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            FOREWORD

          

        

      

    

    
      In 2018, a ruling by the Ontario Superior Court of Justice led to the awarding of ten billion dollars to twenty-one First Nations in a vast area along the north shore of Lake Huron in Ontario, to be paid equally by Canadian and Ontario governments. The settlement is compensation for unpaid annuities to those First Nations, annuities that were mandatory under the still-valid, 1850 Robinson‑Huron Treaty, whose terms committed the government to paying the affected First Nations annual stipends tied to actual resource revenues on their lands.

      Over the years, billions of dollars in profits were extracted from First Nations lands for mining, timber, and fishing enterprises in Ontario, but the obligatory annual payments to First Nations were adjusted only once, rising from $1.70 per person in 1850 to $4.00 per person in 1875. No further adjustments were made after that date, thus depriving the First Nations people of revenues to which they were entitled.

      Under the terms of the settlement, the Robinson Huron Treaty Litigation Committee (RHTLC), composed of Indigenous representatives, was tasked with determining how, and in what amounts, the funds would be distributed to the affected First Nations.

      While this story is a work of fiction, as is the Odishkwaagamii First Nation, it is rooted in the very real question of how that money ought to be used, and who should decide. For the Odishkwaagamii, these debates boil over into deception and bloodshed.
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      second week of june, saturday early morning

      Death hardly ever came to claim his due more than once, but Milly Nicholl was an exception to the rule. The nightmare had seized him again, this time with a vengeance.

      Kathryn Lambert, his former lover, strode angrily toward him along the dock of the marina, a shotgun cradled in her arms. Astonished, Nicholl said, “Kate, what the hell you doin’ here? And why you holdin’ that gun?” He was surprised at how steady his voice sounded, knowing from experience that Lambert could be a firecracker.

      “Why’d you do this to me, Milly?” she murmured plaintively. “After all I’ve done for you, why’d you turn on me like this? I thought you loved me.”

      “Kate, listen, this ain’t what you think it is. I still care for you… a whole bunch! It’s just that me and Gloria… you know…” He gestured toward Gloria Fraser, his current paramour, who was standing close behind him, eyes wide with fright.

      “Spare me your sorry excuses!” Lambert’s hands fondled the gun agitatedly. “I stood by you through everything, and this is how you repay me? With her?”

      “Listen, Kate, I can explain the whole thing,” Nicholl pleaded, hot bile rising in his gorge. “You’re makin’ a cattywampus mess outta this, and there ain’t no need.” As he spoke, he inched toward her, hands splayed in front of him. Lambert leveled the gun at him, and he froze in his tracks.

      “I’ve told you a hundred times, don’t call me Kate! I’m Kathryn!”

      “Right, okay… just take ’er easy, okay? Put that hellish gun down so’s we can talk this over. It ain’t what you’re thinkin’ between me and Gloria.” It was, though, and Nicholl knew Lambert knew.

      “Not what I think?” Lambert scoffed. “Now you’re going to tell me you’re not fucking her?”

      “Listen, Kate.” Nicholl hated the wheedling tone creeping into his voice now. “This won’t do no good. You don’t want to do this. We gotta talk.”

      “It’s way too late for talking, Milly!” Lambert replied, eyes flicking contemptuously toward the cowering Fraser. “You’re talking to her now, right? And fucking her! Did the two of you have a good laugh when you told her all about me?”

      “Dagnabbit, Kate! This is batshit crazy! You gotta gimme that gun!”

      “For the last fucking time, Milly, don’t call me Kate!” Stepping closer, Lambert thrust the shotgun forward.

      BOOM!

      Just as he did every time the nightmare recurred—just as he’d done when the woman had actually shot him those many years ago—Nicholl threw his hands up in front of his face, tried to twist away from the hurt he knew was coming. The blast caught him flush, drove him backward into Fraser, splattering her with his blood. As she fell to the dock, shrieking in horror, Nicholl staggered for balance before toppling into the water.

      I’ll be damned! I’m dead!
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        * * *

      

      The nightmare shredded slowly as Nicholl struggled awake, alone in his king-size bed, pyjamas soaked with sweat. Surprised that he was unable to move his arms or legs, he tried to cry out, breathing in short, harsh gasps. No sound came. Panicked questions ricocheted through his brain.

      This how it ends? My come-to-Jesus time? Or maybe Ol’ Scratch comin’ to fetch me?

      For the second time in his life, Nicholl reckoned he was about to die. Seventeen years ago, he’d been sure he was dead at the hands of the lover he’d forsaken. He would have been, too—either killed by the shotgun blast, or drowned in the harbour—if not for the actions of a stranger.

      By sheer chance, Maggie Keiller and her husband, Derek Sloan, had been shopping at the marina store that morning. Maggie had witnessed the shooting from the store’s verandah. Without hesitation, she’d sprinted to the dock where Nicholl had fallen in and launched herself into the water after him. With Derek’s help, she’d pulled him safely to shore.

      Sixty-three at the time he’d been shot, slightly overweight, with a florid complexion and thinning blonde hair, Nicholl had retained more than a hint of the boyish charm and roguish looks many women found attractive. Married to Nancy Sawyer, heir to the nineteenth-century timber fortune her family had amassed and expanded by purchasing real estate now worth millions, he’d been serving his third term as mayor of Port Huntington, a small tourist town on Georgian Bay, when Maggie saved his life.

      Voters liked the folksy manner and good ol’ boy expressions he favoured in conversation, both of which they found endearing. But political opponents knew to their chagrin that his homespun masquerade hid an exceptional intellect and sharp partisan instincts.

      Doctors told him later he’d died on the operating table twice, brought back both times. Recovery took months, and he’d been left disfigured by facial scarring and the loss of his right eye, over which he thereafter wore a patch. He’d lost three fingers from his right hand, too, but had never been above capitalizing on those handicaps when it suited his purpose on the campaign trail.

      “That infernal woman surely managed to get my attention!” was his usual comment about the whole episode whenever the subject came up.

      Lambert had gone to prison, of course, convicted of attempted murder, and there’d been no further contact with her following her release several years later.

      A warm and enduring friendship with Maggie and Derek had developed during Nicholl’s recovery, however, and he’d moved on to represent the Northern Highlands district in the provincial legislature for three terms before being appointed to the Canadian Senate by a prime minister grateful for his political and financial support over many years. Seven years ago, he’d established the Sawyer/Nicholl Foundation, a private philanthropy supporting community causes, honouring his first wife’s memory.

      Emerging now from this latest nightmare, immobile in bed, he was astonished to think death might have come calling yet again only to be rebuffed once more, and he wondered what was next.

      No point in pitchin’ a hissy fit! Ol’ Scratch is gonna take me now or not. Either which way, I sure ain’t gonna outrun him!

      Fraser, whom he’d married following Sawyer’s death a year after the shooting, found him unconscious shortly after eight o’clock. Worried when he didn’t show up in the kitchen with his morning paper and coffee, she’d come to his room to check on him. She immediately called 9-1-1, and several hours later, he woke up in the intensive-care unit at Port Huntington Health Centre, alive and breathing, able once again to speak.

      “The doctors say it was a stroke,” Fraser told him, rubbing his forehead gently. “A fairly serious one, scary enough to last me a while.”

      “Figured it was somethin’ pusillanimous,” Nicholl whispered. “I’m worn slap-out!”

      “Dr. Doubrough said he’ll be in to check on you in a bit. Can I get you anything?”

      “Your pretty face is all I’m needin’.” Smiling lovingly, he added, “You’re finer’n a frog hair split four ways!”

      And then, closing his one good eye, he fell back to sleep, the never-ending nightmare of Kathryn Lambert relegated once more to the mists of time, death foiled once again.
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      fourth week of june, saturday morning

      The young man’s  agonized scream when the knife stabbed into his abdomen was masked by the shouting and yelling from the oblivious throng of protestors in front of the Maji‑ataage Casino and Hotel. As the wickedly sharp knife was yanked from his abdomen, his hands closed over the wound and he stared in disbelief. He had no breath left for a second scream.

      A stocky man gripped the knife, blood soaking the blade and his hand. He shook himself, then turned to the young woman beside him. “C’mon! Let’s go!” he growled, already heading for the parking lot. The woman stared for a moment longer, then bolted, too.

      The altercation went unnoticed by most of the protestors, who were busily engaged in chanting their slogans and waving their placards. Of those in the immediate vicinity, none knew who the attacker was, nor the identity of the woman with him. And no one attempted to stop them in their pell-mell rush to escape. When police arrived, all they could learn from witnesses was that neither of the perpetrators was local.
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        * * *

      

      An early-summer thunderstorm had swept through the week before, crashing against the walls of the fieldstone-and-cedar house on the Georgian Bay shoreline and overflowing the streams that flowed through the woods nearby. Grey clouds hung low over the Bay, and with no sun to banish the damp, it had settled like an unwelcome but insistent houseguest.

      Earlier today, despite the poor conditions, Maggie and Derek had taken a run together along a favourite trail in the forest behind their house, puddles clinging tenaciously to the soggy path. Their usual route ran north through the bush to End-of-Lake, the village at the heart of the Odishkwaagamii First Nation reserve. They’d found the trail to be less a muddy mire than it had been a couple of days before, but they’d still been forced to cut short their circuit.

      After a hot shower together, they settled in front of a fire in their large living room, mugs of hot tea in hand. Married for more than twenty years, they were happy and comfortable with each other whether sitting in companionable silence or engaged in lively discussion. Their spirits, which had been dampened by the oppressive dullness outside, were boosted by the aroma of a spicy chili con carne simmering on the stove.

      Still physically active at fifty-eight, Maggie was widely admired for her extensive involvement in matters affecting her hometown of Port Huntington. Tall and athletic, she had a shapely figure and easy grace that belied her age. She was undeniably attractive with short, ash-blonde hair, green eyes, and a wide smile but was appreciated most by those who knew her for her forthright manner and concern for others.

      For all seven years since the Sawyer/Nicholl Foundation’s incorporation, she’d served as Executive Director, reporting to Milly Nicholl. The job granted her freedom to work from both home and office, which afforded adequate time to pursue her other endeavours and commitments to community organizations.

      Derek had also been raised in the Northern Highlands district, the only child of parents who had owned several parcels of shoreline property on the Bay. Rugged and tanned from an outdoor lifestyle, he stood a fraction over six feet, barely taller than Maggie. With salt-and-pepper hair, a nose bent slightly askew, and fine traces of facial scars acquired during a U.S. college-hockey career, he was no one’s idea of classically handsome. Nevertheless, a plainspoken, charismatic manner commanded the attention of people who encountered him.

      Fifteen years ago, retired from a successful career in education at the age of fifty-one, he’d been asked to accept a role as advisor to the Odishkwaagamii by the Chief at the time, Larry Noshkung, a close friend since high school. An excellent intermediary with corporate entities, the surrounding municipalities, and provincial and federal agencies, Derek continued to enjoy a positive working relationship with the current Chief, Willard Drumbeater, and was now engaged in a number of significant endeavours.

      A call from Gloria Fraser came on Maggie’s phone while Derek was stirring the fire. After checking caller ID, Maggie switched to speaker-mode so Derek could hear. “Hey, Gloria, what’s up?”

      It had been two weeks since Fraser had notified them of Milly Nicholl’s stroke, and Gloria was calling to confirm their visit later this afternoon. “He still goes in and out of sleep,” she said, “but Dr. Doubrough is pleased with his progress. He’s right here, so I’ll let you speak with him.”

      Ralph Doubrough, another of Derek’s high school friends, had been Medical Chief of Staff at the Port Huntington Health Centre for more than a decade. His voice on the phone was formal, medically precise. Milly was a friend of his, too, but right now Ralph was in physician mode.

      “Despite his age, Milly’s prognosis is good, but recovery from a left-hemisphere lacunar stroke always takes time. He’ll need physiotherapy and a medication regimen going forward, and he’ll have to take things slowly. Knowing Milly, that won’t sit too well with him.”

      “We’re planning to come see him this afternoon,” Maggie said. “Is that okay?”

      “Yeah, it’s fine,” Doubrough said. “It’ll probably do him good to see you both. He’ll have to step back from his work at the Foundation, at least for a few months, so you can help me break the news to him.”

      The Sawyer/Nicholl Foundation was a multi-million-dollar affair, providing support for numerous causes: environmental protection, women’s health, eldercare, and general healthcare, as well as poverty-reduction measures, scholarships, and First Nations concerns.

      “Thanks for your help with the steering group last week, Dubey,” Derek said. Doubrough wore a lot of hats, and one of them was as a Foundation advisory board member. “We should meet again this coming week, if possible.”

      “Sounds good,” Doubrough said. “But Milly will be in hospital ‘til the end of the week, and that’s if everything goes well. He won’t be at any meetings for a while.”

      “I’ll set up a time,” Maggie said. “And I’ll keep Milly posted on what we’re doing. But right now, tell him and Gloria we’re on our way.”

      “Talk more when you get here,” Doubrough said, ending the call.

      “It’s such a shame,” Maggie told Derek as she headed for the kitchen with the empty teacups. “I knew Milly was slowing down a little, but I didn’t expect this!”

      “Well, let’s try to put his mind at ease about things. I imagine he won’t be happy about the medical restrictions Dubey will insist on, but I’m sure he’ll be glad he’s still around.”

      When they arrived at the hospital twenty-five minutes later, they saw a crew of EMTs wheeling a gurney into the emergency entrance, blood seeping through the sheet covering the victim. Little did they know it was the stabbing victim from the casino, a harbinger of violence yet to come.
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      fifth week of june, sunday morning

      The Maji‑ataage Casino and Hotel, owned in part by the Odishkwaagamii First Nation, had brought in eighty million dollars last year. It was a major source of income for the Odishkwaagamii and for the greater Port Huntington community. For thirteen years, it had raked in heaps of money—easy money, clean money, that helped drive the local economy, fund social programs, and bring in plenty of out-of-town visitors to drive the tourism sector. The Casino and Hotel had been built on undeveloped property in Sawyer Township, bordering the reserve—lands long claimed as ancestral territory by the Band but relinquished in return for the unprecedented economic benefits to be realized. The Bands partner in the enterprise, Resort Groups International, took a healthy cut of the profits, but it was a big cake, so it mattered little that RGI helped themselves to a large slice of it.

      And now blood had been spilled over that money, right on the casino property.

      Jack Mavrinac oversaw this large, complex operation, answerable to three bosses: RGI, the Odishkwaagamii First Nation, and Ontario’s Alcohol and Gaming Commission. All three were represented on the Board Mavrinac reported to, which had been engaged for the past three months in a sometimes-heated discussion about expanding the operation. That discussion had brought the protestors, and one of those protestors had brought a knife.

      Mavrinac was a stocky man in his mid-sixties with coal-black hair, bushy eyebrows, and a perpetual five o’clock shadow. He’d long been known as Black Jack to his closest friends, a nickname that had become much funnier once he got a job at the casino.

      He was in his office this afternoon with Sacheen Bartleman, an Indigenous woman from the Matachewan First Nation. Bartleman had been among the first people hired when Maji‑ataage opened, starting as a dancer and then working her way up. She’d made a name for herself by taking a stand against the costumes initially worn by female employees: black braided wigs and buckskin, off-the-shoulder outfits disparagingly referred to as ’squaw-skirts’. The male executives at RGI had favoured the design, but before long, Bartleman had rallied the other female workers against the demeaning outfits, and somewhere along the line, that movement had become a full-blown push to unionize. Her role had made her popular among the staff, and word got around that she was also the one to talk to if one was experiencing sexual harassment. She’d ridden that wave of worker solidarity all the way to the Assistant GM position.

      “Anythin’ new on the trouble we had yesterday, Sash?” Mavrinac asked after they’d sugared their coffee. “How’s the guy who got hurt?”

      “No news on the victim,” Bartleman said. “He was hurt bad, though. No arrests, either. I talked to Billie Radford, and she says they’re lookin’ for the guy who did it. Said she’ll call when she knows more. Might’ve been an out-of-towner.”

      Mavrinac nodded. He knew Radford, a Detective-Sergeant with the provincial police. “If Billie’s on it, they’ll catch the guy. We can’t have people gettin’ hurt on the property!”

      “I told Security to ramp up for the next little while,” Bartleman said, draining her cup, “and I asked Billie ‘bout steppin’ up patrols for the next week or so. Asked her not to go overboard with it, though, so’s we don’t scare off the customers.”

      “Yeah, we’re walkin’ a fine line here,” Mavrinac said.

      “The crowd was pretty much the same people as before,” Bartleman continued, “prob’ly even more this time, most of ’em locals, screamin’ that we gotta start buildin’ the expansion they want. But I’m sure as can be that some’em are outsiders, bein’ paid to be there.”

      “Paid by whom?” Mavrinac asked.

      “Hate pointin’ fingers.” Bartleman shrugged. “But who’s really pushin’ for the expansion plan to go through?”

      “You think RGI would do that?” Mavrinac asked. “Pay people to hassle customers and make a lotta noise? And at a casino they share ownership in? That’s bad for business.”

      “In the immediate sense, sure, especially when people get hurt. But if it helps ’em get their way eventually, what’s a few lost customers? Short-term pain, right?”

      “I been lookin’ at the security-cam videos,” Mavrinac said. “I recognized one of the council members from the reserve out there, jackin’ up the crowd. You know anythin’ about Matt Benjamin?”

      Bartleman laughed. “Matt? Yeah, I know him. Matter of fact, I went out with him a few times more’n a year ago. Seemed like a nice guy at first, not overly bright, but I broke it off. He works as a shift leader at the marina, got elected to council last year. Haven’t talked to him lately, though.”

      “Maybe you could look him up. Ask him about his involvement, see what he’s tryin’ to accomplish.”

      “I could do that, sure. But I’ll have to keep it strictly business. Don’t want to get my boyfriend upset.” She was dating an EMT, Lennie Meadows, and both had begun thinking long-term about the relationship.

      “There’s one other guy I recognize on the video, too,” Mavrinac said. “Can’t remember his name… Dolan, maybe. But I know he works for RGI, reports to Sal Lorenzo, who sits on our Board. We got footage of him and Benjamin involved in a pretty good argument while one of the protests was goin’ on last weekend. I gotta call Sal to ask what’s goin’ on.”

      Sal Lorenzo was the longtime CEO of RGI. At fifty-eight, boasting the lean physique and easy grace of a professional golfer, he often cowed people with whom he did business. But Mavrinac, nobody’s fool, was never one to be intimidated.

      “We already know Sal’s pushin’ for us to get bigger,” Bartleman said. “He has his design team puttin’ together a draft of what it could look like, and he’s offered to have RGI front the money for construction. For a bigger share of the profits, of course. When you talk to him, he’ll probably deny having anythin’ to do with the protests, then press his case for the expansion, anyway.”

      “Most likely,” Mavrinac agreed. “And he’ll want to do it soon, knowin’ there’s some treaty settlement money comin’ down the pipe. The Odishkwaagamii may not be as hungry for increased gamblin’ revenues once new money starts flowin’ in.”

      The federal and Ontario governments had recently reached agreement on a massive ten-billion-dollar settlement with First Nations governed by provisions of the Robinson-Huron Treaty of 1850, which included the Odishkwaagamii.

      “True. I’ll see if I can learn anythin’ more from talkin’ to Matt,” Bartleman said, although she didn’t look forward to the prospect. The end to their brief relationship had not been amicable, and both had steered clear of each other since. Still, it was better than Mavrinac’s part of the arrangement. He was the one who had to check in with Lorenzo.
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        * * *

      

      At that very moment, Lorenzo was on the phone with Benjamin, getting an update from the younger man on the news from the latest Odishkwaagamii Council meeting. For the past few months, he’d been subsidizing Benjamin with an under-the-table stipend to act as his inside man.

      “Council’s gonna split on two issues, I think,” Benjamin said, “the first bein’ what to do with money comin’ from the treaty settlement, which is a shitload of cash. They’re also split right now on whether or not to go for the casino expansion.”

      “How much is a shitload, to use your term?” Lorenzo asked dryly, by now used to Benjamin’s hyperbole.

      “Not sure, but the Chief says it’s gonna be millions, more’n half comin’ up front in the next month or two.”

      Lorenzo whistled. Not hyperbole, then. “And you think that might sway some of your fellow councillors to reject our expansion?”

      “Well, shit, that’s a lotta cash!” Benjamin exclaimed. “Some of ’em are thinkin’ we’re not gonna need any extra gamblin’ revenue. Even if it’s a hundred mil, that’s way more’n what the casino brought in last year!”

      Lorenzo knew the casino had generated more profit than the mandated share allotted to the Odishkwaagamii, but he had no intention of discussing that with Benjamin. He switched subjects. “So, what’s the disagreement about?”

      “First off, some like me are thinkin’ the treaty money should go to every Band member, split evenly,” Benjamin said. “Others think the full amount should go to the council for distribution. And if that happens, there’s a proposal to use it to buy Crown land in Sawyer Township to increase the size of the reserve. Derek wrote up a report on the idea for the council. Haven’t gotten round to readin’ it yet.”

      “Derek Sloan wrote the report?” Lorenzo asked sharply.

      “Yeah, we got it yesterday. He’s an advisor to the Band, has been for a long time…”

      Lorenzo cut him off.  “Mr. Sloan and I go way back, long before your time, Matt. I’ll talk to him myself to get the full details. Is he in favour of the casino expansion or not? Or do you know?”

      Stung by the suggestion he might not be dialled in, Benjamin said, “He told us he didn’t think it would make much difference either way. Said he was plannin’ to get in touch with you guys.”

      “And the Chief?” Lorenzo asked. “Which way do you think he’s leaning?”

      “Chief Drumbeater thinks the money should come to council, not individual members,” Benjamin said. “Far as the casino goes, I dunno which side he’s favourin’. He’s a hard guy to read.”

      Lorenzo seated himself on the edge of his desk, jotting down notes. “Okay. This is good information, Matt. Going forward, I want you to oppose any move to have the treaty money go to the council and try to win over the other councillors to that position. It will serve RGI best if the money is distributed to individual Band members to spend as they wish.”

      “Alright…”

      Lorenzo could hear the confusion in Benjamin’s voice, so he spelled it out for him. “We know a good portion of that spending will be done at the casino, which will boost our revenues and bolster the sentiment for expansion.”

      “Yeah, I can try to do that,” Benjamin said. “Can’t guarantee results, though. I only got one vote on council.”

      “Just do your best.” Lorenzo said, rolling his eyes. Benjamin could be useful, but he was infuriatingly naive about political dealmaking. “Now, on the other matter, Neil tells me the two of you have managed to keep the protests up and running, but what happened last night? Why were our own people fighting? I heard from Neil that somebody got stabbed.”

      Neil Dolan was an RGI staffer reporting directly to Lorenzo, serving as Benjamin’s handler, among other things.

      “Yeah, the problem is, they weren’t all our people,” Benjamin said. “And anytime a crowd gathers there’s a chance somebody’s gonna get hurt, right? Especially if some of ’em have been drinkin’. From what I heard, two guys got arguin’ over some woman, and one of ’em pulled a knife.”

      “It reflects badly on our position,” Lorenzo said. “How badly was the victim hurt?”

      “No idea.”

      Lorenzo scowled. “Fine. I’ll ask Neil to look into it.”

      “Yeah, listen, Mr. Lorenzo, I ain’t so sure about Dolan. Not sure I trust him, know what I mean?”

      “That’s not important,” Lorenzo said. “What’s important is that I trust him, and I want you to keep him fully informed on anything you do. Neil is my man. Are we clear on that?”

      On the other end of the line, Benjamin cleared his throat uncomfortably. “You’re the boss, Mr. Lorenzo. Long as you’re payin’. But I was hopin’ you and me could meet in person sometime, y’know? I got some ideas you might like, but I don’t want to have to run ’em through Dolan.”

      “Neil is my man,” Lorenzo repeated. “Go through him.”

      Hanging up after a curt goodbye, Lorenzo sat back to consider what he’d just heard. If Derek Sloan had the council’s ear and was making recommendations, it would be important to touch base with him soon. Right now, though, with a man in hospital bleeding all over his company’s good image, he directed his secretary to set up a call with Mavrinac. The casino manager could tell him a bit more about what was going on out there.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Willie Nesbitt died just before noon, unable to survive the stab wound that had collapsed one lung and penetrated his liver and spleen. Organ failure and significant blood loss precluded his recovery, despite the ministrations of emergency staff at Port Huntington Health Centre.
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      fifth week of june, monday noon

      Derek was having lunch in one of the casino restaurants with Jack Mavrinac and Sacheen Bartleman. He’d been invited to compare notes on the expansion situation, but the three of them engaged in small talk until they were finished eating. Mavrinac needed to talk to the others about the call he’d taken yesterday from Sal Lorenzo. Naturally, though, the news of Willie Nesbitt’s death took up the first part of their discussion.

      “Nesbitt was a good kid by all accounts,” Derek said. “He’s been a custodian at the high school for a year, and a good worker. Probably shouldn’t have been at the demonstration in the first place, but I doubt he was there to do anything illegal.”

      “You know his family?” Bartleman asked. She lived in town, so she wasn’t as familiar with the Odishkwaagamii community.

      “Single mom, early-sixties, I think. No other children. Don’t know her well, but she’ll be well looked-after by the Band. Randy Noganosh and his staff run an excellent grief-counselling program at the medical clinic out there, Ganaandawizi.”

      “Yeah, my boyfriend works there,” Bartleman said. “He’s seen quite a few people gettin’ the help they need.”

      “Oh? Who’s your boyfriend?” Derek grinned.

      “Lennie Meadows. You know him?”

      “I do!” Derek said. “He rescued me from some bad guys last fall. He was also with me and the Chief when we found those graves out by the old residential school… Tell him I said hello.”

      “What’re you hearin’ on the reserve about the demonstrations, Deke?” Mavrinac asked. “People think it’s a good situation?”

      “Nobody likes what happened Monday night,” Derek said. “But opinion is split right now on expansion. Slightly in favour of growth, I think. Not sure yet what effect the treaty settlement money might have.”

      “What’s your opinion?”

      Derek rubbed his jaw before replying. “Still on the fence at the moment, I guess. The casino and hotel have had a beneficial effect on Port Huntington since they opened, but does that mean they should be expanded? What do the stats show? Are you operating at full capacity year-round?”

      “Pretty close in the summer and winter when we get all the tourists and cottagers from the city,” Bartleman said. “Not so much in the shoulder seasons. Not that I’m complainin’! Gives us a chance to clean and refurbish to gear up for the next season. But no, I don’t see a compellin’ need to expand right now.”

      “Me and Sash been wonderin’ if some of the demonstrators are gettin’ paid by RGI to stir up trouble,” Mavrinac said. “I asked Sal about that when he called me yesterday.”

      Derek’s eyebrows went up on hearing that. “Paying people to lobby for expansion? What did Sal say?”

      “He denied it, asked where I heard that. I said it was somethin’ bein’ talked about in the community. He told me he does have a guy workin’ up here, Neil Dolan, who’s runnin’ point for him, but that nobody’s payin’ anybody to stir up the waters.”

      “Yeah, but the thing is, we got Dolan on the security videos from a recent demonstration,” Bartleman pointed out. “He may be just a point-man for Sal, but he was out there wavin’ a sign like the rest of ’em. Who does that?”

      “Did you tell Sal that?” Derek asked.

      “Nope, kept it to myself for now.” Mavrinac shook his head. “But if the guy who stabbed the Nesbitt kid isn’t from around here—which is what I’m hearin’—then who brought him in? Dolan? And if that’s the case, does that mean RGI is mixed up in murder?”

      Derek puffed out his cheeks. “Jeez, I don’t even want to go there. Have you mentioned that to the police?”

      “Nope, just you for now.”

      “Okay, well let’s see if we can learn more before saying anything to anyone else. Do you have video footage of the actual stabbing?”

      “Nothin’ real good,” Mavrinac said. “We got part of the crowd scatterin’ at one point, likely right after it happened, and we see the kid’s body lyin’ on the ground. There’s a guy—maybe the guy with the knife, hard to tell—who stands there for a sec, like he can’t believe what he’s lookin’ at. Then he turns and runs into the crowd. Can’t really see what he looks like, though.”

      “Be good to show that to the police, anyway,” Derek suggested. “I could talk to Billie Radford, as well, if we think there’s anything to the notion that an RGI employee could be involved in fomenting the demonstrations. But before doing that, I’d want to talk to Lorenzo.”

      “Well, you’re gonna get your wish,” Mavrinac said. “He’s comin’ up for the weekend. Asked if I could pull the Board members in for an informal meeting on Saturday.”

      “Okay by me,” Derek said.

      Mavrinac nodded. “While we were talkin’, he asked me about some report you gave to the band council the other day about the treaty money they’ll be gettin’. Asked me if that meant you’d be agitatin’ against growin’ the casino.”

      “Really?” Derek frowned. “I wonder how he knew about that? It’s been on a need-to-know basis until just recently.”

      “He didn’t say, and I didn’t ask. I didn’t know about it, either, ’til he mentioned it.”

      “I wrote up a proposal to use a portion of treaty settlement funds to purchase Crown land in Sawyer Township, which would expand the Odishkwaagamii boundaries,” Derek said. “Eventually, I’ll be bringing it to the full casino Board for information, but it’s still officially need-to-know. For now, I can share it with you two, as long as you keep it to yourselves.”

      “Up to you,” Mavrinac said. “Whatever you tell me and Sash stays right here, you know that. If it’s somethin’ we should know, lay it on us.”

      “Okay, I’ll get you a copy by the end of the day,” Derek said. “The important bit, though, is that it would eat up a major chunk of the settlement funds. How much, exactly, is something I’m still looking into, and I’ll be making a second report soon. I’m hoping we can get it for below market rate, since it’s all undeveloped and the Odishkwaagamii have claimed that land for generations. But that doesn’t mean it’ll be easy, and it certainly won’t come cheap. The council are also talking about giving some of the money to individual Band members, so there might not be enough left over to buy the new land and expand the casino at the same time.”

      “Lookin’ forward to hearin’ all about it!” Mavrinac said.
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      fifth week of june, tuesday afternoon

      “I already told you, he’s gone! Said he was goin’ out to get us some breakfast while I was in the shower, never came back, the prick! Left me here with no ride, stuck me with the bill! I got no idea where he is!”

      Neil Dolan had found Noonie Hurst alone at the Bide-A-Wee cabins when he went to talk to Mouse Davis, her boyfriend. Clad in a burgundy thong and bra, she sat dejectedly on the rumpled, saggy bed of the dingy rental cabin, knees drawn up to her chin. She was a beautiful young woman, still damp from the shower.

      Dolan had had his eye on her since first meeting her with Davis but had figured she was off-limits. Now, with Davis gone, maybe that had changed. It seemed a perfect opportunity, but he disciplined himself to remember he was working at the moment.

      One thing at a time.

      Davis was a thug Dolan had hired to rile up the crowds around the casino. Noonie had been at the lunch where he’d hired Dolan, too, and she’d asked if he could get her a job at the casino. “If they’re not hirin’ hostesses, I’m a damn good dancer!” she’d told him. He could well believe it. He hadn’t responded at the time, more concerned with the protests he was orchestrating for Sal Lorenzo, but she was on his radar.

      And now Davis had fatally stabbed Willie Nesbitt and drawn a heap of unwanted attention on their little operation.

      “Don’t worry about the bill,” Dolan said. “I can look after that. But what makes you so sure he won’t be back?”

      Waving airily at the room, Noonie said, “Look around, for fuck sake, ’stead of lookin’ at me! You see any of his stuff? He’s gone!”

      “Okay, so how come he left you behind?” Dolan asked, abashed at being caught ogling her. “I thought you two were tight.”

      “He killed a guy, that’s why! Lost his temper ’cause he thought the guy was puttin’ a move on me. Him and his shitty Harley are long gone. Hope he crashes the thing…”

      “You know the police are looking for him, right? Sooner or later, they’ll find out you were staying here with him. What are you going to tell them when they find you?”

      Through slitted eyes, Noonie laid a long, appraising look on him. Dolan was a short, compact man, clean-shaven, dressed casually in slacks and polo shirt. “I dunno. I guess I could tell ’em it was you hired Mouse to make trouble at the casino. I could say I had nothin’ to do with that. I was just passin’ through.”

      “You think the cops would buy that?” Dolan laughed, affecting an incredulous look. “You were living with the guy!”

      “Not really.” Noonie shrugged. “I’ll tell ’em he picked me up when I was hitchin’ a ride, offered me a bed for a night or two ’til I could find a job, make some money. Which is true, by the way. He was never my boyfriend. We just shacked up a couple of weeks ago. I’ll tell ’em I had no idea he was gonna kill some poor mook, but I do know for certain it was you that hired him. The cops will love that!”

      “Ah, for fuck sake, I didn’t hire him to kill somebody! That’s totally on him!”

      “You know that and I know that,” Noonie said brightly. “But the cops don’t! Anyways, that ain’t the important thing, is it? What’s important is what I choose to tell the cops, right?”

      “Right, so why would you want to implicate me?” Dolan asked. “I work for some pretty important people. You could do yourself some real damage here.”

      “Maybe,” Noonie grinned, deliberately leaning back against a wrinkled pillow, plumping her breasts inside her bra. “Or… seein’ as you’re so well-connected, you could get me a job at the casino, right? And if you did that, I’d have no reason to say anythin’ bad about you to the cops.”

      “You realize that’s extortion, right?”

      “I guess,” Noonie grinned again. “But that’s not as bad as hirin’ a man to kill somebody, is it?”

      “I did not hire Mouse Davis to kill…”

      He stopped as Noonie rolled onto her knees, gave her hair a toss, beckoned him closer. “I know you didn’t, sweetie,” she grinned, “but a girl’s gotta do what a girl’s gotta do, right?”

      Dolan almost jumped her then and there, but reminded himself he was working. “What… what kind of job are you talking about? I don’t have the final say on hiring. I’d have to get my boss on board.”

      “So, do that! I’m a real good dancer, and I know they got a chorus-line routine in one of the clubrooms. I could fit in there easy, or I could be a hostess or greeter, right? You just get me in the door, sweetie, and I’ll take it from there.”

      Dolan retreated to the chair opposite the bed, ignoring the stains on the worn upholstery. “Okay, so maybe there’s a chance I could make that happen. Say I could. What would you tell the police, in that case?”

      Noonie gave a slow shrug designed to draw his attention to her breasts again. “Well, I guess I could forget Mouse had anythin’ to do with you, or you with him. I could say me and him went to the casino for a little fun that night, got caught in the crowd, and then some guy started hasslin’ him. Next thing I know, Mouse stabbed the guy and took off. It was nothin’ to do with me, and it was nothin’ to do with you.”

      Dolan was fighting a losing battle to keep his eyes above her neckline. “You can’t mention my name at all. If you’re pretending not to know I hired your boyfriend, there’s no reason to mention me, right?”

      “Right… I guess.” A small frown creased Noonie’s pretty face. “But I told you, he wasn’t my boyfriend. He’s a fuckin’ hick from Alberta, cowboy country, and he’s prob’ly halfway home by now.”

      “Whatever,” Dolan said, “just don’t mention me at all if the police find you!”

      “You got it, sweetie.” She purred. “So now, what’re you gonna do for me? I know you like me. You want to stay awhile?”

      Dolan scrubbed his face wearily with both hands before looking at her. “Honestly, Noonie, I don’t want to spend another second in this shithole. The place is disgusting! What I want is for you to get dressed and pack your things right now, while I go settle up with the old woman who owns the place.”

      “And then what?” Noonie said, her teasing tone suddenly absent. “I got no money and nowhere to go.”

      “I’ll get you some money,” Dolan said. “You can buy yourself some decent clothes at the ladies’ shop at the Maji‑ataage hotel. And I’ll book a room for you, too. My company has a block of rooms reserved for guests. The important thing right now is to get you out of here.”

      “Now you’re talkin’ my language, sweetie!” Noonie beamed, bouncing off the bed, throwing her arms around him as he stood up. “You just found yourself a new best friend.”

      Despite his best intentions, Dolan found his arms wrapped around her narrow waist, felt the firm press of her breasts against his shirt, the warmth of her body, her hot breath on his cheeks. “Okay, okay,” he said, instantly hard against her bare legs, “we can’t do this here! Later on, we’ll figure out how this might work, but for now, I just want you out of here!”

      “Long as you want me, sweetie, it can be anywhere!” she said, releasing him. “Won’t take me but a minute to pack. I ain’t got much.”

      Leaving her to do that, Dolan headed for the motel office, saw a wizened old woman watching him through her fly-specked window as he approached.

      Once upon a time, the Bide-A-Wee cabins had been a cozy getaway for tourists on a budget, owned and operated by Marcel and Odette Labatt. Since the old man’s death eight years ago, it had fallen into disrepair. Faced with declining revenues, his widow had laid off her housekeeping staff and was trying, in vain, to manage everything herself. Her efforts, like the motel itself, were failing.

      “You with them two bikers?” she asked as Dolan entered the dank office. Her opinion of them was clear in her voice.

      “Not exactly,” he replied, “but I am here to settle their bill. The man won’t be back, and the young woman will be coming with me.”

      “How
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