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CHAPTER 1




  DAVE slouched in his chair, surrounded by tattoos and testosterone. Only full patch members were left in the room—all the rest had been sent out.




  All except Dave, as once again he’d deliberately faded from their notice. He didn’t know exactly how he disappeared—whether peoples’ eyes just slid away from him or if light actually bent around him. His grandmother had never told him. All he knew was that it took a lot of concentration and he couldn’t fool cameras.




  “Last call for beer,” said Weasel.




  Dave quietly sipped his water. He was tired and needed to stay alert to focus his magical power, as today’s meeting was a key one. The gang would be discussing how they could expand their drug network, targeting new markets beyond the big cities. Dave tipped his chair back, scratched his full beard, and then, despite his good intentions, his thoughts wandered. He reviewed in his mind the number and location of firearms in the room. He then considered the number of members there with known or alleged murders on their scorecard. He’d joined up only a few weeks ago, with a referral from another chapter, but already it looked like his work would pay off well.




  Sasquatch—their very large and very hairy leader—finally called them to order. “Okay, let’s get going. Weasel, Spider, good job last week, torching up that club. Now they’ll show us a little more respect, and cash. Oh, and welcome to our newest member, Badger.”




  Sasquatch had taken back control last year when he’d been released from prison—with an MBA earned on taxpayers’ dollars. Badger was even newer than Dave, recently arrived from some First Nations group out in California. He’d already been made part of the inner circle, based on an impressive criminal record. They’d met earlier, and he’d given Dave a peculiar look at the time.




  “Spider, phones off, and no photos,” said Sasquatch.




  “Sorry boss.” Spider put down his cell phone. “Just thought you’d want to see us all together.” He stared at the picture, then pointed across the table at Dave. “Hey, what’s he still doing here?”




  Dave woke up with a jolt, crashing back onto the floor, and definitely losing his concentration. With his sudden unfade everyone stared—frozen for a moment.




  He knew that every person present would kill him without hesitation. He was on his own in this. He stood and spread his hands, smiling around the room. “Hey guys, lighten up! I just dozed off in my chair. What’s the big deal?” This was not going to work, judging from the angry looks he was getting—especially from the new guy. Badger gestured angrily at him, and Dave swayed with a wave of dizziness. His pause gave Sasquatch long enough to block the only door.




  Dave glanced behind him at the large window, almost floor to ceiling, with rows of painted over panes. He grabbed a chair, swung as if to go after Badger but then turned and hit the window as hard as he could, shattering the old wood trim and glass. Good thing he had practised this in simulation exercises. Now was the time to see if his leather jacket was worth the price.




  He covered his face with an arm and pushed through the frame, landing on a pile of garbage bags behind the sushi restaurant. He scrambled to his feet, reeking of fish, and raced down the alley, slipping in the January slush. Angry shouts filled the air, as the rest of the gang piled through after him. No gunshots—yet. He burst out onto Queen Street, risking a quick glance over his shoulder to confirm they were still close behind him. He turned back, just in time to see the side of a big red TTC streetcar. Dave slammed into the side of the ‘Red Rocket,’ and fell back to the pavement. There was a screech of tires and a car bumper appeared, inches from his nose. A Toronto Police bumper. Within seconds an anxious officer was looking down at him.




  “Whoa, slow down buddy. You all right there?”




  As Dave’s vision cleared he looked up at the concerned cop, then back at the alley. Most of his pursuers had stopped at the entrance, but Badger and Sasquatch walked toward him, calm as could be.




  “That’s okay officer,” said Sasquatch, “our buddy wasn’t paying attention. Our apologies. We’ll take him across the street to the local clinic and take good care of him.”




  Dave looked at them, then up at the cop, still bending down with a concerned look. Choices, always choices.




  “Up yours, pig,” he snarled, and swung a fist at the innocently smiling face.




  




  CHAPTER 2




  DAVE’S nose had finally stopped bleeding. His ribs still ached though—less from the collision with the streetcar than from the knee of the cop who had held him face down on the pavement. Once they’d taken the cuffs off, Dave had cleaned up a bit, but the smell of well-aged sushi still clung to him.




  There was a rattle in the lock, then a guard smiled down at him. “Come on, pretty boy, some suit wants to talk to you. Try not to bleed all over him.”




  Dave slouched in his chair, silent, staring at the RCMP inspector across from him. Dave noticed him glance up at the camera—a reminder of how this would have to go down. The inspector leaned forward, seemingly calm, but Dave knew him well enough to know he was upset.




  Chuck Williams was in fact very upset. What a mess—not just Dave, the whole situation. With Dave’s scuffed jacket, torn jeans, long hair and a beard, he looked like street trash. And he smelled of fish. Broad-shouldered, tall and muscular in a wiry way, he also had that haunted unhealthy bad boy look around his eyes that made people believe his story of an adolescence spent indulging in drugs. And those tattoos were just icing on the cake. Dave was more than just Chuck’s best undercover worker though, he really liked the kid. He’d been worried sick about him and this hair-brained infiltration plan, so far off the risk grid it would never have been approved without Chuck’s signature. He shook his head. Punching the uniform officer was typical Dave, brilliant yet way out of the box. Maybe there was still a chance to salvage the case. But, first things first. Get Dave out of here.




  Chuck leaned forward. “So, Bear, I guess you figured moving to Toronto we wouldn’t find you. You underestimate the RCMP. I have a federal warrant being forwarded to the Toronto Police as we speak and I am here to escort you to Chicoutimi personally. Don’t plan on doing anything creative for the next five years.” He was glad to pull Dave out of the reach of the Nomads but he was even more relieved to find a way to get Dave out of undercover before he got too careless. It was about time Dave grew up and thought about rounding out some skills for the rest of his career.




  Dave smiled back. He liked his new alias ‘Bear.’ It fit well. He’d picked up on the hint too, that neither of them knew how secure the Toronto police cell-block was. Bikers had associates everywhere.




  “You’ve got nothing on me,” he said. “Those guys just started chasing me; I never saw them before. Chased me right into a streetcar. I was so groggy then, I thought that cop was coming after me, so I hit back—just in self-defence.” He folded his arms and put a foot up on the table. “It’s all a misunderstanding.”




  The Inspector shoved Dave’s foot back off the table. “Nice try, but I’ve heard all your stories before. You’re done for. Whatever you were trying to set up here is finished.”




  Dave argued back for a few minutes more, but eventually went along with the move to get him out of Toronto.




  Later, after Dave had been paraded publicly in handcuffs to the waiting RCMP vehicle, they had a chance to talk more freely.




  “Well Corporal Browne,” said the Inspector, “here’s another fine mess you’ve gotten us into. Did you at least get any details on their new plans?”




  “Sorry, Inspector,” said Dave, “Didn’t get much, other than the names of key players close to Sasquatch. The meeting was just starting when I got busted.”




  “They’re really pissed off, Dave. Too bad they made you. I hope you’re not losing your touch. I’m afraid, that’s it for you around here, as it’s only been a few hours and word is already out on the street about you. They still seem to buy your cover story, so are now trying to find out which rival gang you’re working for. At any rate, while you do great work—even if somewhat unorthodox—you’re no longer any good to me on the streets here. So now what do we do with you? Any ideas? How about the SWAT team up in Ottawa?”




  Dave shook his head, he’d heard about them from a friend. Lots of simulations, and nice toys, but no real action. Plus, compared to Toronto, Ottawa was boring—he’d been there once, and once was enough.




  “No, SWAT’s not my thing, Chuck.”




  “You’re right, you’d probably blow something up. All right, then here’s another choice, a better one for your career. I can set something up for you working uniform in another province. There’s an opening in Manitoba in a little town, next to a reserve and provincial park. You’ll be the Commander there, in a small detachment far off the beaten track. It’s an easy posting. Just think of it as some time off—you could do with a break. Plus you’ll have a chance to finally develop some supervisory skills. The main industry there is a big new eco-friendly mill, a showpiece for the government. The town is quiet until the summer tourists roll in, so it should be easy for you to get used to running a detachment.”




  “Can I think about it?” said Dave.




  “Not really,” said Chuck. “You need to get off the streets right away. You’ve time to just pack a bag and leave—we’ll send your things up after you. Do a good job, keep things running smoothly, and I’ll make sure you get a good chance at a promotion—wherever you decide to go. Just no more undercover.”




  “Hey, wait a minute, Chuck. Undercover’s my thing—you know I’m good at it. I’m top of my game here. I’m the best you have. I’m a quarter First Nations, so I can do Native, Mexican, South American, whatever is needed.”




  Chuck was just shaking his head.




  “Come on buddy,” said Dave. “You owe me. At least give me drug squad somewhere. Patrol work is for the B team. It’s house league. Especially in some rinky-dink place in Manitoba.”




  Dave liked being a loner, and liked the advantage his secret power gave him. He couldn’t just give that all up. He could see that Chuck still had on his stubborn face, though. “Chuck, who had your back in that argument with the Chief? Who got you the information about who was padding their overtime claims? So yes, I admit I’d better disappear from Toronto, but keep me in the file. I’ll do six months, that should be plenty.”




  Chuck held up a hand. “Dave, once you get going, you could talk the stripes off a zebra. We both know that getting you out of Toronto is not only the best thing for your health, but it’s SOP. Fine, I’ll keep you on file—I’ll give you that. But you’ll do a year. Pick up some people skills, maybe even learn something about aboriginal issues while you’re there. Just manage your team, learn how to wear a uniform again, and impress the District Commander. Don’t make any waves.”




  “No problem,” said Dave. “I guarantee it will be a quiet year.”




  




  CHAPTER 3




  DAVE woke up with a jerk, confused, falling. The call of a loon echoed in his head.




  “Ladies and gentlemen, we have now started our descent into Kirk’s Landing, please ensure your seat belts are securely fastened—”




  He tuned out the rest of the announcement, stretched, and ran his fingers through his short dark hair. He had a crick in his neck, a sore butt, the start of a headache, and was dying for a smoke. These 20-passenger planes might be great for smaller airports, but they were built like a little tube, cramped for someone his size. He glanced at his neighbour. “Guess I fell asleep.”




  “You sure did. You were tucked up against the window for most of the flight. Hi, I’m John—you getting off here too?”




  Dave nodded. “Not for long though.” He crouched down and peered out the tiny window of the Bearskin Airlines turboprop. The view hadn’t changed much for the last hour. Snow, scruffy pines, ice-covered lakes, and more snow, still a blinding white in the late afternoon sun. He supposed this was a great area for tourists, but for him it would just be very cold and very isolated.




  His boss Chuck had been his usual efficient self. Within a day he’d orchestrated a cover story for Dave’s disappearance from Toronto and the Chicoutimi prison, persuaded Toronto Police that charges could be dropped because Dave was too groggy from being hit by the street car to form intent, arranged transfer documents, convinced the local RCMP to post him to the Kirk’s Landing detachment as the ‘Corporal in Charge’, ordered up some winter-weight clothing to be delivered to the detachment, and emailed briefing notes to read on the plane.




  The notes hadn’t been encouraging. Just another sleepy small town, with money from the mill and tourists, and probably nothing more exciting than a speeding ticket. He reminded himself that sleepy and boring would be good while he was up here. Definitely a change from the hustle of Toronto life, but bearable, he supposed. It was too late to change his decision anyway so the best he could hope for would be to get Chuck to reconsider in six months. He would miss his independence though, and the excitement of undercover work.




  The plane rolled to a stop just short of the small terminal building and a ramp was wheeled up. Judging from the cold draft that swept in the open door it would be a brisk walk to the terminal. Dave stood, swayed with a bit of dizziness, but managed to help his seatmate wrestle down a bulky package, covered in a layer of packing tape. Dave was tall to start off with, but as he wrapped his new down coat around him he started to take up most of the aisle.




  “Thanks for the help,” said John. “I was down south on business—I’m in engineering here at the mill—and I decided I might as well bring a new supply of coffee back.” He patted Dave’s shoulder. “That’s a serious parka there. You look like a big bear in it. Better be careful in hunting season. You look a little over-prepared with it though—must be from down south.”




  “I’ve been around,” said Dave.




  “Those southern winters are all slush and rain,” said John. “Up here we expect it to be like this every year, so we dress for it. But it’s not that bad out today, really, for mid-January, maybe 20 below with the nice hot sun. It should really drop tonight though, with this clear sky. Maybe minus 40 if we’re lucky”.




  Dave shivered a bit. “I’m not sure if I’d call that lucky.” There were only a few others getting off with him, but all wore lighter coats, with a tuque here and there.




  He ducked his head as he stepped out onto the stairs. The cold and brightness made him pause for a second at the top step. Winters at Depot in Regina had been brisk at times, but never quite like this. His nose tingled, his eyes watered, and there was a definite draft up his pant leg. One of his first priorities would be to dig out his long johns.




  ***




  The snow crunched under Dave’s feet as he walked toward the small metal terminal building. Aside from a control tower, some small planes under tarps, a couple of storage sheds, and a small hanger, that was it for the Kirk’s Landing airport. All was quiet as he approached the terminal entrance—a big change from the noise and hustle of Pearson in Toronto. The air was almost painfully crisp, clear and clean, the colours bright in the sun. Next to the wall a flock of small birds busily fluttered and chattered around a scattering of donuts. Above them, on the edge of the roof, sat a larger black and white bird, looking like a chickadee on steroids. It cocked its head at him, whistled, and flew off.




  “Hello to you too,” Dave muttered. As he opened the door he noticed a small sign in the window, saying ‘Welcome to Our Hell-hole’.




  John was still behind him, struggling with his big parcel. “We got that label last year from a rather outspoken Cabinet Minister,” he said. “Her plane had stopped off, just to wait out a storm. She got bored and went into our little town, and I guess just assumed we would all reschedule to suit her. When she saw the plane almost ready to leave her behind she threw a bit of a temper tantrum and started yelling at everyone. Didn’t bother us much, we’ve been called worse things by better people.”




  Dave held the door for him. “And?”




  “Thanks. Ironically, she’s now looking after Northern Economic Development. She gets to inflict herself on all sorts of charming little hamlets. In fact, I think she’s due back here in a few months.”




  The terminal was small but fairly new looking, with windows along the front, rows of plain plastic seats, and some sad-looking potted plants. At one end sat the obligatory coffee shop, and a small store with chips and drinks, magazine racks, rows of postcards, and a few shelves of bedraggled souvenirs. Dave doubted if there was an executive lounge for government officials to wait for their flight.




  “John, back from the big south?” Dave turned, as a very young looking constable approached them. “Hi, Corporal Browne? I’m Constable Reese, Jim Reese. I was hoping I’d be the first to welcome you to your new detachment but John here beat me to it.”




  Dave smiled and shook Reese’s hand. John suddenly looked nervous, very nervous. He’d gone a little pale, and Dave could already see a few beads of sweat on his forehead. “Yes, I met him on the plane,” said Dave, “He’s brought a fresh supply of coffee with him too.”




  “Really? I thought you were a tea drinker, John,” said Reese.




  Dave carefully turned toward his seatmate, stumbled a bit, and managed to not only knock the big parcel to the floor but fall on it with one knee. “Oh, sorry, John.”




  Dave smiled to himself as the bag split open, revealing several smaller bags of coffee and two clear baggies of brown-green leaves. Maybe a few ounces worth. “Is that some of your tea, John?” He looked over at Reese, then pointedly back at the evidence.




  “Wait a minute, Mr. Hammel,” said Reese. “What do we have here?” Reese took John by the elbow and led him aside. “Why don’t you have a seat over here for a sec.” He turned back to Dave. “Want me to call Norris to come and get you while I deal with this?”




  “Don’t worry about it,” said Dave. “We don’t even know for sure what we have here—although I doubt that it’s Orange Pekoe. You probably don’t want to be going through his suitcase in this tiny airport lounge, anyway. How about we take John and his things back to the detachment, where you can find out his story and see exactly what this is. I’ll have a cup of coffee there and a smoke, lock my gun away, and we’ll talk about what you’re going to do next. You do have several options, you know.”




  “Good plan,” said Reese. He smiled and turned back to John. “Mr. Hammel. How were you getting home from the airport?”




  John was close to blubbering. “I, I was taking a taxi I guess.”




  “Well, I’ll save you the cost,” said Reese, “and give you a ride to the detachment office. We can have a chat when we get there.”




  Dave beckoned Reese back over. “If he coughs up good intelligence you can always cut a deal with the charge, since falling on a package is not a customary search technique.”




  “Sounds good,” said Reese. “although I suspect John doesn’t have any drug links. I’ll confirm what’s in these baggies, then I can talk with him. Thanks for the tips.”




  “No problem,” said Dave. He lowered his voice again. “And I’d appreciate it if we kept quiet about my undercover work in Toronto. I just got burned there by the Nomads, and don’t want them tracking me to here.”




  “It’s hard to keep anything quiet in little towns,” said Reese, “but I’ll do my best.” He straightened up in his role as ‘briefing constable’. “We’ve no biker gangs up here, though. Not any gangs at all, really. Apparently there are drugs in town, mostly weed, bit of cocaine in the summer, but nothing really organized. Just a quiet little place.”




  Dave nodded.




  Reese continued. “A nice place, though. I just graduated eight months ago, so this is my first posting. I know I look young for my age, but I’m 20.”




  Dave smiled. “We all have to start somewhere.” He’d hoped just to hide up here and do as little work as possible, but looked like he’d have to watch out for Constable Doogie Howser. At least Reese’s six months coaching stint was over, so Jim could now assume full duties on his own.




  “Want a coffee?” said Reese.




  “No thanks,” he replied, “Not really a fan of weak airport coffee.”




  Reese grinned, “You’ll need to check out Rosie’s then. He brews a mean cup. None of that big city grande triple triple double shot fluffy soy foam type stuff.”




  Dave listened with half an ear as Reese carried on with his chirpy introduction to the area. His briefing notes had already covered the basics for him. There were about 800 people in the town, a small pulp and paper mill, some hunting and fishing, and about 300 natives on the nearby reserve. He hoped there would be no issues with them. He couldn’t remember which First Nations it was—maybe Ojibwa? The town, and reserve, were both just inside the edge of Whiteshell Provincial Park. His detachment had two constables and a part-time clerk—not a lot for the area, but maybe that meant it was quiet.




  “The other constable, Norris, was your field coach?” asked Dave.




  “Yes,” said Reese. “She’s been to a few detachments already. She’s a big help, but it’s been pretty easy so far. It’s great! I’ve wanted to do this since I was a kid.”




  “And the clerk?” said Dave.




  “She’s the mayor’s wife,” said Jim. “She seems mainly to be there so that she can keep him in the loop with what we’re doing and pass on what council thinks is important.”




  Great, thought Dave, a micromanaging council to deal with. Might be more work to this than he thought, even to just keep a low profile for his sentence.




  Dave managed to pop outside for a quick cigarette while they waited for his bags to make the short but slow journey from plane to terminal. It calmed his nerves a bit, but didn’t ease his headache. When he went back in, John was sitting quietly, staring at the floor, the only passenger left in the terminal. Dave’s bags finally showed up, including his pistol. “Let’s go Mr. Hammel,” he said. Dave picked up his bags. Reese picked up John’s, and they headed for the parking lot.




  “I’m over here,” said Reese, pointing at a brand new looking SUV.




  “Mr. Hammel, in here please.” John seemed in a daze as Dave helped him into the backseat.




  Dave climbed in front with Reese and looked back through the plastic partition. “Sure looks like a first timer to me, Reese. Hey, nice truck.”




  “Just got it,” said Reese. “These roads just killed the last one. We’ve two vehicles for the three of us,” said Reese. “but Norris says with the summer rush we could even do with a third one. We look after the town, help the band police, patrol a section of the main highway, and also work with Conservation agents in the park. Oh, and we’ve a boat to tow around in the summer and a ski-doo trailer in the winter. At least we don’t have to patrol any ice roads.”




  “That’s good,” said Dave. “Wouldn’t want to risk this nice shiny truck. Or me.”




  “Just hope I can keep it shiny,” said Reese, as he pulled onto the road in a spray of gravel.




  




  CHAPTER 4




  REESE reached for the radio mike, “Just a sec, Dave. 23-alpha-2, to Dispatch, checking in.”




  “10-4. Hi Reese, Sharon here. Scratched up that new truck yet?”




  Reese looked embarrassed. “Ah, I have the new NCO in the car with me, Corporal Dave Browne. Just got off the plane and he’s already on patrol.”




  “Hi Corporal Browne.” She had a warm motherly voice. “Welcome to Manitoba, and to Kirk’s Landing. Come in and visit us sometime in Winnipeg and we’ll give you a tour of division HQ.”




  Reese explained to him that the radio and dispatch service was mostly done out of Winnipeg, although staff at the local detachment could patch in as well. In the evenings the dispatchers always wanted to know who was in what car and what shift they were working. “They even time me when I’m out of the car on break!”




  Dave smiled. He suspected this was a safety thing more than coffee break monitoring. He would definitely try and visit them, though, as it was always good to put a face to a voice. Dispatchers were essential to operations, so it was always wise to be in their good books.




  He stared out the window as they drove along the twisting gravel road, between high snowbanks and thick dark stands of trees. The snow was turning blue in the fading light, and the shadows seemed to shift and move between the trees as he watched. Not nearly as comforting as the familiar darkness of the back alleys of Toronto. He’d enjoyed his work there, working independently, using his fade to carefully infiltrate groups. As a shy little kid he’d learned to just not be noticed, as a useful way to avoid a teacher’s question or a bully’s fist. Then one summer his grandmother had inadvertently turned that skill into a real power, the ability to literally disappear. His dad had been posted off somewhere—again—but instead of the usual summer camps Dave had been sent to stay with his mother’s side of the family. Nana had taken him fishing, and taught him how to be quiet, to blend in until the fish didn’t see him. To her surprise, neither did any people. He just faded from notice. She was impressed with how strong the power was in him, but warned him to be careful, and to keep it a secret. So far, all anybody else knew was that he had an unusual ability to blend in, an ability that had gained him an early shot in his career at undercover work in Burnaby. Now he was part of the elite Combined Forces Special Enforcement Unit—a dream job.




  Unfortunately, that job was on hold now, as here he was, a marked man, hiding out in Kirk’s Landing for a year.




  “Not far,” said Reese. “We’re lucky there’s a long gravel esker here. It makes a natural runway so we ended up on most of the airlines routes as a stop on the way to Winnipeg. Great for tourist traffic.”




  Dave grunted as he watched the already boring scenery. “Sure are a lot of trees up here.”




  “Mostly spruce,” said Reese, “and in between are some poplar and aspen, with a few leaves still hanging on. In a couple of months spring breakup will start. Come April everything seems to explode into green at once.”




  Reese paused as they came to a paved road, glanced for traffic, and turned left. “This is Route 44. The town is a few miles further on. Eventually this will get you to Winnipeg—not the most direct route mind you, but it’s through some beautiful country. Bikers love to tour through it. My home in Kenora is like this too. Me and my buddies pretty well lived in the bush—whenever we wanted to skip school, we never went to the mall, we just walked out of town. I was surprised that I got this area as my first posting, but I love it.”




  He glanced over at Dave, “Where did you want to go first, right to the detachment office?”




  Dave glanced in the back seat—John was actually dozing off! He must have had an exhausting visit in Toronto. Most people don’t fall asleep when they get arrested.




  “A quick tour of the town would help,” said Dave. “I can’t see that taking very long. Then we can drop off John, and after he’s been processed, head on to the hotel. I’ve booked a room there for a few days until my stuff arrives from Toronto.”




  “That would be the Grande,” said Reese. “Our one and only hotel, right on the shores of Raven Lake. It’s a beautiful old place. You can also get a room up at the motel by the turnoff, but I wouldn’t recommend it, not that nice, really. It’s mostly used when summer campers get tired of sleeping on the ground. The Grande has a great pub too, the Raven’s Roost. JB runs that, along with the hotel. Jacqueline Bourbeau, but we all call her JB. A local girl, maybe in her late 20’s, nice person. It used to be her dad’s place, but she took over when he disappeared last year.”




  “Disappeared?”




  “Yeah,” said Reese, “he was up here doing research on pollution from the mill. He headed out one day last winter for more samples and never came back. There was a big search done of the area, but nothing found. Local guy, so he supposedly knew the bush. The case is still open, but no new ideas have popped up. JB will be talking to you about it I’m sure, once you settle in, as she’s convinced the mill is somehow involved. Here we are, the main turnoff.”




  The harsh glare of the street lights revealed a Metro grocery, a Petro-Canada station, a small motel and restaurant, and five or six small houses. The highway continued on into the dark, and a smaller side road led off to the right, presumably to the town. Reese pulled over across from the turnoff.




  “The town, the lake, everything is down there. The gas station here has movie rentals, and our mayor owns the restaurant. Running the town isn’t a full-time job, and it’s a handy place for him to do his wheeling and dealing with his buddies. You can get takeout pizza from there with free delivery too, just ask someone at the restaurant to your party. The Metro store is fairly new—they get some business from the town as well as a lot of tourist traffic from the park and local cottages.”




  The motel was a long row of units—a few with lights on but most dark and snowed in. At the end of the row was a combination restaurant and bar. The parking lot in front was filled with ATV’s and snowmobiles, and closer to the road was a row of flashy SUV’s and muscle cars.




  Reese nodded at the off-road vehicles. “The biggest problems up here are not on the roads. People get hammered in the bar, jump on one of their toys, and then drive off into the bush. Some end up flipping over, or getting lost and running out of gas. Or worse, they charge across the highway right in front of one of the logging trucks.”




  Reese started up the truck again, and headed down into the town. As the road dipped downhill, Dave’s home for the year came into view, framed between the walls of the rock-cut. There was a scattering of house lights, and plumes of smoke rising straight up from chimneys into the cold air. The empty main street continued on straight down to the lake, where a full moon reflected off the water. Dave had an urge to whistle, suddenly feeling like Ichabod Crane heading into the unknown.




  “So this JB runs the hotel?” said Dave.




  “Yup,” said Reese. “She’s a real ball of energy. A little outspoken at times but gets along well with most people. She’s looking forward to meeting the new guy—like most of the town.”




  Dave didn’t relish the thought of having to pretend to socialize with people whose perception of police work came from television. Maybe he could use his fade and avoid some of the chit-chat. The town looked quiet, tidy, woodsy. Unlike those of Toronto, most of the trees here were tall and thin, poking above the deep snow. There were a few side streets, lined with high snowbanks, but most of the town was clustered along the main street. He listened, half asleep, as his tour continued in the fading light. There was another gas station, a building supply that sprawled over a whole block, a scattering of small shops and houses, two churches—a typical small town. He’d been posted to a couple since graduating, counting the days in each one until he could leave for the next assignment.




  “It’s pretty quiet now,” said Reese, “but wait until summer. Norris tells me this place can keep the whole detachment hopping.”




  “It looks fairly prosperous,” said Dave. “Expensive cars, well kept main street.”




  “There are rumours money was skimmed from the mill project into some local pockets,” said Reese, “but nobody’s really looked into it.”




  Dave just nodded at that, resolving to add mill corruption to his list of things he was not going to worry about. It could wait until his replacement came.




  Reese pointed out the detachment office as they drove by. “Norris is still on duty, she’ll be there another half hour at least, fighting with her paperwork. Not her favourite part of the job.”




  “Mine neither,” said Dave.




  The streets were empty except for a black SUV parked in the next block. It was lost in the shadows until the top of it lit up like a Christmas tree and a siren whooped from it.




  “Dammit,” said Reese, as he stepped on the gas.




  Dave was suddenly wide awake, as was John. “I though you only had one SUV here?” said Dave.




  “We do,” said Reese. “That one is the mill security, Tony Barretto. He’s a bit of a problem for us. Big talker, buddies with the mayor, and often gets carried away with trying to ‘help’ in town. We keep warning him to stick to the mill property, but he doesn’t seem to listen.”




  They screeched to a stop by the two people in front of the mill vehicle. One was obviously the security guard, big and burly, decked out in a ball cap, black uniform, Kevlar vest, and police issue boots, with a selection of gadgets and cases dangling from his belt. The other was a tall but thin youth in a denim jacket, torn jeans, and scuffed sneakers. The guard was holding the youth by the collar with one hand, a bike with the other.




  “Looks like he’s after JB’s brother again,” said Reese. He poked his head out of the window and shouted, “Let go of the kid!”




  ***




  Barretto watched as Reese and some new guy got out of the SUV. Too bad they’d showed up before he could put a real scare into this punk. “Hey Reese. About time. Good thing for you I was here, I managed to catch another one for you.”




  Reese walked closer. “Barretto, let him go. Now.”




  Tony gave Junior another shake then let go of his collar. “He was sneaking around—probably heading off to score some drugs or something. I think we should frisk him.”




  The stranger stepped forward and stared at Tony. “We—as in you and I—won’t do anything of the kind.”




  Tony puffed out his chest. “Who the hell are you, another wet behind the ears recruit?” He tried to hold the stranger’s glare, but finally had to look away.




  “I’m Corporal David Browne, RCMP, new Detachment Commander of the Kirk’s Landing office. First, who are you, and second, why did you assault this youth?”




  New commander? This guy could be a problem. He might not be as easy to push around as Reese and Norris. “Well, this kid is part of a gang of troublemakers, his people are always—”




  “Pay attention,” said Dave. “First, who are you?”




  Tony adjusted his belt. “I’m Tony, Tony Barretto, chief of security at the mill.”




  Dave nodded. “Mr. Barretto. Now, getting back to my jurisdiction, what exactly are you doing here?”




  His jurisdiction? This guy had some learning to do, this was a mill town. Best not to push too hard, though. “Okay, sorry Dave. I know your people have been short staffed lately, so I’ve just been trying to help out however I can, sort of a partnership. I saw this kid trying to steal a bike.”




  “Hey, it’s my bike,” said Junior.




  “And you would be?” asked Dave.




  “Junior Bourbeau, I live on the reserve and was just heading home on my bike—the one with my SIN number on it right here—when this goon jumped me. For the third time this week.”




  Goon? Tony was about to erupt again when the new cop held up a hand. “Junior, wait with the constable for a minute, would you? Mr. Barretto, step over here with me please?”




  “Tony,” said Dave, “I’m sure you mean well, but I think now that I’m on board we can manage just fine. As for your gang concerns—my gang experience included knives and guns, cocaine and heroin—somehow I think those are not issues in your quiet little town.”




  This was sounding like a brush-off. “There’s a lot of concerned people here that think otherwise,” said Barretto. “Gangs, I mean, not the drugs. We’re clean there.” And he’d make sure it kept looking like that. “It’s these kids, they just think they can run wild, whooping it up, leaving their gang tags all over the town.”




  “I’m sure I’ll hear everyone’s concerns in the next few days,” said Dave. “We can talk later about this.”




  Tony was confident that once the mayor had a talk with this new guy, he’d take his proper place in their town. “Sure, no problem.”




  “We don’t want any confusion in the eyes of the townspeople,” said Dave, “as that could waste valuable minutes in an emergency. I’ll let you get back to your own duties in the mill now, so that I can have a talk with Junior. I’ll let you know if I need any more information, or if he wants to pursue any assault charges.”




  That startled Tony—but he decided the cop was just bluffing. With one more glare at Junior, he turned back to his own SUV. He’d better call the mayor and the mill manager to warn them about the new guy.




  




  CHAPTER 5




  JUNIOR watched the security guard drive off. Typical of Tony—tough until the cops showed up, then suck up to them as Mr. Helpful, as just a concerned citizen.




  “Okay Junior,” said Dave, “now suppose you fill me in on what happened here.”




  “Nothing.” They’d only believe Tony’s side of it, as usual.




  “Really?” said Dave. “Humour me.”




  “Just charge me or let me go,” said Junior. He just wanted to go home.




  Reese put a hand on Junior’s shoulder. “Come on, work with us.” He turned to Dave. “The kids here are not that bad, a few have some real issues but this guy’s okay. They’ve all been getting a bad rap from Barretto and some of his friends, who are more vigilantes than concerned citizens. When some people here see a few tags, they get all worried about gangs and a big crime wave.”




  Junior liked Reese, but he was ready to dismiss this new guy as just another loser cop, here for a year, ready to yap off about synergy and public engagement and all that crap. Someone who’d rush around shutting down all the parties and only listen to dip-wads like Tony Baloney. But he hesitated, as he could sense something different in this guy’s manner. And then there was the colourful tattoo peaking out around his collar bone. Junior straightened up. Maybe this would be interesting. “We’re not all taggers and potheads, you know.”




  “I know,” said Dave. “I’ve seen some pretty creative artwork in back alleys. But still, using a spray can where it’s not wanted is vandalism, whether it’s a tag on a mailbox or a mural on a shed.”




  Junior sighed. More pompous cop talk. “Look, we just want to do art, add some colour and excitement to the town.”




  “Not tags, though,” said Reese. “We had those spreading all through Kenora when I left. The town had to spend a lot on painting it over and patrolling. That’s what the mayor here keeps pushing us to do.”




  “So what’s up for us, you’re going to start busting us all?” said Junior.




  “Let’s focus on tonight,” said Dave. “What’s your story?”




  “I was just out late at a friend’s and heading home, that’s all,” said Junior. “I took a shortcut through some yards and Barretto spotted me.”




  “Well, for starters, try to stay to the main streets at night,” said Dave. “Don’t give Barretto and his group an excuse. And get a light on that bike, will you? As for Barretto, we saw him come after you. Do you want to press charges?”




  Junior was startled, he hadn’t thought of that. “No, he’s just being a bully.” He hopped back on his bike. “I’ll wait and see what you do.” He started to pedal away and added, “You might find our town is not all that it seems.”




  ***




  Dave watched him ride off. He seemed like a nice kid. “Interesting,” he said.




  “He’s OK,” said Reese. “He’s just finishing high school. He had some problems a few years ago. He’s son of the band chief, had an older cousin that ran a gang here—some mixed role models. Junior ran off to the streets of Winnipeg for a year, then smartened up and came back. Might be on his way to being a good example for the younger kids, both from the reserve and the town. Most of them are okay but there are two or three that have a real hate-on for cops. I’ll get you some names. But tell me, what’s with this back alley art you were talking about?”




  “It’s part of a redirection program,” said Dave, “for kids that are starting to get into petty crime. They select those with artistic talent and pair them up with a community to do murals instead of tags.”




  “Does it work?” said Reese.




  “Supposedly,” said Dave. “Less tagging, stronger communities and some interesting art.”




  “Sounds great, why don’t we try it here?” said Reese.




  “Whoa now,” said Dave. “Not sure if it would work up here. And remember, I’m only here for a year, if that, so don’t have time to launch a new program. Let’s stop off at the detachment office and process poor John. I don’t think he needs any more of a tour. You can drop me off at the hotel after. Hopefully the rest of the night will be quiet.”




  “It’s usually pretty quiet until summer,” said Reese. “Then we get maybe another two or three hundred people here, between the cottagers and campers from the park dropping into town. Norris told me we usually hire extras each summer to help out—she has a list of names for you to look at I think. Somewhere in her pile of paperwork.”




  Dave hoped the budget had room for at least two extra. Two more for him to manage, but might make it easier for him to stay back and not get involved. He assumed the summer crowd would be like the Toronto clubbers, with lots of parties, too much drinking, a few soft drugs. Some of those Toronto people might even be here this summer, come to think of it. He was glad he’d shaved off his full beard, as it wouldn’t do for someone to recognize him and tell their friends back home.




  “We get some party people but also just regular families,” said Reese. “Sometimes the teenagers they drag along get bored and get into trouble. We try to organize some programs for them.”




  “What, like dances and stuff?”




  “Yeah,” said Reese. “Last summer JB put on a whole hip-hop festival over the long weekend in August. She got the local builder’s supply to donate some materials. The Lion’s Club built a plywood wall for painting. Somebody had a sound system, and one of the local kids hooked up some old turntables. JB bought special spray paint and organized the artists so everyone had a chance to paint and to learn. I dropped by to check it out. They even had some kids spinning around on their heads on the dance floor.”




  “Did you join in?” said Dave.




  “No, not really my thing, but some liked it. Even a few of the old folks dropped by and were positive about it—both local and from the reserve. We ended up with some nice art on the wall, which never did get tagged. The mayor eventually made them cover it up though—some obscure bylaw about signage. I don’t know if JB will do the festival again. She should.”




  It sounded interesting to Dave, but he really wanted to keep a low profile. He could probably just connect JB online with some contacts in Toronto that had done these sort of projects.




  Reese pulled up to the detachment office. It was a square brick building, with a two-car garage on one side. Attached to the other side was a small bungalow, with a satellite dish bolted to the roof. His new home for a while.




  The front yard—like the whole town—was buried in snow, but Dave could see the tips of some shrubs trying to poke their way out of it.




  “Here you are,” said Reese. “Your office and home sweet home.”




  Dave smiled. He’d not had much time to pack more than a couple of bags. He’d just left all the rest, unpacked, for the movers. He’d likely find they had packed the kitchen garbage can, with its garbage inside, into one of the boxes.




  He wouldn’t have far to walk to work at least, and the two constables would be close—he’d noticed the two ‘official’ bungalows just a block away. He’d still need to get his own transportation, though. He’d had a vintage GTO as part of his cover in Toronto, but that had been on loan. And likely not that suited to winter here in the boonies.




  “Jim, if you know of anybody selling their vehicle, I’d be interested.”




  “I’ll ask around,” said Reese. “Corporal Miller left his old one here, but I think it needs a lot of work.” He pulled up to the office. “Here we are, go ahead in and meet Norris. I’ll bring in our drug lord.”




  




  CHAPTER 6




  DAVE stomped the snow off his boots as he entered the detachment. There was a counter across the front of the room, a few desks in the middle, and an office and holding cells at the back. A short blond officer sat at one of the desks, digging through a pile of papers. She looked up and smiled.




  “Hi, I’m Constable Norris.”




  “Corporal Dave Browne,” he said, extending his hand. “Dave please. Nice to meet you, it’s Violet I believe?”




  “Yes,” she said, “Just V is good. Shy Vi is not.”




  “V it is.” He looked around. “Coffee smells good.”




  “Our little luxury,” she said. “Want some?”




  “Sure,” he said. “No, don’t get up, I’ll grab it.”




  He walked around the counter to the machine, a shiny chrome device covered in dials and buttons, with a half-full pot on a warmer.




  “Nice machine,” he said.




  “We all chipped in,” she said, “and Rosie sends the beans over from his cafe.”




  He wasn’t surprised to see someone still on duty. Corporal Miller, the previous commander, had left last fall on extended sick leave, so they’d been short-handed for a while. Good for overtime but tiring. No wonder they were glad to see him.




  ”I’m here another 20 minutes until 7,” she said, “then we close down and forward the phone line back to headquarters for the night. Reese is on call. Speaking of which—”




  “He’s just bringing someone in. We managed to squeeze in a drug bust at the airport, a John Hammel.”




  “John? From the mill?” she said. “No way.”




  As Reese brought him in, the engineer just stared at the floor, avoiding Norris’ eye. She nodded to Reese. “Why don’t you take John in back and process him while I get Dave up to speed. Oh sorry, if that’s all right with you, Corporal? It’s your detachment now.”
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