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“Blistery fire, Hope. What possessed you to name your father?” Less than impressed, Colonel Amelia Matheson closed the lid of her personal laptop.

The problematic name belonged on Hope’s birth certificate. Nowhere else. Amelia had seen to it, or so she thought, until she stumbled on her daughter’s biography posted on the biathlon team’s website. The only person who could have written and submitted it was Hope.

Sometimes, that only child of mine is as infuriating as her father had been.

Amelia was tempted to ask Hope’s coach to take it down, but the request would raise questions. A silent sigh expanded her ribcage. After eighteen years, Amelia was tired of the truthful lies, even though she only had herself to blame.

With any luck, no one would read it, but her feisty daughter would still get an earful when she called from her training camp in Montana tonight. She had better wear her transmitter.

A knock on her door ended Amelia’s brooding musing. “Come.”

Captain Garner stepped inside her office.

When he closed the door behind him, Amelia braced herself for more bad news. “Yes?”

With his hands behind his back, the junior officer came to stand at ease in front of her desk. A beautifully handcrafted desk buried under a mountain of paperwork.

“We have two problems, ma’am.”

Back in her younger days, Amelia had loved handling problems, the bigger the better, but since she got stuck behind a desk, problems had multiplied at a higher rate than solutions had surfaced. Her body and mind screamed for action. Accepting her latest promotion had been a mistake, and filling in for Colonel Lewis at CFB Suffield until her position at the Department of National Defence in Ottawa became official had proved it. She belonged in the field searching for leads, not in an office reading reports.

“What problems?” She kept her frustration under wraps while maintaining a cool, professional demeanour.

“Major Benedict Elliot is at the centre of a new incident, ma’am.”

The major had become a source of media frenzy on both sides of the border and a thorn in her side. “What did he do this time?”

Major Benedict Elliot, a doctor in the Reserve Force, operated a medical clinic in Tumbleweed, Alberta, a few kilometres north of the Canada-U.S. border. He was investigated twice for illegally selling prescription drugs, mainly drugs meant to treat diabetes but used for weight loss, across the border. Amelia had read the investigation reports. The Royal Canadian Mounted Police investigator had built strong cases against Elliot. However, both cases crumbled when the main witness in the first investigation disappeared and two witnesses in the second investigation changed their initial statements. The last charges against Elliot were dropped a month ago.

“Early this morning, Elliot’s maid found the body of a young woman in a bed in his house in Tumbleweed. She’s been dead for at least a week.”

“He kept a dead woman in a bedroom?” Stumped, Amelia propped one elbow on the armrest of her chair. “Foul play?”

“The RCMP liaison officer was tight-lipped about the exact nature of her injuries, but he used the term suspicious death. He’s requesting our full cooperation, as in the previous investigations.”

“Sure. Whatever they need.” If Elliot was connected to that woman’s death, Amelia wanted his rank, his uniform, and his head, and not necessarily in that order. “Do they have Elliot in custody?”

“That’s the second problem, ma’am. Major Elliot hasn’t been seen at his clinic or at his house in over a week. They’re asking for our help to track him down.”

Nothing screamed I’m innocent like disappearing instead of reporting a woman’s death.
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The snow glistened in the early morning sun and the air sparkled with tiny crystals, changing the mountains into a picturesque Christmas card.

Quest loved the serenity and beauty of winter with as much passion as she loved skiing and shooting.

Her skis glided on the trail, packing the fresh snow into two parallel lines every time she raced down a hill and adding a crisscross design to every slope she climbed. Ahead of her, a cute maintenance operator groomed the trail. The vibrations of his snowcat sizzled through her body, but as the distance between them grew, the sensation faded away.

Her unloaded rifle bounced on her back, a comforting ally in her silent world. Alone on the trail, Quest didn’t bring any ammunition for target practice and didn’t wear her transmitter. Later on, once she rejoined the other athletes, she would remedy both situations.

White clouds formed around her mouth.

Quest ventured deeper into the forested area. The naked trees cuddled closer against the evergreens, blocking her view of the valley below.

Beads of perspiration trickled between her shoulder blades, quickly whisked away by the microfibre undershirt she wore like a second skin. Every piece of clothing and equipment played a role, down to her gloves, from which she had cut off the tip of the right index finger to better feel the trigger’s resistance when she fired.

The flat section ahead curved around a frozen pond. Red markers outlined the perimeter of the ice surface in case some skiers were tempted to cross over.

A light reflecting off the white blanket of snow caught her attention. Quest looked over her shoulder. Two snowmobiles headed in her direction.

Puzzled by their presence on the trail, she moved to the side to let them pass.

The second snowmobile towed a compact trail groomer. At the sight of her tracks being erased, her heart skipped a beat. Nothing justified regrooming the freshly groomed trail.

Both snowmobiles stopped within a few metres of her.

Quest wasn’t easily intimidated, but their presence sounded alarms in her mind. The snowmobilers didn’t look nor behave like maintenance workers.

The driver of the first snowmobile stood up. Big and stocky in his black snowsuit, he looked more like a man than a woman. His black helmet equipped with a reflective visor shielded his eyes, but not his arrogant smirk.

Without her transmitter, Quest couldn’t hear him, but unknown to many people, she had learned to read lips—and anticipate trouble.

Her mother often said that the best defence was a good offence. Borrowing strength from her growing fear, Quest straightened her back and glared at the approaching driver. “If you have something to say to me, say it, or else get out of my way.”

The driver stopped in his tracks. “Hope Matheson.”

Quest recognized her name. “Who wants to know?”

He pulled a handgun from his pocket and pointed it at her. “Drop your rifle.”
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To ensure their guests experienced an enjoyable outdoor experience, Scarlet Vacation Resort offered miles of private trails winding through the mountains. The red iron bridges along the trails, a trademark of the resort, added a touch of colour to the wintery landscape.

Sheriff Morgan Anchor and Deputy Gil Thompson had been hiking those trails since dawn, searching for a specific red bridge.

In the photos in Morgan’s possession, the bridge overlapped a stream, guarded on one side by trees peppered with snow and on the other by a steep, rocky wall.

In the last month, someone had snapped compromising photos of Senator Graeme O’Connor while he vacationed alone at the resort, but the senator didn’t notify the authorities that he was being blackmailed until last night.

Morgan pulled two photos from his jacket and compared the first one to the actual landscape.

Some twenty feet ahead, a red bridge overlapped a snow-covered stream. In the morning sun, shimmering ice filled the crevasses in the rocky wall and fresh snow weighed down the branches of the evergreens.

“Look at that.” Despite the artistic differences crafted by the colder weather, Morgan was confident that he stared at the same bridge from the same vantage point. “The bridge does indeed exist.”

“That’s a shocker.” A cocky grin split his deputy’s face. “We’re just missing the senator and his dark beauty cuddling by the railing.”

Senator O’Connor was a married man with five kids. His wife of twenty-seven years had olive skin, not dark chocolate like the gorgeous woman in the photo.

“The senator vaguely remembers taking a friendly walk with a dark-skinned woman he met on the trails. Nothing more.” Unfazed by O’Connor’s blatant lie, Morgan scanned the surrounding area for a suitable place to hide and snap pictures, and found none. “The blackmailer must have used a telephoto camera, or else O’Connor would have seen him.”

“It’s also possible that O’Connor’s eyesight is as faulty as his memory, or that he was too busy enjoying his new friend’s curvy attributes to notice, or care.”

The politician didn’t strike Morgan as the careless type. “I’m thinking the blackmailer came prepared, which means he knew O’Connor would be here with a female friend.”

In a bid to avoid political embarrassment and to protect his marriage, the senator had paid the blackmailer fifteen thousand dollars for the suggestive snapshot despite claiming the photo was fake. Two weeks later, a second picture, more provocative than the first one, had landed on the senator’s desk. The two hundred per cent increase in price had rattled O’Connor. Nonetheless, he had sent another fifteen thousand and begged for a two-week grace period to raise the remaining thirty thousand dollars. The blackmailer had agreed, and O’Connor had finally contacted the sheriff’s office.

“The FBI should be handling this investigation,” Morgan muttered in a frosty white breath. “Not me.”

As a former federal agent, Morgan had suggested that much to the senator. However, for reasons that O’Connor didn’t divulge, he had ordered Morgan to conduct a discreet investigation without involving any other agencies.

Morgan flipped to the most recent snapshot.

Snowflakes dotted a grey, teal, and purple snowmobile parked near the same red bridge. Straddled over the seat, the senator hugged a youthful-looking blonde sporting nothing more than a pair of black boots and a pink hat with a purple pompom.

According to Nathan Ford, their civilian computer technician who doubled as a photographer in his spare time, both pictures were real. No retouch. No Photoshop. No Artificial Intelligence.

“You have to give it to the senator, Sheriff. He’s trying his best to keep Snow Bunny warm.”

The blonde girl didn’t look any older than the senator’s children. If she was underage, O’Connor had bigger problems than worrying about losing his wife or his career.

Morgan gave the picture to his deputy. “I want that girl’s name and age. Go back to the office and take Eve with you. She needs to see some action before she develops cabin fever.”
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* * *
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Deputy Eve Ford was happy to be outside instead of being cooped up in the sheriff’s office, performing mundane tasks while her baby bump outgrew her uniform. Still, it would have been nicer if the sheriff hadn’t delegated them an impossible task. “I’m starting to think it’d be easier to find two identical snowflakes than O’Connor’s snow rabbit.”

Despite their best efforts, she and Gil weren’t any closer to identifying the mysterious blonde girl than they were two hours earlier.

“She’s a snow bunny, Eve.” Her partner chuckled. “Not a snow rabbit.”

The distinction flew over Eve’s head.

No one at the resort remembered seeing the blonde girl with the senator, so they shifted their attention toward the grey, teal, and purple snowmobile. By visiting every dealership in town, Eve hoped that one of the employees might recognize the vehicle and provide them with a name. Any name.

“Next dealership is Winter Adventure. Second intersection on the left.” An outdoor enthusiast, Gil knew every sale and rental place in town. “There’s a parking lot on the side of the building.”

As Eve parked, a low rumble in her expanding belly reminded her that she needed to eat something. “After this one, I’m grabbing a coffee and a donut. My baby girl needs her afternoon snack.”

The door of the dealership chimed when Eve pulled it open. She entered the showroom, followed by Gil. Their steps resonated on the concrete floor where a dozen or so models of snowmobiles were on display. No purple or teal vehicles caught her gaze.

Toward the back of the room, an employee fiddled with the engine of a black and yellow Ski-Doo. He lifted his head in their direction. “I’ll be with you in a moment.”

“Do I look like I have a moment?” Her baby girl had eaten at Eve’s patience. “Where’s your manager, Tool Boy?”

Beside her, Gil hiccupped a chuckle. Though they both shared the rank of deputy, Eve had nearly a decade, both in age and seniority, over her twenty-four-year-old partner.

The employee, who didn’t appear any older than Gil, wiped his hands on his jeans. “Sorry, ma’am. I’m the manager. Is something wrong?”

She pulled the picture from her jacket. With her thumb covering O’Connor’s face, she showed him the compromising photo. “What can you tell us about this snowmobile?”

A smile split the guy’s face, showing a missing bottom tooth. “This is a custom painted Polaris Limited Edition. We have two in stock. One is orange and—”

“Do I look like I’m here to buy one?” Eve pressed her free hand on her hip, near her gun, and glared. “Tell me you know who bought the limited edition in the photo.”

“I don’t but...” The manager glanced back and forth between her and Gil. “Sherry should know. She’s been riding it all month.”

The name rang like music to Eve’s ears. “And where can we find Sherry?”

“I don’t know where she lives, but she often crashes at my cousin’s place. He’s at 1287 Spruce Drive, second floor, apartment 217, the last one on the left.”

––––––––
[image: ]


* * *
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Slowed by the extra weight she had gained, Eve climbed the stairs to the second floor a few steps after Gil.

“You stay behind me.” Gil knocked on the door numbered 217. “Sheriff’s order.”

“Whatever...” Eve longed for some excitement on the job, but over the last few months, the sheriff had become even more protective than Nathan, her husband.

The door of the apartment opened.

Astonished to see their mysterious teenage girl clad in a furry bikini, Eve elbowed her way in front of Gil. “Sherry?”

“Yes...” The girl ogled Gil from head to boots, ignoring Eve. “Are you here for the photoshoot?”

“No.” Still, the question baffled Eve. “Can we come in?”

“Sure.” Sherry took a step back. “Are you real cops? You’re not going to arrest me, are you?”

“Not unless you give us probable cause.” Eve entered the premises, followed by Gil. “How old are you, Sherry?”

“I’m almost twenty-two years old.” In the blink of an eye, Sherry’s shameless appreciation for Gil morphed into blatant distrust. “I didn’t do anything wrong.”

Unwilling to take the girl’s words at face value, Eve asked for proof of age. To her dismay, the valid driver’s licence that Sherry produced appeared genuine. “Okay, Sherry. Tell me about that picture.”

When presented with the incriminating evidence, Sherry relaxed, and her face lit up like a Christmas tree. “Don’t I look great! Those are my real boobs, you know. Once I get a copy of the calendar, I’m sending it to Playboy. I’ve always dreamed of becoming a centrefold.”

Disheartened, Eve rubbed her belly. Baby girl, you are so going to college.

––––––––
[image: ]


* * *
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Hope didn’t earn the moniker Quest for nothing. When she set her mind on something, there was no obstacle she couldn’t handle. That included the two guys who bound, gagged, and blindfolded her.

Her mother had taught her many survival skills, the most important being not to let fear paralyze her. Despite years of trying, Quest had never conquered her fear of the dark, but she had learned to wrestle it into submission. Today, she would prove to herself that she had mastered her mother’s lessons.

Deprived of her sight and hearing, Quest focused on her other senses.

Sandwiched between the backrest of a snowmobile and the back of the man who threatened her at gunpoint, she couldn’t bail out of the moving vehicle even if she had been inclined to dive headfirst into the unknown.

Her centre of gravity shifted, the vibrations of the engine grew stronger, and gusts of wind pricked her face. It felt like they were climbing a slope where trees were becoming few and far between.

The snowsuit of her driver reeked of alcohol and cigarettes. If his demeanour was any indication, Smelly was the leader. He also asked her name, meaning this wasn’t a random abduction. His sidekick, the one who covered their tracks with the small groomer, kept scratching the front of his pants, so she nicknamed him Itchy. He was also the one who took her skis, poles, and weapon.

The snowmobile came to an abrupt halt. Propelled forward, she bumped her face into Smelly’s shoulder. Disgust wrenched her stomach. This training session was going down in history as the worst one ever.

Someone grabbed her by the arm and yanked her off the seat. She fell into the snow. Sore, undignified, and livid. The handkerchief covering her mouth was removed and the blindfold pulled from her eyes.

Quest struggled to sit.

In the distance was the mountain that had captured her imagination, but this wasn’t how she had planned on seeing it. A shadow suddenly blocked the sunlight, prompting her to divert her gaze onto the figure looming over her.

A tall and lanky white man with short brown hair and a rigid stance stared down at her. “Are you Hope Matheson?”

“No.” The leather strap binding her wrists together in front of her cut the circulation to her fingers. “Can I go now?”

“Liz used to be feisty too.” A lopsided smile contorted his face. “Until your father got a hold of her.”

“What?” What Quest read made no sense. “What father?”

“I read your biography on the Internet. Quite impressive for a deaf girl.”

A storm raged inside her chest. No one belittled her without suffering the consequences. “What do you want?”

The man tilted his chin toward Smelly and Itchy but his mouth remained in her line of vision. “Get her inside the fishing lodge, boys, and be nice. I don’t want any bruises on her.”

Deeply touched by his consideration, she laced her fingers together and made a fist. There would be bruises all right, but not on her. When Itchy got her up on her feet, she kicked him where it itched. Victim of her ski boot, he fell to his knees, his mouth wide open. She then stretched her arms and spun around, hitting Smelly square in the face with her twined fists. The thug tumbled backwards into the snow.

Something struck the back of her head, and darkness engulfed her.
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Alone in his office, Morgan stared in disbelief at the speaker phone on his desk. “Let me get this straight, Gil. The guy in the snowmobile picture is not the senator. Snow Bunny is not a minor. She’s an aspiring model named Sherry Clark who was paid two thousand dollars cash on December 15th to sit naked in the cold on the lap of a male model named Joel while a photographer named Sly snapped the pictures, which were destined for a calendar?”

His deputy munched on the line. “That pretty much sums it up.”

“Let me run Sherry Clark’s name.” Morgan entered the name in the database. Her driver’s licence appeared on the screen along with her picture. “She’s twenty-one years old. Her record is clean. Do you have a last name for Joel and Sly?”

“No, but wannabe Miss December gave us Joel’s address. We’ll pay him a visit as soon as Eve’s baby girl stops eating.”

Someone had gone through a lot of trouble to manufacture real evidence. “This is an elaborate blackmailing scheme, Gil, and that Joel character may be an active participant.” His two deputies knew and accepted the risks associated with the job, but Eve’s baby didn’t sign up for danger. “Drop Eve back to the office before you—”

“I’m pregnant, Anchor, not disabled.” The voice of his feisty female deputy boomed on the line. “We’ll keep you posted.”
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* * *
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Eve parked in front of a blue house in an upscale neighbourhood. A silver Porsche was parked in a shovelled driveway alongside a black pickup truck. She eyed the expensive car. For the price of that Porsche, she could buy a minivan, a car seat, and a stroller, remodel and furnish her baby’s room, and have enough spare change to buy diapers for the next two years. “I’m in the wrong line of work.”

“At least you get to keep our clothes on,” her partner quipped.

“Very funny.” A grin sneaked past her stern on-duty face. “You go first and be baby’s shield. That way we can both kick your butt.”

She followed Gil to the front door. He knocked, his stance telling her that he was ready to draw his gun.

Moments later, a man in his late twenties answered the door. He shared some facial resemblance with Senator O’Connor. “May I help you?”

“I’m Deputy Gil Thompson. Behind me is Deputy Eve Ford.” Gil’s demeanour remained guarded. “Are you Joel?”

“Yes. Please come in.” Joel pushed the door wide open and invited them into his living room, as if he had nothing to hide. “What can I do for you, Deputies?”

Eve showed him the compromising picture with Sherry. “Can you explain this?”

“Nice shot, hey? Sherry was a bit cold by the end. Oh... no...” Joel stared helplessly at the two of them. “I didn’t know. I swear. She said she was twenty-one. She had her driver’s licence. I checked the date. I—”

“Take it easy, Winter Boy.” Gil exhibited unusual compassion toward the distraught young man. “She’s not underage. We just want to know what happened.”

“Nothing happened. I kept my clothes on.” Joel shrugged. “It was just a sexy calendar shoot.”

Both participants had given the same cover story, but Eve had a hard time believing either of them. “So you’re the man in the photo?” When Joel acquiesced, she presented him with the other picture, the one with the exotic beauty on the bridge. “What about that one?”

“No. Not me. Hey, wait a sec...” Joel’s brows scrunched over his nose as he took a closer look. “That’s the old guy.”

Eve exchanged a quizzical look with her partner. “What old guy?”

“Sly gave me a close-up of that old guy. He told me I needed to look like his identical twin brother for the calendar shoot. Getting the right shade of grey was a challenge. It took me a few days and lots of hair colour, but I succeeded. You can’t tell the difference between him and me, can you?”

While Eve hated to absolve O’Connor, the senator was clearly not the man in the second picture. Someone had framed him. “Okay, Joel. Who’s Sly?”

“He’s the photographer. I did look at his credentials, you know. He’s legit. He gave me his business card. I don’t know why you’re making a big case out of a naked picture.”

The reasoning didn’t impress Eve much. Any crook with a computer and a printer could look legit nowadays. “Does Sly have a last name?”

“Sly Serpent. He paid me two thousand cash and let me keep the clothes.”

Eve took a closer step toward the male model. “What clothes?”

“The clothes that Sly brought for the shoot. The winter jacket, the gloves, the pants. Everything.”

No wonder the senator wears the same winter coat in both photos. The sheriff was not going to be pleased to learn that the blackmailer went the extra thousand miles to ensure the second picture looked authentic. If she convinced Joel to surrender the clothes without a warrant, it would save them time. And with any luck, the lab might find a hair or a print on them. “Do you still have the clothes? They could be evidence in a case we’re investigating.”

“They weren’t my style, so I threw them away.” Joel offered a smile that looked anything but apologetic. “I may still have Sly’s business card, though. You want it?”

“Sure.” Eve suspected the card was fake, but if the blackmailer was stupid enough to print a real address and phone number, he deserved to be arrested.
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Coach Douglas paced the shooting range. Wind gusts from the west played havoc with his shooters’ accuracy, and he didn’t like the results.

The weather was a factor over which athletes had no control, but it wasn’t an excuse for not focusing on the target.

His cell phone vibrated in his pocket. He glanced at the screen.


Message from Hope Matheson





By now, she should have returned from her solo training session and have already joined them at the shooting range after a quick snack. The girl was running late, which was out of character.

He read the message.


Finished morning practice. Something came up. Need rest of day to sort things out. See u tomorrow. Hope



“Hope?” She used her real name only on official papers, never in messages or emails. “Whatever came up must have rattled you good.”

The girl was a dedicated athlete, his star athlete, and the sharpest shooter that Douglas had ever trained. She was his best hope for the future.

Aside from agreeing to her request, there wasn’t much more he could do from the shooting range, but he promised to check on her later tonight.
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To Morgan’s relief, the morning newspaper wasn’t tainted with any new political scandals. So far, the senator’s blackmailer was holding up his end of the bargain, but how long that would last was anyone’s guess.

Nonetheless thankful for the reprieve, Morgan poured himself a second cup of coffee before flipping to the sports section.

A key rattled in the doorknob of his front door. He glanced through the window at his unplowed driveway. Maria’s car was parked beside his cruiser. His maid was early.

“Good morning, Señor Anchor. Me happy to see you before you go work. Can ask something?”

The bubbly Bolivian woman was a charming and hardworking lady, but she was chattier than a black-capped chickadee on a sunny spring day. Five minutes in her company was enough to send any sane person into social overload.

“Morning, Maria.” With any luck, it would be a quick request. “What can I do for you?”

“Me church collecting clothes for people in earthquake. You have lot clothes in bedrooms. Like to give some? Me stay longer and clean closets for you. No charging more.”

All the quality clothes that he used to wear in his former life cluttered his spare bedroom. Had he bothered sorting them before moving to Montana, he would have given them away instead of packing them. His maid’s offer presented too much merit to ignore. “That’s very nice of you, Maria. You can take all the clothes stored in the guest bedroom, but do not remove anything from my bedroom. Do you understand?”

“Me not take clothes from Señor bedroom. Me understand.” She beamed with gratitude. “Me clean closet real good for Señor. Thank you.”

Her joy and enthusiasm brightened his day, sparking an idea. “Maria, do you have room in your weekly cleaning schedule for another house?”

“Si. Si.” She nodded with such gusto, her head threatened to roll off her shoulders. “You have customer for me?”

“Would you go to Deputy Eve Ford’s house once a week to clean? Her husband, Nathan, hurt his back, and she’s seven months pregnant. They need help. I will pay you.” If Eve objected, Morgan would tell her that it was his baby gift.

“You good man, Señor. Go work now. Adiós.” His maid quickly disappeared into the corridor.

Had Maria met him a decade or two ago, she wouldn’t have called him a good man. He had been a selfish and arrogant fool, and he had paid the price for his behaviour. The ultimate price.

The trip down memory lane darkened his mood. He tossed the newspaper in the recycling bin. “I’m leaving, Maria.”

“Wait, Señor.” Small, quick steps resonated in the corridor. Out of breath, his maid emerged holding a folded envelope and a few twenty-dollar bills. “Found in blue and grey line coat. Not give church.”

Having no idea which jacket she meant, Morgan took the wrinkled envelope and shoved it in his pocket. “You keep the money. Have a good day.”

Four intersections and a railway track separated his house from the sheriff’s office. Depending on the number of red lights or trains he encountered, it took him anywhere from five to fifteen minutes to get to work.

Morgan stopped at the railway tracks behind a silver SUV. Two locomotives rolled by, pulling a chain of wagons as far as the eye could see.

With nothing to do but wait, he leaned back in his seat and dug his hands into his pockets, stumbling onto the envelope that Maria had given him.

“Let’s see.” He opened it.

As soon as he glimpsed the folded piece of blue paper inside, his past caught up once more with him, jabbing an invisible knife into his chest.

“Phoenix.” Eighteen years later, her name still evoked heartache and regrets. With a quivering heart, he unfolded the tattered piece of paper. He had read the note so often he could recite it in his nightmares.


RMC, May 11th

This is a farewell letter, Ducky.



His parents never liked his friends or the bad influence they exercised on their only child, so his father refused to pay Morgan’s tuition if he attended the same American university as any of them. Money spoke back then, so Morgan chose exile to spite his family and went to Queen’s University in Ontario, Canada, partly because of its rowing club and partly because the drinking age was nineteen.

In his third year, during an exhibition regatta against the Royal Military College in Kingston, Morgan had struck a duckling with his oar, catapulting the feathered baby into the crowd.

After the race, a female officer cadet had approached him. It had taken Morgan an eternity to divert his eyes from her gorgeous blue eyes to the quacking duckling that she held with her gloves.

From that point on, she had called him Ducky.


Meeting your parents was a mistake I regret. Your mother refused to shake my hand and your father kept staring at my arm. Their actions made it painfully clear that you deserve a perfect woman and that I don’t belong in your family.



His parents had been right about his so-called friends, but they couldn’t have been more wrong about Phoenix. She had been perfect in every sense of the word, but his parents had treated her with contempt. Morgan’s cowardly silence had only reinforced their positions.


I’m graduating on the 15th and I’m being deployed to Europe on the 18th. They want me to improve my Russian and Ukrainian.



Only in the Army would they want her to improve something that she mastered better than the local residents.


The last weekend we spent together, I asked you to come with me. You said you’d think about it. It’s been more than two weeks, and I still haven’t heard from you. I’m taking your lack of response as a response.



Morgan had chosen his trust fund over love, and lived long enough to regret it.


Please take care of yourself.

Love you always,

Phoenix



Like the mystical bird, she had risen from the ashes, and at her touch, he had crashed and burned.

––––––––
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* * *

––––––––
[image: ]


Gil picked up the infamous business card from Eve’s desk.


SFS Photos - Show your Fangs and Smile

Sly Serpent, PO Box 8888, Montana



Joel, the male model, had forgotten where he put the photographer’s
























d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
10

. MaR

S

J





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image002.jpg
htp:/ /bwlpublishing.ca





d2d_images/image000.jpg
Funded by the
Government
of Canada

Canada





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/image005.jpg
Adberton

Government





d2d_images/image004.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





