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Chapter 1

Clifford Lawrence shifted his position, trying to
find a little comfort. The small, canvas seat had been designed for
someone with a smaller backside than the one attached to his 230
pound body. Despite the manufacturer’s advertising claims
that he could wait in ease for that trophy deer to appear, he was
suffering from a severe case of numb bum. The chair registered its
objections with a mournful creak every time he moved. From his
perch ten feet above the edge of the chopping, he could see about
two hundred yards to his left, his right and directly in front. He
had been in this position for almost an hour and the only signs of
wildlife to appear were three squirrels with their incessant
chattering.

Surrounding the chopping were the blazing
colours of an autumn Nova Scotia forest: vibrant scarlets of the
red maples, shimmering yellows from the birches and the brilliant
oranges of the sugar maples. Interspersed among these were the more
subdued greens of a few rogue pines and spruces that had found a
home in this hardwood grove. This should have been the ideal spot
to find game. The undergrowth, denied by the forest canopy of the
life-sustaining force of the sun, was virtually nonexistent. Any
animal walking here would be clearly visible.

As Cliff adjusted his seating position, his
eyes fell on his knapsack hanging on the branch beside him. Must be
time for something to eat, he thought. He opened the front pouch
and fished out a toasted, fried egg sandwich wrapped in Saran Wrap.
He took off his shooting glove, struggled to find an edge and then
freed this tasty treat. With his other hand, he pulled down the
opening of the balaclava that was keeping the wind off his face.
The overnight temperature had taken a late fall plunge. Kevin had
assured him this downturn was a good thing. It would have the game
moving about. With the wind blowing across the chopping towards
him, his scent would not be picked up by the animals. Cliff was
practically guaranteed a successful morning.

Kevin Barnhill owned the nearby hunting
lodge. This particular tree stand was usually reserved for Kevin,
himself. The previous night while they were sitting around the
lodge, shooting the bull, Kevin detected that Cliff was getting a
little discouraged by his string of unsuccessful hunts. He took it
upon himself to change his friend’s luck. Cliff’s current location
reflected Kevin’s sacrifice.

Cliff noticed the gusting wind had died down
to practically nothing. He debated with himself about removing the
face covering but decided to wait a little while longer. This might
just be a lull. A stiff breeze could resume at any moment. Being
uncomfortable was bad enough; being cold as well would challenge
his desire to continue this blood sport. He wasn’t that dedicated
to it in the first place.

Half of the sandwich disappeared into his
mouth. Three chews and he swallowed. The second half vanished
equally as quickly. He fumbled with the buttons of his jacket and
pulled a whisky flask from inside. He looked at it wistfully
wondering why he had let Kevin talk him into filling it with coffee
instead of its normal alcoholic contents. Cautiously he took a
swallow of the hot sugar-laden liquid. The warmth spread throughout
his insides. It felt good. He left his jacket undone and replaced
the flask. Then he stuffed the sandwich wrapper into a side pocket
and scanned the clearing for some sign of game.

Now that the wind had finally died, he
wouldn’t have to worry about adjusting his aim to allow for any
variations this quirk of nature would cause. He chuckled to
himself: as if he had any idea about making adjustments for wind.
All he did was point and shoot. His lack of success attested to his
technique.

After a few minutes, his attention started to
wander from the chopping to his knapsack. He knew another sandwich
lurked there, calling to him. He resisted the urge. At this rate of
activity, it was going to be a long morning. In the periphery of
his vision, he saw something move.

His eyes snapped to the left. He strained to
peer deeper into the distant forest. His .30-06 Remington rifle was
half way to his shoulder, ready to spark into action. He could feel
his heart rate increase and struggled to control his excitement.
After holding this pose for a full minute, he relaxed and lowered
the rifle to lie across his thighs again.

He raised Kevin’s binoculars from around his
neck up to his eyes. Instantly his vision was in among the distant
trees. Slowly, he adjusted the magnification control until each
individual leaf stood out like a pimple on prom night. He scanned
the gently sloping perimeter for any signs of life. Nothing. He
lowered the glasses to get his bearings again. The magnification
was so great that he couldn’t be sure he was looking in the right
area. Satisfied as to where he should be searching, he brought the
glasses back up.

“Jesus Christ,” he yelled as he staggered
back in his seat. He readjusted the binoculars. Staring back at him
was what appeared to be the front of a huge telescope emerging from
the dried yellow and brown leaves. Directly below that was the bore
of a rifle. Seen through the field glasses, the black hole of the
barrel appeared to be right in his face. An orange dot danced
across the front of his shirt through the open blaze orange jacket
and settled over his heart.

The shock was still registering in Cliff’s
mind when the barrel opening blossomed into a red flare. Everything
slowed down for Cliff. He imagined he could see the projectile
expanding in size as it came right at him. The bullet’s journey was
a mere half second. To Cliff, it was an eternity. Again, he leaned
back in his seat as if this would allow him to slip under the
incoming missile. The binoculars dropped from his face.

Before the glasses had reached his nose in
their downward descent, an excruciating pain hammered him in the
chest. He was lifted clear of the seat and tumbled backwards among
the tree branches behind him. His arms windmilled as he floated to
the ground, reaching for something to hold him up; finding nothing.
With a heavy thud, life returned to normal speed. He slammed into
the layer of humus and felt all the air from his lungs expelling
through his open mouth. His binoculars, still fastened around his
neck, jerked down and cracked across the bridge of his nose before
ending up askew across his chest covering the hole where his life
blood was seeping into his shirt. His jacket lay open on the ground
around him. His rifle landed at his feet but did not go off from
the force of the fall. Cliff was a cautious man. The safety was
still on.

He tried to lift his head but movement was
impossible. I can’t be dying, he told himself, my life is not
flashing before my eyes. He was wrong. There was no final
life-reviewing video, simply blackness and then nothing. He hadn’t
even heard the killing shot.

A half-mile away his hunting companions,
Victor Boyd and Kevin Barnhill, did hear the rifle report. “Hey,
did you hear that? Sounds like Cliff got lucky,” Victor said. “Only
one shot.”

Kevin laughed. “Must have. If the deer was
still running, he’d still be shooting. He said this was his year.”
Inwardly, he felt a sense of pleasure. He loved it when a plan came
together.

“He’s been saying that for the entire time
we’ve been hunting together,” Victor scoffed. “I’ll believe it when
I see the deer hanging from a tree outside the lodge.”

“True, but this year I gave him the best
spot. Sounds like the son of a bitch came through. That clearing is
where I always hunt when I come up here. Lot easier than plodding
up and down these old woods roads.”

Kevin lowered the butt of his rifle to the
ground and leaned on the barrel. Despite the chill in the air, a
sheen of perspiration shone on his forehead. “Now I know why I
always opted for the comfort of the tree stand. This is like work.
Usually I at least see some game from up there. Managing to shoot
it is sometimes more of a challenge.”

Victor nodded his understanding. He had yet
to have his first kill. “I guess we should go and give him a
hand.”

“Hell, no. He’s got his. Let’s get ours.”

Victor looked back towards the direction of
the shot and shrugged. “You’re right. If he gets one and we get
skunked, we’ll never hear the end of it.” His words didn’t carry
much conviction.

He pulled a pack of cigarettes from his
hunting jacket pocket and laughed. “Want a smoke?” he offered.

“Not while we’re hunting.” The suggestion was
an affront to everything Kevin had read about hunting protocols.
Then he looked over at the crumpled package in Victor’s hand and
smiled. “Bought those when you bought the jacket, didn’t you?”

“Only get out once a year. Someone told me
cigarette smoke would keep the bugs away. Remember how warm it was
last year?”

Kevin grunted. “Everyone said it was global
warming. We sure paid for it in January and February. Worst winter
I can remember since back in the ’60s.”

The two men proceeded up the logging road,
heads down, looking for fresh tracks. Their hope was that some game
would walk out in front of them and surrender. Neither man felt
confident enough in his abilities to risk leaving the rutted dirt
road and getting lost. They had no delusions about their expertise
in the great outdoors. Up ahead, a six-point buck stood in the
ditch watching the approaching hunters. After a few seconds, it
turned and bounded safely off into the forest, unseen.

Victor was the first to break the silence.
“This is one heck of a setup you have here. Cliff tells me you won
it in a poker game.”

Kevin gave him a sideways glance. “I don’t
really like to talk about it.”

Victor stopped. “That’s not what Cliff says.
He says I’m the only person he knows who hasn’t heard the story at
least once. He claims you stop people in the street to tell them
about it.”

Kevin laughed. “Cliff exaggerates. That’s
what makes him such a great salesman. We’ve been in business
together for over ten years. I had a dream about building
affordable houses that really met the needs of the buyers. Cliff
brought in most of our initial investors to turn that dream into
reality.”

“You’ve succeeded. The houses practically
sell themselves.”

“They seem to, but we both know that’s not
true. Cliff tells me you’re the best realtor in his company. Four
years in a row in the million-dollar club? No wonder he brought you
up here with him when he took a few days off. He’s afraid you’ll
take over the company while he’s gone.”

“I’ve learned at the knee of a master. And
let me tell you, I enjoy this break. It’s like Cliff has given me
permission to relax for a few days. No phones, no closing deadline
hassles, no indecisive customers.” Victor made a sweeping gesture
with his arm. “And look at all this. You can’t buy this kind of
beauty. Let’s face it, we can all afford to travel anywhere in the
world, but why would we want to when we have this in our
backyards.”

He turned back to Kevin. He had heard the
barebones version of how Kevin had acquired the cottage. Now, he
wanted the intimate details. He wanted to be part of the in-crowd.
“And you own this little piece of paradise,” he said. “Tell me
about the poker game.”

Kevin was still looking around. His face
showed the tranquility found in a Buddhist monk.

“It was a fluke really. The card game simply
got out of control. We never played for these kinds of stakes, not
even close.

“ I think it was the hand I had earlier in
the evening that set it all up, two or three before the big one. I
had a seven high.”

Victor looked confused.

“You don’t play poker, do you?”

Victor shook his head. “A little bit, but
nothing for money. Cribbage, forty-fives, that’s my limit. We used
to play poker for matchsticks when I was a kid. I had a sheet of
paper with the value of the hands on it. Every time I consulted it,
everyone would fold.” He laughed.

“You missed some great opportunities to
bluff.” Kevin made a dismissive gesture. Victor wasn’t the kind to
bluff. “Seven high is the worst poker hand you can have. It’s like
striking out every time at bat when you’re playing baseball.
Fumbling in your own end zone in football.”

Victor’s expression remained unchanged.
“Failing to close the sale on a million-dollar house.”

Victor’s eyes finally lit up.

Kevin continued, slowly, as if talking to a
child. “We always played dealers choice. That way no one could
complain that their favourite game was overlooked. Alfred Putnum
was dealing. His game of choice was five-card-stud. First card
down, four up. He referred to it as real men’s poker.

“My hand had the potential to build into a
straight. Each card one up from the previous one.” He looked at
Victor for some acknowledgment. “Five in a row. Beats a pair, two
pair, three of a kind. A fantastic hand in five-card-stud, but I
never got the final card I needed to fill it in. Instead I ended up
with a 2, 3, 4, 5 and 7, all of different suits. The seven was my
hole card; the deuce, my final up card. The worst hand
possible.

“I kept betting, hoping to fill in the
straight. By the fifth card, there was myself, Derrick Watts and
Alfred left betting. Alfred had a pair of aces showing. I had been
winning throughout the night so I had a good size pile of money in
front of me. I figured what the hell and made a pot sized bet.
Derrick looked at Alfred’s aces and then folded. We all expected
Alfred to either raise or at least call. A pair of aces is a good
hand in this game. He folded.

“I couldn’t help myself. I flipped over my
hole card. ‘Seven high,’ I yelled, ‘world’s worst hand’ and maybe I
did a little dance around the table. I don’t remember.”

Victor stated the obvious. “You won with the
worst hand.”

“Yes, Victor. Anyone who had stayed in would
have beaten me. Some of the others laughed at the folly of the
whole thing. Derrick Watts didn’t. He looked at me and barked
‘Deal.’”

Kevin turned serious. “Two or three hands
later, the game had changed to seven-card stud. First two down, two
up, one down and final two up. We bet on every card except the
first two. I had a pair of eights in the hole with my first two
cards. Derrick’s first two up cards were aces. I had an eight and
nine of hearts showing. My third hole card was the last eight. I
had four-of-a-kind in the first five cards.

“I bet. Derrick raised. I re-raised. My sixth
card was the six of hearts. Derrick got a king. The wild betting
continued with everyone else dropping out after the third down
card. My last card was a five of hearts. I don’t remember what
Derrick had. I looked like I could have a straight flush. That’s
the best hand possible. I knew Jonathan Putnam had folded the seven
of hearts. I was sure Derrick knew it too. I also knew Alfred had
folded an ace.

“I might have a straight or a flush but I was
betting like I had the straight flush. Derrick was sure I was
bluffing again. It looked like a replay of the previous hand. Me
trying to fill a straight; him with aces showing. The betting got
crazy. It was like we had both suddenly lost our rational minds.
The next thing I knew there was a huge disarray of paper currency
and coins in the centre of the table and perched on the top of it
all were two sets of keys reflecting in the overhead lights.

“One set would fire up my brand new Jeep
Commander parked outside the lodge. The other set unlocked the
front door to the lodge itself. The game took place right up here.
The room was so quiet you could hear the foam evaporating on your
beer.

“The final bet, lodge against Jeep, was
Derrick’s idea but I was quick to go along. Too quick maybe. It was
a stupid bet even though I knew I had the best hand. We just didn’t
play poker at that level. Up to then, fifty dollars was an extreme
raise, a hundred and people thought you were crazy.”

“What did he have?” Victor asked. Victor made
more than a million dollars a year in commissions but even he
understood that this had become about more than money.

“He goaded me a little before showing his
cards. He looked over at Jonathan and said: ‘Didn’t I see you scrub
the seven of hearts earlier?’ Then he looked back at me and
laughed. ‘Nice bluff but a mere flush isn’t going to cut it this
time.’ He flipped over his cards and displayed a full house–three
aces over two kings. It was a pretty hand. His smile made the
overhead lights look dim.

“I sat there for a few seconds without saying
a word. I was letting him savor his moment in the sun. Some of the
others were giving me sympathetic smiles. Then he screwed himself.
He said ‘I think I’ll sell the Jeep. I already have a better
vehicle.’”

“Up ’til then, I was debating with myself
about actually taking ownership of the lodge. The idea seemed
ludicrous at the time. That statement did it. I flipped over my
three eights all at once. Derrick was slow to recognize what I had.
I reached forward and slowly slid the fourth eight from the up
cards back into line with its mates.”

Kevin screwed up his face at the memory.
“Then, I may not have been a good winner. I grabbed both sets of
keys and jangled them together like cymbals. I let out a few war
whoops and waved them in Derrick’s face. Derrick said nothing. He
kicked back his chair and stormed out of the room. We haven’t been
friends since.”

Kevin took another look through the trees to
see if any deer were lurking around. None jumped out and waved at
him. He took on a philosophical look. “The calibre of both hands
could have easily made them winners in a seven-card stud, nothing
wild, game. Only one was. That’s the way poker works. Like life,
it’s not always fair. Sometimes being good just isn’t enough.
That’s why I cover all the angles in everything I do.”

The two men lowered their heads again and
searched for more tracks in the roadway.

 


A fourth companion, Josh Daniels, became a
bit too intimate with his distant cousin, Jack, the night before.
He was still snoring away in his bunk when the others left at the
crack of dawn in the search for big game. Frying pans rattling,
fridge doors slamming, coffee perking, none of these things had
roused him from his deep slumber. Everyone had to take
responsibility for their own actions. Drink too much, tough shit.
Despite everyone’s lack of concern, Josh slept through the
breakfast preparations like a baby.

Only the big, rough hands hanging outside his
blankets belied that image. Josh started out his working career as
a carpenter. He spent more time with computers and calculators now,
but hammers and saws were still his tools of choice. He was the
contractor who built the houses Kevin financed and Cliff and Victor
sold. He, too, hauled in his share of the big money.

He heard the door rattle and forced his eyes
open to check his watch. The red digital numbers read 11:30. His
eyelids resealed themselves. He couldn’t remember the last time he
had slept the morning away. He worked seven days a week during the
building season. His day started at dawn and ended sometime shortly
before the sun came back again. He had a full-time staff of about
sixty men from all trades plus a contingent of day labourers as
needed. It was his responsibility to make sure the electricians
were there ahead of the drywallers, the plumbers ahead of the
floorers and every task was completed before the keys were handed
over to Kevin. By November, he both needed and deserved a
break.

His headache was down to a dull thud.
Somewhere around nine, he had crawled out to the kitchen and downed
a handful of Aspirins and two bottles of spring water. He vaguely
remembered burning some toast and eating a couple of bites of it.
He didn’t recall returning to bed. He must have sat down on the
edge to put on his boots and just toppled back in. His mother had
told him the body knew when it needed to rest. As always, she was
right.

“Are you still in the sack you lazy son of a
bitch?” Kevin’s thundering voice penetrated his head and removed
any idea of pretending to be asleep. “You’ve missed a great morning
for hunting. The sun’s bright; the temperature’s perfect for
walking; there’s not a bug to be seen anywhere.”

Josh rolled over and squinted into the
sunlight coming in around the two men in the doorway. “Yeah,
where’s your deer?”

Kevin laughed his big booming laugh. “Still
lurking in the woods growing bigger,” he said without hesitation.
He looked around. “Was Cliff back? We heard him shoot at something.
Thought a buck would be hanging outside when we got here.”

“Never saw him,” Josh said as he swung his
feet onto the floor.

“Someone had some breakfast,” Victor said. He
pointed to the plate of toast on the table. He had washed the
others’ morning dishes before leaving. “Maybe he didn’t want to
wake you.”

Josh shook his head. “I think I did that. I
remember getting up awhile ago. Don’t know how I ended up back in
bed.”

“Probably staggered back,” Kevin said. He
picked up an empty whisky bottle from the side shelf. “You killed
this soldier all by yourself.”

“Don’t remind me. I think I got up to take
some seasick pills. The room was spinning in circles.”

Victor looked at his watch. “It was three or
four hours ago that we heard Cliff shooting.” He looked back at the
cabin door. “I wonder if he needs our help.”

Kevin again laughed a deep belly laugh.
“Maybe he does. Has he ever gutted an animal before? Not as easy as
it looks the first time. Knowing Cliff, he probably has his iPhone
out with a video showing him how to do it.”

Victor did not return the smile. “In that
case, let’s go look for him. If he only wounded the deer and then
started to track it, he may be lost.” He started out the door.
“Come on guys. This adventure is supposed to be about having fun.
Being lost is not fun, especially for a city boy.” His voice
carried the authority of experience.

“Wait just a second,” Kevin said, the smile
gone. “Let’s not go rushing off blindly.” He looked at Josh. “You
coming with us?”

“Of course, that’s what I’m here for.” He
wiped some white goo from the corners of his mouth. “But first I’ve
got to clean the shit from my teeth. The Fifth Cavalry has ridden
through my mouth and stopped along the way to relieve the horses.”
He gave his head a shake to emphasize the point. “My first guess
would be that Cliff probably missed and was too excited to jack
another shell into the chamber for a second shot.

“Give me a minute and I’ll be ready.”

“That’s a possibility, too,” Kevin said.
“While you’re doing your morning ablutions, we’ll make some
sandwiches and refill our thermos with coffee. No sense roaming
through the woods all afternoon on an empty stomach.” He patted his
rotund belly as he said this. “A couple of more minutes won’t make
any difference on this end. If he really is tracking a deer, we may
have a few miles to walk.”

Like Cliff, Kevin’s lunch was gone long
before the morning sun had risen high in the sky.

Victor hesitated.

Kevin scowled at him. “Get in here. Get the
butter out of the fridge. This won’t take long.” He took several
slices of whole grain bread from a bag on the table and spread them
out ready to be slathered with filling.




Chapter 2

“The
clearing is down this road.” Kevin pointed to a rutted opening in
the trees. Deep tire tracks from a skidder scarred the landscape.
“Looks like they dragged the trees out too early in the spring. The
road must have been nothing but a quagmire.”

Josh stepped up on the hump between the tire
tracks. “The almighty dollar always trumps the environment. How
long ago did you say this area was cut over?”

“It was freshly cut when I acquired the camp.
That would be about four years ago. The young maple shoots are
great feed for the deer. Did I tell you I took one from here last
year?”

Josh and Victor groaned.

“I guess I did. Derrick Watts got one the
year before. In fact, he tipped me off to this clearing. He’s the
one who built the tree stand.” Kevin snickered aloud. “I’m talking
about the previous owner. Tried to buy the place back but I told
him no deal. Told him he could call me anytime he wanted to come
hunting here and I would see if I could work him in. That pissed
him off big time. Last year he didn’t come back and I haven’t heard
from him yet this year. When he was leaving the last time, I was
changing the name over the door from Derrick’s Hideaway to Four
Eights.”

Josh had heard the story before. Kevin never
tired of retelling it.

“There’s a rumour that Derrick found God.
Doesn’t play poker any more. Doesn’t hunt. His lawyer calls me a
couple of times a year to remind me the offer is still standing. If
the rumours are true, I don’t know why he still wants to buy the
place.” Kevin shrugged his shoulders. “Doesn’t matter anyway. I’ll
never sell. As Victor said earlier this morning, this is like
owning a piece of paradise.”

Victor surveyed the splendor around him
drinking in the beauty one more time. “It is a great place to
recharge your batteries. How much did Derrick offer?” The realtor
in him couldn’t be held down. To him, that question was the natural
extension of the conversation.

“Too much. The price shows his desperation to
reclaim all his hard work. The lodge, as he calls it, is totally
winterized, has a propane fridge, stove and furnace along with the
quietest propane generator I’ve ever heard. Somehow or other he
dragged a proper septic tank up here and buried it. Sits on six
acres with a guaranteed right-of-way. I love it. My wife, on the
other hand, hates it. Says it’s in the middle of nowhere and that I
spend too much time up here. If she knew how much money I’d turned
down from Watts, she’d have given me the John the Baptist
treatment.”

Victor and Josh looked at him
questioningly.

“You know, had my head served on a
platter.”

Both men laughed. They knew Kevin’s wife
wanted him to get rid of the place. She had even asked Victor if he
knew anyone interesed in buying it. He hadn’t taken her seriously,
but good salesman that he was, he kept an ear open for any
interest.

“The pastor of my church, Pastor Dave,
mentioned that we might be acquiring a place like this as a
retreat,” Victor said. “I wonder if Derrick Watts is a member of
our congregation.”

Kevin put out his hand to stay their
progress. “Cliff should be just over this rise. We’d better
announce we’re coming or he might shoot us. If Josh is right and
Cliff didn’t get a deer earlier this morning, he’ll be getting
pretty anxious by now. Ready to shoot anything that moves.” He put
his hand up to his mouth. “Cliff, don’t shoot. It’s us. We have
food.”

Victor laughed. “That will get his attention.
I bet he ate his lunch before eight o’clock.”

Kevin gave him a semi-smile. “Cliff. Cliff,
we’re coming into the clearing. Don’t shoot.” He waited for a
response. When none came, he shouted again. “Cliff, answer me.”

“Let’s get up there,” Josh said. “Just
exercise a little caution when you step into the clearing.”

They hurried to the top of the rise and
stopped to study the surroundings. Kevin knew exactly where the
hunting perch was mounted. He immediately spotted the fluorescent
orange jacket. Even among the blazing glory of God’s autumn
colours, man’s testament to paranoia stood out like a lighthouse
beacon. The material was designed to be seen at a distance of three
miles. From 125 feet, it slapped them in the face. “Over there, on
the ground.”

Josh turned to the direction indicated.
“Christ almighty. He must have fallen out of the tree.” He sprinted
towards the orange lump on the ground. The tangled dead falls
grabbed at his ankles. He stumbled forward. By sheer force of will
he regained his balance before falling and resumed his headlong
dash. The other two men followed him cautiously picking their way
across the rough, uneven terrain. Josh got to the sprawling body a
few steps ahead of the others. He stopped short when he spotted the
red scar in the centre of Cliff’s chest. All the colour drained
from his face and his legs started to tremble. “Oh my Jesus,” he
said. “Cliff’s been shot.”

Josh lowered himself to the ground, covered
his face with his hands and took three long, deep breaths. By then
Kevin had drawn up beside him. His eyes captured the sight of the
blood on Cliff’s chest.

“Oh, shit,” he said. Slowly, he covered the
remaining few steps to where Cliff lay. He leaned forward and slid
two fingers under Cliff’s head covering to check for a carotid
pulse. The flesh at the open neck was already cool to the touch. He
moved his fingers to another spot and tried again before looking
back at the others and shaking his head. He detected no blood
surging from the heart to the brain.

Kevin backed away to where Josh and Victor
were now standing. His face was ashen. “He’s been dead for awhile.
He feels cold.” Kevin’s eyes swept the clearing. He came up empty.
“I guess we’ve got to contact the police, somehow. Cell phones
don’t work up here.”

The colour had returned to Josh’s face. He
followed Kevin’s gaze around the clearing. “What time did you say
you heard the shot?”

Victor looked at his watch. “Somewhere around
eight. We thought he had gotten lucky.”

“You were wrong there. Whoever did this would
be long gone by now. That was four hours ago.” Josh looked back at
Cliff. “Looks like the shot went right through his heart. Probably
was dead before he hit the ground. What do you think? Has to be an
accident.”

Suddenly, without warning, he could feel the
contents of his stomach churning. An acidic taste hit the back of
his throat. He turned from the others just in time and vomited over
the ground. The stench of stale alcohol permeated the fresh forest
air causing the others to screw up their noses. A sheen of
perspiration popped out across Josh’s forehead. He wiped his mouth
with the back of his coat sleeve.

“Sorry,” he said, “last night’s whisky is
catching up to me.”

Victor looked squeamish, as well. “I don’t
think so,” he managed to get out before he too deposited a matted
gob of his lunchtime sandwiches into the bushes. “And all I had to
drink last night was orange juice.”

Josh stepped away from Kevin. “Care to join
us?” he asked. He tried to force a smile. It didn’t come.

Kevin shook his head. “Not this time.” He
looked around the clearing. “Has to have been an accident. Who
would want to shoot Cliff, especially way out here?’

“True, but it’s a hell of a shot. Right
through the heart.”

Kevin looked down at his friend. He shook his
head. “A fluke shot could hit you anywhere.”

He looked back into the clearing, trying to
make a decision. “One of us has to stay here while somebody drives
down to the village. Any volunteers?”

“I’ll stay,” Josh said. “I’m all right now.
You’re more familiar with that track you call a road. You’ll make
better time.”

Kevin nodded. He looked at Victor. “Coming or
staying?”

Victor looked from Kevin to Josh to Cliff and
then back to Kevin. Before he could answer, Josh interrupted. “You
go with Kevin. I’ve got this covered.”

A look of relief passed over Victor’s face.
“If you’re sure?”

“I’m sure. Now get moving.”




Chapter 3

Detective-Sergeant Jim Mcdonald stepped down from the white
RCMP Explorer. “Thanks for the lift,” he said to the uniformed
officer before turning to take in the crime scene. Yellow tape
circled one area at the top of the hill. Several men milled around.
Some were taking pictures, some were dressed in the white
coveralls of the forensic team and some were just looking.

The sergeant studied the group looking for
any familiar faces. He was a long way from his usual territory. As
a member of the major crimes unit, robbery and homicide, most of
his work centered around the city and immediate surrounding area.
Being chauffeured in a four-wheel drive vehicle for a half-hour
through the woods was a definite change of scenery for him. The
last time he could recall this type of location was an apparent
fishing accident that developed into a murder case. Today’s case
was suspected to be a hunting accident, for now. Only time and some
investigation would tell.

A uniformed corporal looked up from the knot
of people near the body. “Sergeant Mcdonald,” he said, “over
here.”

Jim looked towards the sound of the familiar
voice and smiled. “Hi, Scott, what have we got?” He waited while
Corporal Scott Bowen stepped away from the others. The two men had
successfully teamed up on previous cases that brought Jim outside
his comfort zone in the urban area. Scott had spent many years
patrolling the highways and byways of rural Nova Scotia. They had a
comfortable working relationship.

“Looks like an accidental shooting at this
point.” Scott flipped open his notebook. “Clifford Lawrence. Shot
once in the chest. No exit wound.” He looked up from his notes to
the sergeant’s face.

“No exit wound? That’s not consistent with a
high-powered hunting rifle.” Jim looked around Scott to the body
still lying on the ground.

“Exactly what I was thinking when I called
for you.” Scott pointed to three men sitting on a log off to one
side. They looked like abandoned puppy dogs. “Those three are his
hunting companions. The blond claims to have still been in bed at
the time of the shooting. He says he didn’t even hear the shot. The
other two were further up the road hunting together. They did hear
the shot. Said it sounded like a rifle to them.” Scott went back to
his notes. “Kevin Barnhill, he’s the heavy one in glasses, owns the
hunting lodge, said he shot his first deer here last year. The
other man, Victor Boyd, has never shot a deer in his life. That’s
the calibre of hunter we’re working with.

“They get out once a year for a couple of
days. I gather it’s more of a social occasion than anything else
although they do roam around the woods with loaded weapons. I’m not
sure either of them would be able to distinguish between a rifle
and a pistol shot. They said for sure it wasn’t a .22. They both
know the thwit sound of the smaller calibre weapon.”

The two policemen started walking towards
Cliff’s body. Jim kneeled down and looked at the hole in his shirt.
“Well, if the bullet’s still in there, we’ll know soon enough what
killed him.” He looked up at the hunter’s chair in the tree above
him. “Real sportsmen. Did they have apples out to attract the deer
to this spot?”

“No,” Scott said. “They’re not that
sophisticated. They don’t hunt enough to know any of the tricks of
the trade. I doubt that their barbecues ever see anything but
beef.”

“Does one of them look good for the shooting?
Could they be covering up their own incompetence?”

Scott shook his head. “I don’t get that
impression, but it’s still too early to tell. We’ve collected their
rifles for comparison purposes when we extract the bullet. They’re
bagged and tagged in the van out by the road.”

He pointed to a broken branch hanging from
the tree near the seat. “See that? That looks like a fresh
scarring. Possibly slowed the bullet en route.”

Jim adjusted his stance so that he was
directly under the chair. His eyes created a path from the broken
branch to the far side of the clearing. Scott followed Jim’s
stare.

“We’ve got the dog master on his way. We’re
keeping that area clear of people until he gets here. No sense in
contaminating the scene.”

Jim nodded. “The way the hill slopes away, a
man could have been shooting at a deer standing down there near the
other edge and easily hit someone up here in a tree. I’d like a
closer look at the area.” He looked down at the binoculars resting
on Cliff’s chest.

“Guess they are still part of the crime
scene. I’d better not disturb them. Are there any other binoculars
that I can use.”

“There sure are,” Scott said. His face was
beaming. “Somewhere they have some new high-tech wonders. Wait
until you see them.”

“Great. New toys,” Jim said. “I just want to
have a look from up there in the seat. I want to see what Cliff
Lawrence saw just before he got hit. I don’t want to be overwhelmed
by technology while I’m clinging to that tree branch. Are the
teckies finished up there?”

“I think so. They were up there with the
cameras and swabs. I’ll check and get you their glasses.” Scott
went over to talk to the forensic man in charge, Robin West.

Jim went over to talk to Kevin and the
others. He introduced himself as the lead detective and explained
that all deaths were considered suspicious until a definitive
ruling was made by the coroners office. He warned them to stick
around. He would want to talk to them later.

“I can’t believe this is happening,” Kevin
said. His lowered head slowly shook back and forth. He looked up at
the policeman. “We should’ve come right over when we heard the
shot. Things might have turned out differently.” He stifled a sob.
“It’s all fun and games until you actually shoot something. Then
the work begins. This was Cliff’s first deer. We wanted him to have
the full experience. You know, clean and gut it himself. If only
we’d known.”

Tears were welling in the corners of Kevin’s
eyes. Jim put a hand on his shoulder. “From the way things look,
you could have been standing right beside him when he was shot and
there’d have been nothing you could have done. Did you notice any
other hunters in the area?”

All three men shook their heads in unison.
This was not the first time that question had been asked of them.
It wouldn’t be the last.

“Know anyone who had a grudge against Mr.
Lawrence?” Jim asked. “Anyone who might want to kill him?”

All three quickly answered. “No one.”

“Take your time and think about that. I’ll
talk to you later.” Jim made his way to the base of the tree where
Scott waited for him. “Just planted the idea in their mind that
this may be a homicide investigation,” he said. “If they’re
involved, let’s get them on edge. I’m not sure I buy the grieving
friend routine. They’re taking it too hard.”

Scott looked back at the three men now deep
in discussion. There was a lot of head shaking. “You’re such a
cynic, Sergeant. You’ve got them talking, anyway. Do you suppose
they’re cooking up a cover story?”

“You’ve interviewed them already. We’ll see
what happens when we separate them. If they’re all singing from
exactly the same page, we’ll dig deeper.” He reached out for the
binoculars in Scott’s hand. “They look simple enough.”

Scott held on to them for a second and
started pointing out some of the features. “This button creates a
laser beam. Put it on some object, push this button and it will
give you a distance reading, yards or metres.” He passed Jim
another small, black plastic object attached by cord to the main
body of the binoculars. It looked like a door opener for your car.
“With this you can paint an area in the distance. When you look
through the binoculars, it will fluoresce for about 20 seconds.
That way you know you are searching in the right area. Press this
button and you have a photograph of your target.”

“I’m impressed,” Jim said. He put the strap
around his neck. “What if I want to order pizza while I’m surveying
a scene?”

Scott never missed a beat. “Red button on the
side.”

“I guess it goes without saying that if I
drop them, I may as well just fall out of the tree on top of
them.”

“That would be best. You probably wouldn’t be
able to afford to replace them on a cop’s salary.”

They turned and looked at the trunk of the
tree. Scott pointed out the smooth stubs of branches a foot or so
apart forming a natural ladder. It was obvious that Cliff had
followed a well-worn course to his final seat. Jim climbed to the
host branch. He thumped his bum along the limb to where the hunting
chair was anchored.

He held the “door lock opener” chest high and
aimed it past the scarred branch. He triggered the paint switch and
then scoured the landscape to see if anything had changed. Nothing
had. He brought the glasses to his eyes and looked along the
suspected line of flight of the bullet. After a couple of
corrections in direction, a small area of the forest took on a
green fluorescent hue.

“Neat,” he murmered.

The natural curve of the hill made a straight
line to his location. His view was only interrupted by a scattering
of leaves for a long distance through the trees. A couple of
undulations created a few blind spots in the landscape. The shooter
may not have even been aware of Cliff’s presence. No one is looking
up in the trees when they are deer hunting.

He touched the distance button and looked at
the results. Two hundred and seventy-five yards. That was a long
shot by anyone’s standards if you were aiming. On the other hand, a
fluke shot knew no limits. He looked down from his perch to the
body below. Cliff hauntingly stared back. I guess your friends were
wrong, Jim thought, this was not your lucky day.




Chapter 4

Much
of the activity had moved from the top of the hill to the valley
beyond the chopping. The tracking dog came barking on the scene and
in no time at all had located blood droplets from a wounded
deer. Robin West, the forensic chief, was not committing himself,
but he allowed that the deer probably had been shot earlier that
morning. More tests would be needed. To every one else it looked
like a clear case of accidental shooting.

The bullet had passed through the deer, up
the hill and into Cliff. The hunter's attention would have been
fully on the deer before he shot and his eyes would be definitely
tracking the wounded animal after the shot. Clifford Lawrence would
not even have been in that man's universe.

“Any idea where the shot was fired from?” Jim
asked. Now that he was on the actual scene, everything looked the
same. He couldn’t pick out the area he had spotted from the tree
stand. The trees that had looked covered in layers of brilliantly
coloured leaves were half naked. Their gray skeletons all looked
the same.

“Blood trail starts right over there near the
clearing edge.” Robin West pointed to a section of forest leading
up the hill. “Dog should be able to find the spent casing. I don’t
know of too many hunters who pick up their brass, especially after
scoring a hit.”

Jim looked in the direction indicated.

“Looks like the animal may have been lying
down. The leaves are compacted at this spot.”

Jim leaned in for a closer look and then
looked up the hill to the killing site. “Deer would have to have
been standing up when it was fired at.” He made a line with his
hand to indicate the bullet’s flight. “Otherwise the slug would
have buried itself into the side of the hill if it passed through
the deer.”

Robin nodded in agreement. “These overturned
leaves indicated the deer had probably gotten to its feet,” the man
continued. “First we have to figure out how far away the shooter
was when he took his shot. Probably no more than 70 or 80 yards
through these trees. Maybe less. And then the bullet’s path may
have been deflected when it hit the animal. Without a carcass, we
won’t be able to determine that.” He paused and looked Jim in the
face. “Think you’ll be able to get that for us before it’s cut
up?”

Jim didn’t respond. Instead he studied the
trail of blood leading down the side of the hill. “Doesn’t seem to
be a lot of bleeding. Do you think the shot was fatal?” He realized
what he asked and quickly added: “for the deer.”

“Depends on whether anything vital was hit.
The shot may have just passed through the fleshy part of the neck.
In that case, it may eventually clot and as long as there’s no
major infection, the deer could survive to be shot another day. We
took the dog off the deer’s path and sent him to look for the spent
shell casing. Finding that will give us the location of the shooter
when the shot was fired. We’ll have the dog resume tracking the
deer and presumably the hunter after that.”

The two men took several more steps through
the woods. Here and there, small drops of dark red popped into
their sight. By now they were about 80 yards along the track. There
was less and less blood. “I wonder why the hunter didn’t fire a
second shot?” Jim asked.

“Depends on where he was standing. There are
lanes here where you think you can see forever. Get a few degrees
left or right of those and all you can see are trees. If the deer
took off at a right angle to the line of fire, you wouldn’t be able
to get a clear second shot.”

Jim nodded. “To have a shot pass through an
animal and then shoot a man out of a tree is a one-in-a-million
shot. I don’t buy lottery tickets because I don’t like those odds.
I guess I’m a little skeptical.”

Robin laughed. “6-49 odds are thirteen
million to one, but we still have winners on a regular basis.”

Jim looked around him. The traces of blood
had virtually disappeared. “Looks like that deer probably got away.
The blood trail has evaporated. Can you have the dog track the man
instead of the deer? It’s been almost seven hours. The best-case
scenario is for the dog to lead us back to the road where the man
was parked. We can try to locate any tire marks he may have left or
find somebody who may have seen the vehicle.”

Robin nodded his head. “The dog will follow
the freshest track. If the hunter is going slow and circling
looking for the blood trail, that will be him. Finding where he
parked his vehicle is the easy part. From there, well, you may have
your work cut out for you. We’ll check for tire tracks and the
like.” Robin stamped his foot on the ground. “Road’s not frozen
yet, but the ground is going to be pretty solid. It’s been a couple
of weeks since it rained around here.

“Maybe find some cigarette butts. They’re not
as prevalent as they once were. It’s a pretty isolated area. This
could be a lot of expense just to ruin some hunter’s day. If this
is accidental, the man didn’t really do anything wrong. If there
was a deflection, the chances are pretty good the hunter never even
saw the victim.”

Jim was silent for a moment. “I take it
you’re a hunter?”

“I am and accidentally killing another human
being would be my worst nightmare.” Robin looked back up the hill
to where Cliff was being loaded into a body bag. The two groups of
men could not see each other. “Before ever firing a shot I check
the line of sight behind the animal, but it could happen so damn
easily. Powerful weapons and people randomly roaming around the
forest are a deadly combination. Throw someone up a tree and who is
going to even think to look for a man up there? But, we both know
that accidents do happen.

“I’ve got some tests to run on the clothing
and on the bullet when we get it. I’ll let you know what I find
out. In my line of work, we don’t jump to conclusions no matter how
obvious things look.”

“I’ll wait for your results but in the
meantime, I’m going to do everything I can to find the shooter.
Then we’ll decide if we want to ruin his day. It’s no good coming
back here next week and trying to put the pieces together.”

“Detective, over here,” someone called
out.

Jim looked towards the voice. The man held up
a portable radio and walked towards Jim.

“They think they’ve found the spent casing,”
he said.

Jim took the radio and pushed the talk
button. “Sergeant Mcdonald.”

“Look to your left Sergeant.” It was Scott
Bowen’s voice. “See me waving.”

Jim turned left and about one hundred yards
away could barely make out the yellow stripe of a pair of Mountie
pants through the trees. He
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