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			Vendetta—1

			“Tommy! You have to come home right now! Andy’s dead! Oh God, oh God, oh God! Tommy, please come home. I can’t… I can’t…” A lot of sobbing followed. Tom Ruxton had just returned to his hotel room and checked his personal phone for messages. He replayed the voicemail two more times then stared at his phone in disbelief. Andy? What had happened? His little brother Andy, twin to his sister Tessa, was more or less a recluse, living in the garage loft at the family home in Canada.

			It couldn’t have come at a worse time. He was in Dubai doing a security gig for his buddy Wes Jackson’s company, Northwest Security Solutions. He had met Wes, a Green Beret, when his Canadian Army JTF-2 special forces unit did a joint mission with the Americans in Afghanistan after 9-11. After Tom finished his JTF-2 stint, Wes invited Tom down for a weekend at his place in Seattle and asked him to think about joining his security company. He was introduced to Wes’s cousin Jennifer who took an instant like to Tom. After a torrid romance Tom proposed, even though Wes thought it was a bad idea. “She’s pretty needy, and you being away so much is gonna mean trouble.” He was right. Tom caught her cheating after returning home early from an overseas assignment and that was the end of that. He did get a green card out of the deal though. Before calling Tessa back, he punched in the number on his work phone to the Security Solutions headquarters in Seattle.

			“Shit, Tank, sorry for your loss. Horrible timing, though. But I know you gotta go. Take whatever time you need, buddy. Tanner is just going to have to take over things while I pull someone from the Cairo gig to do his job,” Wes had said. Tank was his nickname since high school, bestowed by his wrestling coach.

			Tom had been one of Security Solutions senior operatives for over six years now. The money was excellent, but it required a lot of away time. After his separation from Jennifer, he had taken a bachelor pad near the Sea-Tac airport when he was between assignments. He tried to make it home to Skahan, a small southern interior town in British Columbia where his brother and sister lived, at least once a year, usually around Christmas. A visit in May had never happened.

			After checking out of his hotel, Tom grabbed a taxi to the airport. The only direct flight to Seattle was two days off and was fully booked anyway. He bought a business class ticket to Los Angeles leaving in three hours at the Delta Airways counter and arranged for a Los Angeles to Seattle flight on his phone while waiting to board. There was no point calling Tessa back immediately due to the twelve-hour time difference. Once home, he would grab whatever stuff he needed and drive his own car the 350 miles to Skahan.

			Tom checked his watch. Tessa would probably be up in an hour. He hadn’t taken the time to eat so he ducked into one of the airport cafes and ordered a coffee and a croissant. As he sipped his coffee, he pulled out his phone and hit the photo gallery icon. There was a picture of the three of them that a waitress had taken for them on Tom’s last visit. Tom and Tessa were smiling--Andy wasn’t. He rarely did—the depression that had afflicted him since high school had sucked all the happiness out of him. Tom practically had to drag him out of the garage loft to get him to the restaurant last December.

			Could it have been suicide? Why hadn’t Tessa given more information before hanging up? She had never really handled stressful situations all that well. She had married Winston Braithwaite, an assistant English professor at the local college. He wasn’t quite as stuffy as his name sounded. They had rambunctious twin five-year-old boys, Richard and Robert, and Tessa was five months along with her third. She had done an English degree (pretty much useless in Tom’s opinion) but ended up marrying Winston before getting into a serious career. Now the twins consumed virtually all her time. Winston was good to her, but Tom had virtually nothing in common with the guy.

			Winston acknowledged how different they were, but in a matter-of-fact way. “You’re a warrior, I’m a book-reading academic. But we have Tessa in common, and you know I’m crazy about her. And the boys think you’re a pretty awesome uncle. It would be great if you could visit more often, but I get that your job makes that impossible. The one you need to worry about is Andrew, though,” Winston had said over a beer in the garage last December.

			Tom decided to hit the washroom before calling Tessa. He looked in the mirror after washing his face. Brown eyes stared back at him. Tom was six feet even and hovered around 190 pounds. He trained religiously—judo, Krav Maga, weights, long distance swimming and jogging. He had close-cropped light-brown hair and a square clean-shaven jaw. One eyebrow had a scar running through it, a souvenir of a butt-end of a lacrosse stick from a high school PE class. He leaned on his hands as a drop of water dripped off the end of his nose. One heavily muscled forearm had a tattoo with “Vicious Patricias” in Gothic script. It was the nickname of the Princess Patricia’s Light Infantry—his former regiment--and his father’s. The other had a dagger and the Latin motto of the JTF-2 insignia—Facta Non Verba—Deeds Not Words.

			The guy at the next sink glanced at him with raised eyebrows and Tom realized he’d been staring at himself for too long. He quickly dried his face with a paper towel and reached for his phone as he found his way to an empty seat outside his gate. This wasn’t going to be an easy call.

		

	
		
			Vendetta—2

			Tom sighed, then hit “Tessa” on his contact list. It rang five times, then Winston’s voice answered.

			“Hey, Winston. Tom here. Tessa around?” asked Tom.

			“She’s still sleeping, and she really needs to keep doing that. It’s been a really rough 24 hours for her. I took her phone out of the bedroom so I could answer it if you called,” Winston started.

			“Tessa didn’t give me much info. I’m just waiting for a flight to LA, then I’ll hop another one to Seattle and drive the rest of the way. I should be there Thursday morning. What happened, Winston?” asked Tom.

			“It looks like he fell off the roof of the garage, the part next to the gully—right onto the rocks. It was Ricky who found him, actually. He came into the house saying, ‘uncle is sleeping on the rocks’. Of course, Tessa freaked and called 911, but he was already gone. The coroner said death was probably instant—skull fracture and a probable broken neck,” answered Winston.

			“What the heck was he doing up on the roof?” demanded Tom.

			“Well, that’s partly why Tessa is such a mess. She was on his case to do something, anything, to help around the house. The Christmas lights on the garage were still up, and Tessa hinted strongly he should take care of it. Half the string was hanging from the high point of the roof when I came home from work after Tessa’s panicky call. I’m pretty sure the coroner is going to rule it an accident. But Tessa is blaming herself. Aunt Bea arrived yesterday to help with the boys. Tessa really needs to keep her stress level down so it doesn’t affect the new baby,” Winston said with a tone of anxiety in his voice.

			Aunt Bea, short for Beatrice, was his father’s older sister and more like a grandmother than an aunt. Bea owned half the house, inherited from Tom’s grandparents, but had bought a condo in a seniors’ complex in Summerland, a nearby bedroom community to Skahan after she became a widow. She had moved into the spare room until the whole mess resolved itself.

			“Has the body been released to the funeral home yet?” asked Tom.

			“That should happen by the time you get here. The coroner said they needed to test for drug or alcohol impairment,” responded Winston.

			“Okay. They’ve just called my flight, and I won’t be able to talk when I’m in the air. Just tell Tessa we talked and I’ll call as soon as I land in L.A.”

			“Sure. I’ve taken bereavement leave, so between Bea and I, we’ll hold down the fort until you get here. Maybe call my cell first when you land, okay—so I can let you know how Tessa is doing.”

			“Good idea. I’ll do that. See you soon. Bye.”

			Tom clicked off the phone and joined the boarding queue. Accident? Unlikely. Andy didn’t respond to Tessa’s nagging. He spent most of his waking hours designing video games, or in his on-line gaming groups. And even though he wasn’t active, he wasn’t clumsy. Maybe he wanted it to look like it was an accident. Tom just couldn’t believe he voluntarily got up onto the roof to take down Christmas lights. Then he realized he hadn’t asked Winston if there had been a note—a suicide note. But he would have said so if there was.

			Tom’s mind roiled as the plane taxied to the end of the runway. The businessman next to him tried to make small talk. Tom’s noncommittal grunts soon discouraged further attempts.

			Tom knew he should try to sleep but his mind was racing too much. Andy had slipped into an enduring depression in high school, but it was after Tom had left home. He was three years older than Andrew and Contessa. Only their mother called them that. Tom remembered her yelling out the door at the Shiloh army base in Manitoba in her Greek Cypriot accent—“Toe-MAS! Ahn-DREW! Contes-SAH! DEE-ner!” He fingered the Orthodox gold cross on a chain around his neck as memories of his mother pushed Andrew’s death aside.

			Dad had met Maria Charalambous in Nicosia, Cyprus when he was on peacekeeping duty on “the Green Line” dividing the Turks and the Greeks. She had lost her father and two older brothers in the Cypriot Civil War in the 1970’s. She was working tables at her uncle’s café when an off-duty Canadian peacekeeper, Captain Bill Ruxton, wandered in for some coffee and baklava. One thing led to another, and she ended up an army officer’s wife on the frigid Canadian prairie. She hated the weather, but always said, “We Charalambous are tough—we survive anything, even minus 40!”

			She had to be tough. Army base life was never easy, especially when dad, a captain with the Princess Patricia Light Infantry, was on overseas assignment for six months. They had been living at Canadian Forces Base Edmonton Steele Barracks when Tom came along in 1978. Tom was eight and the twins five when dad was promoted to Major and transferred to Shiloh, outside of Brandon, Manitoba.

			That’s where Tom learned to fight. There were the usual scraps with the other base kids, but school in Brandon, 22 miles away, was often nasty. There were the townies, the Metis, and the various First Nations, mostly Dakota and Ojibwa, all with their allegiances and long-standing feuds. As the eldest, Tom had to look out for Andy and Tessa, too. But at school, the Shiloh kids stuck together out of sheer necessity. By grade seven, Tom was leader of the Shiloh boys, and few dared to mess with the “Vicious Patricias”.

			But Tom’s mother was miserable at Shiloh, partly because there was no Greek Orthodox church anywhere nearby. In Edmonton, she had been very active with the church and Greek community. Even though Tom’s father wasn’t at all religious, he consented to having all the children baptized. His mother begged to return to Edmonton, but the transfer didn’t happen until Tom was starting grade nine.

			Then the cancer hit—hard. Bill Ruxton had been a life-long smoker. A persistent cough with blood-spotted sputum finally drove him to the base doctor. Tom was half-way through grade 10 when the cancer finally took him. Tom vividly remembered his last conversation with his father. He was weak, grey looking, a fragile shadow of the man who had been like a giant most of his life.

			“Tommy, listen to me. You’re the man of the house when I’m not there. I know I’m not coming home from this. Look out for your brother and sister, you hear me? I’m counting on you, Tommy.”

			It looked like he wanted to say more, but a coughing spell came on, and a nurse came in to tend to him.

			“I will, dad. I promise,” Tom had said.

			The base commander was sympathetic, but Maria couldn’t continue to occupy a major’s quarters at Steele Barracks as a civilian. The family had visited Aunt Bea and Uncle Ernie in Skahan on vacations, and Maria loved the climate in southern British Columbia—it reminded her of home with its vineyards, sagebrush-scented hills and fir-covered mountains. At the funeral, Aunt Bea, who was a widow by then, offered them the family home in Skahan. “It was half Bill’s anyway, and it’s too much for me on my own. I want to go to a seniors’ complex. Those three kids need a real home, not an army base. Between the life insurance and Bill’s pension, you’ll manage. Besides, Maria, Skahan even has a Greek Orthodox Church.” So they ended up in Skahan that summer, with Tom starting grade eleven at Skahan Secondary.

			Tom could take care of himself, but he soon had a run-in with the school bullies—the McGrath boys. J.T. McGrath was the son of the richest man in town. McGrath Enterprises was involved in property development, vineyards, orchards, the local casino and hotel, auto dealerships, and multiple other ventures. J.T. acted like he was untouchable. He was the same age as Tom, but in Grade 10 due to a late birthday. J.T.’s younger brother Dan, his cousin Jim, and a sycophantic hanger-on named Mortie Beasley comprised the bully group.

			It was the first week of school when J.T. took an unhealthy interest in Tessa. She was just starting grade 8 but fully developed. Even Tom had to admit she was a real looker--dark-haired, petite, with a cute button nose like her mother’s. Andrew had heard her say “Leave me alone!” as J.T. pushed her up against a locker, hands on her breasts saying, “Are these real?” to the guffaws of Dan and Mortie. Andy went to find Tom. Tom saw the four of them head into the washroom and followed them in.

			“I don’t know who you think you are but touch my sister once more and you’re dead meat,” Tom had said, getting up in J.T.’s grille.

			J.T. looked at Tom, then at his crew (his cousin Jim was heavily built, and J.T. and his brother Dan were both star athletes). “Well newbie, looks like you need to be shown who runs the show around here,” J.T. sneered.

			He nodded to Jim who moved in behind Tom. He grabbed Tom in a bear hug as J.T. prepared to throw a punch at Tom’s head. Tom lifted both feet off the ground and catapulted J.T. into a cubicle. Then he grabbed Jim’s little finger and violently pulled it sideways, breaking it. Dan threw a punch, but Tom blocked it and punched him so hard in the solar plexus that he doubled up gasping. Beasley, a scrawny wimp, just stood gaping at the sudden violence, unable to move. Tom pushed J.T. hard back into the cubicle and put him in a wrist lock that really inflicted a lot of pain. He forced his head into the toilet and flushed it. “Touch my sister again, and I’ll cut out your heart and shit in the hole!”

			He let J.T. go and walked past the other three who were too stunned to react. No one had ever stood up to them before—or disposed of all of them at once.

			Tom smiled at the memory, but wondered—did Andy’s death have anything to do with their feud with the McGraths? He was determined to find out.
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			Tom barely made the connecting flight to Seattle and landed three hours later in a driving rain. He called Tessa on the cab ride to his condo. She answered this time.

			“Oh, Tommy, oh Tommy! I’m so glad you’ll be here soon. It’s been horrible, just horrible! They’re asking all kinds of questions, because Andy was on anti-depressants—you know, if he committed suicide? But he never talked about that, Tommy. And there was no note or anything. I feel so guilty! If only I hadn’t nagged him about the damn Christmas lights. Oh, Tommy….” She trailed off, tears starting afresh.

			Tom let her cry for a bit, then said, “Hang in there, sis. I’ll be there tomorrow morning. I’m gonna hit the road as soon as I can. If I get sleepy, I’ll just pull over and rest for a bit. Winston told me Aunt Bea was helping, so let her. We’ll get through this together. And give Ricky and Robbie a big hug from their uncle.”

			At the condo, Tom threw his clothes from the trip into the hamper and packed a new set of outfits for the trip north. He figured five days worth should do it—if he had to stay longer he’d do some laundry or buy more.

			He checked in with Wes at Security Solutions before he left. Wes said to take care and if he needed anything at all to let him know.

			“I can come up for the funeral if you need me, buddy,” he had said.

			Tom said he’d contact him when he had more info. He threw his gear into his SUV—a non-descript dark gray Jeep Cherokee. His surveillance trainer at Northwest Security Solutions had emphasized the importance of not standing out when picking a surveillance vehicle. Domestic make, nothing fancy, local plates, no decals or bumper stickers. Who would notice a dark grey SUV among the thousands of other dark gray SUVs? Even though the Jeep was his personal vehicle, Tom still followed the advice. Under the spare tire was his “emergency kit”—kevlar vest, tactical knife, nitrile gloves, spotting scope with rangefinder, lock-picking tools, camouflage face paint and night vision goggles—just in case. A first aid kit with a false bottom held a SIG Sauer P320 pistol with a 14-round magazine. Tom removed it and put it into his gun storage safe. He was going to his brother’s funeral and couldn’t risk complications at the border if he was pulled aside for a random search.

			Tom caught the I-90 East and drove until the fatigue caught up to him at Wenatchee. He pulled off the road and snoozed for a couple of hours. Refreshed, he joined Highway 97. Two and a half hours later he was at the Canadian border at Osoyoos. The border guard glanced at his Canadian passport, asked if he had anything to declare, and waved him through. One hour later he was pulling into the driveway at the old house. Tessa was a good gardener, and the place was surrounded by May flowers.

			As he got out of the car, he looked over at the detached garage. The string of Christmas lights was dangling from the high point of the roof and the extension ladder was still leaning against the garage wall. Yellow tape from the coroner’s service cordoned off the rocks of the ravine next to the garage.

			All of a sudden, the front door of the house burst open and two dark-haired little boys sprinted across the driveway, yelling “Uncle Tommy! Uncle Tommy!” Then they both wrapped themselves around a leg. Playing “Heavy Boot” was a favorite when their uncle arrived. Tom would struggle to walk and make a big deal about how “heavy” his boots were, as the boys grinned up at him. They were a lot heavier than the last time they played the game, though.

			“Are you driving your Jeep Cherry-oh-kee, uncle?” asked Ricky.

			Tom grinned at his nephew’s mispronunciation.

			“You betcha! My gosh, you two lumps are heavy! Soooo heavy!” he mock complained as he lurched towards the house.

			Tom pulled the boys off his legs and tousled their hair as Tessa and Winston stood in the doorway, smiling at their antics. He gave Tessa a long hug, then shook Winston’s hand. He looked at Tessa’s swelling belly and quipped, “Well, you two have been busy.” Tessa slugged him in the shoulder.

			“Where’s Aunt Bea?” Tom asked.

			“In the kitchen. She thought you’d be hungry. You know what she’s like,” answered Tessa.

			He did. Aunt Bea was a great cook and hated cooking for one. Holidays were her favorite time to spoil the family with good food and lots of it. But it wasn’t holiday time. Tom walked into the kitchen and wrapped his arms around his aunt, giving her a big kiss on the cheek.

			“Oh stop it, Tommy! Can’t you see I’m busy?” she protested.

			She turned and looked at him, her expression saddening. “Oh, Tommy, I’m so sorry. It’s not like the holidays, but I’m so glad you’re finally here. Tessa really needs you.”

			Tom gave her another hug and said, “She really needs you, too, auntie. Thanks for being here for us.”

			“Of course! That’s what family is for. Here, taste this and tell me if it’s right,” she said, holding out a spoon with tomato sauce on it.

			Ricky was dragging Tom’s travel bag across the floor. “Where do you want this, uncle?”

			“Aunt Bea is in the spare room. Do you want to use the rec room, or…” Tessa paused, not knowing how to continue.

			Tom’s room in high school had been the loft over the garage. When he left home for basic training at St. Jean-sur-Richelieu near Montreal, Andrew had taken over the space.

			“I haven’t even been up there since…since it happened,” said Tessa, faltering.

			“It’s fine. I want to be in my old space. I need to see for myself what Andy was going through,” said Tom.

			“What do you mean, Tommy? It was an accident. Even the coroner says it was an accident,” replied Tessa, her brow furrowing.

			Tom didn’t answer. Tessa searched his face for a clue as to what he meant.

			Aunt Bea, sensing the tension, stepped in. “We’ll have lots of time to talk about what happened. For now, let’s get some food into all of you.”

			“Yay!” shouted Robbie. “I’m starving, Bea-Bea!” Bea-Bea was the boys’ pet name for their great-aunt.

			At dinner, they talked about going to the funeral home to arrange for Andrew’s burial.

			“Do you think we should ask Father Dimitrios to do the funeral?” wondered Tessa.

			Father Dimitrios had done the funeral for their mother when she passed. It was ovarian cancer. Tom was in the Princess Patricias by then and had been pulled aside by the chaplain. They gave him two weeks’ leave. Neither Tom nor his brother or sister attended the Greek Orthodox Church, but his mother had been a regular.

			“Sure. Mom would have liked that we called him,” answered Tom.

			He put his hand onto Tessa’s and gave it a squeeze. Then he pushed away from the table.

			“I’m going to go get settled in and see if I can find any papers.”

			“Papers? You mean like a will? I know he didn’t have one, Tommy. I don’t know about life insurance. Like I said, I haven’t even been in his room. It’s a total mess up there. Action figures everywhere. Good luck finding anything,” Tessa commented.

			Andy had been a serious action figure collector since he was a kid. As an adult, he spent way too much money on his hobby, sometimes paying hundreds of dollars for first editions in their original boxes.

			Tom threw his bag onto his shoulder and walked across the yard to the garage. His Trek triathlon bike was gathering dust in the back. He’d actually competed once in the Skahan Ironman Triathlon and placed a respectable 14th in his age group. The date had just happened to coincide with a leave from the Princess Patricias. Next to it was a well-used Rocky Mountain full suspension mountain bike that he’d used for trail riding. He’d left them for Andy to use, but it didn’t look like they’d been touched.

			Tom walked up the stairs to the loft room. Tessa was right—what a mess.
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			Tom dropped his travel bag onto the floor with a thunk. There was nowhere to put it anyway. The loft was a large open space, intended by the original owners for junk storage. The bed was where Tom had left it, but it was unmade. His weights and workout bench were also in the same spot but draped with various items of clothing. A lot more clothing was strewn about the floor, waiting for Andy to get enough motivation to bring it into the house for laundering. One entire wall was shelving, crammed to capacity with action figures, most in their original boxes—Batman, Spiderman, Superman, Aquaman, Flash, The Fantastic Four, Silver Surfer, G.I. Joes (at least a dozen of those, clearly Andy’s favorite), and a few obscure ones Tom had never heard of. There were a lot more since the last time he’d been up here.

			Tom’s small desk was shoved into a corner and stacked with more action figures. Andy’s desk, if you could call it that, was an unfinished ¾ inch sheet of plywood resting on two sawhorses. There were three computer screens and two computer towers, two large accessory speakers, a keyboard, a mouse pad and various gaming controllers. An open pizza box with one stale, moldy slice of pizza rested on the corner of the plywood. The place smelled of unwashed clothes.

			Tom stepped over a soiled pair of jeans and a hoodie to the window and slid it open to air the place out. He looked out to the ravine next to the garage. As he looked down, he saw the coroner’s tape marking Andy’s body position. The house bordered native reserve lands, so there was never going to be anyone building a house on the next bank. His JFT-2 anti-sniper training kicked in. The loft window was directly opposite Andy’s desk. Anyone wanting to take out someone working at that computer would have a clear shot from the wooded bank opposite.

			Tom’s JTF-2 unit in Afghanistan was charged with eliminating snipers lining vital transportation routes in Helmand Province, as well as hunting down Taliban and ISIL hostiles. They were part of Task Force K-Bar, a U.S. led special forces operation, with teams including JFT-2, U.S. Green Berets and SEAL teams, New Zealand Special Boat Service, British SAS and German Kommando Spezialkrafte. Apparently, JTF-2 involvement was kept secret even from the Prime Minister of the day, Jean Chretien. Tom didn’t care much about all that—he was just happy being part of the “sharp end of the spear”.

			Like many of JTF-2’s members, Tom was recruited out of the Princess Patricias to which he had been assigned after basic training—he figured his surname probably helped his chances. The Canadian Airborne Regiment was another source of elite fighters. The training was intense. It covered hand-to-hand combat (his instructor was a big Krav Maga fan), building breaches, demolitions, multiple weapons training, including sniper work, interrogation techniques, HALO parachute training, surveillance techniques, and maritime operations. The physical and mental requirements meant that quite a few applicants “washed out”. But Master Corporal Thomas “Tank” Ruxton got his JFT-2 patch and celebrated with the tattoo on his right forearm.

			Then 9-11 happened and JTF-2 was in the thick of the action, based in Kandahar. A lot of their work was in two-man units. Tom was a good shot, but others were better with the SIG Sauer 716 G2, JTF-2’s standard sniper rifle. Tom usually acted as spotter and range finder. He preferred the Leupold Mark 4 12-40x60mm model. When they went out in four-man teams, Tom was usually the designated “Opie”, the opener of doors, partly due to his experience handling explosives as a blaster’s helper back in Skahan. They caught quite a few ISIL and Taliban fighters alive and mostly turned them over to the Americans for “enhanced” interrogations.

			Tom stripped the bed and gathered all the soiled clothing into a heap. He’d get fresh linen from the house later. He sat down on Andy’s swivel chair and turned on what looked to be the main computer. An “Enter Password” icon formed on the screen. Tom had no idea what that might be, so he turned his attention to the two-drawer metal file cabinet next to the left side sawhorse. Most of the files related to gaming. Andy had done contract work for Tarantula Games in Vancouver. He was good at game design—very good. Tom noticed a plaque in the opposite windowsill with the Tarantula Games logo and Best Game Designer Award, Andrew Ruxton, from the previous year. Seeing that made Tom wonder if his suicide hunch was wrong—clearly Andy had a lot going for him career-wise.

			One file folder was marked Life Insurance. Well, well, well, he had paid attention to Tom after all. Tom had three life insurance policies, partly due to the dangerous line of work he was in. Tessa was the beneficiary for two of the policies—his wife Jennifer for the other. Two Christmases ago, Tom had strongly urged Andy to get a policy. There it was--$100,000 term insurance from Manulife, taken out in January, seventeen months ago. Like all standard policies, it had a 2-year no-suicide clause. Any suicide by the policy holder within two years of commencement of the policy nullified the payout—all the beneficiary got were the premiums paid. Hmmm.

			Tom glanced over at the large plastic waste basket and started rifling through it. An opened envelope caught his attention—McGrath Enterprises was on the left-hand corner. Now why would Andy have been receiving mail from McGrath Enterprises?

			At the bottom of the waste basket were multiple pieces of a letter, torn to bits, as if done in anger. There was a paper shredder under the desk, but Andy hadn’t used it to deal with this letter. Tom’s curiosity was piqued. He fished all the pieces out and laid them out on the plywood. Some of them had purple ink, but on the reverse side. He found a piece with the McGrath Enterprises logo and started with that.

			Then Tom heard footsteps on the stairs. He swivelled the chair around to see Tessa carrying some bed linen.

			“I figured you’d want some fresh sheets.” She stopped. “What are you doing?”

			“Well, first of all, Andy did have a life insurance policy--$100,000. You’re the beneficiary.”

			“Oh! Oh, my! I didn’t know. That’s going to help a lot with the funeral expenses and everything. What is all that paper?” Tessa asked.

			“I haven’t found out yet. But there is an envelope from McGrath Enterprises. Do you know…” Tom stopped. Tessa’s face had suddenly clouded over at the mention of the McGrath name.

			“Tessa. What’s wrong?”

			“Nothing! I just hate them, ever since J.T. put his hands on me in high school,” she answered, frowning.

			Tom looked at her intently. Clearly there was more going on inside his sister than an unpleasant experience in grade 8. He decided not to press the issue.

			“I was going to ask why Andy would be receiving mail from McGrath Enterprises?” repeated Tom.

			“I don’t know, I don’t know!” her voice a little more shrill than she intended. Tessa dropped the linen on the bed and quickly thumped down the stairs.

			Tom stared after her for a moment. He’d get to the bottom of that later. There was something in that letter that held answers. He returned his attention to re-assembling the torn-up pieces.

		

	
		
			Vendetta—5

			It took Tom over half an hour to reassemble the torn-up letter. It appeared to be from a McGrath Enterprises in-house lawyer. It was dated four days before Andy’s “accident”—he’d probably received it the day of his death. The text was formal, but it was obvious to Tom it would have been a huge blow to Andy. It read:

			Re: Game Design Contract

			Please be advised that McGrath Enterprises has purchased Tarantula Games in its entirety effective March 1st. In reviewing its contracts with external designers, we have discovered a $10,000 advance payment to you on February 18th of this year pending delivery of your promised first-person shooter game, code-named JTF-2 Commando. You have failed to meet the April 30th deadline on your contract. We are terminating your contract effective immediately and require the return of your advance payment within 30 days or legal action for debt recovery will ensue. Furthermore, as per clause 14 of your advance payment contract, failure to meet promised delivery dates means that copyright of all existing games designed by you shall remain with Tarantula Games. Please address all correspondence to the undersigned.

			The letter was signed by Jeremy Cotsworth, LLB. General Counsel, McGrath Enterprises.

			A letter like that would have been a kick in the balls to anybody—but for some with chronic depression… Tom didn’t know what Andy’s financial situation was, but he guessed it was probably bad. He knew his relationship with the Tarantula Games manager had been good, which was probably why he was able to get an advance. But he was only a couple of weeks past his deadline. Cancelling his contract altogether seemed plain vindictive, considering the award plaque in the windowsill that indicated Andy was a top designer. But the McGraths had had a hate-on for the Ruxtons ever since Tom gave J.T. a “swirly” back in Grade 11. Bad as the letter was, it didn’t seem like it would lead Andy to take a header off the roof on purpose. Then he remembered the purple ink on the reverse side—a strange addition to a formal legal letter.

			Tom found a roll of adhesive tape and covered the letter with multiple strips. When he turned it over, he saw a long purple hand-drawn cylinder diagonal on the page. It was rounded on both ends, and the bottom end had a small hole in it.

			Tom stared at the shape, frowning. What on earth was that? And why would Andrew tear it to shreds? He was still puzzling over it when his two nephews bounded up the stairs and jumped onto his lap.

			“Uncle Tommy! Momma says come to dinner!” said Ricky, grinning at him.

			“Okay, you two rascals. But I think I’m going to have to treat you like lumps of garbage!” He tucked the two boys, squealing with delight, under each arm and clomped down the stairs. He told Robbie to open the side door to the kitchen for him.

			“Look what I found, Aunt Bea! Two bags of garbage! Open the garbage can so I can throw them in!” he said to his aunt, who was removing a roaster from the oven. She just shook her head at the three of them.

			Tom strode into the living room and tossed the two shrieking boys onto the couch as a bemused Winston looked on.

			Tessa walked into the room, saying, “Tommy! Now you’ve got them all wound up.”

			Tom grinned at the boys, flopped down between them and started tickling them both. “Who me? I’m not getting anyone wound up, am I boys? Am I? Am I?” The boys shrieked even louder than ever, convulsing with giggles.

			Aunt Bea walked into the room, wiping her hands with a towel. “Alright, alright you three. Enough! Boys, go wash your hands. Scoot!”

			“Aw, Bea-Bea…” they both said.

			“Go! Now!” Tessa reinforced. She shook her head at Tom. “You’re a bad influence, you know.”

			“I’m not so sure about that. I’m not really the rough-housing type. He’s a good change of pace. You’d make a great father yourself, Tom,” commented Winston.

			“I’m almost divorced, so that is very unlikely. Besides, I’m not sure I want to put any kids of mine through what we had to go through,” replied Tom, glancing at Tessa.

			“I can’t really argue with you there. It was hard with dad being away so long all the time. You just need to get a regular job and settle down,” suggested Tessa.

			When Tom didn’t respond to that she shifted topics. “So, did you figure out what that letter was all about?”

			Tom turned serious. “We’ll talk about it after the boys are in bed. What’s for dinner, Aunt Bea?” he said, changing the subject.

			 

			While Aunt Bea took care of the hand dishes and Winston loaded the dishwasher, Tom settled into the living room recliner. Tessa was upstairs giving the boys a bath. He looked around at the family pictures lining one wall. There was one of his father in his major’s uniform, and another of him in his JTF-2 camouflage outfit. One was of the family, with Aunt Bea, that a professional photographer had done for them. On the very end was one of Andy as a 13 year-old, with Arfie, a rescue terrier-cross they had picked up shortly after their move to Skahan. Andy had wanted a dog forever, but dad had always said no.

			Andy loved that dog. He was so proud of himself for teaching it a few tricks. He’d shown off how smart his dog was at a summer barbecue. “Sit, Arfie! Speak, Arfie! Beg, Arfie!” His mother started referring to the dog as that Sit-Speak-Beg-Arfie-dog. Andy would beam with pride. How he had cried when Arfie had to be put down—cancer.

			That gave Tom an idea. Computer passwords. Andy, the computer nerd, had told Tom to pick a computer password with meaning, so he could remember it without having to write it down anywhere. And always throw in symbols, numbers and capital letters. Tom decided to give that a try when he went back to the loft.

			Tessa came back downstairs and said to Tom, “Well, they’re bathed and in bed, but they want Uncle Tommy to tuck them in.”

			Whenever Tom came home, he would tuck in the boys so tight they could barely breath. They loved it. After he came back downstairs from turning his nephews into little mummies, he went over to the liquor cabinet and poured himself a shot of whiskey.

			“Want one, Winston?” Tessa didn’t drink whiskey, but he and Winston would often share a couple of tumblers.

			“Sure. Cheers,” Winston said as he clinked Tom’s glass.

			“Yamas,” responded Tom, using the Greek version. He had been bilingual until he started school but lost his ability to speak Greek through lack of practice. He still knew the main greetings and understood more than he could speak.

			Tessa plunked herself down on the couch, clearly looking fatigued. “So—what was that letter?” she asked.

			“It was a formal notification that McGrath Enterprises had taken over Tarantula Games. It looks like one they were sending to all their contract game designers,” answered Tom.

			He decided not to tell her about the rest of the content—and particularly the mysterious purple cylinder on the back.

			“Oh. But why did he tear it up?” wondered Tessa.

			“He probably didn’t relish the idea of working for the McGraths, I guess,” answered Tom in a neutral tone of voice.

			“Yeah. I get that. Oh, by the way, Father Dimitrios called me back. When I said we were thinking about cremation, he freaked. He said he will only do coffin funerals. An Orthodox thing. But it’s going to be way more expensive. We’ll have to buy a coffin and pay the cemetery for a plot. That’s not cheap. I remember what they charged for mom’s burial—it’s probably way more now,” said Tessa in a worried tone.

			“Don’t worry about any of that, Tess. I’ll front the costs until Andy’s life insurance comes in. Do you have the death certificate?”

			“The funeral director said he’d have it ready for us. I guess we’ll have to go pick out a coffin.” She started to tear up. Winston got out of his chair and sat beside her on the couch with an arm around her. She sobbed quietly as Winston stroked her hair, while he glanced at Tom with a concerned look on his face.

			After a while, Tom said, “Get some rest, sis. We’ll deal with it all tomorrow. I think I’m going to turn in as well—the jet lag’s catching up with me.”

			He bent over and kissed the top of her head, then left for the garage loft.

		

	
		
			Vendetta—6

			The computer was still on the “Enter Password” screen when Tom got back to the loft. He was too tired to work on it, though. He looked again at the purple cylinder. He wracked his brain trying to think of a context for the shape. It looked something like a relay baton for track-and-field. All the secondary schools in the area had different coloured batons for the district track meets so they wouldn’t get confused or lost. Skahan Secondary’s were purple. Tom didn’t do track events, partly to avoid the McGraths. The three of them, plus one other top athlete, ran the 4x100 relay race and came first in the Provincials the year after Tom graduated. Tom was on the wrestling team for much of the year, but did javelin and discus in the spring. His mother was very pleased he had chosen those sports. “Wrestling, javelin and discus—true Greek sports! Your Charalambous grandpa would have been so proud of you. That’s his gold cross you’re wearing, you know.” He’d never touched a relay baton, which is why it took him so long to make the connection.

			Tom was certain the lawyer hadn’t drawn a purple relay baton on the back of his letter. It was simply unprofessional. The only thing that made any sense was that J.T. McGrath himself wanted to send a personal message to Andy and intercepted the letter before it was mailed. That letter enraged him enough to tear it to shreds. Maybe one that led to….

			Tom sighed and rubbed his eyes. He was just too tired to think about all this anymore. He put the fresh sheets on the bed, threw on the comforter, and crawled in. He was asleep within minutes.

			 

			In the morning, Tom barely got in the front door to use the washroom when two “heavy boot” five-year olds attached themselves to his legs.

			“Boys! Boys! Let your uncle go to the washroom! Let go!” shouted Tessa. There was no washroom in the loft.

			“Let me pee, boys, or I’ll have to pee on your heads!” growled Tom.

			“Ew!” they both said, letting go immediately.

			“Tommy! Really?” said Tessa.

			Tom just grinned at her, then at the boys, and mimed peeing all over them with whooshing fire hose sound effects. They ran into the living room shrieking.

			“Tommy! You’re impossible!” But she smiled in spite of herself. She loved it when her big brother came home, even if it turned the house upside down.

			After Tom got out of the shower, he sat down to breakfast. He was just wearing boxers and Andy’s nightgown, which barely covered his chest. Aunt Bea was bustling about, dropping plates of bacon, toast and country fried potatoes on the table.

			“How many eggs, Tom?” she asked.

			“Aunt Bea. Do you want to turn me into a chubby dumpling with all this food?” Tom protested.

			Bea snorted. “Fat chance. You could grate cheese on that six-pack.”

			Tessa, who had a mouthful of coffee, spewed it all over her plate.

			“Auntie! Omigod! I can’t believe you just said that!”

			“What? I can’t make a simple observation? My nephew takes care of himself,” countered Aunt Bea.

			“But, it’s, it’s…just so wrong!” sputtered Tessa.

			Tom and Bea burst out laughing, and finally Tessa joined in. It was the first time she’d had a belly laugh in a long time.

			Winston walked into the kitchen, wearing a patch of toilet paper on a shaving nick. “What’s so funny?”

			“Never mind!” said Tessa firmly. “Tom, I’m sending the boys to kindergarten this morning. You and I need to go to the funeral home, the cemetery, then to see Father Dimitrios. We have some decisions to make. Okay?”

			“Sure, sis. Say, could you pass the jam?” he said, pulling up his sleeve and flexing his bicep into a hard knot while pointing with a bent wrist towards the jam.

			Tessa and Bea burst out laughing again, while Winston looked at the three of them with a baffled expression.

			 

			They decided to go to the Skahan Cemetery first. They were able to confirm that a plot was available next to their mother’s in the Greek Orthodox section. All of the plots faced east there, which Father Dimitrios had said was essential. Tessa gulped at the price, which included the plot, interment fees and perpetual maintenance, but Tom just pulled out his Visa.

			“I told you, I got this, sis,” he said matter-of-factly.

			At the funeral home, the director led them through the paperwork and said, “I expect you’ll want the plain pine casket. Father Dimitrios is pretty firm about that for Orthodox burials.”

			Tessa glanced at Tom, who said, “Fine. That’ll be fine.”

			“Did you wish to view the remains?” asked the director.

			Tessa looked down at her lap and quickly reached into her purse for a tissue. Tom glanced over at her before answering.

			“Well, I need to say good-bye to my little brother,” said Tom, choking up a little.

			He’d seen plenty of dead bodies, some in Kosovo, but mainly in Afghanistan. Most were Taliban and ISIS fighters, but also quite a few civilians. But a family member was different. He looked at Tessa again. She wiped her eyes, and without looking at him, gave a quick nod, grabbing his hand and squeezing it tightly.

			The attendant pulled out the roller-mounted stainless-steel table. Andrew’s body lay under a sheet. Tessa was hanging on to Tom’s arm so tightly, he could feel her nails digging into his skin. The attendant looked at them to see if they were ready. Tom nodded, and he pulled back the sheet.

			They’d done a good job, but the injuries to Andrew’s forehead were quite evident. Otherwise, he looked peaceful, but unnaturally pale. Tom put out his hand and touched his brother’s cheek with the back of
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