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Chapter One
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Adam Norcross did not break his stride as the twenty-five story glass and concrete building came into view. He could not allow himself the luxury. If he did, he’d just walk away. Not that it would change anything.

Instead, Adam briskly moved through the frosted glass front doors of Biggerman, Case, and Abernathy Law Offices. He paused to collapse his black umbrella as the revolving door slowed behind him to a stop. This gave him a chance to look around the foyer, more from habit than from need. Stop stalling, get it done. 

Resolutely, Adam lifted his head. He'd been spotted by the receptionist so he moved forward. His encrypted mobile phone buzzed as he crossed the tiled floor to the plush carpeted area. 

Adam mouth twisted in annoyance, he paused again and plucked the device out of his inside coat pocket. He glanced at the display. 

He declined the call from Walter Shapiro feeling a bit reckless, if completely justified. His boss was increasingly impinging on Adam’s off hours. Granted, sometimes the calls were necessary as they were emergency in nature. Still, he could not shake the feeling Shapiro was leaning on him a bit too frequently.

Added to that, Adam also wasn’t ready to take a tongue-lashing about his involvement in the latest situation in Libya. 

Zara Dare had said she thought it was her good luck Adam was already in Tripoli dealing with the mess a Canadian engineering company had got themselves into. She’d gotten the call from her MI6 boss about the terrorist hijacking of an inbound flight with little time to plan. Zara decided it was more efficient to tap someone who had the experience she needed instead of improvising and Norcross had agreed.

Violence and threats had to be dealt with seriously. When a sister agency asked for help, of course Norcross would give it. 

Five terrorists were onboard a Lufthansa flight. They’d wanted Qasr bin Ghashir, the active airport, but Adam convinced Zara to reroute to the closed Tripoli facility to limit causalities.

She got a message to the pilot and Adam’s idea had worked. Events proceeded swiftly once the plane was on the ground. In any event, they’d sent the tearfully grateful group of passengers to Frankfurt after Zara had done the initial sniff test, screening the passengers and crew. At least this Airbus would arrive at its scheduled destination. Libyan authorities had already dealt with what was left of the hijackers.

In Adam’s mind, there was no such thing as happenstance. Still he’d taken the opportunity to off load a bunch of whinging executives into the hands of his junior associate, Benny Mufisso. His apprentice was more than up to the challenge of extracting the CINS Engineering people. Besides, the negotiations were complete. All Mufisso had left to do was a bit of clerical mopping up.

Being the team on the ground, they all agreed the hijacking was the more important crisis. However Norcross was not confident Shapiro would agree with that assessment.

To avoid any further interruptions, Adam changed the mobile device to ‘airplane’ mode with a swipe of his thumb. With that, some of his tension dissolved.

He’d delayed handling this legal task for many months. He was not proud of his procrastination. A failing Adam determined he needed to work on. Do not delay personal business or postpone things that needed to be done...or said, no matter what crisis he was tasked with.

After this meeting, he had plans to fix the latter.

With his phone once again tucked away in his inside suit pocket, Adam walked forward again. It was past time he dealt with the final details of his late mother's estate, but he didn’t have to like it.

His black leather wingtips sank into the immaculate navy-blue carpeting. He noted the light scent of expensive perfume as he approached the glossy redwood reception desk.

“Good morning, sir, how may I help?”  The sleekly groomed receptionist asked. She was mid-twenties, extremely trim, with ash blonde hair dramatically swept into an updo. The neckline of her pale blue dress was conservative, yet feminine. Her blue eyes, outlined with heavy black makeup, scanned his face and his tailored grey suit. Appreciation warmed her expression and she flashed him a smile like he’d passed some kind of test.

“Adam Norcross, I have a ten o’clock with Wu Abernathy.”  He managed to keep the impatience he felt out of his tone. It wasn’t anyone else’s fault, least of all the receptionist’s he found the idea of hearing his mother's will read totally repugnant. He just needed the deed done. Once completed, this chore was one more ‘to-do’ item to cross off the list from last December. He’d left this second most difficult chore for near to the last. Rationally he knew delaying would not change reality, still, dealing with this type of thing made his chest tighten.

Then there were the people he had to deal with. As a rule Adam did not like lawyers, too many of them became politicians. Politicians were forever causing him problems. He reasoned this might be another excuse, but discarded the idea almost immediately.

“Of course, Mr. Norcross. One moment, please.”  She glanced to her left. No doubt where the list of client appointments was kept and quickly found his name. Smoothly, she rose from her desk. “This way please. May I take your coat?” 

“No, thank you.”  He flashed her a quick smile. 

She nodded like this was nothing unusual and escorted him to a separate elevator along the back wall behind her desk. Not to one of the six stainless-steel lifts grouped together on the right. A heavy redwood door slid soundlessly open at her touch to a discreet panel.

“Geeta will greet you and take you to your meeting room.”  She produced a proximity card and touched it against the reader, depressed the button for the twenty-fifth floor, and then retreated.

Adam boarded the car and the door slid closed on the reception’s lithe form as she returned to her seat.

Seconds later the mirrored doors slid open and as promised, Geeta waited for him. This woman was more formally dressed in a tailored cream suit, a perfect foil for her bronze skin and ebony-black hair, subdued into a tight bun on the back of her head. She wore no makeup to soften her angular features. Her no nonsense expression reminded Adam fleetingly of Beth Leith. 

“Mr. Norcross, I'm Geeta.”  She nodded to him. “Please follow me. The Arbutus conference room is ready for your meeting.”  Geeta led the way past numerous offices and alcoves down a wide hallway. “Please have a seat. Mr. Abernathy will join you momentarily.”  She offered water and coffee, which he politely turned down and she left him.

The room was comprised of glass walls along the hallway and Norcross turned his back to them. He propped his umbrella against the wall and shrugged out of his damp overcoat. Directly across from the oval dark oak conference table, was a row of floor to ceiling windows. These offered a magnificent view of Victoria Harbour.

Adam folded his coat over the back of one swivel chair and hooked the wooden handle of the umbrella on top. This umbrella was a new one he’d bought in London, along with the black trench coat and suit before flying back to Vancouver. He felt he needed to wear something more respectful for the will reading. The suit was bespoke and he was sure his mother would have approved.

Zara had not stopped to shop. The MI6 operative had proceeded straight to her connecting flight which took her back to her husband and daughter. 

Adam felt a twinge of envy over his friend’s eagerness to return home. It had been years since Adam had felt that pull, decades really, even when his mother was still alive. His wife, Margarita, had passed on a long time ago and that particular pain, for the most part, had faded. Still, with his mother now gone, there was the emptiness left by their absence which he'd never thought he'd be able to fill. Then along came Sergeant Beth Leith and the climate change scientist murder. Adam pondered how strange life work sometimes.

Walking around the table he bypassed the other seats and chose to stand at the drizzle-dampened windows, hands clasped behind his back. He stared down at the bustle of seaplanes arriving and departing. Farther out, the harbour marina offered concrete docks with wooden fingers. To these were tethered various types of sail and power boats gently moving against the wind and tide. He’d always thought there was something freeing about boats.

The view did nothing to lift the heavy feeling which weighed him down since he’d made this appointment with Abernathy. Like an immense rock pressing down on his chest. He hadn’t felt this down in months, not since the days after his mother’s funeral. The realization made him angry with himself, he needed to push past it, get over it. He wasn’t immune to grief, but he needed to learn to handle the emotion better.

“Ah, Adam, I’m glad you made it.”  There was a gentle rebuke in the older man’s tone.

Adam turned as a portly Asian man closed the hallway door. He walked into the room and over to his former client's son. Wu Abernathy’s statement no doubt referred to previous appointments Adam had cancelled.

“Mr. Abernathy, nice to see you.”  Adam said formally and held out his right hand. 

“Please call me Wu.”  The lawyer took it in a warm two-handed grip. “It’s been a long time, I am so sorry Evelyn has passed on, she was a dear friend. I also regret not being able to attend her funeral. I was stuck in Hong Kong because, well, we don’t need to get into that.”  He released Adam’s hand. 

The older man was shorter, forcing Adam to look down into eyes so dark brown they appeared black in the over-head lights. There was true sincerity there and Adam knew the lawyer meant what he said. 

Adam nodded, “Thank you.”  He did know about the political struggles of the former British colony. He was about to let Abernathy know the legal council’s lack of attendance at the funeral wasn’t an issue when he was struck with a thought. “You were working on the release of some political protestors. Mom would have understood.” 

Abernathy frowned. “How did you know–oh yes. You work for the Foreign Affairs office.” 

“Global Affairs.”  He corrected gently. “Yes, I read lots of reports.”  Adam gave the man a bland smile. 

No, not really, but his job was easier to explain this way. People’s eyes glazed over when he mentioned the civil servant post and that was good. He encouraged the idea there was nothing more boring than an analyst’s job, nothing to see here. 

They each chose a chair at the table and sat. “Will Ida Hill be joining us, Mr. Abernathy?”  Adam could not address the older man by his first name. It didn’t feel right. 

Even though over several decades Abernathy had handled every legal aspect of Evelyn Norcross’ career. Adam didn’t know the counsel as well as his mother had. He’d rarely come in contact with the lawyer although he knew Abernathy's relationship with his mother went back to their university days.

He knew Abernathy specialized in international contract law, while his mother had gone into the criminal side. She’d even defended one or two high-profile cases before calling it quits. Evelyn Norcross hadn’t stayed a practicing lawyer for more than a few years before Adam was born. 

Wu Abernathy came back on the scene with his mother's first book contract with a British publishing house. Her friend handled every aspect of her contracts, including details like the film rights to her books and the agent contract his mother had with Ida Hill, and of course her estate.

The older man settled into his chair and placed a black leather portfolio in front of him. He paused to look over at his client’s son for a moment as he tugged down the gold vest under his brown suit jacket. 

“No, no one else will be joining us. The contract between your mother and her agent expired some time ago. Although the two continued to be friends, as I understand it.”  Abernathy adjusted the height of his roller chair, and then shifted his gaze back to Adam.

The lawyer's fidgety demeanour demanded closer inspection. Something else was going on, Adam could feel it. As he watched Abernathy, he was struck with the familiar feeling of events falling into place. His precognitive ability flashed a scene into his mind's eye for a brief second. 

Papers, stapled together, with a triangle of pale blue paper on the corner of the document. Then a simple sealed cream envelope with his name scribed across it, placed on top.

Norcross blinked. He knew without a shadow of doubt the information contained within the older man’s portfolio would affect him. How deeply and whether the information was positive or negative was yet to be determined.

He flexed his jaw as he gritted his teeth. Adam never liked surprises. 

Adam’s precognitive ability took a lot of the guesswork out of a large part of his life and that was the way he liked it. 

He concentrated on the lawyer and ignored the negative feelings he was experiencing. He rested his forearms casually on the arms of the black leather chair and folded his hands to wait. He breathed in and out slowly, a familiar calm settled over him. This was an exercise taught to him years ago for maintaining control under stress. 

It was then he realized moisture beaded Abernathy’s upper lip. The lawyer was tense. This made Norcross curious as he watched the older man unclasped the black leather portfolio and removed a file folder, thick with documents. 

Next, the lawyer took out a black Mount Blanc pen and opened it and placed it on a yellow legal pad beside the folder. Then a sheaf of papers with the pale blue triangle stapled at the corner was extracted. Clearly this document was his mother’s formal will.

Finally, he extracted a pair of gold-rimmed glasses from a case in his left breast pocket. As the older man slipped on the glasses, Adam was forced to suppress his impatience at Abernathy’s delaying tactics. He frowned. What was the reason the old boy was stalling?

It was ridiculous to dread what his mother had put in her will. He knew the house and adjacent property was already his. What else could there be? Maybe a bit of cash, but that was all. 

Surely anything Abernathy was about to tell him couldn’t be all that bad. They would get through the task in due time, however Adam had other business to handle. “Mr. Abernathy could we begin, please. I have another appointment I must see to.” 

“Yes, of course.”  He gave Adam a pained smile and brought order to the papers he’d removed from the folder. 

It took mere minutes for Abernathy to read out the will. The document said exactly what Adam had expected, he was his mother's sole heir. Adam's ownership of the property in Maple Bay was confirmed, he owned the house outright, and there was no mortgage. So far no real surprises.

“Do you have any questions?” 

Adam shook his head. “Not so far.” 

The lawyer moved this document to the right of the legal pad while he retained a stack of loose papers in front of him. These he precisely lined up beside the manila tab folder. 

A ghost of a smile curved Adam’s mouth at Abernathy’s fussing.

“There may be one or two revelations for you in the rest of this. I hope you don’t mind, could we leave questions until the end when I’ve gone through it all once?” 

Now an unfamiliar sensation crept down Adam's spine. All right maybe there was something to dread after all. “Of course.” 

Abernathy settled his wire-framed glasses higher on the bridge of his nose and picked up the top sheet of paper. He took a breath and looked directly back at Adam. 

“To begin with, your mother’s income is derived from several sources. Firstly, her mystery novels, under her own name and that of royalties from Brown Wolf Publishing. Secondly, there is revenue in the form of funds from the two film options. These were invested into an income trust.” 

Adam nodded, he knew all this, but let the older man give him some details on how and where the funds were invested. “You’ll have to decide what you’d like to do with those funds, as they will need to be transferred over to you. I’ve made a list of options for you to review and we can develop a plan once you’ve made your choices.” 

Again he nodded. Adam did not want to speak and interrupt Abernathy now that the lawyer was getting down to business.

“The third revenue stream, well.”  Abernathy cleared his throat and kept his eyes focused on the sheet of paper in front of him. “These are more substantial royalties, those coming from her second series, Dark Scandals, under her pen name Ivy Blackwood, also from the same publisher.”  He said all this in a rush and by the tight expression on the older man’s face, it was plain Abernathy had some issue with the information. 

Adam tipped his head to one side. “I’ve never heard of Dark Scandals or Ivy Blackwood for that matter.”  His tone was pensive as he looked at the legal counsel. “I didn’t see any books from this series in her library.” 

“I can’t say I’m surprised. How does a mother tell her son she writes, or wrote, tawdry–well, never mind.”  Abernathy shook his partially bald white head as he shuttered.

An amused smile threatened as he endeavoured to keep his face blank. Even so, Adam was beginning to find this whole thing quite entertaining. “Go on, Mr. Abernathy.” 

The councillor made an erasing motion with his right hand. “Anyway yes, she did. How else do you think she could afford for you to go to Cambridge University? The film options on the first mystery novels didn’t come in until much later.” 

“Ah,”  Adam nodded and lifted his eyebrows. “This explains a few things. I wonder why she never told me.” 

Abernathy looked over the top of his half-moon reading glasses at Adam. “If you had ever read any of the Dark Scandals books, you'd know why.”  

“Ah, well as I said, I’ve never even heard of the series until now. I doubt the genre is my thing.”  

However from the look Abernathy was giving him, it was apparent the lawyer might have read one. The skin above his white shirt and tie darkened, and his cheeks flushed. Possibly he’d read more than a couple then?

“Mm, well, I dare say.”  The older man cleared his throat.

Abernathy passed a printed spreadsheet across the table. “This is the breakdown of the revenue streams.”  He tapped the ‘royalties’ column with one thick finger. “Those will continue for some time. I checked with Ian Wolf, comptroller for Brown Wolf Publishing and he assured me there is still significant interest in your mother’s work and the revenue will continue for some time with the help of their marketing campaign. He feels you could leave things as they are. He’ll be in touch if anything regarding the sales from your mother’s novels changes.” 

“I see.”  Adam looked down at the amount of money coming in. Guilt punched him in the chest. “It’s not a lot, is it? What was my mother living on?”  He should have checked on her finances, asked if she needed any help.

“Oh, that side of the statement merely represents the mysteries.”  The lawyer reached across and turned the sheet over to display the backside. “This one is Dark Scandals.”  

“That’s...respectable.”  Adam started at the total for a moment.

“It is. The amount has reduced slightly over the years but is still a solid income. The royalty revenues would spike with the release of a new title.”  Abernathy sat back and regarded Adam. “Evelyn had no debts.”  He pulled out a third printed spreadsheet. “This is the record of investment funds from the film options. It’s doing quite nicely too and afforded your mother a comfortable lifestyle.” 

“Yes, I see that now.”  The surge of guilt subsided after he saw the last income statement. Apparently his mother had not been subsisting on a tiny income. The healthy portfolio dissolved his worry completely as he viewed the yearly income number.

Abernathy then reviewed alternatives for how Adam could deal with his inheritance. “You don’t have to decide anything right now, you can think over the options I’ve given you and get back to me at a later date. The money will merely sit where it is and gather interest. I’ll have to file the final income tax return in the meantime and investigate any capital gains implications. I have account numbers from your mother. Please check them so I may transfer the monthly payments to you.” 

“Thank you. Yes, these are correct.”  

Adam then gathered the statements together. The older man slid the empty file folder over to Adam and he tucked the documents, along with the copy of the will, inside.

“Now,”  Abernathy once again looked over the top of his glasses at Adam “There is one last thing.”  His tone had turned grave.

Adam patiently waited as the older man slowly extracted an envelope from the leather folder. He immediately recognized it as his mother’s stationary. She wrote to him frequently, yes, old school letters, and it was easy to identify the heavy cream parchment with her name and return address printed in bronze on the envelope flap. 

His name, in thick black script from her fountain pen was on the back of the sealed missive in his mother’s hand. Just as he’d ‘seen’ it earlier in his mind’s eye.

Abernathy handed the envelope over.

“What’s this?”  Adam held the sealed missive carefully. 

“This is a letter to you from Evelyn. Your mother told me this communication would explain about your father. I was to give it to you in person.” 

Adam stared at the letter as it lay in his hands. “My father?”  To say he was intrigued wasn’t the half of it, apprehension played a part too.

“Yes.”  Abernathy's tone said he’d rather be doing anything else but this.

Adam’s gaze shot up to meet Abernathy’s. “You knew him?” 

The lawyer gave a small nod. “Your father graduated the same year your mother and I did from Simon Fraser University. While she and I took up clerking posts, your father took another path. Not terribly illustrious, but still important. He took a job with Legal Aid.” 

“All right, then what happened? Mom didn’t stop practicing law until I was born.” 

“I’m afraid that’s all I know.” 

“You were friends. You must know something of their relationship.” 

The older man shook his head. “You have to understand, the life of an associate is one of incredible pressure. The immense workload took up every spare moment of our time. We barely had a moment to return home for sleep let alone keep up with any kind of social life. I sincerely don’t know how your mother managed it.”  He gestured to the envelope. “I suspect the rest of the story is in your letter.” 

“Can you at least tell me his name?” 

“Roderick Campion.” 

None of this information lined up with what Adam had uncovered years ago in regard to who his father was. 

Interesting, to say the least.
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Bethany Leith killed the all-terrain vehicle’s engine. Swung one long leg over the yellow Suzuki quad and stood a couple of feet away from the hot engine. She welcomed the abrupt silence and the break in the workday.

Instantly, warblers and yellow throats filled the quiet with their song while one squirrel voiced his protest to her presence.

Heat emitted from the hard worked engine as she pulled off her left battered leather work glove and looked around the ‘new’ property. Her father and brother had plans for the land to be used as the extended bin yard. The farmyard across the road was full. The rest of the property would be used to run cattle. The north fenced off section was where she’d spend the morning making repairs.

The August sun was warm as it shone from the clear cloudless sky. Heat fell on the crown of her green ball cap and white T-shirt clad shoulders, making her wish she’d chosen denim short instead of jeans. Even so, it was too beautiful a day to worry about it. 

She’d only been home in Saskatchewan these past three days and already her skin tone had darkened nicely even with the 50 SPF sunscreen her mother firmly suggested she use. Beth’s skin never burned. Something she was thankful for from her parents’ mixed genes. 

Beth flexed her bare hand to work feeling back into her fingers. 

Vancouver Island weather wasn’t as rainy as people usually thought. Maybe it was more work than play which had washed out her complexion. Still, she was glad to be working outside in the sun now. 

Work. 

She shook her head once and leaned a hip against the ATV. Now there was a complete mess. The question, was the situation irrevocable? Maybe, if politics had not been involved or rather, a certain politician. 

Taking a deep breath, Beth pushed thoughts about her decimated career as a RCMP sergeant away. Releasing it in a long sigh, she blocked out Inspector Taggard’s advice to be patient until the situation can be sorted out away. Patience wasn’t one of her long suits and she knew it.

At the time, she'd grit her teeth to contain her anger and said nothing, merely nodded. 

“Your police union rep will stay in touch and so will I. We have to wait for the review panel to make a decision. You know how this goes.”  Again she’d nodded.

The problem was Beth had a bad feeling the ‘situation’ would not be resolved in her favour. And worse, the feeling was more than worry, it felt like certainty. “Heh, now I’m thinking like Norcross.”  She dismissed this too, but a smile curved her lips just the same. 

A mixture of dust, prairie grass, and the unique smell of harvest beginning scented the air. In the distance she could hear someone running an engine a few kilometres south. Probably it was her brother Dawson on the field across from the house running the swather. Tomorrow she'd be out there too, bailing if the swaths were dry enough.

Beth looked back down the dirt road she’d traveled. The route wound through sparse spruce trees and dense poplars copses. Ahead, the track curved left and a grassy plain dotted with willows teased her with a glimpse of water. 

Beyond to the right, there was the lazy curve of the river and the makeshift bridge. This gave access to another seventeen acres which was part of this fifty her family had recently purchased. The new property was half a kilometre from the home acre, Leith Family Farm, est. 1908. 

Although the property purchase was new, Beth knew the land well. When she was a kid, she and her brothers had helped their grandfather when he’d pastured cattle on this piece. 

Back then, Seth Leith rented the land from Morris Freeborn, their neighbour. The agreement continued for several decades until her family reduced their cattle for a time due to market conditions. This year her dad felt it was time to ramp up the numbers again and move cattle on to this land to pasture.

“The economy is uncertain and the price of cereal and pulse crops is iffy. Your grandfather used to say, ‘In hard times grab the tail of a cow and it will pull you through.’”  Apparently her brother agreed as well even though Dawson's time was almost completely taken up with the grain and canola side of farming. Maybe their father wanted something of his own to do now that her brother was taking on the larger share of field work? 

“We need more crop storage too.”  Nick had explained over breakfast that first day she’d been back at home. “I’ve ordered six new bins. When they arrive we’ll assemble them on Morris Freeborn’s old property. I contacted his son Vic, about buying the property outright last month. No more of this rental crap, I want to own that land.”  

Even now Beth sensed there was something more to her dad’s sudden desire to lay claim to the fifty acres but at the time only said, “So you’ve made an offer?”  She merely sipped her coffee as she watched her father.

A self-satisfied smile had slowly spread across his lined face. “Oh yeah, the deal is in the works.”  His hazel eyes crinkled at the corners when he was pleased with himself.

Maria Leith, Beth’s mother, pursed her lips and tucked a strand of black hair shot with grey, behind her left ear as she listened to the exchange. It had escaped from the loose bun on the back of her head. Biting her lip, she appeared to have found something deeply interesting to read on her propped up tablet, effectively avoiding Beth’s eyes.

“Your bid is more than Rupert Honeyweld’s offered?”  Beth had turned her attention back to her father. 

When she was still working in British Columbia, Dawson sent her regular emails at least once a month with family news. She hadn’t given the land purchase much thought before, but she sensed her dad was up to something than merely expanding the family holdings.

Nick had turned an innocent face to his daughter. “Is Honeyweld looking to buy the Freeborn property?”  There was her confirmation.

“You know he is.”  Maria’s words were dry as tinder. “He’s been after a piece of land along the river for years.”  She looked at her daughter. “I don’t know why, nor did Judy. She was Rupert’s wife. He still owns a perfectly good house in town.” 

“Still?”  Beth had frowned and picked up a piece of her bagel to bit into. “What does that mean?” 

“Judy passed away over a month ago. She had cancer.”  Maria shook her head. “Sad, she was a lovely woman.” 

“Honeyweld is an arse and I’m not going to let that snake own any property close to me or mine.” 

“Nick, language.”  Maria had said automatically without looking up. Something Beth had heard thousands of times. She could not help herself, she’d laughed. Her parents’ banter was one of the things she’d miss in her years away. Thinking about them made her smile. 

Her boots and denim-clad legs were damp. Mud spatters stained her clothes from the speed at which she’d traveled. The landscape was mostly unchanged from her younger years, and racing down the muddy trails felt good. 

Beth removed the other leather glove and used them both to slap at the drying mess on her jeans. 

This area was crisscrossed with multiple trails and after two days of rain, there was a mud hole or two that required exploring in between getting her arms scratched up looking for the next strand of barbed wire pinned to wooden fence posts. This included assessing the state the wire was in, and if possible, fixing it, or running new wire.

This part of the country had hills, coulees, and wild over-grown forested areas. It had been over a decade since anyone had used the parcel for anything other than recreation. The trails were great for quad riding, and there was a swimming hole around the bend from the abandoned beaver dam. Down river there was a stretch of beach the local teenagers used to frequent. A ring of huge stones edged a natural fire pit. Beth and her brothers attended bonfires there in their youth.

She draped her damp gloves over the black rubber hand grips of the quad to dry in the morning sun. She thought about the rivalry between Rupert Honeyweld and her dad which had grown to legendary proportions over the years, and done nothing but get nastier according to Dawson. It started with a disagreement in administration of the Lone Spruce Museum and Historical Society board. The Honeywelds and the Leiths were all members of the society. Things escalated this past December when Nick Leith was charged with assault on Rupert Honeyweld. 

Remembering the frantic call she’d received while working on a murder investigation in British Columbia still unsettled her. Beth could not recall any other time her mother had been so completely freaked out like that. The judge decided it was two old guys with a difference of opinion and no injuries or witnesses could be offered into evidence, so not a criminal matter. Honeyweld threatened to sue, but so far, nothing had come of it. 

The sun glanced off a stretch of Conjuring Creek, part of the Assiniboia River system. Light danced across the blue water down slope from her location and tempted her to get closer. The creek’s clear water sparkled in the late summer sun. There was another trail which curved right along the water. 

She knew there would be a bench made of wood a few yards down, silver-grey from the weather. Her grandfather had built it and placed it there, though it was not visible at the moment. Shoulder high grass and even taller willows obstructed her view, but she knew exactly where the bench was. She’d walked down there with Grandad countless times. They would fish for pickerel and share a lunch grandma packed. Of her four siblings, Beth had been the only one interested in the mundane sport of fishing. “Those boys are hell raisers pure and simple. It’s all loud engines and cold beer with them.”  Then Granddad used to chuckle. “No one to blame but your father, they’re all just like him. See what happens when you don’t take your kids to church?”  

Dutifully, she’d nod and continued to cast her hook in search of fish.

The thought triggered a warm feeling in remembrance of Grandad, now gone these past twenty-four months, predeceased by her grandmother years earlier.

The existing trail wasn’t wide enough for her to ride the quad down to the bench, but she was up for the stroll anyway. She’d earned a break. 

Checking fences was not easy work even if she could do the chore, for the most part, from the back of an ATV. 

Thirst made her remove a water bottle from the quad’s storage compartment at the rear. A spool of barbed wire, and another of number nine wire, pliers, and assorted other tools were pushed out of the way so she could access the small cooler at the bottom. 

“You could stay home now, Beth.”  Her mother’s words were triggered by seeing the lunch bag she’d prepared for her daughter’s day in the field. “Dad will need help with those cows.”  Maria’s dark brown eyes looked worried, and not for just her husband who wasn’t getting any younger.

Beth was sure her mother had only made the cattle suggestion to ensure her boomerang daughter knew she was welcome to stay at home, come what may.

The venture, increasing from a handful of cattle to eighty, would give her a reason to stay. Setting the farm up for the increase in numbers, would take up a lot of her time and not allow for any pity parties. 

Probably a good thing Beth allowed. So yes, it was tempting to leave her career behind to stay home and lick her wounds, but this wasn’t her life. Not anymore and she would be damned if she’d let 'them' win. 

Beth shied away from thinking about the events which brought her back home. They only served to make her angry. The anger and frustration at how she’d been treated was still close to the surface, even after two weeks. Still, Beth regretted nothing, she’d done nothing wrong. If the brass couldn’t see that well, there was nothing she could do about it. It was all in the hands of her union rep, and the review panel. 

Water bottle in hand, she approached the head of the path. She was sure the trails had not felt a mower for some time. Willows were trying to take over every open space. Cows would look after some of the mowing part. Abundant grazing augmented with daily chop, a mixture of oats, barley, and other grains ground fine for easy digestion. She agreed with her dad, this property would grow nice beef cattle for sale.

Beth turned north and took three strides down the trail before catching the sound of someone or something else moving up the trail toward her. 

She frowned, came to a halt, and waited. Her right hand rested on the bear spray canister in the holster on her hip. 

Maybe it was Garrett, the neighbour from across Conjuring Creek who also raised cattle. Maybe he was missing some of his herd or something. She glanced east at the curve of the river where the swimming hole was located. From here the beaver dam didn’t look so abandoned. 

It had been several years since she’d seen Garrett Blackelk. They had attended the same high school and run with the same crowd for a while. Those where the days when teenagers moved as a group. This strategy avoided the logical pairing off into couples. Especially if some people didn’t want to be paired off because they had bigger plans than staying in Lone Spruce their whole lives.

Instead of Garrett, an older man appeared. He emerged slowly from the overgrown trail. His camouflage green and tan clothing helped him to blend in. 

Beth studied the man as he walked up the rise in the trail to where she stood. His attention was not on her, but on something in his left hand. 

She judged he was in his mid-sixties as he ambled up to where she waited. He wore rough mud-stained trousers, boots, and a cloth jacket. A tan backpack rode his shoulders and he employed a willow walking stick, confidently striking it on the ground as
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