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      This book was written in Canada, by a Canadian, about Canadians—so yes, the spelling is a little different. We do things like add “u” where others wouldn’t, use “fibre” instead of “fiber,” and don’t blink twice at a “cheque.”

      Canadian English is a glorious mix of American, British, French-Canadian, and Indigenous influences. It’s quirky, it’s correct—and it’s completely intentional.

      So if something looks odd, just blame the maple syrup and carry on. We’ve got mysteries to solve.

      

      - Maisie

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      The percolator gave its usual irritated rattle from the kitchen counter while Des sat at the front door with her nose pressed against the glass.

      She wasn’t urgent about it. Des didn’t really do urgent unless someone had left a casserole unattended or the neighbours were grilling something worth investigating from a closer distance. This was different. Calm. Intentional. Her dark-tipped ears stood forward, and her brown eyes stayed fixed on the world beyond the door like she had appointed herself first witness to whatever the morning was planning.

      “Bit optimistic,” I told her. “Nothing’s even open yet, besides the store.”

      One ear twitched in my direction.

      Morning light stretched across the kitchen floor, warming the burnt-orange accent wall my brother Jason still complained about every time he came over. I’d painted it months ago, around the time I’d stopped pretending I was only staying in my father’s house until I figured out what came next. Apparently what came next involved questionable paint choices, a stubborn percolator, and a dog who judged the neighbourhood before breakfast.

      Outside the window above the sink, the birches along the property line were finally starting to bud properly. Not full leaves yet, but close enough that the trees had stopped looking exhausted by winter.

      Founders Week weather.

      The percolator gave one last aggressive sputter. Walter, my father, had refused to replace the thing on the basis that new coffee makers just didn’t understand coffee. Now I refused to replace it for reasons that had absolutely nothing to do with missing him every time I heard it.

      Des shifted her weight toward the door.

      “All right,” I said, reaching for my jacket. “Let’s go supervise.”

      She approved of this plan immediately.

      Outside, the air carried that earthy smell that only showed up after the ground finally gave up on freezing overnight. The last of the snow was retreating. Somewhere deeper in the trees, meltwater moved through the ditch with a soft rushing sound.

      Beyond that, I could already hear Balsam Bay organizing itself.

      Founders Week had always existed in one form or another—a local nod to the town’s founding, the old gold mine, and Samuel Melvin’s stubborn decision to turn a place built on extraction into something that could survive without it. In past years, it had mostly meant a few school projects, a display at the museum, and somebody making a speech long enough to test community goodwill.

      This year was different.

      After everything Balsam Bay had been through lately, people had started paying attention to our little town in Canada’s Whiteshell. Visitors were coming. Researchers were coming. Actual historians were coming to look through the archives at Melvin House, which meant the town had entered that particular state of cheerful logistical panic usually reserved for festivals and power outages.

      Des trotted ahead as we followed the short path through the woods toward McKay’s General Store near the end of Main Street. Close enough that leaving the house meant reaching work before I’d had time to properly commit to being awake.

      By the time the trees opened near the back of the store’s property, Founders Week had already changed the view.

      Volunteer-made bunting stretched between lampposts across the square, one side hanging noticeably lower than the other. Nobody appeared concerned about this, which meant it would probably remain that way until teardown.

      A row of town banners had been fixed to the light standards, each one printed with the mayor’s office crest and the words WELCOME TO FOUNDERS WEEK. The Bugle family had never missed an opportunity to put their name near civic enthusiasm, even when the enthusiasm involved crooked bunting and wet plywood signs.

      Des sniffed the base of the nearest lamppost near the store’s front door and moved on.

      McKay’s was already busier than it had any right to be this early in the morning.

      The second I stepped inside my family’s store, I knew exactly how the week was going to go.

      Bertha Wise stood behind the counter managing three separate customer interactions with the efficient calm of a woman who had seen worse. Near the old-timers’ coffee corner, Nora, Enid, and Trish—the Balsam Belles, as they were affectionately known—had arranged themselves in a loose semicircle of strategic casualness. Which meant they had arrived specifically to witness developments before anyone else did.

      Chaos the grey cat was nowhere visible, which generally meant he was somewhere important.

      Bertha glanced up briefly as Des and I came in.

      “You’re late,” she said.

      “It’s eight-oh-three.”

      “Exactly.”

      The Balsam Belles swivelled toward me as one organism.

      “Tilly,” Nora said, already delighted about something. “The historians have started arriving.”

      This was delivered with the same tone most people reserved for bear sightings.

      “I gathered,” I said.

      Enid leaned closer. “One of them rented an SUV large enough to transport a piano.”

      “The restoration fellow spent twenty minutes photographing the museum exterior after dark,” Trish added. “Margaret Leduc saw him through the B&B window.”

      “Maybe he liked the fossils in the limestone,” I said.

      “At night?” Nora asked.

      “And word from the inn is somebody ordered tea service at ten-thirty last night,” Enid said.

      I blinked. “Tea service.”

      “Very particular about it. Milk, not cream, and sugar cubes, not loose.”

      “That does sound serious.”

      Bertha snorted softly while ringing through a package of peppermints. Then she reached below the counter and passed me a tangled bundle of extension cords.

      Bertha had been full-time at McKay’s for as long as I could remember. She’d worked alongside my father when I was growing up, had watched me stock shelves as a teenager, and had somehow kept the place running after Walter disappeared and I came home to take over. She knew which freezer complained before it quit, which customer needed their mail held without being asked, and which delivery driver would unload the heavy boxes if you handed him coffee before the paperwork. The store might officially belong to me now, but Bertha was the reason it thrived.

      Neither of us seemed inclined to disturb that arrangement.

      “Fern said the archive room’s somehow short on outlets,” Bertha said.

      “The building was designed before people travelled with six devices each.”

      Somewhere behind the beeswax candle display came the unmistakable sound of something small being knocked over.

      Bertha closed her eyes briefly.

      Chaos emerged from behind the display with complete innocence arranged across his face.

      Without interrupting her conversation or changing expression, Bertha bent, scooped the cat neatly off the floor, and relocated him behind the counter in one smooth movement.

      Chaos accepted this with the long-suffering patience of someone indulging a difficult employee.

      “Any word from Jason?” Bertha asked a moment later, already moving on to another task. “Or is your brother managing to avoid Founders Week duty?”

      “He’s working today,” I said. “Which means he’s either lucky or being punished. Hard to tell with the RCMP.”

      Meanwhile, the Belles had continued building what appeared to be a full intelligence dossier on the visiting academics.

      “The genealogist asked specifically about the Melvin family records,” Enid informed me.

      “Ominous,” Nora said approvingly.

      There was, objectively, nothing ominous about a genealogist asking after the family of the town founder during Founders Week. But the Balsam Belles had never let objectivity stand in the way of a promising development.

      “She seemed organized,” Trish added, which in Balsam Bay could mean either competent or dangerous depending on context.

      I leaned against the counter and let the conversation roll around me while Des settled near the front windows in a patch of morning sun.

      Melvin family records. Founder-era letters. Mine history.

      They were exactly the sorts of things people came to town for this week, and exactly the sorts of things I had been trying not to think too hard about since Sean and I had identified the man in my photo.

      The photograph, brought to me by a man who died before I could ask him what it meant, was now tucked into my pocket where I could find it and no one else would stumble across it. Sean and I had learned enough to know the man in the picture was the town founder, Samuel Melvin. The little girl standing beside him, holding a rock carved with the letter K, remained unnamed.

      At some point the museum exhibits came up—what had been added this year, whether Donald Harlan, the museum board chair, had finally fixed the lighting in the upstairs hallway, whether the school displays would survive contact with actual visitors.

      “Nancy’s granddaughter’s class used the museum’s original curator’s notes for their project,” Enid said. “The handwritten ones.”

      “Oh, Kathleen McKay did all of that work herself,” Trish replied immediately. “Every room. Every display. Organized the whole museum start to finish.”

      The others nodded.

      It wasn’t new information. My mother had been the museum’s first curator. She had built the collections, written the early labels, organized the donations, and turned Samuel Melvin’s old house into history the town could understand.

      Still, hearing it phrased that way—the whole thing was hers—landed differently somehow.

      Pride, mostly.

      And a brief wish that she were here to hear it herself.

      Outside the front windows, two volunteers crossed the square carrying a box between them toward the museum. One of them had a roll of tape stuck to her sleeve.

      “Well,” I said finally, tucking the extension cords under one arm, “I should go help before Fern sends a search party for these cords.”

      “That woman’s held together nine festivals and one flood,” Bertha replied. “Do what she says.”

      I left the store with Des beside me and crossed the square toward the museum.

      Across the square, Melvin House caught the early sunlight in warm flashes of glass and pale stone. It had never looked like a public building to me, not really. Even with the museum sign near the walk and the new accessibility ramp tucked discreetly along one side, it still looked like what it had been first: a large house built by a man who had expected permanence from both stone and people.

      The newer visitor centre sat attached behind it, lower and plainer, with wider doors, better heating, and enough electrical outlets to keep Fern from losing her mind during public events.

      A delivery van sat near the visitor centre entrance while two volunteers carried folding chairs through the open side doors. Fern’s hatchback was already in the lot, which probably meant Fern herself had been inside for at least an hour.

      Someone had placed a sandwich board near the curb reading FOUNDERS WEEK PARKING—VISITORS WELCOME, except it faced completely away from the parking lot.

      I considered fixing it. Then I decided against interfering with tradition.

      The front doors of Melvin House stood propped open. A volunteer with a clipboard stood just inside, directing early arrivals toward registration in the visitor centre.

      Another volunteer polished the glass covering Sam Melvin’s portrait with the solemn focus of someone preparing it for inspection.

      We moved through the foyer toward the rear corridor that connected the house to the visitor centre. The house itself was busy but not crowded: a volunteer carrying name tags, Donald Harlan’s voice somewhere nearby asking about programs, the faint scrape of furniture from the event space beyond the connecting doors.

      And at the centre of all of it moved Fern Carrick, the museum’s main staffer and the only person in the building who seemed to know where every key, box, schedule, and potential disaster belonged.

      Clipboard in one hand. Keys in the other. Crossing the corridor quickly while giving instructions to a volunteer about archive access.

      “No food in the records room,” she was saying as I came in. “I mean it this time. Last year somebody left half a cinnamon bun beside the land registry files for a week and I’m still emotionally recovering.”

      The volunteer laughed nervously.

      Fern spotted me immediately.

      “Tilly. Good. Callie’s in the archive hall, and we’ve only had one minor disaster so far.”

      “That feels promising.”

      “It was toner-related. We survived.”

      I handed over the extension cords.

      She took them with visible relief, then gave Des an absent scratch behind the ears without slowing down. “If anyone asks where Donald is, tell them he’s in the visitor centre checking the welcome remarks and not hiding from the seating chart.”

      Then she was moving again, intercepted halfway down the corridor by a volunteer with a question about exhibit labels.

      I found my daughter Callie in the archive hall surrounded by organized chaos: labelled boxes, stacks of folders, printed exhibit notes, and a laptop balanced beside a travel mug containing what was probably the first pot brewed at McKay’s that morning.

      She’d come to Balsam Bay the same way I had—one visit that turned indefinite, then permanent. When I stayed, she stayed. Her journalism degree had not strictly been aimed at a small Manitoba town and a general store, but Callie had a habit of finding the story worth covering wherever she happened to be standing. Her blog had started as a scrappy local update and grown into something with a reach neither of us had anticipated.

      This week, she’d decided Founders Week needed more than a few cheerful posts about bunting and rhubarb squares. She was working on a feature about Melvin House itself—the building, the people who had preserved it, and the way a mining town had learned to tell its own history without getting buried under it.

      Which was a very Callie way to turn a community event into homework.

      Her phone sat propped carefully against a storage box, aimed toward a display of founder-era photographs.

      She looked up the second I walked in.

      “I found something weird,” she announced.

      “Good morning to you too.”

      “Good morning. Also, something weird.”

      “Is this blog-weird or call-your-uncle weird?”

      “Historical weird.” She tapped the pencil against a folder. “So, annoying, but probably not criminal.”

      “That’s encouraging.”

      “I’m serious.” She turned the folder toward me. “I’ve been pulling background for the Melvin House feature, and there are references to early Saskatchewan correspondence tied to the mining years. But half the replies are missing. Not all of them. Just clusters.”

      I looked down at the page.

      The notes were written in my mother’s careful hand.

      “Could they have been misfiled?”

      “Maybe. But the gaps aren’t random.” Callie pushed her hair back with the pencil, leaving a faint graphite mark near her temple. “It’s like someone kept the references but removed the conversations.”

      That was not how archives were supposed to work.

      It also was not the sort of thing I wanted to overreact to before breakfast.

      “Founders Week attracts one genealogist and suddenly the files get dramatic,” I said.

      Callie gave me a look. “You joke, but this is exactly the sort of thing genealogists get dramatic about.”

      Des settled onto the floor beside the records table and rested her chin on her paws, apparently prepared to supervise the paperwork.

      Callie was completely in her element here. Focused. Bright-eyed. Happy in the particular way she only got when she stumbled into a research problem complicated enough to annoy her. Her journalism degree had apparently done nothing to discourage this tendency. If anything, the blog had only made her worse.

      From the visitor centre came the sound of another vehicle pulling into the lot outside, followed by the murmur of voices near registration.

      Callie glanced toward the small archive-room window.

      “I think that’s them,” she said. “The research group.”

      I straightened automatically.

      Founders Week, apparently, had officially begun.
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      It turned out Founders Week didn’t begin so much as gather momentum.

      One person arrived with a box. Another showed up carrying a tray of muffins. Somebody pinned a schedule to a bulletin board. Somebody else moved it three inches to the left.

      And eventually, without anyone announcing it, the day was underway.

      Most of the activity centred on the visitor centre attached to Melvin House. Registration tables lined one wall. Coffee urns occupied another. A cluster of folding chairs faced a small podium near the windows overlooking the lake.

      The actual museum house remained quieter.

      People drifted through the historic rooms in twos and threes, pausing over exhibits, studying photographs, and peering into display cases with the seriousness people reserved for places they felt they ought to appreciate properly.

      Des and I moved between the two buildings at an unhurried pace.

      Callie was already circulating through the room with her phone, taking photographs and talking to volunteers. One of the grade six students responsible for the school heritage display was enthusiastically explaining a hand-drawn railway map.

      “You should definitely include the route changes,” Callie told him. “That’s the interesting part.”

      The poor kid looked like she’d just offered him a publishing contract.

      Nearby, Donald stood beside the registration table straightening pamphlets that were already straight. He had chaired the museum board for years. He cared deeply about local history and worried about absolutely everything.

      At the moment, he appeared to be worrying professionally.

      He spotted me and immediately crossed the room.

      “Tilly.”

      “You look stressed.”

      “I am stressed.” He patted his pockets. “And I’ve misplaced my keys again. Do we have enough chairs?”

      “Probably.”

      “Probably isn’t comforting.”

      “We live in a town where people bring their own lawn chairs to public meetings.”

      Across the room, a volunteer held up Donald’s keys. “Donald! Found these by the coffee urn.”

      “Oh, thank goodness.” His expression tightened as someone else called his name. “I have to go solve something.”

      For all his worrying, Donald genuinely loved the museum. Founders Week mattered to him in the same way Christmas mattered to other people. He wanted visitors to enjoy themselves. He wanted the town represented well. He wanted Samuel Melvin’s house to be treated with respect.

      Mostly, he wanted everything to go smoothly.

      Which meant he was probably doomed.

      Near the heritage displays, Mabel Whitfield, former librarian, was quietly reorganizing history.

      “No, no,” she was saying to a volunteer. “The logging display belongs after the founding timeline, not beside it. Otherwise people assume they happened at the same time.”

      Nobody appeared to have put her in charge. Nobody appeared willing to stop her either.

      She looked up and spotted me. “There you are.”

      “I’ve been told that several times already today.”

      “And every one of them was probably correct.” She adjusted a photograph by a fraction of an inch.

      “Founders Week seems to have gotten off on the right foot.”

      “We’ve spent years telling people our history is worth preserving. Apparently somebody finally believed us.”

      That was difficult to argue with.

      Across the room, an unfamiliar voice was explaining something with absolute certainty.

      “No, what I’m saying is that provenance matters.”

      I turned.

      Dr. Nigel Barker, according to his name tag, stood near a display case, speaking to a volunteer who looked increasingly unsure how she’d become involved in the conversation.

      Tall, silver-haired, and impeccably dressed, Nigel carried himself with the quiet confidence of someone accustomed to being listened to.

      He wasn’t arrogant exactly, just very certain. His gaze moved across the displays with quick professional assessment.

      Then Des abandoned me. She crossed the room and stopped directly in front of him.

      Nigel paused.

      The volunteer looked relieved.

      Nigel looked down at Des, then he crouched.

      “Well, hello there.” His voice softened immediately.

      Des sniffed his hand. Then sat down beside him.

      Traitor.

      Nigel scratched behind her ears while continuing his conversation.

      I had known the man for approximately thirty seconds and already possessed two pieces of information.

      He cared deeply about historical accuracy. And he was good with dogs. Both seemed useful.

      Des remained with him. Clearly, she had chosen a side.

      A movement near the hallway caught my attention.

      A man stood beside a doorway with one hand against the wall and his head tilted slightly.

      Listening.

      At first I thought he might be unwell. Then he tapped the plaster. Paused. Tapped again.

      Ah. A building-type person.

      I wandered over.

      He noticed me approaching about three seconds after he noticed a slight irregularity in the doorframe. “Interesting,” he muttered.

      “The wall?”

      “Partly.” He straightened.

      Early forties. Work jacket. Measuring tape clipped to his belt.

      “Jamie Milligan. Restoration consultant.”

      “Tilly Lafleur.”

      We shook hands. Briefly.

      His attention immediately returned to the building.

      “The settling pattern in this section is fascinating.”

      I laughed. “Not something I hear every day.”

      Jamie looked genuinely puzzled. “The original structure and the later addition are moving differently,” he continued. “Somebody tried to compensate decades ago.”

      “You sound offended.”

      “I am.”

      There was no humour in the statement. Just professional disappointment. I liked him immediately. Not because he was charming. He wasn’t. But he cared about old buildings with remarkable sincerity.

      His gaze shifted upward. “The ceiling repair is newer than the surrounding plaster.”

      “You can tell that from down here?”

      “Yes.”

      A moment later something else caught his attention and he drifted away toward another room. Like a man following a conversation only he could hear.

      Back in the visitor centre, Callie was photographing the Balsam Belles. Nora was attempting elegance. Enid was objecting. Trish was offering unhelpful advice.

      The results appeared mixed.

      Near the registration table stood a woman I hadn’t met. Polished was the first word that came to mind. Everything about her looked organized. The coat. The notebook. The colour-coded tabs.

      She glanced up. “Tilly Lafleur.”

      Not a question.

      I sighed. “Should I be worried you already know who I am?”

      A small smile followed. “Louise Bellamy.” She offered her hand. “Genealogical researcher.”

      Her attention shifted toward one of the founder displays.

      “Your mother was Kathleen McKay.”

      “She was.”

      “I noticed references to her throughout the catalogue notes.” There was genuine admiration in her voice. “She was meticulous.”

      I smiled. “That’s a polite way of putting it.”

      Before I could ask her more, Donald stepped toward the podium.

      He tapped the microphone. The squeal that followed nearly took out half the room.

      “So we’re definitely awake now.”

      Laughter rolled through the crowd.

      Even Donald smiled.

      “Welcome to Founders Week,” he said. “And thank you all for being here.”

      The visitor centre quieted.

      Donald relaxed a little. This part he knew how to do.

      “For those visiting Balsam Bay for the first time, we’re very pleased you’ve joined us. For those who live here, thank you for continuing to support Melvin House and everything it represents.”

      He glanced toward the connecting doors leading into the museum house.

      “Founders Week began as a way to celebrate the history of this community and the people who built it. Over the years it’s grown somewhat.”

      A few people laughed.

      “Perhaps more than somewhat.”

      That earned a bigger laugh.

      Donald smiled.

      “We have exhibits, presentations, tours, researchers joining us from across the Prairies, and more coffee than is probably medically advisable.”

      Several people raised their cups in agreement.

      “Before we begin, Mayor Bugle would like to say a few words.”

      Mayor John Bugle stepped forward.

      The room’s reaction was subtle but noticeable.

      Not tension.

      Awareness.

      Ever since Samuel Melvin founded the town, there had been a Bugle somewhere near the centre of local politics. Even people who disagreed with them paid attention when one of them stood at a microphone.

      “Thank you, Donald.”

      He surveyed the room.

      “This week reminds us where we came from.”

      The words sounded practiced, but not insincere.

      “Samuel Melvin built more than a mine. He built a community. One that has weathered challenges, adapted, and endured.”

      His gaze swept across the visitors.

      “We’re proud to share that history with all of you.”

      A few more remarks followed, then he stepped aside.

      Donald visibly relaxed as though a major civic responsibility had just passed safely overhead.

      “Thank you, Mayor Bugle.”

      A small round of applause followed.

      “And before we officially set everyone loose on the archives and refreshments, I’d like to introduce someone very special.”

      His expression softened.

      “Many of you may not know that we have with us a woman who knew Samuel Melvin personally.”

      The room quieted again.

      Donald gestured toward the doorway leading into the museum house.

      “Peggy Booth served as Samuel Melvin’s secretary. His first and only secretary, in fact. She knew this house when it was still a home, and there is no one alive who knows more about its history than she does.”

      Heads turned.

      Peggy stood near the doorway with one hand resting lightly against the frame.

      She was small in stature, white-haired, and perfectly composed. She accepted the attention with a gracious nod.

      “Thank you,” she said simply. Her voice carried surprisingly well. “It’s lovely to see so many people interested in Samuel’s house.”

      Samuel. Not Mr. Melvin. Not the founder. Samuel.

      The familiarity caught my attention.

      Not because it was strange, because it wasn’t. To Peggy, he’d been a person long before he became local history.

      Donald beamed. “We’re delighted to have you.”

      Several people approached Peggy almost immediately with questions, introductions, and general curiosity.

      I found myself watching Peggy a little longer than I’d intended. She seemed important. Like a living piece of the story everyone else had come here to study.

      The crowd gradually dispersed as researchers drifted toward exhibits and visitors began exploring the museum rooms.

      Founders Week was officially underway.

      The front door opened.

      Sean Patrick stepped inside carrying a long cardboard map tube under one arm.

      He saw me and waved. “I brought the geological survey reproductions Fern wanted.”

      “Hey there,” I said. “You just missed the opening remarks.”

      He grinned. “But did I really miss anything?”

      The warmth between us settled easily into place. Comfortable now. Natural.

      Fern appeared almost immediately.

      “Are those my maps?”

      “They are.”

      “You may be my favourite person.”

      Sean handed over the tube. “I’ll try not to let it change me.”

      Fern disappeared again before he could continue.

      There was always something else needing attention.

      “How’s Founders Week going?” Sean asked.

      “So far nobody has broken anything important.”

      “A strong start.”

      Around us, the event settled into a rhythm. Nigel had acquired an audience. Jamie had acquired access to another room. Louise was already making notes. Callie was interviewing a retired teacher about early town history. Donald appeared simultaneously relieved and worried, which was probably his natural state.

      By late afternoon the pace had finally begun to ease.

      The vendors outside were packing up as people drifted toward restaurants, cottages, and inns.

      The lake beyond the windows glowed gold in the lowering sunlight.

      Callie and I walked slowly through the museum toward the exit while Fern completed one final circuit of the main floor behind us.

      “This place feels different this week,” Callie said. “Bigger somehow.”

      I knew what she meant.

      Not physically, historically. The museum suddenly felt connected to places beyond Balsam Bay: universities, archives, researchers—people who cared about the same stories for entirely different reasons.

      “I’ve had good engagement on my first Founders Week posts,” Callie said. “But honestly, the archive material is more interesting.”

      We passed through the geology room. My eyes found the K rock automatically. It sat apart from the formal display cases. The carved letter was worn smooth.

      My hand slipped briefly into my jacket pocket.

      Not enough to remove the photograph. Just enough to feel the folded edge of it.

      The image had become familiar over the past few months.

      Samuel Melvin.

      A little girl holding a rock. This rock.

      Questions that still didn’t have answers.

      I looked again at the rock in the display. Then I kept walking.

      Outside the windows, the lake had gone completely gold.

      Behind us, museum lights darkened room by room.

      And somewhere down the hallway, I caught one last glimpse of Peggy Booth standing quietly in the doorway of Samuel Melvin’s study.
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      A new rhythm had been established by the second morning of Founders Week.

      The first-day uncertainty had eased. Volunteers moved with more confidence. The school group had returned with additional project boards and the kind of excitement that made their teacher look both proud and one broken glue stick away from collapse. The coffee station in the visitor centre had expanded from a small hospitality table into something closer to essential infrastructure.

      Balsam Bay had decided the event was working.

      Which was usually the moment trouble took an interest.

      I arrived mid-morning with a coffee from The Lumberjack’s Daughter in one hand and Des walking beside me, her leash looped loosely around my wrist. She had already accepted Founders Week as part cultural event, part snack opportunity. I was just steering.

      Fern stood outside the archive room holding her clipboard in both hands.

      That was the first bad sign.

      Fern was one of the most composed people I knew. Not chilly, just organized down to the bone. She held clipboards the way other people held cups of tea. In Fern’s case, that was probably more comforting.

      Today she looked like she was using it to keep herself from saying something she’d regret.

      “Morning,” I said.

      Fern looked up. “The original architectural blueprints are gone.”

      I stopped beside her. Des sat automatically, then looked from Fern to me as if waiting for someone to explain why the humans had changed shape.

      “Gone where?”

      “Stolen,” Fern said.

      That was a stronger word than misplaced, and Fern was not a woman who reached for stronger words unless she had already ruled out the weaker ones.

      “Have you called Jason?”

      “Yes. After I checked the archive room twice, the office, the prep room, the visitor centre storage shelves, and every table surface.”

      “Donald?”

      “Donald was hoping we’d locate them before involving the RCMP.”

      “I’m sure he was.”

      She stepped aside enough for me to see into the archive room. The long map drawer against the wall was closed, its brass handle dulled with age and use. Nothing looked disturbed. No overturned boxes, no scattered papers, no obvious sign that anyone had been in there doing anything they shouldn’t.

      Somehow, that made it worse.

      “The blueprints were stored there overnight,” Fern said. “Original architectural plans for Melvin House. Provincial archive loan. We used them during yesterday’s supervised session, then locked them back in the drawer before closing.”

      “And this morning?”

      “The tube was empty.”

      I looked at the drawer, then at the table where a long cardboard storage tube sat by itself, innocent as a mailing mistake.

      “Just the blueprints?”

      “Just the blueprints. Not the correspondence files, not the survey maps, not the photographs stacked beside them.”

      That was specific. Specific was rarely comforting.

      “No damage to the lock?”

      “The drawer was relocked afterward.”

      I took that in. Someone hadn’t grabbed the nearest thing and run. Someone had opened a locked drawer, removed exactly one item, and closed things up neatly behind them.

      “Has Jamie heard?”

      Fern’s expression tightened slightly. “Unfortunately, yes.”

      “How bad?” I had a feeling missing blueprints ranked somewhere between personal insult and natural disaster in Jamie’s world.

      “He spent ten minutes explaining why the blueprints were essential to understanding the building, then asked whether anyone had photographed them before they disappeared.”

      “And?”

      “Nobody had.”

      Des gave the edge of the doorway a cautious sniff, then sneezed.

      “Helpful,” I murmured.

      Fern’s mouth twitched despite herself.

      Behind us, Donald’s voice floated down the corridor with forced brightness. “Let’s not make this bigger than it is.”

      I turned.

      Donald stood several feet away, speaking to one of the younger volunteers, who had the solemn expression of a person trying very hard not to overhear something while memorizing every word.

      “Things get moved during events,” Donald continued. “Boxes shift around. Materials end up in the wrong room. We’ll sort it out.”

      The volunteer nodded, though she looked as if she planned to sort it out with at least three text messages before lunch.

      Fern waited until Donald approached.

      “I’ve checked every storage area, office, presentation room, and display prep space in both the house and the visitor centre,” she said. “And the drawer was relocked afterward.”

      Donald’s smile stayed in place, but only because he seemed determined to hold it there by force. “Well, that doesn’t necessarily mean theft.”

      “It means someone accessed the drawer.”

      “Yes, but⁠—”

      “And if the documents are not located by noon, I am required to notify the provincial archive that the originals are missing.”

      His fingers tightened on his clipboard. Only slightly, but I saw it. I’d noticed something similar the day before, when Fern had explained the archive access procedures to the volunteers. A brief tension around his eyes, gone as soon as it appeared.

      Donald was worried. The question was whether he was worried about the blueprints, the reputation of Founders Week, or something tucked underneath both.

      “Perhaps,” he said carefully, “we don’t need to alarm them before we know more. Things have been going so well. If we could just quietly continue searching⁠—”

      “The historical documents currently missing from this building are irreplaceable originals on provincial loan,” Fern said.

      Donald inhaled through his nose.

      I took a sip of coffee and stayed out of it.

      Down the corridor, Fern caught sight of another volunteer.

      “Marie. Walk me through this morning again.”

      Marie came forward with the expression of someone who had not volunteered for quite this much history.

      “I opened the archive room at seven-thirty,” she said. “Everything looked normal at first. I didn’t realize the tube was empty until I started setting up for the morning session.”

      Fern nodded. “Anything unusual yesterday afternoon?”

      Marie hesitated. “I mean…probably not.”

      Donald turned toward her. “Probably?”

      “I saw Dr. Barker in the corridor yesterday after the supervised session ended,” she said. “Near the archive room.”

      The hallway seemed to quiet around us.

      “Doing what?” Donald asked.

      “I don’t know. Nothing obvious. He was just standing near the door when I came back from helping in the foyer. I didn’t think anything of it because he’d been working with the archive materials earlier.”

      Fern’s face remained calm. “Did he enter the room?”

      “I don’t think so.”

      Not no. Just not certain.

      Marie looked more miserable by the second. “I probably should’ve mentioned it earlier.”

      “You’re mentioning it now,” Fern said. “That’s fine.”

      It was fine, technically. It was also the kind of detail Balsam Bay could turn into a full theory before the next pot of coffee finished brewing. A historian near the archive room. Original blueprints missing. A locked drawer opened and closed again.

      People didn’t need much more than that to start building stories.

      A pleasant voice spoke from the archive doorway behind me. “What precisely was depicted in these architectural drawings?”

      Louise Bellamy stood there with her indexed notebook open.

      Most people were asking who had taken the drawings. Louise wanted to know what had been on them.

      That was an interesting question.

      Donald answered before Fern could. “The original structural plans for the Melvin property. Floor layouts, survey notations, construction details from the original build period.”

      Louise wrote that down. “Would the plans have reflected the house exactly as it currently stands?”

      “There were renovations during the museum conversion in the early nineties,” Donald said. “Some modifications.”

      “Minor?”

      “Generally.”

      “Rooms removed? Walls shifted? Access points covered?”

      Donald’s smile thinned. “I can’t remember specifics. I’d have to review the renovation documentation.”

      Louise made another note, as calm as if she were asking about paint colours. She wasn’t focused on how the blueprints had disappeared. She wanted to know what they might have shown.

      That put her in a category of her own.

      At the far end of the hall, near the study doorway, Peggy stood with one hand resting against the frame. She had been cheerfully helping in the house that morning, answering questions about the early museum years and directing visitors away from furniture they were not supposed to touch. Now she looked tired.

      Her gaze moved from Donald to Fern, then settled on the empty blueprint tube on the table. Something tightened in her face. Not fear exactly. More like recognition.

      When she noticed me watching, she gave a small, polite nod.

      “Peggy,” I said gently. “Are you all right?”

      “Oh yes,” she said, too quickly. “Just a busy morning.”

      Her hand remained on the study doorframe. For a moment, I thought she might say something else, but instead she stepped back into the room and disappeared from view.

      Fern ended the gathering before it could become an audience.

      “Thank you everyone,” she said, her voice calm enough to make it clear that lingering would not be rewarded. “That’s all we need right now.”

      It worked. Donald drifted back toward the foyer to continue managing the atmosphere of the building. Marie escaped toward the garden looking relieved. Louise stayed where she was for another moment, writing steadily in her notebook before she, too, moved away.

      Fern stepped into the archive room, and I followed with Des at my side.

      “How many people had keys to the drawer?” I asked.

      Fern looked at me directly. She knew what the question meant.

      “Myself and Donald.”

      “No guest access?”

      “Not unsupervised. The archive sessions were monitored yesterday morning and afternoon. There was a gap during the volunteer shift change—approximately twenty-five minutes.”

      “Long enough.”

      “Yes.”

      I looked around the room again. I’d spent too many years in search and rescue not to read a space automatically. What was out of place. What had been touched. What someone might have stepped around without realizing it. Here, there was nothing obvious to read. No mess. No rush.

      That was the point.

      Someone had known what they wanted.

      Behind us, footsteps approached quickly down the corridor.

      Jason stepped into the archive room in plain clothes with his RCMP badge already clipped at his belt. He took in the drawer, the tube, Fern’s expression, then mine.

      “Good morning,” he said.

      “Debatable,” I replied.

      His mouth twitched. It wasn’t a smile, exactly, but it was closer than Fern had managed.

      “You touch anything?”

      “No.”

      “Good.”

      Des leaned politely against his leg.

      “And you?” he asked her.

      She wagged her tail once, which was probably not admissible.

      Fern walked him through the timeline. Jason listened without interrupting, occasionally jotting notes in a small notebook he pulled from his back pocket. When Fern mentioned the careful relocking, his pen paused.

      “Any sign anything else was disturbed?”

      “No.”

      He crouched beside the map drawer and examined the lock plate without touching more than he had to. “You tell the provincial archive yet?”

      “Not yet.”

      “You should probably notify them now,” Jason said. “Better they hear it from you early than after three more phone calls and a panic.”

      Donald appeared in the doorway almost immediately afterward, as if administrative consequences had a sound only he could hear.

      “Now hold on,” he said. “Do we really need to escalate before we’ve completed an internal search?”

      Jason straightened from the drawer. “Donald, if the documents turn up in five minutes, great. Everybody celebrates. But right now we’ve got historical material missing from a locked archive drawer.”

      Donald opened his mouth again.

      “And honestly,” Jason added, “if we delay reporting it and the province finds out later, that conversation’s going to get way worse for everybody.”

      Donald fell quiet.

      Jason looked at me once on his way back toward the corridor. It was the same look he’d given me since we were kids, usually right before telling me not to climb something, poke something, or ask a question that would make dinner awkward.

      I gave him my most innocent expression.

      He did not appear reassured.

      By the time the afternoon session began in the main hall of the visitor centre, Founders Week had resumed its public face. People filled chairs. Coffee circulated. Donald welcomed attendees with determined warmth. Someone adjusted the microphone twice before giving up and speaking loudly instead.

      Everything looked normal again.

      Except it wasn’t.

      The tension had settled underneath the day, quiet but unmistakable.

      Across the hall, Nigel arranged his lecture notes at the podium with calm professional precision. A historian preparing to speak about the founding of Balsam Bay should have looked interested in the disappearance of original Melvin House blueprints.

      Instead, as he crossed the foyer toward the presentation space, he never once looked toward the archive corridor.

      Not even by accident.

      And that, more than anything else, made me wonder what he was trying not to see.
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      The afternoon sessions continued because Founders Week had too much momentum to stop.

      By two o’clock the school presentation tables had migrated slightly farther into the foyer than they’d been that morning, the local vendor selling wild rice casserole had officially run out, and the Balsam Belles had established themselves in three chairs near the front archway with the kind of territorial confidence normally associated with gulls and retirees.

      The blueprints were still gone.

      Nobody talked about it. That would’ve been easier, honestly.

      Instead the theft sat underneath everything. Not large enough to stop the event. Just present enough to alter the shape of conversations.

      Donald had entered full administrative
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