave had said “department,” but he had meant himself, as well. He had always been sure of his abilities, and still was. However, with little confidence in his staff, he needed someone he could count on. He needed his brother here now. “The media are in on it now. That will really hurt the resort business, but maybe that’s what the killer wants. Maybe he’ll stop.” Dave didn’t believe it.
Linda looked up at Dave as he stared out over the lake, lost in thought. “You will catch whoever is doing this. I have no doubt.”
The strong conviction in her voice somehow assured the sheriff. Dave turned to reply but found himself lost in brown eyes that left him without words. He had forgotten what they’d been talking about and wanted this woman close to him, this woman he hardly knew. He wanted to hold her and feel her.
She seemed about to say something when Richie called from the cabin that he had finished.
“Will you and the deputy be able to help me with the body?”
“Um, sure,” he replied.
Linda turned and walked back to the cabin, Dave close behind.
She walked past Richie and again knelt next to the body. “This will be a few minutes. Would one of you mind getting the body bag from the boat? It’s in the storage compartment in the front.”
Meline went for the boat while Trask wandered around the cabin again. He leaned against the kitchen counter, watching Linda work on the body. All of this blood, and the killer had seemingly left nothing for them at any of the murder scenes.
Dave felt tired and defeated. He wished that Eaves’ coffee maker had one hot cup in it for him. Hell, he thought, he’d take it cold.
Suddenly, he felt a rush and shouted for Richie, who was just entering the door, scaring the doctor in front of him.
“I’m right here, Sheriff; you don’t have to yell.”
“I want an evidence bag and a sealed container right now!” yelled Trask as he looked closely at the coffee cup that sat on the counter in front of the coffee maker.
Meline turned and ran to the boat while Linda stood and looked over at Dave.
“What is it?” she asked.
“You see that coffee cup on the floor?”
“Yes.”
“And you see this one here?” He pointed to the cup on the counter.
“Yes.”
“They both have or, in the case of the one on the floor, had coffee in them yesterday. I think our killer was having a cup of coffee with the deceased.”




Chapter Twenty-Three

By the time they were back at the boat landing, it was late afternoon. Dave and Richie helped load the body into the ME’s vehicle then watched it drive away.
“Richie, I want you to drive this coffee cup to Minneapolis and have fingerprinting and DNA testing done. I called my brother; he will be expecting you. He cleared their lab to expedite a DNA test for us. You are to stay there until you get results of the tests then call me with those results. Is that clear?”
“Sheriff, we could get a delivery guy to do this. I need to be out there, looking for this guy. We need all the help we can get on this one right here,” protested the deputy.
“I won’t argue about this. You’re right about us being short-handed here, but this is the piece of evidence that could tell us who this killer is and put him away. I’ve got to have someone I can trust on this, who knows how to handle evidence. The sooner we get the results, the sooner we grab this guy. Just follow orders!”
Meline walked as slowly as possible toward the truck, turning back to Trask as he pulled open the door. “I still think this is a mistake.”
“I understand, Richie. Now go!”
Richie unhooked the trailer then climbed into the truck. “You need a ride to the station?” he shouted, leaning out his window.
Dave had forgotten his truck was still at the station, but he didn’t want Richie to know. “I’ll call one of the others to come and get me and the boat. Call me when you get there.”
Meline nodded as he got into the truck, spinning the tires on the gravel as he left the lot. Dave watched him go then called Don to let him know that Richie was on the way. Dave asked that Don personally look at the results before giving them to his deputy and call him with the results as soon as Richie left.
“You checking up on the kid?” asked Don.
“I guess. You are about the only one I trust right now which, considering how you stole my last girlfriend in high school from me, should make you feel pretty good.”
“Jeannie never really liked you, anyway. You were way too quiet for her.”
“So, you admit that you stole her?”
“That girl made up her own mind, and you know it!”
“Right. You tricked her into thinking that you were me, and then, when she found out, she said she wouldn’t go out with me because she couldn’t really be sure it was me.”
“I cannot help it if the girl was so blind she could not see how much better looking I am than my older brother.”
“Sure. Call me when you get the results, Don. I need to get this guy.”
“Okay. Talk to you later.”
Dave walked to the end of the dock, where he called Kyle and asked him to drive his truck to the landing.
A largemouth bass swam by the end of the dock as Dave looked down into the water.
“Why am I not trying to catch you, Mr. Fish? What the hell am I doing here?” Dave asked out loud.
It was late afternoon, but the sun was still high and hot. Dave felt the sweat running between his shoulders and wondered if it was from the heat or his job. Probably both, he thought. Aside from the coffee cup, he really had nothing. Maybe this guy was a ghost. How could he possibly do what he had done and not leave something?
The dock at the landing, like most in the area, was a floating dock of wood over Styrofoam, built in eight-foot sections and connected by large pins. The ice on the Minnesota lake in the winter would quickly destroy any dock left in the water, so the floating sections made the dock easier to drag on shore in the fall.
As Dave stood at the end of the dock, staring off at the lake, he felt the dock move. He turned to see a large man, maybe six-four and two hundred and thirty pounds, in a stained red T-shirt and jeans, looking at him. A large knife hung from his belt.
“You Sheriff Trask?”
Dave tensed. Did everybody in this area carry big knives? How could he not have heard this man approach? He had left his gun locked in the boat, docked between him and the man now walking toward him. If he could stall, Kyle would be here soon.
“Yes. How can I help you?”
“I hear you been looking for Billie Whitehead,” the man replied as he stopped roughly ten feet from Trask, his right hand resting on the knife handle at his side, his eyes locked on Dave.
This could be Whitehead, from the description Dave recalled. The man had a belly, but he was still muscular.
“That’s right. Who are you?”
“I’m Vic Martin. I guide at the Thunderbird.”
“And you know where Billie is?”
“He’s at my house.”
“And, why are you telling me this?”
“I make my living guiding. If there are no guests, then I don’t make any money.”
Warning bells were going off in Dave’s head. This is too easy, he thought.
He looked at the knife. There was no strap holding it in the sheath.
“What is he doing at your house, Mr. Martin?”
“He’s a cousin of my wife’s. He came looking for a place to stay a few days ago.”
Trask took two small steps closer to the man, whose hand still rested on the knife handle. There was no way Dave was getting to his weapon with the man calling himself Vic Martin standing where he was, but if he got close enough, he could charge him before he raised his blade.
“And, does he know that you are here?”
“No.”
Over Martin’s shoulder, Dave could see his truck being driven into the lot, with Kyle at the wheel.
Despite the sound of the vehicle, Martin did not take his eyes off Dave.
Dave tensed. If this was really Whitehead, he would either attack now or run.
“That’s my deputy. Let’s go talk with him about how we handle this.”
Martin intently stared at Trask a moment more then gave a slight nod.




Chapter Twenty-Four

Kyle told Tony to meet them about a block from Vic Martin’s house. Martin rode in his truck with Trask and filled him in on the layout of the house. He assured him that only Billie would be there, as his wife had taken their son to Minneapolis to see a doctor.
Martin’s house was a single-story, white aluminum-sided rambler, with a single-stall detached garage sitting slightly farther back from the road than the house. There were two bedrooms to the left, as you faced the house, the kitchen in the back, and a family room to the right of the door in the front, with a picture window facing the road. Whitehead had been sleeping on the couch in the family room and so had been keeping the drapes closed.
The house sat about fifty yards back from the county road with a gravel driveway. Someone had cleared the front yard to the trees, but the woods grew close on the sides and rear. The nearest home was roughly a quarter mile away on either side.
There were two entrances to the home. Two steps led up to a door in front that opened to a small entryway, and a door in back opened into the kitchen. The back door had an outer screen door; the front did not. Martin claimed that both doors were unlocked when he left.
Tony Clark pulled in behind the two trucks parked on the side of the road then joined the men next to Trask’s truck.
Dave looked at his two deputies and knew that they had never had a situation like this before. A wanted and highly dangerous man was inside, a man who would rather fight and be killed than be taken into custody, especially when cornered by the law. Split-second reactions could determine who would be injured, or killed.
Trask decided that Clark and Bauman were to cut through the brush to the edge of the yard behind the house, calling Dave when they reached their position. After calling, they were to wait five minutes then move to the back door, guarding it in case Whitehead tried to escape that way. Since Billie had never seen Trask before, he and Martin would park in the driveway in front of the garage after Kyle called and enter through the front door. Dave had no idea how it would go with Whitehead, but from what Martin had told him, Billie was getting pretty drunk at night and sleeping most of the day. Dave hoped Billie would be out.
At Kyle’s call, Dave and Martin drove onto the driveway. The drapes were still closed, but the loud television told them that Whitehead was likely awake. Martin entered the house first as he pocketed his keys, Trask close behind.
Whitehead sat across the room from them, laying back in a brown, corduroy lounge chair, a remote on the armrest, and a beer in his left hand. Dave immediately noticed the knife at Whitehead’s side.
Dave wanted to move close and keep Whitehead seated, but Martin was blocking his way.
Whitehead stood as soon as Trask was in the door, his eyes fixed on him.
“What the fuck!” he shouted at Martin. “Who the fuck is this?”
“Cool it, Billie. This is Dave Trask, and he has a couple of questions for you.”
“This is a fucking cop, man! Why the fuck did you bring a cop here?” Whitehead shouted as he waved his hands over his head.
This was going exactly as Dave did not want it to go.
“Mr. Whitehead, I just have a few questions for you.”
“Questions! What fucking questions?”
“There have been some murders in the area and—”
“Murders! What the fuck, Vic? You think I did these?” he screamed, looking at Martin. “How the hell could you think that?”
“Please, calm down, Mr. Whitehead. I just want to ask you a few questions,” Dave said as he tried to step around Martin in the narrow hallway.
Whitehead immediately drew his knife from its sheath. It had a serrated top, and a blade honed by hand to a razor-sharp edge.
“Easy, Billie,” said Trask as he tried to remain calm, holding his hands in the air. “Why don’t you put the knife away so we can talk?”
“Like hell! You stay the fuck away from me! Vic, I trusted you, man! I ought to slice you open, you asshole!” Whitehead had moved so that his back was now to the open doorway of the kitchen. “You ain’t never going to catch me! I’m out of here!”
There was a small concrete slab for a patio behind the house, the back door at the center. As Martin had mentioned, there was a screen door on the back; glass on the bottom half and screen mesh on the top. The interior door was fully open to the kitchen.
Bauman and Clark hustled across the yard to the back of the house and positioned themselves on either side of the door, guns drawn, and looked at each other for some clue as to what they should do next. That was when they heard the shouting begin inside the house.
Bauman peeked his head around the doorframe and could see Trask standing behind Martin when someone, who he assumed was Whitehead, moved into his line of sight. Whitehead was holding a large knife.
Bauman reached for the handle and pushed the button. It was unlocked.
As Whitehead turned, Bauman and Clark came through the back door, their guns in front of them.
Billie turned back to Dave and Martin, rage in his eyes. “You piece of shit! You are fucking dead, Vic!” he screamed as he lunged at Martin, stabbing him in the stomach. He then pulled his knife back to stab again as Dave reached past the slumping Martin and grabbed Whitehead’s arm, lifting it up.
As Trask struggled to hold Billie’s arm, he glanced past his shoulder to see Bauman raising his weapon. “No!” he shouted, but it was too late.
A single shot rang out.
Dave watched Billie’s eyes widen then close as he went limp, Dave holding on to slow him as he collapsed to the floor.
Bauman stood frozen, his gun still pointed ahead, his eyes unfocused.
Whitehead’s breathing was shallow. Martin was on the floor to Dave’s left, his back to the wall, and his right hand over his wound that was now bleeding through his fingers and darkening his pants below his hand.
“Tony! Get an ambulance here now! And get the first-aid kit from the truck!” screamed Trask as his deputies stood there, just staring at the bloody scene in front of them. “Tony!”
Clark looked to Dave then turned and ran out the back door.
“Kyle, I need your help here. Kyle! Holster your weapon and find a towel.”
Bauman looked at the gun in his hand as if he had never seen it before then looked back to where Dave was on his knees next to Whitehead. He didn’t move.
“Shit!” Dave exclaimed as he jumped to his feet. He grabbed Kyle by the wrist of the hand, holding the gun with one hand, and carefully removed the weapon from his hand with the other. He dropped the gun on the couch then led Bauman to the chair where Whitehead had sat when they had entered and pushed him down. He then ran to the bathroom and pulled down a towel draped over the shower curtain rod.
By the time Dave got back to the living room, Whitehead was dead and Martin had lost consciousness. He removed Martin’s bloody hand that still covered his wound and pressed the towel down.




Chapter Twenty-Five

As Dave and Tony worked to keep Martin alive, the ambulance arrived. Trask stood to let the EMTs take over as his phone buzzed.
“Tell me you got something, brother,” answered Dave.
“Sorry, no can do,” replied Don. “There was nothing on the cup or in it. It’s like someone wiped it clean. You okay? What’s all the noise?”
Dave stepped outside. It was finally getting dark, and the mosquitoes were coming out in force. “I got Whitehead.”
“That’s good, right?”
“Wrong. One of my deputies shot him.”
“That’s not so good. Is he …?”
“Yeah. You know, Don, I’m not convinced he even did it. He was screaming at the guy who led me to him that he didn’t do it, and I believe he was telling the truth,” Dave said as he slapped a mosquito on his neck.
“I’ll be there in the morning, little brother.”
“Don’t make it too early. Thanks, Don.”
As soon as he hung up, his phone buzzed again. It was Richie.
“Hey, Sheriff, got the results, and there was nothing. It was one wasted trip.”
Dave was furious. His deputy did not understand how important what he had just done could have been.
“Why the hell didn’t you call me when you got there?”
“Um, sorry, Sheriff. I guess I forgot. It didn’t really make any difference, anyway.”
If Dave could have choked him through the phone, he would have at that moment.
“Hey, I hear you got Billie. That’s great news!”
“I don’t believe he is our killer, Richie.” Trask tried to remain calm.
“Sure he is. He’s a fucking hothead Indian who hated whites. He did it all right.”
Dave could barely contain his anger. “Get back here now!”
The line went dead.
Dave wanted to believe that his deputy was right and that the killer was now dead, but he didn’t. What made him a good cop was that he could combine facts with what his gut told him, and his gut told him that Whitehead was not his man. That meant he now had a deputy on administrative leave when he needed all the help he could get, and a killer still on the loose, a killer he was no closer to catching.
His phone buzzed.
“Yes, Ms. Thiel?”
“I am surprised I could get you, Sheriff. Seems most of my calls to you are going unanswered.”
“Well, you know how the reception is up here in the woods,” replied Dave.
“Yes, I do,” she replied, her tone telling Trask she wasn’t buying his excuse. “At any rate, I hear congratulations are in order?”
“Oh?”
“Yes. You have captured the killer.”
How had she known about Whitehead? Dave could only assume it was Richie working on his politics.
“If you mean the man who was killed earlier, we are not at all sure that he was the killer.”
“Can you prove he wasn’t?”
“No, but—”
“I will have a statement for you to release to the press shortly,” the woman cut Dave off. “We must put this behind us as quickly as possible.”
With her last words, the line again went dead before Dave could tell her that any statement now would be a mistake.
Trask yelled, “Shit!” and threw his phone to the ground.




Chapter Twenty-Six

He watched the others sort their tackle and rig lines for the next day, as he did the same. The sentry had large hands, strong hands with full fingers, but he deftly tied the knot attaching the jig to the eight-pound-test line. He held the jig in his hand and wondered how many hundreds of them he had tied. This needed to stop.
He hung the jig from a guide on the rod then reeled in the slack in the line until the tip of the rod bent before leaning the rod against the wall behind him.
The voices had been absent for the last two days. He was concerned that perhaps he had offended his ancestors, but now they were back. At first, he thought it was just the wind, but he could see no branches moving outside the window. The sound built inside of him, rising to the high-pitched whistle of a teakettle before it blossomed into what sounded like a thousand people screaming. He wondered why the others couldn’t hear them; hear the screaming of their ancestors.
He shook his head, trying to make the screaming stop, but the sound seemed to pulsate inside his head.
He watched the others for a moment more before walking outside then down to the shore. The night was hot, sticky, and the mosquitoes found him before he had gone twenty feet. He didn’t notice their pinprick bites.
He put his hands to his ears, trying to block the screams, but they only seemed to intensify. The sentry closed his eyes, wondering how much more he could take. He felt dizzy, nauseous, falling to his knees. Were the spirits trapped inside of his head? What did they want of him?
And then the screaming stopped.
The sentry opened his eyes and looked to see an eagle drifting above the pines, the sudden silence almost as deafening as the screaming only a moment before. He held then released a deep breath, unsure of what had just happened and what would come next.
Then his grandfather spoke. He told his grandson that the screaming he heard was the sound of his ancestors calling out in pain, calling for justice. It was time again.
The sentry returned to the cabin to see that most of the others had already gone to bed and wondered how long he had been outside. He closed the tackle box then went to his bunk. His roommate wasn’t there, so he lay on his back and closed his eyes, pretending to be asleep when his roommate came in. He rolled on his side, facing the wall, in no mood to talk tonight. Soon, the steady sound of his roommate’s breathing told him that he was asleep, but the sentry would wait another hour until he was sure that everyone in the cabin was quiet.
The maintenance shed was several hundred yards up the road that led to Half Moon. The trip was difficult in the dark on the rough road, and he nearly stumbled twice, but he did not want to use a light and risk being seen.
He pushed aside the sliding door at the front of the corrugated steel building and peered inside. The building smelled of a mixture of gas, oil, and dead fish. With the yard light above the door, he was able to see the ATV to his left, the small cart used to haul supplies and equipment around the camp still attached to it.
He quickly detached the cart, used his small LED flashlight to see that the machine had keys and was almost full of gas, and then put the ATV in neutral before pushing it across the rough earthen floor of the shed and into the night. He continued to push it up the road for several hundred more yards until he sensed an opening in the woods to his left, the intersection with the logging road he was looking for. A quick check with his light told him he was where he wanted to be. While he doubted anyone would have heard him start the machine from behind the maintenance shed, he was certain no one would hear it now.
He did not hurry as he rode down the trail, not wanting to hit a fallen tree, or deer, or bear that happened to be using the trail. Besides, the trail was full of small valleys and potholes that could send him flying if he hit them too fast.
The night remained warm, and he found the ride did little to cool him after he had pushed the ATV. He wiped sweat from above his eyes with the back of the hand that he kept in front of his face to ward off any unseen branches. It took him nearly an hour to travel the eight miles to where he stopped. With the thick brush of summer, he could have gone farther without being heard by anyone in the camp ahead, but he was not in a great hurry, as it was not yet midnight.
He got off the machine, put the keys in his pocket, and felt for the knife on his hip. Time to move. The voices were getting louder.
The sentry reached the cabin a little before midnight, the one closest to the trail, and crouched beside it, peering around the corner at the trail that led toward the lodge. There were lights on in the cabin, but he could hear no voices.
He backed up then stood to peek inside the window that faced the trail. He looked through the screen to see light from the main room entering the open door of a bedroom. He assumed the bunk was below the window, because he couldn’t see a bed. No way to know if someone was asleep there, but it seemed unlikely with the door open and the light on in the main room.
He was considering whether he should go on to the next cabin when he heard voices coming down the trail from the lodge. He took a chance to look around the corner of the cabin and saw two men step up onto the deck and enter the cabin.
The sentry moved back around the side of the cabin and stood with his back against it, listening at the bedroom window. The men were talking and laughing, one man much louder than the other, but both drunk. The sentry smiled. Drunken men fell into deep sleep. This would make it easier to move through the cabin without being heard.
He decided to wait until they were asleep and slid down to sit in the damp grass.
The sentry felt good about what he had planned, but now the voices in his head were shouting at him. He could not make out what they were saying but took it as a warning. As he listened to the men inside the cabin, he became uncertain about his plan. It was now past one, and he was becoming concerned about getting back to his own bunk before being discovered missing. He also realized he did not understand how the cabin was laid out inside, meaning he would have to use his flashlight to find his way and risk running into something and making noise. He did not want to disappoint his ancestors, but he decided that this night would not work.
Standing to leave, he listened for a moment more, angry that he could not do what they had sent him to do, when he heard the loud man inside tell the other to go to the lodge and get ice. The sentry quickly moved to the corner of the cabin.
In a moment, a man pushed open the screen, holding a bowl in his hand, and began to walk down the path toward the lodge.
The ancients again showed him the way. The sentry looked to the stars, said a short prayer of thanks, and then silently stepped up onto the deck, hand on his knife. He would only kill one tonight, but it would be enough. The time is right.




Chapter Twenty-Seven

Lee Strom stood unsteadily as he swirled the half-inch of Jack Daniels in his glass. It was late. He didn’t need any more to drink, but he was on vacation, and it would be such a waste not to finish his drink. So, he brought the glass to his lips, opened his mouth, and leaned his head back as far as it would go.
The cool liquid never made it to his stomach.
While his head was still tilted, a hand grabbed the curly blond hair on the top of his head while another brought a razor-sharp blade across his throat. The killer held the head for a moment as blood pulsed from Strom’s neck then let the body drop to the floor. He wiped the blade on the back of Strom’s shirt then turned to leave the cabin just as Strom’s roommate entered with a metal bowl.
“What the hell?” shouted Ralph Billings, trying to take in what he was seeing.
Billings had two sons, now both in their early twenties. When they were younger, he had signed them up to take Tai Kwan Do, often coming early to watch the end of their lesson before taking them home. Billings had become interested and, at the urging of his sons, who would become junior black belts, had signed up to take lessons. He never achieved black belt status in the years that he had taken part, but the repetitive lessons from those classes would save his life tonight.
The killer rushed at Billings, his knife held low. He saw the knife blade flash and swung the metal bowl at it almost as a reflex, knocking it to the side but not out of the killer’s hand. The killer crashed into Billings, and they both fell backward, out the screen door and onto the porch in front of the cabin, the killer on top of Billings.
The killer raised his knife above Billings who, seeing the knife come at him, rolled on his side, causing the killer to lose his balance. The killer, still straddling Billings, caught himself with the palm of his free hand and pushed himself back to his knees, again raising his weapon, when there was a shout from the cabin next door.
The killer jumped up, dashing from the porch and into the darkness.




Chapter Twenty-Eight

It was faster to cut across the lake in a boat than drive all the way around. It was still dark, and Dave was an uncomfortable passenger as Meline piloted the boat at nearly full throttle across the calm water, Dave bracing for the collision with a rock or log that never came. As they approached Allen’s Lodge, the glow from all the lights made it difficult to see that there was a hint of morning in the eastern sky when they pulled up to the dock.
Dave expected help to dock the boat from any of the several men standing there, but they only watched as he reached out to grab a cleat. Richie jumped out with the rope in back and quickly had it tied off as Dave handled tying to the cleat nearest the front.
“Mr. Allen is waiting for you,” came from a deep voice.
Dave turned from the boat to face the man who had spoken. He recognized him as Paul Reed, a guide whom he had met with Allen earlier in the week.
Reed had short, thinning red hair and close-set brown eyes that were tired and angry. He was only about five-foot-nine, but Dave could see, even in the dock light, that Reed was powerfully built under his blue Allen’s Lodge shirt.
“Lead the way.”
Dave and Richie followed the guide up treated timber steps to an expansive cedar deck filled with red cedar Adirondack chairs and matching side tables. Reed pushed open the sliding glass doors of an impressive log-sided building that Trask assumed had to be the main lodge. Inside, the air smelled of wood and cigars.
The oak-paneled recreation room that they entered had high ceilings, crossed with rough pine timbers. Massive antler chandeliers hung from the timbers, with bearskins and deer head mounts with huge racks on the walls. There were several large, flat-screen televisions with tables and chairs positioned nearby, as well as a large assortment of arcade games, pool tables, dartboards, and other forms of entertainment. An antique oak bar with several taps and a significant assortment of alcohol behind took up most of the wall on the left. Although Dave was certain the bar was not usually open at this hour, three men were leaning against it, nursing drinks as the trio walked through.
Reed led them to a staircase at the end of the bar that brought them to a large conference room, its walls lined with pictures of men and women holding trophy fish and game. Dave guessed the polished oak table at the center of the room was easily twenty-four feet long and surrounded by cushioned, maroon leather captain chairs. A large flat screen was mounted on the wall at the end of the room.
They passed through a door at the opposite end of the conference room, down a narrow hall, to a closed panel door at the end. Reed knocked.
“Come in!” was the impatient shout from inside.
Trask had trouble grasping what he was seeing at first. Cleve Allen sat behind a desk, easily ten feet wide and five feet across, with a top and sides of clear glass so that the drawers were visible from the outside. But what made the desk so unique was the fact that, no matter how you looked at the desk, images of trophy fish, giant deer, and huge bear were scrolling across each surface, yet there seemed to be no evidence of any projection system.
Dave stood, staring for a moment longer after being asked to sit, and then noticed that his deputy was already seated in a stuffed leather chair in front of the desk, seemingly oblivious to the images passing by. Richie has apparently been here before, Dave thought, but why?
Allen was in a blue Allen’s Lodge T-shirt and jeans, smoking what appeared to be his third cigar, based on the remains in the ashtray in front of him. His hair was messed, and his eyes red.
“Where the fuck have you been? I’ve got a camp full of guests who are scared out of their minds, and you take your pretty time getting here.”
Dave was silent for a moment before responding, looking at a man accustomed to getting his way. “Mr. Allen, in case you haven’t noticed, we have a very large county and a very limited number of law enforcement officers to cover that area. Believe it or not, there are other crimes taking place in this county, including other murders, which we are investigating. My deputy and I, as well as the rest of my staff, have had less than a few hours of sleep in the last week and are doing the best we can to bring all of our investigations to a close while tending to new incidents that need our attention. You’ll be a lot more help to us, and we’ll find who did this a lot faster, if you drop the attitude and cooperate. Now, we have a few questions for you.”
Allen bore his eyes into Trask as a puff of smoke left his mouth.
Dave leaned forward in his chair and asked, “When did you learn of the incident?”
“You can talk to Reed about it. Now get out!” Allen said as he stood and pointed to the door.
“Mr. Allen, I want to know when you heard about it,” said Trask as he stood, placing his hands on the desktop.
“About two hours ago.”
“And where were you when you heard?”
“Right here. What the fuck difference does that make?” he replied as the anger in his voice increased.
“Are you always at your desk at two in the morning?”
“I’ve got a big operation. I work nights. Paul will tell you I was right here all night.”
Dave glanced back at Reed, sure the guide would now vouch for his boss, regardless of where he really was. “We understand there is a witness.”
“Yeah, we moved him to a different cabin.”
“Did you move his things?” asked Dave with an increased tone.
“Just some clothes and personal stuff he needed.”
“How many people went in the cabin after the murder?”
“Just Reed and the guest. They didn’t touch anything.”
Dave shook his head. “You let someone into a murder scene? How do you know what they touched or didn’t touch? Were all your guides in camp last night?”
“It was changeover night. They all partied with the guests and stayed to get their tips. No one left camp,” replied Allen, waving the cigar in his hand as he spoke.
“How do you know?”
Allen had reached his limit. “I have a call in to Rosemary Thiel and representative Chambers. You’ve fucked this thing up from the start, Trask, and now you’re done. Now get the hell out of my office!”
Allen was now leaning over the desk, and both men were nose to nose. Trask wanted to toss him out the huge bank of windows behind his desk that overlooked the lake.
“My deputy will need information about the deceased and his roommate—names, contact information, how long they have been here, who was their guide—as well as a list of all the members on your staff. Now, I want to talk to the roommate,” said Dave as he stood up.
Allen chewed hard on the cigar in his mouth before standing and pulling it out. “Reed, take the sheriff to Mr. Billings, and then get Richie what he needs.”
The guide, who had been leaning on a bookcase, straightened and walked to the door. Trask and Meline followed.
As Trask and Reed exited the lodge, Meline stopped in the doorway. Dave turned back and ordered Richie to tape off the murder scene after getting the information from Reed.




Chapter Twenty-Nine

The sun was peeking through the pines in the east as Trask and Reed walked along a hosta-lined, wood chip walkway to the cabin where they had placed Randy Billings.
“How do you keep the deer from eating your hostas?” asked Dave, looking at the plants. His mother had complained for as long as he could remember about the deer getting the hostas in her garden.
“I think the deer have learned to stay away,” replied Reed with a smirk.
Dave guessed that meant that a few deer had their hosta snacking cut short by a rifle or bow, but he decided now was not the time to get into that.
They walked past two more cabins before Reed stopped and pointed to the cabin on their left, telling Trask he would find the man whom he wanted inside before turning and walking back to the lodge to meet Meline.
There was nothing rustic about the cabin that Dave entered. The same oak paneling that he had seen in the lodge graced the walls inside, a leather couch and matching armchairs immediately to his left. A large, flat-screen hung on the wall opposite, a small bar just to its left.
Ralph Billings sat at a knotty table facing the front door, wearing a T-shirt and shorts, a cup of coffee clutched between both hands, looking for answers in the black liquid.
“Mr. Billings, I’m Sheriff Trask. I’d like to ask you a couple of questions.”
Billings looked up at Dave but did not respond immediately. “Yeah, sure. Have a seat.”
Dave guessed Billings was in his early fifties. He had brown hair, flecked with grey, receding from his forehead. He looked as if he kept himself in shape, but his sunburned white skin said he worked inside and didn’t get out much. Dave could see the outline of sunglasses on his face—“raccoon eyes,” as the guides called it—from being on the water a few days.
“Where are you from, Mr. Billings?”
“Chaska. That’s west of the Cities.”
“And, what do you do?”
“I’m a senior vice president for a manufacturing firm there.”
“Have you lived there long?”
“About twelve years,” he replied in a monotone voice.
Dave mostly wanted to get the man to relax but, so far, his answers remained short. “Any family?”
“A son at the U, and another that just graduated. My wife stays home.”
“And you have been here since last Monday, is that correct?”
“Yeah. It was our last night,” Billings replied. He appeared on the edge of tears.
“And, how did you end up at Allen’s Lodge?”
“We drove up,” he replied with a confused look before realizing what he had been asked. “Oh, Lee booked the trip on the internet. He’d been here a couple of years ago and did really well fishing. He said the food and cabins were great.”
Dave had wanted to get him talking about the deceased before moving on to the subject of the killing. “And, how long have you known Mr. Strom?”
“Um, Lee is a neighbor. I guess I’ve known him about ten years.”
“Were you with Mr. Strom last night?”
“Yeah. We had dinner at the lodge, like usual, and then had a few drinks at the bar before we went back to the cabin.”
“And, what time was that?” interrupted Dave.
“I’d guess about midnight. Anyway, we went back to the cabin, and since it was the last night, we decided to have a few more. We ran out of ice, so I went to the lodge to see if I could get some.”
“Do you remember what time it was when you left the cabin?”
“Yeah, it was one thirty,” he stated, holding his cup like he was afraid it would run away.
“And, how do you know that?”
“Because Lee said we needed ice and wanted me to go get it at the lodge. I looked at my watch and told him it was one thirty and the lodge was probably closed.”
Dave made a note of the time. “Okay. So, what happened then?”
“Lee was really drunk, so I grabbed a bowl from the kitchen and went to the sliding doors at the lodge. They were locked, but I could still see there was a light inside, so I tried the door on the side. It was locked, too, so I just came back to the cabin.”
“You were only gone a few minutes then?”
“I stopped and talked to a couple of guys that I ran into by the lodge for a few minutes. I don’t think I was gone more than ten minutes, probably less,” he replied, and then his eyes grew wide. “You don’t think I had something to do with this, do you?” he asked, his voice growing louder.
“No, sir. We just need to establish the timing of the events,” responded Dave as he tried to calm Billings, making a note to get the names of the men whom he had talked to. “What happened when you returned to the cabin?”
“Um, I pulled open the door, and there was this big guy with black hair, with his back to me. He was bent over. I yelled at him, and he turned to look at me. When he turned, I could see Lee on the floor.” Billings tried to lift the cup to his lips, but his hands shook, spilling coffee over the side.
“It’s okay, Mr. Billings. I know this is difficult,” Dave said as he reached to pour some coffee from the brown plastic carafe on the table for himself. Damn, no cup. He got up and grabbed an empty cup from the kitchen area, as well as a towel to wipe off the table. Returning to the table, he asked, “Could the man have been there before you left to get ice?”
Billings returned his focus to the time before he had left. “I don’t see how. We were in there for over an hour, and I know we were both in the bathroom, and I was in the bedroom a couple of times. I mean, I wasn’t looking for anyone, so I suppose he could have hid under a bed or something, but I don’t think so.”
“All right, good. So, the man was bent over your friend. Then what happened?”
“The guy stood up and turned toward me with this big knife in his hand and ran right at me! God, I thought I was dead. Anyway, next thing I know, I’m on the porch, and this guy is on top of me, raising his knife. I rolled to the side to get out of the way, and I guess I knocked the guy off balance, but then he was on top of me again. Then somebody yelled, and the guy just took off.”
“Okay, did you get a good look at the man with the knife?”
“I’m never going to forget him. I see him every time I close my eyes. How the hell can I forget him?”
Dave could see that Billings needed a break. He wanted to press on and get a description, but now wasn’t the time.
“Thanks, Mr. Billings, you did really well. Now, I’d like you to take a minute to collect your thoughts and think about the man with the knife. What was he wearing? Did he have any scars or tattoos? How tall was he? Was his hair short or long? That sort of thing. I’m going to send my deputy in here in a minute to get a description from you, but just relax until then. You did really well, and we really appreciate your help.” Dave stood and patted the man on the shoulder. “Oh, and we’re going to need to check whatever clothes you were wearing last night.”
“Could this guy still be close by?” asked the frightened man, looking up at Dave.
“Don’t worry; we have guards and police all over the camp. But, most likely, he’s long gone by now. Just relax for now, and my deputy will be here in a few minutes. I’m very sorry for your loss.”
Billings nodded in response, looking like he would break down at any minute.
Dave’s phone buzzed before he reached the door with a text message from his brother saying he had arrived.
“Good,” Dave said out loud.
“Did you get him?” asked a hopeful Billings.
“Sorry. No, sir, but we called in the BCA. They’re here,” responded Dave to the man who desperately needed some good news. “Don’t worry; we’ll get him.”
Dave made his way to the parking lot, where Don was just getting out of his truck.
“You look like shit,” he said as he faced Dave.
“Thanks, but you’re looking in a mirror.”
“I ain’t never been that ugly. So, where are you here?”
Dave filled him in on the interview with the lodge owner and Billings as they walked toward the now taped-off crime scene.
“You think Allen, or some of his goons that met me at the gate, had anything to do with this?”
“I’d like to, but no. The guy is a total asshole, but I don’t think this is his doing. Not good for business, and he is all about business.”
“You have a real crowd at the entrance. Must be half dozen news vans. Allen’s goons seem to be keeping them out.”
“Christ!” Dave exclaimed as they walked toward the murder scene. “I’m going to be the only sheriff not to make it two weeks on the job.”
“That could be the case, if your friend, Rosemary, has anything to say.”
Dave stopped, his brother taking two more steps before stopping and turning back. “What does that mean?”
“She called the governor, who called the superintendent. I am now here in an official capacity.”
“Well, that’s just great! Maybe I’ll just go take a nap while you wrap things up.”
Don raised his arms in surrender. “Take it easy, brother. I had nothing to do with it, okay?”
Dave was steaming, his face red, hands clenched at his side, feeling like he really needed to punch or kick someone, or something, in a bad way. He stared at his brother, slowly realizing he was right. It wasn’t him. It was Rosemary Thiel, it was Cleve Allen, it was Richie, it was a killer who was always a step ahead of him, it was a job that he should never have taken.
He dropped his eyes to the ground, felt his body become so heavy that he didn’t know if he could keep standing, and let out a sigh of defeat. “Sorry,” he mumbled.
Don walked back and put his hand on Dave’s shoulder. “Just be cool. We’ll get him.”
Dave looked over at him but wasn’t sure if he believed him.
They stopped on the porch for a minute and bent down to look at what appeared to be drops of blood. “Probably from the knife, as the guy was fighting with our witness,” explained Dave as he stood.
Both men put on gloves and shoe covers before they entered the cabin. “Jesus, Dave! This guy is really making a mess!” Don exclaimed as he set down his bag and removed his camera.
“I need to clean it up quick, or I’m going to be out of a job, if I’m not already.”
“Maybe that’s not such a bad thing,” replied Don as he snapped photos.
The two men worked silently; Don taking photos while Dave took notes of what he saw. Their movements seemed to be choreographed, each staying out of the other’s way. It had been that way since they’d been young boys, almost knowing what the other was thinking and planning to do. It had worked great when they had to make up excuses, in trouble with their parents, but not so good when one was trying to pull something over on the other, or someone else.
When Don had showed up at Dave’s door at the end of each of his two marriages, they had never spoken a word about it. Both knew what had happened and why.
Dave had kept a spare bedroom for his brother to crash in at each of his homes. Mostly, it was for a single night after too much drink by Don, or if Don was working in the area and was too tired to head home. His stays after the divorces had been longer—until he could again get set up with a place of his own.
Dave could handle Don’s one-night stays, but the longer visits were a strain that had nearly led to blows more than once. The brothers’ schedules would never match, and when Don was up, he was loud. But that didn’t bother Dave as much as the mess. With Dave, shoes were taken off when you entered and dishes were in the dishwasher within minutes after use. Don viewed shoes as something you maybe took off when you slept and dishes as something you crammed into the dishwasher when the counter was too full to hold any more. Still, when one needed help, the other was there without question.
When they finished, they stood on the grass outside the cabin.
“This dude is scary bad, little brother, but I’m pretty sure he’s not going to do anything about my rumblin’ tummy. What’s for breakfast?”
Dave was suddenly starving. He couldn’t remember the last time he had eaten and was sure he smelled breakfast cooking in the lodge.
“I need to wait for the ME and another deputy I called from Two Harbors to show, and I’d like to talk to the guy who scared off the killer. Hang on a second, and I’ll get you the list of the guides and staff. You can use the computer in my house to check them out and help yourself to breakfast. I’ll take the boat back to the landing and be back as soon as I can.”
“Sounds like a plan.”




Chapter Thirty

Dave and Richie were sitting at the bar in the lodge, eating what Dave thought was the best breakfast he had ever had, when a woman’s voice called to him from his right.
“Sheriff, they told me I’d find you here. How’s breakfast?”
Dave looked up to see Linda James approach. Her short-sleeve, khaki shirt and matching pants left no doubt that there was a woman underneath.
He suddenly knew the lodge had gone silent as every man in the place watched the ME cross the room.
“Sheriff, have you met Deputy Carlson?”
Dave had been aware that there was someone walking next to Linda, but his attention had been so drawn to her that he had not registered that the man was in uniform.
“Howdy, Deputy,” said Dave as he wiped his mouth with his napkin and put out his hand. “Thanks for coming so quickly. I’m sorry I haven’t made it to your office yet.”
Mike Carlson was in his early thirties, just less than six feet. He had blond hair, a square jaw, and an inviting smile, as well as a body that said he worked out. Pretty much a Nordic-type god as far as Dave could see.
“No problem, sir. I hear you’ve been a little busy.”
Dave felt himself sucking in his gut as he faced Carlson. He needed to get back in shape. He also felt something else. Jealousy?
He looked back to Linda, who had eyebrows raised and a smirk on her face.
Richie appeared at Trask’s side and shook hands with Carlson, calling him by his first name, as the two had obviously met.
“Mike, I’d like to spend a little more time with you, but right now, we got work to do. Richie, I’d like you and Mike to interview the guests and staff before they get out of here. Let them go as soon as you are done getting their statements and contact information. I’m going to take the doc over to the vic then talk to the guest who scared off the killer.”
As Dave and Linda left the lodge, he could feel the eyes of the men following, and he was pretty sure they weren’t watching him.
“Does that ever get to you?” he asked Linda as they moved down the path.
“What’s that?”
“Guys watching you like that.”
“Should it?”
Dave looked into brown eyes that were doing a good job of seeming to be serious. “I guess not,” he answered.
“Correct. Now, if a room full of men who hadn’t seen a woman in a week was not looking at me, well, then that may bother me just a bit,” she answered with a smile.
Dave laughed and felt a relief of pressure that he hadn’t noticed he was carrying.
“You have a nice laugh, Sheriff. You should try to do it more often.”
“Maybe you could help me with that,” Dave answered.
“Maybe I could,” was her coy reply as they reached the tape surrounding the cabin.
Dave watched as the doctor entered the cabin then reluctantly left. He looked around the cabin now that daylight allowed but found nothing of interest. Then he made his way to the cabin next door. He knocked on the screen door and entered.
Inside, two men sat on a bench at the rectangular, pine table in the kitchen area, facing the door. Both men looked to be around fifty, with tired, tan faces and bags under their eyes. Packed suitcases, along with two tackle boxes and an assortment of rods, were stacked across the room.
“Hello, I’m Sheriff Trask. Which one of you gentlemen saw the attack?”
The man on the left, in a purple Minnesota Vikings T-shirt, raised his hand. “That would be me, Ben Lester.”
“And your name, sir?” asked Dave as he pointed to the other man.
“Sam Blanch,” he replied as Trask made a note.
“All right, Mr. Lester, tell me what happened last night.”
Lester shifted on the bench as Dave sat down across from him. “Okay. So, we were just going to bed, and I got up to shut off the light in the living room. The switch is right by the front door. I heard this crash, and I pushed open the screen door to see what was going on. I could see next door through the screen that there were these two guys fighting on the porch, so I yelled at them.”
“What exactly did you say?”
“I don’t know. I think it was just ‘Hey!’ I don’t really remember.”
“That’s what you yelled, Ben. I heard it from the bedroom,” interjected Blanch.
Trask looked at Blanch then back to Lester. “And what exactly did you see?”
“Well, this one guy was on top of the other, and he had this big knife raised up in the air like he was going to stab the guy under him. And that’s when I yelled.”
“Now, when you say one man was on top of the other, what do you mean?”
“The guy on the bottom was lying on his back, and the other guy was straddling him on his knees.”
“Yeah, that’s what you told me right after, Ben,” chipped in Blanch.
“Thanks, Mr. Blanch, I appreciate your corroboration, but I’d like you to hold your comments until I have finished with Mr. Lester,” admonished Dave, causing Blanch to fold his arms and lean back with a frown. “Now, Mr. Lester, what did the man on top look like?”
“It was really hard to see in the porch light through the screen. There were all kinds of shadows.”
“Try to describe him the best you can.”
“Okay. He had black hair, like I said. It was in a ponytail. His shirt was black, and I think his pants were black, too, but they might have been a dark blue.”
The description matched the one Billings had supplied to Richie. “Anything else?”
“Yeah, there was a shine when he looked at me.”
“A shine?”
“Yeah, you know, like a reflection.”
“Could it have been the knife?”
“I guess, but I don’t think so. It came from his head.”
“Hmm. Could it have been an earring or jewelry?”
“I guess. I don’t know what else it could be.”
Trask got nothing more of interest from the two men, so he returned to the murder scene. He knocked on the door and entered.
“You find anything yet, Doc?” he asked from where he stood, looking down at the ME crouched over the body.
She stood, her body now inches from Dave. “That depends on what you’re talking about, Sheriff.”
Dave felt his face flush. He could feel her warmth and couldn’t escape her eyes. It was a warm day that was suddenly much warmer in the cabin. Why did she do this to him, and why wouldn’t she ever give him a straight answer?
“With the body?” he finally got out.
“This one is much more like the killings prior to the last one. The cut at the throat is deeper, and there are no other wounds present that I can see,” Linda replied as her face got serious.
“The lack of other wounds could have been because someone surprised the killer in the act,” commented Trask.
“Maybe, but the angle of the cut on this man much more closely matches those before the last. It’s also deeper, right to the bone.”
“Will I have autopsy results on the last victim soon?”
“Do you mean the one Dr. Adams brought in last night or the one I saw the day before that?”
“Sorry, I know that I’ve been keeping you way more than busy lately.”
“We are doing are best to keep up with you, but I’m afraid that you’ve outdone us. We actually shipped the last two to Duluth to try to speed things up. We haven’t heard from them yet. Should we expect this pace to keep up as long as you are sheriff?” she asked with a slight grin.
“I hope not,” he replied in a defeated tone, now staring at his feet.
“Did you get a good description of the killer?” she asked, concern now in her voice.
Dave looked up into her eyes and wanted to hold her close, to tell her everything would be all right, which he knew was absurd. Not only did he not know this woman, he had no idea if things would be all right … at least anytime soon. “Not really. A big guy, dark hair, ponytail. We’ll get him.”
Linda reached out to hold Dave’s upper right arm. “I’m worried about you, Dave. This is so vicious. There is so much hate, and I can sense that you don’t have much confidence in your deputies. You don’t want to face this man alone, or be alone if he finds you.”
Dave reached out to hold her by the shoulders as he took in the slightly turned nose and the full lips that went with the biggest brown eyes he had ever seen. What was he thinking? They were in the middle of a crime scene, and he wanted to pick this woman up and take her into the bedroom. He had to get out of here before he did something he would regret.
“Um, thanks,” was all he could say, realizing that he was still holding her. He quickly released her and assured her that he would use caution as he turned to leave.
A weary sheriff found Meline and went over the description of the killer that Billings had given him again, asking if Billings had noticed that the man who attacked him wore an earring or other jewelry. Meline said that Billings mentioned nothing, but that he would go back and confirm that with him. Trask told him that he was taking the boat back, that Richie should see if the doctor needed help before grabbing a ride back to the station with Carlson. The smile on Richie’s face made Dave immediately regret that he had ordered his deputy to help Linda.




Chapter Thirty-One

Dave pulled his truck in behind his brother’s then walked into the kitchen. Don was sitting at the kitchen table, eating scrambled eggs and bacon.
“You need mushrooms,” said Don as Dave leaned against the counter, “and you look worse than when I saw you earlier, if that’s possible. Your nice brother has left some breakfast for you in the microwave. It should still be pretty warm.”
“Thanks, Don,” he replied, noticing the dishes scattered on the counter and sitting in the sink. “You better finish it. I had a bite at the lodge. You find anything useful about the staff at Allen’s?”
“Not much. That Allen is apparently a real prick and had some tax problems a few years back. His staff has a couple of bad eggs who have had some issues, but nothing that would say they would be involved in murder. Sorry,” Don replied as he grabbed the last piece of bacon off his plate.
“That’s okay. From what the witness confirmed today, the perp is most likely Native American. Obviously, it wasn’t Whitehead.”
“Good guess, Sherlock,” replied Don as he stuffed another forkful of eggs in his mouth.
“I’m getting too old for this,” Dave commented as he leaned against the counter and stared out the door to the deck. “I’m going to grab a shower and a few Z’s,” he said as he pushed himself up and moved toward the doorway leading out of the kitchen.
“Must be nice. I’ve apparently got two jobs, so I guess I’ll stay up and work.”
“Sounds good. When you’re doing that, can you check on Native Americans in the area with a record. I still think it’s got to be a guide,” responded Dave from over his shoulder as he headed up the stairs.
Dave had to practically peel the clothes off after what had turned out to be a really hot day. His first thought was that he must have smelled like a dead fish when he had been with Linda as his clothes hit the floor. His second thought was him wondering if she and Carlson were involved.
The shower felt great, but he found he barely had energy to towel off before laying on his back on his bed and falling asleep.
“Hey, Sleeping Beauty!”
Dave slowly returned to consciousness at the sound of his brother’s voice.
“You awake?”
“Yeah, I’m awake,” replied Dave as he sat up and looked at the clock by his bed. He could not believe he had been out for three hours.
“I heard back from my pals up north, and they had a killing year before last where the victim had his throat cut. Never caught the guy, but a witness said he saw the victim meet a big guy with long dark hair who was going to take the victim fishing.”
“Hm, could be our guy. Maybe we could send them a picture of John Big Eagle for the witness to look at.”
“Already done. And you got a text from Brad Owens. He says you should come out to his camp. He’s got something for you.”
“You in the habit of reading other people’s texts?”
“You left your phone in the kitchen, and I’m a snoop. Besides, what could possibly be of interest on your phone that I shouldn’t see? You getting messages from porn sites?” Don replied as he turned and went downstairs.
Dave pulled on his pants, wondering what Owens wanted to see him about. He flashed back to his conversation with John Big Eagle. He fit the description given by Billings. Was Owens in trouble, or had he discovered something? Dave did not have time to waste by running out to Half Moon and considered calling Owens back, but he did want to question Big Eagle again. There was definitely something the guide had not told him.




Chapter Thirty-Two

Dave pulled the truck to a stop in front of the main lodge, scaring a doe into the woods. It was now late afternoon, and there were a few clouds gathering in the west. Dave noticed that only about half the boats that he had seen here the other day were pulled up on the sandy beach to his right as he walked to the front of the truck. He looked at his watch and guessed that the remaining boats would return with their guides shortly. He knew few guides who stayed out with their clients longer than required … unless their clients were willing to pay extra.
At the sight of the truck, Brad Owens had stepped off the deck in front of the lodge. He extended his hand to Dave then dropped it back to his side as he looked at Don getting out from the passenger door.
“Mr. Owens, this is my brother, Don. He is with the BCA.”
Owens looked back to Dave then back at Don, pausing a moment, but said nothing.
“You said you had something for me?”
Owens shook his head slightly and replied, “Yeah. Why don’t you follow me to my office?” he replied in a low voice, scanning the beach as he turned and walked back toward the lodge.
Owens closed the door of the office after the brothers entered. The room seemed even smaller to Dave than his prior visit. There was now a cardboard box on a stool in the corner that had not been there on the last visit, and Dave did not remember the matching stool where Owens now sat across the plywood-topped table from them. There were papers scattered across the plywood.
“You remember when you called me about John Big Eagle, Sheriff?”
“Yes. Have you found something?” replied Dave, who was suddenly more interested.
“Well, I checked back through my records to see who John was guiding and when, and I’m more convinced now than ever that he had nothing to do with any of the killings,” replied Owens as he held up several sheets of paper. “He was with clients.”
Dave’s usually stoic expression showed disappointment as he reached for the papers that Owens was holding. He had driven all the way out here to hear that another suspect had been eliminated.
Owens seemed not to notice and continued, “But when I was looking through my records, I realized that I had forgotten someone.”
“What do you mean, forgotten someone, Mr. Owens,” questioned Dave.
“Um, well, you see, we had an extra booking the last few weeks, so I had to get another guide in here.”
Don recalled the list of the guides for Half Moon he had reviewed. “You gave us a list of nine guides, Mr. Owens. Was that incorrect?” questioned Don.
“No, there were only eight guides on the list. I have eight guides here regularly, but—”
“But there were nine names on your list,” Don cut him off.
“That’s right. Eight guides and my maintenance man, Paul Dale. You see—”
“When I was here before and talked to the guides in the building where they stay, there were nine men, not eight!” Dave cut him off this time.
“That’s what I’m trying to tell you. I have an extra guide in camp. I didn’t have him on the list because he wasn’t a regular.”
Dave remembered. He had looked at the list of nine names and hadn’t thought any more about it. Nine men in the cabin, nine names. It had matched up. He thought about his meeting with the guides. The man at the sink. He had kept his head turned from Dave, and he’d had a big knife in his hand, but it wasn’t the knife.
“Shit!” Dave shouted.
“I’m sorry, Sheriff. I—”
“It’s not you, Mr. Owens. Sorry,” Dave cut him off, turning to Don. “Remember at the first killing? Remember the swatch of blood on the back of the victim’s shirt?”
“Yeah.”
“Okay. At the killing here, there was a swatch of blood, just like that on the pant leg of one of the victims.”
“Okay. So what?”
“When I was interviewing the guides here in the lodge, there was a guide sitting by the sink and facing away from me. As I glanced at him, he wiped the blade of his knife on his pant leg, even though there was a towel hanging right next to him. Dammit!” shouted Dave as he pounded his fist on the plywood, causing the tabletop to tilt.
Don turned to Owens. “Who is your extra guide?”
“His name is Bobby Big Eagle.”
“Bobby Big Eagle?” questioned Dave.
“Yeah. He’s a cousin of John’s.”
“And, what does he look like, Mr. Owens?”
“He looks a lot like John—big guy like him.”
“Does he have a ponytail?” asked Dave.
“Yeah, he does,” answered the lodge owner, fear now evident in his voice.
“How about an earring?”
“Not that I remember.”
“Okay, Mr. Owens, where is Bobby now?” asked Dave as he leaned across the table.
“He should have been back by now. Oh my God, you don’t think he’s killed more of my guests, do you?” asked Owens as he started to panic.
“Calm down, Brad,” said Dave as he pushed the man back down onto his stool. “We have no idea if it even involves this man, but we certainly would like to talk to him. Do you know where on the lake he might go?”
“No, I have no idea. The guests tell him what they’d like to do when they get in the boat.”
“Okay. It looked like there were some other boats still out when we came in. Is that right?”
“Yeah, that’s right.”
“All right, so maybe he’s just a little late. Why don’t we go outside and wait for the remaining boats to come in?” asked Dave in a calming voice.
Owens agreed, and then the men walked out of the office and into the main lodge. There were eight tables with chairs that sat closest to a swinging door that led to the kitchen next to the office. Some cushioned chairs and a sofa upholstered in tan, with a pattern of unknown fish, were in the far corner, surrounding a low table stacked with fishing magazines, and one flat screen television mounted in the corner. Two men sat in the chairs, drinking beer. Next to that area, along the wall, was a small bar that also doubled as a counter for the sale of fishing tackle. The tackle hung on pegs from the wall behind the bar, as well as in a glass case below the bar’s countertop. A wall of windows lined the opposite wall that faced the lake.
As they stepped out of the office, Don glanced out the windows to the main dock where a boat was unloading. “Is that Bobby Big Eagle?” Don asked as he pointed out the window.
“That’s him!” responded Owens with relief. “My guests are okay.”
“Stay here,” said Dave as he put his hand on the lodge owner’s shoulder then turned to his brother. “Let us go out there and talk to him.”
Both men felt for the weapons at their sides as they went back out the front and around the side of the lodge.
“How do you want to handle this, brother?” asked Don.
“Let’s make sure the guests are out of the boat and clear of the dock before we go out there.” Dave peered around the corner of the building to see that the two men whom Big Eagle had been guiding had just stepped off the dock and onto the shore, carrying their rods and tackle boxes. Big Eagle was on the dock, bent over a large cooler. He could see a knife hanging from the guide’s belt, but no sign of any firearm. He turned back to Don. “Doesn’t look like he’s carrying, but watch out for the knife. Let’s go.”
The brothers nodded at the two anglers carrying their equipment as they crossed paths and quickly covered the ground to the dock.
“Mr. Big Eagle,” said Dave.
At the sound of his name, the big man looked up at the men standing at the end of the dock. Dave first saw surprise in his face that quickly turned to a calm hatred as he narrowed his eyes and pursed his lips. The twins had seen the look before—a man not afraid to kill or be killed.
Big Eagle opened his mouth, as if he was about to say something, exposing a silver tooth in front.
“Mr. Big Eagle, I’m Sheriff Trask. I’d like to talk with you.”
The words were barely out of Dave’s mouth when the man grabbed the rope at the rear of the boat that had been looped over a pole on the dock and jumped into the boat. Dave was amazed at how nimble he was. Neither brother had noticed that the quiet, four-stroke motor on Big Eagle’s boat had been idling as they’d approached.
The guide slammed the boat into reverse as Dave ran toward the boat. By the time he reached the end of the dock, the man had put the boat in forward and was giving it gas.
“Dave! Come on!”
Dave looked back to see Don untying a boat that had been on the other side of the dock near shore. Don held the rope as Dave jumped in and pushed the start button. The Honda came to life, and then Dave gave it gas, the motor stuttering briefly then taking off.
Big Eagle had a substantial lead on the brothers, as they watched the rear of his boat round the point, heading out into the main lake then disappear. With the weight of two men in boats that were similarly equipped, Dave knew he had little chance to catch Big Eagle unless the guide had engine problems or, for some reason, he could get more power from his. Neither seemed likely.
Still, there was one other possibility.
Big Eagle had just come in from a day of fishing and had not had time to fill his tank. If they could keep him in sight, he might run out of gas, was Dave’s thinking as he glanced at the gas gauge to his left. The tank was full.
As the brothers rounded the point, they could see the boat ahead of them heading directly for a large island to the south. The main lake was considerably rougher than the protected bay of the camp, and the first big wave caught the boat on the side, sending spray into Dave’s face and nearly knocking Don from his seat in front. If Dave wanted to avoid the spray, he could head directly into the waves, but that would only give Big Eagle a greater lead. He could see the guide’s boat pushing spray on either side as it sliced the top of a big wave. No doubt, the guide could handle a boat. Dave gunned the motor as Don grabbed both sides of the boat in front.
The boat pounded the waves, bouncing both men in their seats and soaking Dave. He wiped the water from his eyes to clear his vision, hoping that there were no floating logs or other debris in their way.
Suddenly, Don turned and yelled, “He stalled!”
Dave peered around his brother to see that Big Eagle’s boat was now turned broadside to them and that the guide was standing and working on the motor.
As Dave closed the gap, he could see Big Eagle remove the cowling and toss it into the bottom of the boat. It took only a moment for Dave to realize that Big Eagle was wrapping a rope around the power head and trying to start it by hand. To pull-start a motor this large was difficult.
Dave was now within fifty yards of the stalled boat ahead of him. Big Eagle stood tall in the back and watched them come, a rope in his hand. Then, as Don was pulling his gun and yelling for Big Eagle to raise his hands, the man gave the motor another pull. It started.
Big Eagle sat back down and gave the motor gas.
“Shit!” shouted Don as he sat.
The boats were now within twenty yards of each other as Big Eagle cut dangerously close to the big island, between a large boulder and the shore, daring Dave to follow. Dave stayed in the center of the wake of the boat in front of him and now found that he was keeping up, if not gaining ground, as the guide’s boat was smoothing the waves for him. Dave had better control of his boat, and the waves were no longer hitting him in the face. He was wondering where Big Eagle was leading them when he was suddenly afraid he knew.
A tenth of a mile ahead lay the entrance to the Seagull River. The river was home to tremendous bass and walleye fishing, with an occasional trophy pike or muskie, but it also harbored considerable danger. In the spring, the river was a rolling mass of whitewater as it channeled the snowmelt and spring rains into the lake and other lakes to the north, but in the summer, it was relatively calm. The slower nature of the river in summer did not do much to lessen the danger of anyone trying to navigate it, however. The number of prop-eating, hull-gouging rocks in the river increased as the water level decreased, and the stained water hid those rocks well.
“He’s heading for the river!” shouted Dave. “Can you take out his motor?”
Don looked at the boat ahead of them. With Big Eagle holding the tiller handle, it would be an extremely difficult shot if he didn’t want to hit the guide, especially moving at this pace. If the guide made a sharp turn when he shot, it was likely that Don would hit him.
“Hold it steady,” replied Don as he turned to Dave then drew his weapon.
The boats were now roughly forty-five feet apart.
“Halt or I’ll shoot!” shouted Don as he aimed his weapon.
Big Eagle stared back at Don, his hair and clothes soaked, water dripping from his chin. He narrowed his eyes in a look of hatred that Don had seen before and sent a chill down his spine. Those were eyes that had seen death and had no fear of it.
Big Eagle laughed, infuriating the BCA officer.
“Take it!” shouted Dave.
Don needed no encouragement.
Holding on to the boat with his left hand for balance, he aimed at the motor then pulled the trigger. But just as he shot, Big Eagle pushed the tiller away from him, causing the boat to bank sharply to the right. The Indian screamed in pain as Don’s shot missed the motor, tearing into Big Eagle’s arm on the tiller. Incredibly, Big Eagle did not let up. Instead, he pulled the tiller handle close, causing his boat to cut sharply back to the left.
Don tracked the guide’s boat with his gun and readied for a second shot when he suddenly found himself on the floor in front of his seat, facing backward. Dave had cut the motor.
“What the hell are you doing?” shouted Don at his brother as he stood.
“We can’t go any farther,” replied Dave with a tone of defeat.
“What do you mean? Go get him!” yelled Don, waving his hands in the air.
“We can’t,” Dave replied as he pointed. “Boulder field.”
Don stood, gun still in his hand, but Big Eagle was too far away for another shot. He looked over the side of the boat at a dark shape just under the surface. They had been close.
The Seagull River not only had rocks in the river itself, but a vast field of huge boulders, only a few visible above the surface, stretched two to three hundred yards into the lake before the mouth. Even seasoned guides avoided this portion of the lake, as the rocks were too numerous. Still, Big Eagle only slowed momentarily to switch arms on the tiller before zigzagging his way into the river until he disappeared from the brothers’ sights.
Big Eagle hoped they would follow. He had been through this boulder field many times as a boy on a canoe, and later in a boat after earning  his father’s trust. Still, the path was treacherous, and he needed to be aware of his position at all times if he expected to make it into the river. It was awkward using his left arm to run the motor, and he was not nearly as steady in his navigation. One wrong move, and his boat would be disabled, the current pushing him back to his pursuers.
As he neared the sharp bend in the river, where it entered the lake, he chanced a quick glance behind him. The two men had stopped. Perhaps someone had warned them. The man in the front stood with a gun at his side, both watching him.
The sentry slowed and turned his attention back to the river. Blood was now running from his shoulder and dripping from his elbow, the arm aching and burning. He motored up the river until he heard the motor of the boat that had followed him and listened. They were not following.
He turned toward shore, wincing in pain as he shifted the motor into neutral with his right arm, his bloody fingers making it more difficult. He wanted to beach the boat but knew he could not tilt the motor with his injured arm. Instead, he wedged it between two boulders so he faced downstream, the current holding him in place.
Big Eagle opened the cooler in front of him and took out a water bottle. Unscrewing the top, he poured it onto his wound. His raw flesh burned at the touch of the water, and he flinched, releasing scream. As best he could, he held a towel over the wound and wrapped it, tying it in a loose knot. Then he dipped his injured arm in the water, up to the towel, letting the current wash away the blood.
Big Eagle sat back and put the boat in reverse, the prop grinding as it scraped a rock. The current pushed the stern of the boat downstream, and he again put the motor in forward.
The Seagull River flowed from Basswood to Bay Lake, where Half Moon was located. The river was navigable upstream from Bay Lake until roughly half a mile below Basswood, where the rapids became shallow. Big Eagle gave the motor gas as he turned sharply toward shore below the rapids, the motor bouncing off the rocks, finally stopping altogether. The skeg was gone, and the prop ground to nothing, but he did not care. He would not be using this boat again.
Big Eagle gingerly stepped over the side of the boat and onto a flat boulder, reaching back in to remove the cooler, carrying it with him as he carefully walked over the slippery rocks on the river bottom. He cursed himself as he lost his balance and reached out to steady himself with his injured arm. The mosquitoes were attacking him as he reached shore, but there was nothing he could do about it as he carried the cooler in one hand and his injured arm hung at his side.
He felt warm now, like he was getting a fever, and tired. He wanted to stop, but he had a half-mile walk through the woods to where he hoped he would find an old boat that his family had kept at the head of the river. If it was there, he would need to turn it over, carry the motor and gas can that they kept hidden in the woods nearby, attach the motor, push the boat into the lake, pull the cord to get it started, and then motor several miles across the lake to where he would spend the night. It would not be easy.




Chapter Thirty-Three

The Trasks agreed it was unlikely that Big Eagle would come back down the river, but they also decided it was best not to take a chance. As they motored to the island that they had passed while chasing Big Eagle, Dave called Kyle and told him to get someone out on Basswood to where the lake emptied into the river. He gave him a description of Big Eagle that Kyle was to get out to the other officers. They were to patrol the shore from the lake but were not to go on shore in pursuit. He also told him to get Richie to Half Moon, where he was to borrow a boat and head out to their position. Kyle said he would take care of it.
Dave called Brad Owens next and told him that Richie would be coming. It was over an hour before Meline beached his boat next to the Trasks’ boat. Dave instructed him to watch the river but to return to Half Moon by dusk.
The Trasks returned to Half Moon and found a majority of the guests and staff on the shore or dock. Owens helped them dock the boat.
“Did you get him?”
“He went up the river, Mr. Owens. We couldn’t follow.”
Owens shook his head. “Not many would do that.”
“We’d like to see where he was staying and talk to your guides again.”
“Sure. Follow me.” Owens led them to the building where Dave had seen Big Eagle a few days ago. A couple of guides were standing on the porch, leaning against the railing. John Big Eagle was one.
Big Eagle stepped into Brad’s way as he put his foot on the step.
“The sheriff wants to look in Bobby’s room,” said Owens.
Dave and Don both stood, looking at the man on the porch, tense, hands drifting to their weapons.
“I can take them,” replied Big Eagle, waving them up then turning toward the door.
The brothers relaxed, and Owens stepped aside to let them pass. They followed Big Eagle through the room where Dave had previously spoken to the guides then to a narrow hallway with light pine planking, poorly lit with a single overhead light. They passed two opposite open doors before Big Eagle turned into a doorway on his left. The brothers followed.
They found themselves in a cramped bunkroom, barely big enough for the three. Built-in bunks with single mattresses were on opposite walls, sleeping bags on each. A single pine dresser with four drawers stood between the bunks under an open window.
“Bobby was in this bunk.” Big Eagle pointed to the bunk on their left. “His stuff is stashed under the bunk. He didn’t have nothing in the dresser.”
“How do you know that?” asked Dave.
“Because I roomed with him. The dresser has my stuff.”
The brothers stared hard at John, not sure whether to believe him. “Just the same,” said Don, looking up at the guide, “we’d like to go through the room. We’d appreciate it if you would stay while we did that.”
Big Eagle stared back at Don, his eyes narrowed, his face hard from years in the outdoors, and possibly more. The brothers went on guard again, but then John sat down on his bunk, holding his head in his hands.
“I don’t want to believe that Bobby did these things, but I can’t say I am surprised. The last few months, when I have been around him, especially at night as we lay in our bunks, he has told me of a deep hatred for the white man. I tried to calm him and tell him that the white man had brought us more money than we ever had before they came, but he only laughed. He said I was a brainwashed fool, that I had forgotten our ancestors. He said that our ancestors were telling him we must make a stand to take back our lands and our way before it was too late.”
The Trasks looked at each other.
“He hears voices?” asked Dave as he looked back at Big Eagle.
Big Eagle nodded.
Dave went to his knees to look under Bobby’s bunk, finding dirty clothes and a duffle bag stuffed underneath. He pulled out a black T-shirt and laid it on the bed. “Don, look at this.”
Don turned from the open dresser drawer that he was searching to look down at the shirt. There were several dark stains. “Could be blood.”
As Don picked up the shirt and turned it over, Dave retrieved a pair of jeans from under the bunk. He flopped them down so the front faced them. Dark stains were easily visible. A horizontal stain was on the right thigh.
Finally, he pulled out the duffle bag and placed it on the bed. The bag was made of faded green canvas and heavy, leather-wrapped handles had dried and cracked, the zipper broken. Dave turned the bag over and dumped its contents next to the jeans. Mismatched socks, two T-shirts, a wrinkled plaid shirt, boxers, and a pair of tennis shoes fell out. He shook the bag again then felt the inside, but there was nothing more.
Dave put the bag down and looked at his brother, who was just closing the bottom dresser drawer. He shook his head in the negative. Dave then moved to the doorway and turned to Big Eagle, who was still sitting on his bunk.
“Mr. Big Eagle, I’m going to have to ask you to come with me to the kitchen. We’re going to have to bring in some other people to go through this room.”
The big man stood, staring down at the pants and shirt on his cousin’s bed.
“Mr. Big Eagle,” said Dave, holding up one arm, “if you would, sir.”
Big Eagle glanced up at Dave then back to the bed but did not move.
Don, standing in front of the dresser, moved his hand to his weapon.
Finally, Big Eagle turned and walked past Dave, who watched him move slowly down the hall.
“I’ll get a team up here ASAP,” said Don.
“Thanks,” replied Dave. “I’ll have another conversation with John.”
Dave followed John into the kitchen, where the other guides now stood, leaning against the outer walls. All were quiet as they entered.
Dave looked around and suggested that he and John talk outside. The pair made their way to the dock.
“Have you seen those clothes before, John?”
“No.”
“You’ve never seen Bobby wearing them?”
“I told you no!” he insisted.
Dave looked at John, who was now staring across the water. “We need your help, John. Where would your cousin go?”
“I don’t know. He never told me.”
“John, there is a very good chance that Bobby is involved in the killings, killings that are affecting you and the rest of the people who count on tourism in this area to make a living, which is just about everybody, as far as I can tell. Where would Bobby go when he wasn’t at the camp?”
John stood silently for a long minute, hands in his pockets as he looked at the water. “He stayed with his parents for a while, but I don’t think he’s been back there for over a year. I think he has camps on Timber Island and in Ghost Bay, but I’ve never been to any of them.” Big Eagle turned to Dave. “You will not catch him in the wild, Sheriff. He will see you, hear you, smell you. He will be next to you, but you will not know he is there … until it is too late for you.”
A stray cloud momentarily blocked out the sun, and Dave felt a chill.
“Thanks for the warning,” he replied then went back to talk to Don.




Chapter Thirty-Four

The Trasks finished going through the Big Eagle bunkroom and questioned the other guides about what they knew about Bobby Big Eagle, with little success. Dave had gotten a hold of Dr. Adams, who promised to send someone with a sample of Lee Strom’s blood as soon as he could. The sun was setting by the time the technicians and mobile unit from the BCA arrived to analyze what they had found. Don was leading them back to the bunkroom when a Black Chevy Silverado pulled in behind the mobile unit.
“Evening, Sheriff,” said Linda James as she walked up to Dave. “I believe you wanted this.” She handed him the blood sample that he had requested. “Brought in the big boys, I see,” she commented, looking back at the BCA truck.
“Since when do doctors deliver blood samples?” questioned Dave, trying not to grin at the sight of her in white shorts and a pink blouse that had Dave’s imagination going.
“Oh, I just thought you might want to buy me that dinner you owe me.”
“And, how would you know that I haven’t already eaten?”
“Have you?” she asked, already knowing the answer.
“Well, no. Let me just check in with the men inside, and then we can get out of here,” replied Dave as he continued to look at the beautiful woman in front of him.
Just then, the screen door to the guides’ quarters slammed closed, and Don came out on the porch. He immediately walked up to Linda and put out his hand. “And who might you be, and how do I get to know you better?”
The doctor looked at Don then back at Dave. “Well, this could be interesting.” She giggled. “I’m Dr. James,” she replied, taking Don’s hand.
“You know, Doc, I’ve been putting off getting a physical, but maybe you could squeeze me in?” he asked with a smile, still holding her hand.
Dave just shook his head. “Linda, this is my brother, Don, who works for the BCA and can be useful at times, but definitely not outside of work.”
Linda finally pulled her hand away and said to Don, “Your brother and I were about to get something to eat. Would you like to join us?”
Before Don could open his mouth, Dave answered for him. “Don will need to stay here with the technicians.” He turned Linda toward her truck. “Dr. Adams will give me a ride home, Don. The keys are in the truck. Here’s the blood sample. Give me a call when you know something,” said Dave as he felt his anger rising. It didn’t help that Linda waved at Don as she turned the truck around to leave.
“Where to?” she asked, looking over at Dave, who was staring at Don with hard eyes over a frown. “Are you okay?”
Dave could not believe how much it bothered him the way Don had talked to Linda. Don had stolen a few girlfriends from him in high school, but he didn’t think that he had ever felt this intense about it. Not that he had stolen Linda, or that she was even his girlfriend. What in the world am I thinking? he thought as he watched Don retreat into the guides’ quarters.
“Dave?” Linda asked. “Earth to Dave.”
Dave turned toward her. “Sorry, just thinking about the case. And I guess I’m a little tired. Would you mind if we just went to my place?”
A smile crossed the doctor’s face. “That sounds like a line but, in my medical opinion, you do look a little tired,” she replied slyly. “Tell me the way.”
As she was backing up, Dave noticed Richie pulling into the dock. He guessed the deputy had nothing to report but still wanted to hear it from him, as well as anything else he might have learned earlier in the day. He almost told Linda to stop when he said, screw it, to himself and leaned back in the seat.
After they arrived, Dave gave Linda a tour of the cabin, quickly forgetting about his brother and how tired and hungry he was. He was excited to show her all he had done and explain what he had left to do. She seemed genuinely interested in what he had built.
“It’s beautiful, Sheriff,” she said as she followed him into the kitchen.
“Thanks,” he replied. “I built the cupboards myself.”
“No, I mean the whole house. I love the kitchen, too, the way it looks over the lake, but you’ve done a great job on the whole house. It just feels so … I don’t know, welcoming and relaxing. You planned this whole thing yourself?”
Dave was beaming as he pulled a bottle of chardonnay from the refrigerator and two wine glasses down from the rack above the bar. “It has been a lot of years in the making. I don’t know how many sketches I made as I dreamed about this, never really sure if it would ever happen, but then I found this place, and there wasn’t any reason not to do it.”
Linda picked up her wine glass and walked out onto the deck. The calm lake reflected a nearly full moon in the east. Dave joined her and stood at her side, both leaning against the railing.
“What would you like for dinner?” he asked. “I can make some pasta.”
Linda set her glass on the deck railing and turned to Dave, putting her arms around his neck. “Why don’t we eat a little later?” she replied as she pulled him close and kissed him. Dave appeared stunned as she removed the wine glass from his hand and set it on the railing next to hers before taking his hand and leading him upstairs.
An hour later, Dave was laying on his back on top of the sheets, Linda on his shoulder. He didn’t think he had ever felt this good being this tired in his whole life.
“Are you going to make me dinner now?” she whispered in his ear.
“I think dinner is out of the question, because that would mean I would have to get up.”
Linda ran her hand down to his crotch. “Well, it doesn’t appear that anything down here is going to get up, so I guess the rest of you is going to have to, if we’re going to eat.”
Dave laughed out loud and suddenly realized how hungry he was. “Okay, I’ll go get it started.” He swung his legs out of bed.
Dave pulled on jeans and a T-shirt while Linda headed to the bathroom where Dave heard the shower start. He had the water boiling when she returned to the kitchen, looking better than she had earlier in the night, if that was possible.
Outside, Dave heard a truck pull up and a door slam. Don walked into the kitchen a moment later.
“Making enough for me?” he asked as he sat next to Linda at the bar. He filled Dave in on what little additional information he had, letting him know that the techs should be calling soon about the blood sample.
“Hey!” he said, looking at his watch, and then from Dave to Linda and back. “You two left to have dinner almost two hours ago.”
“Your brother gave me a wonderful tour of his house, and I’m afraid we just lost track of time,” Linda easily replied.
Don looked at her with a smirk on his face as he spotted the wine glasses on the deck railing, the deck door still open. “Must have been quite a tour if you left your wine glasses on the deck,” he said to his brother, who had turned his back and whose face was now turning red.
“Dave is quite the tour guide,” Linda replied, unfazed by Don’s intended jab. “He suggested we leave the wine glasses outside so the wine wouldn’t spill when we were moving around.”
“Right,” said Don with a smile. “Definitely don’t want to spill anything in Dave’s house.”
Linda was glowing, and his brother looked like, well, like he’d had just had sex. Well, it was about time.
“You know, on second thought, I’m beat. I think I’ll just grab a sandwich and crash,” he said as he got up from the stool. His phone buzzed as he reached the refrigerator. Don listened for a moment then turned back to his twin. “Okay, thanks.” Don pocketed his phone. “We got a match. And the Canadian witness said he wasn’t sure it was Big Eagle, but it could have been. We better be after this dude first thing.”




Chapter Thirty-Five

He had waited on shore at the head of the river until dark. He had planned to do this, anyway, but the boat that ran back and forth in front of the entrance to the river would have made it impossible to leave without being seen before then. Police.
He took the time to rest and clean his wound again.
The sentry traveled across the lake with no lights, not wanting to be detected. Besides, lights on a boat only made it harder to see where you were going at night. He was familiar with the way to Ghost Bay, the off-and-on moonlight of the partly cloudy night providing the needed light to keep him on course. Still, without GPS, it was easy to become disoriented and lost on the big Canadian shield lake during the day, and even more so at night. Twice, he cut the motor as he waited for the moon to reappear so he could get his bearings, but he made it to the opening to Ghost Bay without incident.
Making it into the bay was not so easy. The entrance was a narrow, shallow channel between vertical granite walls, allowing no light. He bumped rocks several times as he crawled through, gritting his teeth each time, hoping it would not damage the prop.
The stars and moon finally provided some light as he entered the bay and pushed his way to the opposite shore, concealing his boat there before struggling up the ridge to his campsite.
He sat on a log, watching his campfire. The embers in the fire seemed almost alive, pulsing as they glowed in the night, reacting to the slight breeze. It was a warm evening for a fire.
The smoke bended toward him. It was too dark for someone to see the smoke, and the long branches of the pine surrounding him made it impossible for anyone to detect a glow from the fire. The smoke seemed to keep most of the mosquitoes at bay, but one landed on the sentry’s shoulder as he stirred the coals. He did not seem to notice as he waited for the beans in the can on the grate above the fire to warm and poked at the coals with a stick.
The beans were from shore lunch supplies that he had received as a guide. As with most of his fellow guides, he had reported the beans used but kept them for his own use. The camp owners let it go, mostly. The owners knew the guides couldn’t make it on tips and wage alone, so allowing them “extra supplies” kept them loyal to their camp.
With his long knife, Bobby Big Eagle cut a slice from an apple that a guest had left in the cooler.
At seventeen, Big Eagle had fled the reservation to find a life in the city. He had been an average student, but had seen little use for what was being taught. His mother had begged him to at least finish high school before he left, but he had told her that the teachers were idiots, trying to shove the ways of the white man, their culture and systems, down his throat. He saw his family and relatives content to live in a system dictated to them. He felt trapped.
But the city proved to be no escape. He managed to hitchhike his way to Duluth, and then to Minneapolis, but with no degree, he found it nearly impossible to find a job. Business owners were much more willing to give jobs to unskilled Mong or Somali rather than a Native American. It didn’t take long for him to figure out that the old prejudices against his race still existed.
As Big Eagle prepared to spend his second night in a park, two men approached him, one pulling a gun and demanding Bobby’s money. Big Eagle stared at the men in disgust. The thin black man on his left in a dirty blue windbreaker stood barely five and a half feet tall, his bloodshot eyes slits on a cadaver-like face. The white man on his right, who held the gun was broad-chested under a stained, red T-shirt, but no taller than the other man. His long, greasy black hair was pulled back in a tight ponytail, a tattoo of a dagger on the right side of his neck.
They again demanded his money, but Big Eagle only laughed. The men looked at each other, and then the man with the gun took a step closer to Bobby. Bobby was too quick.
With one motion, he drew his own knife and slapped away the man’s arm holding the revolver, knocking the gun to the ground. He quickly reversed course with his blade, slicing the man across the chest. The man screamed, bringing his other hand to his chest, blood now staining his shirt. He pulled his hand away to see it covered with blood. Both men ran. Big Eagle put the gun in his backpack.
As Big Eagle walked down Hennepin Avenue the next day, he ran into a man three years his senior from his reservation, Jerry Treat. Treat bought Big Eagle lunch at McDonald’s, and then fanned the fire of Bobby’s hatred of white men, who had taken their lands and way of life, before offering him a job as a deliveryman and a place to stay.
It didn’t take Bobby long to understand he would be delivering meth or heroin. At first, he didn’t mind. The money was good, and he took pleasure in seeing the way it destroyed the white men using the drugs. For once, he felt superior to them. Then, increasingly, he found his deliveries going to other Native Americans, dirty and trembling, living only for the next high. Bobby hated the white man more for trapping his people in a life that they could never escape, but he also hated the fact that he was feeding their hopelessness.
After one delivery to a man he knew from his reservation but was too far gone to recognize Bobby, he returned to Treat’s apartment and told him that he would no longer make deliveries to Native Americans.
“Don’t be so uptight, man,” joked Treat. “They’re just customers.” Treat wiped his runny nose on the back of his hand. His eyes were dilated.
“They’re not just customers! They are our brothers!” Big Eagle shouted.
“Our brothers? Get off the reservation, kid. As long as they pay their fucking bills, I don’t care who they are or where they fucking come from. And you won’t either, or I’ll kick your ass back on the street where I found you! Now shut the fuck up!”
Bobby pulled the revolver from his back and pointed it at Treat. “No more deliveries to brothers.”
Treat laughed again then got mad. “You stupid shit! Don’t you know that, if we don’t deliver, someone else will? Now get over it!”
Big Eagle stared at Treat. “No.”
“No what?” Treat questioned in a taunting voice. “No what, you stupid Indian?”
“No this,” replied Big Eagle, firing one shot into Treat’s chest.
Treat’s eyes grew wide as he looked at Bobby then collapsed.
Big Eagle looked down at the body, his gun still held in front of him, and watched the blood spread onto the wooden floor. He had killed many deer and other animals growing up. He justified those kills as having a purpose—to feed him and his family. Now he had killed a man. This kill had a purpose, too. He felt no remorse.
Big Eagle tucked the gun back behind him and went to his room, quickly stuffing his few belongings in his backpack. Then he crossed the room where Treat lay, glancing at the body as he passed it, and went to the closet in Treat’s room.
The prior week, Treat had left his door open enough that Big Eagle had watched Treat hide the money that Bobby had handed over after his deliveries. It didn’t take Bobby long to find the loose board in the closet floor, remove the cash, and leave the building.
He spent the night in the bus station, took an early morning bus to Bemidji, and then another to Baudette on the Canadian border. He purchased supplies there and, that night, stole a boat and crossed the Rainy River into Canada. Over the next two years, he found fishing and hunting guide jobs in Canada and Minnesota, but the work was sparse and, after killing and robbing a client in Ontario, a client who had called him a bush nigger, he fled across the border again, returning to his parents’ home.
Bobby’s mother was excited to see him home, but his father sensed his son had crossed some kind of line. Bobby avoided them, giving them little but one-word answers to their questions about what he had been doing since he’d left. Still, his father spoke to relatives and was able to find his son guide work, allowing Bobby to move out and stay at the camp where he was guiding. It was the last time they would see him.
Big Eagle finished his dinner, wincing at the pain in his shoulder as he reached to push the empty can into the fire. The bullet had only grazed his arm. He had re-wrapped it, and the bleeding had stopped, but it still stung.
He thought about the men who had shot him. He knew they would come after him now, and more men, possibly in planes, some with dogs. He thought he should run, maybe go back to Canada, but he was not sure.
He looked up to the stars and listened, but the voices were quiet. He would rest here tonight and wait for them to speak.




Chapter Thirty-Six

The morning was busy for the brothers. Don spent an hour on the phone with his boss in St. Paul, the superintendent of the BCA, and then another on the phone with the BCA supervisor of the office in Duluth. One of the guests at Allen’s Lodge, at the time of Strom’s death, worked in the attorney general’s office in Minneapolis and had complained to his boss about how he had lost fishing time because the police up there couldn’t catch a killer. The attorney general had called the governor about it, who had in turn called Don’s boss. The superintendent, whose idea of being outdoors was a walk around one of the city lakes at lunch, could not understand why Don would need to commandeer more BCA personnel to try to catch someone running around in the woods. Still, he had heard about Rosemary Thiel’s complaint of the inability of the county sheriff, and so he had given Don the authority to use personnel from Duluth. The men from the Duluth office were now set to arrive in the early afternoon at Station 30, where efforts would be coordinated with the county police.
For his part, Dave requested that Meline and Clark contact as many camps and individuals in the area as possible to warn them of Big Eagle and ask that they contact the sheriff’s office if they spotted anything of interest or, by some chance, saw Big Eagle. He wanted to know about any boats that had gone missing. He also requested they contact the clinics in the area to see if anyone had been treated for a gunshot wound. The men were to be at Station 30 at noon to coordinate a search. Dave also commandeered two deputies from the Two Harbors’ office, Mike Carlson and Craig Linners, to Station 30 to assist in the manhunt.
With a couple of hours before they needed to be at Station 30, the brothers decided to see if they could spot any sign of Big Eagle on Timber Island, the first location that John Big Eagle had mentioned.
Timber Island had been so named because it had held one of the densest stands of giant Norway pine in the area, trees that had been cut years ago and sent on their way to mills on the south end of the lake.
The brothers slowly circled the island, looking for any sign of a boat or camp, finally passing a sheer cliff on the southeast corner of the island to reveal one of the lake’s most impressive sights.
Ahead lay a horseshoe-shaped, fine-sand beach that spanned nearly a mile. Visitors to the area were always amazed that an area with so many shorelines of boulders and jagged rock could have a sandy beach that would rival any in a state of over twelve thousand lakes.
Dave watched his depthfinder as they skirted as close to shore as possible, while Don took up sentry at the bow, looking for boat-eating rocks lurking beneath the surface. The beach on Timber was well known, attested to by numerous valleys in the sand, on the shoreline, where boats had been beached. Several circles of charred rock that held the remains of campfires past were also apparent, most still holding charred cans or bottles.
“I can’t understand why Big Eagle would choose Timber for a camp,” commented Don, who had jumped ashore and was pulling the boat farther onto the beach. “Too many people, and too many people of the kind he wouldn’t like. I can’t imagine he would react too favorably to seeing a beach trashed like this. And, why would he leave his boat beached here when others would likely show up?”
“Maybe it’s the weather. You get a strong wind out of any direction, and this bay is going to be calm.”
“The same could be said for a bunch of other south-facing bays. I think his cousin is playing us.”
“We might as well look as long as we are here.”
The Trasks split up, heading in opposite directions down the beach. They inspected areas showing any signs of recent boat landings or tracks going into the interior of the island, none of which yielded any results. Within an hour, they were back at the boat, sipping on bottles of water.
“I think we need to go back and lean on John Big Eagle again, Dave. He’s screwing with us while his cousin takes off.”
Dave looked at his brother. Then, over Don’s left shoulder, he noticed a deer peeking out between two pines leaning over the shore, roughly twenty yards from where the beach ended. “Look at that.” Dave pointed.
Don turned. “It’s a deer,” replied his brother. “They have those up here.”
“But, where did he come from? The cliffs are right behind him, and I would have spooked him when I was down there, looking, if he came from the beach. Let’s have a look.” Dave closed his water bottle and set it in the boat before he started to walk toward the deer.
Don shook his head and took one more sip before putting his bottle down and following.
The beach ended at a rocky wall that went up fifteen feet before sloping off. Jack pines and poplar grew from tiny cracks in the rock, seeming to defy gravity and the winds that should have easily knocked them from their perch.
Dave removed his socks and shoes, carrying them as he waded toward where he had seen the deer.
“What the hell are you doing?” yelled his brother.
“Come on. The bottom is sandy, and the water feels good. If nothing else, you can cool off,” replied Dave as he looked ahead in the water, watching for rocks.
By the time Don was in the water, grumbling about what an idiot his brother was, Dave had reached the spot where the deer had appeared. “Look at this!” he shouted back before he magically seemed to disappear into the trees.
Invisible from a boat or the shore, the trees covered an opening to a sandy creek bed that ran to the interior of the island. Six inches of water stood where it met the lake. It was dry ten yards inland. Once inside the trees, the men could easily stand side by side.
“A boat has been here recently,” said Dave as he looked down. Among the many deer tracks that led up the creek, a groove with human footprints to one side was easily visible. Dave looked inland at the cut between walls of granite. “I bet this thing is roaring with water in the spring.”
The walls closed in on the men as they moved up the creek until they could only walk single-file and the ground turned rocky. They replaced their shoes and continued only a short distance further, where the creek seemed to end and left them staring at a large crack in a cliff. Without speaking, the men turned and began slowly walking out before Don lifted the branch of a pine on his right.
“Here!” he said, holding the branch up until Dave arrived. “Up we go.”
The climb out of the creek bed was a steep, natural granite stairway. The steps were uneven in height and depth, forcing the men to go slowly, holding the walls or grasping small pines along the sides as they went. Both men bent with hands on their thighs after reaching the top, breathing deeply after the climb. An obvious trail ran across the moss and pine needle covered ground from where they had stopped, seeming to end at a steep embankment roughly seventy-five yards inland. The trail became increasingly harder to follow as they climbed, angry jack pine and the sharp, pointed dead branches of spruce and popular trying to hold them back. Don finally suggested they go back after they lost the trail for the third time. Their shirts were stained, their short hair spiked with sweat, their arms scratched raw.
Dave looked up the sharp rise ahead and wiped the sweat off his forehead. “We’ve come this far, we might as well go see what’s on top,” he said as he tried to figure out which way would result in the fewest scratches.
“Great,” replied Don, shaking his head. “I’m sure I already got poison ivy, anyway. Lead on, Daniel Boone.”
Another hundred yards and the trail broke into a clearing of scattered chunks of granite, covered with moss and scraggly berry bushes. The terrain continued to slope upward for another twenty yards, where it leveled off. An obvious campsite was ahead.
“If this is Big Eagle’s campsite. He could see boats coming from nearly every direction,” Dave commented as he looked out over the lake. “And I’m sure it would have been an easy job to spy on the people on the beach, if he wanted. He would have been long gone before we ever got here.”
Don picked up a stick and stirred the cold ash in the fire while Dave combed the area, looking for any kind of clue. From behind a tree, Dave lifted a towel from a branch and walked back to Don, holding it out to him. “This towel is from Big Pine. I’m guessing that’s blood.” There was a Big Pine label sewn into the towel and a dark stain ran through the middle.
“And I’m guessing this is what’s left of one wallet from the Big Pine victims,” added Don as he held a piece of burned leather.




Chapter Thirty-Seven

By the time the Trask brothers reached Station 30, it was nearly one. The conference room was crowded, extra chairs added for the Two Harbors’ deputies and the BCA personnel. There were four agents from the Duluth BCA office in the room—Mike Simmons, Dale Peterson, Brad Michaels, and Julie Bouche. Bouche and Simmons sat at the end of the conference table, Peterson and Michaels leaned against the wall behind them. The county deputies had all secured seats around the table in what the Trasks guessed was a show of territorial rights. Dave was not surprised to see Richie Meline occupied the seat next to Bouche, an attractive redhead who appeared to be looking for an escape route.
Don leaned against the frame of the large open doorway as Dave entered the room and moved to the opposite end of the table from where the BCA agents were situated, leaning against the back of the only remaining empty chair.
“Thank you all for coming on such short notice,” Dave began. “For those of you who don’t know me, I am Lake County Sheriff, Dave Trask, and yes, I am a distant relative of Special Agent Don Trask, who is guarding the door to make sure no one makes a run for it.”
There were a few snickers at the comment, which seemed to relieve a little of the evident tension between the members of the agencies represented.
“Because I don’t know what you all know or don’t know, I will spend a few minutes bringing you up to date on our situation. Just so you know, before I get into details, we are no longer conducting a murder investigation; we are now involved in a manhunt. We are confident we know who our killer is.”
Dave went over the murders, the timing and details, as they knew them, as well as everything else that he felt was relevant. He had called ahead and asked Bauman to have a large map made of the area, marking each of the camps where the murders had been committed then make smaller versions for those in the meeting. Dave was happy to see the large map, held with magnets to the grease board behind him, lake names marked, as well as any camps on those lakes.
Station 30 was on the northeast side of the map. He instructed Bauman to pass out the maps and waited until he had done so before he began.
“We think that Big Eagle is still in the area. We believe that he is unstable and is on a mission to take back the land for his people.”
With questions from the group, the meeting lasted nearly two hours. Dave was becoming anxious. It was important that everyone was on the same page, but he kept looking out the window to his right, knowing precious time was slipping away and, along with it, possibly Big Eagle. Dave’s deputies reported what they had learned from their morning work, as well as from the interviews with the guests and staff at Allen’s Lodge, which wasn’t much. Someone asked about bringing in canine teams, and Don informed them that would happen as soon as they had a credible lead.
Don gave the group a description of Big Eagle from their sighting, as well as from descriptions given by Brad Owens and John Big Eagle. “Big Eagle is injured,” he continued. “I don’t know how bad but, as you heard, it has not driven him to seek help at any of the medical facilities in the area. Still, that doesn’t mean he hasn’t gone to someone he knows for help or even breaking in somewhere to get medical supplies or other supplies. We don’t doubt he will kill to get whatever he wants.” Unfortunately, they all knew that, with the number of vacant seasonal cabins in the area, it would be easy for Big Eagle to take up residence without being noticed.
Dave and Don had talked on the way to the meeting about who would do what. Two float planes from Johnson’s Fly-In service on Traverse Lake, fourteen miles to the east, had been put into their service. It was decided that one of the Station 30 deputies, as well as one of the BCA agents, would go in each. The Station 30 deputy was familiar with the area, while the BCA agent would add an extra set of eyes. They would split a thirty square mile area around the boulder field where Big Eagle had last been seen. They were to call in any sightings of people by themselves on land or water that looked as if they fit Big Eagle’s description, as well as any smoke from fires, or boats or canoes where they could see no one. Clark would fly with Simmons; Meline with Peterson.
Carlson and Bouche would go back to Half Moon to learn everything there was to know about Big Eagle. Friends, relatives—anyone who might give them some indication of where he might go. Michaels and Linners were to contact lake property owners in the area to find out when was the last time they had been at their lake homes then visit as many of those properties as possible, as well as properties listed as vacant and owned by the county. The vacant properties were the highest priority.
Bauman could not be on field duty, so he was to stay at Station 30 and serve as the coordinator of the manhunt. All activity was to be reported to him for dissemination to the group.
They gave each officer a handheld radio. “Cell service can be spotty up here, at best,” said Dave. “Use your phones as best you can to aid your search, but if something comes up that the group needs to know about, you need to use your radios and contact Kyle.” He then told the group that he and his brother would visit Big Eagle’s parents then head out to Ghost Bay, the second possible site that John Big Eagle had mentioned.
The Trasks watched the group pair up as they filed out of the building then made their way to the coffee machine in the kitchen. Dave poured two then handed one to his brother.
“You think this will work?”
“You mean, will it work putting these people with people whom they have never worked with, or will it work and we’ll catch Big Eagle?”
Dave looked into his coffee cup for an answer. “I don’t know. Both, I guess.”
“Jesus, Dave, you can’t second-guess this. We both agreed this was the best we could do with what we have. I’ve got my ass on the line for this now as much as you do.”
Dave looked at his brother and felt remorse for dragging him into this, putting his career in jeopardy. If this all went south, he wasn’t sure he could ever forgive himself.
He put his cup down on the counter, grabbing the towel that they had found on the island that was in a plastic bag there. “I’m going to have Kyle get someone to take this to the lab in Two Harbors. I think you and I better go visit Bobby’s parents.”
“Don’t you think we should run to Ghost Bay to see if we can find him first?”
“We can do that after. Based on his last camp, I’m sure he has that one set up so he can see us coming, and it’s all government land around Ghost Bay. We’d need dogs to track him inland. Let’s see if his parents can tell us anything useful first.”
Like many in the area, the Big Eagles lived just off Highway 2, about twenty miles north of Two Harbors. Dave pulled into the gravel drive behind a blue Chevy pickup. There was a red swing set in the front yard, as well as an old fishing boat on a trailer that had become a permanent resident, based on how high the grass was around it. Stakes and ropes held up one skinny young birch near the swing set.
The house was a rambler with cedar siding stained a dark brown. A stray shingle lay on the ground next to a gravel walk that led from the driveway to two concrete steps, up to the front door. With the curling shingles, Dave guessed the roof had been on its last legs for some time now. The front door was stained brown like the house, the veneer cracked and peeling.
Dave knocked, as there was no bell. Soon, a face appeared at the lone, small square window in the door, and Dave held up his identification. A woman who Dave guessed was close to two hundred pounds, five and a half feet tall, black hair in a bun, and easily over forty, opened the door, a small child clutching her left leg from behind. She was barefoot and wore a loose, flowered green top and white shorts. She held a drink with ice in her pudgy hand, making Dave thirsty.
“Can I help you?” she asked.
“I’m Sheriff Trask, and this is Agent Don Trask from the BCA. Are you Mrs. Big Eagle?”
The woman confirmed that she was and invited the men in. They were happy to feel the air conditioning as she led them down a short hall of worn, tan linoleum to the living room. Toys littered the floor that was covered in green and brown shag that Dave was sure had not been made since the 70s. Mrs. Big Eagle sat in a green corduroy lounge chair with torn upholstery, and her daughter climbed up onto her lap.
The brothers looked at the brown, flowered sofa with cigarette-burned arms to their right that held an assortment of clothes—some folded, some not—and remained standing.
“Mrs. Big Eagle, we’d like to speak to Bobby. Would you know where he is?”
A hand went to her mouth, as if she was physically stopping words from leaving her mouth.
“Do you know where he is?” repeated Dave.
“This is about them killings, isn’t it? You think he killed those men!” she responded as her hand moved to her forehead.
“We would just like to ask him a few questions.”
Mrs. Big Eagle swept a loose strand of graying hair from her forehead. “Bobby’s a good boy. You can’t think he done this.”
“Mrs. Big Eagle, when was the last time you saw your son?” asked Don.
The woman looked at the child who had snuggled against her. “I ain’t seen him since early summer. His father got him a guiding job, and then he left.”
“Okay,” replied Don. “Was he living here before that?”
“He stayed here for a few months, but he and my husband didn’t really get along, so he left.”
“And, why didn’t they get along, Mrs. Big Eagle?”
“Bobby was always looking for money and never could hold a job. My husband caught him going through my purse, and he didn’t like him around the baby.”
There was more there that Don wanted to hear, but he pressed on. “And, where has he been living since then?”
She looked at Don and shook her head, tears welling up in her eyes. “I don’t know. He could be guiding. He’s a good guide, but that is all I know. He hasn’t even called since Jay kicked him out.”
“Jay is your husband?” asked Dave.
“Yes,” she replied as her child climbed down from her lap to play with the toys on the floor, keeping an untrusting eye on the brothers.
“And, where is he?”
“What do you want to talk to him for?”
“Just a few questions, ma’am.”
She produced a tissue from the pocket of her shorts to wipe her nose. “He works in Two Harbors. He should be home soon.”
“Thank you, ma’am. Would you mind if we looked at the room where Bobby stayed when he was here?” asked Don.
She looked at him with distrust, and Don was sure she was going to refuse when she pushed herself up from her chair and waddled down the hall to the left. The brothers followed her as she opened the second door on the left and went in. They were surprised at what they saw.
The room was completely different from the rest of the house. Although the bed, chair, and dresser inside weren’t new, they were neat and well cared for. The bed was made army-style, and books were side by side on a shelf above the headboard. On top of the dresser was the skin of a muskrat with a single silver cross standing in the middle. A quick look showed the dresser and closet to be completely empty. The only thing on the walls was another small cross next to the door.
“The room is very neat,” Dave commented.
“Bobby always liked things to be neat,” Mrs. Big Eagle replied as she leaned over to pick up her child, who had just entered the room. “He didn’t like nobody in his room.”
Dave and Don looked at each other and knew they should get a warrant to thoroughly search the room. Then Dave told her that they would wait outside to talk to her husband.
As the brothers leaned against their vehicle, an older model Toyota Corolla slowed and pulled to a stop in front of the yard. A large man with a red-checked bandanna wrapped around hair, cut close to his head, wiggled his way out. His dark blue T-shirt was stained with sweat in front, and his jeans were worn. His eyes were dark, and his skin rough and wrinkled. As he approached, the men could see layers of skin below his chin, his belly pushing over his belt, and a wide stance with powerful-looking arms reminding them of a sumo wrestler.
“Who are you?” Jay Big Eagle demanded.
Dave and Don both held up their IDs.
“I’m Sheriff Trask, and this is my brother, Don. He works for the BCA. We’d like to ask you a few questions, Mr. Big Eagle.”
“You come here to kill Bobby like you killed Billy Whitehead? Well, you can forget it. You ain’t gonna find Bobby here!” he responded, spitting his words out in anger.
“Do you know where Bobby might be?”
“I don’t know nothing!” he shouted at them then turned toward the house.
“Mr. Big Eagle,” said Don, “do you know that you can be arrested for withholding information?”
Big Eagle stopped and turned back toward the men. “You can’t arrest me for not telling you what I don’t know. Now get off my property!”




Chapter Thirty-Eight

The sentry had spent the day in Ghost Bay, waiting. He had slept there, under the lean-to on the blanket he kept stored in a black plastic garbage bag. The bag was shoved in a crevice that he covered with rock not far from the site. His sleep had been fitful, waking in pain each time he rolled on his shoulder. The cloth he had wrapped over the wound stuck to it, and he would have to peel it away in the morning, the area oozing and milky-colored, with speckles of red throughout. He would rinse the wound with water he kept stored with his bedding then wrap it again, his entire arm and shoulder now tender.
He had no appetite when he woke, but he ate a breakfast of a granola bar and water. The sentry felt weak but forced himself to walk along the ridge, listening for any sounds of a boat or plane bringing men to search for him. The voices in his head were quiet now, which he took as a sign that he was not in any immediate danger, yet he still felt the need to keep alert. As noon approached, he felt warm and tired. He had not put away his blanket, and so he lay down on his back for a nap. The day was heating up, but he now felt a chill and covered himself.
The sentry woke nearly four hours later, sweating from the blanket that was still over him. He tossed the blanket to the side as he sat up, immediately alert to any sound or movement, but there was none. His fever had broken, and the wrap on his wound felt hard and dry. It was healing. His appetite had also returned.
He made his way to his boat on the shore, considered taking it out of the bay to catch a bass or larger pike, but then he decided it would be too risky and ended up casting from shore for a fish.
The small pike that inhabited the bay in the summer had little meat on them but were eager to bite his spinnerbait, and he soon had enough for a meal. He moved down the shore and cleaned the fish on a flat rock. He knew if he left the carcasses in the shallow water by the shore, eagles and gulls would soon devour them, but he did not want to chance that someone would see the circling birds, and so he buried them in the sand. The sentry then rinsed the small filets in the lake and carried them up the hill to his campsite, where he salted them, cut them in chunks, and ate them raw.
The sentry had been at his location for nearly a day and felt anxious. Although he had prayed several times, he’d heard no voices telling him what to do. He knew this meant he should wait for some sign, but he felt as if time was passing quickly, time that his pursuers would use to close in on him.
After pacing across the ridge into the late afternoon, he decided he would not wait any longer for his ancestors to speak to him and was putting his blanket back in the crevice when he heard an approaching plane. Floatplanes were common in the area, but he could tell this one was traveling at a slower rate than he was accustomed to hearing.
He moved slightly up the slope to the west of his lean-to and stood under the branch of a large Norway there. It wasn’t long before the plane came into view, zigzagging across the lake.
They were looking for him.
He watched as it moved closer to his location, but he was not concerned that he or his boat would be seen, he had made sure there would be nothing to show his presence to anyone flying by, and it would be extremely difficult for anyone coming by water to detect him. Still, he watched the plane as it worked from north to south, nearly flying directly over him, until it disappeared.
The sentry returned to his lean-to and sat cross-legged, praying to his ancestors, thanking them first for keeping him safe then asking for guidance.
The brothers took the sheriff’s boat to Ghost Bay, which was actually a small lake of its own, nearly five hundred acres, connected to Basswood by a narrow channel lined with sheer granite cliffs, barely wide enough for a single boat to pass. The entire shoreline was jagged rock, with dense pine and poplar behind, masking a steep rise all around. The bay was shallow, known for its pike fishing in early spring.
The sun was already approaching the treetops when Dave cut the main motor and used the trolling motor on the bow to ease the boat through the opening into the bay. With the glassy surface of the water, they could see a few small pike scatter to get out of their way.
“What do we look for here?” asked Don. “More deer?”
“I think this will be easier,” replied Dave. “The only one who would want to get out on the shore of Ghost Bay would either be someone like you, who has a problem with peeing in the boat, or someone who has a camp close by. The flies and bugs will eat you alive here, and you’d likely turn your ankle or break a leg just getting out of a boat. Besides, there are no fish worth chasing in here in the summer, and everyone knows it.”
“So, how does that make it easier?” asked Don as he scanned the shoreline.
“The bottom of the bay is muddy and shallow right up to the shore. On a calm day like this, we should be able to see where a boat approached shore by the marks on the bottom.”
They stuck to the shoreline on their right as they entered the bay and began to circle. The men stood shoulder-to-shoulder, silent as they moved along the shoreline, scanning below the waterline before trying to penetrate the dense brush beyond with nervous glances. Chunks of granite were visible between the pines, high on the ridge, making good cover for anyone with a deer rifle wishing to take them out.
A third of the way around the bay, they moved into the shadows of the bluff, both men relaxing a bit as they assumed anyone wanting to shoot them would have done so when they had been in the sunlight. A bald eagle took wing from his perch atop a Norway pine, watching to see if the boat below would release an injured fish that would make an easy meal.
As the sun fell toward the west, the sentry felt a chill then heard the high-pitched song of a cicada. He opened his eyes and turned his head, trying to locate the bug, but no matter which way he turned, he could not discern its location. In fact, the noise only seemed to grow more intense and centered behind his tired eyes. He closed his eyes as tightly as he could and held his hands over his ears, but the sound did not dissipate. It was a chorus of cicadas now. He felt as if his head would explode from the shrill scream and released a yell of his own. The buzzing stopped, but now he heard something else.
Voices.
The Trasks heard the high-pitched noise and turned their heads to look up the ridge.
“What was that?” asked Dave. “A wolf?”
“Sounded like a sick eagle to me. How should I know? You’re the one who lives here.”
Dave stared at the ridge a moment longer but heard nothing more. He glanced down into the water ahead and could see that there had been a good deal of boat activity recently. He pointed them toward shore then turned off the motor, quietly lifting it from the water as the boat ran aground in the mud.
Dave moved to the back of the boat while Don slipped into the water, pulling the boat ashore with the rope tied to the bow. An opening in the brush was just to their left.
These were not voices in his head; they were coming from the lake.
The sentry moved to the edge of the ridge and saw the boat below. He could not be sure in the fading light, but it appeared to be the same men who had chased him yesterday. They were pulling their boat on shore not far from where he had hidden his own boat. The ancestors had placed them in his hands.
He raised his eyes to the sky as an eagle glided by. Then he moved away from his camp, farther down the ridge where he could get a better view of them on the shore.
He climbed onto a boulder on the ridge and could see the men looking at the shoreline near their boat. In a moment, they moved inland and were lost from sight.
The brush was incredibly thick as the brothers pushed their way through prickly shrubs that tore at their ankles and low-hanging branches of pine and birch that slapped their faces. At first, the trail of footprints was easy to follow in the soft, muddy bottom, with the exception of sharp rocks inviting a turned ankle, but then the land rose and they lost the trail.
They returned to the last sign of the prints and went another direction, only to lose the trail again. The light from the sinking sun did little to penetrate the brush, making it more difficult to see with each minute, and the flies and mosquitoes were making themselves known.
“We need to get up to the ridge,” said Don. “Maybe we can pick him up there. About all we’re going to accomplish here is to get the blood sucked out of us.”
Dave agreed, and so they made their way up the hill, working their way back and forth across a steep cliff of granite, before reaching the top where the larger trees gave way to blueberry bushes and tiny scrub pine. The men caught their breaths for a moment as they looked out across the bay.
“There’s a swamp running behind the ridge that surrounds the bay, Don. If he’s around, he’ll be up here.”
“Yeah, but which way?”
Dave thought about splitting up, but then he remembered John Big Eagle’s words. “He will be next to you, but you will not know he is there.”
“I think we better stick together. The topo map said the highest point of the ridge should be that way.” Dave pointed northeast. “If he wants a good look at whoever may come into the bay, he’d likely be there.”
They moved across the ridge, but the going was slow. Large boulders and weatherworn, dead pine, combined with sharp, slick pieces of granite hidden beneath the moss, made their zigzagging travel treacherous. There was also ample evidence that bears had been in the area, sampling the blueberries that grew in the boggy terrain. They both knew a return trip in the dark was not something they should try.
The men were coming for him. He could hear them talking and moving through the brush as they climbed the ridge. They were noisy, breaking branches and dislodging stones as they went. Still, it was apparent that they were trying to track him, at least initially. He moved closer and watched them work their way through the woods. They were big, nearly as big as him, and appeared to be strong. They stopped to listen occasionally, once picking up on the sound of a branch that he had snapped one time when he moved.
Don was thinking that they needed to turn around when Dave pulled his weapon.
“We’re close,” he whispered, pointing to the bog at his feet and bending low. They had run into places where there had been evidence of someone walking as they traveled across the ridge, but never more than two or three steps, and then the trail would be gone. Now, those trails all seemed to converge. “Maybe we should go back to the boat and call it in?”
Don looked at the ground ahead then up to the sky in the west. “By the time we get anyone out here, it will be dark. Too late for any plane, too,” he whispered back. “Besides, if he was here, I think he would have already tried to take us out, don’t you? Let’s keep going.”
Dave knew Don was right about it being too late to get help, but he wasn’t sure about Big Eagle being gone. Dave guessed Big Eagle knew this area well and, as the darkness increased, it would only add to the advantage for Big Eagle. He could be simply waiting for the right time to attack. Bobby Big Eagle had used a knife in all of his killings. He liked to be close.
The sentry began to plan how he would kill them. He needed them to separate, not wanting to take them on together—they had guns.
They had passed within ten yards of him, unaware of his presence, and were above him on the ridge now, approaching his camp. He thought they might separate as they got closer to the camp, but they stayed close together.
He closed his eyes briefly, waiting for a voice, but heard nothing. The time was not right. He would wait.
He hurried down the incline to his boat.
A few more feet past a boulder and Dave could see a lean-to ahead, made from large branches and a dark green tarp, a fire pit in front. There was no one under the lean-to, but they could not see behind it. The brothers stopped, crouched together thirty yards short of the campsite. They scoured the surrounding area in the fading light for any sign of movement, but there was none.
Several large boulders were on the far side of the campsite, dark shadows next to them. Dave motioned for Don to circle around behind the lean-to while he moved along the top of the cliff overlooking the bay.
They moved slowly, attempting not to make a noise or break an ankle, aware that Big Eagle could be in any shadow, behind any rock or tree. Dave wondered if Big Eagle would have booby-trapped the site as he moved along the cliff edge where a misstep could send him forty feet down to a pile of granite. Don was out of his sight now, but from Dave’s view in front of the camp, he saw nothing to say their man was still here. Still, the shadows were thickening by the minute, and someone familiar with the area could easily blend in.
Ten more yards brought Dave behind a boulder, where he stood and peered up the slope to the lean-to. As he did, he caught movement behind it, ducking low and feeling for his gun. In a moment, Don emerged. Dave felt himself relax slightly as he stepped out from behind the boulder when a noise behind him made him jump.
He turned to look over the bay to see what appeared to be an old Crestliner take off from the shore. Don joined him as they helplessly watched Bobby Big Eagle motor out of the bay and get away, the same as he had only the day before.
He guessed that the men were watching him as he went, but he did not look back. The sentry did not yet feel safe. He knew it would take the men a good deal of time to get back to their boat and through the channel, but once on the main lake, they could use the large motor on their boat to move quickly across the water. Although his boat was much smaller and lighter than the other, the fifteen-horse motor and nicked aluminum prop would not give him much speed, and it was noisy. He had farther to go than the landing.
“How in the hell did he get down there?” asked Don as he slapped a mosquito on his face. “And, how did we miss that boat?”
“I’m guessing he went right past us,” replied Dave as he watched the last of the boat’s wake, getting the same feeling he had gotten when he nearly slipped off his roof two weeks ago.
He breathed a sigh of relief. John Big Eagle had been right.
“If we hadn’t been together, I wonder if we’d be alive?”
Coming down from the ridge was harder than getting up. The canopy of trees and the thick brush made it much more difficult to see where to step in the waning light, the men stopping every few feet to slap at the mosquitoes now feasting on them, shouting words that their mother never would have approved of.
They leaned into the slope as they descended, grabbing tree branches, shrubs, and rocks to steady themselves. A misstep could send them tumbling down the hillside. Twice, Dave slipped, feeling the same rush and warmth spread over his body as he had when he recovered from slipping on ice. He never liked that feeling. They had used a flashlight to show them where to step, but it still took the brothers half an hour to reach the boat, the bay now completely in shadow.
Don was moving as fast as he could as he emerged from the brush lining the shore, on a mission to get to the boat and away from the bugs on the land. Passing his brother as he hurried, he headed for the rope attached to the boat that he had tied to a small tree.
Dave reached the bow, and Don assumed his brother would jump in. Instead, he kept moving along the shore, past the boat.
“Where the hell are you going?” he screamed as he slapped his neck.
“Just give me a minute.”
The rocks where they had landed gave way to a muddy, sandy mix. Dave walked another twenty feet along the shore, flashlight in hand, moving back and forth, before lifting the branch of a leaning pine that reached for the shoreline. Footprints led to and from the spot where the boat had been concealed.




Chapter Thirty-Nine

Don radioed Bauman as they drove across the lake, telling him to have everyone assembled at Station 30 at sunrise. Bauman said he would get a hold of the group and reported that there had been no news of note from the day’s search.
As they slowed, approaching the landing, Don thought he might have heard something, another motor perhaps, but then the sound was gone.
The sentry had heard them coming across the lake. He was past the landing and had guessed that would be their destination, although he had been uncertain. If they continued on to the sheriff’s dock, he would have to cut his motor so as not to be heard, risking that they would see him or, worse yet, ram him with their boat. He decided that he would try to put as much distance as he could between him and them, staying close to shore.
He looked back to see the light from the sheriff’s boat and could tell from the sound of the motor that they had cut power. They were heading for the landing. He cut power, too, and drifted as he waited for them to load the boat and leave.
The orange glow of the sunset was long gone when the Trasks returned to Dave’s cabin. Both men were sweaty, sore, scratched, and scratching more bug bites than they thought possible.
The shower felt like heaven to Dave, and he lost track of time as the warm water soothed his tired, sore flesh. Then he flopped down on his bed for what he thought was only a minute, but by the time he made his way back down to the kitchen, dressed only in a pair of shorts, he found his brother with his bag on the kitchen counter, shoving a sandwich into his mouth.
“Sorry, bro, too hungry to wait for you. Listen, I just got word there is a bust happening in the morning that I can’t miss. I hate to duck out on you like this, but I will try to be back by tomorrow evening, at the latest. No promises, though. I did get a hold of my group and told them that they are assigned to you until further notice.”
“Don’t worry about getting back here, Don. Do what you have to do. You’ve already done too much … except when it comes to helping me finish this place. You still owe me big time from when I worked on your house.”
“Bullshit. My neighbor’s ten-year-old could have done what you did in half the time, and without drinking all the beer in my place!”
Dave chuckled as they shook hands. Then his brother grabbed his bag and headed for the door. He had finished installing the porch light after his fishing meeting but knew it would only be a bug magnet now, so he stood on the porch in the dark, watching Don walk across the yard.
“Watch out for the deer, old man. Don’t want to put a dent in that fancy BCA truck!”
Don backed the truck up and drove out of sight through the woods. Dave slapped a mosquito on his neck before ducking back inside.
It was his grandfather talking to him now. The other voices were in the background, like a faraway chorus, a chorus of men in anguish.
He beached his boat just short of the Trask’s dock, rage burning through him as the pain shot up his arm when he tilted the motor. Grandfather’s voice grew so loud now that he was afraid others could hear it. He was calling for him to kill the sheriff, his death to pay for the debt owed to the sentry’s ancestors.
The sentry felt for the handle of his knife then quickly crossed the yard to the back of the cabin. He stopped just short of the deck and crouched behind a giant Norway there as lights from a vehicle pulling in seemed to sweep the yard like a prison spotlight. The sentry froze, holding his breath until someone extinguished the lights, and then he heard the voices of the men as they moved toward the cabin. In only a moment, the lights in the kitchen of the cabin flicked on.
He watched the two men as they talked by a bar in the kitchen. He could see them clearly through the glass doors that led from the kitchen to the deck and was amazed at how similar the men appeared. He was uncertain which man was the sheriff. He would have to take them both.
The ancients still screamed in his head, now a constant buzz between his temples, demanding the death of the white man.
He continued to watch when both of the men disappeared from the kitchen. Lights soon appeared in two upstairs windows. Grandfather told him it was time to move, so he stepped silently up onto the deck and tried the handle of the sliding glass door. The door was open. He opened it just enough so he could slide through and was closing it after him when he thought he heard a noise on the steps. He tiptoed through the kitchen and stood to the side of the stairs, peering up, his knife now drawn, trying to decide his next step.
He could hear the men moving around upstairs. They would be familiar with the layout of the cabin, and he would not. It would be a heavy disadvantage.
The screaming in his head had faded, his grandfather now silent, when he heard running water. A shower? Or perhaps two showers?
He had taken the first step but now backed down to the landing, finally turning and entering the dark dining room behind him. He crouched in the shadows behind a China cabinet. Again, he would wait.
He did not wait long.
One man came down the stairs, talking on his phone and carrying a gym bag. His voice was like the one he had heard in the guides’ building at Half Moon but had a different tone. This was not the sheriff.
He was making plans to meet someone in the morning. The sentry stole a look around the doorway leading to the kitchen. The man was still talking on the phone, now leaning into the refrigerator, his bag on the kitchen island between them. The island was a problem. It would force him to go around it, bringing his movement into the man’s field of vision. He knew he could kill the man, but there would likely be a struggle, and a struggle would cause noise, and noise could bring the sheriff with his gun.
The sentry backed into the shadows of the dining room again as the man in the kitchen continued to talk on the phone, promising someone that he would soon be on his way. Good, he thought. The man would be leaving. The sheriff would be alone.
Ten minutes later, he heard a noise on the stairs, and the sheriff quickly moved past him and into the kitchen. The men talked only briefly before they again passed him as they made their way out the front door and onto the porch.
The screaming in his head had been steadily increasing as he hid in the dining room. It was far away at first, almost like an echo, but it increased in volume and pitch until it forced the sentry to close his eyes, holding the bridge of his nose with his thumb and finger. He wasn’t sure how, but he could still hear the men, despite the screaming.
When he opened his eyes as the men moved past, his vision was blurred, wavy, and he had to shake his head to try to clear it. He was suddenly overcome with a feeling of dread as he realized he could never kill the sheriff with his vision like it was and escape would be nearly impossible. He would be caught or killed.
A truck started in the distance, and then he heard the door open. Suddenly, the screaming quit. He closed his eyes then opened them slowly. His vision had cleared, and his grandfather was speaking.
The sheriff walked past him again and into the kitchen.
It was time.
Dave walked slowly back into the kitchen. He was beat and starving after the long day. His arms and legs were a collage of red scratches and a few deeper cuts. Rock climbing was definitely a whole lot harder than he remembered as a kid.
He sat at the bar and looked at the plate with crumbs in front of him that Don had left, as well as the open loaf of bread, open packages of Swiss cheese and ham, a head of lettuce, and a jar of mayo with a knife sticking out the top. What a slob, he thought as he pulled two slices of bread from the package and laid them on the plate.
Dave pushed the last bite in his mouth then looked down at the plate for the rest of the sandwich that he was sure would be there. He knew he should go upstairs and check his phone, but he also knew he wanted another sandwich, and a beer, and then some sleep. After a short debate, the beer won.
Dave stood with the refrigerator open in front of him, pouring a good portion of a just open bottle down his throat. He then closed the door and started to make his way back to his seat when he noticed the deck door was ajar.
“Dammit! You are a major slob, brother,” Dave shouted aloud. “I hope you left your truck windows open and your cab is full of mosquitoes!” He had yet to install the screen door for the deck and could see that the kitchen light had invited several black flies and a large moth inside.
Dave walked over and pushed the door shut. There, he stood, looking out at the still black lake for a moment before tilting his head back for another sip. At that instant, he felt the blade at his throat just as a hand grabbed the hair on top of his head.
“Do not move. I hate to make a mess,” came the hoarse voice from behind.
The campfire smell was strong, and Dave kicked himself for not noticing it before.
He raised his hands high and felt the blade puncture his skin below his Adam’s apple. “Easy. Let’s just relax a minute.”
“There will be no relaxing for you or any white man again!” the angry voice snarled in Dave’s ear as his head was pulled back.
Pain shot down Dave’s spine as his back arched. He bent his knees slightly, trying to ease the pressure, but Big Eagle pulled him up.
“Easy! Let’s talk.”
“The time for talking is passed!” was the venomous response from behind. Bobby Big Eagle pushed the sheriff ahead until his stomach was pressed into the glass door. “You have no respect for our land and our culture. You kill our fish and our game, and trash our land. You make the red man your slave in his own land!”
Dave felt as if his back was going to break under Big Eagle’s powerful grip. Even a slight backward movement of his arms or legs brought the blade tighter against his throat. Any attempt to jerk back or twist from Big Eagle’s grip would be futile.
He thought about trying to swing his arm down and hit Big Eagle in the crotch, yet he wasn’t sure he could hit his target or even swing his arms back far enough with his arched back. Could he get enough force with the beer bottle to knock Big Eagle over the head and get him to release his grasp?
His legs quivered. He wasn’t sure he could stand much longer with the backward pressure but knew any movement would likely trigger the man to cut his throat.
“Bobby, we can figure this out,” came Dave’s raspy voice, the back of his neck now screaming in pain.
“No more talk!” came the shout from behind. “Now you die!”
Dave felt his head being pulled back further as his knees began to buckle. He closed his eyes as he felt the searing pain of the blade being pushed across the left side of his throat as Bobby moved it in place to pull it back for the killing cut. Dave knew he had nothing to lose, so he brought the beer bottle back as hard as he could but felt nothing, the bottle flying from his hand as his wrist snapped. At the same time, he grabbed at the arm around his throat with his other hand.
Dave’s sudden movement with both arms did little more than arch his head back further, pushing his neck forward into the razor-sharp blade. It did, however, momentarily delay Big Eagle from making the killing stroke across Dave’s neck. This proved fortuitous for, in that small window of time, the glass over the kitchen sink exploded.
The knife poised to kill dropped to the floor as Bobby simultaneously released the knife and Dave’s head. Dave lost his balance, falling backward into Big Eagle, and then onto the floor. He rolled immediately to his right, knocking over a chair, before pushing himself up on all fours. Big Eagle lay on his back, blood pooling under his head.
Dave reached out and grabbed the knife that was laying on the floor between them then looked up to the now missing window. Dave then spun to the left when he heard the deck door slide open, holding the knife, ready for the attack.
“You okay?” asked Don, gun still in his right hand as he looked down at Bobby’s body.
Dave was on his knees, dropping his hands to the floor. With his free hand, he reached for his throat, where a small, warm flow of blood was moving toward his chest. He pulled his hand away and looked at the blood covering his palm. “I think so,” he answered, looking up from his bloody hand to his brother. “I’m not sure.”
Don moved quickly to the sink to grab a dishtowel, handing it to his brother, who was now sitting. Dave pressed it hard against his wound.
Don looked his brother in the eye a moment longer, thinking how close he had come to losing him. He could feel tears well in his eyes, so he bent down before Dave could see, to feel for the pulse that had long ceased in Bobby Big Eagle. Then he stood again. “Let’s see.”
Dave removed the towel and bent his head back to reveal a long cut, the blood flow slow but persistent.
“You’ll live, but I’m guessing you’re going to need stitches. Maybe you should get your lady doctor to make a house call?”
Dave pressed the towel that was quickly turning red back to his throat. “What the hell are you doing here?”
“Damn truck broke down. Couldn’t believe it. Fucking thing has less than twenty thousand miles on it, and it just quit,” he replied, looking his brother in the eye. “Hiked back, saw the light still on in the kitchen, and just decided to walk around to the back. Happened to glance in the sink window, and it looked like you maybe had your hands full,” he continued, trying not to let any emotion show. “You’re welcome, by the way,” he added, a smirk on his face.
Dave stared back for a long moment. This wasn’t the first time Don had saved his life. More than once, a link neither brother could explain had brought them to each other’s aid. Dave owed him more than he could ever repay and fought back the urge to stand and give his twin a hug.
“I suppose I owe you a beer?”




Chapter Forty

Dave sat at the kitchen bar, watching as Don finished duct-taping a piece of plastic over the kitchen window, an unopened beer on the counter in front of him, not remembering how it got there or how he got to the bar. Dave’s neck was burning, and he felt like he was drifting, like maybe he was dreaming. He put his hand to the bandage that Don had taped over the wound then looked down at the blood on his fingers. There was a bloody towel on the bar in front of him that he picked up to wipe off his hand then pressed it against his wound.
Sirens outside drew his attention. He tried to stand, to go open the front door, and nearly lost his balance before grabbing the counter. He slowly sat back on his stool.
“Would you mind getting the door?”
Don looked at Dave with concern before putting the roll of tape on the counter next to the sink as he moved toward the front door. “Might as well, I do everything else around here.”
Richie was about to pound on the door when Don opened it.
“Sheriff, you okay?”
“Wrong again, Richie. I’m Don. And yes, the sheriff is okay. He’s in the kitchen.”
Meline mumbled his apologies and went to the kitchen.
Dave sat at the bar, his elbow on the counter to make it easier to hold the towel to his neck.
Richie’s eyes got big when he saw the now blood-red towel. “Jesus, Sheriff, you okay?”
Dave assured him that he was.
“Doc should be here in less than half an hour,” said the deputy as he walked over to look at  Big Eagle’s body. “You got him,” he said, staring down at the body.
“Yes, I think we really got him this time,” responded Dave as he rubbed the sore scalp on the back of his head with his free hand. “This time, I’m sure.”
Meline lifted his head and turned back to Dave. “I knew it was an Indian.”
Don had just reentered the room to hear the deputy’s comment. Both men stared hard at Richie but said nothing.
Richie looked back and forth between the men as the uncomfortable silence grew. “Um, what do you want me to do, Sheriff?”
Dave stared at his deputy a moment longer. If he were ever to make any inroads with the Native American community, long-held attitudes would have to change, at least in his staff.
Dave was about to make a comment but found that he could not focus. He desperately wanted to lie down.
“I want you go to the Big Eagle’s now to make sure they hear about it before word gets out. Then you and Tony get word to the camps and the locals that the danger is past. I think I need to lie down for a bit.”
“And what about Rosemary?” asked Richie.
“What about Rosemary?” Dave responded back in an irritated tone.
“Well, should I call her first?” replied the deputy with a hurt look on his face.
“You let Rosemary get her beauty sleep. God knows she needs it. Big Eagle’s first, the camps and locals next, and then you can call Ms. Theil.”
Meline looked as if he wanted to protest, but then he seemed to think better of it and took a step toward the front door. “You got it, Sheriff. Take care.” Richie took one last look at the body on the floor then left.
Dave watched him go and had no doubt that, by the time his deputy was moving down his driveway, he would be on the phone to Rosemary. Another discussion needed.
“You going upstairs?” inquired Don.
Dave replaced the disgusted look with a grimace as he pushed himself up from the counter. “No, I think I’ll just crash on the couch until the doc gets here,” he replied as he moved unsteadily toward the family room, leaning on the bar for support.
It was the last thing he remembered before hearing his brother conversing with someone and a dinging sound that made him think his smoke detector needed new batteries. He forced his eyes opened and looked at a white ceiling with bright, rectangular lights. He slowly lowered his chin to see the IV in his left arm then looked to his right.
“Welcome to the real world, Sleeping Beauty,” his brother said.
“How are you feeling, Mr. Trask?” asked an attractive blonde nurse as she checked the numbers on a machine to the right of his head.
“Okay, I guess. Where am I? What time is it?”
“You are in the Two Harbors hospital, old man. And,” Don added as he looked down at his watch, “it is now approaching nine.”
“A.m.?” questioned Dave.
“Good guess, genius.”
“Can I get you anything, Mr. Trask?” asked the nurse.
Dave’s tongue stuck to the roof of his mouth, his throat constricting as he realized he was extremely thirsty. “Water, please.”
“No problem. I’ll let the doctor know you are awake.”
Dave watched his brother leer after the nurse, shaking his head, which made him cringe at the pain in his neck. He lifted his hand to his neck to feel the large bandage there.
“Okay, so what happened?”
Don turned back to Dave, seeing his brother still looked a little pasty. “You tried to get up from the bar in your kitchen and nearly passed out. I just got you to the couch when Doc Adams showed up. He patched up your neck but said you needed stitches and possibly some blood, so we got you in the ambulance and brought you here.”
Dave went back over the attack by Big Eagle. He had been only seconds, or a second, from dying. The pain in his back, the searing pain of the knife, and then the exploding glass. The blood on his hand, and the blood on the floor under Big Eagle’s head.
He found the control for the bed and adjusted it so he was sitting up. He stared at his brother. “Thanks, Don.”
Don was silent, and Dave thought he saw a look of concern in his brother’s eyes.
A man with messy, sandy brown hair, wearing blue scrubs and a white jacket, came in holding a chart. The nurse who Dave had seen earlier was close behind. Dave thought he looked to be about college age and strained to look at the crooked badge that hung from the blue lanyard around his neck.
“Good morning, Mr. Trask. I’m Dr. Leese. How are you feeling?”
The nurse placed a cup of water on the tray in front of Dave, and he sipped from the straw. “I seem to be okay. Fine.”
The doctor looked at a chart in his hand then at the readings of the machine to Dave’s right. “Good. While you were out, we stitched you up and gave you a little blood. Your vitals seem to be good, so why don’t we get a meal in you, and then I’ll take one more look at your stitches. If everything looks okay, you should be able to go.”
Dave thanked the doctor, who smiled as he handed the nurse the chart before leaving.
The nurse gave Dave a menu, he told her his selections, and then she left. He caught his brother watching the nurse again.
“Good grief, Trask. Are you always on the prowl? Didn’t you see the ring on her finger?”
“You never know. Maybe she just likes to wear rings.”
Dave raised his eyebrows. “So, you were here all night?”
“Yeah. I caught some Z’s on the couch in the waiting room.”
Dave remembered that Don had left to take part in a bust the night before. “I thought you had a bust to get to?”
“Well, as you may remember, when you shoot someone, they kind of shut you down for a bit. Anyway, it went down without me and without a hitch, so maybe I’m not quite as important as I think I am … but I doubt that.” He sat in an uncomfortable, tan, metal folding chair. “I sent all my people home, and your two deputies from here, too. Hope that’s okay?”
“Yeah, thanks.” Dave stared at Don, who was now slouched in the chair to his right. He thought he looked tired, and worn, and older. He guessed they both looked older. “Any other news?”
“Your deputies stopped to see how you were doing. You might want to call them when you get out of here. I think they’re kind of lost.”
Dave didn’t doubt that. He made a mental note to give them a call. He had hoped his brother would say that Linda had stopped by or at least called, but he didn’t want to ask. He felt disappointed, sad.
He watched his brother pick up a magazine. “You don’t need to stay, Don. I know you got a lot to do. I can have one of the deputies take me back.”
“No problem. I drove your truck, anyway. Hopefully, mine is still where I left it,” he answered without looking up.
A few minutes later, the nurse returned with a tray, and Dave dug in. The smell of the food made him realize how hungry he was. He was over halfway through with breakfast when he glanced up to catch his brother looking at him and felt guilty knowing Don had likely not had breakfast. “Hey, they must have a cafeteria here; why don’t you go get something? Hopefully, I’ll be ready to go by the time you get back.”
“Hm. Maybe I’ll do that,” he replied as he stood, leaving the magazine on the seat of his chair. “I bet that nurse could help me find the way.” Don took two steps toward the door before he stopped and turned back to Dave. “Almost forgot. Your lady friend doctor stopped by and said she’d like to jump your bones when you get out of here, but if you weren’t up to it, she said I would do,” he added with a laugh.
Dave picked up a sausage to throw at his brother but was too hungry to waste it. “Get out of here, asshole.”
Dave watched his brother duck then quickly leave before putting the sausage in his mouth, thinking it was about the best tasting sausage he had ever eaten.




Chapter Forty-One

They released Dave two hours after he finished eating. They stopped at a SuperAmerica station on the way back to Basswood, where Don purchased a five-gallon container and filled it with gas. He tried to put it in the back of the 4Runner, but Dave admonished him for not considering that it could possibly tip over there and had him put it on the floor mat behind his seat. They stopped at Don’s truck, where he poured the gas in then followed Dave home.
Don pulled in behind Dave then trailed him to the porch, where Dave turned and said, “You can just leave, Don. I’m fine.” The truth was that Dave’s throat hurt like hell, and he still felt like he had about as much strength and coordination as a baby learning to walk.
“I thought maybe a sandwich would be good before I took off.”
Dave felt guilty again for not thinking about offering something to Don. “Sorry. Come on in, and I’ll fix you something.”
They went to the kitchen, and Dave started pulling things from the refrigerator and putting them on the counter. He felt disorganized, having to think hard about what he was doing.
His brother noticed Dave’s hesitation with the task and said, “You take a seat. Let me do this.”
Dave looked at him but didn’t protest, moving to the other side of the bar to sit while his brother made sandwiches for both. He felt for the bandage on his neck, the wound sensitive, and then he looked to his left where Big Eagle had lain only hours ago. The body was gone, and it looked like someone had tried to clean up the blood. Dave was already thinking he would have to refinish the floor.
Don pushed a plate with a sandwich across the bar to him, along with a glass of water. Dave guessed it might have been the blood loss, but whatever it was, he still felt ravenous and quickly downed his lunch. He watched his brother put the last bite of his sandwich into his mouth, wash it down with his water, and then collect the plates from the bar and put them by the sink. Dave felt that there was so much he should say, yet he didn’t know where to start. Instead, he stood, walked around the bar, and gave his brother a hug.
“Jesus, little brother, don’t go all mushy on me,” said Don as he recoiled. “I’ll be back to help you finish this place as soon as I can.”
They both knew that wasn’t what the hug was all about, but neither was comfortable saying any more.
Dave watched from the porch as his brother left again, thanking God that his brother could not be bothered with little details, like how much gas was in his vehicle, waving as his truck disappeared into the woods. He could still hear the truck when he pulled his cell phone out of his front pocket and dialed Linda’s cell number.
“Hello, big boy. How you doing?” was the seductive reply he got when she picked up.
“You answer all your calls that way?”
“I do. You never know when it might pay off.”
Dave laughed then cringed as he reached for his throat.
“You okay?” asked Linda, a serious concern in her voice.
“Yeah, I just got to remember not to laugh for a while,” he replied in a quiet tone as he held his throat. “I heard you called earlier. Was it business or social?” Dave asked with a hopeful tone.
“Business, for sure. Maybe social, if you’re up to it. Anyway, I wanted to let you know that we got the autopsy report back on the man killed at his cabin.”
“Mike Eaves.”
“Yes. Well, anyway, there was one interesting thing. Apparently, the killer hit one of Mr. Eaves’ bones when he was stabbing him and broke off the tip of his knife. We were able to recover the tip.”
Dave flashed back to last night as he subconsciously reached to his throat. There had been no broken tip on Bobby’s knife. He was sure of that. But he knew he had seen a big knife with a broken tip recently. Where was it …?
“Shit!”
“Dave?”
“Um, sorry. Listen, I gotta go. Will call you back as soon as I can.”
“Are you okay?”
“I hope so,” he replied then hung up. He immediately called Station 30. Kyle answered.
“Hey, Sheriff. Good to hear your voice. How you feeling?”
Dave ignored his question. “Where are Tony and Richie?”
“Um, they’re getting the word out to the camps and cabin owners.”
“Okay, but do you know specifically where they are?” asked Trask.
“Well, Tony was going north, to Big Pine and Rush. Richie stopped back about an hour ago then he was heading to Basswood.”
“Okay, tell Richie to call me immediately if you hear from him.”
“Yes, sir,” answered Bauman.
Trask hung up then called Meline’s cell number. It immediately went to voicemail. He left a message telling Richie to call him. Then he quickly pressed his brother’s number.
“You want another hug?”
“Don, I need you to run a check on Craig Speer. Anything you can find, especially his financial records. Do it from your truck. You need to hurry.”
His brother pulled over to make a call to St. Paul with no questions, promising to call back as soon as he heard.
Dave paced the deck, looking out at the lake that was calm, except for the occasional ripple. He was no longer feeling tired.
Within minutes, his phone rang. “Yeah?”
“This dude has been making some serious deposits in his brokerage account. Trappers must be doing really well in your area.”
“How well?”
“We’re talking hundreds of thousands. And it’s been going on for a while.”
“Don, can you get back here? I need you ASAP.”
Within minutes, Don roared into the yard, and then the men were in Dave’s boat, heading across the lake. Dave explained how he had noticed the broken tip on Craig Speer’s knife the day after Mike Eaves’ death. He also got a hold of Ralph Billings, who confirmed that the knife held by the man who had attacked him had not had a broken tip that he remembered. Eaves’ killer was someone Eaves knew, and he had known Speer.
“How should we handle this?” asked Don as Dave pushed the boat to full throttle.
“We don’t know if Speer will be there, or if Richie has seen him yet. If Speer is there, and we can reach him before Richie, then we are there to tell him the good news of the killer being caught. If Richie has already been there and gone, we can tell him that we weren’t sure who was to tell him the news and just wanted to be sure he heard it. And, if Richie is still there, well, then the story is that he’s needed at work for a meeting.”
Richie had no idea he was walking into the arms of a killer. There was no reason for Speer to panic at a visit from Meline, but Dave had to be sure Richie was safe. And he needed to get Speer into custody.
Speer lived on a point southeast of Dave, a mile from the mouth of the Seagull River. The point ran west, out about two miles into the main lake, then cut sharply back to the east. Speer’s cabin was the only one on the northside of the point. Similarly, Mike Eaves’ place was the only cabin on the south-facing side of the point, although not as far to the east.
As they approached Speer’s dock, they could see Richie’s boat tied to the far side and the two men on the sandy beach in front. It looked as if both were watching them approach, which they were, except Speer had a knife at the deputy’s throat.
“Shit,” muttered Dave as he cut the motor and the boat slid to a slow stop at the end of the dock.
“Morning, Sheriff,” said a smiling Speer. “What brings you out this way?”
The brothers tied off the boat then stepped onto the dock.
“Before you all go any further, I’d greatly appreciate it if you’d drop your weapons in the water.”
The Trasks looked at each other then did as Speer asked.
As they moved down the dock toward Speer, they could see Richie’s hands tied behind his back and what Dave guessed was Richie’s gun stuffed in the waist of Speer’s pants.
“You okay, Richie?” asked Dave.
“Yes, sir,” responded his frightened deputy.
Dave looked to Speer. “Let him go, Speer. This is over!”
Speer laughed. “Over? Well, I just don’t think so,” he responded, laughing again. “But I suppose I should let him go.”
To the Trasks’ surprise, Speer removed his knife from Richie’s neck and sliced the rope binding the deputy’s wrists. Speer then returned his knife to its sheath and pulled out the gun.
“Hands in the air, please. Richie, if you would please go search our guests?”
Meline smiled as he ordered the brothers to spread their legs. The men complied as he patted them down, revealing no weapons.
“What the hell is going on, Richie?” asked Dave as Meline finished his search.
“Sorry, Sheriff. Just following orders, like you told me,” he replied with a smile then returned to stand by Speer.
“Excellent!” said Speer with a grin. “Now, if you gentlemen would just keep your hands in the air and follow Richie, we’d like to give you a little tour.”
“Where we going, boss?” asked Meline.
“To the hut, my boy.”
Richie laughed as he walked across the sand toward Speer’s cabin. It was a simple, single-story affair. Dave guessed it was probably laid out much the way Mike Eaves’ cabin was, without the addition. It had split-log siding, stained barn red, with white-framed windows and door. Speer kept a small yard mowed around the structure. Dave had passed the cabin before but had never stopped.
Dave and Don followed, side by side, with Speer behind. They did not go to the front door of the cabin. Instead, Richie led the group through the yard on the west side of the cabin, to a path that had been cut through the woods. As they passed, Dave saw a satellite dish and what looked like a small cell tower in the yard behind the cabin.
“How long have you been in on this, Richie?”
Meline turned back to Dave and smiled. “Ever since the election. Mr. Speer said he felt bad I didn’t get the job and asked me if I’d like to make a little extra money.”
“You can still get out of this, Richie.”
Richie laughed. “Oh, I don’t think so. I’ve already made more than you’ll make in the next two years, and there’s more to come. And now I’m sure to get your job, too!”
The men were forced to go single file as they started down the trail; Don behind Meline.
Dave shook his head in disgust. “Why did you kill him, Speer?” he shouted, now watching his step so as not to trip over a root or rock.
“I assume you are referring to Mr. Eaves? Well, you see, he just wasn’t a very friendly neighbor.” Speer chuckled.
“What the hell does that mean?” shouted Don.
“My, such language,” replied Speer in a disapproving tone as they reached a fork in the trail.
“To the right, Richie!” shouted Speer, waving his gun in that direction.
Richie stopped and looked back. “I thought it was to the left?”
“I made a new trail,” replied Speer. “This way is easier.”
Richie looked to the left one more time then moved down the trail to the right. The woods were thick now and, with little breeze, the flies were buzzing. Dave stopped to slap a bug on his ear, but Speer pushed the gun barrel roughly into his back. Dave turned his head to give Speer a look that said he had better not do that again when he stopped short, grimacing in pain as he felt something under the bandage on his neck tear. He reached for his neck, but Speer yelled at him to keep his hands high.
“No, no. Keep moving. Well, as I was saying, my buddy, Mike, just refused to sell his property to me. I offered him far more than it was worth, but he still refused. I really had no choice.”
Don stumbled on the stump of a recently cut tree, Dave grabbing him by the arm before he fell.
“Hands up, gentlemen, or I’m going to be forced to penalize you for disobeying orders, and my penalties are quite severe. Now move!”
The density of the growth surrounding them increased as they moved up a small incline, providing occasional shade but making any attempt at a dash through the woods impossible. “You killed him just because he wouldn’t sell? I don’t buy it,” stated Dave. “There’s more to it.” Dave was warm now, sweat trickling down the side of his head. He felt lightheaded, tired, and he could feel something warm flowing down his neck to his shoulder.
Richie laughed at Dave’s comment but kept moving.
“Now, Richie, we mustn’t make fun of our guests,” admonished Speer before redirecting his comments to Dave. “That is very good, Sheriff. You see, I run a small import/export business that requires planes to land on the lake. They’ve had to land behind my point since you built on the other side of the lake, so I guess, in a way, it’s really your fault that I had to kill him. Anyway, Mike was asking questions about the planes, because they were forced to go by his place when he was there a few times and, well, I just couldn’t have him asking questions. The killings at the camps were an excellent opportunity for me to take care of the problem.”
The men continued on in silence for a few moments, their breathing getting heavier. All the growth and recently cut branches on the path made it almost impossible to see roots, rocks, and small stumps, leading the brothers to stumble several times more as they moved deeper into the woods.
“What kind of business are we talking about, Speer?” growled Don.
“Why don’t we go over that when we get to the warehouse?” he replied.
Richie stopped and wiped his brow with the back of his hand. The day was turning hot, and the humidity in the damp woods was high. “How much farther?” he asked Speer.
“Do you see a big stump up ahead?” asked Speer.
Richie turned and looked. “Yeah?”
“Good. Stay to the left of the stump, and the trail will turn up the ridge. Not much farther.”
Richie trudged toward the stump, staying to the left as instructed, looking up the ridge ahead. It was possible that Meline might have seen the branches and moss covering the pit in the middle of the trail ahead of him, if he had kept his eyes on the ground, but it wasn’t likely. Speer was an expert trapper and knew how to camouflage his work.
Walking three steps past the stump, he disappeared in front of the brothers.
Don stopped short, his arms going out from his side to stop his brother. The brothers inched forward before dropping to their knees, clearing away the remaining loose moss and branches that still hung over the edge of the pit. Sharp pointed spears covered the floor of the pit, two protruding from Richie’s back where he lay facedown below.
“You bastard!” shouted Don as he sprang to his feet, turning toward Speer.
“Oh my! I must have completely forgotten all about that. I suggest you gentlemen be careful the rest of the way. I am getting so forgetful in my old age,” he added with a sly smile.
Dave was still on his knees, struggling to stand, the blood from his wound spreading across the front of his shirt. Don turned back to help him up. Then the men slowly made their way around the edge of the pit and moved on at as slow a pace as Speer would allow. Don led now, toeing the ground, looking for any signs of disturbed earth, although he doubted he would ever see the next pit if Speer didn’t want him to.
Another hundred yards along, and the path curved to the left before breaking out into a small clearing. Straight ahead was a granite wall, rising to twenty feet at its peak. In the center, a split.
“Let’s move inside, gentlemen. Straight ahead,” prodded Speer. “Keep those hands high, please.”
The men crossed the clearing then turned sideways, bowing their heads as they shuffled through the fissure. After ten feet, the crevice opened into a circular area, roughly thirty feet across. The floor was clay, and the roof was open, granite walls all around. In the middle of the cave was a pit, much like the one that had claimed Richie’s life. Only, this one wasn’t covered. Dave was looking down into the pit when Don poked him in the side and pointed to the wall behind the pit. What looked like bricks wrapped in blue plastic lined the wall, stacked nearly to the ceiling. Dave estimated easily over a hundred.
“Hands up, gentlemen,” said Speer as he again poked Dave in the back, nearly causing him to lose his balance and fall into the pit.
Don reached out quickly to grab Dave’s arm and steady him.
“Careful.” Speer chuckled. “Anyway, I assume that you can guess what that is along the wall?”
“Heroin,” replied Don.
“Very good! My, you BCA cops are smart! Well, anyway, you can see now how it would be awkward to have a snoopy neighbor around my business, I assume?”
“So, how did you find out we knew about you?” inquired Dave as he returned his stare to the pit.
“Well, I didn’t exactly, but when Richie came out here today, he mentioned that the coroner had called the office with the information about a broken knife tip and, well, I just assumed that you would eventually figure things out. After all, we didn’t vote you in just to be another dumb local.” Speer snickered.
The twins heard him, but they were no longer listening. Lined up neatly next to the drugs were several human skulls.
“And, who are they?” asked Dave, nodding in the skulls’ direction.
“Well, you heard about the missing engineers and prospectors? Congratulations! You just found them!” He giggled.
Don shook his head. It didn’t take much to figure out that Speer couldn’t risk having mining companies around when he was trying to move shipments in and out.
The men turned to face Speer. “So, we can assume you are the ghost?”
“My, nothing escapes you. You must definitely be the smart brother.”
Dave just shook his head and muttered, “You bastard!”
“I told you I don’t like that language!” shouted Speer, pointing his gun at Dave and firing at his left thigh.
Pain exploded in Dave’s leg as it went out from under him. Dave fell forward, his legs sliding out over the edge of the pit, pulling him down. He clawed at the floor but continued to slide down, his fingers leaving a trail in the damp grey clay. He slowed his descent but continued to lose ground, his shoulders now even with the floor, the spears waiting directly below. As he hung over the edge, he kicked at the wall with his good leg, his toe getting a grip on a small boulder that was protruding from the wall, halting his decent momentarily.
As Dave felt the grip on his right hand give way, Don fell to his knees and grabbed Dave’s wrist. Don looked into his brother’s eyes with fear, but Dave was smiling.
In the background, Speer let loose a wild laugh. Don felt himself losing his grip on his brother’s sweaty arm.
“On the count of two, I want you to pull me up as fast as you can,” Dave whispered.
Don gave a barely perceptible nod, reaching down to get a grip below Dave’s elbow.
“One,” Dave paused. “Two!” he shouted.
Dave pushed up with his foot as Don pulled his brother up to him so that they were face to face. Reaching around behind him with his free arm, Dave pulled a gun from the back of his pants and shot over Don’s shoulder as his brother fell backward, Dave on top of him.
Dave watched as Speer looked in disbelief at the blood spreading in the center of his shirt before dropping to the floor, and then … everything went black.




Chapter Forty-Two

Dave could hear distant voices, like when he had been a kid, waking up to the sounds of his parents in the kitchen upstairs. He tried to move his hands to rub the sleep out of his eyes, but his arms were heavy, and he could barely lift them. The voices were suddenly louder, closer. He opened his eyes to see Linda looking down at him, Don soon appearing behind her.
“I thought I was in heaven for a minute until I saw Don. I know he’ll never make it.” His throat was dry and raw, and the words came out in a raspy tone.
Linda grabbed his hand and laughed before tears started to run down her cheeks.
“Sorry,” said Dave. “Didn’t mean to make you cry.”
Linda squeezed his hand hard, wiping the tears from her eyes with the other. “You damn well better be sorry!” she replied in mock anger. “It looks like I wasted a lot of time preparing my examination room for nothing.”
Dave laughed, sorry he did with the pain it caused, and he could hear Don do the same.
“How long have I been out?”
“Three days,” Linda answered. “The bullet in your leg found an artery. We weren’t sure you would make it for a while.” Tears flowed again. She released her grip and moved away to blow her nose and wipe her eyes.
Dave looked to his brother. “What happened?”
“What happened was you passed out on top of me after you shot Speer. I rolled you off, tied your leg off with my belt, and was able to wake you up. You leaned on me and made it almost back to the boat before you passed out again. I hauled you in the boat and got you back to the landing where Clark met us, and we hauled ass to Duluth. You really need to lose some weight, by the way.”
“I guess I owe you another beer?”
“Well, you did get Speer, so we’ll call it even. By the way, where the hell did that gun come from? My ears are still ringing.”
“I stuffed it in the back of my pants, under my shirt. It’s a good thing Richie was such a lousy cop. I don’t think he ever frisked anyone before.” Dave went quiet and thought about his deputy, angry about not picking up some sign of what was to come.
Don, as usual, could read his thoughts. “I wouldn’t beat myself up over Richie; nobody could have seen that coming.”
“I guess,” Dave answered quietly, knowing it would prey on his mind for some time.
Linda reappeared at Don’s side with red eyes and nose, and he looked over at her.
“How long am I going to be stuck here?” he asked as he tried to push himself into a sitting position but quickly fell back.
“Your doctor here says it will be a few more days,” replied Don, nodding to Linda. “I tried to convince her that I could keep her busy, but she turned me down,” he added with a tight grin.
Somehow, Dave didn’t doubt it.
“He told me he was not only better looking and smarter than you,” Linda picked up, “but a lot more fun. I told him that would be just too much for me to handle in one man,” she added with her own wry smile.
“Couldn’t argue with that,” responded Don in a serious tone as he returned his look to his brother. “Anyway, you’ve put me about a month behind with my real job while I did yours, so I need to get back to it. Don’t call me; I’ll call you … maybe,” he said, touching his hand to the back of Dave’s before quickly removing it and turning to leave.
Linda and Dave watched him go, with Dave wondering if his hard-edged brother wasn’t getting a little soft.
Dave reached out and grabbed Linda’s hand. “What now, Doc?”
“I suggest you get plenty of rest while you are here, because the rehab program I am prescribing for you will be quite vigorous,” she replied in a serious tone.
“Vigorous, huh?”
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