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Dedication



For every Mountie who wrote the report properly,
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Epigraph



We stand on guard for thee.




O Canada




English lyrics by Robert Stanley Weir, 1908








PRELUDE The Valley


Autumn 2019




By the twenty-ninth hour, Daniel Lacroix had stopped feeling his hips.



He knew they were there. He could have found them if he needed to, the way he could have found the safety catch in the dark or the third button on his radio. The stone beneath him had drained their warmth hours ago, near the time stars appeared over the distant ridge, leaving them as mere facts he rested on. The cold came up through the ground. It always did. Nobody warned you about that part. You expected the heat of the day. You didn’t expect the way the earth gave back nothing at night.

The hide was a shallow scrape behind a rock ledge, covered with netting and dry scrub, and it smelled of wet wool, gun oil and the two of them. Below, nine hundred metres down and a little to the left, the valley lay in darkness. Stone terraces. A line of poplars along a dry streambed. He had spent almost a day and two nights watching a walled compound with a blue metal door, the only blue object within twenty kilometres.

Beside him, close enough that their shoulders touched, Terry Power lay behind the spotting scope and talked.

He whispered it close to Daniel’s ear, a sound so faint it resembled wind stirring the netting rather than a voice. He had done it on every long watch for four years. Daniel once asked why, and Terry said a quiet hide made him think, and thinking was bad for a Newfoundlander.

“So she packs it in ice,” Terry was whispering. “Whole cod. Head on. Wraps it in the Telegram and a garbage bag and a second garbage bag, because she’s not a savage. Mails it to Saint-Jean. Basic training, b’y. I’m nineteen years old, and the master corporal calls my name at mail call and holds up this thing like it’s a dead body.”

Daniel watched the blue door.

“He says, Power, what in the name of God is this? And I says, Master Corporal, that’s from my mother. And he says, why is your mother sending you a fish? And I says…” Terry paused. In the dark, Daniel could hear him working his jaw, deciding. “I says, she worries I’m not eating.”

Daniel didn’t laugh. He never did, on a watch. Terry never needed him to. Not laughing was how Terry knew he was listening, and listening was the point.

“Ate it, too,” Terry breathed. “Whole platoon. Fried it on a…”

The radio clicked once in Daniel’s ear. Terry stopped mid-word.

“Two-Two, Zero. Radio check.”

Daniel pressed the switch twice. Two breaths of static: heard, nothing to report. The radio went quiet again.

He allowed the package to return to him, as it did every hour or so, in fragments. A man who built bombs. Eleven dead in a market, nine more on a bus, a culvert that had taken out an allied patrol in the spring. A face nobody had a good photograph of. What they had instead: a phone, and the phone’s habits, followed for months by people in a building far away who were expert at following phones. A grey vest. A dark scarf. He comes to this compound to see his sister, the briefing said. First light. He stays an hour. He leaves on foot.

The allies are sure, the briefing said. Daniel had read it three times on the flight and once more on the hill, with the sentence staring at him from the middle of the page each time.

Thinking was bad for him too. He thought of Marie-Ève on the phone the last night before they went out, the line hissing, her voice small with distance. She had booked the hall. She wanted to tell him before he left, so he would have something to come home to. He had said that was good, and she had waited. He had not found anything to add before the line dropped.

To the east, the sky had begun to separate from the ridgeline. Grey first. Then a thin wash of something paler, the colour of weak tea. The poplars came up out of the dark one at a time.

“Light’s coming,” Terry murmured.

Daniel eased his eye back to the scope and let the reticle settle on the blue door. He checked the parallax again, though it hadn’t moved since midnight. He moved his toes inside his boots, one foot, then the other, to tell his body it still had a job.

At 0604, the radio clicked.

“Two-Two, Zero. Handset is active. Repeat, handset active, inside the target compound.”

Terry’s breathing changed. It slowed, the way it always did when things began. Everything about Terry went still behind a scope. It was the only time he ever was.

At 0612, the blue door opened.

A man came out into the grey light. He was of middle height and thin. He wore a grey vest over a long shirt, with a dark scarf wound loosely around his neck. He stopped on the step and looked at the morning. Under one arm, he carried a bundle tied with string, held against his chest the way a man carries something he does not want to drop.

“Grey vest,” Terry whispered. “Dark scarf. Bundle, left arm. No weapon seen.”

“Two-Two, Zero. Handset is moving. Handset is on the individual exiting. That is your target. Confirm visual.”

Daniel didn’t answer at once. He watched.

The man came down off the step. A yellow dog trotted out from behind the wall, low to the ground and wagging. The man crouched without hurrying and scratched it behind the ears with his free hand, talking to it, Daniel thought, from the way the dog’s head tipped. He straightened and started along the path between the terraces toward the streambed.

He did not look up.

Daniel had watched a great many men who knew they were being hunted. They all had the same habits, no matter what country they came from. They glanced at ridgelines. They checked the sky. They moved from cover to cover even when there was nothing to hide from, because the body learns. They did not walk alone. They kept someone between themselves and the open.

This man walked down the middle of the path in the open with his back to nine hundred metres of hillside, and he did not look up once. He walked like a man who had walked this path every morning of his life. Loose in the shoulders, a little heavy on the left foot. He walked like a farmer.

“Two-Two, Zero. Confirm visual.”

Daniel pressed the switch.

“Zero, Two-Two. Visual on one male, grey vest, dark scarf, carrying a bundle. No security. No escort. No counter-surveillance behaviour. Subject’s movement is not consistent with the package.” He let go of the switch, then pressed it again. “Request hold.”

The static went on long enough for the man to walk ten paces.

“Two-Two, Zero. Hold denied. The package is good. Partner confirms the handset and the description. You are cleared to engage. Acknowledge.”

Daniel pressed the switch again. “Zero, Two-Two. I have no face. Request positive identification on the face before I engage.”

The static went on longer this time.

“Two-Two, Zero. Negative. There is no face on file. The handset is the identification. You are cleared. Engage.”

Daniel took his eye off the scope.

For the length of one breath he lay with his cheek on the cold stock and looked at the valley the way anyone would, without the glass: a man the size of a fingernail walking between brown terraces, a yellow speck behind him. Terry did not move. Terry did not say a word. He left the space empty, and Daniel knew he was leaving it empty on purpose, and that whatever went into it would be Daniel’s.

Then he put his eye back to the scope. The man had stopped to shift the bundle to his other arm. Behind him, the dog had sat down in the path to watch him go.

Every fact was right. The vest. The scarf. The phone in his pocket, talking to a building on the other side of the world. The door, the time, the compound. Everything matched, and everything about him was wrong.

“Two-Two,” Daniel said. “Acknowledged.”

He felt Terry turn his head a fraction toward him, then turn it back to the scope. Terry said nothing about any of it. He would not, on a hill. Later, maybe. Not here.

“Nine hundred,” Terry said in the voice he used for numbers, which was different from his other voices. “Wind left, light, steady. Hold what we talked about.” A breath. “Your shot.”

Daniel settled onto the rifle. Cheek to the stock. The cold of it through his glove. The world shrank to the circle of glass and the man inside it, walking slowly between the terraces with his bundle, the low sun just touching the top of his head.

He let out half a breath and held the rest.

In the path behind the man, the yellow dog got up and trotted away toward the poplars, as if it had remembered something.

Daniel took up the slack.

The trigger broke.




CHAPTER 1 Paper Is Proof


Friday 8 January 2027




The receipt came out of the machine warm, which at minus thirty-six felt like a small kindness. Leah Sandberg folded it once, then again, and slid it into the envelope in the glovebox with all the others.



Her father had kept the books for a trucking company in Edmonton for thirty-one years, and he had told her, when she was nine and wanted to throw away the stub from a movie ticket, that paper was proof. Paper was what you had left when people started remembering things differently. She had laughed at him. She had kept every receipt since. Fuel, 7:52 a.m., 8 January, a full tank and the jerry can. In a box in her basement in Whitehorse, there were twenty years of them, rubber-banded by season, and somewhere among them was most of the honest geology done in the Yukon since 2007.

The young man behind the counter had unlocked the door at a quarter to eight, a hoodie under his parka and frost on the inside of the window behind him. She had been waiting outside in the truck with the heater roaring and her headlights on the pumps. Dawson was still full dark. It would be full dark for hours yet.

She pulled out onto the empty street, past the false fronts with snow banked to their windowsills, and turned for the Klondike Highway.

Yesterday came back to her on the drive out, as the last day always did.

Gord at the recorder’s office, peering at her over his glasses, pulling the binders without asking why she wanted them. More than six hundred claims since December. She sat at the counter with her parka still on and turned the pages. Every page said the same things in the same order: Northline Staking Services, a numbered company, a notary in Whitehorse, and her valley.

Then she called Martin Voss from the truck in the recorder’s lot because she didn’t want to go anywhere she would have to sit afterwards.

“I’m taking the real numbers in, Martin,” she’d said. “The lands office and the Survey, both. Next week.”

He had gone quiet. Martin Voss was never quiet. When he came back, he was too warm and too fast, with all his concern for her, the company, and timing. She watched her breath fog the windshield and let him talk until he ran down. She said, “Next week,” again, and hung up on him.

Then the post office, and the padded envelope, and the second notebook inside it with the good numbers, addressed to Sig Lindqvist, general delivery, because Sig picked up his mail once a week whether he needed to or not. She had felt foolish doing it. A grown woman mailing her homework to an old painter across the river, just in case. Just in case of what. She had written a line about it in the notebook she still carried, as she wrote down everything. 2nd book to S.L., gen. del., 7 Jan. Then she had gone back to the motel, plugged in the truck and slept badly.

Forty kilometres east of town, the Dempster went north off the Klondike Highway at a sign and a gravel pad and not much else. She turned onto it and reset the trip meter to zero, which she did every time and which never stopped feeling like a small ceremony.

After this, there was nothing. No fuel for 369 kilometres, until Eagle Plains. No cell service once the last bars dropped away behind the hills. Just the road, packed snow over gravel, running north between the black spruce, and her own lights on it.

On the dash, the satellite messenger blinked its small green light, logging her position every ten minutes. She had sent Erik the morning message from the motel lot, the preset message he had made her promise to send whenever she went into the field, so that somebody in the world knew which road she was on. Heading out. All good. Behind the seat was the emergency kit she had carried for twenty years: a sleeping bag rated to minus forty, a stove and fuel, candles, a shovel, and a bag of chocolate she replaced every fall and ate every spring. In the back seat, a box of grab samples rattled in their bags, rocks she’d meant to drop at the lab in Whitehorse a week ago. Her thermos rolled on the passenger seat, empty and dented from bouncing off a tailgate at Keno. She’d forgotten to fill it at the motel. She would not be buying anything out here. There was nothing out here to buy.

By kilometre fifty, the sky over the Tombstone Range had begun to turn blue, a deep, cold colour that seemed to rise out of the snow itself and turn the spruce black and the peaks into shapes cut from paper. The sun would not clear the mountains until after noon. In January, it barely got up at all. It slid along the ridges for a few hours as if it couldn’t find the way over, and went down again. People who had never lived here thought that sounded like a punishment. Leah had spent twenty winters in it and still drove slower through Tombstone than she needed to, so it would last.

At kilometre 112, she slowed for the turnoff.

The Northline camp sat a few hundred metres in from the highway on a cleared pad: a canvas cook tent with a stovepipe smoking, two plywood bunkhouses, a generator hammering away in a shed, three pickups and a snowmobile trailer. Somebody had strung a single bulb over the cook tent door. A man stood under it, holding a mug, and watched her truck go by. She lifted two fingers off the wheel, as everybody did up here. He lifted the mug.

She didn’t stop.

The cut road ran up the valley for six kilometres and ended at a landing where someone had pushed the snow into a bank with a blade. She parked, sat with the engine running while she geared up, then shut it off and stepped down into the cold.

Minus thirty-six took her breath as it always did, a hand laid flat against her chest. Her eyelashes stiffened. She strapped on her old Faber snowshoes, made in Quebec and older than some of the geologists she’d trained, shouldered her pack, and started up the creek.

The forks were four kilometres in. She knew every bend. She had walked this valley in June when the creek ran brown and loud, in August when the fireweed stood higher than her head, and in September with frost on the moss in the mornings, the week she buried the box. In January it was another country. The creek was a white road between the trees. Willow ptarmigan burst out of the snow ahead of her and whirred off downhill. The only other sounds were her own breathing and the dry squeak of the snowshoes.

She saw the first post a kilometre in.

It stood on the south bank, a squared length of fresh-cut spruce, blazed and tagged, the snow around it trampled flat by boots. Then another, fifteen hundred feet on. Then another. They marched up both banks of her creek like a fence going up around a field. She stood at the first one, her mittens off and her fingers already burning, and read the tag.

Claim name. Number. The staker’s name. The date.

She read the tags on every post on the way to the forks and photographed every one. Her bare hand stayed on the camera for as long as she could stand it, then back in the mitten, then out again. Most of the names meant nothing to her: men hired out of Whitehorse for cash, kids, drifters, anyone willing to cut line at forty below. Four tags near the forks carried the same name in the same square hand, dated today.

G. Lund.

A snow machine had come up the creek ahead of her that morning and gone back down. She had been walking in its track for an hour without thinking about it.

She stood in the snow and felt anger rise in her, slow and cold. Garrett Lund staked ground for whoever paid him, and he had done so since before she came north. He hadn’t cut line himself in twenty years. If he was doing it now, someone wanted it done fast, and done by a man who didn’t talk. This morning, in the dark, at forty below. Someone was in a hurry, and she knew exactly what they were racing. Not Garrett, though. Garrett was a hired hand with a chainsaw, and her quarrel was with whoever had hired him.

In October she had read Gyrfalcon’s latest press release on her phone in a bar in Whitehorse. It called this valley “an early-stage polymetallic target of interest.” She had gone home and sat in her kitchen with the sentence, and understood for the first time that they were never going to tell anyone what she’d found. Now somebody was fencing it in at forty below.

The cairn stood where she had left it, on a knoll of frost-shattered rock above the forks where the two creeks met: a waist-high pile of stones under a cap of snow, nothing anyone would look at twice. She knelt and dug the snow off it with her mittens and lifted the top stones away one at a time, setting them in a row so they would go back in the same order, until she could see the lid of the box.

September came back to her as she worked. The smell of the moss, the light going gold on the slope, the quiet satisfaction of a job done properly. Duplicate samples from the richest zone, bagged, numbered and sealed. The zone was zinc ore, the kind people had walked across for a century and called ordinary, and it was ordinary, for zinc. The thing was what rode along with the zinc. Germanium. Gallium. Grams per tonne of the kind people stopped believing when you said them out loud, so she had stopped saying them out loud and started writing them down twice. Proof anyone could check. You could argue with a geologist. You could argue with a press release. You could not argue with a rock in a lab.

She opened the box, took the memory card out of her camera, sealed it in a plastic bag, and laid it on top of the sample bags. From her chest pocket, she took the spare card and pushed it into the camera. Never carry the only copy of anything. She had learned that at twenty-three, the spring a field assistant dropped a season’s notes through the candled ice on Mayo Lake, and she had never once forgotten it.

She closed the lid. Built the stones back up in their order. She brushed snow back over the top with her forearm until it was nothing again.

The sun had come up while she worked. It sat on the ridge to the south, low, enormous, and pale gold, casting long blue shadows across the forks. For a minute, she stood and let it touch her face, though it held no warmth at all. Then she started down.

It was after three when she came back past the camp, and the light was fading. The sun had already slid behind the western ridges. The snow had gone from gold to blue.

A man was standing in the middle of the road.

She braked. He came around to her window with one hand raised and a big, easy smile, and she knew him before she had finished rolling it down: tall, with a close grey beard rimed white, pale eyes, and a Northline jacket with the logo half worn off the chest.

“Leah Sandberg,” Garrett Lund said. “I thought that was you going up. You’re a long way from Whitehorse.”

“Garrett.”

“Minus thirty-six, and you’ve been up the valley all day.” He shook his head at her, like a friend. “You’re not driving the Dempster in the dark without something hot in you. Come in, warm up.”

“I’m fine. I want to make Dawson.”

“Then let me fill that, at least.” He nodded past her at the thermos on the passenger seat. “Cook’s got a pot on. Two minutes.”

She almost said no. She looked at him and thought about the four tags at the forks and the square, careful hand they were written in, and she almost said no. But her feet had gone wooden on the walk out, and the drive back was two and a half hours on packed snow in the dark. She was forty-two and tired in a way a cup of coffee could actually fix. And it was Garrett Lund, whom everyone knew. He had pulled her truck out of a ditch on the Silver Trail years ago and wouldn’t take a dime for it.

She handed him the thermos.

He carried it into the cook tent, and he left the flap tied back, and she watched him, because she watched everything. The glow of the stove. A long table with a crib board on it and nobody sitting there. A kid at the far end, peeling potatoes into a bucket with his earbuds in. Garrett at the stove, with the big dented enamel pot that the whole crew had been drinking from since breakfast, rinsing her thermos with hot water, filling it, reaching to the shelf behind him for a plastic honey bear and squeezing in a long gold ribbon. Everything she saw was ordinary. Everything was what any camp in the Yukon would have done for a cold traveller. He was gone longer than two minutes. When he came back, the thermos was hot through his glove, and he passed it to her with the lid already screwed down tight.

“Honey in it,” he said. “You look like you need it.”

“Thanks, Garrett.”

“Drive safe, eh?” He slapped the door twice and stepped back into the snow. In her mirror, she watched him stand under the single bulb, his hands in his pockets, until the trees closed in behind her.

She poured a cup at the highway, holding it between her knees while she turned south. It was good coffee, strong and sweet, a little bitter under the honey. She drank it, then another, and the heat went down into her and spread through her chest and out along her arms. For the first time since morning, her feet began to hurt the way feet hurt when they come back to life.

The road ran south in the last of the light. The Tombstone Range stood up black against a green sky. She thought about Sig, who would pick up his mail next week, open the envelope, walk over to the Hendersons’ to use their radio phone, and say, “What’s this, then?” and she would tell him. She thought about Erik, who would get his message tomorrow morning, as he always did. She thought about the box under the cairn and the card inside it, safe under the snow.

It was warm in the cab. Warmer than it should have been. She turned the heater down a notch and then couldn’t remember whether she had.

Her hands were heavy on the wheel, as if someone had filled her gloves with sand. The snow in the headlights came at her slower than it should have, then faster. She realized she had drifted onto the shoulder and pulled back too hard. The truck fishtailed once and straightened.

Something was wrong. She knew it the way she knew a slope was about to give way: all at once and without words. Something was wrong, and she had to stop.

There was a pullout a kilometre on, a wide place where the graders turned. She eased into it, stopped and put the truck in park. The cup slid off her knee and rolled away under the seat. She let it go. She left the engine running because you always did. The engine was the heat, and the heat was everything. Anybody who knew the cold knew that. She would rest for ten minutes. In ten minutes, the heaviness would pass, and she’d drive on to Dawson. Tomorrow, she would laugh at herself.

The heater breathed on her face. The satellite messenger blinked green on the dash.

She thought about Sig’s watercolours on her kitchen wall in Whitehorse, three small paintings of the Yukon River at breakup, the ice going out in grey plates under a white sky, which he had traded her for a bottle of rye and an afternoon of her explaining to him why the hills around Dawson were the colours they were. She thought about the notebook in his mailbox. About the valley in June, the creek loud and brown, the fireweed coming. About the light here in January, which never quite arrived, which hung along the mountains all day like a promise somebody didn’t mean to keep.

Her head was on the headrest. She didn’t remember putting it there.

In the mirror, far back along the dark road, headlights came over the rise.

She watched them come. They were slowing. They were slowing down for her, and a small, sensible part of her said good, someone’s stopping, it’s the North, people stop. The lights swung into the pullout, stopped behind her truck, and stayed there, filling the mirror with white.

Nobody got out.




CHAPTER 2 Lac Sabot


Sunday 17 January 2027




At twenty to midnight, the thermometer outside the glass read minus twenty-two, and Daniel Lacroix was the only thing awake on Lac Sabot.



The lake lay below the house under a half moon, a white plain a kilometre and a bit across, ringed with black spruce and the dark shapes of cottages shut for the winter. Snow had come on Friday, and nothing had touched it since, except a fox that crossed in the afternoon in a single stitched line from the point to the far shore. The moon picked the line out now in small blue shadows. Nothing else moved.

People who didn’t live in the Gatineau Hills assumed you could sit out on a night like this with a cigar and a good coat and enjoy it. People who did live here knew better. At minus twenty-two, a cigar went out between draws, your fingers quit by the second inch, and the smoke froze in your eyebrows. Nobody smoked outside at minus twenty-two. That was the whole reason for the room.

He had built it the second winter, onto the north end of the house where the land fell away toward the water: five hundred square feet, glass on the lake side from the floor to the roof beam, cedar on the rest. It had its own ventilation, pulling the smoke up and out through the roof so that none of it reached the kitchen, the bedrooms, or the clothes in his closet. There was one leather chair, worn to the shape of him. A humidor. A wall of records, alphabetized by composer, then by performer, then by year, which Terry called a cry for help. And the system.

He did not think of the system in terms of money. Other people did that. He had chosen every piece by ear, over one long winter of sitting in dealers’ back rooms with his own records under his arm, and bought the ones that put Gould in the room with him: an Oracle turntable, Moon amplifiers, Paradigm speakers. Only afterwards did he notice that all three were built within a day’s drive of the lake. He had counted that as a bonus.

He slid the record from its sleeve, holding it by the edges. Glenn Gould, the Goldberg Variations, the 1981 recording, the one Gould made near the end of his life, slower and stranger than the famous first one. He set it on the platter, lowered the arm and listened to the needle find the groove: the soft crackle, then the aria, alone and unhurried, the notes set down one at a time like a man crossing ice.

He poured two fingers of Macallan into a heavy glass and set it on the arm of the chair. He opened the humidor, took out a Perdomo 20th Anniversary Maduro, and cut it with the guillotine in one clean stroke. He lit it with a cedar spill, turning the foot slowly above the flame without letting it touch, and drew gently until the whole end glowed evenly. There was no hurry. There was nowhere to be, and he wouldn’t sleep anyway. He had stopped fighting that years ago.

The smoke was dark and sweet, cocoa and leather and something like coffee grounds. He sat down. On the record, Gould hummed along with himself, as he always did, a faint tuneless voice under the piano that the engineers had never managed to get rid of. Daniel had loved him for it since he was fifteen.

From the chair, he could see along the side of the house. The Lexus sat in the drive under a skin of frost, plugged in, its cord a dark line across the snow. Beyond it was the heated garage, where the Camaro waited under its cover for April: a 1969 model, repainted candy-apple red when he had it restored, the least practical thing he owned and the only one he ever apologized for, never sincerely.

Variation one. Variation two. The bright running lines of the third.

The grey of first light on a hillside. A yellow dog, low to the ground and wagging. The back of a man in a grey vest, walking away down a path between stone terraces, loose in the shoulders and a little heavy on the left foot. Walking like a farmer.

When he looked down, he was turning the watch on his left wrist, a slow quarter turn and back. He made himself stop. It was a Carl F. Bucherer steel watch with a plain, dark dial, the kind of watch that told you the time and nothing else about its owner, which was why he liked it. His father gave it to him the day he left the forces, in a box with no card, which was how his father gave things.

Gould moved into the variations in the minor key, and the room got darker, as a lit room can.

His phone lay face down on the side table. He turned it over.

At the top of his messages was the thread with his father. There were no words in it. There hadn’t been words in it for years. There was a chessboard, the app’s flat little pieces on their green and cream squares, and under it his father’s last move. Bishop to e7. Nineteen days old. In the seventeen years since Daniel left for basic training, they had played one game after another this way, moving every few days, and never once mentioned it out loud. Nineteen days was long for them.

He knew his reply. He had known it within an hour of his father’s move. Knight takes, and in four moves the old man would be in trouble.

He looked at the board for a while. He didn’t send it.

The phone buzzed in his hand.

It was a photo from Terry: a box of Timbits on a kitchen counter, the lid torn open, four left of what had clearly been forty. Behind it, out of focus, a television showing a hockey score Daniel did not need to read.

Leafs lost. Don’t.

Daniel typed with his thumb. Didn’t say a word.

The answer came back in under five seconds.

u were thinking it. i can hear u thinking it from orleans

Then, a moment later:

also why r u awake. its midnight. go to bed ya weirdo

Daniel set the phone down without answering. Terry wouldn’t expect an answer. Terry had texted because he knew Daniel would be awake. The Leafs were the excuse.

The cigar had burned down past the band. He set it in the ashtray to go out on its own, then got up and opened the humidor for another.

His hand stopped on the lid.

In the back corner, in their own box, under their own sheet of cedar, were the Behikes. Ten had come in the box. Seven were left. He did not smoke them for pleasure, or for birthdays, or because it was Friday. He smoked one when a job ended well, and only then, in this chair with the lake outside. He did not count the jobs that hadn’t.

He took another Perdomo and closed the lid.

At two minutes to midnight, the phone rang. The screen said only R.

“Lacroix.” Ruth Kowalchuk never said hello. She said your name the way a teacher took attendance. Behind her voice, he could hear the small, determined sound of nicotine gum being worked hard.

“Director.”

“You’re awake.”

“You called at midnight to check?”

“I called because I knew you’d be awake. My office. Oh-seven-hundred.”

“Do I get a hint?”

There was a pause long enough for him to hear the gum, and something that might have been a page turning.

“Whiskeyjack,” she said, and hung up.

He set down his glass, put the unlit cigar back in the humidor, and opened the laptop on the side table.

Whiskeyjack. The old name for the grey jay, the bird that followed you through the bush in winter and stole your lunch while you were still holding it. A lodge or two. A character in somebody’s fantasy novels. He added Yukon. He added creek.

There was almost nothing.

A thin blue line on a federal topographic map, a creek running down out of the mountains east of the Dempster Highway. A mineral assessment filing from years ago, scanned crooked and so blurred that he could barely make out the claim numbers. And a press release from last October, from a Vancouver exploration company called Gyrfalcon, describing its ground near Whiskeyjack Creek as “an early-stage polymetallic target of interest.”

He read the phrase twice. It was the kind of sentence written by someone who had been paid to make a thing sound like nothing.

There was nothing else. No news, no photographs, no hiking blogs, no angry posts from anyone about anything. In 2027, there was no such thing as a place nobody had written about. There were only places so worthless that nobody bothered, and places nobody was supposed to write about. Ruth Kowalchuk did not call at midnight about worthless places.

Something low in him did what it always did. It went still.

He scrolled to the bottom of the results, the dregs, the pages nobody reached.

The last one was a news item from a Whitehorse paper, dated Monday, 11 January. Four short paragraphs. A woman had been found dead in her vehicle on the Dempster Highway, north of Dawson City, by a highway maintenance worker on Sunday morning. Exposure was suspected. RCMP said the death did not appear suspicious. The woman’s name was being withheld until the next of kin was notified.

Nothing in the item said Whiskeyjack. Nothing tied it to anything. It was only there, near the bottom of the search, the way driftwood is only near the shore.

On the turntable, the record had run out. The needle rode the run-out groove, a soft hiss and click, hiss and click, round and round.

Daniel read the item again.

Then he sat in the dark by the lake, listening to the sound of the needle, and did not get up to lift it.




CHAPTER 3 Above the Dentist


Monday 18 January 2027




The woman from the dental clinic got into the elevator on the ground floor with a coffee in each hand and pressed the button for three with her elbow.



“Four?” she said.

“Please.”

She pressed it for him with the same elbow. She had been riding up with him two or three mornings a week for most of a year, and in all that time she had asked him exactly one question, last spring, about the sign on the fourth-floor door. She looked at him now as if she was working up to a second.

“What is it you people actually do up there?” she said. “Boundary maintenance. Is that like surveying?”

“I clear brush along the border,” Daniel said.

She considered this, and his overcoat, and the shine on his boots, and visibly decided not to believe a word of it. The doors opened on three.

“Have a nice day,” she said. The doors closed behind her, and Daniel rode the last floor alone.

The building was a beige, four-storey box on boulevard Saint-Joseph in Gatineau, built in the decade when every government office in the region seemed to have been ordered from the same catalogue. The dental clinic took the ground floor, and its smell came up the stairwells: cloves and something chemical. An accounting firm had the second floor and a provincial office the third. The fourth floor belonged to a sign.

BOUNDARY MAINTENANCE SECTION, it said, in the typeface the federal government used for everything, and under it, smaller, SECTION DE L’ENTRETIEN DES FRONTIÈRES.

Behind the sign was a reception counter nobody staffed before nine, a wall of survey maps yellowing at the edges, a coffee machine that made the worst coffee in the National Capital Region, and a rack offering three pamphlets about boundary monuments. People who wandered in were shown the maps and offered the coffee. Nobody had ever stayed for a second cup.

Behind the reception counter was a door with a keypad, and behind that was the Section.

It was seven minutes to seven. Hélène Gagnon was already at her desk by the window, as she always was, as if she slept there, a theory Terry had once offered out loud and been looked at for. She lifted two fingers to Daniel without taking her eyes off her screen. Raj Gill, an RCMP inspector on secondment to the Section, was hanging his coat on the stand in the corner and smoothing the shoulders. Raj smoothed everything. He nodded to Daniel the way he did everything, precisely and once.

Simon Tuck was in the kitchen, standing as close to the kettle as a person could stand without being in it.

“It’s minus twenty,” Simon said when Daniel put his head round the door. “It’s minus twenty, and I have been outdoors twice. Once from my car to the building. Once from the building to my car, which was Friday, and I’m still not over it.”

“It’s Gatineau, Simon.”

“I’m aware of where it is. I’ve never been further north than this. I intend to keep it that way.”

Ruth Kowalchuk’s door was open. Daniel knocked on the frame anyway.

“Lacroix.” She did not look up. “Sit. Where’s Power?”

“On his way, I’d imagine.”

“You’d imagine.” She was reading a file, turning its pages with one finger and chewing her gum in short, hard strokes, like a woman trying to kill it. She was fifty-six, from Dauphin, Manitoba, and ex-CSIS. She had short grey hair she cut herself and wore reading glasses on a cord, and she had run the Section since the day it existed. Daniel had once watched her make a deputy minister cry, and a Five Eyes liaison officer apologize in the same afternoon. She had quit smoking eleven years ago. The urge, she said, had not.

He sat.

At two minutes past seven, the keypad beeped, the outer door banged open, and the office filled up with Terry Power.

He came in the way weather comes in. Five foot seven and nearly as wide, a box of Timbits under one arm and a double-double in the other fist, a blue-and-white knitted toque pushed back on his head, and under his open jacket nothing but a faded green T-shirt with most of yesterday’s coffee down the front. His beard, red going grey at the chin, had crumbs in it. His face was ruddy from the cold, or would have been if it hadn’t already been ruddy from being Terry’s face.

“Morning, Director,” he said. “Morning, Hélène. Raj. Brain.” He held the box out to Simon, who had come to the kitchen door to watch. “Honey dip. Saved you one.”

“You’re late, Power,” Ruth said.

“I’m early for seven-oh-five.”

“The meeting’s at seven.”

“Yes, Director.” He came and stood in her doorway, filling it. “I’d have been on time, only there was an incident on the bridge.”

“What incident?”

“Traffic, Director. Terrible incident. Lots of it.” He held the box out to her. She looked at it until he took it back.

Daniel watched all of this from the chair and kept his face still. Terry saw that, and grinned wider.

Hélène had come to the doorway behind him. She looked down at his left hand on the Timbits box, where his little finger stopped short at the last joint.

“I have always wanted to ask,” she said, in her careful English. “Your finger.”

“Ah.” Terry regarded it fondly, like an old friend he’d lost touch with. “Lobster. Church supper in Carbonear, I was fourteen. They’d boiled the lot of them, only this one was playing dead. Big old bugger, twelve pounds if he was an ounce. The minister had to beat him off me with the collection plate.”

Hélène looked at Daniel.

Daniel thought about it. Six, he decided. The collection plate was good. Carbonear was a nice specific touch. The twelve pounds was greedy.

“He’s lying,” Daniel said.

“Of course he is lying,” Hélène said. “I wanted to know which lie.”

“Sit down, Power,” Ruth said. “All of you. In here.”

They came in and found places: Hélène in the second chair, Raj standing by the filing cabinet with his arms folded, Simon on the edge of the windowsill with his tea held in both hands like something he’d rescued, and Terry on the low cabinet by the door that was not for sitting on, where he always sat. Ruth closed the file.

“Before we start,” she said, “for the benefit of anyone who’s forgotten. Power is in this unit because Lacroix wouldn’t take the job without him. I want it on the record that I was opposed.”

“Noted, Director,” Terry said happily.

“I’m still opposed.”

“Noted again.”

Ruth turned to Daniel. “You looked it up.”

“There’s nothing there.”

“There’s a great deal there. It just isn’t on the internet.” She nodded at Hélène.

Hélène laid a tablet on the desk and turned it so they could all see. A corporate registration. A Hong Kong address. The names of three directors.

“Pacific Crest Minerals Limited,” she said. “Registered in Hong Kong eighteen months ago. Nominee directors. A company secretary who is secretary to four hundred other companies. An office that is a mailbox
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