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What readers are saying about the Highway
Mysteries:



“Love the author's books. Excellent characters and settings. She is
now on my short list of current favorite authors.”

 


“This series is beautifully
researched, vividly written, and always captivating. It respects
the nobility which resides in everyone while portraying some
unforgettable characters.”

“I love the way the main
character, Hunter Rayne, thinks, interacts with people, and in
general would put him into the lofty echelons with Adam Dalgliesh,
Morse and the Hon. Det Lynley. Great and satisfying
series.”

“Hunter is the man. Donald
has written a super story that would make a good movie. I think we
have another Harry Bosch character.”

“… great writing, excellent
pacing that sucks you in right away and makes you forget about the
world around you, characters you like and who talk and act the way
real people do, set in a place that makes it feel like an
adventure, and best of all-- a wicked smart plot.”
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For my own French Canadian cowboy, Gilbert
Roy,

and for those who cherish and seek to
preserve

Canada’s endangered heritage horse
breed,

Le Cheval Canadien

or

the Canadian Horse.


 


 


Our battered suitcases were piled on the
sidewalk again; we had longer ways to go. But no matter, the road
is life.

 


Jean-Louis Lebris de Kerouac

(Jack Kerouac)
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Pierre Bostonais was murdered near the
headwaters of the Smoky River.

Hunter Rayne
wouldn’t have known that if he hadn’t
stopped in Valemount for an early dinner on one of his first trips
across the Canadian Rockies via Highway 16. He’d been hauling a
loaded trailer for Edmonton farmed out by a less-than-truckload
carrier in Vancouver and had stopped to get something to eat and
stretch his legs. During the stop, he wandered into the Valemount
Museum; it was there he saw the story about Pierre Bostonais, the
blond haired Iroquois Métis known to his contemporaries as Tȇte
Jaune, or Yellow Head. The rumor was that Bostonais had been
scalped and dismembered, along with his brother Baptiste and their
families, by the Beaver Tribe of Carrier Indians in retribution for
hunting and trapping in Beaver territory. Nothing else was said
about the families, which left Hunter wondering. Did the men have
wives? Young or old? Were there children and were they killed,
too?

Hunter wished he knew what had really
happened, but he kept his old RCMP investigative drive in check. He
had no intention of investigating a murder committed in 1828.
Still, he couldn’t help but wonder how many other interlopers from
the east the Beavers had dispatched in a similar manner, their
names and hair color now lost to history. Tȇte Jaune was remembered
because he’d been the guide who led Hudson’s Bay Company chief
trader James McMillan through a little-known pass across the
Rockies from Jasper, Alberta in 1825. Now not only the Yellowhead
Pass, but over eighteen hundred miles of the Yellowhead Highway
from the BC coast to the prairies still keep Pierre Bostonais’
sobriquet alive. Not a bad legacy for a half-breed trapper
described as a mischievous rogue.

This trip, Hunter had stopped for a
late breakfast at a truck stop just outside of Kamloops, having
left the Watson Transportation yard at six with a jumbo mug of his
boss, El Watson’s strong coffee and one of the donuts he’d picked
up for her at a Tim Horton’s on his way in. Now, early in the
afternoon of a late September Indian summer day, he was not far
past Tȇte Jaune Cache, traffic was light and he was enjoying
glimpses of the Rockies that opened up now and then as the
eastbound highway snaked up and down, over and around treed slopes.
His mind had wandered back to the fate of Tȇte Jaune’s family when
he was suddenly forced to brake the Freightliner to a fast stop —
dangerously fast. A man in a cowboy hat stood in the middle of his
lane, waving both arms in the air above his head.

“What the —?” Hunter rolled
down his window, preparing to ask what was going on, but the man
had turned his back on Hunter’s truck and was walking slowly and
calmly across the opposite lane of the highway. Hunter couldn’t
figure out why until he saw the horse.

The horse was obviously frightened.
Even from Hunter’s vantage point in the driver’s seat of the
Freightliner, he could see the white in the horse’s eyes, although
the horse’s high head and flight or fight stance were clear enough
indicators of the horse’s fear. The horse had a saddle and bridle
on, a loop rein made of marine rope still dallied around the saddle
horn. Hunter’s first assumption was that the horse belonged to the
cowboy, but he saw a pickup truck hooked to a small horse trailer
parked facing his own truck, on the wrong side of the highway a few
hundred yards ahead, as if it had been forced to stop suddenly.
There was no sign of another person in or around the truck. Hunter
put his emergency flashers on and stepped down from the cab,
intending to do as the cowboy had done, waving down any vehicle
that might approach from behind. Away from the engine noise, he
could hear the cowboy talking to the horse. Although he couldn’t
make out the words, the voice was cajoling, as if to set the animal
at ease, and it seemed to be working.

There wasn’t much of a shoulder on
either side of the highway at this point, with a rock face on one
side and a steep slope down to the Fraser River on the other, so
the horse was dangerously close to the traffic lanes. Hunter waved
an approaching semi to a stop, then turned to watch the cowboy
again. He had hold of the rein and was petting the horse’s face and
neck, the horse visibly relaxing at his touch. It dropped its head
and made chewing motions with its mouth. The cowboy then turned and
waved Hunter over.

“Can I get some help ‘ere?”
the man called out. As Hunter drew closer, he added, “You know much
about horses? How ‘bout you gimme a hand ‘ere?” The man dropped his
H’s like a French Canadian. He wasn’t a tall man, but he was built
like a tank. A mustache stretched above his upper lip and a couple
days growth of beard covered his lower jaws. He could have played a
desperado in a 50’s Western.

“I’m no expert, but I’ve
been around a horse or two,” Hunter told him.

“Good. I’m gonna let ‘dis
pony graze a bit first, calm him down. Move your rig offa ‘de road,
eh?”

There were four eastbound vehicles
stopped behind his rig. Hunter approached the window of the first
one and spoke to the semi driver, cautioning him to go slow as he
passed the horse. No sooner had he said that than a noisy diesel
pickup came speeding toward them in the westbound lane. The horse
tried to rear, then spun its rump out into the road, but the cowboy
kept a firm hold. Hunter thought he heard the cowboy shout,
“Asshole!” as the pickup roared past.

By the time Hunter had eased his
tractor-trailer as far onto the shoulder as he dared and set out
some orange markers behind it, the cowboy had lifted the looped
rein over the horse’s head and walked the horse along and across
the highway as far as the horse trailer where the shoulder was
wider. Hunter trotted up to join him, slowing down as he got
closer. The horse was pulling at some long grass beside the
shoulder, wisps of brown and green blades being drawn into his
mouth as he chewed.

“How’d your horse get
loose?” asked Hunter.

The cowboy shook his head. “Not my
horse. I got my two here in my trailer. Dis pony was racing up the
road, lookin’ to get itself killed.” He motioned Hunter closer to
the horse. “Look here.”

The cowboy held his hand out toward
Hunter, palm up. It was red with fresh blood. Then he pointed to
the horse’s shoulder. “From here, see?” The bay horse’s shoulder
was streaked with blood, still glistening, still wet. The blood
seemed to come from the crest of its neck near the withers, soaking
the roots of the horse’s mane. It had dripped down the shoulder,
under and over the breast collar and mixed with the sweat on the
horse’s chest into a pink foam. Hunter could smell the combined
scent of blood and sweat from where he stood. No wonder the horse
had panicked.

“It’s hurt?”

The cowboy was palpating the horse’s
neck, looking for the source of the blood. He shook his head, then
pointed to a dark smear on the brown leather of the saddle. “I
never seen a saddle bleed,” he said.

“Where’s the
rider?”

“That’s what you and me are
gonna find out.” The cowboy looked Hunter up and down, then
gestured at Hunter’s western style boots. “You ride,
eh?”

“I can’t just leave my rig
here,” Hunter began to object, indicating the tractor-trailer
parked up the road, but the cowboy cut him off.

“Whoever rode this gelding
was bleeding bad. He ain’t got much time. What’s more important?
Your goddamn truck or a man’s life?” He frowned. “Or could be a
woman.”

Hunter traced the dark streaks of
blood with his eyes. The blood had dripped from the pommel, run
down the leather skirt of the saddle and onto the barrel end of a
leather rifle scabbard. The wound had to have been a large one.
“How are we going to find the rider?” he asked. “I doubt this horse
is going to lead us back there.”

The cowboy grinned, showing a broken
front tooth. “I got Blue,” he said. “Hold onto this pony while I
saddle up my two. What’s your name?”

Hunter introduced himself as he took
the rope, then said, “And yours?”

“Léon. Léon Rousseau.” He
winked as he added, “You can call me Leo.”

Hunter pulled out his cell phone as he
watched the cowboy back his horses one at a time out of the
trailer’s back door and tie each of them to a steel ring welded to
the trailer’s side. The trailer was obviously old, as was the Ford
F250 in front of it. He glanced at his phone. No signal. No way to
reach emergency services, so he and the cowboy were on their own.
He hoped looking for the injured rider was the best idea, but he
couldn’t think of a better one.

Leo opened a door in the side of the
trailer and took out a saddle pad, then a well-oiled Western saddle
for each horse. His moves were practiced and smooth, quick and
sure. The horses stood quietly, obviously used to the drill. Leo
tightened the cinch of the first one, a tall dun colored horse with
markings like black stripes around its lower legs, grabbed the
saddle horn and wiggled the saddle back and forth, then snugged the
cinch up a little more. He repeated that with the second horse — a
mare who was smaller than the first and a bay so dark she was
almost black — then pulled a bridle up over her nose and did up the
buckle on her cheek. The horse had a long, wavy mane and tail and
Hunter couldn’t help admiring her appearance.

“This one’s for you,” he
said. “She’s a good mare, but sensitive. Go easy wit’ your cues or
you’ll think you’re in the Kentucky Derby.” When Leo was finished
bridling his own horse, he took the rope rein from Hunter and
handed him the black mare’s leather reins instead. “We’ll lead them
across the road before we mount up. I seen what looks like a
trailhead a few hundred yards up that way. Stay a horse length
back, eh?” He motioned to the riderless horse. “Don’t crowd this
pony.” With that, he whistled and a dog with black eye patches and
a salt and pepper coat emerged from under the horse trailer and
scampered up to the cowboy. The dog trotted at Leo’s heels until
they reached the overgrown trail.

Hunter debated flagging down a vehicle
and asking them to send an ambulance, but decided against it. He
couldn’t be sure that they would find the injured rider, or if
there even was one. Could the blood be from a deer that a hunter
had shot and tried to hoist onto his horse’s back?

It had been a year or two since Hunter
last rode, but he found it easy enough to get his left foot into
the stirrup and swing his right leg up over the saddle. He guessed
that clambering in and out of his Freightliner cab, not to mention
hoisting himself into the back of a forty-eight foot trailer on
occasion, had kept him relatively limber. It helped that the mare
wasn’t much over fifteen hands at the withers.

Before the cowboy mounted, he examined
the grass and scrub at the overgrown trailhead. “He come down here
alright.” He approached the runaway horse, untied a denim jacket
that had been rolled up and snugged against the back of its saddle
with leather strings, rubbed it in the blood on the horse’s
shoulder, then squatted on his heels and held it out to the dog to
sniff. “Find ‘im, Blue,” he said.

The dog looked him in the eye for a
few seconds, then sniffed again at the bloody jacket before turning
around and starting up the trail. With a quick hop, in spite of his
relatively short stature Leo had his left foot in the stirrup and
his butt in the saddle in less than a second. Holding onto the rein
of the riderless horse, he reined his own horse around and set off
up the trail behind his dog. It was obviously not a well used
trail, although fresh cuts on a dead pine that had fallen across it
showed that someone cared enough to keep the trail open. There were
trees and underbrush on both sides; a breeze rustled the canopy of
yellowing aspen leaves and the smell of pine hung heavy in the
air.

Hunter leaned forward in the saddle
and the mare he was on leaped forward, causing the riderless horse
to crowd the Frenchman’s gelding. Leo turned around and said, “I
tol’ you! Keep that mare off ‘a this pony’s tail. Lean back. You
lean forward, that’s her signal to go, man. Sit straight or lean
back.”

Hunter pulled back on the reins and
the mare shook her head in protest, but once he’d shifted his
weight back, she settled into a walk about a horse length behind
the bloody gelding. It felt good. Hunter had always enjoyed riding,
ever since he learned as a teen, but he seldom made the time for
it. He just wished the reason for this ride wasn’t the search for
someone who could be gravely injured or possibly dead.

 


 


 


Pulling her horse up in
front of the barn, Jaelle Freeman slid from her saddle, thankful to
have made it back to the ranch. As soon as her boots reached the
packed dirt of the barnyard, her sense of relief vanished as her
legs collapsed beneath her. The horse, a chestnut Quarter Horse
gelding named Jake’s Red Cousin, was
lathered up and panting hard, still so wired up that the usually
calm animal bolted away from her as she fell, stopping short only
as he stepped on one of his dangling reins. Jaelle moaned
involuntarily. She felt as if she’d been hit by a truck. Her right
thigh and right shoulder were painfully bruised, her ribs ached and
it felt like her left wrist was sprained.

Dustin Freeman hollered at
her from the corral behind the barn, his voice carrying across two
narrow corrals and a gravel road. “What the
hell are you doing, girl? Pull off the tack before you let a horse
loose. I thought I taught you better than that.”

Jaelle shot him a look but
was in too much pain to muster a response. She ground her teeth as
she struggled to her feet and limped after her horse. She knew she
should walk it around some but there was no way she could manage
it, not right then. She took off her riding gloves, letting them
fall to the ground, and began to fiddle with the saddle, unbuckling
the breast collar, then the cinch. The outside of the breast
collar’s wide chest piece was white and
gritty from dried lather while the inside was still slippery with
sweat. Wrestling the heavy stock saddle off the gelding’s back hurt
her ribs and the sharp pain in her wrist made her suck in her
breath. She dropped the saddle horn so the front of the saddle
rested on the ground while the wet saddle pad beneath it fell flat
into the dust. Cousin walked off.

Like an older brother
should, Dusty must have noticed she was hurt, because
he’d stopped yelling at her and had fired
up the Gator. In less than a minute he was at her elbow. “Jaelle,
honey? What happened? You took a fall? Where’s Patrick?”

He put an arm around her
and she stiffened. “No. Don’t squeeze me,
Dusty. It hurts.” She tried to take in enough breath to speak but a
sudden pain in her ribs made her lean forward and clutch at her
lower chest.

He took a step back, then
looked toward the ranch house as he said, “Kathy’s at the window.” He grabbed up the saddle to keep it
from falling in the dirt and his voice reflected an increasing
concern for her. “You’re hurt, girl. What the hell
happened?”

She shook her head and
waved him off, then limped after Cousin as Dusty carried the saddle
to the tack room. She managed to get the halter rope over the
gelding’s neck, removed his bridle and
pulled the halter up over his nose. By the time she had done up the
halter buckle on Cousin’s broad cheek, Dusty was beside her again,
taking the halter rope from her hand.

“I’ll cool him out,” he
said. “What happened out there? Where’s Patrick? Why’d you ride
back alone?”

“I had no choice, did I?”
Jaelle tried to sound exasperated, but even to her ears, it sounded
as if she was whining and on the verge of tears. Damn Dusty. He had
tried to pass her off as a better rider than she really was. They
heard a door slam over at the ranch house and both of them looked
in that direction. Of course it was that bitch, Kathy, heading
toward the barn with long confident strides.

Jaelle gritted her teeth
and sucked in a short breath before raising her voice.
“Damn horse spooked and threw me off.” A shallow
breath so her ribs wouldn’t hurt so bad. “Patrick’s horse bolted
the other way.” Another shallow breath. ”I managed to hang on to
Cousin but after I got back in the saddle, he was so wired that he
bolted back up the trail. I could barely stay on and it took me a
long time to get him calmed down. He ran off the trail at one
point, and almost got us lost. Then I had trouble at the gate. I’m
lucky I made it back here as soon as I did.”

“What spooked them? You see
anything?”

“A noise in the bushes. I
thought I heard a rifle shot so maybe it was a hunter.”

“You thought?”

As she watched Kathy cross
the eighty yards between the house and barn, Jaelle felt her
stomach lurch. She tried not to let Kathy get to her, but the
woman’s presence made her nervous. She
seemed to show up in unexpected places, as if she’d been spying,
and Jaelle was acutely aware of an undercurrent of animosity from
the woman. She was jealous, that was clear enough. But was she
jealous because of Patrick, or because of Dusty? Jaelle was never
quite sure. What she was sure of, though, was that Patrick was so
obsessed with the idea of taking a young virgin bride for his third
wife that he wouldn’t have jeopardized his relationship with Jaelle
for a sour old cow like Kathy. She glanced at Dusty and found him
staring at her.

“Dammit, Jaelle,” said
Dusty. “How bad are you hurt? Do you need one of us to drive you in
to the clinic?”

“I don’t want to go into
town. I just need a little time to rest.”

“Here, I’ll walk you to the
house.”

She got the unspoken
message. He would run interference for her with Kathy. Kathy was
some kind of secretary or personal assistant, but her relationship
to Patrick had never been entirely clear to Jaelle. She did
bookkeeping for the ranch. She looked after ordering stuff they
needed, and handled Patrick’s business
correspondence and phone calls. At first Jaelle thought Kathy
wanted more out of her relationship with Patrick, but the way the
woman looked at Dusty, maybe she wanted a lanky young cowboy in her
bed, and not a gray-haired sugar daddy. Or maybe the bitch wanted
both. In any case, when Dusty or Patrick was around, Kathy was on
her best behavior, but when Jaelle was alone with her, the woman’s
blatant disdain for her was obvious. Jealousy? Maybe, but Jaelle
sensed it went deeper than that. A blue-eyed, fair-skinned,
university-educated woman’s scorn for a young, dark-haired
high-school dropout. Dusty was right when he said, “Our people are
persecuted all around the world, Jaelle.”

“Where’s Pat?” Kathy’s tone
was accusatory, as if Jaelle was hiding him from her.

Jaelle waited for Dusty to say
something, but both he and Kathy were looking at her, waiting for
an answer.

“His horse spooked and
bolted on the way to the Little Lost Lake trail. Both our horses
spooked. I came off Cousin, but I managed to hang on to his reins.
When I got back on, he bolted.” She looked down at her left wrist.
She was cradling it in her other hand. “I might have broken my
wrist,” she said, in case Kathy hadn’t noticed, although Jaelle was
sure it was just a sprain.

“I’ll tell you if it’s
broken.” Kathy reached for her wrist but Jaelle pulled it
away.

“You’re not a
nurse.”

“You don’t know me,
girl.”

“I know I don’t need your
help,” said Jaelle. “Let’s go, Dusty.”

His face clouded.
“I think I better go look for Patrick,” he said.
“He might still be looking for you. How far from the Lost Lake
trail were you?”

“I think about half a mile,
maybe more.” Half a mile sounded like a long way to her, but how
could anyone tell? Cities were divided into blocks. Forests
weren’t.

He nodded once.
“Let Kathy help you to the house. I’ll go saddle
up.”

Jaelle glared at him. She
couldn’t say anything in front of the bitch
— not that anything she said to Dusty would help anyway — but she
felt betrayed. He had promised to take care of her, and again he
had let her down.

 


 


 


They had been riding for
less than twenty minutes, working their way uphill at a fast walk
on a relatively clear trail from the highway, when the dog veered
off the trail to a narrow, less visible path, raised his nose for a
few seconds and took off at a run, disappearing behind a wall of
leaves and branches. Hunter expected Leo to push his horse into a
trot to follow, but he continued his steady pace, his big gelding
shouldering through the underbrush — wild rose bushes sporting
clusters of rose hips, skinny young aspens and mountain ash with
its red berries — that threatened to swallow the winding trail. The
trail was clear of windfall, except for two dead pines low enough
for Hunter’s horse to step over. Ten or
fifteen minutes later, at the sound of two quick barks, Leo turned
in his saddle and said, “Found ‘im,” then urged his horse into a
faster walk.

Before Hunter even saw the
injured man, Leo had swung out of his saddle and was kneeling at
the man’s side. The man was sitting up with
his back against the trunk of a lodgepole pine. Hunter could see
traces of pink froth around the man’s lips. His face was slack and
his eyes were closed. If the horse had run straight to the highway,
it had to have been close to an hour since the bleeding had started
and Hunter had no doubt that the man had already suffered dangerous
blood loss.

“Tabarnak!” Leo said
quietly but forcefully. “It’s Pat. Pat, can you hear me. What
happened, man?” Then over his shoulder to Hunter, “His face is
kinda blue. Look. His shirt is covered in blood.”

Hunter fought the urge to
dismount and run to the man. The last thing they needed was for the
three horses to run off, and he sensed increasing anxiety in the
injured man’s horse; it kept moving its
feet, first crowding Leo’s gelding, then stepping backwards toward
Hunter’s own mare. Its anxiety seemed to be making the other two
horses either irritated or anxious. They were both tossing their
heads, ears back as a sign of their displeasure. He knew some
horses didn’t react well to the smell of blood or death, or perhaps
something had happened nearby which had frightened the horse. Even
being confined on the narrow trail between two unfamiliar horses
could be making it nervous.

“Leo,” Hunter called out.
“If he’s still alive, we’ve got to get medical help for him.
Now.”

“How? How you gonna get a
ambulance up here? How you even gonna call them from
here?”

The dog was in a down position facing
his master, and he looked from Leo to Hunter and back again as each
one spoke.

Hunter had checked his cell
phone twice along the trail to see if he could get a signal, but
there was no service up here. There hadn’t
even been a signal from the highway. Leo was undoubtedly the better
rider and would make it to the highway faster. Fifteen or twenty
minutes, at least, if he rode as fast as the rough trail allowed.
He could flag down a motorist heading for Valemount. Another
fifteen minutes. Even if there was an ambulance standing by in
Valemount, it would be a miracle if a team of paramedics made it
here in less than an hour. The nearest hospitals were probably
Prince George and Kamloops, another three hours or more away. He
knew that moving the man could kill him, but with blood loss and
shock, if they didn’t move the man to get him at least to the
highway, he was probably as good as dead now. Neither option had
much chance of success. Still, he didn’t want it on his conscience
that he hadn’t even tried to save the man’s life.

Still crouched beside the
injured man, Leo glanced up at Hunter. “How
we gonna get him to a doctor?”

Hunter considered
Leo’s question. He knew all that blood
hadn’t come from a fall. Hunting accident, maybe? Would moving the
man compromise a crime scene? Waiting to find out if it was a crime
scene wasn’t an option.

Leo put a hand on the
man’s shoulder and leaned in close. “Can
you hear me, Pat? We’re gonna get you to a doctor. Hang on, man.
We’re gonna get you fixed up.” Then to Hunter, he said, “He’s not
breathing very good. I can hear it. We better do something fast.
How we gonna move him?”

“He won’t be able to sit on
a horse, and I wouldn’t want to lie him across the horse’s back,”
said Hunter. Building any kind of a stretcher or travois would take
more time than the injured man could afford.

“Drop that mare’s reins.
She ground ties and she ain’t gonna go nowhere. Just drop her reins
to the ground and come help me.”

Hunter dismounted, then
dropped the mare’s reins to the ground. She
didn’t move her feet, but stretched her neck to the side and used
her nimble black lips to grab some leaves and pull them into her
mouth.

“Let’s you ‘n me lift him
up on Dealer here. I’ll hold onto him in front of me.”

“You sure?” Hunter looked
the cowboy up and down. He wasn’t tall, but he looked as strong as
a bull and he sounded confident enough.

“You got a better
plan?”

Hunter shook his head. He
grabbed the injured man by the upper right arm and Leo took the
left. As they lifted the unconscious man to his feet, the cowboy
spoke to the big dun gelding. “Park!” The
horse stepped forward, leaving his back legs in place, so he seemed
to stretch his body out. In doing so, his back came down by several
inches, allowing the two men to lift the unconscious man high
enough to get his belly across the saddle. Hunter noticed a bit of
blood on the back of the man’s plaid shirt. Leo had scurried to the
other side of the horse and working from both sides they managed to
swing the man’s right leg around so he was straddling the saddle,
his arms hanging on either side of the horse’s neck. The man’s left
riding glove was about to fall off, so Hunter pulled it free and
stuffed it in his own pocket. Before Hunter realized what Leo was
up to, he had mounted the horse from the right side and hauled the
unconscious man into a sitting position in the saddle. Leo sat
behind the cantle, his right arm clamped from under the man’s
armpit diagonally across his chest toward his left shoulder. The
injured man’s head hung forward and his arms were limp.

“If you can’t pony ‘dat
gelding, just let him loose,” he said, then wheeled the big dun
around and pushed his way past the two other horses, heading back
down the trail at a fast walk with the dog following behind. “We
gonna get you to a doctor, Pat. Hang in there, man,” Hunter heard
him say.

During his twenty-odd years
as a cop, Hunter wouldn’t have let a
civilian take charge. As he approached the injured man’s horse, he
wondered why letting Leo order him around didn’t bother him as much
as it should have. He decided that the Frenchman’s instinctive
decisions had been good ones. If he’d been presented with the
choices and had time to think it over, what Leo had done might very
well have become plan A. He managed to grab the gelding’s reins
just as he was about to wheel around and follow Leo’s horse. The
black mare still stood with her reins on the ground, now and then
grabbing a few leaves from a nearby bush. Hunter could see the
remnants of chewed leaves clinging to the side of her bit. He took
hold of her reins and turned her around before getting into the
saddle, and was relieved to find the riderless horse content to
follow behind.

Leo and his injured passenger were
well out of sight by the time he reached the main trail. So was the
dog.
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The irony did not escape
Royal Canadian Mounted Police constable Bianca
Morrison’s notice. She was enroute to what
could very well be her first real homicide scene and she was
feeling not only excited, not only eager, but also fortunate to be
the first law enforcement officer on the scene at the death of
another human being. As an officer sworn to protect and serve, she
thought she should only rejoice at the absence of crime, not its
existence. No, she
had to tell herself. I’m not happy that the guy’s dead. But
in a way, she was.

Bianca had been with the
Valemount detachment in British Columbia for about six months. It
wasn’t what she’d envisioned when she
signed up. There was none of the expected camaraderie with fellow
officers, no sense of accomplishment from her work, no admiration
from the public. Not even respect most of the time. She felt
isolated and lonely, an unfamiliar and disconcerting sensation for
a young woman who’d always been popular and looked up to at school
while growing up in a suburb of Montreal. Most of her RCMP
colleagues were friendly enough on the surface but, with the
exception of Corporal Brian Butters, the unmarried corporal who
kept trying to get into her pants — in her own head, she referred
to him as Butternuts — their off-duty time was spent with their
families. Whether their wives didn’t want them being too friendly
with a young, good-looking female co-worker or the other members
assumed she wouldn’t want to spend time with a fellow officer’s
family, she had never been invited to anyone’s home.

She had made no close friends here
outside of the force either, male or female, found no confidantes
or pals she could party with or even just have a satisfying
conversation with. As a member of the RCMP, Bianca felt conspicuous
in the public eye of the small community. She spent much of her
off-duty time exploring the region by car, often going for solitary
hikes on mountain trails she found through tourist maps. It was
beautiful country — no complaints there — surrounded by mountains:
the Rockies to the north and east, the Cariboo Range to the west,
and the Monashees to the south. At home, she read or watched what
she could pick up on satellite TV. Other than that, all she had was
work: traffic offenses, shoplifters and the occasional drunk.
Murder made a welcome change.

Her
cruiser’s lights flashing and the siren
going, she couldn’t help feeling exhilarated as trucks and cars
pulled over to the right and let her speed past. A homicide
investigation. That’s what drew her to policing in the first place,
the chance to use her brains and problem solving skills to catch
real criminals, not petty thieves and pathetic drunks. Not that
she’d have a lot to do with the investigation, she knew. The men of
her detachment would take it off her hands as soon as they arrived
and send her back to the detachment to handle walk-ins and wait for
a call out. Even they would have to turn the case over to the Major
Crimes Unit from Prince George after the scene was secured. She’d
have to make the best of it while she could.

She pulled the cruiser over
behind the Valemount Volunteer Fire Department pumper that was
parked on the shoulder. In front of the firetruck was an ambulance,
and behind the ambulance was a form on a stretcher, an oxygen mask
over his face. One uniformed paramedic was fiddling with an IV drip
bag on a pole while the other one was talking to a man holding the
reins of a black horse. One of the volunteer firefighters was
standing beside him, and they were both watching her as she stepped
out of the cruiser. Some ways off was a man in a cowboy hat astride
a tan-colored horse; he was holding the rope of another horse, a
reddish brown one. Her stomach fluttered a little.
Please don’t let these
guys be jerks about women cops. Bianca
squared her shoulders, patted the gun on her belt, and strode over
to the group of men.

She knew the paramedics, by
sight and by name, although they’d never
exchanged more than a few words. They both nodded to her. Was it
her imagination, or did the taller one roll his eyes? She’d seen
him off-duty with Butternuts, and the thought of them discussing
her over a few beers set her teeth on edge.

“He’s still alive?” she
asked, directing her question to the taller paramedic. His name was
Drake. “Dispatch said it was a possible homicide. Want to fill me
in?”

Drake seemed to be looking
over her head, no doubt checking to see if a real cop was about to
show up. “I’m not a doctor. He’s alive
until a doctor says he’s not. You’ll have to talk to the hospital
after we get him there.” His expression challenged her to make
something of it. The other paramedic shook his head almost
imperceptibly. She took it to mean the man was dead, or as good
as.

“I’ve got to radio in some
details so we get the appropriate personnel out here. What’ve we
got? Is this an accident or a possible homicide or
what?”

“That’s for you to decide,
Bianca,” said Drake.

Bianca clenched her jaw.
She barely knew the man but he was using her first name in front of
a member of the public. She glanced at the man holding the horse.
Middle aged, average height and weight, clean cut. He was watching
her closely, his eyes blue-gray and hard as granite, but he offered
her a brief smile. “And you are…?” she
asked him.

“Hunter Rayne,” he said.
“The man was barely alive when we found him about a half hour up
the trail. I was afraid we were going to lose him on the way back.
These boys are just doing their job, trying to revive him.” He
nodded toward the paramedics; was it her imagination or did he give
Drake a disapproving frown? “Leo and I are the ones you want to
talk to.” With the same hand that held his horse’s reins, he
gestured behind him. The horse threw its nose up and backed up a
few steps. “Easy, girl.”

Bianca
wasn’t sure if he was talking to her or the
horse. For some reason it irked her that a civilian would be
telling her how to do her job.

“Who’s the victim?” she
asked, once again addressing the paramedic. “He have a
wallet?”

Drake just shook his head, staring her
down with his eyelids half closed.

Asshole.

Again the man with the
horse more-or-less came to her rescue. “His
name’s Pat. Leo knows him from some kind of rodeo event. Cattle
penning, I think he said. You might want to talk to him first. He’s
the cowboy, on the horse.”

She shot Drake a defiant
look and headed in the cowboy’s direction,
making a wide detour around the back end of the horse that Rayne
was holding. He fell into step beside her; she could hear the
horse’s footfalls and noisy breaths at her heels. The thought of
the huge animal behind her made her tense up.

“I guess you’re not part of
the musical ride,” the man said with an amused smile. “That’s okay.
You can be a Mountie without being a mounted police…” — he was
obviously struggling with the gender — “officer,” he finished,
adding, “I was never in the Ride myself.”

“You’re a
member?”

“Was. For about twenty
years.”

“Retired?” He looked to be
in his late forties, early fifties.

“I’m no longer with the
force, yes. See that big rig parked up the highway there? That’s my
job these days.”

“You drive a
truck?”

“Yes, I do. Lucky
me.”

She assumed he was being
sarcastic, but when she glanced at his face he looked pleased. She
shrugged mentally. Cop to trucker sounded like a comedown to her,
but then again, men love big machines. He didn’t speak again until they reached the cowboy.

“Leo, this is —,” the
trucker stopped the introduction and turned to her. “Sorry, I
didn’t get your name, Constable.”

She was sure
he’d heard Drake call her by her first
name, and appreciated the trucker’s decision not to use it.
“Morrison. Constable Morrison.” Bianca nodded at the man on the
horse. She was uncomfortable with the fact he was looking down at
her from that height but was determined not to show it. “I
understand you know the injured man,” she said. “What can you tell
me about him?”

The
cowboy’s French Canadian accent was obvious
as soon as spoke. “He sol’ me a horse las’ year. I met him at
cattle penning. He thought he was a better rider than he
was.”

She frowned. He made it
sound like the man fell off his horse. How was this a potential
homicide? “His name?”

“Pat. Pat Nort’. He’s a
businessman from Edmonton — oil business, prob’ly — but he’s got a
ranch close to here.”

“Nort’? Would that be
Norton?” She had taken out her notebook and pen, ready to
write.

The man on the horse leaned
toward her and enunciated slowly, with obvious effort.
“Nor-thuh. Like nort’and sout’. East and west.” He
spoke louder and exaggerated the pronunciation, his lips parting to
reveal a chipped front tooth. A dog appeared beside the horse’s
front legs, a Blue Heeler. The dog looked from the cowboy to her,
then back again before lying down, panting briefly, then stopping,
front paws crossed in front of him. Bianca sensed the dog wanted to
be in position to protect his master from her, if
necessary.

“The two of you were out
for a ride with Mr. North?”

“No,” said the
trucker.

“I’m talking to this
gentleman, sir,” she said. “Léon?” She automatically used the
French version of his name, pronouncing it Lay-ongh instead of
Lee-oh.

Léon’s eyes opened a little wider, but he didn’t comment. “I
was driving down the road and saw this chestnut gelding, here.” He
jerked his head toward the horse behind him. “He run out on the
road, all panicky, eh? So I pull over and was trying to catch him
when this big truck come along. I had to wave him to pull his truck
over so it didn’t scare the horse more. This guy come on outa the
truck, then when me and him got this boy caught, we seen the blood
on him and thought we better go look for his rider.” He nodded at
the trucker, as if to say, ‘Isn’t that right?”

The trucker nodded back,
then added, “Leo had these two horses in
his trailer, so we mounted up and followed Leo’s dog, Blue. He
tracked the blood scent back up the trail. When we reached the
victim, we found ourselves between a rock and a hard place. If we
left him there and went back to the highway to call for an
ambulance, he was bound to die before the paramedics got to him. We
decided the only way he had a fighting chance was to get him to the
highway as quick as we could. We flagged down a car and the driver
had a cell phone so he drove until he got a signal and called
9-1-1.”

“You’re the one who said it
was a possible homicide? Why?”

“Looks like a gunshot wound
to the torso.”

“Hunting
accident?”

The trucker shrugged.

Bianca knew the two men
would have to be interviewed separately. There was only so much she
was in a position, or qualified, to do. She would have to wait for
her superiors or the Major Crimes Unit to arrive on the scene.
Major Crimes was where she wanted to work. If she could demonstrate
her proficiency here in this B.C. backwater, after putting in her
time she just might get an opportunity to transfer to a major city
and work homicides. She hadn’t spent three
years in Trois-Rivières studying police science to end up busting
speeders and drunks in the sticks. She couldn’t forgo this chance
to get involved in an investigation, both for the experience and to
get herself noticed outside of Valemount.

Just then she heard raised
voices back behind the fire truck, and the clip clop of a
horse’s hooves on pavement. Another man on
horseback.

They all watched the man
ride up the shoulder toward the ambulance, then jump easily off the
horse’s back when he neared the stretcher.
He was slender but well built, dark haired and hatless, and even
from a hundred feet away she could tell he was only about her age,
mid to late twenties. In spite of the distance, she could make out
what he said. “Pat! Is that Pat? Is he going to be alright?” One of
the paramedics tried to keep him from getting close to the
stretcher, but it was too late. She heard the new arrival say,
“Jesus, no!” then the men’s voices dropped too low for her to
hear.

Damn that Drake. He was giving more
information to a stranger than he gave to her. The man obviously
knew the victim, might even have been riding with him before
whatever happened happened.

“Excuse me,” she said to
the cowboy and the trucker, then strode off in the newcomer’s
direction.

 


 


 


Hunter watched the young
constable stride away. She was tall and attractive, and although
she projected an air of confidence, he sensed that she was in over
her head as the sole officer on the scene with no way to control
the comings and goings of everyone involved, or conduct any
meaningful interviews. He couldn’t help but
think of his daughter, Lesley, who had just started taking
criminology courses at Simon Fraser University with the intention
of joining the RCMP. Following in her father’s footsteps. He was
flattered, but wasn’t happy about her decision. He hoped that time
would change her mind. Maybe he was being sexist, but he didn’t
think it was a suitable job for a woman. It was a hard enough
career for a man. Not that he thought women weren’t as capable as
men; the problem was that most women — at least the ones he knew
personally — felt too much, too deeply. If the job could drive a
man to suicide, as it far too often had, what would the stress do
to a woman? Sexist or not, wasn’t it natural for a father to want
to prevent his daughter from being hurt?

He followed the constable,
thinking perhaps that he could somehow help out. He heard more than
his own horse’s footfalls behind him and
knew that Leo was not far behind him. Constable Morrison approached
the young man who had just ridden up. He was darkly handsome; black
hair, long enough to curl down his neck, flashing dark eyes, a
swarthy complexion. In his black jeans and jacket, even without the
black hat and mask, he reminded Hunter of Walt Disney’s
Zorro.

“I understand you’re
acquainted with the victim,” he heard her say. “I’ll need your
name.”

“Dusty. Dustin
Freeman.”

“Were you with him when it
happened?”

“You think I’d just be
getting here if I was? I work for him, on his ranch.” The voice was
young with a slight American southwest accent. The man made a wide
gesture with his left arm, indicating a northwest direction. “He
was out riding with my sister. She made it home, but she was hurt,
too.”

“She was shot?”

Hunter winced. The young
constable shouldn’t have volunteered that
information to anyone at this point. The expression on her face
told him that she had already regretted it.

“Shot? Those guys wouldn’t
tell me what happened,” said the young man, gesturing toward the
paramedics. “Pat was shot?”

“How was your sister hurt?”
Constable Morrison asked.

“She fell off her horse,
just banged up. Not like Pat.” He swung back to the paramedics, who
had started loading the stretcher in the back of the ambulance.
“Where are y’all taking him?”

“Royal Inland Hospital in
Kamloops,” said the taller one. After his partner climbed into the
ambulance with the patient, the tall paramedic shut the door,
nodded to the group, and headed for the driver’s seat. Lights
flashing and siren activated, the ambulance made a U-turn and
disappeared westbound down the highway.

“I’ve got to get back to
the ranch,” said the young man, one hand on his saddle horn, ready
to mount.

“Not so fast, Mr. Freeman.
I need more information from you.” The constable had raised her
voice.

Dustin Freeman
frowned. “Why? What can I tell you now that
can’t wait? I’m going back to the ranch to get my sister and drive
her to the hospital. She’s his fiancée. They’re getting married in
November. You can talk to us at the hospital.” He seemed to notice
Leo for the first time. After a quick double-take, he threw out his
chest, fists clenched, as if preparing for a fight. “You! What did
you do to Pat, you bastard!”

In spite of the distance between the
two men, Hunter instinctively stepped forward so he stood between
them.

Leo had a bewildered look
on his face. “What you talkin’ about,
man?”

The younger man turned to
the RCMP constable. “Frenchy there stole a
cowhorse from Pat.” He swung back toward Leo and pointed at the
horse he was sitting on. “That’s the one. The dun he’s riding.” He
did a double take at the riderless horse Leo was leading. “What the
hell are you doing with Pat’s new
horse? You trying to steal that one,
too?”

The young man took a couple
of steps forward, but Constable Morrison put a hand on his chest to
stop him. Good girl, thought Hunter. She hadn’t hesitated
to intervene.

“Would you like to explain
that, Mr. Freeman?”

Leo grunted.
“He’s full of shit,” he said before the other man
could answer. “I never stole his horse. I never stole any horse in
my life.”

“You might as well have.
You know damn well you took advantage of the him. Pat was pissed
off at the horse. I told him to haul it home and I’d tune the
jackass up for him, but he was too fired up to listen.”

“That’s bullshit. He was
pissed off at you, kid. You’re not a real trainer, you’re just a
gypsy wannabe. Nothing wrong with this horse, man.” Leo gave the
horse’s neck a few healthy pats. “This poor boy was not lucky to
have a lousy rider and a lousy trainer. Just ‘cause you come
from Texas don’t make you a horseman.”

“That’s total
crap.”

“That’s enough!” Constable
Morrison pushed the young man back a few steps, but he kept
talking.

“Look at him. The damn frog
has got blood all over his jacket. You trying to tell me he didn’t
have anything to do with what happened to Pat?”

Leo said something in
French that Hunter didn’t understand, but
the constable obviously did. “Toi aussi! C’est assez!” she said
over her shoulder. Hunter knew enough French to know that she’d
just told Leo that she’d heard enough from him as well.

“You two, wait here,” she
said as she took Dustin Freeman by the arm and led him away. Hunter
heard her tell him she needed his and Pat’s address and phone
number, as well as any contact information he could provide for
Pat’s next of kin.

Hunter turned to look at
Leo. The cowboy’s stare followed the young
man’s back, his eyes slits under lowered brows.

“What was that all
about?”

Leo took a couple of deep
breaths. “That gypsy kid calls himself a
horse trainer. He’s such a yahoo rider he got this horse so wired
up that his boss couldn’t handle it. Pat tried to ride into the
herd too fast to get his cow. The horse got prancy so he put the
spurs on him and got bucked off on his first go. I heard him say
the horse was goin’ in a can.”

“Dog food? He was sending
that horse to slaughter?”

The Frenchman gave an
affirmative nod, eyes still fixed on the young rider.
“This boy’s too well-bred to waste, so I offered
Pat a thousand bucks. That’s more than a meat buyer’s gonna pay. He
shook my hand and I went home with the horse.”

“Doesn’t sound like you
stole him, then.”

“The kid is all poopy pants
about it because I rode Dealer at a competition the next month and
had the fastest go of the night. We beat the kid’s sorry ass.” He
patted the horse’s neck again.

“That explains it,” said
Hunter, nodding. It bothered him, though, that there was a history
between Leo and the victim. Coincidences were always suspect, and
he knew the RCMP would look at it the same way. He had a sudden
thought and told Leo he’d be right back.

He jogged over to where
Constable Morrison and Dustin were standing. The young man was
tightening the girth on his saddle, getting ready to mount
up. “Maybe Mr. Freeman there should take
Pat’s horse back to the ranch with him. Otherwise someone will have
to hold on to it until you can get a trailer here to transport it.
You can’t put a thousand pound animal into an evidence
bag.”

“I’ve got no time,” said
Dustin. He was already in the saddle and before the constable could
say anything, he had spun his horse around and started for the
highway. He paused briefly to check for traffic, then spurred his
horse into a gallop. Its shod hooves slipped a couple of times
crossing the asphalt, but in seconds it was galloping up the dirt
shoulder back toward the trailhead. Hunter heard Leo say something
he couldn’t make out, no doubt a Québécois expletive. He noticed
the police officer try to suppress a smile.

“Just as well,” she said.
“I expect Major Crimes will need to see the horse, photograph the
blood and take a sample.” She directed her clear, intelligent eyes
at Hunter. “The man is dead, isn’t he?”

Hunter hesitated, then
nodded. “He had no pulse by the time the
ambulance got here. Like I said, we had no other choice but to
bring him out to the highway. There was nowhere nearby to land a
medevac helicopter and we had no way to call for help until we
reached the highway. I’m no doctor, but I’m guessing there was
internal bleeding and his lung had collapsed. He face was already
blueish when we found him. I’d say it was already an hour since
he’d been hurt.”

“You’re sure it was a
gunshot?”

“I’ve seen a few in my
time.” He didn’t mention that he suspected the man had been shot in
the back and that the bloody hole in his chest was the exit
wound.

“You’ll have to stick
around, you know. Not just to talk. They’ll want you to guide them
back to where you found him.”

He looked sideways at her, one eyebrow
raised.

“Of course,” she said. “Of
course, you know that.”

The load on
Hunter’s truck was due in Edmonton before
seven o’clock. It was already two thirty and there were still over
five hours of driving ahead of him. He was supposed to call to
confirm that he was on schedule when he reached the Alberta border,
which should have been about now. He pictured his dispatcher,
Elspeth Watson, sitting in her big captain’s chair with frayed
fabric on the armrests, expecting a call. El, owner of Watson
Transportation, always made it clear to her drivers that she didn’t
like having to deliver bad news to clients. Delivering freight
safely and on time was a truck driver’s main responsibility, and
Hunter took it seriously. Not only was it his own livelihood, in
spite of the fact that they had stayed with his ex-wife and were
over eighteen, his daughters depended on his financial contribution
to pay their school expenses.

He sighed, resigned to an
earful from ‘Big Mother Trucker’. “Yes, I’m
well aware of that,” he said to Constable Morrison. “I’ll have to
contact my dispatcher and let her know.”
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Jaelle heard boots on the
plank floor in the hallway and Dusty’s
voice. “Jaelle! Let’s go! They found Pat and he’s in bad shape. You
need to go to the hospital.”

Then
Kathy’s voice. “Pat’s hurt? I’m coming with
you.”

“No. You stay here. They’ll
be bringing Pat’s horse back. Somebody’s got to be here. Is Jaelle
in her room?”

“Where else?”

Jaelle was sure it
wasn’t her imagination that Kathy’s voice
expressed scorn or disgust; it usually did when she referred to
Jaelle, unless Pat was around. “If someone’s coming with a horse,
you should be the one to stay here. I’ve known Pat longer than
either of you. Besides, I can be more use to him than you
can.”

The voices had approached
Jaelle’s room, and stopped just outside her
door. She groaned into her pillow. She had taken two 292’s with
codeine for her pain, maybe not such a great idea. She felt sick to
her stomach. All she wanted to do now was hide her head under the
quilt and go to sleep. She didn’t want to think about Kathy, or
Pat, or the situation Dusty had got the two of them
into.

Kathy continued,
“He’ll need his medical insurance information and
maybe a toothbrush and…” Her voice stopped in mid-sentence, then
whispered something Jaelle couldn’t make out.

Knuckles rapped against her
door, then rattled the knob. Jaelle was glad she’d locked it.

“Jaelle. Open up.” Dusty’s
voice again.

She wanted to say
‘Go away’, but she settled for “Just a minute.”
The last thing she wanted to do was get dressed and drive two or
three hours to the hospital. There’s no way she would make the trip
with Kathy. No way. And what was the point? Why would anyone think
Pat would appreciate her coming? He had never looked to her or
anyone else for support. He was the big man and always wanted to
take care of her, his future virgin bride, not the other way
around. She debated looking for a pair of clean jeans, but pulled
on the pair she’d left on the bed. They had a few smudges of dirt
and crushed leaves, and smelled a bit of horse sweat, but they were
still reasonably presentable. She pulled the door open to see Dusty
and Kathy, both standing in the hall outside her door looking at
her. After a brief glance at Kathy, who was unusually pale and
shaken looking, she addressed Dusty. “Can’t you just go get him
yourself?”

“Get him —,” Dusty’s voice
faltered. “He won’t be coming back, Jaelle.”

Her stomach lurched. Something in his
voice and expression had brought home to her just how serious the
situation was. This was no movie. In real life, there was no
rewind, no erase.

“Didn’t you know he was
hurt? Why didn’t you stay with him? I’ll hold you responsible if…”
Kathy’s voice was like nails on a chalkboard.

“Don’t say it,” said Dusty,
his voice low. He turned toward Kathy and she immediately went
quiet. “Can’t you see she didn’t know?”

Kathy shot her a look so full of hate,
Jaelle took an involuntary step backwards.

She suddenly felt dizzy and
bolted back into her room, heading for the toilet in the
ensuite. Damn it! She hated being a weakling. She should be made of stronger
stuff than that. She dry retched above the toilet bowl, then turned
around and sat down on the seat, her head almost resting on her
knees. After the nausea had subsided, she got up and splashed cold
water on her face, then ran a hairbrush through her hair before
fastening it in a low pony tail at her neck.

When she emerged from the
ensuite, Dusty was sitting on the end of her bed, his dirty boots
looking out of place on the pale carpet. Under normal
circumstances, she would have made him take them off. She loved
this room — her own room for the first time in her life — and it
was a beautiful one, large and bright and with furniture like in a
magazine. The thought that she might have to leave it forever
entered her mind, but she told herself, as she had many times
before in her life, to take things one day, one hour, one minute at
a time. Right now Dusty wanted to take her to the hospital. Pat was
there, badly hurt or even dying judging by how serious Dusty and
Kathy had been. She was Pat’s fiancée and
she should be there. Dusty had good instincts for things like that.
“Where did Kathy go?” she asked, afraid the woman had left for
Kamloops in her own car.

He stood up, so close to
her she could smell his sweat. “She’s
calling Pat’s kids.”

Jaelle swallowed hard. This was going
to be an ordeal and there was no way around it.

“I took some painkillers.
292s. I’ll probably fall asleep on the way.”

He shrugged and pulled her
to him in a quick hug, like an obligation. There was no tenderness
in it, at least none that she could feel, and it hurt her ribs so
bad she had to bite her lip to keep from crying out.
“I don’t need you to be awake until we get there,”
he said. “I’ll bring the truck around front. We might have to stay
somewhere overnight. Grab whatever you need and be out front in two
minutes.”

She stood watching him
leave the room, but at the door he turned around and
frowned. “Two minutes, I said.” He motioned
impatiently at her with both hands. “Go.”

Jaelle turned away and began to
pack.

 


 


 


The investigators from
Major Crimes didn’t look happy to be there,
in spite of the fresh air and the fall colors. They barely glanced
at Hunter and Leo, who were standing off to the side of the highway
near the trailhead, letting their horses grab scant mouthfuls of
dry grass as the two killed time in conversation, mostly about
horses. Instead, the investigators strode up to the window of the
young female officer’s cruiser where she sat inside, making
notes.

“Constable Morrison? Fill
me in,” Hunter heard one of them say as he opened the door and
motioned for her to get out of the vehicle.

“Wait here,” Hunter said to
Leo, and headed in their direction. The black mare balked,
reluctant to leave the grass bordering the gravel shoulder, but
Hunter clucked at her and tugged at the lead until she
followed.

Hunter had warned Leo that
neither of them would be able to leave until
they’d taken one of the officers to the
spot on the trail where they’d found Patrick North. Leo hadn’t been
happy about it. “I got to get these horses home. And I got to eat.
I’m gonna pass out if I don’t get a lunch.” Hunter told him he had
a sandwich in the truck and he was welcome to it. Leo lit a
cigarette and nodded. “I’m gonna need that,” he’d said, looking
toward Hunter’s truck.

Hunter
wasn’t too happy about the situation
either, and he knew his dispatcher, Elspeth Watson, would be
furious. He had taken a minute to send her a message on the
Qualcomm in his truck when he picked up the sandwich for Leo. He
could imagine her response, probably a tirade about him getting
involved in the first place and a lecture about making deliveries
on time. El’s passion was her business, or vice versa. But Hunter
had been in the same situation as the two officers he was now
approaching and he knew he couldn’t leave until he’d given them as
much information as they needed. That would include showing them
where the wounded man had been found.

He introduced
himself. “Might be a good idea to head up
the trail to where we found the victim,” he said. “It’s after three
thirty and the sun sets around seven. It’ll be pretty dark on that
trail at dusk, so I wouldn’t waste any time if I were
you.”

One of the investigators
looked annoyed at the interruption, the other — a tall, barrel
chested man with a mustache — did a double take.
“Don’t I know you from somewhere?” he
asked.

Hunter frowned, trying to
place the man’s face. “Kamloops,” he said,
remembering. “You were assisting on a case I worked in the early
eighties, eighty-one or eighty-two. I’m sorry, I don’t remember
your name.”

“You’re a member?” Now both
of the investigators were paying attention.

“I was.”

“Rayne. Of course. Now I
remember you.” He stuck out his hand. “Hesford. Phil
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