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​Chapter One: THE HITMAN
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Recent days had been long and troubling. An early summer heat wave scorched city streets. Its sweat and fever were like a polluted balloon. Thirty-five people were already counted among the toe tags due to two days of 40°C heat. An unlucky number, as Sam had done exactly thirty-five court appearances over the last while. It was like doing time as a long string of old cases came to a close. Sentences were already being delivered; the remaining bodies were in the cooler. It was time to get out of the city and escape the blanket of heat ... time to get the office and court-bench sores off his ass.

There were too many enemies on the streets here, so Sam had a working vacation in mind. He’d scored an out-of-city missing-person case, and leaving town and cooling off for a while seemed like a sexy option. Leaning back in his padded chair, he looked out the narrow window; office people were rising in a street-view elevator on the side of the cylindrical building next door. Sunshine gleamed on the ledges of two marble-black towers, and through the knife-edge alley space between them, he saw dappled reflections of light and a twinkle of blue from the waters of the nearby Toronto shoreline. Haze was dissipating out there over the water, and the temperature was dropping to a bearable 31°C.

He'd already shut down his office setup, leaving one portable work screen turned on at the left side of his desk. As his tablet beeped, he transferred the message to the big-screen display and studied it. The initial payment had gone into his hidden account, and the details on the person he was looking for came up.

Sam studied them for a moment, then he configured the security systems for his office and enabled mobile use so he could access the office from outside. The secure transfer and setup of mobile-use software on his tablet were painfully slow. During that time, he packed a small suitcase and placed it on the visitor's couch. A thick envelope of special legal papers rested beside it. They were case papers that had to be delivered in person to a court processing office, sensitive items that couldn't be filed online at any secure level. So it was the delivery, and then he'd be leaving in a rental car.

His own vehicle could be traced too easily. For this vacation, and case, it was a car that would be traced to a phony owner. The special phone would dummy his location back to Toronto while masking all communication and searches. Any interested parties would get a random trace on him as being somewhere in Toronto, though not at the office.

His condominium was already set to booby-trap mode, so it would be bad news for anyone who broke in looking for him. Sam had his real home with him anyway, in tablet form that was safe and easy to use. No one, not even intelligence agencies, could backdoor into his remote office system.

With his car hidden away and the rental waiting for pickup, he took the city's fast transit a few kilometers to the court building. Emerging at the sweep-arched exit door, he had to follow an enclosed live-ads walkway over the highway and take a short dusty walk down a forgotten side street. This was downtown, and summer sun flashed off the rows of towering buildings, sending waves of radiant heat down to bake all flesh. The street was crowded, a busy afternoon, and mostly well-dressed people hurrying to a near run as they raced from one air-conditioned building to another, fleeing a hot exhaust of pollution and the open street like it was some huge killing ghost pursuing them.

Sam's summer suit was light, but he'd already removed his jacket and was carrying it over his suitcase as he walked up the shallow steps to the court building. At the top, he turned and squinted in the bright sunlight, studying the passing people. A couple of guys had been following him. The first was an unknown quantity he'd spotted on leaving his office, and the second was another private eye or investigator that had appeared briefly near the courthouse. Obviously, they knew enough about him to gather he'd be making this delivery and had used it as a sure way to follow him.

They were out of sight now, lurking somewhere in the shadows, and they likely wouldn't make any move on him in a heavily guarded court building, so he turned back to the entrance and walked calmly inside. His detective license got him past lazy guards who already knew who he was, and then it was the usual boring wait as he dealt with various bureaucrats, clearances, and closings regarding his cases. The last item was a legal search booked on one of the new anonymous terminals. He was doing it this way because of the higher access level and organized delivery of information. He doubted that it was as secure as his tablet, but it would be good.

A piggish guard issued him a temporary entry card, and he took the fourth terminal. Entry was through an ordinary office door, but the inside was a bit different: cramped to an extent, with equipment embedded in the walls and a lockdown desk. Taking a seat, he entered an access code and ran some checks. He was looking for a missing person, and the subject had been last seen in a place called Indian Falls, to the northeast of Toronto. There had been no trace of him since, so it was safe to assume that whether alive or dead or a prisoner, he was still somewhere near Indian Falls.

Sam had never visited the place, so he watched with interest as various overlays moved across the on-screen map. The remote area had a tiny population of 7,000 and, in many ways, didn't exist in the modern sense. It had no police department but only the Indian Falls Conservation Authority, which covered the town and the nature area. The most important readings for any community in the newer police-state, fragmented Canada were economic and threat-level indexes. As readings rose in importance, so did the degree of police and military control. Indian Falls read as a big economic zero, which was why it had no police department. The military installation had been closed down decades ago.

Zooming out on the map, Sam could see military and police colors spreading from Toronto. When he zoomed toward Indian Falls, a sort of security ring formed around it on the edges of deep forest. Military and police forces that were combined in Toronto fragmented into various public and private forces in the countryside. Indian Falls was surrounded by them as it was circled by economic zones of a much higher rating. Mining, forestry interests, the Deep River Isotope station, and even a new military installation were outside its perimeter, while inside, the Falls area had a small local economy of some farming and light industry. The only security alerts that came up on it were due to the presence of a nudist colony, a militia group, and the protected conservation area itself.

A deeper study had Sam scratching his head as he viewed an older alert that had been downgraded to junk status. It concerned UFO and ghost sightings in Indian Falls. Aside from that, everything seemed okay; as long as he stayed within the rather large area of the town and conservation area, he would avoid dealing with numerous other police and military forces. And that was a good thing, as from experience he'd learned that the authorities of the day were not friendly, especially when it came to private investigators or anyone who might be snooping around and accidentally collecting information on their corrupt clients and bosses.

The rest of the dope on Indian Falls was ordinary. The cost of living was low because they traded local produce for necessary imports. Part of the economic zero was in its local nature. No free-trade or mass-produced products, just farm goods, minerals, and minimal forestry. The nudist camp was one of the largest employers. There was fishing and rafting on the river, which had fast-flowing rapids and ran through the town. Photos showed a modern small town, nearly all new buildings in the core replacing those burned out in wildfires twenty-five years back. Older houses remained along the riverbanks.

Sam walked out of the booth, wondering why anyone would need a detective to find someone there. Most likely, the subject was dead. Anyone making human contact would be easily found, while anyone not doing so would have disappeared into the wilderness or the rushing river waters. That realization gave him a course of action that spelled quick investigation and then some vacation time. Cooling off time. It wasn't likely he'd find the person, and if a larger search took place, like for a dead body, it would be a police matter. Only forest rangers could search the huge semi-populated wilderness around Indian Falls.

A desk guard signaled him as he came out of the washroom, so he walked over and picked up a small envelope that had been left for him. It had only his name on the front, so he pulled off the seal. A note was inside, and the message was rather urgent. Handwritten in capital letters, it advised him not to leave from the front of the building and gave the location of a meeting place. He knew he'd been followed, so perhaps this was wise advice.

Sam avoided the front and the lobby, with its large, open-view windows, and looked for a back entrance. Security posts were present there, and he wanted to leave unseen, so he walked around until he found a nearly hidden emergency fire exit at the side of the complex. He knew the type of special fire door; the alarm would be silent, and a fire car would automatically arrive and create a distraction at the front, which was what he wanted. So he went out, finding himself in a narrow, dead-end alleyway that exited in the trash-compactor area at the back. Realizing that the rear could be under watch as well, he ducked around the large bin, looked, and then walked off quickly down the back street.

He got behind a gated wall segment, looked around, and then entered a nearby condominium building by following a dog walker through the back door. From its lobby, he looked from behind a potted tree over to the front area of the court drop-off. A construction area was off to the left, with a derelict building awaiting destruction by the Ridell Corporation. Sam studied the stripped building, then left out back again and worked his way around to the side of the lot. A gate for workers wasn't even locked, and he slipped in easily. No one was on site today that he could see, so he went through some weeds to a robot dumpster and calculated a line of sight and an angle. If someone planned to shoot him at the front of the court, it would be from the third-floor south window. He couldn't see it from his location, but he knew any shooter would be there. Reason being no one would do a drive-by shooting at a court location, but if someone really wanted to get him, they'd do a targeted hit.

He used a flat of metal he found on the ground to pry open a closed side door and quietly went up some stairs. Three floors up, he had to use genuine stealth as the windows and most of the doors had already been removed, and only a shell remained awaiting demolition. It was a stripped building, with even parts of the floors and walls gone, as if they'd grabbed tiles, wiring, or anything else of value. Entering a hallway and pausing in a gloomy corner, he listened. A few minutes passed, and he heard birdcalls and wings, and then, finally, a few footsteps on a creaking floor. The sounds told him he'd guessed wrong and had been prepared to rush through the wrong doorway. Moving quietly, he got to the suspect door; the handle and lock had been removed, so he ducked down and peeked through the door hole.

Light from the missing window gave him a clear view. A tall, tanned blond man was sitting in a canvas chair by the window. Some supplies and his jacket were on the floor around him, and he had a big gun on his lap as he observed the front of the court building down the road. He suddenly began to move as though alerted, so Sam threw the door open and rushed him.

As the big man rose and turned, Sam banged him hard in the head with the metal slat from the yard. The gun, a rifle, flew across the floorboards, and the man staggered back. He had a head like a rock because he didn't go out. Instead, he moved to counter Sam's second blow and got in to grab him. Sam threw him off, seeing blood drops spatter from the gash in his head.

The gunman came back fast, swinging a wild right-hand punch that was easily countered. Sam hammered him one in the belly, and as the man doubled over, he whacked him with an elbow in the chin. His head snapped back, and he stumbled back but managed to rally for another charge. Sam threw him over easily, and his head took another bang as it hit the floorboards.

That was it; he was down and out on the floor like a tumbled sack of sand. Sam moved quickly for the weapon. With the big rifle in hand, he stepped up and looked down at the unconscious hit man. He was completely out, so Sam searched him and a small pack beside him. Other than tools of his trade, there was no identification. The man was a pro; Sam whacked him on the head again with the rifle butt, then grabbed the tumbled chair and sat down to do an inspection.

What he found he didn't like. The gun was feather light but not of any metal he'd seen before. It was metal, but no paint could be scratched off with a knife blade. It didn't have the feel of any sort of hybrid plastic. He could see that it was easy to assemble, and the case it came in was there on the floor. It wasn't a rifle at all, but a beam weapon and a generic weapon that didn't require a fingerprint or eye scan to fire. It could be assembled to fire powerful beams or bullet-style energy shots. To test it, he simply aimed at the hit man's head from a ways across the room and watched the quick flash and burn as it put a neat, clean hole through the forehead.

Steam emerged, and the hole sealed itself. Perhaps it was killing, but it was also necessary self-defense, as it was the only way to stop a professional. This guy hadn't been hired by any of the current crop of criminals he'd sent up. They were mostly drug criminals – illegal Intel drug dealers for the large part. Any hit man sent by them wouldn't have access to this sort of weapon. It was military and experimental, and unless stolen, could only be gained by someone with high military clearance. The weapon was also deadly accurate if the man had intended to use it for a sniper shot from this location to the front of the courthouse. Someone big was after him, and he couldn't figure out why. The only unknown was his current case, Indian Falls, and it seemed impossible that a small case like it would attract any powerful response. There had to be more to it, and he had someone to meet, so after cleaning up, packing the gun, and wrapping his suit jacket around the case, he walked off cautiously and left the construction site.

He didn't have a name, just a location on Jansen Blvd. It had tall buildings on the east side and an open area to the west that allowed direct sunlight, which, combined with reflected light, created a vibrant, scorching scene. Stores with market fronts, attic apartments above other local businesses, and patio restaurants led to an easy feel. No sense of danger here, but he wasn't fooled by impressions. He walked the street and studied everything, including windows higher up, before he walked up some narrow steps and past the gold latticework of a tiny Thai restaurant. It was shadowy inside and sectioned off into three areas, obscured from one another by screens and potted plants. As per the note, his man was right inside at the back, sitting alone at a table, his hat on the chair beside him.

Sam walked up, the man nodded, and he sat down.

“Sometimes a note is better than a text message,” the man said. He was twirling chopsticks in a bowl of soup, and when he looked up, Sam saw an honest sort of face. He had an Italian look and was another investigator. The hat, clean suit, and tie in hot weather were a giveaway. Business dress on a person obviously not a corporate shill.

“Yeah, especially if you don't want to lose copyright and have everyone in the world reading it.”

“To get to the point. I sent you the note because I was paying you a visit; at least I was until I noticed you were being followed. It seems you have a shining reputation these days. Off-market Intel drugs are in big demand, and you're putting everyone dealing them in jail.”

Sam waved the flower-shirted waiter away. “Just a chance thing to do with several cases I had. But the person following me wasn't sent by them. It was something else, I think.”

“I don't know who it was. Allow me to introduce myself. I'm Enzo Florinto. I was trying to contact you because I have a note for your client. I know about the missing person case you have; I turned it down.”

“Yeah, I've heard of you. Corporate clients.”

“That's right. My kind of guys like you. They don't like their copyrighted stuff being faked and sold everywhere like candy.”

“I don't have a moral opinion on that issue. If the powers that be say it’s illegal to sell something, I take the case.”

“Why is a big name like you taking this idiotic missing person case? I looked at it, and it seemed ridiculous at the time. If the guy went missing there, he drowned or something. Why bother to look? At least I thought that then. Now it appears he's alive.”

“The answer is to cool off. I'd appreciate it if you don't mention where I'm going to anyone. I figured I'd take a small case and a vacation.”

“It looks like at least one person had an in on your movements. You had better hope it's not more than that. They won't get any info from me. They don't even know about me, unless you were followed here.”

“I wasn't. You have the note.”

Enzo reached into his pocket and passed a crumpled piece of paper to Sam. He opened it and looked it over. It was a brief, scrawled message on the back of a food bill from the Indian Falls Little Red Diner, signed by Marco Santino, the missing person. Apparently, he'd sent it to his brother via Enzo. All it said was 'Don't worry, I'm still around. Investigating some strange happenings in the Falls. Have gone undercover.' The bill was dated three weeks ago.

“Looks like you have no case,” Enzo said. “The guy is still around. He fancies himself an amateur investigator of the supernatural, so I hear. They own a cottage out there, so he's around his own territory.”

“I've already been paid, so if he's there, I'll grab him and find out what he's up to. Maybe he's either eccentric or gone off his nut out there looking for ghosts in Indian Falls.”

“The only mention I've heard about Indian Falls was a news thing about a nudist camp out there.”

“Yeah, that and a nutso militia that holds training exercises in the woods.”

“Have a nice vacation and keep your clothes on. Getting captured by the crazies with guns out there, and in the nude, wouldn’t be nice.”

Sam spent two hours arranging and getting to a second meeting on the other side of town. The change in plans left him without possession of the rental car. He walked through the black-onyx-shaded lobby of a gated condominium complex for the super-rich out in Scarsdale. A private elevator took him to a secure office located on the 35th floor of the complex. It was the office of Jerem Thomas, a captain of the PSF, the Public Security Force, a private security contractor that had taken over policing in Toronto several years back. Jerem owed him more than a favor. Information from Sam had given him several convictions.

Jerem's office was awesome once one got past the dull waiting room. The entire north wall was a security setup of screens and maps, and the only window was a false view of an otherworldly city that didn't exist, at least not on this planet. Sam went through the rather dreary story of the courthouse hit man and the fact that someone with a higher military sort of clearance had to have sent him.

Jerem Thomas' deep black skin was almost radiant. He paced athletically behind his desk as he thought things over. Then he spoke. “I'm going to use a couple of my close men, do some checks and forensics on the body, and dispose of it at a black site. I have to bury this case before some military outfit comes in to make trouble, attempting a cover-up.”

“Any ideas on who could be behind this?”

“No. Gangsters and corrupt cops are everywhere, but this doesn't fit the pattern. It's someone outside. I mean, from outside the city. Generally, what I deal with is policing for profit, since we work by contract. The incentive is always there for cops to do whatever saves money or makes money. Often covering up things or taking bribes saves money. In addition, the power to write out custom fines means too many crooks simply pay out cash ... like drug dealers paying copyright holders in cash, as though they're small-time when they're big-time. With this one, I'll have to put the investigation into a compartment. If someone is sending in hit men, I want to know who it is and put a quick end to it. The only end-game publicity is the word put out underground as to what happens to people who try that.”

Sam nodded, and then he took out the gun case he had draped under his jacket. “This is the weapon.”

Jerem took the case and set it on the desk. He opened it and slowly assembled the weapon. He aimed it at a sculpture across the room. “My systems didn't register you as carrying a weapon on entry, so it's invisible. There's nothing like it in our arsenal, under development, or in the approval process. This is a beam weapon, and I can see by the adjustments and engine that it fires various beams. Few beam weapons on the market today could kill a man hit-style from a distance. Usually, you'd have to lock the beam on for a bit to burn someone. Most are close-range wide beam weapons. There are no markings on this one, but what identifies it is that in classic assembly it’s styled to look like one of the old sniper rifles ... smaller, but the Canadian military version.”

“Someone with deep military connections must want me dead. I can't think of any damn reason for it.”

“Neither can I. Your hit man was ace calibre to be in possession of this gun. I can't even figure out what powers it. The engine is better than nanotechnology. My advice for you is to go into hiding for a while.”

“I am doing that.”

“Where are you going?”

“Place called Indian Falls.”

“I've been there. Beautiful nature area. It's an easy place to disappear or get disappeared. You'll be taking the weapon with you. Hide it somewhere in the bush and shield it in case it's being tracked. We'll grab it later after the investigation. I can't put it in storage here. Weapons are stolen all the time, and this one may be hot. Word will get around if we keep something like it.”

“That should be it then. I leave town. All the bad guys will know is that their hitman and his weapon have disappeared. No body gets reported, no weapon. It should stall them for a while.”

“Long enough for me to find out who it is and burn their asses.”

An elevator from the underground took him up to High Rapid Transit at the Scarsdale Station, and Sam flowed against a casual crowd headed out of the city. Some Transit Authority cops were pounding a beat on the platforms, and he definitely wanted to avoid being targeted in one of their searches. The sort of thing most people put up with, while anyone with a brain opposed such foolish security measures.

Turning and looking out the sweep of plastic windows, he studied the curved bronze sides of a residential tower that rose 35 stories against a public park backdrop. The cops ambled by without noticing him, and a couple of minutes later, an express train pulled up, and he was racing back into the city on a twisting transit path running at about penthouse height. The air engines whooshed in long decompression coming into the Lakeside stop.

On the outside, he walked through a public garden and went down a slide escalator into an underground commercial area. Though not widely advertised, there was a second underground here that hosted businesses that could be considered a touch on the shady side and that did not boast signs affiliating them with any of the twenty-five key world mega corporations. Sam passed several shops. He wasn't here to buy cheap knockoffs of brand-name stuff or pirate goods like most of the others. Half of the people he passed were hopeless addicts here for counterfeit Intel drugs. Addiction to those drugs was less of a physical disease and more of an offbeat fashion and style or psychological dependence.

His walk ended at the very back of this underground, near the warehouse area, at an unmarked bronze-painted door with a small buzzer panel. There was only one code, and he used it and waited for the lock to click. Then he walked into a customer service area and talked to a hot redheaded woman wearing shorts, sandals, and a bead necklace that covered about as much as her blue top did. Her name was Juana, and she had a looking-for-a-date smile. Sam returned it, but the conversation was brief, and unless she wanted to go to Indian Falls, the date was off. The only information Sam gave was the name of his sales contact, Josh Ponce.

Poncy, as he was called, appeared within a minute and interrupted Sam's small talk with the receptionist. Poncy was the type of guy who existed only as a sales flack. There was no other aspect to his personality. No private life that didn't have to do with his pushing of hot vehicles, meaning vehicles off the government books with washed temporary plates that would pass cop checks. In a society where license suspensions were common, business in this area was booming. Sam had a license; all he wanted was a car set up to trace to some other identity that wouldn't connect to him if someone passing in Indian Falls or on the route there decided to run the plate.

Out in the showroom, the low flat ceiling gave Sam the feeling that a big crusher was about to come down. The musty air left most of the vehicles needing a wash. Rather than ask for a specific car, he asked Poncy to pick something.

“I've got a special deal,” he said, shifting on his feet in his rumpled suit and nodding his curly head in a way that made Sam wonder if he was using. “A guy like you doesn't want just any car. You need something special.”

“I don't know about that. I don't want to stand out. I just need a vehicle.”

“Follow me.” Poncy took him through the first lot and down a concrete walk to a second, smaller lot. He pointed out a small cream-colored car with no recognizable logos. Just an unknown one of a strange, spun wing on the hood.

Sam frowned, wondering if he was being taken in by a used-car salesman. “It's not exactly a brand name.”

“That's the beauty of it. Everything from the flat-free tires to the aerodynamics and interior is understated. In fact, it's an experimental model. It even looks smaller than it is. The interior easily seats a big man like you.”

“What sort of engine is in it?”

“This is the total modern smart car. The fuel tank is only for backup. This is a super-efficient electric and solar car, and the operating computer is the car's doctor, detecting problems before they occur. It is constantly altering all of its systems to increase efficiency. The engine is small, but the power is big stuff. What you'll be interested in is the smarter onboard computer.”

His sales pitch actually described most cars on the market. "Maybe I don't want smarter. That usually means more built-in detection and a car that reports everything somewhere else.”

“This one doesn't. No head office, so to speak. It reports only to itself unless returned to the manufacturer for tuning. It is supposed to be coming on the market as a private car for military VIPs. You know, police-state bosses and corporate executives. People who know better than to trust anyone. It's developed by Andersen Wing, the same people who developed High Rapid Transit.”

“Okay, I'll take it. But I'm not driving it out. I want you to deliver it to a location on the outskirts of Scarsdale.”

It turned out the car had advanced auto drive, which he tested. This was a hilly area with many mansions and large country estates rising from behind wildfire shielding. Sam went back to manual control as the car raced through an area of townhouse complexes formed around a huge shopping mall that bubbled out on flat land. After that, it was a stretch of farm fields and forests with the mostly automated farm buildings showing through the dust haze over another distant road. Traffic was light, and Poncy had been right about the vehicle. It attracted barely a glance, and he'd been waved through the police screen on his exit from Toronto.

The A-wing, as he called it, accelerated like a racer, and here he was in an area without any speed limit, heading into Indian Falls. Running the roads felt great, and for a moment, he wondered why he didn't leave the city and its nanny police state altogether ... then he remembered that, except for areas considered economically or strategically unimportant like Indian Falls, the whole country was a police state. A place where you could vote and select between the political shills the corporations and the cop state put forward as leaders. There was only one policy paper – it was all about economic control, while the media put forward a cartoon world of civil progress that no one other than a fool would believe. The genuine picture of progress was now so obscure that millions of human beings never quite figured out they were living in a corporate hell. It was a strange hell, too, as the devil was everywhere with a grin and a baton as he pretended to be your protector and friend ... at least up to the point where you met the flaming oven and felt the hand shoving you from behind.

Foaming river rapids showed from the top of the hill, so he knew he was heading into Indian Falls. Sam slowed the car for an easy cruise-in, but it didn't turn out that easy when he suddenly saw a flashing light in his rearview mirror and heard the siren of an approaching police car.

Sam cursed and hit the steering wheel with the flat of his hand, causing an interior alarm to sound and the car to swerve slightly as he looked for the shut off. After that, a Provincial Police Authority car pulled up beside him, and he pulled over on the sandy side portion by the ditch.

Two cops got out. They wore mirror shades, dark paramilitary-style dress that wasn't suited for the heat, and broad-brimmed felt hats. One walked around the car, studying it, and the other came to the window.

“Saw you losing control there. I hope you can pass a drug test?”

“I'm not on drugs, officer. You guys came up fast on me and startled me.”

“We tracked you driving a bit fast back there.”

“There is no speed limit on this road.”

“Got ID.”

Sam passed him the phony ID and registration that came with the car.

“Hum. 200 pounds. You're Marvin Hurley, is that correct?”

“That's right. I'm a salesman.”

“And you bought this vehicle at the New York dealership listed on the registration?”

“I did.”

The cop suddenly whistled, and his partner walked up, took off his mirror shades, and stared in the window. “Get out of the car slowly,” he said as he drew a G4 Stun Shooter from his belt.

Sam got out and found himself quickly cuffed. “What's this about?” he said.

Ignoring him, the arresting officer looked to his partner. “Looks like we've got the big guy. Marvin Hurley himself.”

Sam gulped, not knowing what to say. Poncy had assured him he'd been given a clean ID and car. The idiot must have forgotten to clean the registration, and he was going under the ID of the guy who stole it.

The two officers turned back to Sam, but the situation changed, and all three ducked as a low-flying drone passed overhead.

“What in the hell is a Hawk drone doing here?” said one cop to the other. 

But it was Sam who answered. “There's more. I hear a helicopter.”

The sound rose, and they all looked to the east as a sleek military chopper came over the trees and in for a landing in the open field next to the road. Three armed commandos hit the ground and hurried over with weapons drawn. To the surprise of the police officers, they were held at gunpoint along with Sam.

“Make any moves, and the three of you are dead,” said a chunky commando with grease-black under his eyes.

“But I'm Sergeant McKraken of the Provincial Authority,” said the boss cop. “You can't arrest me.”

“Didn't say anything about arrest. I said I'd shoot you.”

The Sergeant puffed up his chest but backed off a step. A tall man in civilian clothes was now walking over from the chopper. Everyone remained silent until he arrived, then the lead commando spoke. “Can you ID him?”

The man studied Sam with intense dark eyes. Sam pegged him as an intelligence agent, but he wasn't sure which agency until he spoke. His hair was gathering some gray, his accent was Canadian, his look brooding. “I don't know who he is. The two Provincial Authority cops are just cops.”

“What in the hell is this about, Mike?” Sergeant McKraken said. “You guys are going to be in big trouble for trying to aid this terrorist.”

The tall man ignored him. 

“Who exactly are you?” Sam said.

“Mike Nelson's the name, and I'm with the Canadian East Intelligence Service.”

“You've got no authority on the highway!” McKraken exclaimed.

Nelson studied him for a moment. “Shut up! This is a federal investigation.”

“Yeah, well, that's Marvin Hurley. The arrest is ours. We've got a terrorist kingpin. Without a doubt, he was bringing a package into the Indian Falls Militia, and in a stolen experimental car.”

Nelson grinned. “He isn't Marvin Hurley. We took him into custody a long time ago. This guy has somehow come up with the car Hurley ditched.”

“What?” McKraken sputtered.

Turning to Sam, Nelson looked him up and down. “Who are you?”

“I'm Sam Michaels, a Toronto private investigator. The car and the name Marvin Hurley were supposed to provide a clean identity to hide me from some bad guys while I vacation in Indian Falls.”

McKraken looked furious. “He falsely identified himself as Marvin Hurley. The car is stolen. He is definitely under arrest.”

Mike Nelson ignored McKraken and continued talking to Sam. “Had we not come along, you would've been grabbed by McKraken or other cops and be off somewhere in a detention facility. The car is an experimental model. Three of them were sold off a while back. This one got stolen after that by Hurley. It was sold again after his capture. Looks like the dealer you got it from first wiped it and then accidentally reactivated the agency tracker on it, so it comes up as stolen.”

"No private detective would be coming out here to vacation,” McKraken said. “He's up to something.”

“It's a missing person case, too. I'm checking up on a person who might've drowned or something.”

Mike Nelson put his hands on his hips. At six three and with neat-clipped dark hair and a hard face, he looked impressive and threatening. He passed Sam a business card. “I'm on a special assignment, too. We have a case going on in this area. Don't get in our way if we happen to send any people in on the ground. Contact me if you see anything strange.”

“I can do that. No problem. I have to look around the area for this missing guy.”

McKraken gestured at both men and the commandos. “Wait a minute. The Provincial Authority hasn't been given full information on this federal case. What exactly are you guys looking for?”

“That is top secret. The local Indian Falls police are working with us.”

“Huh,” said a surprised McKraken. “Indian Falls police? There are no Indian Falls police.”

“Really, well, I see their vehicle coming right now,” Agent Nelson said, pointing to an all-terrain vehicle pulling out of a ditch onto the road. The vehicle continued to approach from Indian Falls. The driver was another large man with a broad-brimmed hat somewhat like McKraken's.

“That ain't no real cop, that's Nev Sweeting of the Conservation Authority,” McKraken said, looking quite peeved.

The roar of the ATV broke the silence as Nev Sweeting approached on the road. He pulled up and stopped, and then he jumped out and slapped dust and debris from his canvas pants. He stepped up past the gun-toting commandos as if they were no threat and exchanged a nasty glance with McKraken. Nev Sweeting was best described as a beefy, red-faced hillbilly type dressed in the Conservation Authority's ranger garb. He looked more like someone who would wrestle a bear than he did like someone who would solve a crime or work with special agent Mike Nelson. Nev Sweeting's bright blue eyes were behind whisker stubble that was rough as straw, and what they were seeing now was probably his best shave. Rather than wait for introductions, he spoke first.

“Howdy, boys, this must be that detective I heard was coming in. You can take the cuffs off him McKraken. We know who he is. He's looking for a body. Pardon me. I mean, missing person.”

Sgt McKraken seemed more than stunned, but he did move to take off Sam's cuffs.

Taking a look around at everyone, Sam spoke. “Damn, is there anyone in Indian Falls that doesn't know who I am already?”

“Nope,” Nev Sweeting said. “Gossip gets around fast, and people are talking about the top secret case I'm working on with the federal boys. They think you've got to do with it since you're coming in to look for that crazy fella.”

Sgt McKraken turned to press Sweeting. “Must be real top secret if everyone in Indian Falls knows about it. I need details on that special case.”

“I can't reveal anything about it.”

“I can keep you busy, McKraken,” Sam said. “That car dealer in Toronto set me up. Sold me on a hot car connected to a criminal, figuring to get me shot or put away. Some major players went down in the city as a result of my investigations. Once they find out I'm still kicking, they might come out this way.”

“Really. Well. The way it is, you may have to look after yourself. We can't be hassling every tourist that comes by out here. You'd better watch out for the Falls Militia, too, because they'd probably put you underwater for a hundred bucks if somebody paid them.”

Nev Sweeting grinned. “Come on now, McKraken. Those militia boys are just waiting for the big one, for the end to come or World War Five or whatever. They ain't contract killers. But they might kill someone they think is spying for the feds.”

“Sounds like they should be killing you,” Sgt McKraken said.

Agent Nelson grimaced like he'd had enough. “Let's wrap this deal up. I'll disable the tracker on Mr. Michaels’ car, and he rides into the falls like any other tourist. You boys can hit the road; he doesn't need a police escort.”

The road into town hugged the wide Falls River bank and, in narrow parts, ran close enough that the flow looked threatening. A rocky river, it displayed wild rafting paths through the rapids and was at its foamiest on the other side of town. On its stretch through the town, it broadened and calmed before quickening on its passing. It was this calm portion that Sam was now approaching. Judging by the sheer size of the oak trees gripping the banks, the river had fought off the wildfires of a quarter century ago. A new bridge arched over the river just past the town sign, and as he mounted it, he saw rainbows in the mist, then the stretch of commercial buildings that created the main drag. A couple of churches of the newer broad hall design and some tall buildings loomed in the background, but River Street itself rarely rose above six stories, though the stories themselves were tall at 9 feet or more. Sam already knew that no sell-every-sort-of-thing big chain stores existed in this town. For many supplies, the best option is a hardware store, so he made his first stop at The Big Nail. It was a rather garish place with large display windows and a few parking spots out front.

Walking across the beaten lot to the front doors, he experienced a sudden rise of neck hairs and the feeling of being watched by people nearby. There were a few pedestrians, mostly people with a country look. Older people were overdressed in rumpled clothing, while a couple of
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