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

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

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

      

      - Maisie

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      The first thing you learned running a general store in a town like Balsam Bay was that winter didn’t just arrive—it settled in like a long-term houseguest with opinions about everything. Mid-January meant snowbanks taller than most of the kids walking past them, breath visible even indoors if you stood too close to the door, and a kind of quiet that pressed against the windows like it was trying to get warm.

      Christmas was technically over, but it still lingered in small, stubborn ways. A faint piney scent clung to the wood stove no matter how often Bertha aired the place out. Someone had left a red ribbon thumbtacked to the edge of the bulletin board, and no one could quite remember who’d put it there—which meant no one wanted to be the one to take it down. Outside, the snow squeaked under boots, that sharp, dry sound that only happened when the cold had settled in for real.

      McKay’s General Store was already easing into its mid-morning rhythm. A couple of locals hovered near the mail counter comparing windchill forecasts like they were personal grievances. Someone else was stocking up on hand warmers and hot chocolate mix, the way people did when another cold snap was predicted. The coffee urn burbled softly in the coffee corner, and the old radiator clanked in the back like it was trying to make a point.

      I was behind the counter working through the morning routine—courier deliveries sorted, cash float counted, bakery grab-and-go items set out—when the bell above the door jingled and Bertha Wise marched in for her shift with a blanket-lined tote tucked firmly under one arm.

      The tote twitched.

      “I am not late,” Bertha announced, stomping snow from her boots. “And before anyone says anything, this is temporary.”

      The tote twitched again, more decisively this time.

      I set my pen down. “Morning to you, too.”

      Bertha shot me a look that suggested she’d already used up her patience quota for the day. “The heat in my kitchen was acting up again. Norris says he’ll have everything fixed before the end of the day, but I wasn’t about to leave it alone in the cold.”

      It, at that moment, chose to make itself known.

      A narrow grey head appeared at the edge of the tote, followed by alert yellow eyes and an expression that managed to be both offended and curious at the same time. The cat took in the store—the shelves, the counter, the coffee corner—with the calm certainty of someone returning to familiar territory.

      Which, technically, it was.

      Everyone in town knew the story: the “saboteur” from the Christmas Eve blackout—the scruffy cat Des had tracked to the stockroom during the live radio broadcast after it chewed through the electrical cords and plunged McKay’s into darkness. It had turned the whole night into a spectacle, and then, in the aftermath, Bertha had been the one to take it home, insisting she only needed a mouser for the winter.

      Bertha had stared down at it for a full ten seconds—long enough for everyone to hold their breath—then muttered, “For now,” scooped it up like a sack of flour, and carried it out to her truck.

      She’d told the entire store, loudly, that she would be keeping it overnight until the vet clinic could “properly deal with it.”

      The town had heard only the word keeping.

      The cat seemed to remember all of it perfectly.

      It climbed uninvited up Bertha’s shoulder and settled there like it had every right to be.

      Des lifted her head from her usual spot near the stove, the rescue dog who’d belonged to my father before she decided she belonged to me—a blur of gold and black, shepherd in the shoulders, lab in the eyes.

      Her gaze settled on the cat.

      The cat froze.

      For a long moment they regarded each other in silence—polite, wary, and clearly unimpressed. Des’s tail thumped once against the floor, a calm, deliberate vote for peace. The cat flicked an ear, then turned its head away pointedly, as if Des were a mildly interesting piece of furniture that didn’t deserve further attention.

      “Well,” I said. “That went better than I expected.”

      “They’re coexisting,” Bertha said stiffly. “That’s all.”

      Des lowered her head again, but she didn’t fully relax. One eye stayed half-open, tracking the cat’s movements like she was keeping a quiet ledger.

      The cat, apparently satisfied it had won some invisible contest, kneaded Bertha’s shoulder and draped itself there like a particularly opinionated scarf.

      Callie—my daughter and the only person who could clock a mood shift in me before I’d even admitted it to myself—looked up from the coffee corner where she was setting up her laptop. Her gaze flicked from Bertha to the cat, and something soft moved behind her expression before she sanded it down to casual.

      “So,” she said lightly, “I see the temporary housing situation has evolved.”

      “It has not,” Bertha said. “Bringing it with me today is just a necessary adjustment.”

      Callie’s mouth twitched. “For the day.”

      “For the day,” Bertha agreed firmly.

      “The regional animal shelter’s back to regular hours, by the way,” Callie added, still too casual, still watching. “If you want me to cover the counter so you can pop by and⁠—”

      “No,” Bertha said immediately, and the speed of it was almost comical. “I don’t have time today.”

      Callie raised an eyebrow. “You don’t have time to drop off a cat you’re definitely not keeping?”

      “I have work,” Bertha snapped. Then, as if she’d heard herself, she cleared her throat and adjusted the tote strap. “Also, Norris might need me at home. For… heat-related reasons.”

      The cat shifted, purring against her neck.

      Bertha pretended not to notice.

      The bell chimed again, letting in a rush of cold air and the Balsam Belles—Nora, Trish, and Enid—bundled in scarves and talking over one another as they came in, as if their conversation had started outside and simply refused to stop at the door.

      They stopped short when they spotted Bertha.

      “There he is,” Nora said, delighted, pointing at Bertha’s shoulder like she’d spotted wildlife. “The Christmas Eve celebrity.”

      “It’s temporary,” Bertha said immediately.

      Enid peered up at the cat with open appraisal. “Still no name, then?”

      “Of course not,” Trish said reasonably. “Naming implies ownership.”

      “Exactly,” Bertha said firmly. “Because I’m not keeping it.”

      “Well, that hasn’t stopped everyone else,” Nora said cheerfully. She nodded toward the bulletin board. “The list’s already started.”

      Bertha’s shoulders tightened. “What list?”

      Callie grinned. “The Name Bertha’s Cat list.”

      Bertha closed her eyes briefly, as if bracing herself. “Absolutely not.”

      Enid wandered over to the board. “It’s very organized.”

      “It is not,” Bertha said.

      “There are rules,” Trish added. “One suggestion per person. No repeats.”

      “Waste of time,” Bertha muttered.

      I watched Bertha pretend not to notice the cat purring steadily against her neck while Nora, Trish, and Enid clustered at the bulletin board like it was the town’s official inbox. Des shifted closer to the stove with a quiet sigh, and the coffee urn burbled on, patient as ever.

      Nora lingered by the board, scanning the notices. Her eyes caught on a newspaper clipping pinned near the bottom corner.

      “Oh,” she said, brightening. “Has anyone heard anything new about the ridge?”

      Trish’s expression sharpened. “I saw some big trucks up there when I drove past yesterday.”

      “Everyone’s seen the ski runs,” Enid said. “They look nearly ready to open.”

      “And the forest behind it?” Nora asked. “That’s what I want to know about.”

      Bertha snorted. “People see heavy equipment and start inventing conspiracies.”

      Callie’s fingers paused over her keyboard. I didn’t need to see her screen to know she’d already filed the mention away as something to keep an eye on—not because she wanted drama, but because Callie treated the town like a puzzle she could solve with enough tabs open.

      I reached for my coffee and let the warmth settle into my hands.

      Balsam Bay always worked like this. The small stuff and the big stuff didn’t stay in separate lanes. A stray cat became a community project. A new ski hill became a running argument in the grocery aisle. Everyone had an opinion, and everyone had a cousin who “knew someone up there,” which meant rumour travelled faster than the snowplow.

      The cat purred, louder now.

      Bertha shifted her shoulder. “Temporary,” she repeated.

      Des lifted her head and looked at the cat, then at Bertha, then back at the cat again—slow, deliberate, as if reviewing the evidence.

      The cat didn’t budge. If anything, he settled deeper against Bertha’s collar.

      Des gave a soft, skeptical huff and rested her chin on her paws.

      I scratched behind her ears. “Exactly,” I said. “Temporary.”

      Des didn’t look convinced.

      Neither was I.
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      Jason came in shaking snow from his jacket, the dark blue RCMP crest on his shoulder catching the light as he stamped his boots on the mat. He grinned at the Balsam Belles like he’d just walked into his favourite ongoing committee meeting. My younger brother had grown up in this store same as I had, left long enough to earn the badge on his shoulder, and then come straight back home.

      “Morning, ladies.” His gaze flicked up to Bertha’s shoulder. “Did that cat make bail, or is this a return to the scene of the crime?”

      Bertha gave him a withering look. “It’s temporary.”

      “Right,” he said, deadpan. “And I’m still ‘just stopping by’ for coffee.”

      He made his way to the counter, hands already reaching for the heat, and I slid a mug across to him.

      “Any news about the ridge?” I asked.

      “Just came from there. Road checks,” he said, wrapping his hands around the coffee. “Making sure the signage is ready before traffic picks up.”

      “Traffic!” Nora said brightly. “See? I told you all. Things are moving up there.”

      Enid leaned forward. “The downhill section looks nearly finished. We drove past yesterday.”

      “It does,” Jason agreed. “Groomed runs, lift towers, equipment sheds. Looks professional.”

      “So it’s real, then,” Trish said. “An actual ski hill.”

      Jason lifted one shoulder. “As advertised. Just like the articles, permits, and months of visible lift towers suggested.”

      Nora beamed as if he’d personally validated her whole personality. “Well. Good.”

      “Good,” said a voice from near the door.

      Len from the hardware store nodded approvingly as he entered, cheeks pink from the cold. “About time this town had something to bring people in during the winter. Summer tourism’s great, but December through April can feel pretty quiet.”

      “Quiet’s not bad,” Bertha muttered.

      “Quiet doesn’t pay the bills,” Len replied, not unkindly. “I saw the Lantern Inn’s already planning a weekend brunch for skiers.”

      “Mandy’s talking about the same thing,” Nora added. “Hot chocolate bar, extended hours on Saturdays.”

      Trish didn’t look convinced. “That’s all well and good if it’s actually just a ski hill. But what about the rest of the property? That’s a huge parcel of land. What happens to the forest nobody can see?”

      The shift in the room wasn’t tension so much as balance—the familiar town habit of weighing a good idea from two angles at once.

      “You’re still worried about clear-cutting?” Enid asked.

      “I’m cautious,” Trish said. “We don’t know what the plan is beyond the front-facing runs. And we’ve all seen what happens when developers say one thing and do another.”

      “That’s fair,” Len said. “But we also can’t assume the worst without any evidence.”

      “I’m not assuming,” Trish said. “I’m saying we should know who we’re dealing with before we start planning weekend specials.”

      Jason sipped his coffee, neutral in that very RCMP way that meant he’d heard this argument in three different locations and wasn’t about to inflame it.

      “That was Crown land,” he said evenly. A few heads turned; that was the part people forgot until it mattered. “The province opened it for development. Last October a company bought the parcel and announced plans for a ski centre. All of that’s public.”

      “And the part behind the downhill runs?” Trish asked.

      “The back parcel’s still under the original owner,” Jason said.

      “Who’s still nameless,” Bertha replied.

      “Yes.”

      Enid nodded toward the window. “But locals are working up there. Plowing, hauling, carpentry. People would know if it was something else.”

      “They know it’s a real build,” Jason said. “Half the town’s seen the downhill area because they’ve helped construct it. That’s why most of the ski hill gossip has tapered off.”

      “But not about the forest,” Trish said. “The land behind it.”

      Jason spread his hands slightly. “That part hasn’t changed.”

      Nora frowned. “Why does that matter if it’s just a ski hill?”

      “Because ski hills don’t usually come with a locked-off forest nobody can access,” Trish said. “And if someone’s planning to strip resources—lumber, aggregate, whatever—that’s a different kind of project. It brings jobs, yes. But not the kind that builds tourism. The kind that moves fast and leaves a mess.”

      Len didn’t bristle, but he didn’t surrender either. “And if it’s just Nordic trails and maintenance access, then we’re all winding ourselves up over nothing.”

      “I would love for it to be nothing,” Trish said. “Truly.”

      Callie glanced up from her laptop. “Has anyone tried asking them directly?”

      “Who?” Trish said. “We don’t even know who ‘them’ is. Just a numbered company and a law office in Winnipeg.”

      “People who hide behind numbered companies don’t usually rush to answer questions,” Bertha said. “They prefer announcements.”

      “Well,” Nora said, bright as ever, “maybe we’ll get one soon.”

      “I wouldn’t hold my breath,” Bertha muttered.

      The door opened again, letting in Fern Carrick, cheeks flushed from the cold, scarf half-unwound like she’d been moving faster than the weather called for. Fern worked at the heritage museum, but lately she’d become something else, too—a person people listened to when it came to what mattered in town and what it meant.

      “Tilly,” she said, already pulling out her phone. “Have you seen the Gazette this morning?”

      “No,” I said. “Should I?”

      “Yes.” She stepped closer to the counter, already scrolling. “I ran into Roxy at the drugstore. The ridge owners emailed the Gazette late last night—they’re holding a media event tomorrow.”

      That did it. The room went quiet for half a beat—the kind of pause that wasn’t fear, just attention—and then everyone started talking at once.

      “Tomorrow?”

      “They’re finally⁠—“

      “About time⁠—“

      Fern raised her voice slightly. “They want the public there too. The Gazette’s running a notice inviting anyone who wants to attend.”

      She turned her phone so we could see it.

      Diamond Hill Alpine and Nordic Ski Centre — Grand Announcement. Friday, 2 p.m.

      “Diamond Hill,” Nora said, reading over Fern’s shoulder. “That’s actually a nice name.”

      Len let out a relieved breath. “Finally. Some actual information.”

      Callie was already scrolling on her own screen. “It’s everywhere. People are sharing it.”

      I leaned over to look. The image was generic—snow, trees, sky—but the comments were piling up fast. Excited. Curious. More than a few irritated.

      “One day’s notice?” Trish said. “That’s not much time.”

      “At least it’s happening,” Enid said.

      “Finally,” Nora agreed. “We’ve been waiting months for this.”

      The store hummed with it—relief and complaint braided together the way they always were in Balsam Bay. People were glad to finally get answers but annoyed they had to rearrange their lives to get them.

      Bertha snorted. “Typical. Make everyone wait forever, then expect them to drop everything with twenty-four hours’ notice.”

      “I’ll go,” Len said. “I want to hear it straight.”

      “I’ll be there,” Fern said. “The museum should know if this is going to impact heritage tourism.”

      Jason finished his coffee and set the mug down. “I’ll be there too. Officially.”

      I looked at him. “Expecting trouble?”

      He shook his head. “No. But it’ll be busy. Better to have someone there in uniform so it stays orderly.”

      He pulled his gloves back on and nodded to the room. “See you all tomorrow, I guess.”

      Cold air rushed in as he left.

      The conversation restarted immediately—people already debating questions, comparing schedules, deciding who could drive whom if the roads got bad.

      Callie’s fingers were flying. “I’m putting something up on the blog,” she said. “Just the basics—what we know, when it’s happening. People are going to want one place to find it.”

      Callie said the blog the way other people said the paper. She’d graduated with a journalism degree and had quietly built Balsam Bay’s most reliable source of local news and visitor info—part town bulletin, part event calendar, part gentle persuasion for anyone on the internet who’d ever thought, Maybe we should go north this weekend.

      “They already do,” Nora said, lifting her phone. “Look at this.”

      A local thread on social media about the opening had already splintered into guesses, carpools, and arguments about road conditions.

      Callie leaned over the counter to see it, and the Belles immediately began offering opinions before she’d even finished reading.

      I let the familiar sounds of the store settle around me—the radiator ticking, the kettle clicking off, the soft chatter and the occasional laugh as the Belles argued over whether Diamond Hill sounded “too fancy” for Balsam Bay.

      A ski hill everyone could see. A back parcel everyone was curious about. And finally, something simple and straightforward: a date, a time, a public invitation.

      Des leaned against my leg, warm and solid.

      I scratched behind her ears. “Well,” I murmured, “that’ll keep us busy.”

      Bertha glanced over, the cat’s tail swishing lazily across her shoulder. “You going?”

      “Probably.”

      “Good,” Bertha said. “Ask your questions out loud. Someone has to.”

      I smiled into my coffee.

      Tomorrow, then.

      Short notice wouldn’t stop anyone. Around here, it was practically a dare.
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      By two o’clock the next day, the ridge was bright with afternoon light, the snow sharp and almost blue in the shadows. Diamond Hill had been a topic of conversation for months, which meant showing up in person felt a little like arriving late to a debate everyone had already rehearsed.

      The hill itself, though, made an impression. Groomed runs cut clean lines down the slope. Lift towers marched uphill, chairs cycling empty. Snowbanks were shaped into tidy edges, orange fencing marking boundaries where nothing had existed in the fall.

      It looked finished. Legitimate.

      That was enough to draw a crowd.

      Callie stood a few steps ahead of me, phone raised, slowly panning across the base area. She worked methodically, framing the lift towers, then the tubing lane, then the line of people gathered near the staging area. At twenty-two, she had the focused stillness of someone who knew exactly what she was doing—and knew someone would be watching later.

      “Media’s here,” she murmured, angling her phone toward a reporter adjusting a microphone. “Maybe half a dozen outlets.”

      “On a Friday afternoon,” I said. “That’s saying something.”

      She nodded. “People took the afternoon off for this.”

      They had. The crowd wasn’t huge by city standards, but it was dense with familiarity. Mandy from the Lumberjack Daughter’s Café stood near the front with a thermos tucked under her arm. Kelli from the wellness shop was bundled in scarves near the centre of the group. Fern stood slightly apart, hands in her coat pockets, watching the slope with that intent expression she reserved for anything that might shift the town’s future.

      Someone nearby blew into their gloves and said, “Are we starting soon? I can’t feel my eyelashes.”

      A ripple of laughter moved through the group.

      Des pressed against my leg, warm and solid, her ears swivelling as a couple of workers in hi-vis jackets moved past—clipboard, radio, purposeful strides. The faint mechanical hum of the lift drifted down from higher up the ridge, steady and reassuring.

      Callie lowered her phone. “Parker says things are quiet,” she said, ending her call. “I’m not surprised. Everyone in town seems to be here.”

      I nodded, thankful that our part-time stock boy was able to fill in during the odd times Bertha, Callie, and I all had to be somewhere else.

      Jason stood a little off to one side, hands tucked into his jacket pockets, posture relaxed but observant. He wasn’t directing anyone or claiming space—just there, part of the town body like everyone else. When he caught my eye, he came over.

      “Place looks good,” he said.

      “It does,” I agreed.

      He glanced toward the media setup, then back at the hill. “Guess we’re about to find out who’s been behind all this.”

      Before I could respond, the crowd shifted.

      It wasn’t dramatic—just a sudden quieting, conversations tapering off as heads turned toward the cleared area near the base of the main run. I followed their gaze.

      Devon Fontaine stepped forward.

      For a moment, everything seemed to hold.

      I hadn’t expected that.

      Devon Fontaine—the lumber executive caught up in Balsam Bay’s murder investigation last summer. Questioned, never charged. He’d left town shortly after.

      And now he was back, standing at the front of the crowd, clearly no longer content to stay behind a numbered company and a law office in Winnipeg.

      The surprise wasn’t just about his name. It was about the way he occupied space.

      Even bundled for winter, Devon looked like he’d stepped out of a boardroom. His parka was tailored, his posture practiced—the kind of polished corporate presence that never quite blended with road salt and snowbanks.

      People didn’t just mistrust him. A lot of them simply didn’t like him.

      Around me, the murmurs started immediately.

      “So it’s him?”

      “Devon Fontaine. Didn’t see that coming!”

      “Well, that explains the numbered company.”

      “Huh.”

      Callie’s phone dipped slightly. She looked at Devon, then at me, eyebrows raised. We shared a brief look—an unspoken acknowledgement that yes, this made a certain kind of sense, and no, neither of us had seen it coming.

      Jason went still beside me, clearly as surprised as the rest of us.

      Devon waited. He didn’t rush to fill the silence or pretend the reaction wasn’t happening. When he spoke, his voice carried easily across the open space.

      “Thanks for coming,” he said. Calm. Measured. “I know it’s not exactly beach weather.”

      A few people chuckled, grateful for the release.

      “I also know there’s been a lot of talk about who’s behind this project,” Devon continued. “That ends today.”

      He let the silence stretch a fraction longer than comfortable.

      “I’m the owner and developer of Diamond Hill.”

      The words were simple. Unadorned.

      The cameras shifted. A reporter lifted her microphone.

      “I’d like to officially welcome you,” Devon said, and this time there was a touch of formality to it, “to the Diamond Hill Alpine and Nordic Ski Centre.”

      The name settled over the crowd, polished and deliberate.

      “We open to the public on January thirty-first,” he said. “The downhill runs are ready. The lift is certified. Patrol and safety operations are in place.”

      He gestured up the slope, inviting people to look past him, to judge the work itself.

      The murmur that followed was mixed. Some people looked impressed, nodding to each other. A few exchanged hopeful glances—finally, something concrete. Others crossed their arms, clearly reserving judgement. Whatever else Devon Fontaine represented, the hill was real, and that counted for something.

      “While the alpine runs are ready to go, the Nordic trails that will cover the rest of the property for winter cross-country skiing and summer mountain biking are still being developed,” he added. “That section will be coming in phases.”

      There it was—the line that drew a clear divide between those willing to take him at his word and those who weren’t.

      Devon paused, steadying himself. “I know I don’t come to you with a clean slate,” he said.

      That landed hard.

      Last summer felt recent, standing here. And his company’s track record didn’t help—clear-cutting controversies, creek contamination in other towns, the kind of business practices that left people wary. Even people who didn’t know the details had absorbed the shorthand: Devon Fontaine doesn’t do anything unless it benefits Devon Fontaine.

      “I’m not asking you to forget,” Devon continued. “I’m asking you to look at what’s here and judge it honestly.”

      “This hill is for Balsam Bay,” Devon said. His voice shifted slightly. “And for my daughter.”

      Callie’s gaze flicked to mine again. We both knew Devon had a daughter. We also both knew very little about her—and so, judging by the faint ripple through the crowd, did everyone else.

      “It matters to me,” Devon said. “And it matters to this town.”

      He stepped slightly aside as another man approached—tall, athletic, moving with the easy confidence of someone used to cameras and crowds. His jacket bore sponsor logos I recognized from televised events.

      “This is Rolf Dean,” Devon said, and now there was unmistakable pride in his voice. “Former Canadian national team. World Cup circuit. International superstar. He agreed to come out and try out a few runs for us today.”

      That earned a genuine reaction. Heads lifted. Phones came out. Someone let out a low whistle.

      Rolf grinned and gave a casual wave. “Happy to be here. Terrain looks great.”

      Callie’s phone was already recording again.

      A voice cut in sharply from the left. “Happy for who?”

      The man pushing forward was familiar enough—I’d seen him at a few town meetings over the past months. Early thirties, wire-rim glasses, bright orange toque. His tan-coloured leather mitts held up a hand-painted sign like a declaration.

      PROTECT THE RIDGE.

      He’d been vocal about the back forest since the first Gazette article appeared. Passionate about environmental protection, which was fair enough. But his approach tended toward confrontation rather than conversation.

      Fern’s jaw tightened. She took a small step back, clearly unwilling to be associated with the way he went about things.

      “You want us distracted by a celebrity skier,” the man said, eyes locked on Devon, “while you quietly prep the back forest for clear-cutting? We’ve seen what your company does to land.”

      That landed differently—for anyone who remembered Spruce Ridge.

      Spruce Ridge wasn’t just a place—it was a story people told. A logging town outside the region that Northern Prairie Lumber had stripped hard. Runoff. Citations. A creek that ran brown for a season. Even those who didn’t know the details knew how it had ended.

      Devon’s face tightened—not with anger, but with recognition.

      “You’re talking about Spruce Ridge,” he said evenly. “Yes. My company was
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