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1

Thunder clamored like artillery rounds above the great expanse of northern wilderness. In the laden air lightning crackled and struck the earth, hitting and destroying a three-hundred-foot-tall white pine tree that had stood on the shores of Arrowhead Lake for the better part of two centuries. A huge section of the trunk fell forward, striking the water with a thunderous roar. The remainder of the tree crashed back onto the forest floor forming a giant umbrella of pine boughs. A thin column of smoke rose out of the destruction, and the acrid stench of ozone permeated the forest.

Claude Higgins raised his head up and sniffed the air. The forest was dry; perhaps dry enough to spontaneously combust. He smiled, fascinated by the prospect. He put his hand in his pocket and fingered the cigarette lighter there. As enticing as the thought was, what would be the point? On this day rain threatened; the western horizon was bloated with fat thunderheads, the air heavy with moisture. Soon the clouds would be overhead, then they would open up, and the rain would pour down and act as great spoiler. Today, tomorrow, next week, next year, what difference did it make? In the end, one way or another, all of this would be gone. What an ironic twist of fate if all the paper company’s plans were stolen from the clutches of the harvesters by something as natural as spontaneous combustion. Or as unnatural as the flame from a Zippo lighter. But what did Higgins care? His job here was nearly done, and he couldn’t wait to get out of this miserable shithole of a wilderness.

Higgins’s ears were still ringing from the explosion. He had been close enough to the lightning strike to hear the giant tree crash into the lake. The incident was so violent, in fact, that he’d fallen to the ground and had lain prone with his hands over his ears until the noise had abated. But now everything was quiet, and some macabre sense—perhaps the same damning sense of curiosity he’d had since childhood growing up in Dublin’s rough and seedy Clondalkin neighborhood—had hold of him, and he moved toward lake shore to investigate the carnage, swatting impatiently at the clouds of mosquitoes and black flies that swarmed around his head as he did so. “Flesh-eating little fuckers,” he raved as he made his way through the debris toward the now serene lake.

Once there he stood gawking in awe. He’d never seen anything like this. Ireland—his homeland—had few trees, and the ones that still existed there were small and spindly. The tree that crashed down into this lake was at least six feet in diameter at its base and many hundreds of feet tall. Unable to resist, he climbed atop the massive—now horizontal—tree trunk and began moving gingerly out over the lake. The tree’s rough bark surface provided a non-skid foothold and there were plenty of limbs to grab hold of to steady himself as he went. Though thunderheads continued to mass in the distance, the lake was now serene, and the sky above was clear. It was as if nothing at all had happened here. 

The tree was still in the process of settling, he noted, and every so often the trunk would shift sickeningly. Whenever this happened Higgins would grab hold of a limb to keep himself from tumbling into the water. 

Nearly to the end now, he stopped and gazed back toward shoreline. Movement there startled him. He strained his eyes, trying to see what it was. Probably some sort of animal. The forest was rife with them—deer, moose, bear, wolves, wild cats and coyotes. But suddenly he could see that it was none of those things; in fact, he could see quite plainly what it was; that pesky old Indian chief—Neptune or something—he couldn’t remember, standing beside the giant nest of newly unearthed tree roots staring out at him. Higgins was just about to holler at him and ask him what the hell he wanted when the chief raised a hand, made a fist and placed it over his heart. Then he raised his other hand and pointed his index finger at him. After doing so, the chief turned his back to him and moved off into the forest. The old bugger must have been nearby when the tree came crashing down, and like Higgins he’d come to investigate. Oh well, Higgins was glad he was gone. The old sod gave him the willies.

Now Higgins stood gazing out over the lake’s huge expanse in wonder. At least out here the flying little blood suckers weren’t as prevalent as they had been on shore, and he felt a sense of welcome relief.

Again, Higgins was startled by swift movement; only this time it came from below the surface of the water. He leaned out while hanging onto a sturdy limb and gazed down into depths that were as bright and clear as a mountain stream. He wondered why this was so considering the violent interruption this section of the lake had just received. He could see all the way to the bottom and estimated the depth here at perhaps twenty feet, maybe more, it was hard to tell. He decided the tree trunk must be afloat.

Swift movement again; silvery, like a giant fish swimming beneath the tree trunk. He got down on his hands and knees and gazed into the depths, hoping he could identify the swiftly-moving object. Since coming here earlier in the spring he’d seen a few large fish taken from the lake, but nothing as large as what he’d just seen. There it was again, only now there were three of them, swimming deftly back and forth beneath the floating tree trunk, crossing each other’s paths and causing whirlpools beneath the surface, like playful dolphins at some aquatic theme park. But these weren’t fish. He could see that now. And they weren’t dolphins. He squinted his eyes. “Holy shite!” he breathed. They were children. No doubt about it. Two girls and one boy. He could see them clearly. Both girls had long, blond hair and wore flowing white gowns that could have been nightdresses. And the boy—who was smaller than either girl—wore only boxer shorts and had brown hair cut short. 

Gooseflesh crawled along Higgins’s arms when he tried to rationalize how these children could be here; how they could be swimming as swiftly and effortlessly as they were underwater without surfacing for air. This was all wrong. 

In a move that took him completely by surprise, one of the swimming girls suddenly broke the surface, reached her white, nearly transparent hand out and stroked his cheek before sliding back down into the depths and disappearing.

Unnerved, Higgins stood and put his hand to the spot where the child had touched him. Sure enough, it was wet. Totally unnerved now, he made his way as swiftly as possible back to shore.
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Lyle Corcoran brushed his hands together with relish. The last obstacle was finally out of the way. He had personally seen to it. He’d followed the old Indian chief into the forest as he’d set off for home. He’d caught up with him and had tried one last time to persuade him to see things their way. It hadn’t gone well. Corcoran was a little sorry it had had to end the way it did, he’d sort of liked the eccentric old man. But orders were orders, and when the old sod had lain a hand on his face and started talking that rubbish about the curse of Arrowhead Lake, well, Corcoran had lost patience with him, and then he’d lost his temper. 

His instructions had been simple: first, negotiations, and then gentle persuasion, and if that didn’t work, not so gentle persuasion, and if all else failed ... well, the message had been clear enough. He never actually thought it would come to this, but the good news was, the old bugger would never again raise his voice in protest.

The paper company was swamping a new improved road in around the foot of Blackcat Mountain, and within a few weeks they would begin the business of laying waste to thirty thousand acres of prime forests. Things were moving along quite nicely, and Corcoran was very much pleased with himself.

3

When Claude Higgins returned to camp, he was greeted by Lyle Corcoran. “Where’ve you been, old boy?” Corcoran asked.

Higgins was reluctant to mention the fallen tree, and even more reluctant to mention the swimming children, fearful that Corcoran would think him daft, so he said, “Just having me a little walk.” 

Corcoran glared balefully at Higgins. “A walk, eh? You been smoking something?”

Higgins grunted in derision. “You weren’t around, so I did me own thing.” 

“The power company should be here tomorrow,” Corcoran told Higgins. “They’ve been laying poles and stringing lines up Wilderness Road from Great Bear Lake. I was just down that way. They’re only a couple of miles away from camp as we speak.”

“Finally bringing civilization to the wilderness,” Higgins commented dryly.

“This is going to be base camp for the next two or more years,” Corcoran said with a toothy grin. “Men need their automatic coffee makers and X-rated videos to keep them happy.” 

“Speaking of X-rated videos,” Higgins said, “we’ve got company over in cabin three.”

Corcoran glared suspiciously at Higgins. “X-rated videos? What the hell are you going on about?” He pulled a crumpled package of cigarettes from his breast pocket and extracted one.

Higgins had a bright gleam in his naturally rheumy eyes. “Something we haven’t seen in these parts for quite some time.”

Corcoran looked up from lighting his cigarette. His eyes squinted down into narrow slits. He closed the hinged cover on the Zippo lighter with his thumb. It made a small metallic click as he did so. Smoke trailed from his nostrils. “A woman?” he asked, his voice greedy with anticipation. “You talkin about a little bird?”

Higgins laughed out loud. “Aye, I am,” he said. “A real looker, too, blonde . . . nice personalities . . . only trouble is, she’s got a couple of brats with her.”

“No man?”

“None I’ve seen. Just the two boys.”

Corcoran began to grin, and his mouth twisted into something that resembled a sneer. “I don’t care how many kids she’s got with her. I ain’t seen a real woman in two and a half months, and this old boy is mighty lonely.”

“Don’t be getting any funny ideas, Lyle. We’re out of here in two weeks, free and clear with some seriously mean cash. We’ll never have to look at this rat hole wilderness again. So, don’t be spoiling it by being overly friendly. Remember what we were told. Never trust anybody. That crazy old Indian isn’t the only one trying to stop this operation.”

“I don’t think we’ll be hearing too many more objections from him,” Corcoran said. 

“No?” Higgins said, and Corcoran could see a slight cast of confusion in his pale eyes. “Did he finally agree to back off and shut his mouth?”

“Wasn’t in his nature,” Corcoran said. “He had to be silenced. You know that. He was trying to drag too many people into this thing.” 

“Wait a minute,” Higgins, said. “You took care of him?”

“Had to. He was starting to freak the men out, anyway.”

“How?”

“A couple of whacks on the head with me pistol here.” Corcoran patted the semi-automatic on his hip. “Then I put him in the ground.”

Higgins’s eyes widened. “You buried him?”

“Aye.” 

“When did you do it?” Higgins was thinking about what he’d seen a mere half hour ago.

“What difference does it make? He’s gone and no one will miss the old sod.”

Higgins was staring at him, and Corcoran saw fear in his eyes. “Happened this morning. He was here talking to the boss and well, after he left Jenkins gave me the nod, said the old chief was more trouble than he was worth. That was the end of it. Why? What’s troubling you?” Corcoran lit another cigarette from the embers of the last one while watching Higgins carefully. 

“Do you believe in curses?” Higgins said, looking away from Corcoran’s scrutinizing eyes.

“Bloody rubbish,” Corcoran said. “That’s all it is.”

“Yeah, but this place feels strange, like there’s something odd here that don’t belong. Don’t tell me you don’t feel it.”

Corcoran grunted and flapped his hand dismissively.

“Listen, Lyle, you heard the story about the curse of Arrowhead Lake, just like I did. And you saw Doggett’s body before we buried it. What do you think happened to him?”

Corcoran shook his head. “I don’t know, mate. He just died. Some sort of disease. Maybe all these fucking mosquitoes and black flies poisoned him.”

“So, you think that’s all it was, some kind of disease?”

“Christ, Higgins, who knows. What the fuck difference does it make? The wanker’s dead, and no one’s going to miss his sorry ass. We’re out of here soon, so stop worrying.”

“That old Indian touched Doggett that day,” Higgins said, and he was thinking of the swimming child that had laid her hand on him. “You remember? He touched him on the face.”

“Yeah, I remember. So what?”

“He said that if the paper companies didn’t reverse their policies and listen to reason, the Protectors—yeah, that’s what he called it—the Protectors would do it for them one at a time.”

“Bloody rubbish,” Corcoran said with a laugh. It was a short, nervous little sound, more a cough. “Listen, Higgins, he touched me too. Just before I put him down.”

“Where?”

“On the face.”

Higgins scrutinized Corcoran’s face. “Oh, shite, man you’ve got something growing there.”

“Where?” Corcoran said, his hand going to his face, his eyes widening. 

Higgins bent over in spasms of uncontrollable laughter that turned into a rough cough.

“You wanker,” Corcoran said.

“Relax, mate,” Higgins said getting himself under control. “I was just yanking your chain. What happened when he touched you? Did he say anything?”

“He spieled off some rubbish in his native language. I don’t know what most of it meant. Then I heard the words curse and Protectors, in English. And then something about children.” 

“Children?” Higgins said, as his heart hammered into a gallop. “What about children?”

“Don’t know, don’t care. Maybe has something to do with those kids you told me about. The ones the woman brought with her.”

Higgins stared at Corcoran; his eyes were wet with moisture. He knew the children he’d seen with the woman this morning weren’t the same ones he’d seen in the lake, but he wasn’t about to tell Corcoran that. In fact, he was starting to have serious doubts he’d seen anything, including Chief Neptune, who, according to Corcoran had been dead since early this morning. None of it was logical. Perhaps that lightning strike had addled his brain. Why else would he have climbed out on that fallen tree? It wasn’t in his nature to do something like that. “How would he know about those brats?” Higgins said. “You said the old chief was history.”

Corcoran shrugged. 

“It was almost a week before Doggett started getting sick, you know,” Higgins said. 

“Yeah, so?”

“Well, what if . . .”

“What if be damned, Higgins. I don’t believe in curses. Right now, I just want to get myself cleaned up and have a nip.” He turned away from Higgins and began moving toward his cabin. “I believe I’ve got me some courting to do.”

“Remember what I told you,” Higgins called after him. “We’re out of here in two weeks, so don’t screw anything up.”

“Yeah, yeah,” Corcoran said over his shoulder. “I heard you.”

As Corcoran walked away Higgins stared after him. He remembered how Doggett’s symptoms had first presented themselves. There had been small sores on his face, like infected mosquito bites. Within a few days the sores had taken over most of his face and then the rest of his body. Doggett had died a horrible and painful death. 

It’s true that he’d noticed several small red welts on Corcoran’s left cheek but had made light of the moment so as not to alarm him. Just the same he wondered if it was where the old man had touched him. He reached his hand up and massaged the place on his own face where less than an hour ago a mysterious swimming child had touched him. He thought he felt something there. A rash or something. He hadn’t told Corcoran about the incident for fear of being ridiculed. Now he thought maybe he should have. Doggett’s sores had spread quickly to his neck and shoulders and then had proceeded to rot his entire body. He’d died a terrible death and he and Lyle had been instructed by Jenkins, the company boss’s right-hand man, to bury the body in the woods. Like him and Corcoran Doggett was an illegal. What they didn’t need, Jenkins had explained was any more negative publicity. As Higgins walked toward his cabin, the sky darkened, thunder boomed loudly overhead, and large drops of rain began pelting down onto the dry earth.
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This was the fifth 4th of July weekend in a row that Rachel King had come to Arrowhead Lake with her two sons, nine-year-old Christopher and seven-year-old Gary. But it was the first time she’d been here without her husband Brian. That’s because Brian was dead. Brian had been killed the previous December when his car skidded out of control on the highway and slammed into a concrete bridge abutment. The young woman who had been riding with him had also been killed. Kathleen had been Brian’s legal assistant and they’d been speeding, late for a court appearance when the accident happened. Rachel couldn’t say she was sorry about Kathleen. 

The day before the accident, Rachel had found out that Kathleen was more than Brian’s legal assistant, much more, in fact, and that she had been for quite some time. “I thought you ought to know this, Rachel... you know Kathleen, Brian’s latest secretary, well ... Frank and I saw them coming out of the Bowdoin the other night ... and Rachel, they had their arms around each other and they ... they were smooching, Rachel ... like two young lovers ... Rachel ...? Rachel ...? I just thought you ought to know, that’s all ... Rachel, are you hearing me? Are you still there?” 

Rachel wasn’t there. She’d put the phone slowly back into its cradle, without so much as a thank you, how do you do, or a fuck off to her ex best friend Donna Childress. She’d waded through the rest of that day in a semi-trance state, feeling not unlike a salmon swimming upstream. That night Brian had come home a little later than usual, but not much. He shot baskets in the yard with the boys as Rachel watched through the window, barely able to hold back a flood of tears and a slow burn of rage. After supper they went to bed, watched some TV—which was their custom—and then they’d made love, or rather Brian had made love. Rachel had tried to keep herself detached from the act in hopes of catching some little nuance in Brian’s lovemaking that might give his infidelity away. She hadn’t detected anything, however, and as a matter of fact, the more she’d tried to detach herself the more she got caught up in the moment, and before she knew it, she was coming like a mad woman. Brian had had to put a hand over her mouth to stifle her screams, for fear of waking the boys. Afterward she’d rolled over and quietly wept for the remainder of the night while Brian snored softly beside her. 

By morning she couldn’t take it anymore. She packed the boys off to school, and then she’d confronted Brian with her knowledge of the affair. Brian had not denied it. Actually, he’d been quite up front about it, catching Rachel completely off guard. He said it wasn’t an affair at all, just casual sex a few times. He said Kathleen was a dim bulb and he didn’t love her. In fact, he planned on firing her. He was going to tell her that morning that the whole thing was off. 

Rachel had cried, called him a bastard and had thrown several dishes at him. All of which he’d successfully ducked. The whole thing had ended in a violent argument, Brian storming out of the house, but not before punching several fist-size holes in the walls and tearing a door completely off its hinges. The state police called two hours later, and Rachel had gone down to the morgue to identify the body. 

Although the details of the accident were sketchy, for months afterward Rachel kept having this dream where Brian and Kathleen are driving to court. He’s telling Kathleen the affair is off, and she gets angry, grabs the wheel and violently twists it, and before Brian can get the car back under control, it skids and slams into the bridge abutment. 

But that burning question is still there in her mind; it probably always would be. What if I hadn’t confronted him that morning with my knowledge of the affair? Would he still be alive? What if? What if? What the fuck if?

Rachel came back to reality with a strong jolt. “Come away from that wharf,” she called to her seven-year-old son Gary who was lying on his stomach on the sparsely painted, graying boards dangling his hands in the water.

“Aw, Mom,” Gary whined, getting dolefully to his feet. I saw some big fish down there. I was just trying to catch one.”

“Not until you get your bathing suit on. Now come up here this instant. Besides, I think it’s about to rain. You boys come up here on the porch until it passes.”

Rachel didn’t understand what had gone wrong. She and Brian’s life together up until that point had been very good indeed. A winning law practice, a house on the right side of the tracks, two beautiful children, vacations—a Mercedes for him, a Jag for her; the proverbial American dream. And then he had gone and thrown it all away on a love affair—no! A sex affair—with some high-heeled, mini-skirted little bimbo he’d hired just three months before. 

Rachel had been doing a lot of soul-searching since then, trying to come to grips with the possibility of the whole thing somehow being her fault. Wasn’t that what wives were supposed to do? Take the blame for their husband’s indiscretions? The shrink told her to cut it out; she’d said it was damaging, foolhardy and masochistic to blame herself, but Rachel couldn’t get it out of her mind; no matter what the shrink said, she would always be haunted by the prospect that it had somehow been her fault. She had taken Brian away from his two sons, boys who had worshiped the ground he’d walked on. What if? What if? What if—?

—But she knew deep in her heart that somehow, she needed to put it all behind her, to let go of the guilt and the pain. Brian was dead. Brian would always be dead. No matter what she did or how she felt, nothing was ever going to alter that fact. She thought that coming back here to Arrowhead Lake one last time would help to free her. Now she wasn’t so sure anymore. Although she loved this place, it felt kind of creepy being here without him. It was a place that belonged to her and Brian, and Brian’s ghost was here, she could sense him. How could she let go of something that refused to let go of her? There was magic at Arrowhead Lake this year, she’d begun to feel it even before they arrived. But it didn’t seem like good magic, it felt bad, like a calm before some terrible storm. 
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But the boys had wanted to come, and Rachel didn’t have the heart to say no. She supposed she was doing it as much for them as for herself. Brian’s death had been particularly devastating to Christopher who had ended up in therapy over it. He was getting better now, but he still worried her. He was like a different child. He’d drawn into himself. He used to be outgoing, athletic, full of vitality. Now he spent most of his time in his room alone playing with his computer, and when he wasn’t doing that, he would lie on his bed listlessly throwing Nerf balls through the hoop Brian had mounted on the wall for him. She’d asked him once what he thought about during all those quiet hours. He’d looked up at her, those sad blue eyes of his unable or unwilling to shed even one single tear and he’d simply said, “Dad.”

Rachel thought her heart would break. She’d gone into her bedroom, closed the door and wept until she thought something inside her would break.

Chris had made few requests of his mother since the accident. Coming back to Arrowhead Lake had been one of them and Rachel couldn’t have said no even if she’d wanted to. 

“Can we go say hello to Mr. and Mrs. Johnson?” Chris asked.

“Sure,” Rachel replied. “But why don’t you wait until we’re unpacked, and we’ll all go up.” 

Rachel and the boys busied themselves carrying things from the shiny new Jeep Cherokee to the cabin. They were just finishing when the clouds opened up. They sat on the front porch drinking lemonade, listening to the loud, iron bell hammering of thunder overhead and watching the rain squalls whip across the lake, transforming its glass-like surface into a boiling caldron. 

Cabin three was the one they always stayed in. Like all of the other cabins on the lake it was quaint, constructed more than a century ago from cedar logs. It had a small kitchenette with a black slate sink and a hand pump that sucked wash water up the embankment from the lake. There was a spacious living area with a rock fireplace in the center, and in the back, two small cozy bedrooms. Attached to the front of the cabin overlooking the lake was a screened-in porch furnished with lots of comfortable old down-filled furniture. Off to the side a set of sturdy wooden steps made their way down to a large floating dock where several fishing boats, canoes and other watercraft bobbed listlessly in the soft swells. 

In the spring and summer Arrowhead Lake Camps were used mostly by trout fishermen, as well as those like her and Brian—a place for people who want to get lost and don’t mind roughing it. In the fall, bear and deer hunters rented these cozy cabins. 

But this was the first year Rachel had seen so much paper company activity. There were at least four forest-green pickup trucks in camp with the familiar Great Woods Timber emblem on the doors, and on the way in she’d passed the power company laying poles and lines.

It made her a little bit sad to think about civilization coming to Arrowhead Lake. This place had always felt like a place she and Brian had discovered, and now, with Brian’s passing, it seemed the rest of the world was in the process of discovering it.
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The thunder showers passed within the half hour. Rachel and the boys walked up the hill to the main lodge where they were eager to greet the owners, Ben and Peggy Johnson. Ben was a large man with a full head of iron gray hair and hands the size of catchers’ mitts. He had a penchant for storytelling and enjoyed having children around. He and Peggy had never been able to have children of their own. He had kind, gentle blue eyes and a warm Jimmy Carter smile. Peggy was blonde, petite, full of vitality, and looked twenty years younger than her actual age. The pair had bought the camps more than twenty years ago after staying here for a weekend and falling in love with the place. It was a way for them to retire early, Ben had told the Kings once, and now, even though they were beyond retirement age, they stayed on out of their love for the place.

Christopher ran ahead and opened the screen door. Skittles, Mrs. Johnson’s prized Maine coon cat reclined the length of the windowsill where a huge Christmas cactus held up its sectioned blades in the arid soil of a majolica planter. In the Great Room to the left, the lodge’s weathered barn board walls were a virtual gallery of mounted animal heads and trophy fish. Beneath a faded Wyeth print which hung askew on the wall, Gunner, the Johnson’s twelve-year-old black Labrador retriever opened an eye and watched the trio enter the lodge. When his name was spoken, he eagerly began thumping his tail on the floor and scratching noisily to his feet.

“Hey, Gunner, hey, boy, good dog,” Chris said, burying his face in the soft fur of the dog’s neck.

Ben and Peggy watched with sad, awkward smiles as the boys fawned over the dog. When Rachel looked up and saw the tears in Peggy’s eyes she too began to weep. The two women embraced. Rachel had hoped the tears were all behind her but realized suddenly that in the years since they had first come to Arrowhead Lake, Brian and she had become like a son and daughter to the Johnsons, and the children like grandchildren. The thought made her relive the sadness of losing Brian all over again. Since that first year here Peggy and Rachel had kept in diligent touch through letters, post cards, phone calls and emails. Following Brian’s death Rachel had sat down and written an email to the Johnsons explaining what had happened. The Johnsons had responded by attending the funeral. It had been nine months since all of that had taken place, and the wounds were still healing inside them all. 
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Ben stood uncomfortably watching the two women hold each other and cry. The boys seemed not to notice, which was probably a good thing. They were too preoccupied with Gunner. When Ben spoke, his voice was all bluff and hearty, thick with emotion.

“Well,” he said. “How about you boys and me going down and getting one of the boats ready for some late afternoon fishing?”

Both boys jumped up and cried excitedly. “Can we, Mom?” Chris asked, his eyes brighter than she’d seen them in months.

Rachel smiled through her tears. “Sure,” she said. “But first you’ll have to go back to the cabin and change your clothes.”

“Can Gunner go with us?” Gunner was standing at the door, wagging his tail, looking longingly at the two boys with big brown eyes.

Ben laughed. “I don’t think a medium-rare sirloin steak would keep him away from you guys.” The boys and Gunner raced off toward cabin 3, leaving the screen door to slam behind them.

“As you’ve probably noticed, there are some strange going’s on in camp this summer,” Peggy said, cutting right to the chase.

Ben shot Peggy a sideward glance.

“I’m going to talk about it, Ben,” said Peggy adamantly. “I don’t care what you say.”

Rachel looked from Ben to Peggy and saw the tension in both their faces. “What’s going on?” She said.

Ben ran his fingers through his head of thick, gray hair and sighed. “I signed a contract with Great Woods,” he said. “Now I wish I hadn’t. I don’t like their style, their manners or their methods.”

Rachel and Ben sat down as Peggy went about the business of putting a tea kettle on the stove. “What do you mean?” Rachel asked. “What sort of contract?”

Ben exhaled wearily. “At first they tried to buy the place. Buy it! Can you imagine that? They offered me more money than I’ve ever seen in my life. But I told them to shove it.”

“How much money?” Rachel said.

Ben and Peggy looked uncomfortable.

“Well?”

“Let’s just say it was more than two million dollars,” Ben said.

Rachel whistled. “Wow. That’s a lot of money. So you love it here that much, huh?”

Ben glanced at Peggy and they both smiled. “It’s worth more than that to me and Peggy,” he said. “And yes, we do love it here. Don’t you?”

“Yes, very much,” Rachel said.

“We’re too old to start over,” Peggy said.

“Why did they want to buy it?”

“They said it would be easier if I just sold it to them. But I was suspicious. I didn’t want them here at all, but they offered me a lot of money to lease it and I finally relented. I’m sorry now I ever took it.”

“What’s going on?” Rachel said. “Tell me about it.”

Peggy came to the table and sat down. 

“We don’t want to burden you with our troubles,” Ben said. “Lord knows you’ve got enough of your own right now.”

“Nonsense,” Rachel said. “I’d like to hear about it. It’ll be good for me to get my mind off other things.”

Ben sighed. “All right, if you insist. As you probably know, most of the land around here belongs to the paper companies. They stole it from the citizens back before anybody knew what was going on—”

“What do you mean, stole it?”

“Long before any of us were born they made underhanded deals with the politicians down in Augusta to obtain millions of acres of prime forests, and now they think they can come in here and rape the land and not have to answer to anybody for their crimes. But they can’t touch this property, you see. A man named Walter Hyde bought it long before the paper companies made their deals with the devil and we bought it directly from his heirs so, unlike most of the property around here this piece has always been in private hands.”

“I’m so sorry we ever agreed to any of this,” Peggy added.

“Exactly what did you agree to?” Asked Rachel, more puzzled than ever.

“They needed a base camp for their operation,” Ben said. “And like I said, originally they asked if they could buy us out. They didn’t want just the operation but the surrounding land as well which is more than two hundred and fifty acres. That’s what made me suspicious. I’m still suspicious. When we said no they weren’t happy, but in the end we relented and allowed them to lease the operation for an indefinite amount of time.”

“Why would you do that?”

“We needed the money,” interrupted Peggy. “So, we said yes before we really understood what it was going to mean.”

Rachel looked confused. “I don’t understand,” she said. “What does it mean?”

“They’re nothing but a bunch of thugs and bullies,” Ben said. “There are these three guys over in cabin 5, 6 and 7, and other people keep skulking around. They say they’re working for Jenkins but we’re not really sure what they’re actually doing. Very aloof types. They come and go, and we don’t really understand what they’re up to, but you can bet it’s something. But those three guys are here all the time.” 

“I’ve only seen two of them in the last week, Ben,” Peggy said. “Could be one of them left.”

“And good riddance to him,” Ben said. “Anyway, they’ve been here all summer. They’re foreigners. Irish, I think. They’re strong arms, hired by the paper company to keep protesters at bay.”

“Protesters?” Rachel said.

“You see,” Peggy said. “They’re planning on clear cutting sixty thousand acres of forest over the next three and a half years, and a lot of people around here aren’t very happy about it.”

“Oh my God,” Rachel said.

“Exactly,” Ben said. “They’re going to destroy the forest, ruin our business and rape the land. In a couple of years this place is going to look like an atom bomb went off and there doesn’t seem to be anything we can do about it. Every time somebody comes up here to protest, they go away, and nobody ever hears from them again. We think they’re being paid off.”

“What about the police?”

“Are you kidding? There are only four deputy sheriffs in a five hundred square mile area, and most are in the pockets of the company. The town of Two Rivers has a small police force, but you can forget about them. That’s where the paper mill is. It employs most of the people around here and families depend on it. You might say the police are in the company’s pockets.”

“How about the press?”

“They’ve been here, but they go away, and nothing ever seems to get reported,” Ben said. “If you want the truth, I doubt this is important enough to write about. This sort of thing doesn’t directly affect the lives of enough people. If they wanted to put a toxic waste dump in the middle of a heavily populated area you can bet there’d be some protesting. No one outside of this wilderness really gives a damn, and the few who do don’t have enough political clout. I’ll tell you who has clout. The paper companies. They employ over eight thousand people. There are a lot of mouths to feed and as long as that’s the case they can rape the land and pollute the waterways and destroy until there’s nothing left. After it’s all gone then they’ll start worrying about what to do next.” 

Peggy got up and fixed three cups of coffee, came back and sat down. “I don’t know what we’re going to do,” she said.

“You know,” Rachel said, “before Brian and I were married I was a journalism student. I’d planned on going to work for a newspaper but never quite got around to it. I stayed home and had babies instead. This might be a good time for me to brush up on my prose. Now that Brian’s gone, there’s nothing holding me back. I brought my laptop with me. Maybe I’ll do a little investigating and write a story.”

Ben shot Rachel a disgruntled look. “I don’t think you want to go getting involved with these guys,” he said. “It’s not your problem, Rachel. Enjoy your vacation with the boys and then go home and forget about it. We’ll handle it.” Ben looked uncomfortably from Rachel to Peggy.

“Maybe it’s a good idea, Ben,” Peggy said. “Somebody needs to bring this to the public’s attention.”

“Peggy, they clear cut this country all the time and get away with it. It’s their land. It’s what they do. No one’s going to stop them. Nobody cares.”

Peggy looked stung. “Chief Neptune cares.”

“He seems to be the only one. His protests and pleas are falling on deaf ears though. Those guys are toying with him, humoring him.”

“Who’s Chief Neptune?” Rachel asked.

Ben was visibly uncomfortable. “I don’t think you want to get involved in any of this—”

“I appreciate your concern, Ben,” Rachel said. “But I’m a big girl. I’ll decide whether I want to get involved or not.”

Ben’s face fell. Peggy smiled with relief. “Chief Neptune is the only person with the guts to challenge these people,” she said. “He’s threatened to bring in LURC and the EPA.”

“What’s LURC?” asked Rachel.

“Land Use Regulatory Commission,” Peggy replied.

“Wow. I have a lot to learn.”

“I told you,” Ben said angrily. “Nobody gives a damn. He can threaten until hell freezes over and it’s not going to change anything. The paper company has too much power and money. They’ll silence anyone who challenges them, including you, Rachel.”

“Someone has to try,” Peggy cried out in anger.

“Not Rachel,” Ben shouted, bolting from his seat. “For God’s sake, Peggy do you want them to hurt her?”

Rachel held up her hands. “Hey,” she said. “Time out. Ben—”

“I’m only trying to look out for you, Rachel. We think the world of you and those boys. Jesus, you don’t understand these people.”

Rachel looked from Ben’s disgruntled face to Peggy’s frightened one. “I think I’m beginning to,” she replied softly. “Where can I find this Chief Neptune?”
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The shadows were lengthening by the time Rachel found the village. It sat on the shore of Great Bear Lake ten miles southwest of Arrowhead Lake. She’d left the boys in good hands. They were out on the lake fishing with Ben. Ben had again cautioned her to be careful. She’d assured him that she was a big girl and could take care of herself. Rachel maneuvered the jeep into the graveled parking area at lake shore and stopped. People—mostly women and children—milled in and around the small village which consisted of log cabins and wooden shanties. A fire burned in an open pit near the shore where some kind of animal—probably a pig, maybe a deer—cooked on a spit. It smelled wonderful. When Rachel got out of the car she was greeted with suspicious stares from all around. 

“Excuse me,” she said to a stunning young woman with long black hair holding a toddler by the hand. “Could you tell me where I might find Chief Neptune?”

“Not here,” the woman said. “Haven’t seen him since yesterday morning.”

“Do you know when he might be back?”

“No, I don’t. Who are you?”

Rachel blushed, unsure if she should lie and tell the woman she was a reporter or tell the truth and risk not getting any information. “I don’t like what the paper companies are doing up here,” she said. “And I plan on writing and publishing an article saying so. But I need facts and I heard that Chief Neptune was the man to talk to.”

The woman stared at Rachel for a long time before gesturing with her hand for Rachel to follow her. She picked the toddler up and carried her, walking down the row of decrepit looking buildings to an average-size log cabin at the end. Rachel saw that there was a satellite dish on the roof. Somewhere in the distance she could hear the low purring sound of a gasoline-powered electric generator. The woman opened a door and invited Rachel inside. The cabin was quite nice, actually. She hadn’t known what to expect. There was one large room—with an open cathedral-style ceiling and skylights—that acted as a combination living room, dining room and kitchen. A bar separated the kitchen and dining areas. Indian artifacts were nicely mixed in with modern accruements. An amazing dreamcatcher dominated part of one wall. A flat-screen TV was mounted on the opposite wall. There were open doorways leading to what Rachel could plainly see were bedrooms. There were several paintings on the walls, most were of indigenous culture. One Rachel found quite curious, because it seemed out of place amongst the others. It appeared very old and was painted on what looked to be an uneven wood surface framed with split birchwood branches. The subject depicted a huge fireball hurling across the sky toward the green forest and mountains in the distance. Rachel, captivated by the image
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