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    Chapter One 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    In the middle of a round clearing in the maple forest stood an old log cabin. The wooden door was swinging in the wind, hitting the doorframe as if it marked the rhythm of their approaching footsteps.  
 
    “Strange…I just don’t get it. Is it that hard to close a door to keep animals out?” 
 
    Maggie had trouble keeping up with Adam’s increased stride. It was as if Adam, who had become a good friend, had all of a sudden put on his game warden hat and become serious. It was a change from a moment ago when he showed her how to make a moose call, with much laughter. Maggie kept quiet, sensing something was amiss.  
 
    He whistled as if he were calling a dog. No sign of movement aside from orange and red leaves tearing off the maple trees under the strength of the wind. 
 
    Maggie stumbled into Adam’s back, nearly ending up like a second bag hooked to his large rucksack were it not for him springing up as fast as he had crouched down.  
 
    “Hey, matey, you’re all right?” asked Adam. 
 
    Maggie rubbed her nose, feeling for moisture. “Yeah, but what’s going on?” She knelt down before an indentation in the soil where he had stopped. “Do you think there’s a bear in the cabin? It looks so inviting, a little cabin in the woods, and winter is coming…” 
 
    Adam put a finger to his lips, his long nail appearing to cut across his thin upper lip. Maggie attempted to listen, but the wind was too strong in her ears. She stood up and raised her binoculars to her eyes. “Look!” 
 
    “Shh…” Adam whistled again and cupped his ears with his hands to the east of the cabin’s entrance. He shook his head. “Nope, can’t hear him.”  
 
    Maggie pulled his arm and on tiptoes thrust the binoculars in front of Adam’s eyes, pointing to the cabin door. “But I see someone, look,” she insisted, taking a few steps toward the cabin. 
 
    “Lazy bugger…”  
 
    Maggie looked at him, surprised, as he let her take the binoculars back.  
 
    “Ted—he’s a recluse living a mile away and takes care of this place for the hunters and hikers. But he should’ve heard my whistle back then, even with this wind.” 
 
    Adam’s forehead furrows seemed to have just been plowed ready for planting as he raised the binoculars to his eyes. Maggie couldn’t resist the tug from the strap still sitting around her neck. She found herself facing his chest, as if a magnetic force had attracted her to him. A sweet smell of hay tickled her nose. Adam was riveted behind her binoculars, oblivious to her attempt to untangle her red curls from the strap. 
 
    “Blimey—but that’s not Ted.” Adam thrust the binoculars into her hands and gently pushed her aside, his eyes still focused on the door as it swung open, revealing a figure hunched over a table.  
 
    Maggie raced next to Adam, still fighting with the strap that was pulling painfully on a strand of her hair. Each time she managed to focus her sight on the immobile figure to see who or what it was, the wind slammed the door shut on the image. 
 
    She had looked forward to the stay in this legendary cabin, but now that it already seemed to be occupied, they would have to set up camp elsewhere. Adam would know another good place, no doubt, but after the two-day hike and canoe trip to reach it, she was disappointed. She had heard so many stories about it, in particular from Heidi, the owner of the Horizon Cafe, who had warned her to be careful. Adam had only told her about this place because she had insisted on knowing whether they would stay in a hut if the weather turned on them. She didn’t like camping in the rain and hadn’t camped in the wild for a long time, so she was a little apprehensive. The rest of the camping spots were to remain surprises and were known only to him.  
 
    The little log cabin was said to be haunted by the ghost of a Métis trapper who had built the place one hundred years ago. The hunters and hikers Heidi had spoken to had all recounted stories of food disappearing, items displaced, and strange squeaking sounds at night. Some even heard footsteps as if someone was walking in the loft above the bunk beds. Adam had laughed when Maggie questioned him about it and said with a naughty gleam to his eye, “You’ll see for yourself. Maybe you can figure it out.” 
 
    As they reached the door, Adam’s body partly obliterated Maggie’s view. He knocked, then pushed the door open. Smoke particles in the air irritated Maggie’s throat. It was a place fit for a ghost yet cozy at the same time with its black wood stove, hand-cut logs, and low ceiling. Perhaps it was just this Ted who wanted to keep the cabin to himself and made sure to scare away any visitors. This time he hadn’t succeed…  
 
    Maggie approached the man slouched over the wooden table in the middle of the room. The sunray coming through the little wooden window illuminated the scene as if it were staged, drawing attention away from the dark corners of the room. The man’s auburn hair, a hint darker than Maggie’s, glistered like a copper helmet in the sun. After closer inspection, the golden specks turned out to be little shards of wood and vegetation interspersed in his thick hair, a perfect nest for a mouse. 
 
    One arm was stretched out as if he were reaching for the mug on the table, his head resting on the other arm. She couldn’t see his face. He appeared strong, with broad shoulders; someone you wouldn’t want to mess with. She peered into the empty mug. A reddish deposit layered its bottom, similar to the balsamic vinegar residues that gather over time at the bottom of a bottle.  
 
    Adam placed two fingers on the bare neck, holding his other hand up to Maggie. She took a step back, stumbling on hiking shoes twice the size of her own feet. As she steadied herself, she caught sight of the polka dot socks the man was wearing.  
 
    Adam shook his head. “He’s dead. Can’t help him. I checked all the signs. Check the pulse too.” 
 
    Maggie jumped to Adam’s side, stepping over a broom that was leaning against the table. She was about to put her fingers on the neck when the sight of his pale face and dried blood under the nose held her back. Her hand hovered instead over a plate with the remains of an omelet sprinkled with the same wood dust and bits of vegetation as was in his hair. She looked up at the ceiling and blinked fervently in an attempt to rid her eye of what had just fallen into it. I should know better than look up. It must be full of mice up there. 
 
    Having wiped the tears away, Maggie felt for the pulse. None. She shook her head. “He feels cold.” 
 
    “Sad business.” Adam gently put a hand on her shoulder. “It’s too late. We should leave him as we found him. We need to alert the police.” He ran his hand along his belt. “Arrg, of course, I didn’t bring my radio with me.”  
 
    He appeared to be thinking, his mouth twitching in the process as if it were manufacturing the words before spitting them out in one go at high speed. “Ted would have known he was staying here. He always keeps an eye on visitors. More with a view to direct them away from his own camp than anything else…although he’ll never admit it.”  
 
    Adam scanned the room like an owl, his body immobile while his head swiveled around with a remarkable reach. Maggie fell silent, absorbed in their surroundings. It was as if two people had been sitting at the table, the other chair pushed back, leaving behind a dust-free line on the uneven planks. The stove’s door was open, revealing ashes and the black shape of a half-consumed log that was still smoking.  
 
    Maggie walked around the table. Two backpacks were upright against the log siding toward the bunk beds, but only one pair of hiking boots. A sleeping bag was rolled out on one of the beds, with a book about Ontario edible wild plants and mushrooms of the region, the same books she had recently purchased to learn about what she could consume from her own backyard. If only she could see the page at which it sat open, face down on the bed, but she didn’t want to touch anything.  
 
    The omelet had green and brown bits in it. Perhaps he had picked the wrong plant or mushroom, although she couldn’t see any evidence so far, aside from what was in the half-consumed dish. Maggie had never attempted to pick wild mushrooms, because she simply didn’t like their taste. She did like taking close-up pictures of them and was compiling a photo book on the subject. 
 
    Next to the stove, a box of Earl Grey teabags with its lid open lay next to a pan filled with water and a second mug. Pieces of what looked like nettle leaves stuck out from a roll of newspaper. It reminded Maggie of eating little nettle pancakes prepared by her friend’s mother when she visited her in Italy. They were delicious. After that experience, she ventured on to harvest nettles herself and make her own nettle pesto, with success.  
 
    What could be a loaf of bread or a cake, given its narrow long shape, was neatly wrapped in a purple cotton cloth. Maggie tilted her head over it. The sweet smell of almonds brought her back to the first cake she had baked with a friend.  
 
    They had been seven years old and both loved almonds. She remembered the pleasure she took looking through the oven window at the rising cake. It seemed like a miracle to her that something all gooey could turn into this mouth-watering, spongy substance.  
 
    Adam snapped her out of her contemplation. “Maggie, do you think you can handle staying here, watching the place, while I get hold of Ted?” 
 
    “Yes…but…” The thought of a second person having fled the premises made her hesitate. Perhaps the person was distressed in search of help, but what if… Maggie shivered; she couldn’t get rid of the thought. Her recent experiences might have influenced her view a little too much, always suspecting foul play.  
 
    She could suggest hiking back to alert the police, but she had followed Adam blindly through the woods from the lake, where they had left the canoe. They had taken two days to get here, stopping numerous times and taking detours dictated by the wildlife. Between listening to a moose in rut, following the tracks of an otter along the lake, and checking out a tree where an owl had nested earlier in spring, Maggie had totally lost any sense of orientation.  
 
    She would get lost, no doubt about it. And Ted—she had never met him, let alone had any idea where he lived. If a second person had left the cabin in search of help, a rescue team would have arrived by now, except if the person hadn’t made it to the village or to Ted’s hut… Unless it wasn’t an accident…in which case, if she were to stay in the cabin, she might be in for a nasty surprise… 
 
    Maggie had made up her mind when Adam looked at her gently. “Just come with me then, you can look out for me. But when I tell you to stay put behind a tree when we get close to Ted’s lair, you’ll be okay with that?” 
 
    Was Ted that dangerous? Maggie shuddered but nodded. She felt more afraid of other humans than of any animal in the woods, so sticking with Adam seemed a safer option no matter what. It was his territory. He was just like an alpha wolf that knows the boundaries of his patch inside out. He was evaluating the danger. She could see it in his tense forearms and piercing look. 
 
    A thought held Maggie back as Adam stepped out the door. “Shouldn’t we…”  
 
    He turned around. His silhouette in the doorframe cast a long shadow on the floor. The numerous footprints on the dusty floor were suddenly invisible, as if an eclipse of the sun had darkened the room. He looked menacing.  
 
    Maggie whispered, sensing the presence of a being other than Adam. “I was wondering…” 
 
    “What?” Adam asked loudly. “We have to get going, we need to catch Ted as quickly as possible.” 
 
    Why did he need to catch Ted? Did he think he killed the man? Or perhaps he would run away just in case anyone would think that. Or Ted knew who did it. Maggie felt emboldened, challenged by his tone. “If someone comes back and gets rid of the body, we wouldn’t have any evidence, unless I take some snaps. I can be very quick, just a few pictures.” 
 
    “You’re always suspicious. Be very quick. I’d like to reduce the chance of another casualty. When people panic, they do foolish things. I’ll take a look outside, see if I can find a lead on the direction the other person might have taken. I want to get to the radio fast, so you’ve only got a few minutes.” 
 
    “You also spotted that there had to be another person there—the two rucksacks and two mugs?” 
 
    “Some people take two bags with them, if they want to stay out for longer, especially if they use cabins and canoed up most of the way. No, that wasn’t it.” Adam left the doorway, turning his back to her.  
 
    Maggie, feeling the urgency of the situation, swung her binoculars aside, picking up her camera. What had Adam seen?  
 
    She was still standing next to the table, careful to avoid spreading her own footprints around, when she heard a strange scratching sound above her head. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Maggie looked out the door and window, but Adam was no longer in sight. She listened, pointing her camera toward the sound in the ceiling. It wasn’t very loud, but loud enough to freeze her attention. Was it the ghost the hikers had talked about? No, she didn’t believe in ghosts, not even friendly ones. It had to be a mouse, or perhaps a squirrel. 
 
    Keeping an ear out for the noise, which had ceased, Maggie fiddled with her lenses, fishing out her wide-angle lens from her pocket. In a balancing act, she proceeded to switch lenses without touching anything around her. A drizzle of fine wood dust made the process trickier. Annoyed, she glanced at the ceiling. She blew the dust from her camera, checking nothing had gone into its body before attaching the lens.  
 
    She took a set of pictures from her vantage point behind the table facing the door to the outside, her back to the sleeping quarters. She checked that the table and the body were clearly visible in spite of the back light coming from the door.  
 
    Dried moss and fern fronds were sticking out of seams of the low plank ceiling. The only explanation Maggie could think of was that there was an attic space above it, where mice must have set up their winter quarters, hence the noise. The spider webs adorning the ceiling were laden with flies, aside from the ones above the table, which appeared lighter in color. She swiveled on her feet to face the back of the cabin, careful to minimize her footprint coverage.  
 
    A rickety wooden ladder leaned against the ledge of the opening in the ceiling, a clear invitation to take a look at the attic. The only way to find out if the ghost was indeed a simple field mouse was to follow the sound. She sighed; it meant adding her own DNA on the ladder and leaving more footprints behind. The rhythmical scratching sound started again. That was it—she had to check it out.  
 
    This time, the sound resembled the scratch of the talons of a bird of prey—an owl? Feeling her pulse race, she reached for her sunglasses on top of her head. None there; she had put them away earlier. Her head would be the first to pop up in the attic. Owls closed their eyes to protect them when they approached their prey. She did the same with an added shield of her phone, ready to switch the flashlight on.  
 
    The ladder had been used recently, dust covering only the ends of the bars. She stepped up into the darkness. A stuffy smell of dried plants filled her nostrils as she wiped away a cobweb from her forehead. Nothing flew at her or jumped at her.  
 
    She carefully opened her eyes. It was too dark to see much, aside from the corner right next to her. Little droppings were scattered around a cluster of leaves and plant debris. It must be the nest of a rodent of some kind. She took a picture with her phone, not having a flash on her big camera. A glance at the screen revealed a few mice skeletons and dust intermingled with plant debris and gravel pellets, as far as she could tell. No ghost and no live animal to be seen. The mouse must have escaped, scared away by her clumsy approach. 
 
    Maggie climbed back down at the sound of her name.  
 
    “What on earth are you doing up there? You said you’d be quick.” Adam waved his large hand. “Come on, I’ve spotted some tracks in the direction of Ted’s hideaway.” 
 
    Maggie rushed out, taking one last picture of the cabin from outside, thinking she at least had a picture of the body. She glanced at the broken latch on the door. Spotting a big rock next to the entrance, she pushed it with the tip of her hiking shoe. It wouldn’t budge. “Should I close the door?” 
 
    “Yeah, we don’t want curious animals. Better close it well.” 
 
    Having jammed the door closed with his help, Maggie trotted behind Adam, who had set a fast pace through the woods, ducking under branches and jumping over fallen logs. Maggie tried to keep up with him, peeling off the aggressive blackberry bushes that held her back with their thorns digging into her flesh. They didn’t seem to bother Adam, who cut his way through them, his long legs rising over them like bridges.  
 
    Was he really following tracks? Maggie had only seen a few imprints of a large shoe a few meters away from the cabin. They were pointing in that direction, but to her it could simply have been the dead man’s imprints from when he arrived at the cabin.  
 
    Adam was like a wolf hot on a scent. He kept his long body bent in half, only stopping a few times to examine a branch. Whenever Maggie caught up with him, hoping to catch her breath, and see what he was looking at, he was off again.  
 
    She resolved to take a picture of what she thought might have been his focus, and move on, afraid to lose sight of him. Adam glanced back at her now and then, tilting his leather hat up with his finger. As soon as Maggie signaled that she was fine, he pushed on.  
 
    A painful blister on Maggie’s big toe reminded her of the terrain they had already covered that morning. Ted’s hideaway no longer felt as close as Adam had suggested. She stopped, unable to go any farther unless she dealt with her foot. She leaned against a tree trunk, pulling her sock up to wrinkle out the folds in it.  
 
    A couple of feet ahead, Adam turned to face her. “We’ve arrived.”  
 
    He pointed to a clearing Maggie could barely see if it weren’t for the orange maple leaves lit from behind by the sun-filled open space. She sighed with relief and proceeded to unlace her shoe, expecting to be told to stay where she was. Adam joined her; his tension was still apparent from the swollen vein on his neck. Maggie dropped her boot to the ground. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Maggie flicked her eyes toward the clearing and back to Adam. “I mean, did you find more tracks?” 
 
    “That’s the strange thing. I did, but conflicting ones. It seems two people walked on the same route to start with, then one went straight here, and the other took off in a different direction, only a short distance from the cabin.” 
 
    “I’m amazed at your skill. I didn’t spot anything.” 
 
    “When you know what to look for, you’ll find it. That’s how I follow poachers.” With a thud, Adam dropped his bag next to Maggie. “Keep your eyes peeled, and if you’re worried about anything, just use this whistle.” He handed her a hand-carved whistle he had removed from around his neck. “I’ll get hold of Ted. He’s got a radio.” She raised her eyebrows. “I know, not what you expect from a recluse, but Arthur gifted him one for his safety. I hope it still works.” 
 
    Maggie smiled at the thought of Arthur, Adam’s godfather and keen amateur radio operator. She still used his wooden canoe after hers had been destroyed in their boating accident. “How come Arthur knows him? One of his secret acquaintances?”  
 
    Maggie was thinking of Arthur’s spy background and that perhaps this Ted had a reason to hide from society. Adam ignored her question and pulled out a large knife from his bag and fixed it to his belt. “Don’t worry. It’s not for Ted. I won’t be long. You’ll be all right?” 
 
    Maggie wanted to appear fearless. She rubbed her moist hands on her trousers, pretending to brush dirt away, avoiding his eyes. “You go ahead, nothing will escape me.” 
 
    “Don’t forget, in the bush your ears are more important than your eyes. You hear something before you see it.” 
 
    Maggie nodded and whisked him off with a flick of her hand. “Go. I’m fine.” 
 
    With one last glance back at her, Adam disappeared into the light ahead. Maggie listened trying to isolate his steps from the wind that was blowing in her ears. Just listen. But how can I, with this wind? I trust my eyes.  
 
    She let herself slip down to the foot of the tree, slowly peeling off her sock, the pain still nagging her. Having treated her toe as fast as she could, she waited. A crack in a branch startled her. It wasn’t the chipmunk she had just seen scamper alongside her leg—it had to be something bigger. She jumped to her feet, her back against the tree. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Adam had reached the center of a clearing where a grass roof hid a wooden cabin beneath it, similar to the one they had just left. The similarity of the build pointed to both cabins having been constructed in the same period and perhaps by the same trappers, only this one had a stone chimney running along the side. Adam walked slowly and whistled a tune.  
 
    Through the open window, a copy of the tune was whistled back. Adam waited outside next to a rack of fish drying in the sun. The place hadn’t changed much since he was there during his summer escape in the bush. He always stopped by Ted’s with some supplies whenever he trekked farther north, where a special wolf pack lived. 
 
    He had saved the female from poachers as a pup and had since enjoyed a privileged relationship with the pack now that she had become their alpha female. He had always kept her location secret to protect her but also any human who might approach. He was about to make one exception: Maggie. He had intended to introduce her to the wolves as a surprise during this camping trip, but he doubted it would be possible now. 
 
    Ted was no longer a young man, and Adam had tried to persuade him to move to the village because his sight was slowly failing him. The door was flung open. It was hard to tell whether a bear or a man appeared in front of him. The matted white hair and beard that stuck out above the bearskin draped around his shoulders gave it away.  
 
    Ted let his bearskin drop to the ground with a shrug as he hurried toward Adam, his hand outstretched. He sounded a little out of breath when he greeted him. “Hey, I thought I heard you whistle, but with this wind, it’s hard to tell. And you know, with the hordes of tourists that have heard about the place,” he tilted his head in the direction of the other cabin, “—no peace, ’cause of the cabin. No ghost keeps them away.”  
 
    Adam opened his mouth to reply but was left catching flies. Ted continued, his pronunciation slightly affected by his lack of teeth the more excited he got. “Since this online social sharing thing, whatever they call it, they keep coming—” He put his worn hand on Adam’s shoulder. “You said it wasn’t going to be lots. Before you say anything, I admit, I scared some, it was easy. They just took one look at me…” He tapped his hand on his forearm with a whistle and looked down at his bearskin with a smile. “Thought I was a bear.” He paused. 
 
    “Don’t bother, that’s not why I’m here. Unless you have something to do with what’s happened there.” Adam didn’t want to tell him about the body, to determine if he had seen it and would volunteer something. 
 
    Ted gave a friendly tap on Adam’s shoulder. “Glad you’re here. What’s happened? I did try to get rid of them mice, but they can make a right mess. I’ll clean up.”  
 
    Ted held on to Adam’s hand as if he didn’t want to let go as he looked around him, his glazed right eye barely catching up with his other eye.  
 
    “Why are you holding me like that? You know?” Adam looked straight into Ted’s good eye, pulling back his hand. “Did you radio in?” 
 
    “Know what?” Ted stepped back and picked up his bearskin, swinging it back onto his shoulder in a cloud of dirt and leaves.  
 
    Adam sensed Ted was hiding something or pretending he didn’t know about the body. “You always know when someone stays there. No one has come to you for help?” 
 
    Ted rubbed his knee. “Nope. I checked the place a week ago, as I have to, repaired the roof that was leaking, but the rest was fine. Haven’t been there since. My knee was playing up, and I was busy with my wood.” He pointed to a heap of chopped wood. He paused and stared at Adam with concern. “You look serious. What is it?” 
 
    “I need your radio. You still have it?” Ted nodded. “Someone died.” 
 
    Ted remained surprisingly calm. After a quick glance over his shoulder, as if he were checking whether someone was listening, he asked, “Who? Where?”  
 
    Adam was a little surprised. Ted must have been to the cabin and met up with the camper; he always did because he liked checking them out. It didn’t make sense that this time would be different. “At the cabin, a red-haired guy with a beard. Have you really not spoken to him at all?” 
 
    “Nah. As I said, I went there a week ago. He must have just arrived. I’ll get the radio…” Ted stopped as he was heading into his cabin. “Dead?”  
 
    Although Adam liked Ted, he couldn’t explain why the man would deny having been there. “Yes, but first can you explain how your fresh footprints appeared out of the blue at the cabin? I traced them all the way back here from the cabin.”  
 
    Adam pointed to Ted’s worn leather boots. Adam always checked by professional habit the tracks left behind by anyone he encountered when he was in the bush. Ted’s prints left behind a smooth sole with a little mound in the middle from a hole in the leather that had grown bigger over the months Adam had been visiting him.  
 
    Ted lifted his foot and tapped his sole with his blackened fingernail. “Anyone can have a pair like mine. It’s been dry, so it’s old tracks. I just told ya I didn’t go there—” 
 
    He pushed open the door into a dark, messy room, signaling Adam to wait for him.  
 
    Adam knew he had to be patient. Ted could be very stubborn and would be fearful of being accused of anything. Once he closed up like a clam, it was nearly impossible to get him to talk for a number of weeks. It once happened to Adam when he had spotted an illegal trapline. He had concluded it must have been Ted’s, but he wasn’t able to prove it.  
 
    Knowing that Ted needed his traps to survive, he wasn’t planning on fining him, which he had the authority to do as a game warden. Instead, he handed the traps back with a stern warning that poachers must have left it behind. He also insisted Ted use it during the open season, with an emphasis on “open.” For several visits after that, Adam always seemed to have missed him by a few minutes, despite calling him over the radio to warn him of his arrival. 
 
    Adam was impatient. Ted was moving so slowly that he couldn’t bear waiting longer outside. He followed him in. “Come on, where is it?” 
 
    It was dark and smelled like a beast’s den in need of fresh air. Adam’s hat fell down, toppled by drying plants hanging from the ceiling. He bent down to pick it up, knocking over a pot full of acorns. 
 
    “I told you to wait outside,” sighed Ted. “If he’s dead, what’s the rush?”  
 
    Adam was irritated. “Just find it.” The last time he was up, he hadn’t managed to reach Ted on the radio. “Does it still work?” He pushed the acorns with his feet, no time to pick them up. 
 
    Ted wobbled slightly on his feet, looking bewildered. “I think so. Do I need my gun? Did a bear get to him or—” 
 
    “No. Looks like poisoning with plants…or something like that.” Adam flicked one of the bunches of dried plants hanging in front of his nose away from his face. He unhooked it from the ceiling. It looked like dried nettles, like he had seen at the other place. “What do you do with this? Eat it? What is it?” 
 
    “Drink it. Nettle, some sage…and …I see ya coming…no, I didn’t give any to anyone. And never have. You know that. Blame it on the old fool in the bush, no, no…” 
 
    Adam believed him. He had wanted to try some of Ted’s wild-harvested teas, knowing a bit about edible wild plants himself, but Ted had always insisted on serving him old tea bags kept especially for him, he said.  
 
    “I believe you. But I still have to call the police now, and it will take them some time to get here.” 
 
    Ted nodded. “The air ambulance is enough, no? Don’t like the police sniffing everywhere.”  
 
    “Just get me the radio.”  
 
    Adam couldn’t see where he would keep it; there was no closet, only open shelves next to the stove, and items ranging from pots and pans to saws hanging on nails against the timbers. No bed, but at the back of the room, as in the other cabin, a ladder led to another level. It was only the second time Adam had come inside; on the previous occasions they had sat outside around a campfire, the weather being nice enough to be outdoors.  
 
    As Ted knelt down in front of him next to his table, Adam looked over his shoulder, then was pushed back with a knock under his chin as Ted stood up unexpectedly. “Sorry. Why were you standing over me anyway?” Ted grumbled. “This place isn’t big enough for two.” 
 
    Adam rubbed his chin, feeling he had better give him some space. “I just wanted to help… You have a skull like a stone.” He moved his lower jaw to see if it was still hooked. “I’ll wait outside.” 
 
    Adam walked out, leaving the door open behind him. Ted slammed it shut with a kick of his foot. I should have thought about it. He doesn’t want me to see where he hides his valuables.  
 
    Adam knocked on the window pane to warn he was about to look through it.  
 
    Ted had disappeared. The table had been moved. A large plank was leaning on one of the chairs. It had to be a trap door—into a cellar? Adam hadn’t perceived any sign of it when he had looked at the floor. He must have been too distracted by his quest, since he hadn’t noticed the two plates on the table either. Ted’s voice rose from the center of the room. “Coming, coming.”  
 
    Adam stepped away from the window, waiting by the door. Ted brandished the portable radio in front of him. He made it look deceivingly light, as Adam found out when he took the metal case from his sinewy hand. Ted’s age remained a mystery to this day, in spite of Adam’s prodding. Living in the bush through the harsh winter season weathered the skin and aged a face quickly. He appeared fit, or perhaps he had taken up the behavior of wild animals, skillfully hiding any sign of illness to avoid being eaten.  
 
    Adam flung the lid open. It would be fastest to use police codes to position the case—first that it was an emergency. “Adam Clarkson here, 10-33.” 
 
    Raj Gupta, the constable and Adam’s friend, picked up the call and acknowledged, “10-4, go ahead.” 
 
    Adam explained the situation with as much detail as possible. Ted nearly sat on his lap as he listened. Adam gave him his irritated look, and Ted leaned back.  
 
    “I’ll head back to the cabin to wait for you. I’m with Ted, you know the guy looking after the hut?” 
 
    Raj confirmed that his message was loud and clear. “Yes, 10-2.”  
 
    “Ted will be in radio contact if need be. He can come to us if there’s an issue. There’s poor radio reception at the cabin.”  
 
    Ted shook his head vehemently, pointing a finger at Adam and mouthing, “You, not me.” 
 
    “10-2. I’m on it,” Raj replied. 
 
    “Over and out.” 
 
    Adam put a hand on Ted’s back. “You have to, Ted. I’ll head back to the cabin, you stay here.” Ted was silent. “Unless you prefer dealing with the police when they see the body?” 
 
    Ted shook his head.  
 
    “I thought so. Once the police arrive, I’ll come back to give you an update. Don’t move if you don’t want any trouble.”  
 
    Ted wasn’t listening to him—something had caught his attention. He waved his hand as if he were shooing a person or animal away. Adam couldn’t see anything moving to the right side of the cabin where Ted had been looking. Adam narrowed his eyes. “There might have been another person with this man, and if you’re hiding him or her, you should tell me. You don’t want to get into trouble. A man is dead.”  
 
    “Me?” Ted smiled, his tongue filling the front gap in his upper teeth. “Naw. It’s my cat.” 
 
    “Cat? I didn’t know you had a cat…” 
 
    “For the mice, you know.” 
 
    Adam was frustrated. His trip with Maggie was spoiled, he was saddened by the loss of life, now he suspected Ted of knowing more than he let on, and the man’s stubbornness was extremely irritating—or was he overreacting, seeing things that weren’t there? He raised a finger in front of Ted’s bulbous nose and focused on his good eye. “Just be careful. Answer the radio. You hear me?”  
 
    “Yes, sir!” Ted saluted him with a click of his boots.  
 
    Adam was in no mood for teasing. He thrust the radio into Ted’s arms. The old man hunched his shoulders forward under its weight. 
 
    “Right. I’d better get there before Sergeant Humphries arrives. I can sense he’ll want to poke his nose into this. It’s been so quiet in Foxton… Any shortcut I can take?” 
 
    Ted pointed to the west at a tree with a cut limb. “Follow the cuts.” 
 
    Adam ran in Maggie’s direction. He could always tell if he was being watched, be it a human or animal. Ted was waving to him to go farther to the right. He raised his thumb in acknowledgement. He had planned to pick Maggie up and join the shortcut when out of Ted’s sight. He hadn’t told him about Maggie and wanted to protect her if Ted was in any way involved with the death. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Maggie let out a small gasp at the sight of Adam leaping over a branch next to her. She took two steps in the direction he was heading, ready to flee. Adam held her back. He looked over his shoulder. “Shh, follow me, quietly, I’ll explain.”  
 
    Maggie had been on high alert for cracking branches, and each time it had only been an animal walking by. A curious doe had been as startled as she was when their heads nearly touched. She had been sitting upwind from the deer when the doe approached from behind the tree.  
 
    Maggie was worried. What had Ted told him? Why should they be quiet? Who were they trying to hide from? She didn’t dare say a word, and became Adam’s shadow, never more than a meter away from him. 
 
    They disappeared into the bush. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
      
 
    Adam stopped and looked around once they had been walking for a short while on a trail Maggie didn’t recognize. “Sorry, I don’t realize how fast I walk. I wanted to be far enough away from Ted to speak to you.” 
 
    Maggie leaned on a tree with her hand, panting slightly. “Why are you afraid of Ted overhearing us? Do you think he’s involved with the death?” 
 
    “I don’t know. The fact that he never seems to trust anyone makes me not trust him. A crook sees many crooks in other people. Besides, he’s capable of vanishing into thin air.” Adam clicked his fingers. “Just like he appeared one day out of the blue. My gut tells me he knows something.”  
 
    Maggie was intrigued, but she would keep her questions about Ted for a better time. “Did you contact the police?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s why we’re heading back.”  
 
    Maggie looked ahead at what looked like the back of a building between the trees. “Is this the cabin already?” 
 
    “Yes, this is his shortcut. Much shorter…interesting.” 
 
    “Good. We’d better hurry then.” Maggie tucked her hands under the straps of her backpack, pointing the way with her nose.  
 
    They finally emerged into the clearing at the back of the cabin. No sign of a helicopter yet. Maggie looked around as they walked to the front. The wind had abated, but something had changed. The image she had registered in her brain before leaving the cabin was altered. She put her hand to her mouth. “The door!” The stone had been removed. 
 
    Adam took his knife out of its leather sheath once again and gestured for Maggie to remain behind him. “This must be a bear. I smelled one earlier.” 
 
    He quietly approached the cabin, careful to stay downwind of the breeze. Maggie followed, tiptoeing behind him, imagining a bear appearing in the doorway, the only reason she could think for this approach this time. A loud crack whipped through the air. Adam turned around.  
 
    Maggie looked up at him, feeling scolded. She hadn’t mastered the art of a stealthy approach yet. It was only a branch under her foot. She let Adam move ahead and waited, keeping an eye on the surroundings. Chickadees called out in staccato tweets to announce the intruders in their patch as they flew from one branch to another on the sapling next to her. Maggie attempted to shush them, aware of the ridiculousness of her endeavor. 
 
    It occurred to her that he must think it a person, not a bear; with an animal he would have made noise to warn it of his presence. He didn’t want to scare her. That was it.  
 
    Adam was at the open door. His back against the cabin logs, he waited. Had he heard something? Maggie watched, holding her breath. She put her hand to her mouth when Adam jumped like a leopard into the cabin. 
 
    “Maggie.”  
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    Adam pointed to the back of the room and the counter next to the stove. Some of the items had been removed—the loaf was gone, the box of tea bags, only the partially consumed omelet was left on the plate. She doubted the accuracy of her memory, seeing the sleeping bag, the plants wrapped in newspaper, and the plate on the table were still there. It was hard to identify what was missing. 
 
    An animal could have eaten the loaf, but what about the tea? Maggie shook her head, attempting to retrace her steps in her mind to visualize what was there. She had found this technique very useful to find lost objects. They suddenly appeared under her eyes as she walked through the house of the past. 
 
    She opened her eyes. A backpack was leaning against the bed, and the body was still there, slouched over the table as they had found it. Her emotions seemed to fog her memory. She instinctively reached out for her camera. It wouldn’t lie. 
 
    “Someone removed—”  
 
    “Yes, Watson.” Adam squatted down, his legs folding like an accordion, culminating in a clicking sound.  
 
    “But it couldn’t have been Ted—could it?” Maggie imagined Ted would have had to see them at the cabin, remove the items, then run to his place. It seemed so unlikely, even if he had taken the shortcut. 
 
    “He can do many things, but that…” Adam stood up. “I just don’t get those footprints anymore. We’ve left our own all around the place, and it makes it hard to see new ones. I have the impression there are at least five different types of shoe prints.” 
 
    “People can have two pairs of shoes. This must be an animal’s—look!” Maggie followed what looked like a raccoon paw in the dusty floor close to the entrance.  
 
    “Yes, but I’d—” 
 
    The sound of chopper blades cutting through the air engulfed Maggie’s words. They ran out, looking up at the red ambulance helicopter hovering above the tree line. A dark figure popped out of its door and was lowered down together with some gear. A gust of wind swung the load toward the trees.  
 
    Maggie felt a little useless as she approached Adam to help and was rebuffed with a wave of the hand. She went to the front of the cabin to wait for instructions.  
 
    A woman was dangling a few feet above the ground in front of her. She knew the usual air ambulance team, but she hadn’t met this woman before. It surprised her that they sent an air ambulance for a dead person, yet if they were in the area and they had a doctor on board, why not?  
 
    Adam had mentioned with anger that a large logging operation had set up camp just north of them a few months back. He was worried for the wolf pack. Perhaps that was where the air ambulance was heading. That didn’t make sense either, unless it was some sort of training. 
 
    Adam grabbed hold of the pendulum of a woman with unusual care as she hovered over the ground. He cradled her briefly in his arms before releasing her onto firm ground. He could be gentle and caring, but this looked a bit more than that. The helicopter flew away. 
 
    Maggie approached the talking pair. The woman was carrying two bags as she jogged toward the cabin while talking to Adam. “That’s strange. Our call was from 911 switchboard, not much detail. The police can check who called, I guess.” 
 
    “I don’t know what happened here. I was expecting the police with a coroner, but I must admit, it’s really nice to have you come down the cable. What a surprise. Anyway, we’ll soon find out when the police arrive.” 
 
    The woman acknowledged Maggie’s presence with a glance and walked into the cabin, leaving Adam at the door. 
 
    Maggie watched Adam’s smile linger as his eyes followed the woman in red overalls. She felt a tinge of anger, or perhaps it was jealousy rearing its ugly head. “You know her?” 
 
    “Yes. Such a coincidence. She’s training for an expedition in the Antarctic as a medic and spending some time with the air ambulance crew. Can you imagine living for a year down there? Quite a woman.” 
 
    Maggie felt a little relieved that this woman wouldn’t be staying in the neighborhood.  
 
    The doctor walked out of the cabin, shaking her head. “You might be right. It could be food poisoning. I had a case at the foresters’ camp a few days ago, close by, actually. But I also noticed bruises on his right arm.” 
 
    Maggie asked, “What had he eaten? The person at the camp? Did he survive?” 
 
    She turned to face Maggie. “Sorry, when I’m working, I can be so focused, I didn’t even greet you.” She stretched her hands out to Maggie, as if she already knew her.  
 
    She seemed to be one of those open, empathetic characters. Maggie couldn’t detect any animosity in her, or any judgment.  
 
    “You must be Maggie.” She held Maggie’s hand between hers. “I’ve heard so much about you.” 
 
    Unlike me. Maggie put on the best grin she could muster and glanced at the name badge on the doctor’s red overalls, Brigit Jenson. 
 
    “Brigit, sorry. And, yes, we arrived on time to save the person at camp, and he’s even back at work.” Brigit had a beauty spot just next to her right eye that disappeared when she smiled. She pursed her plump lips, her eyes losing their friendly twinkle. “I need to prepare the body to remove it. Can you give me a hand?” 
 
    “No, wait. The police should be arriving, and I want them to see it like this.” 
 
    “But the helicopter is at the forester camp just north of here, and we can’t just wait!” 
 
    As Brigit spoke, another chopper sound reached their ears. Adam smiled, pointing to the sky, where a blue helicopter hovered over the small clearing in front of them. It seemed to take forever until, after a few attempts, down came a pale Sergeant Humphries, clinging to the cable with both hands.  
 
    Adam raced to him with his body bent in half. Another figure gesticulated from above to remove the hook. This time Adam wasn’t as gentle and only just prevented the sergeant from crash-landing. Sergeant Humphries had turned into a stone statue. Having unfastened the carabineer, Adam had to pry open the sergeant’s stiff fingers one at a time from the cable.  
 
    Adam gestured to the person above to lift the cable and in a loud voice said, “Glad you made it so fast.” He tapped Sergeant Humphries’s back. “I hate being lowered like that. I’m afraid of heights.”  
 
    The sergeant rushed out of the reach of the propellers toward Maggie and Brigit. He adjusted his trousers on his prominent belly. “A piece of cake for me. If only this pilot had kept the aircraft in position, it would have made it easier.”  
 
    The sergeant pointed to another figure in uniform swinging in the wind as he was lowered down into the clearing. Brigit looked at the sergeant with big eyes. She hasn’t met him or heard about him yet, thought Maggie.  
 
    The sergeant scanned Maggie head to toe with his small, slightly bulging eyes. “Let me guess, you found the body?” 
 
    Maggie sighed. “No, we did.”  
 
    It so happened that each time there had been an unusual death in the area, Maggie had been in the immediate vicinity of the incident. The sergeant looked at Brigit, his right eyebrow reaching new heights Maggie had never seen before.  
 
    “No, Adam and I. Adam called you,” Maggie replied. 
 
    Maggie wondered when Sergeant Humphries would urge her to leave the scene, as he always did. He appeared unusually calm this time. He lifted his chin to the sky, the hairs of his gray moustache pointing toward the helicopter blades. He tilted his head toward Brigit. “You’re a doc?” 
 
    “Yes, with the air ambulance. And I can confirm he is dead. Could be food poisoning.” 
 
    “Right…but we didn’t call you.” Brigit opened her mouth to speak but was stopped. “No matter. You can deal with the body once I’ve seen it. That way the coroner doesn’t need to come out.” 
 
    The time Maggie had found a body in her beaver pond, the sergeant hadn’t treated the death as suspicious and had suffered the consequences. Poor Constable Raj Gupta, of whom she was fond, had been at the receiving end, his promotion no longer on the table. This might be the opportunity he needed to rise in the police hierarchy.  
 
    Maggie tentatively asked, “Will you be looking at all eventualities? If it wasn’t a natural death?”  
 
    Her last sentence bounced back into her ears, the helicopter no longer muffling her voice. Constable Raj Gupta and Adam joined the group. Raj took out the police tape tucked in his pocket and looked sternly at the sergeant. “Sir. Do you want me to secure the site for forensics?” 
 
    Only the sergeant’s stiff moustache moved with his lips, rising and lowering like the quills of a hedgehog. “Enough unprofessionalism. Right, everyone, stay away.” He pushed the group away from the building. “I’ll check the situation myself. And you.” He pointed to Brigit. “Get ready with the body bag. Best to remove the body fast and get it to the coroner.”  
 
    Brigit busied herself with her gear and contacted her team. Raj disappeared behind the sergeant into the cabin. Adam signaled to Maggie to join him. Maggie whispered, “I’m confused. Don’t you think two people stayed in the cabin? Who would have called for help otherwise?” 
 
    Adam shrugged. “There’s no phone reception here, and none for miles around here as far as I know.” 
 
    “You did see items missing, or am I mad?” 
 
    Adam nodded, staring ahead of him at Sergeant Humphries’s silhouette growing incredibly fast in front of them, until he stood nose to nose with him.  
 
    “Doesn’t look suspicious to me,” said Sergeant Humphries. “Constable Gupta keeps asking about the other person you told him about. Gupta must have misunderstood you.” He sighed. “I didn’t see any evidence that made me think someone else was with him.” 
 
    “Yes. He did hear me correctly,” replied Adam. 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    Adam looked down at the sergeant with dagger-like eyes. Adam was over a head taller than the sergeant. They looked like two stags with their antlers intertwined—one looking up at the other, the pupil rotated up, revealing two waxing moons.  
 
    “Go see for yourself again.” Adam pointed to the cabin. “There’re still traces on the floor, that is, if you haven’t covered them with your footprints when you looked at the body.” 
 
    To Maggie’s surprise, the sergeant took the sarcastic reply in stride. “Okay, calm down. I’m just making sure I got the picture…” He looked at Adam sideways and lifted a virtual glass to his lips. “You never know, you were off duty and might have…”  
 
    Sergeant Humphries always seemed to know how to ruffle feathers if he let his mood get the better of him. No doubt his helicopter ride must have pumped a lot of adrenaline through his veins, and now Adam was on the receiving end. Adam’s jawline was so taut, a vein on his temple throbbed like the ticker of a watch.  
 
    Feeling the urge to defuse the tension, Maggie looked the sergeant in the eyes. “Enough unfounded accusations. There was a loaf wrapped in cloth, a book on edible wild plants, and even another backpack. How can it all have disappeared like that?” 
 
    The sergeant took a step back, tilting his cap back on his head. “Really? All that? I saw the omelet, but you’re sure there was a loaf? Our mind can play tricks, you know. It’s well known that witnesses make mistakes. Even well-meaning ones.”  
 
    Maggie shook her head. “Two witnesses seeing the same thing should be enough to warrant a search. You want proof?”  
 
    She swung her camera forward and flicked through the pictures she had taken. She lifted the little screen of the camera toward where the sergeant had been standing. Too late. The sergeant had moved his attention to Brigit, who was holding her radio in her hand, trying to get a signal.  
 
    Adam sighed. “Poor Brigit. She’s next.” 
 
    “Good training for her expedition. At times, she’ll have to face this kind of tension in cramped quarters in Antarctica,” Maggie replied, checking whether she really was heading for the Antarctic rather that becoming part of the local air ambulance crew. 
 
    “Yup, I guess so. If she’s selected,” Adam said. 
 
    Maggie’s ears were ringing. “So, it isn’t a sure thing then? That she’s going?” 
 
    Adam didn’t reply, just pointed at Raj, who was unrolling his police tape around the cabin. He signaled to Maggie with a flick of the head to join him to pick up their backpacks before they would be part of the cordoned-off area. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Maggie dropped onto her backpack next to the shortcut trail they had taken on the way back from Ted’s hideaway. All the activity was centered in front of the cabin; at the back only chipmunks raced through the fallen leaves, making a lot more noise than their size would let on. She sighed as she propped her head onto her hands, elbows resting on her legs.  
 
    Adam headed back to Brigit to help out with the body. As a civilian, Maggie had to wait on the sidelines. No one needed her input at this point.  
 
    She thought about the other person who must have made the call for help. Who could it be, without phone reception? Ted? 
 
    What if the other person had left in search of help and was ill somewhere in the woods, having eaten the same omelet? But that wouldn’t explain the food disappearing and the book. Unless an animal or yet another person picked those up… 
 
    For the police to send a search party, Sergeant Humphries had to believe them. If it wasn’t an accident, and even if it was, the other person might be heading back to Foxton. He or she managed to find the cabin, so finding the way back shouldn’t be an issue.  
 
    Too many unknowns. It was up to the professionals now. As Maggie contemplated what she could do to help, she turned her head to what looked more like an animal track than a man-made path. She would never have spotted it if it hadn’t been for Adam highlighting the specifically nipped branches and disturbed leaves on the ground.  
 
    Right next to her foot, an imprint of a big shoe stood out under the sun’s soft rays. So that was what Adam was following? Ted’s shoe? From her seated vantage point, Maggie spotted another, this time pointing in the other direction. Seeing her own soles next to it, she concluded it must belong to Adam.  
 
    She counted the time it had taken for the police to arrive since they had given the alert. A little more than an hour for the sergeant to arrive. She estimated it must have taken them around twenty minutes to walk back from Ted’s place—a gain of ten minutes from the other route. 
 
    She hit her thighs with the palms of her hands at the recollection of the image of a second backpack. This time she was sure her memory wasn’t playing any trick. While they were away, someone had picked it up, together with the food, and disappeared into the bush. Sergeant Humphries had to do something about it. They might still find the person. 
 
    He or she couldn’t be that far away. But then again, people disappeared into thin air in this vast forest. Only recently, Maggie had read in the Daily Stumble, the local paper, that a man who had gone berry picking was never found, despite a huge search effort. They did find his car with a bucket of blackberries on its back seat, but no man. 
 
    In her rush to share her insight, she tripped on a strap of her bag and fell on her knees in a swirl of dried orange and red leaves. She pushed herself back up, and something dug into the flesh of her palm—a broken turquoise button. Irritated by the thought that it was once again rubbish left behind, she pocketed the piece.  
 
    Just as she was about to rush to speak with the sergeant, she heard the growl of an engine. It came from behind the cabin, where she hadn’t seen any other path than the one she was sitting next to. Two men on a quad appeared out of the thick woods with a load at the back.  
 
    She hesitated, then approached the pair as they drove in front of her. The man at the back waved with one hand; the other clutched a chainsaw. His fair mullet was glued to his neck, wet from perspiration. He only had a T-shirt on, with a large hole. Maggie had never seen such large biceps before. And yet the mullet man was of small build, with narrow hips. It was a build she had seen in climbers, but never with bodybuilder’s arms. He smiled at her while the driver hid behind a thick beard and avoided eye contact.  
 
    The trapezius man, as Maggie nicknamed him in her mind, spoke over the engine sound. “Did the medics get here?”  
 
    Maggie nodded. “Yes, the air ambulance came. Did you call them?” She paused.  
 
    They both reeked of diesel fumes and were covered in sawdust. They had to be loggers. They must have cut their way through the woods, or the logging operation was nearer than Adam had estimated. The two men glanced at each other without giving her an answer. Instead, the bearded man asked, “Why are the cops here?” 
 
    “Sadly, the man died. It was too late when they arrived.” 
 
    Abruptly, the driver of the quad turned his steering wheel as far right as possible with a thrust of the gas. He looked back at Maggie over his shoulder. “Go figure. Nothing for us to do here anymore.” 
 
    In a cloud of dust, the pair disappeared into the woods as a bewildered Raj reached Maggie. “Who are they? What did they want?” 
 
    “Loggers. And I think they called 911.” Maggie bit her lip at not having urged them to speak with the police. 
 
    “What? We’ve got to speak with them.” Raj turned on his heels.  
 
    Maggie held him back by the arm. She knew Raj would listen to her; he was her friend, after all. “Wait. Another thing. I’m sure, really sure I saw another backpack in there.” She pointed to the cabin. “Shouldn’t you send a search team out?”  
 
    Raj bobbed his head as he always did when he was uncertain about something. The wind from the helicopter propellers above blew Maggie’s hat off her head. It was the air ambulance. The sound of its motor was deafening. 
 
    Brigit was standing next to a stretcher with a long bundle on it. A cable was lowered and clipped to the stretcher. The load was slowly lifted up and attached to the side of the aircraft. Brigit put her arm around Adam’s neck with a peck on his cheek then followed the load up.  
 
    Raj’s curled-up eyelashes nearly touched his eyebrows as he stared at Maggie without a blink. “I’ve already tried convincing Humphries. You are both sure?” 
 
    “Yes, and I took a picture.” 
 
    “Now we’re talking. That should convince him. Come with me then.” 
 
    Maggie trotted behind Raj, flicking in her mind through the pictures she had taken. She hadn’t taken any of the bed, where the book and backpacks were, only of the man at the table and the door view. The loaf might hopefully be on one of them. 
 
    Raj went straight up to Sergeant Humphries. “Sir, we have evidence of a second person. Shall I call for a search operation?” 
 
    “Constable Gupta, what evidence? Only food was removed, as far as I could tell, and with everyone’s footprints in there, it’s impossible to tell when and who was there. I saw mouse droppings next to the omelet, and even a dead mouse under the bunk bed.” 
 
    Raj shook his gold name bracelet, letting it slide down his wrist. “Maggie, can you show him the pictures you took?” 
 
    All eyes were on her. She obediently took her camera off her shoulder.  
 
    Raj stuck his hand out. “I’ll need to take the camera off you. It’s evidence.”  
 
    Raj took hold of her camera, only for the sergeant to take it from him. Sergeant Humphries stared at the black screen at its back.  
 
    Maggie pressed the viewing button. “Here, you see the table with half an omelet, and you can see the loaf wrapped in cloth next to the newspaper—” 
 
    “Yes, nothing new there. An animal could have eaten those. Constable, did you bag the plants in the newspaper? And the dead mouse?” Raj nodded. “Good. It’s a simple case of food poisoning. I’ve seen it before with those wild foragers. An accident waiting to happen.” 
 
    “The plants in the newspaper looked safe to eat,” Maggie said. 
 
    “Really, so you’re one of them?” Sergeant Humphries shook his head. “Anyway, it looks like an accidental death to me.” 
 
    “Sir…” 
 
    “What now, Constable?” 
 
    “What if there was another person, and they wanted to poison that person? It would be a good cover-up, blaming the man himself for picking the wrong plant?” 
 
    Maggie was pleased to see Raj was better than she was at getting his point across to the sergeant. Nothing like pointing out indirectly that he’d better consider foul play if he wanted to cover his backside against his superiors. Now he couldn’t ignore the missing person, or so she thought… 
 
    “Sir, there were two loggers on a quad just a—” 
 
    “Whaaat! What did they want?” 
 
    “Maggie said they called for the air ambulance.” 
 
    If Sergeant Humphries were a bull, he would now have steam coming out of his nostrils and would be digging up dust with his right leg. “And you tell me now? Let’s get this moving. I want to talk to them. And you.” The sergeant pointed at Maggie with his chin. “Adam, take care of her. No more interfering with police.” 
 
    Maggie wondered what exactly he meant, hoping she wouldn’t have to go back home and might be able to carry on with their trip. If there was a lost person out there in need of help, she wanted to be part of the search party. “If I can help to find the person, I will.” 
 
    “No, you’ve done enough. We don’t need your help now.” 
 
    “Are you sending us back to Foxton? On foot?” Maggie asked. 
 
    “Yes, and on foot, the same way you came here. We aren’t a taxi service,” Sergeant Humphries bellowed as he fiddled with his walkie-talkie. 
 
    “Adam knows where the loggers’ camp is…I don’t think you do, and I’ll get lost without him…” Maggie looked pleadingly at Raj.  
 
    “Sir, you do want to speak with the loggers,” Raj intervened. 
 
    “Yes, fine,” the sergeant grumbled under his moustache. 
 
    Adam gently took Maggie aside, as if he wanted to show her something in his backpack and whispered, “Look, they don’t need me to find the loggers’ camp. The chopper can locate it easily.” 
 
    “The sergeant doesn’t seem to realize that,” Maggie retorted. “Maybe we can find more clues about the missing person? I could imagine he or she might have headed in that direction.” 
 
    “Maggie, not again. I know you can’t help your terrier instinct, but I think it’s best we go back to Foxton. The police are on the case now.” 
 
    Maggie saw his point, and if she insisted on using the missing person, she would go nowhere with him. Another approach might work. “What about Ted?” 
 
    “Yes, I have to speak with him.” 
 
    Maggie felt she was on the right track. Perhaps another nudge would do the trick. “And what about the wolves? We’re so close, you said.”  
 
    Maggie looked straight into his ice-blue eyes. Adam had such a soft spot for those wolves. It had taken a lot of questions about what he was doing during his trips into the bush to finally get insight into his secret escapades. He had opened up to her only the night before, telling her he wanted to surprise her and it was time to prepare her for the encounter. 
 
    She had never seen him so emotional as when he finally told her Bella’s story. A farmer called upon Adam’s services upon hearing the constant bray of his donkey in the field and discovering a wolf in the paddock. This time, Adam instructed him to kill the poor beast, hearing it was overwhelmed by mange, a deadly disease, if left untreated. 
 
    Having inspected the wolf, and seeing she was lactating, Adam went on a hunt for the cubs. That was when he found Bella, only a month old, hiding under a pile of wood, in dire need of care if she were to survive. Against all odds, under Adam’s care, she made it to freedom and had become an alpha wolf with a litter of her own. 
 
    Maggie nudged him with her elbow. “What about Bella? We can’t go back now.” 
 
    The crow’s feet around Adam’s eyes grew deeper and curled up like the tips of spruce trees in spring.  
 
    Maggie insisted, “Since you told me of Bella’s existence last night, I can’t wait to meet her. I’ve never seen a wolf before. And taking pic—” She stopped short, remembering Raj had her camera. “Does she have a radio collar?” 
 
    “Yes, a VHF one. It would be really hard to find her without it, now that the cubs are weaned and traveling with the pack. That’s another reason why I want to find her now. I need to change her collar; the battery is nearing its end.” 
 
    “You see? I’ll get the bags while you convince Sergeant Humphries we can stay here. And if he doesn’t want us to, we might happen to take a wrong turn toward the north…” 
 
    “Maggie…they know I don’t get lost easily. I’ll give them the directions to the loggers’ camp and tell them we need to speak with Ted. I’ll figure something out.” 
 
    Maggie swung her bag onto her back. It felt as if its weight had increased. She looked down at Adam’s bag, a long one with an antenna tucked on its side. Her growing excitement at seeing the wolves was dampened by the thought of the mystery of the second backpack. Perhaps once the police spoke to the loggers, it would give new insight.  
 
    Raj had told her he believed what she saw. She had to trust him to do his job. He was in a far better position to convince Sergeant Humphries to call for a missing person search.  
 
    Maggie glanced down at her father’s pilot’s watch, the large display indicating that it was already four o’clock. She resisted the pull of talking one last time to Sergeant Humphries. He was busy communicating on the radio, holding his cap with one hand and pacing back and forth.  
 
    Adam walked past him in Maggie’s direction and checked his pockets. Deep furrows zigzagged across his forehead, and only a few feet away from her, he swiveled around without a word.  
 
    His ponytail swung from side to side as he disappeared out of sight. The news didn’t look promising… 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    In the village of Foxton, Tina Partridge, the local journalist, entered the Horizon Cafe. As often was the case on Saturdays, the place was buzzing with customers. In order to keep customers coming through the shoulder season and into winter, Heidi had been testing themed weekends.  
 
    She tried to make them as entertaining as possible, matching the food with the theme of the evening. The last one had been a culinary trip to Brittany, France. For the occasion, she had learned to make crêpes, the paper-thin savory ones that were typically topped with ham, cheese, and an egg. The local cider, a result of a bumper crop of apples, had been the perfect drink to go with the dish. The stack of cider bottles next to the entrance had disappeared in no time, to the delight of the local producer.  
 
    This time it was all about mushrooms, given the good season for king boletes. It turned out that Tina Partridge was a mushroom fanatic and often organized foraging expeditions in autumn to share her passion and knowledge. She had promised Heidi three baskets full of boletes and chanterelles that she had collected with her group of enthusiasts.  
 
    Heidi spotted Tina from the bar. She threw her tea towel aside and headed to the door, rubbing her hands against her apron. For the occasion, she had picked an apron covered in drawings of mushrooms.  
 
    A chirpy man who had jumped up from his table beat her to the door. “Hey, Tina, come on in. The queen of mushrooms. My wife better not hear me.” He winked. Tina beamed. He held the door open with his foot and unloaded her of two boxes. “Let me help you.”  
 
    “Thanks, and wait till you taste them. We can’t have a better cook for them.” She winked in turn at Heidi.  
 
    It wasn’t often that Tina gave compliments. It was a good omen for the evening. Heidi gave her a friendly tap on the back. “Come, come on in.” She peered into the box Tina was holding, waving her hand over the fungi to catch their scent. “They look wonderful.” 
 
    “Perfect, already a good turnout. Don’t forget, I reserved two tables.” Tina looked at the tables in front of the lake view, all occupied by young people drinking beer.  
 
    “Yes, they know the tables have to be free by seven. You were wise to do so. I’m already fully booked.” 
 
    “Good, because I’ve invited a chief editor of an important news agency.” Tina blew her fringe away from her eyes. “I’m counting on you, Heidi.”  
 
    Heidi had heard that Tina had been freelancing for some news agencies in Toronto, eager to gain credit as a reporter. Her article on the body found in the boat had been retweeted extensively, to her delight. Since then, she had published an article about the mystery of the haunted trapper’s cabin, which she proclaimed was the reason for the increase in visitors to Foxton in the past month, ignoring the resplendent autumn colors this year.   
 
    “It will be fine as long as I can get my hands on those mushrooms of yours.” Heidi nudged Tina forward toward the bar, keen to get on with her cooking. 
 
    Heidi lifted the bar counter panel to let Tina through, taking the stack of boxes from the eager client. Spock, her Main Coon cat—named after the Star Trek character because of his ears—rubbed against her legs, his back curled.  
 
    “Not now, don’t you see my hands are full?” Heidi kicked a toy mouse behind the bar. Spock ran after it, playfully oblivious to Heidi slipping into the kitchen and leaving him behind. “I don’t want him in the kitchen when I’m cooking.” 
 
    “Understandably so. I’d never allow a pet inside the house…and not even my kids can convince me otherwise.”  
 
    Heidi preferred to ignore the topic, eager to avoid another argument about her cat. To appease Tina, she’d had to remove Spock’s special cushion from the far end of the bar to a corner, hidden from sight. “Bettie, can you take the boxes from Tina?” 
 
    Bettie, Arthur’s wife, had become a fixture of the kitchen staff after having stepped in when Heidi had lost her sous chef in the summer. Bettie inspected the mushrooms, lifting a plump king bolete to her eyes. Its perfectly smooth cap shone under the light, the ideal home for a gnome. “I’d really like to know where you found such a specimen! Without even a nibble off its flesh.” 
 
    Tina raised her chin and swung her little hand bag around her trunk with force. “Only the ones who join my mushroom hunt can be privy to that information.” 
 
    Bettie tapped her bad leg. “Maybe I should send Arthur. He’s good at finding hidden things, and he can still run around like a rabbit, unlike me.”  
 
    Heidi pictured Arthur, the old gentleman running around his island and ducking into a rabbit hole followed by his sausage dog, Tinker.  
 
    “What’s so funny?” asked Bettie. 
 
    “Nothing.” Heidi turned to Tina, pointing to the large clock on the wall. “Now, you run along, otherwise we’ll never get it ready on time.” 
 
    Tina always seemed to ignore any form of coaxing. “I’ve got to tell you about this irritating couple.” She grabbed hold of Heidi’s hand. “Did I tell you about them?” 
 
    Heidi and Bettie looked at each other and at the clock. Bettie smiled at Tina, gently lifting Tina’s hand away from Heidi and tucking it under hers affectionately. “Why don’t you tell me all about it?” She winked at Heidi. “Let me get you a cup of tea.” 
 
    Tina was in need of talking, and any ear would do, it seemed. “They kept on arguing as if they were alone in the world, but you know me, I won’t have anyone interrupt my lecture.”  
 
    The pair stepped through the doors, side by side, nearly getting stuck midway.  
 
    “Yes, I can imagine the scene…” Bettie replied. 
 
    “He also kept on asking about the logging camp, asking me about it. How do I know where they run their operations!” Tina’s high-pitched voice faded as it blended with the roar of voices from the restaurant. “He claimed to love mushroom picking, but he kept wandering off, and it wasn’t mushroom hunting, I can tell you that…I knew who he was from the first time I saw him.”  
 
    Although Heidi’s curiosity was slightly piqued, wondering what the man had been looking for, with Tina out of her way, she could focus on the pies that were just waiting to be filled with the mushrooms. She gently shook the box of golden chanterelles, checking for any unwanted mushrooms in the batch.  
 
    The sound of Bettie’s distinctive broken gait followed the slamming of the swinging doors. “I managed to free myself from Tina, thanks to one of her fans, who wanted a selfie with her. What can I do to help?”  
 
    “Can you clean the mushrooms?”  
 
    “I have to say it’s a relief we have an expect to pick them for us. I’m sure I’d end up with a deadly one in the lot.” Bettie laughed.  
 
    “Come on, I pick them myself. It isn’t that hard, and I’m still here…” Heidi paused as she looked out the window at the deep blue lake surrounded by blotches of intense reds, oranges, and yellows from the autumn leaves—a perfect Impressionist painting. She sighed. “I wish I had the time.”  
 
    “I can take care of the cafe for a few days. I’m sure I can get Arthur to help. It’ll do you good to have a break.” 
 
    “Maybe…” Heidi stared out the window.  
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Sergeant Humphries and Constable Gupta had received reinforcements and headed for the loggers’ camp. The sergeant insisted on driving the police quad, so Raj had no choice but sit behind him on what little space was left.  
 
    They left a search party with dogs to comb the area for the potential second person, still a possibility the sergeant was reluctant to believe but couldn’t afford to ignore. He stated that they would focus on what really mattered—the loggers had called for the air ambulance, so therefore they had to be the last people to have seen the man. Dead or alive, that was still a question.  
 
    Raj barely managed to hang on to the back bar of the quad, refusing to put his hands around the rotund waist of the sergeant. He still remembered what happened when he had hugged him after they nearly hit a deer. Over the sergeant’s shoulder he saw a rather large log across the path. “Sir, they went arou—” 
 
    He was propelled off the quad as the sergeant rode over the log and got stuck. The wheels were spinning under the sergeant’s heavy foot on the gas pedal. The quad see-sawed back and forth with the displacement of the sergeant to the front or back of the seat. Raj rubbed his elbow but couldn’t repress a laugh. 
 
    “What are you doing back there? Push! Do I have to do all myself!” 
 
    “But sir, maybe if you got off—” 
 
    The sergeant swung his short leg back and nearly tripped over the log as he stepped down. He threw his cap off, revealing a tanned, shiny scalp. He put his hands on his hips. “What did you think I was doing?” 
 
    Raj bit his lip to suppress the urge to laugh. If it had happened with anyone else, they would both be laughing their heads off. It hadn’t.  
 
    “Get up, will you?” The sergeant pointed to the right. “You should have seen there was another route. Why would I’ve asked you to look out for the way otherwise?” 
 
    The desire to laugh vanished as quickly as it had appeared. He knew better than to attempt to argue with the sergeant. It was best to move on fast. He didn’t bother brushing any leaves away from his uniform. He headed straight to the quad and tried to lift its back end over the log.  
 
    “You need to do some more training. I’ll put you forward for the next one planned,” Sergeant Humphries said from the other side of the vehicle. 
 
    Who’s talking? Raj thought angrily. He kept pushing, but the bark of the tree trunk had somehow gotten wedged into the chassis.  
 
    “Sir, we have to lift it up together. It’s stuck.” 
 
    The sergeant put his cap back on, having inspected the undercarriage himself. They lifted, pushed, and pulled till the quad was finally freed and back on the track, ready to take them to the camp. Noises of chainsaws and big machinery alerted them to their proximity to their destination.  
 
    They popped out into a graveyard of trees and came face-to-face with a huge harvester vehicle busy grappling a large tree that was tilting dangerously toward them. 
 
    “Sir, watch o—”  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Raj jumped off the quad, grabbing the sergeant by his sweater. They both looked up at the tree trunk swinging above them for a few seconds before it was positioned far away from them. Neither Raj nor Sergeant Humphries moved until the sound of the engine of the harvester ceased.  
 
    “Are yous all right?” A bearded man stretched out his hand to the sergeant, bending over the pair. “You scared the hell out of me. What were yous thinking of? You didn’t hear my machine? You could have been killed!” 
 
    Sergeant Humphries rolled onto his knees, hoisting himself up with a hand on the untouched quad. From Raj’s vantage point, still lying low, Humphries’s trimmed moustache looked pricklier than ever. Had he changed his trimming? Raj was quickly shaken back to reality by the sergeant tugging on his sleeve. 
 
    “Constable, get up. You’re lucky we didn’t get hurt.”  
 
    The man’s eyes moved from the sergeant’s to Raj’s in bewilderment.  
 
    “We’re looking for two men on a quad who rode this path.” The sergeant pointed to the path they had just followed. 
 
    The man shook his head. 
 
    A little voice in Raj’s head made him open his note pad to check the description of the men Maggie had seen on the quad. The bearded one was wearing the same checkered flannel shirt as this man.  
 
    “You must have seen them, like you just saw us.” Sergeant Humphries’s voice rose. 
 
    “As you saw for yourself, I’m focused on the trees. They could have gone behind me without me noticing.” The man looked away. 
 
    Raj tried to show the description on his notebook to the sergeant. “Sir.”  
 
    “What is it?” asked Sergeant Humphries. 
 
    Both men were now looking at Raj, waiting for him to speak.  
 
    “Strange, the description of the shirt worn by the driver of the quad exactly matches yours.” 
 
    The man looked at his shirt. “Everyone and his dog wears these.” 
 
    Sergeant Humphries took the notebook from Raj’s hands and read aloud. “Top right shoulder, seam torn.”  
 
    They all stared at the gaping hole in the garment in front of their eyes. 
 
    “So? I’ve had to keep an eye out for those hikers. They keep getting lost, they say.”  
 
    Sergeant Humphries snapped the notepad closed. “Lost?” He pulled his pants up and rested his arms across his belly in silence. He had an irritating habit of using silence as a weapon to get information out of someone. This time he had picked the wrong person. 
 
    The man’s knuckles were white from the force of his clenched fist. He nodded without a word. The silence was too heavy for Raj to bear any longer. “We know that you alerted the air ambulance crew, Andy Smith.”  
 
    Sergeant Humphries stared at Raj. He hadn’t told the sergeant he received the information when they were back at the cabin. 
 
    “Oh, no, that’s not me. Nothing to do with me. I didn’t alert no one.” He stepped back with his palms facing them, shaking his head. “Not my business.” 
 
    Sergeant Humphries had found the use of his tongue again. “What is your name? Why were you at the trapper’s cabin if it wasn’t your business?” 
 
    The man rolled up one of his sleeves, revealing a muscular forearm covered in branch scratches. A voice from the other side of the tree harvester reached them. “James, anything wrong?” 
 
    “Yes!” bellowed back Sergeant Humphries, “James here is obstructing a police investigation.” 
 
    James shouted back. “Nah, I’m just doin’ my job. You deal with them, you’re the boss.” He turned his back and walked to his machine.  
 
    Why was he being so obstructive? Had he given a fake name when he called? Sergeant Humphries took off after him, climbing over the felled trees, swearing each time his pants got hooked on their branches. Raj followed, quickly overtaking him, hoping to reach the men first. He succeeded.  
 
    “Look, guys, we don’t want to make your life difficult, we just need some information to understand what happened back there.” Raj waved in the direction he had come from. “A man died, and someone here gave the alert. An Andy Smith.” 
 
    “Who’s died? Where?” asked a short man, a drip at the end of his turned-up nose.  
 
    “A tourist at the trapper’s cabin, you know?” Raj said. “We’re searching for another person who might have fled in search of help. We have to talk to this Andy Smith.” 
 
    The man seemed to be in charge, given his straight stance, matter-of-fact tone, and critical look directed at James when he spoke. “We do have an Andy Smith. He’s on your crew, James.”  
 
    James rolled his eyes. 
 
    Raj could see the sparks flying between the two men. They clearly weren’t buddies. Sergeant Humphries reached the group. His face lit up. “Good to see you, sir. What are you doing up here, not your district, I thought?” 
 
    The short man’s face melted into a broad smile as he wiped the tip of his nose with the back of his sleeve and put his hand out. “Hi, Sergeant. I’m heading this operation for now. No longer a cop, unlike you, from the looks of it—still a sergeant and in Foxton.”  
 
    He touched Sergeant Humphries’s stripes with a finger, a familiarity Raj had never seen toward the sergeant. He expected him to react defensively, but instead Sergeant Humphries said, “Yes, I like it here. I refused a promotion to stay here.” 
 
    Raj observed the man. Had he been a cop? He looked more like the informant type. He appeared to be in his late thirties, the type who would cuddle up to the boss without any scruples toward his colleagues, if it meant he would benefit from it. Raj had encountered a number of men like that in the police force. He mistrusted him. If asked why, he wouldn’t be able to pinpoint anything; it was just a gut feeling.  
 
    Without introducing himself to Raj, the man waved with authority to Sergeant Humphries to come with him. “I’ll get this Andy for you. Terrible business.” 
 
    Sergeant Humphries turned to Raj. “Constable, ask around if they’ve seen the dead man and any other information you can get.” 
 
    The two figures disappeared behind a tree, leaving Raj behind with a silent James. They looked at each other.  
 
    “Look, you’d better tell me your version of what happened. The sergeant will have his very soon. What’s your full name?” 
 
    “James Kravets, with a K.” 
 
    Raj pulled out his phone to show him a picture of the dead man. “You’ve seen this man before?” 
 
    James’s face flinched. “Might’ve.” He looked down at his boots. “But it’s hard to tell.” 
 
    “Here is another picture, of his jacket. Maybe that helps?” 
 
    “Looks like them tourists that were lost. They were here a few days ago.”   
 
    “More than one?” 
 
    James looked around him as if he were checking whether anyone was listening. “A woman was with him. But I was in my machine, just heard after that they were looking for a haunted cabin.” 
 
    “A woman, you say? Can you describe her?”  
 
    James narrowed his fiery fox’s eyes. “Nice gal…” His smile dropped. “But I didn’t see much from up here.” He pointed to the cabin of the harvester, sitting high above its tracks.   
 
    “Who spoke to them?” 
 
    “You saw him jus’ now.” It was only now that Raj noticed his underbite, hidden in his beard, as he moved his chin back and forth as if he were grinding his teeth. “I’ve got work to do.” 
 
    Raj couldn’t fathom tourists getting so lost that they ended up all the way here. Unless they were guided by the machine noises. He took note of James’s details and warned him he would be back with more questions. Only when he reached the loggers’ tents did he realize that he had failed to press him on why he drove to the cabin. In the distance, a man with a blond mullet was speaking to Sergeant Humphries. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Back at the cabin, the ongoing search with a reinforced team of police officers had so far been fruitless. The detective sergeant leading the group complained to Sergeant Humphries and Raj over the radio that they had left a mess of footprints and scents in the cabin, making it very hard to find any lead scent to search for. The dogs were left with following any human scent they came across in the hope it would lead to the right person.  
 
    One of the dogs had guided his officer straight to Ted’s place, just as Adam and Maggie were about to leave to hike to their next camping spot before dark. Maggie watched in dismay the white jaws racing toward them. She was only a little reassured by the sight of what the dog was flying as a kite: a police woman, leaping behind her dog. They both landed at their feet.  
 
    The detective had tripped over a branch and would have been dragged on her belly by the Malinois shepherd to Ted had she not let go of the lead. She got to her feet and whistled. The dog didn’t listen, which was unusual for a police dog, and instead leaped at Ted’s arm, his glistering fangs out. Adam grabbed the dog by the skin of the back of his neck and with a twist of his hand immobilized him. “Sit.”  
 
    The dog sat obediently next to Adam, now and then uncovering his perfect set of chops any time Ted moved. Maggie had taken cover behind Adam as soon as she caught sight of the dog. She was still shaking and kept her hands tucked deep in her pockets, away from its mouth.  
 
    Ted was next to her, livid. “Now you know why I don’t like them cops.”  
 
    Ignoring his comment, Adam yanked Ted’s bear coat off his shoulders with one hand while Ted dug his dirty nails into the black fur in a tug-of-war.  
 
    “Let go, Ted.” Without explaining, Adam threw the skin a few meters away.  
 
    The dog twisted his neck in its direction and remained transfixed by it until his mistress took hold of the lead. The dog resembled the discarded bear fur as he lay as flat as a pancake, ears back and with only his eyes moving from the skin to his mistress.  
 
    “So sorry, is it a bearskin?”  
 
    Adam nodded.  
 
    Between breaths she said, “He picked up the scent back at the cabin. After that I could barely keep up with him.” 
 
    “Really? How fresh does a scent need to be for him to pick it up?” Adam asked with a side glance at Ted.  
 
    “Well, it depends. Usually not more than twenty-four hours after—” 
 
    One of Adam’s eyebrows arched up as he stared at Ted. Maggie had been the recipient of such a look when he knew the answer but wanted her to give it. 
 
    Ted asked, “Even for a very smelly bear fur? I’m aware I don’t smell of roses…”  
 
    His mispronunciation of the letter V due to missing two upper incisors caused the police officer to hesitate before replying, “Funny you say that, because he’s really exceptional in that he’s been able to follow a scent that was over six months old, and in the woods, like here. For the other dogs after twenty-four hours it can be difficult.” 
 
    Ted straightened up, a corner of his mouth lifting. “This time of year, lots of black bears roam around the cabin because of the food left behind by the tourists. I saw one just before you arrived, smelling just like my skin.”  
 
    “Yes, that explains it. He picked the scent of the real bear, and then he saw you with the bearskin.” The officer shook her head with a smile. She coughed one more time and took a deep breath. “I’ll get back on track, slowly this time. I hope. I apologize for the attack. He didn’t nip you at all?”  
 
    “I’m fine, don’t worry. If we see anything suspect, I know who to ask.” Ted grinned at her and glanced defiantly at Adam with his good eye. 
 
    Once she had left, Adam stood face-to-face with Ted, his lips tightly pressed together. “You saw a bear. Really? Show me the tracks then.” 
 
    “Pff. I could have, I saw one at the trapper’s cabin this mo…” Ted didn’t finish his sentence. He tapped his arms with his hands as if he were attempting to warm himself up. Adam put his hands on his hips, his native necklace popping out from his shirt. His face contradicted his posture. His wrinkles were etched deeper but lined up with the upward curl of his thin mouth. 
 
    Maggie had remained silent, observing their interaction. There was so much nonverbal communication going on that it was as if she were watching a live pantomime. She had so many questions bubbling up that she said, “I saw bear paws there too.” 
 
    “You’d better keep your food safe up a tree tonight, if you’re still going up there?” Ted pointed north. 
 
    “Ted, one way or another, I’ll find out. Tell me now what you saw. It’s the only way I might be able to help you. ’Cause if you wait, it’s not one dog you’ll see, but the entire pack of search dogs.”  
 
    Ted shrugged his right shoulder in Maggie’s direction. 
 
    “You can trust her.” Adam sat down on a large rock at the entrance of Ted’s home. “So, what happened? Don’t spare the details.” 
 
    Ted let himself slide into an old rocking chair. “I did go, like I said, a few days ago to check on the place.” He shook his head. “He accused me of a bad job maintaining the chimney. He couldn’t get his fire going. I know I shouldn’t speak ill of the dead. But really, he’d stuffed the stove with wet wood. I could have walked away, but no, I got the fire going.” 
 
    “Did he tell you anything?” 
 
    “Nah. You know me. Don’t talk.” 
 
    “He didn’t ask you anything at all?” Maggie asked, finding it very odd at first that someone wouldn’t be a bit curious about Ted. Perhaps he had been just too intimidated by Ted to dare to ask anything. She felt shy herself; his body language gave off the signal to keep away.  
 
    She was already regretting her question when Ted looked at her. “Nothing important.” He rolled his good eye up to the sky. “He asked about ghosts banging on the roof at night.” 
 
    “Ghosts?” Maggie asked. 
 
    “They’re around, I told him…” 
 
    “Don’t tell me you believe that this place is haunted by the Métis trapper?”  
 
    Ted tilted his head sideways. “Spirits. You know. As long as he stays away from my home, I say.” He smacked his lips. 
 
    “I did read an article in the Daily Stumble about that,” Maggie said. “But surely there must be a good explanation with all the animals roaming around?” 
 
    Ted grinned at her. “Tell me, what animal would bang on a roof?” 
 
    Maggie thought for a moment, but nothing came to mind. People heard all kinds of things at night when they weren’t used to nature sounds.  
 
    Adam fidgeted with his bag as if he wanted to move on and preferred to avoid ghost discussions. She had noticed before that when she tried to talk about the subject, he had always diverted the conversation to another topic. Was it because he believed in them? Why else couldn’t she have a rational discussion about it? 
 
    Adam narrowed his eyes till they were just two slits disappearing in his weathered face. “Did you see anyone else with him?” Ted shook his head. “What about this morning? Why did you go there?” Adam tapped his arched fingers together. 
 
    “I wanted to check he hadn’t burned the place down.” Ted sighed. “I thought he’d gone. The big stone to hold the door shut was in front of the door, and the latch.” 
 
    “Ted, Ted, Ted…you tell me that now.” Adam clenched his fist. 
 
    “What difference does it make? He’s dead. And who do you think the police will pin this on!” Ted turned red in the face as he poked repeatedly at his own chest with his finger. “You see, that’s what I get when I talk.” He zipped his lips closed with his right fingers. 
 
    Maggie intervened, hoping to calm the two men and get as much information out of Ted as possible. “I guess what’s relevant isn’t who found him but rather what you saw when you found him, same as for us. Did you go in the cabin?” 
 
    “How else would I see a dead man,” Ted replied with clenched jaws. “I touched nothing and ran away. I don’t want to anger them ghosts, oh no.” He stood up, as if he wanted to shake the thought away with a shrug. “You won’t see me there again. I’m done with it.” 
 
    Adam rose to his feet and kicked his bag with his boot. “Enough with your bloody ghosts.” He rubbed the back of his neck, taking his leather hat off. When he put it back on, he said, “You have to tell the police…” He stared at Ted, who was avoiding his eyes. “Or else I will.” His voice softened. “It’s best if you do, if you see what I mean. You’re clean, so what’s there to fear?” 
 
    Ted put his arms up to the sky without a word, ostensibly asking for help.   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Maggie had so many questions for Ted, whether he had seen the other backpack, any evidence of another person, but he had turned completely silent. He had reluctantly agreed to speak to the police after Adam insisted once more, although Maggie suspected he had done that in order to get rid of them.  
 
    She and Adam headed out toward the GPS point of Bella’s denning site. He expected it to be vacated and safe to visit. They hiked across the forest in a more or less straight line as far as that was possible, avoiding getting stuck in a beaver dam and some low, marshy cedar areas.  
 
    After an hour, the golden rays of the setting sun lit the forest floor under her feet. Each leaf seemed to have been meticulously chosen for its color and shape to fit perfectly in a pointillist puzzle, with many dots of color forming the image. It was a feast for the eyes. Red squirrels spiraled up the trees and across the path, only to freeze on the spot when she looked at them, playing a game of statues with her. As soon as she turned her head, she heard a shrill call, and off they went, their mouths full of seeds. 
 
    Maggie felt a sudden dip in her energy level. She reached back into a side pocket of her backpack for a bag of nuts she had stashed there for such occasions. She felt with her fingers for the almonds and hazelnuts—gone. She pulled the bag out. It had a few gnawed holes in it. Someone must have enjoyed it when she had left her bag on the forest floor earlier. She couldn’t blame the chipmunk…winter was just around the corner. 
 
    They arrived at a clearing covered in a thick moss blanket, surrounded by cedar trees. The bounciness of the moss under her painful feet was soothing and inviting. In the middle, a few rocks hid a dark hole.  
 
    Adam pointed to it with the pride of a father. “That’s her place. Don’t you think she really knows how to pick her den?”  
 
    “It’s really cozy. And so soft to play on.” Maggie touched the moss as she was about to sit down. “But a little damp all the same.” 
 
    The sun had set, and Maggie was eager to find her own den before dark. Moss was nice, but the prospect of the moisture cooling her down at night made her shiver. It was as if Adam had read her mind.  
 
    “Don’t worry, I wouldn’t want to camp on Bella’s territory, even though she might never use this place again—the pack likes coming back here now and then. They’re very territorial.” He waved at her. “This way.” 
 
    “Is it far?” Maggie asked in a small voice.  
 
    “No, look over there. That’s where I stayed when I spent time with Bella and her pups this spring. I couldn’t have come here with you there at the time. I didn’t know myself how she would react to my presence.” 
 
    “What would she have done?” 
 
    “Defend her pups aggressively with the help of her pack.” 
 
    “Didn’t you rear her? She must see you as part of her pack?” 
 
    “Yes, but I was careful to keep any other human interaction to a minimum, not to get her habituated to humans. It’s best for her if she’s afraid of them. I really don’t know how she’ll react to you. She isn’t an aggressive wolf, and her male isn’t either.” 
 
    Maggie was a little worried. “Do you think she’ll check us out tonight? I’d better zip up my tent well.” 
 
    Adam laughed. “You’ll be fine. Besides, I don’t think they’re around now. I didn’t see the ravens.” 
 
    What did they have to do with the wolves? She was too tired and cold to ask about it now. 
 
    They reached a flat stretch of ground.  
 
    “That’s for the fire pit. I’ll get some wood to get the fire going quickly. Why don’t you pick a spot to pitch your tent?” He disappeared out of sight. 
 
    Maggie had goose bumps at the idea of being alone at dusk…with a wolf pack nearby. She searched the ground for any evidence of his previous tent spot. The previous evening, she had been the only one to pitch a tent; Adam had hung a hammock across two trees. She wasn’t ready to sleep without the protection of the canvas around her—not that it was thick, but most animals seemed to respect it.  
 
    Adam had told her that when he stayed longer, he made a hut out of wood and leaves, but for one night, he didn’t feel the need. Unsure of how long they would stay here, Maggie pitched her tent on the side of the clearing and made sure to leave enough space for a long hut, in case Adam would build one this time. If he didn’t want his feet sticking out, it would have to be over two meters long, which left her with little room to play with if she wanted a piece of the flat area. The activity kept her mind off her rumbling tummy.  
 
    Adam was back with a pile of wood. In no time, he had a crackling fire going, exactly what Maggie needed to warm up her hands and feet. She stared into the flames. “Do you think Ted could have played a role in that man’s death? He really doesn’t want anyone around, and it might be drastic, but now I doubt people will want to stay at the cabin if this story gets out.” 
 
    Adam shook his head. “Why then would he say that there was a stone closing the door from the outside? And I’ve known him for years. He saved Bettie’s life when she got lost. She thought it would be just like walking in a British woodland; you always end up hitting a road.” 
 
    Maggie’s eyebrows rose incredulously, trying to picture the little old lady limping into the woods on her own. She must have been a lot younger at the time, but even so, Maggie would think twice before venturing on her own in bear country. 
 
    Adam continued, “Yes, berry picking. That was when they first arrived. She loves making jams… I know, it sounds naïve, but many people are naïve when it comes to hiking without a map and straight into the woods.” 
 
    “She was lucky. She could’ve ended up lost forever, like the recent case in the paper. It was unlike her to go out on her own, though.” 
 
    “She was initially with Arthur. They’d set up camp at a remote lake. She must’ve gotten bored with Arthur fishing all day, although she never said so. She said she wanted to walk around the lake to pick the blackberries for her special jam while he was on the water.” 
 
    “It’s so easy to get lost when you focus on a berry, then the next one…but it’s so unlike Arthur not to keep an eye on her all the time.” 
 
    “Exactly, so you’d better not speak to him about it. When he called me for help, it was the first time I witnessed him panic. He’s always calm, whatever the situation. He blamed himself. It was raining, and by that time she’d gone missing for two days. She could have died of hypothermia were it not for Ted finding her. Ted became Arthur’s hero.” 
 
    Bettie might not appear as charismatic as Arthur, but she was certainly running the show from backstage. Maggie had sensed their tight bond. “Did Arthur give Ted the radio to thank him?”  
 
    “Yes, Ted is on his own in the bush; that way we can get to him if he’s in trouble. That’s also why I check on him as much as possible. The cabin isn’t within the park’s boundaries. It was falling in disrepair, since trappers stopped using it over winter now that that line of business is no longer lucrative for them.” 
 
    “I’m glad about that, but what about the cabin? Who’s paying Ted to keep it up?” 
 
    “Arthur’s paying him, through me, as if it were funded by the Conservation Officers Association; he’d be too proud to receive the money otherwise.”  
 
    Maggie wondered why someone would choose to become a hermit. She would never be able to do so. She enjoyed human company, although she didn’t think she could be friends with everyone. She had been lucky to come across people with shared interests, but more importantly for whom the liking was mutual. 
 
    Ted didn’t seem an asocial person; perhaps he had been hurt by relationships? “Did Ted ever tell you why he chose to live like that?” 
 
    “You know…I don’t really know. Each time I ask him about his past, he gets angry, so I stopped asking.” 
 
    Maggie pulled the dinner out of her bag. 
 
    “No wonder you look tired. You’ve been carrying this pot of stew with you all the way. And without a leak.” Adam peered over her shoulder. “But really you didn—” 
 
    Maggie swung the pot away from him. “Don’t tell me that it’s too much, otherwise you’ll go hungry.”  
 
    Adam took the pot from her, nearly capsizing it. “Oh, no. Now that I’ve seen it, I can’t wait to taste it and eat it fast before the bear gets a whiff of it.”  
 
    Adam laughed and placed the pan next to him out of reach of Maggie. On all fours, he blew into the fire. The warmth reached Maggie’s cheeks, and she shuffled closer to the fire. Once the sun had set, the air was cooling down fast.  
 
    A distant howl broke the silence. Her mouth dropped open. She had never heard such a profound, moving call before. It was beautiful, not frightening, as she thought it might be. “Adam, do you hear that?” 
 
    Adam stood up and put his hands to his mouth and howled in response. This time, not one, but several wolves replied. Adam looked down at Maggie. “You try.” 
 
    “How far are they?” asked Maggie, a little wary of the darkness creeping in and that she might be inviting a pack of wolves to her dinner with her call.  
 
    “Far, but getting closer.”  
 
    His mischievous grin didn’t give her a lot of confidence. “They know you. My call would sound foreign to them. What if they think I’m from another pack?” 
 
    “They might. But then again, you have to practice to sound like a wolf. They know the difference.”  
 
    “I won’t call. I don’t want them to see me as a contestant in their territory.” 
 
    Maggie was worried by another thought. It was one thing to attract Bella and her pack, Adam knew them well, but other wolves…  
 
    She was eager to eat her dinner…and hoist the food up a tree, dangling from a rope out of reach of all animals. “It must be hot enough to eat now.”  
 
    Having put the pan on the fire, Adam stretched out on an old blanket, resting his head on his hands, a smile still engraved in his face. Did he think she was being a bit of a city girl? One reason he had divorced his first wife was that she didn’t like being in the bush. They didn’t share the same passion for nature, and it had led to numerous fights.  
 
    The flame Maggie stared at changed into Brigit’s figure being lowered on the cable into his arms. Her fear was replaced by a tinge of jealousy that made her irritable. There’s nothing wrong with being cautious with wild animals. I’m not afraid, just careful.  
 
    Maggie handed Adam a spoon. He tucked into the warm stew as she wondered whether Brigit was a good cook. 
 
    “You’re not having any? You’d better have a bite now before I finish it. It’s really good.” 
 
    Maggie dipped her spoon in. She hardly tasted it; her mind was so busy with whether to ask him about Brigit. She feigned not remembering her name. “The doctor we saw today…”  
 
    “Brigit? You’d get on well with her.” 
 
    Maggie was a little surprised by the comment, although she had to admit that she did find her pleasant, were it not for the link with Adam. “Have you known her for a long time? I’ve never seen her around…” 
 
    “Only for a couple of months, why?” 
 
    “Just wondering…” Maggie felt her cheeks redden, unable to ask him whether she was his girlfriend. Adam smiled at her. She was being so childish. Perhaps she was mistaken, but she couldn’t help sense that they were attracted to each other, beyond a friendship. Maybe Brigit was the reason nothing happened between Maggie and Adam?  
 
    “Is she your girlfriend?”   
 
    He grumbled in what Maggie took as a confirmation. He didn’t seem to take the relationship seriously, maybe because it was a fling that couldn’t last? “Is she really going to Antarctica?” 
 
    “I think she will, although she always thinks the other candidates are better. She underestimates herself.” 
 
    “I guess. It can be a way to test one’s resilience and adaptation capacities. I wonder how they select the team to spend a year together—to prevent any incidents. It must be a bit like matching people on a dating site, only this time it’s to work and live together as a team…” 
 
    Adam poked the fire with a stick more than was required to keep it alive. “Look, you should ask her directly. She’ll be delighted to speak about it, I’m sure.” He stood up. “I’d better stow our food away. Is this all you’ve got?”  
 
    He pointed to the plastic bag filled with food next to Maggie. She nodded. Adam disappeared into the darkness. Maybe she had pushed a little too far with the questions about Antarctica. She felt bad; it wasn’t what a good friend would do.  
 
    That night, Maggie tossed and turned in her sleeping bag. She lay awake most of the night, thinking about Ted, the mysterious second backpack, and who was haunting the cabin. Adam’s rhythmic snore in the background reassured her.  
 
    She rose on her elbows, her heart pounding. Through the snoring, just next to her pillow, across the thin canvas, she was sure she heard something sniffing. She followed the sound with her eyes as it moved around her tent to its entrance. Not that she could see anything.  
 
    She stared at the entrance zip that she had left slightly open for air. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Maggie poked her head out of the tent after half an hour of stillness, aside from the occasional grunt coming from Adam. The fire was still glowing, and Adam wasn’t in the hammock as she had imagined, but sitting next to the fire instead, wrapped in a blanket with his head tilted forward. He must have been keeping an eye out and finally fell asleep.  
 
    If she’d known, she would have taken turns so that he could have slept. She carefully crawled out of her tent. The crisp early morning air woke her up. To test the outside temperature, she exhaled. A little puff of steam rose from her lips. The sun hadn’t risen yet, but it was already bright enough to see well.  
 
    She scanned the trees to find the food Adam had hung up for the night. She had an apple pie in mind for breakfast, if no one had gotten to it before her. She tried to be as quiet as a mouse, but as soon as she stood up, Adam raised his head.  
 
    “Rise and shine. Nice and early, that’s good. Did you sleep well?” he asked. 
 
    “Not really…although I heard you sleep.” She smiled.  
 
    “Was I that loud? Only for a bit, though.” 
 
    “You didn’t keep me up. I couldn’t switch my mind off, and then I heard sniffing around the tent, half an hour or so ago.” 
 
    Adam sprang up to his feet and marched around the tent. Without a word, he went to his backpack and mounted the antenna. “I can’t believe it I slept through it. Never happened to me before.” 
 
    He raised his hand when Maggie opened her mouth. A strange soft raa call, followed by the flapping of wings above her head, drew her attention. 
 
    “They’re here. Look.” He pointed to the black bird that had landed on the branch where the food was hanging. 
 
    “The crows?” 
 
    “No, this is a raven. And I recognize him, with one toe less. Bella’s pack is around.” 
 
    “How do you know that?”  
 
    “A pair of ravens and their offspring have been keeping watch on Bella and their pups, even pulling their tails. They cooperate, and now he’s warning her of our presence. You’ll see.” 
 
    Excitement ran through her body, heating it up. The worries and disappointments of the night before disappeared. She was ready to meet the famous Bella and her pack. She watched carefully how Adam set up the radio receiver. Holding her breath, she gazed at the antenna, wishing for a beep.  
 
    Adam walked around, pointing the antenna in different directions. Nothing yet. The raven flew up in the air and was joined by another that swooped down to take a closer look at them. 
 
    Maggie held her compass in her hand. They were heading north. It was unclear why Adam had chosen that direction, but she just followed quietly. He knew what he was doing. At the first beep, he stopped and held his antenna westward. The signal got stronger.  
 
    He whispered, “They’re close. Stay calm and don’t stare at them in the eyes, just watch and do what I say. Don’t run. Stay close to me.” 
 
    “I will. Do the ravens follow the wolves that just made a kill?” Maggie asked, not fond of the idea of intruding on their breakfast. 
 
    “Yes, but it can be the other way around. I’d like to change her collar and try to put one on one of the cubs now that they are fully grown.” He pulled out a new tracking collar from his pocket. “This is for the cub.” 
 
    Maggie felt her heart beat fast. He had told her she just needed to be herself, like she was with her two dogs, Beans and Carrot. It was easier said than done. She took a step back when she caught a glimpse of a wolf’s head only a few meters away. The eyes were so intense that she had felt compelled to stare into them. She looked away, then again carefully. She was being evaluated. There was no doubt about it. 
 
    Adam spoke softly, his Australian accent coming out. “Hey girl, no worries. It’s me, see.”  
 
    He was on his knees, the antenna put to one side. He put his hand out toward the animal. She elongated her neck and sniffed the air, always keeping her eyes on Maggie. Her tail was low, a good sign—Adam had warned what an aggressive posture would look like: tail up, hair up, and ears pricked.  
 
    “You look good…” Adam said to Maggie as if he were still speaking to Bella. “Did you see any other wolf?” 
 
    Maggie hadn’t looked around; she had been so transfixed by Bella. For all she knew, her pal might be behind her. She turned around, a little too abruptly. Bella vanished into the woods. 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    “No worries, but it’s best to keep your movement fluid and relaxed. She’ll be back. She wasn’t aggressive, that’s good.” 
 
    “She was staring at me…she was really close.” 
 
    Adam laughed as he sat on the ground. “Probably you were staring at her! She needs a little time.” 
 
    Maggie whispered, “Be–behind you.” 
 
    There, behind the tree, the black snout of a wolf was sniffing at Adam’s ponytail. He slowly turned around while speaking. Bella licked his face. Maggie held her breath.  
 
    She was big for her breed, closer to the size of a gray wolf. She was an Algonquin wolf, a unique endangered breed, the result of ancient crossbreeding between the gray wolf and the coyote. She had intelligent eyes, with a sharper look than a dog but in many ways very much like Beans and Carrot, a social animal. 
 
    Maggie was fully living in the present, her senses alert. She had taken up position next to a tree, her phone camera out to record Adam’s skillful change of collar—like a magician, he tricked the wolf with a rub on the neck, fitting the new collar. She pounced back, the strap still half loose. She rolled in a submissive manner at Adam’s feet, just enough for him to slide the pin in the hole before she rolled back on her legs, ears pricked.  
 
    “What is it, Bella?” asked Adam tenderly.  
 
    Adam stood up and took a step closer to Maggie. Fuzz, Bella’s sidekick, recognizable by his cut in his ear, greeted them with a tail up and a quiver of the lips.  Adam spoke firmly this time. “Come on, buddy, that’s not a way to say hi.” 
 
    His ears flattened and tail disappeared between his legs as Bella nipped his fur. Maggie had taken a few steps back, still recording the animals. Suddenly, both wolves took off at the sound of a raven call.  
 
    “Let’s follow them. They must be going to their pups.” 
 
    It was as if they wanted to be followed, keeping a human pace, stopping at times to look back at them between the trees. Adam pointed ahead. “Look, there they are.” 
 
    A heap of wolves was piled on each other, fangs and tongues mixing with paws and tails. Maggie couldn’t tell how many there were. They looked completely entangled until one of them sped off tail between the legs, pursued by a smaller one. It was Fuzz playing with his pups, all in pursuit of him. They followed them through a coniferous section toward the light ahead. 
 
    Maggie bumped into Adam, not expecting him to stop. They had reached a very large clearing. All the trees had been felled around a beaver dam, and from the cuts on the trunks, it wasn’t a beaver that had done the job. Adam swore loudly and threw his hat down. “This isn’t right. Not here.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “This shouldn’t have been logged. It’s a protected area.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Maggie scanned the area for a sign that would indicate it, not that she really knew how they indicated those areas in the first place. “How can you tell?”  
 
    “I’m sure of it. I staked the area and released Bella here on purpose, to be protected from logging and hunting.” 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    After a couple of hours of sleep, Raj stared at the half-typed report he was preparing for the sergeant. He lifted his hand from the keyboard. Maggie was right—there was another person at the trapper’s cabin: a woman. The head of the logging operation had given a couple directions to the trapper’s cabin a few days ago. The man in the duo fitted the description of the deceased; the other was a woman in her late twenties. How strange that she didn’t go to the loggers’ camp for help.  
 
    He was bothered by how Sergeant Humphries had handled the questioning at the loggers’ camp. He had to speak with him before completing his report; he saw no other way. Raj picked up the phone. “Sergeant, it’s Constable Gupta speaking.” 
 
    A groggy voice replied. “Do you know what time it is? I told you I’ll be at the office at ten. It better be urgent.” 
 
    Raj already regretted his call, but it was too late now that he had clearly woken the sergeant up. “It’s important. I need to get the facts straight before I speak with the loggers and for the report.” 
 
    “I knew it. I can’t leave anything to you. I’ve got to do it all myself,” grumbled Sergeant Humphries. 
 
    “Hear me out, please. I want to help you solve this case as fast as possible.” 
 
    “Okay. What is it?” 
 
    “After getting confirmation that James Kravets corroborated his boss’s story of lost tourists, I overheard you speaking with Andy Smith, the guy with the mullet. He’d witnessed an altercation between the couple and the head of the logging operation.” 
 
    “Yes, initially, but he contradicted himself afterward, and it wasn’t what my colleague said. I’d disregard it.”  
 
    It was the second time that Humphries referred to the logging camp’s manager as a “colleague.” It was fortunate that he referred to him that way again, since it would make it easier for Raj to ask about their relationship. “Sorry, sir, but you addressed the manager as a colleague, like yesterday. Why’s that?”  
 
    “I know Detective Sergeant Harris. I worked with him in the past.”  
 
    Now Raj regretted not having interrogated the man himself the day before. Harris had been his boss, which explained the awkward interaction and why he addressed him as “sir.” “Sir, shouldn’t I question Harris at the station like the other two loggers? Maybe he was lying to you, and they did argue.” He hesitated then said, “There could be a conflict of interest since—” 
 
    “No,” interrupted the sergeant. “I believe him when he says the two loggers aren’t to be trusted, especially this Andy Smith. Make sure you get his relationship to the woman out of him this morning. I will decide if and when we question Detec—eh, Harris. Understood?” 
 
    Raj held the receiver away from his ear and carefully placed it back to reply. “Yes, sir. Can—” 
 
    “I hope that wasn’t your only reason to wake me up?” 
 
    Raj replied with a small lie, “No, sir, I just wanted to make sure you still agree that I should question the loggers. I thought maybe you wanted to keep the lead on this affair…sorry to call so early, but they should be here at eight.” 
 
    “That’s fine. You go ahead. I’ll be there before ten.” 
 
    The sergeant hung up. Raj stared out the window of the police station. He had to write in his report that he overheard Andy Smith talking about the conflict between Stuart Harris and the pair. That way there would be some record of it. He rubbed his eyes. Coffee, that will do the job.  
 
    Raj checked his computer. Still no results from the autopsy. He double-checked with his colleagues—the missing woman hadn’t been found yet. He sighed and looked at his watch: seven thirty. 
 
    He picked up the pile of posters with the narrow face of the missing woman staring back at him. The artist had done a good job, or perhaps the description given by the loggers had been detailed enough to provide more than a caricature of a face. A pretty face, somewhat long, but pretty all the same.  
 
    He would have to post them around the village and ask Heidi if she had seen her, and maybe he could sneak in the time for a little espresso and a cinnamon bun to go with it. He had had no time for breakfast, and the lack of sleep made him feel wolfish. He salivated at the thought, but he still had to deal with the loggers’ statements first, if they did turn up as agreed. 
 
    He was about to call Tina Partridge to post an article with the portrait of the missing woman in the Daily Stumble when the loggers entered the police station. Raj would have preferred interrogating them one at a time, but he was alone. Although there was CCTV covering the waiting area, he preferred keeping an eye on the comings and goings himself. From his desk at the far end of the room, he could see the waiting area while typing the statements.  
 
    He greeted the two men. “Good morning. Good to see you both turned up. Who wants to go first?” 
 
    The two men looked at each other and shrugged in unison. Raj mistook James’s hair for a woolly beanie; it was as thick as his beard. James took a step forward. “I don’t have anything else to say other than what I already told you.” 
 
    “Once you’re done and while I take your colleague’s statement, you can always grab a nice coffee and pastry at the Horizon Cafe I can highly recommend the cinnamon rolls, if you haven’t tried it,” Raj suggested, hoping he would have Andy all to himself to question at length.  
 
    Andy’s green eyes lit up. “We know the place.” 
 
    James pulled the chair in front of the desk. “You want me here?” Raj nodded. “It’d better be quick; we have to get back soon.” 
 
    Having typed his details, and the same story he had told the previous day that the couple were asking for their way, Raj had established again that at that time James was in his harvester with the engine running. Raj pushed his keyboard forward. “Tell me, how could you tell what they were asking for?” James appeared puzzled. “How did you know they were lost? You had to have overheard them somehow.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “You must have a very good hearing, or can you lip-read?”  
 
    James rhythmically scratched the side of his thumb nail with his index and leaned back.  
 
    Raj continued, “I remember the sound of your engine was so loud that I found it hard to hear what the sergeant was saying—and he was next to me.”  
 
    James looked away.  
 
    “Or were they shouting?” asked Raj. 
 
    He kept an eye on Andy, who could hear every word of the conversation. Raj was glad Sergeant Humphries hadn’t arrived yet. He wouldn’t approve of this protocol deviation, having witnesses overhear each other’s statement, but Raj wanted to question them so that they might react to each other’s statement, revealing any discrepancies and perhaps what their bond was about. Andy shifted on his chair.  
 
    James dryly said, “So what? Everybody shouts. We have to, what with the chainsaw noises and machines.” 
 
    “What exactly did you hear them say?” 
 
    “Like I said, they were lost and wanted to find that cabin.” 
 
    “Nothing else?” 
 
    James glanced back at Andy, who stood up. “All right, they were arguing, but I didn’t hear that part.” 
 
    Andy approached the desk. He put a hand on James’s shoulder. “Even I couldn’t hear what it was about, and I was close by with my chainsaw running.” 
 
    “I see, but then how did you know they were arguing and not just speaking loudly to be heard?” 
 
    Andy grinded his teeth. “I had to stop them from fighting.” He mimicked a right punch in the face.  
 
    “Is that how your boss got his cut under the eye?” 
 
    The veins in Andy’s strong forearms pulsated as he leaned on his fists on the table. “Yes.” Andy looked beyond Raj in disgust. “If you ask me, I should have let them fight.”  
 
    “And you really have no idea what the fight was about?” 
 
    They both shook their heads. Somehow, Raj didn’t believe them for one second. He kept typing as he asked the questions. He rested his hands flat next to the keyboard and looked straight at James sitting opposite him. “Why did you go to the trapper’s cabin?”  
 
    Andy slammed his fist on the desk, causing the key board to jump. “’Cause I asked him to come with me. As you already know, I called 911, not James.” 
 
    “Is that right, James?”  
 
    He nodded. “Yes, nothin’ to add, now can I see my statement?”  
 
    Raj slid the document to James and looked at the time. Sergeant Humphries should be arriving any time. He was planning to tell James to leave unless he wanted to be questioned by the sergeant; that way he could focus on Andy, now that he had had the interaction he had hoped for.  
 
    James read, with the irritating tapping of Andy’s index on the table next to them. 
 
    “Andy, stop it.” James squashed Andy’s finger with his fist. “You’re doing this on purpose.” He gave Andy a mean look, not the type of look one would give a friend, even when he was annoying. 
 
    Andy rubbed his finger. “Lay off, it’s just a tic.” 
 
    In a few long strides, Andy was back at the other end of the room, sitting in one of the chairs. This time he was biting his nails, which looked more like biting the tips of his fingers off, given the rage he put into it.  
 
    Were they really friends? If it was an accident, food poisoning, why be so excited about it all? Unless…they knew something and were protecting someone, or each other? Raj didn’t have time to ponder the matter; Sergeant Humphries appeared at the entrance, looking very grumpy.   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Following the discovery of the illegal logging site, and having managed to put a collar on one of Bella’s daughters, Adam insisted that they get back to Ted, who must have known about its existence. “I didn’t get it when Ted told me, ‘Even here, man is encroaching on my woods. I will have to dig up my hatchet. War they will get, if that’s what it takes to have peace.’” 
 
    “Couldn’t he have been talking about the tourists, and the fact that more and more people have been visiting the cabin?” Maggie asked. 
 
    Adam shook his head. “No, it’s his livelihood, whether he likes it or not. No one buys skins anymore, and what else would he have to trade? He should see that.” 
 
    “But what if he didn’t care and thinks he can live without it? He managed to live without your help before Bettie got lost. You don’t even know who he really is.” Maggie shook her leg to get rid of a tickle, an ant most likely. “Why are you protecting him?”  
 
    “I’m not, and there’s no need for it either. For all we know, the man we found wasn’t killed by anyone, but I do know that those trees weren’t supposed to be cut, and I want to find out who did it.”   
 
    Adam swung his backpack onto his shoulders, nearly hitting Maggie with it if she hadn’t jumped out of his way. She could also get angry. Yes, it was terrible that trees were cut, but it was even worse that someone had died like that and another person had vanished. There could be a good explanation for the tragedy, and there was nothing she could do about it, whereas the trees… She wanted to push him one more time. The haunted story of the cabin was nagging at her.  
 
    “Maybe you’re right, but you have to admit that Ted doesn’t come across as a perfect host. You didn’t want me to see him at first.” 
 
    “Yes, but then when you saw him, was he unfriendly?” 
 
    “No. But what about this haunted business? He really seems to believe in it—or is he the one behind it?” 
 
    Adam’s features had softened, his eyes rounded like a puppy seeking forgiveness. “Maggie, Maggie. He’s always talked about the spirits of the ancestors since I first met him. It took a lot of convincing for him to help me fix the cabin. He said it had bad vibes, that he could feel it through his feet.” 
 
    “He was right, though. There is something about that place…and now with a death, it doesn’t make the place a happy one to me.”  
 
    Adam looked at her sideways.  
 
    Maggie added, “Don’t get me wrong, I don’t believe in those things. There’s always a good explanation. Like, someone like Ted spreading a rumor to keep people away from his patch. I’m intrigued by it.” 
 
    “Here we go. The terrier is out sniffing again. They should have sent you together with the dogs on the missing person search.” Adam laughed. 
 
    “I should have. I feel bad about it.” 
 
    “I didn’t mean it that way.” Adam put an arm around her shoulders. “They know how to run that kind of operation, and they made it clear that we were a hindrance to their search. And hey, they might have found the person.” 
 
    “You’re right. I can get carried away.” She didn’t want to spoil the trip further. “It was so special to see Bella. Can we come back again in winter or before? I’d really love to take proper pictures of them to tell their story.” 
 
    “Maybe…but only if you’ll fly us in before the ice sets in on the lakes. You promised me a private plane ride.” 
 
    “Yes, maybe.” The thought of her upcoming flight exam was already giving her butterflies, even though it was still three weeks away, if she completed the remaining training on time. 
 
    “What do you mean maybe? I thought you were nearing the end of your training and Barrie had finished fixing your father’s plane?” 
 
    “Yes, and yes, but I still need to log some more flying hours on my own, and I’ve prioritized my pet photo business to keep it growing.” 
 
    “I meant to ask you, we’re looking for a wildlife photographer and a pilot for a Nordic wilderness safari…an idea I’ve had for a long time.” 
 
    “What?” Maggie savored for a moment the idea of spending more time with Adam, doing what she loved, photographing wild animals and flying, until the “we” hit her. “With whom?” 
 
    “Brigit. She’s pushing me to do it with her.” 
 
    “Sounds like a nice project for her and good to have a medic available in the middle of the bush.” The idea of working with Brigit, the elephant in the room, wasn’t so appealing to Maggie. “You’ll need a professional bush pilot; I won’t be qualified for that.” 
 
    Adam smiled at her. “But you’re a professional photographer, and you could get the qualifications…” 
 
    Maggie was attracted to the unique opportunity to showcase her wildlife photography skills and share them with eager tourists, but not at all costs. She picked up her backpack, which was much lighter now that all the food had been consumed, and checked their campsite for any rubbish or forgotten items.  
 
    “We can talk about it later,” was all that she managed as she tried to rationalize and be open to meeting Brigit properly before making any judgment. Eager to change the topic, she said, “As you rightly pointed out, we have to find out who is behind this forest clear-cutting, and the sooner we get to Ted, the quicker we can head back to Foxton and dig into it.”  
 
    That was something Brigit might not have the time or the contacts to help Adam with, while Maggie knew both the sergeant and his constable well. She also had Heidi, the eyes of the community, on her side. Slowly, she was emboldened—she could use her flying lesson time to fly over the area and help map it with her instructor, Reverend John Smithers. He always liked a bit of an adventure, especially if it was to help out.  
 
    Adam agreed and led the way. The thought of showing him how indispensable she could be to him made her walk with a spring in her step. In no time, they were at Ted’s door. It was shut. Ted had never put a lock on it, just made sure it was securely fastened against any animal intruder.  
 
    Adam pointed to the three wooden latches on the door, only one of which was holding the door shut. “He’s getting forgetful. He normally closes all of them.” 
 
    Maggie peered through the window. The place was messy, but it seemed messier than before, when she had caught a glimpse of the interior. Adam called out Ted’s name. No answer. He whistled. No answer either. 
 
    “Maybe he went berry or mushroom picking?” Maggie ventured. 
 
    “I’ll leave him a note.” Adam opened the door, and Maggie popped her head in. A chair was capsized, a small drawer left open with socks hanging out of it, tins of beans and a jar of rice was broken. Its contents spilled onto the wooden shelf.  
 
    “Someone’s been through his things. Could the police have done that?” Maggie asked, shocked that they wouldn’t be more careful, even if they were searching for evidence. 
 
    “I don’t know. It’s strange. What would they be looking for? Unless the other person was hiding here. I thought I saw someone, but Ted said it was a cat, which really didn’t make sense.” 
 
    “Why look in a drawer for a person? No, they must have been looking for something else, paper or money?” Maggie looked for the radio; if it had been a thief’s doing, they would have taken it away. “Do you know where he keeps the radio?” 
 
    “Yes, not that Ted knows I know.” Adam knelt down and tapped one of the planks with his knuckles. “Not this one.”  
 
    Finally, he pulled a plank up, revealing a wooden knob. He removed another two planks to reveal a trapdoor. He lifted it, and a heavy smell of mold and earth filled the air. Maggie popped her phone out and lit up the cellar. It was small, stacked with homemade preserves of plants, mushrooms, meats, with a table at its center and on it the radio. A white piece of paper caught her eye. 
 
    “Adam, look, there, next to the radio.” 
 
    Adam climbed down the rickety ladder, keeping his body bent in half. The ceiling was very low, and the cellar had never been intended as living space. He picked up the small piece of paper and handed it to Maggie.  
 
    She read it out aloud. “Adam. If you read this, I’m no longer here. I knew you’d find it. The trapper’s ghost has long, deadly fingers. Friends aren’t always who you think they are. Relationships aren’t what they appear to be. Believe me. Signed Ted.” She let her hand drop. “I can’t believe this. Does he really want us to believe that he isn’t behind this ghost thing? What game is he playing?” 
 
    Adam had climbed back up and took the note back from her hands to read it for himself. He stepped outside. “It’s his writing. He likes his riddles, he always has. Very irritating. He’s trying to tell me something. He could be hiding somewhere, dead or captured for all I know.” Adam scratched his cheek. “He also said he’d head north. He’s had enough of this area.” 
 
    From what she had witnessed, she could see Ted leaving to avoid any police questioning and having to interact with people. Maybe he already had built another hut just in case it got too busy. She took her hat off to get rid of an itch on her forehead. Without explaining her thought process to Adam, she said, “Why leave all that food behind? Winter is just around the corner.” 
 
    “He’s a planner, and if he wanted to head north, he would’ve made sure he had a nice stock of food for winter there. He could have arranged for that months ago.” 
 
    Now that Adam seemed to think Ted had just left for another region, Maggie couldn’t help feeling uneasy about it. She clicked her tongue. “All the same, he must have worked hard to prepare all those preserves, just to leave them behind. And why leave the precious rice and other condiments? And what about the radio?” 
 
    “He might come back for them.” 
 
    Maggie had a knot in her belly, as if her body had a personal view on the affair. It was telling her mind to keep looking for clues. “But then why was his place searched?” 
 
    “Maybe he did it himself to confuse everyone. It works. Look how confused you are.” 
 
    “Should we get the police to search for him?” 
 
    “Not sure they will. It’s not unusual for him to leave his place for days on end. I’ve been up here a couple of times, only to find the place shut.” 
 
    “I’m sure that the dog that went after his coat would be good at finding him. For that matter, I don’t see Ted’s skin anywhere.” 
 
    Maggie took pictures of the place with her phone, the only proof they would have of their findings. Before returning to Foxton, they made a detour via the trapper’s cabin to tell the police search team of their findings. The cabin was still cordoned off by police tape, but no officer was to be seen.  
 
    Maggie rested her backpack against a tree to ease the pain of the strap digging into her shoulder. It had always been a challenge to find a backpack that would fit her, given her short stature. She felt like a turtle carrying around an oversized shell. The bag that had disappeared from the cabin was small, like her own. It could have belonged to a woman.  
 
    She stared at the maple leaves twirling in front of her eyes. “I hope they found her.” 
 
    “Her? How do you know that?” Adam pulled out a bag of dried fruit and shook it in front of Maggie. “Want some?” 
 
    “I just know, the way the bread or cake was wrapped, the color of the bag.” 
 
    “It was light blue. When has that become exclusively a woman’s color? We’ll soon find out, if we keep the pace up. That is if you’re still up for hiking and paddling back to Foxton today without a stopover. It’s doable in a day.” 
 
    She nodded, tucking her hand into the bag and catching as many raisins and dried apples as she could hold without being too impolite.  
 
    Geese called to each other high above their heads, their V-shaped formation pointing south. A porcupine turned its square, soft nose away from them to expose its spiky tail and rump. They walked carefully around it, the animal rotating to keep its defense up, now and then looking at them over its shoulder, revealing very yellow teeth under its scanning nose.  
 
    “Didn’t we see him on our way here?” Maggie asked, still surprised that the porcupine hadn’t climbed up the tree yet.  
 
    “Very likely. They are territorial and don’t move around much.” 
 
    “Such easy prey.” 
 
    “Not really. Look at those quills. Only a few animals dare tackle it, like the fisher.” 
 
    As they hiked, Maggie chatted away, asking questions about the wildlife and its habits to ignore her aching limbs. They reached the lake where they had left Adam’s canoe, which would take them to his car after a few portages and lake crossings.  
 
    The canoe was no longer there. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sergeant Humphries had taken over from Raj once he had found out Andy hadn’t signed his statement yet. He declared that he would take care of it and sent Raj out to post the pictures of the missing woman. Raj tried to linger, hoping he would finally hear Andy’s account of finding the body. Why else would he call 911? Sergeant Humphries made sure that wouldn’t happen when he ushered Andy into the interrogation room for further questioning. 
 
    Raj walked out into the sun-drenched street and took a deep breath. Should he turn right onto The Road, the main street of Foxton, or left toward the lake and the Horizon Cafe? The pull was too strong.  
 
    He pushed open the door of the café and walked straight up to Heidi, who was busy preparing coffees behind the bar. His special stool, always reserved for “the boys,” as Heidi liked to call Raj, Adam, and Barrie, was waiting for him. He flopped the pile of posters onto the bar in front of her. They greeted each other, and without the need for words, Heidi placed a steaming cappuccino in front of him. 
 
    She put on her reading glasses that dangled on her chest. “What’s this?” 
 
    “A missing person we’ve been searching for and don’t even know if she’s really missing. We didn’t find anything so far.” 
 
    Heidi crinkled her nose, shifting the glasses up a little. “Not the most detailed portrait. You’ve got nothing better?” Raj shook his head. “I don’t remember anyone like that. I would remember those eyes close together. Where did she go missing?” 
 
    “At the trapper’s cabin.” 
 
    “The haunted one? The one Maggie and Adam have gone to?” 
 
    Raj nodded. “They found the body.” 
 
    Heidi let her glasses fall down with a rattle of the plastic chain around her neck. Her round face seemed rounder as her eyes widened. She picked up a tea towel and mechanically dried a cup as she stared at Raj without a word. 
 
    “An accident, we think, most likely poisoned by a bad plant or mush—” 
 
    “Mushroom?” shrieked Heidi. “I had a special mushroom evening last night. Everybody liked it, as far as I could tell. You really need to know what to pick. Like Tina, she really knows, then there’s no issue. Which one was it?” 
 
    “We don’t know for sure what caused his death.” Raj sighed. “I wish they’d find the missing person.” 
 
    Heidi lifted the transparent lid that covered a neatly stacked pile of cinnamon rolls. She picked the largest and placed it in front of Raj on a plate. “How can I help?” 
 
    “For a start, I’d like to put a poster up in your window, and if you hear anything or anybody talks about that person, even if you think it is of no significance, write it down and call me.”  
 
    Heidi pinned one against the wall behind the bar and checked for its visibility from the dining area. After she taped another on the window by the entrance, Raj had pulled out a picture from his pocket, this time of the dead man. They had a name, Ben Fearon, and had established that he lived close to Vancouver, from his driver’s license.   
 
    “Have you seen him here?”  
 
    “Don’t think so. But his face reminds of someone I saw in the news the other day.” She bit her lip. “I wish my mind wasn’t such a sieve. I can’t remember what it was about.” She picked up the picture between her red fingers. “Argh, they all look the same with these beards, they hide the face. Not that I have anything against beards. Take you, for example. I can see the precise shape of your chin and your little indent at its tip.”  
 
    Raj rubbed his clean-shaven chin, feeling self-conscious under Heidi’s scrutiny. 
 
    Heidi continued, “I can pinpoint a number of features in your face that, put together, makes me certain it’s you.” She tapped at the picture with her index finger. “This man, his face is hidden behind his…” She put a hand on her mouth. 
 
    “What is it? Do you remember something?” Raj didn’t want to influence her memory retrieval by contradicting her that the man, in spite of his beard, would stand out among a crowd of other bearded men. 
 
    “You must think I’ve got facial blindness.” Heidi’s red hummingbird pendant disappeared on her reddened décolleté. “He could be Maggie’s brother, at least by hair color. And there aren’t that many red-haired men with flaming beards. Yes, he was an activist, I think. And one of the hardline ones who don’t hesitate to use violence to get their point across.” She pushed the photo away. “I don’t like that sort of person. I abhor violent methods, even to save trees and animals.” 
 
    Raj wiped the foam moustache he felt above his lips. “Trees, you say?”  
 
    “Yes, I think the video was about illegal deforestation in South America. That’s it.” Heidi looked at the drawing of the woman on the wall behind her. She shook her head and wiped the bar with a wet cloth. “I really can’t recall her. You should get a better artist to do the drawing.” 
 
    Raj looked at the woman’s face staring back at him from the white paper. He had thought they had a good description of her and had done a good job. Now that he looked at it again, he could see the nose wasn’t realistic; it was far too small for the long face. And as for the eyes, their closeness was questionable, even though Andy had insisted she looked like that.  
 
    He gobbled the last piece of bun and put his cap back on. “I’d better circulate these; you never know, people might recognize her. Can I have two extra cinnamon rolls to go?” 
 
    Heidi clicked the tips of her metal tong, ready to pick up another bun with it. “I’m sure Sergeant Humphries will appreciate it.”  
 
    He left the café and headed for the marina, another location with high traffic now that the cottagers were pulling their boats out of the water for winter.  
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Maggie and Adam had looked for the canoe along the shore. No sign of it. Maggie trod back to the place where she remembered they had brought it ashore. The drag marks in the mud indicated that it had been launched from the same spot. Someone had stolen it.  
 
    “Adam, is there an easy way back without having to swim across?” She smiled weakly.  
 
    Adam swore, throwing his hat to the ground. Maggie picked it up and handed it to him. “Sorry.” 
 
    “It’s not you. I hate people stealing canoes like that, especially out here.” 
 
    “Maybe the person was desperate to escape an angry bear? And he borrowed it and left it on the other side of the lake.” 
 
    “I’m overreacting.” Adam pointed to the lake. “It’s very marshy that way. We have to go east, and when we hit the road, we can hitch a ride. That’s our best bet to get to Foxton by this evening.” 
 
    Maggie followed Adam over fallen trees, across a few streams, and over a hill. Adam stopped often to check the sun’s position before moving ahead. Finally, they reached a road. They walked for thirty minutes before seeing a car that whizzed past without even slowing down. Maggie’s energy levels were significantly reduced. Her legs were walking by themselves, and if she stopped, she wouldn’t be able to get them to start again.  
 
    “How far are we from your car?” 
 
    “Still a long way.”  
 
    At the sound of a large truck engine behind her, Maggie dropped her backpack to the ground and jumped onto the road, waving with both hands. Adam had to hold her back to prevent her getting run over by the logger’s truck that came to a standstill a couple of meters away.  
 
    Maggie picked up her bag and waved to Adam with excitement. “He isn’t driving away without us!” 
 
    She hung on to the door of the truck and climbed up the steep step. “Thanks!” Seeing the worried look on the driver, she said, “Someone stole our canoe, so we had to make a huge detour. We need to get to his car at…” She turned around to Adam. She had no idea what the lake was called where he had left his vintage Toyota Land Cruiser.  
 
    Adam climbed in, nearly pushing Maggie onto the driver’s lap, if it weren’t for her backpack lodged between them. After a brief explanation and instructions, the driver set off. The man wasn’t one for conversation, which suited Maggie fine. She could let her mind wander as she watched the autumn colors.  
 
    She wished for a longer drive to let her brain play with the pieces of the puzzle and find the bigger picture. It was as if she could see the pixels of the image, just blotches of color without the understanding that she was looking at a nose. She was convinced there was a link between the dead man and the loggers. The missing woman could provide the added colors she needed to take a step back and see the full nose.  
 
    Her eyelids were too heavy to keep open. She was aware of her tendency to make dubious connections when she hadn’t had a good night’s rest. The lack of sleep and heightened emotions of the past days hit her now that she was heading home.   
 
    The truck came to a standstill, waking her up. They had arrived at their starting point. After thanking the driver, she tumbled out of the truck and dragged her backpack to the Land Cruiser. Adam had offered to carry it for her, but the thought that Brigit would most likely always carry her own bags made her decline the offer. The car was still there, hidden along a logger’s path. She was glad to rid herself of her burden into its back door. She followed Adam to the lake, where they would have exited with the canoe.  
 
    He snapped a twig between his fingers. “No luck for now. I’ll find it. I have my ways.” 
 
    Maggie lingered at the lake. A car door slammed shut. Adam must be behind the steering wheel. One last look. She pulled out her binoculars and scanned the shores to her right and her left. There, behind a cedar tree, something white was sticking out between its moving branches.  
 
    Adam had told her off enough during this trip that she had to make sure she spoke in his direction, taking into account the wind orientation, otherwise it was pointless—he wouldn’t hear a thing. He had to hear her from his car. She cupped her mouth between her hands. “Adaaaam!”  
 
    She walked along the shoreline to get a better view and waved at him with both arms. “Over here. I think I found it.” 
 
    The canoe lay upside down on a rocky shore. She had assumed this route was only known to Adam. “Is this the main route to get to the trapper’s cabin?” 
 
    “One of them. There are a few possibilities. Why?” 
 
    “Maybe the missing woman took your boat. That’s why they haven’t found her yet. I find it strange that they wouldn’t have their own canoe for that, though.” 
 
    “There’s a longer track that doesn’t require a canoe, but the start is farther north.” 
 
    “It would’ve made more sense for her to take the same route back.” She looked through her binoculars. “I can’t see any other boat.” 
 
    She helped him carry the canoe to the car and handed the second paddle to him. “It’s nice of her. She brought both paddles.” 
 
    Adam shook his head, a mesh of hair escaping from his ponytail into his face. “Her? It could’ve been two hikers camping in the area.”  
 
    It was a good thirty-minute drive to her home from the lake. They were both silent. The smooth rocking of the car pushed Maggie gently into dreamland. Bella the wolf was using Ted’s bearskin as a disguise to scare the loggers away from her den. When Maggie looked closer, her radio collar had been replaced by the cloth that was around the loaf of cake she had seen in the trapper’s cabin. The only trouble was that Bella had mistaken the man in the trapper’s cabin for a logger. He was a hunter… 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Tina Partridge pushed the police station door with force and walked in brandishing a copy of the dead man’s photo, taken from his driver’s license. Once Raj had realized the woman’s portrait wasn’t a good identification tool, he had left behind a copy of the man’s picture with Heidi to show to the village gossipers.  
 
    Raj looked up from the reception area with a smile. His plan had worked. Sergeant Humphries would no doubt be pleased with his efforts this time, he hoped…unless Tina was here to get the scoop of the story and didn’t know anything about that person.  
 
    Tina pushed the picture under Raj’s eyes and tapped it with her finger. “I’ve got important information for Sergeant Humphries.” 
 
    “Hello, Tina, how are you doing today?” Raj asked, irritated by people who didn’t greet others first, as if they were nobodies and best ignored when they seemingly weren’t of any use. 
 
    “Yes, hello. Busy. No time. I need to speak to the sergeant now before I publish my article. It changes everything.” She looked flushed and avoided his eyes, which was very unlike her.  
 
    Raj smiled. “I understand, but he’s in a meeting now.”  
 
    This wasn’t exactly true. Sergeant Humphries had been on the phone with the detective sergeant leading the search for the missing woman. But Raj wanted to find out what Tina had to say. Now that a detective sergeant was in town, he was eager to shine in front of him, which would get him closer to his dream of becoming a detective sergeant himself. A position that Sergeant Humphries ensured he would have to earn the traditional way, with no short cuts.  
 
    Tina shuffled in her bag and snapped it shut. “I’m sorry. I really have to speak to him in confidence.”  
 
    “If it’s about this man and you know something, you can talk to me.” 
 
    “When will the sergeant be free? I’ll come back.” 
 
    Raj felt the typical vibration through his feet of Sergeant Humphries’s approach on the thin floor of the police station.  
 
    “Hello, Tina, were you looking for me?” He turned to Raj. “Constable, why didn’t you let me know she was here?” He smiled at Tina. “I have some news for your article, come along to my office.” 
 
    Tina threw a black look at Raj as she walked through the swinging doors. The vulnerability he had seen in her was replaced by the superior look of a person with a valuable secret to be shared with high-ranking officials only. “Yes, and I have something for you, but I haven’t told anyone yet. It’s very important and might change your case.” 
 
    Raj watched as his chance for promotion disappeared behind Sergeant Humphries’s door. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “When did you last see Ben Fearon?” 
 
    “It was with his girlfriend, the woman you’re looking for, at my mushroom class. Not people you want as students. Probing me all the time, with no regards for my other clients. Maybe it was because they had a problem with each other. They kept arguing. I felt something was brewing between them.” 
 
    “Mushrooms, you say? Now, that is interesting because we know that he was most likely poisoned by an omelet he ate, which happened to contain bad mushrooms.” Sergeant Humphries omitted that the coroner wanted more time to conclude, because there were a few more possibilities for the cause of death he wanted to rule out: a toxic plant, among others. Sergeant Humphries was convinced it had to be the mushrooms, and the final report would confirm it. At present, they considered it might have been an accidental poisoning but weren’t ruling out murder. 
 
    “He died from mushroom poisoning! I knew it. I’m not surprised. I wondered why they seemed only interested in the toxic ones. They kept mixing things up and contradicting me, as if I didn’t know the good from the bad ones. Me.” Tina pointed to her chest with her finger. “Can you believe it?” 
 
    Sergeant Humphries was worried she would print the story if he wasn’t careful, and he hadn’t read the latest autopsy report yet. “Not exactly. They still aren’t sure it killed him.” Tina’s words kept resonating in the back of his mind. Could she have misled them to pick the wrong fungus? He would get back to that later; the priority was gathering information about the missing woman. He slid the poster of the drawing of the woman under her eyes. “Tell me more about the woman. Is this her?”  
 
    “No, that’s not her.” Tina pushed away the poster. “I think you need to find her, and you’ll discover it was a murder.”  
 
    “All the same, that’s a big accusation. Couples often fight but don’t kill each other like that. It could have been an accident.” Sergeant Humphries felt a shiver down his back. He thought of his wife and the argument they had the night before about her cooking. He had really liked her mushroom soup that night. He had added salt, pepper, and cream, which had upset her. It wasn’t the first time he had tried to tell her that her cooking was a bit bland and needed a bit of spicing up. Later that night, when he crept in bed with her and after he had hugged her, she no longer seemed bothered.  
 
    He had never contemplated the idea that she might keep a grudge and pretend it was all fine until she would serve a different kind of mushroom soup… What if she were like this woman they were searching for, who, as Tina seemed to insinuate, must have had enough of her partner and poisoned him with a mushroom dish? 
 
    Tina shook her head, her lips pursed. “Poor woman. I don’t know how she could stand being with him. He was so condescending.” She was silent for a moment, her finger up in the air, preventing the sergeant from speaking. “That’s it. I have it!” She triumphantly tapped her fist into her palm. 
 
    Sergeant Humphries was a little afraid of this display of feminist power and took a mental note that he would compliment his wife on her cooking this evening; he might even buy her a rose. He was shaken back to reality by Tina, who was standing up and leaning forward, her round face above his. “Sergeant Humphries, with my help you will close this case quickly. I only need to be the first to publish the story, and I’ll put your photo on the front page, with the caption, ‘Sergeant Humphries has kept Foxton safe once again.’”  
 
    Sergeant Humphries sighed. He preferred all cases to be straightforward and dealt with quickly. He enjoyed the thought of his photograph on the front page of the Daily Stumble. Even though Stuart Harris, the head of the logging operation he had just met after all those years, was no longer a police officer and his superior, Humphries had difficulty getting over the original difference in rank between them. This might be his chance to flaunt his success and get the recognition that he pined for.  
 
    His silence had an unintended consequence. Tina couldn’t hold her thoughts any longer. “Once you speak to her, be nice. I’m convinced she was a poor woman defending herself, and she would have died if she hadn’t defended herself. Either way, it’s a murder attempt. There, I told you. Your promise?” 
 
    Sergeant Humphries didn’t like being pushed, and certainly not by a woman, even though it was a tempting proposal, but he had to stay professional. “You’re hooked on the idea it was a murder or manslaughter. What is your proof?”   
 
    “I told you, I saw them fight.” 
 
    “That isn’t proof. If you used that as a basis to lock people up, we might as well put everyone in jail! Now you’re wasting my time. You only recognized the man in the photo. What about the woman, what did she look like?” 
 
    Tina pulled out of her bag the crumpled portrait of the woman and slammed it on his desk. “The eyes are wrong, and so is the nose. I told you.” Her voice softened. “Maybe the shape of the face. Yes, it was very long. Not the kind of face to wear long, straight hair if you ask me. But she had that. Oh yes, and when she laughed, her gums were visible. If I see her again, I will recognize her, I am sure. I might even have a picture of them.” 
 
    Tina sat back down in the chair with a thump. “Do you know which mushroom killed him? You must have the autopsy. And?”  
 
    Sergeant Humphries looked down at the file on his desk. It was the autopsy. She must have seen the title. This was too much for him. It was as if he had Sergeant Stuart Harris in front of him all over again, having to divulge everything before he was ready to do so; that way he could never get any credit for any find he made.  
 
    He was irritated with her. What if Tina did give them the wrong information after all? He leaned forward. “No, we don’t, and I do hope the mushroom in question wasn’t one of the ones you pointed out to them.” 
 
    Tina jumped to her feet. “Now that is an accusation I won’t tolerate. This is how you thank me for being helpful? No more. You hear me? No more. For your information, I know my mushrooms.” 
 
    Tina stormed out of his office before he could say anything, leaving the door open behind her. She could be fast, despite her dislike of physical activity.  
 
    Sergeant Humphries shook his head. He closed the door after a peek at what his constable was up to—typing away, just how he liked it.  
 
    He settled back at his desk and swung the top drawer open to reveal a selection of donuts. He plunged his hand into the box, twirled his fingers around, and picked one. He liked to be surprised by the outcome, as if he had rolled dice, and the outcome would give a hint of what was to come. This time it was a plain one. He put it gently onto a paper napkin next to the folder. The autopsy will simplify the story. After a bite from the donut, he opened the file.  
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Adam had dropped Maggie off at the garage owned by their friend Barrie. He had been taking care of Carrot and Beans while Maggie was away. The large garage door was open and a car was hoisted up on a lift, with tools lying around, but no sign of Barrie.  
 
    Maggie approached the back door to his apartment above the shop. Sniffing sounds came from under the door, followed by yelps of joy. Between the scratching sounds from her dogs, she heard footsteps rushing down the staircase.  
 
    Barrie opened the door with a big smile. “I didn’t expect you back yet.” He nearly fell over in a dog stampede. “Hey, hey! I have to say, I’m glad you’re back. You can take your monsters with you.” 
 
    Maggie was worried. It was the first time she had left them in the care of a friend other than Adam. It was never easy to ask for dog-sitting, even though Barrie had offered his help to compensate for the delay in fixing her little floatplane. “I’m so sorry. Did they bother you?”  
 
    Barrie shook his head. Beans and Carrot were sniffing at Maggie’s trousers then blowing the air out their snouts and sniffing again, seemingly wanting to be certain of what they had read on her boots and needed to read it again. The scratches on the front of the door left by her dogs jumped out at her. She looked at the turquoise coat hanging in the entrance for any other damage before shifting her eyes up the stairs.  
 
    “No worries, the door was damaged already by the previous tenant. No, no real damage. They just like stealing my tools and hiding them.” Barrie laughed. He ushered Maggie out of the hallway and closed the door behind him.  
 
    She was relieved, but she would have to find another dog sitter next time. She walked slowly through the garage to where her blue truck, Big Jay, was parked, chatting with Barrie about her adventure, when she stopped. “I nearly forgot the bowls, and if you have any food left for the dogs.” 
 
    “Ah, yes, it’s upstairs in the kitchen.”  
 
    “I can get it. You’ve done enough already.” 
 
    Barrie turned around and rushed to his apartment. “No, no, I will.”  
 
    Maggie followed, hoping to help with the dog food bags; she had left several behind just in case her trip would have lasted longer than planned. Barrie met her on the staircase and loaded her with the bags and bowls.  
 
    “I’ll get the rest. Why don’t you go to the car with this?” 
 
    This was so unlike Barrie. He normally would have offered her a drink and they would have had a chat, but for some reason he was trying to get rid of her. She knocked the coat off the hook. She put down her load and repositioned it then shook her head. Stupid of me, I should have known.  
 
    Barrie had a visitor, a woman friend. It explained the coat. She picked up her load and waited at her car for Barrie. He threw the last bags into the back of the pick-up.  
 
    “Thanks, and I hope Beans and Carrot were nice with her.” Maggie smiled, tilting her head toward Barrie’s apartment. 
 
    “Nothing escapes you. Yes, she likes animals.” 
 
    “When will we meet her?” Maggie pinched Barrie’s arm affectionately.  
 
    “It’s not like that. She’s not my girlfriend anymore. I’m just returning a favor till she sorts herself out.” 
 
    “You know, I have spare rooms if she needs a roof over her head for a while.” 
 
    “It’s complicated. She’s Miss Trouble, you don’t want to house her.” 
 
    “If you can, and she is an ex, it would be far easier for me as a stranger, no?” 
 
    Barrie shook his head vigorously. “She isn’t hanging around. I bet she’ll be gone by tomorrow. If I didn’t feel sorry for her, you wouldn’t have guessed she was here.” 
 
    Barrie scratched Beans’s head through the window. “I like them. Maybe next time I should dog-sit them at your house.” 
 
    “As I told you, you’re welcome to stay at my place. As long as you don’t invite everyone for a huge party. I know you!” Maggie laughed.  
 
    “You look tired. Adam must’ve dragged you through the woods. Why don’t we meet up at Heidi’s with Adam for a few drinks tomorrow? I want to hear all about your adventure.” 
 
    Maggie looked at herself in the side mirror. She did look a little disheveled, but not as bad as Barrie made her feel. She climbed into her truck, thinking she might have overstayed her welcome. Barrie rushed back to his garage as she started her car.  
 
    Feeling watched, she raised her head. A woman stood behind Barrie’s living room window. She must have been watching them all the time—a pale and frightened woman. As soon as Maggie exchanged a glance with her and waved, she disappeared behind the curtain.  
 
    During her entire trip back home, Maggie couldn’t get rid of the image of her face in the window. She had a familiar face, and yet Maggie was convinced she had never met her before. She must have been one of Barrie’s girlfriends before Maggie came back to live in Canada. Was it really fear she had sensed, or anger? The window pane had blurred her image too much to tell.  
 
    The vision of Brigit popped in front of her eyes—she too had a long face and long blond hair, although she had only seen Brigit’s hair in a braid. It couldn’t have been her. Brigit wouldn’t fit in the coat hanging in the entrance; she was too tall. She could be a relative of hers. That would be such a coincidence; it was rather wishful thinking that Brigit might move out of Foxton, just like this woman would by tomorrow, according to Barrie.  
 
    Maggie hit her steering wheel with both hands. Come on, be fair, Maggie, you know neither of them. Brigit might be your ticket to a breakthrough as a wildlife photographer… 
 
    Maggie had a tendency to fall for men who didn’t always see her as a partner but rather as a friend. She had promised herself not to fall into the same trap and keep it light. Adam was a good friend. Maybe she had to leave it at that and look elsewhere for a partner. She narrowed her eyes. I wonder how Adam would react if he saw me with someone… 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Barrie stood at the bottom of the stairs in front of his apartment door. “I’ve had enough. I won’t allow you to stay here longer if you don’t tell me what going on. You and your secrets, that’s exactly why you drove me nuts.” He thrust the turquoise coat at her, together with her backpack, which he had carried down and stuffed with her belongings. “And don’t give me your crocodile tears. It might work with that tree hugger of yours, or whoever you’re with now. Go see them for help.” 
 
    “Barrie,” she sobbed. “This time it’s true. I can’t tell you to protect you.” 
 
    “Yes, like when you were seeing that Andy Smith, Chainsaw, behind my back. Did you manipulate him too?” Barrie wondered how he had fallen for her. Kate was a pathological liar. With hindsight, he doubted all she had told him during their relationship. He had agreed to house her only because he had a soft heart and would always try to give a hand to an old friend in distress.  
 
    Each time he had questioned her about a lover or where she had been, she had skillfully turned the situation around to the point where he had felt guilty doubting her. That happened until he met Andy Smith, who explained in the gentlest of terms—a punch to the face—that he had better stay away from her. He had even added that he was being nice to him; it was for his own good.  
 
    At the time, Barrie hadn’t seen it that way. Who was Smith to say he was the boyfriend who refused to accept the breakup, when Barrie had been the one wanting to break up? Kate managed each time to twist his arm. Barrie looked her in the eyes; he had never noticed how close together they were. He no longer saw her beauty. She had finally broken all ties.  
 
    “Barrie, don’t look at me like that. You scare me.” She pointed to the bedroom upstairs. “What happened last night doesn’t mean anything to you? I really thought I’d found you again.” She began to cry, dropping onto the step of the staircase. “I’ll tell you, but I warned you. You’ll regret it. It was an accident. I didn’t mean…” She buried her head in her hands. “I could have died, and you never would have found my body up in the forest. Poisoned by mushrooms.” She peered through her fingers at him. “All that because we were told they were edible. It’s her fault he’s dead.” 
 
    Barrie couldn’t believe his ears. Maggie had only just told him about the man they had found dead in the forest and the missing woman. And now Kate was the woman they were looking for, and to make things worse, she was using him again. The last time he looked for her online, fearing she might return to Foxton after their breakup, he was relieved to see a video of her embracing a renowned activist at the end of his speech on illegal logging. With a little more research, he figured out from the pictures she posted of herself with the man that she had moved to British Colombia. Kate was back like a boomerang. Poor man—she could be mean. Barrie knew that from experience. Was it really an accident? 
 
    Tears stopped rolling down her cheeks. She looked at him as she measured the impact of her statement. “I’m lucky to be alive. And now I have you.” Kate stood up and tried to hug him.  
 
    He stepped back in disgust.  
 
    “You have to believe me. I was so sick, and I ran to find help at the loggers’ camp, but at first they didn’t believe me, they hate him. Ben was on to them and would do anything to stop their business.” 
 
    Barrie was silent, observing her every move, not trusting her for one second. He had the strength to keep his mouth shut and listen. He crossed his arms.  
 
    “I was so scared. The noises at night in that cabin. I had no choice but to run back to you. I’m so sorry. That’s the truth. I lied to you, I admit it, because I didn’t think you’d believe me.” 
 
    “Okay, now that you’ve established that Andy didn’t dump you and you weren’t homeless, neither of which I believed…” This time Barrie lied. He had given her the benefit of the doubt; she had seemed so desperate. “Tell me, why didn’t you call the police for help? If you had, they wouldn’t have launched a search party for you.”  
 
    Her lips quivered. She shifted her eyes. “They’d have thought I killed him, but I didn’t. I swear!” She fell to his feet, grabbing his jeans with her hands.  
 
    He grabbed her by the shoulders. “You’re going to the police, now.” 
 
    “Stop, you’re hurting me,” she shouted. “I’ll go. Don’t worry, I don’t need your help. I’ll be out of your life for good.”  
 
    She slipped on her coat and picked up her belongings. She turned around, despair in her eyes, like a beaten dog desperate to be taken care off and escape her ordeal. “I’m innocent.” 
 
    “Then you can go to the police without a problem. I can come with you.” 
 
    “No. I know where it is.” 
 
    Barrie followed her through his garage to the street. She walked off in the direction of the police station. He hesitated to follow her, to make sure she did go there, when his eyes fell on the poster Raj had been putting up around town. He pulled it off his window and stared at it. Had he been mistaken, and there was another woman missing? It didn’t really look like her. 
 
    He looked at it again, narrowing his eyes. There was a resemblance. He was torn. Should he call the police to tell them of her visit? If she did go to them as promised, he might be making things worse for her. She did mention another woman to him who had pointed out the edible mushrooms. He wouldn’t be surprised if Kate had enemies, starting with the jealous girlfriends of the men she stole away from them. He had given her one night to sort herself out for the sake of old times, and the good days he had with her.  
 
    First thing the next morning, Barrie headed straight to the police station, hoping he would see Raj rather than Sergeant Humphries. He didn’t expect to see a village gathering there. Arthur, Clive from the clothing and sport store on The Road, and Tina were all chatting in the waiting area next to the front door. 
 
    Tina greeted him. “Hey, Barrie, I was wondering why I didn’t see you here sooner. Finally, you can tell us what really happened.”  
 
    Barrie shook his head in dismay. “No idea what you’re talking about, and why are you here?” 
 
    “We saw her last night. I recognized her from my mushroom class.” She brandished the portrait of the woman. “She looks like the portrait…a bit. She walked out of your garage. Isn’t that right, Clive?” 
 
    Arthur stepped in. “Tina, be careful with what you say and who you start accusing when we don’t even know if this is the same woman as on the portrait. You just said yourself that there was only a faint likeness with the woman who took your mushroom course.” 
 
    Raj joined the group. “Please, please, one at a time.” 
 
    Maggie swung the door open. All eyes turned to the curly redhead, her mouth agape. She smiled. “What’s going on? Have they found her?” 
 
    Barrie held the door open for her. He looked at Maggie with affection. She would understand, he thought. Perhaps he should hold back telling the police and discuss it with her first once Kate told her account of the story. He looked at the group.  
 
    “Hey, Maggie, if you’re here for a confrontation, you’re in the right place. I’ll come back later. I don’t like gossip.” He stared at Tina. He knew he would have to explain himself now that Kate had been seen leaving his place, but he wanted to think about his approach first. 
 
    “Barrie, I will say what I saw. It is my duty!” Tina shouted over the heads of Clive and Arthur.  
 
    Barrie ignored her and whispered into Maggie’s ear, “Can I invite you for a coffee at Heidi’s when you’re done here, to make up for how I treated you last night?” 
 
    Maggie hugged him. “No worries. I’ll come and get you. I’m not sure how long I’ll be. I’m picking up my camera.” 
 
    “Good luck!”  
 
    As Barrie stepped out, he could hear Tina’s high-pitched voice through the glass door. “I was here first.” 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Maggie sighed. She wanted to get hold of her camera as soon as possible to be ready for her appointment. She had a pet portrait session this afternoon, which had come as a surprise. She had received the request this morning, commissioned by one of the loggers. At least, she thought it came from them, based on the logging company’s name in the email address, Value Forest Management. It was signed Stuart, no last name. 
 
    The email hadn’t mentioned what pet she would be photographing. She could only speculate it had to be a small animal, given his working conditions. She couldn’t afford to ignore requests if she wanted her photography business to become sustainable.  
 
    Maggie whispered into Arthur’s ear, “Why are you here? 
 
    “I’m very worried about Ted. Adam told me what happened.” 
 
    “Ted? Who is Ted?” Tina asked.  
 
    Raj approached her. “Tina, eh, Ms. Tina Partridge, I’m ready to hear you now. Let’s go to the room over there.” He pointed to the interrogation room. “For privacy.” 
 
    Tina followed him through the swinging doors.  
 
    “Yes, I know. I think he ran away to avoid trouble,” Maggie replied. 
 
    “Perhaps, but all the same, he’s a good man. I just want to hear that nothing bad has happened to him.” 
 
    Clive, not one to keep his curiosity in his pocket, had been creeping up closer and closer to Maggie to eavesdrop. She liked him. He was kind. It was only now that she thought of asking him and his partner Tony to dog-sit. He had shown such affection toward Beans, to the point that she had once thought the dog belonged to him before Maggie adopted her. 
 
    This wasn’t the time or place for discussing dog sitting, and Maggie’s own curiosity was nagging at her. “Clive, why are you here, if I may ask? I don’t want to pry.” 
 
    “That’s all right, I already told Tina because we both saw her. You see, at lunch at Heidi’s I saw the picture of the man found dead, and I recognized him right away. He had come to my store with his girlfriend to pick up some gear for their hike.” 
 
    “What gear? Do you remember?” 
 
    “Yes, of course, but more importantly, I saw her walk past my shop last night. Tina says that she had come out of Barrie’s garage. Anyway, Tony, he’s so smart, put two and two together. She had to be the missing person everyone is looking for. So here I am.” Clive flicked his right hip to the side and swung open his arms. “But why are you here?” 
 
    Maggie ignored his question; she wanted to find out if the belongings she had seen in the cabin belonged to that woman. “It might be important. Tell me, what did they buy?” 
 
    “A backpack.” As he spoke, Maggie wanted to ask for a description but wasn’t able to without interrupting him. “Again, Tony’s idea, to stock guidebooks of the region, including ones about the fauna and flora. I prefer focusing on gear, but anyway, we sold one book so far, and it was to them. A book about plants and mushrooms.” 
 
    It all seems to tie in. “What was the backpack like?” 
 
    “She was wearing it when I saw her.” Clive grinned.  
 
    Arthur looked at Maggie from his Picasso eye, as she liked calling it, the one with the blotch in the iris. He gently grabbed hold of Clive’s arm and sat him down on a chair, sitting next to him, anticipating a long conversation. “You’re really observant.” Clive seemed to puff up. “My memory isn’t so good. Was it a red backpack?” 
 
    “No, that’s not a color this year.” Clive seemed horrified at the thought. “It’s from the new winter collection, the lightweight ones. In beautiful shades of blue, a blue rainbow…I’d say. It matched her coat perfectly. That’s why I recommended it to her.” 
 
    The only coat Maggie had seen around that would be a good fit for the backpack she had seen in the trapper’s hut would be the coat hanging in Barrie’s hallway.  
 
    Tina and Raj interrupted their conversation.  
 
    “Tell Sergeant Humphries that the story will be out today, whether he likes it or not and without his picture.” Tina walked past Maggie, throwing a triumphant glance in her direction.  
 
    Raj held her by the arm. “Be careful what you write. You can only base it on the facts, not speculations.” 
 
    “I know my job, and I’ve read enough about this activist to know he must have made many enemies. I’m all for his causes, but I’d have never backed him. He was a political animal, looking for attention. The causes were just an excuse.” Tina sighed. “I’d hate to be a woman by his side, doing all the work without getting any credit for it.” 
 
    Maggie couldn’t help but ask, “How do you know all that? Have you worked for him? And what is so special about him?” 
 
    “I see you haven’t read the news much or seen my comments. Let me enlighten you all. I will have those details in my article anyway.” Tina explained that the red-haired, bearded man was Ben Fearon, a prominent activist who had gathered a large online following by carrying out controversial stunts to highlight the damage done by humans to nature. The more extreme the stunt, the more hits he got and money he received. Everyone was hooked to Tina’s lips. “I won’t give you any details of the terrible things he’s done. You can see for yourself online. He did get results with his sabotage operations, but I’m against it.” 
 
    “Some of the people he must’ve been up against are people you can’t reason with,” said Arthur. “Not the ones you’d like as an enemy.”  
 
    Tina was halfway out the door as she addressed Raj. “Now you see, Constable, why you need to find this poor woman and protect her. I’d better get on with my job.” 
 
    “Who’s next?” Raj smiled at the remaining little group. 
 
    Clive and Arthur spoke at the same time. “Maggie, we can wait.” 
 
    “Well, it wasn—”  
 
    Arthur pushed her gently toward the front desk, where Raj was standing. “Go.” 
 
    “Thanks, I’ll be quick.” She reached the desk. “I’d like to pick up my camera. You said you’d only keep the chip as evidence, and I really need it for a job today.” 
 
    Raj disappeared into a corridor to fetch it. Maggie pondered whether she would share some of her new insights, but they were still speculations at this stage. She had to speak with Barrie first. Raj placed her camera on the table. “Here you go, anything else?” 
 
    “Yes, have they found her?” 
 
    “No, at least not in the forest, so that search has been called off. Given all the new leads we have now, at least we know she’s alive!” 
 
    “That’s a relief. Are you sure it’s the same person as on the posters?” 
 
    “We don’t understand it; it seems the loggers gave the wrong description on purpose, if it is the same person. We just can’t carry on with the search with so little on who disappeared. It really all points to the woman Tina spotted in town. She was his girlfriend.” 
 
    “Yes, and it was the same backpack I saw in the cabin.” 
 
    “Now that’s interesting.” 
 
    “Clive will confirm that.” 
 
    “Good, good. Finally, a proper lead. Have you seen her too?” 
 
    Maggie couldn’t bring herself to tell him about the woman in the window and the coat, not yet, for Barrie’s sake. That might have been the reason for his presence at the police station. She shook her head. “Will you search for Ted?” 
 
    “How do you mean?” 
 
    Maggie hadn’t discussed with Adam what to do with the note they had found and Ted’s disappearance, and she hadn’t managed to speak with Arthur in detail about it. In this instance, not being acquainted to him, she decided to speak. “He had seen the body, and he disappeared from his cabin. When we returned via his place yesterday, he was gone.” 
 
    Raj’s dark eyebrows merged. “Seen the body, you say?” 
 
    “Eh, well, I’m not really sure now. I think that’s what he said to us.” 
 
    “Who us?” 
 
    “Adam and I. You’d better ask Adam about it, and Arthur here. They both know him well. I don’t.” 
 
    Raj leaned over his stretched arms, his palms resting on the table. “Are you sure there isn’t anything else you’d like to tell me, Maggie?” 
 
    She could feel his breath in her face and was compelled to take a step back in search of an escape, when her eyes fell on the clock above his head. “No, really I must go, but if I’ve anything else, I promise I’ll come to you.” 
 
    He bobbed his head. “All right for now, but don’t start solving the case on your own. I know how you can get into trouble. We’re focusing on this case, you know that?” 
 
    Maggie nodded, thinking of Barrie and the logger’s afternoon appointment. She picked up her camera and waved goodbye without leaving the slightest time for questions from anyone. She walked out the door and marched to Barrie’s garage. 
 
    She stopped in front of his entrance and checked her camera for the memory chip. Raj had indeed removed it, but she had set her camera up so that the pictures would also be backed up on the camera itself.  
 
    She looked down at the little screen at a picture of the trapper’s cabin. It couldn’t be. A vague silhouette seemed to be standing just to the left of the cabin. It was too short to be Adam. The famous ghost? She couldn’t tell from the size of the picture. She would have to look at it on a big screen. 


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Maggie jumped back, sensing the hand of the trapper’s ghost on her shoulder.  
 
    “I didn’t mean to scare you like that. You had such a horrified look on your face, I thought I had to get you out of it fast. What are you looking at?” Barrie asked, sidling up with her to look at her camera screen. 
 
    “I was deep in thought. We aren’t masters of our expressions. I wasn’t horrified, just checking if I had pictures left from my trip with Adam.” Maggie paused as Barrie raised an eyebrow. She knew he would have no patience for ghost stories. “Perhaps I was. I was looking at the trapper’s cabin picture and imagining how he had been killed.” 
 
    “Killed? Or just died?” Barrie’s face grew pale.  
 
    A pedestrian stared at the pair.  
 
    Maggie looked back at him. She put her arm around Barrie’s shoulder. “Look, let’s go and have a coffee at Heidi’s, where we can speak quietly in our corner. You need a pick-me-up treat, and today is the fresh pretzel day. I know you like those.”  
 
    “I could do with that. I have to say that I think I might have stepped right back into a mess I thought I’d gotten rid of, just because I wanted to help.” 
 
    “It’s the woman I saw at your place?” 
 
    “When did you see her?” 
 
    “I knew it. The one with the blue coat. I saw her through the window when she looked out at me.” 
 
    Barrie sighed. “I guess now I can tell you the story then.” 
 
    They pushed the door of the Horizon Cafe. It was still quiet. Maggie weaved her way around the tables to the far end of the bar, where Heidi’s Main Coon cat meowed in anticipation of a cuddle. She ran her hand along his soft fur and up his endless tail. 
 
    “He likes you. In fact, I think he only likes women. As soon as I approach, you’ll see…” Barrie put his hand out toward Spock’s head. The cat curled his back and hissed, his golden eyes on fire. When he removed his hand, the cat relaxed.  
 
    Maggie laughed. “Maybe he doesn’t like engine-oil smell.” 
 
    Barrie’s hands were black, his fingernails needing a good clean. “Eh. I see, I dropped my repairs when I saw you.” He slipped off his stool. “I’ll be back, but you’ll see, even with clean hands…” 
 
    Maggie tickled Spock behind his lynx-like ears. “You’re a fussy puss.”  
 
    Heidi greeted her with a warm smile. “Is he bothering you?” She removed the cat from the bar. “It’s so hard to make him get rid of that habit of his to climb up everything.”  
 
    “No, not at all. I didn’t know he didn’t like Barrie. With Adam he’s fine.” 
 
    “He’s possessive, maybe that’s why. Since Bill died, he’s taken up his role in our household. That’s what he thinks. Not me.” Heidi chuckled. “I’m glad you’re back home safe; with all the stories I’ve heard about the trapper’s cabin…” 
 
    Barrie returned, flicking his slightly cleaner hands in front of Maggie. He looked at the bar where the cat had been sitting.  
 
    “He already left; you’ll have to prove it another time. What would you like? I’m having my usual cappuccino.”  
 
    Heidi had already moved to the glass box where the cinnamon buns were stacked. Maggie pointed to the stand on which pretzels hung like wooden rings thrown by kids, the top prize going to the one at the back spoke of the stand. “I can’t resist them. They smell so nice.” 
 
    Barrie rubbed his rough hands together. “Same for me.” 
 
    Having served them, Heidi disappeared back in the kitchen, where the phone was ringing.  
 
    “Tell me what’s happening, Barrie. You know that the woman at your place is the one the police is searching for?” 
 
    “Yes, and that’s why I was there this morning. Are they still searching for her?” 
 
    “Yes and no. All I know is that they haven’t spoken to her yet, but now they know she’s in Foxton. The hunt for her in the forest is over. She won’t be able to hide for long. All Foxton eyes are peeled, if you know what I mean.” Maggie thought of Clive staring out of his shop at all the passersby, and Tina, who would be hunting her down for her story.  
 
    Barrie took a hearty bite of his pretzel, ripping it off like a hungry beast. Still with a full mouth, he said, “I told her. I told her. She always lies. I wouldn’t wish her on anyone.” He washed down his morsel with a gulp of coffee, the froth still hanging to his beard. “Tell you what, I bet ya she’s with Chainsaw. Either the sucker is involved in all this, or she’s wrapped him around her finger.” 
 
    Maggie was quiet, listening attentively. 
 
    He wiped his beard with the back of his shirt. “Before I tell you anything, I need to establish some facts. Can you tell me what you saw and what you know?” 
 
    Maggie guessed Barrie had had a relationship with this woman and wondered why he still seemed to want to protect her. Why would he have let her stay with him otherwise? That woman must have a strong power over men to get her exes to help her out, even though it sounded like she had treated them badly. Maggie shared with him how they had discovered the body and that she had always suspected there had been another person, a woman in that cabin. She described the backpack she had seen, not having a picture of it.  
 
    Barrie finished his pretzel and attacked another one. If Heidi had left the stand next to him, he would have eaten all twenty of them without even noticing it. He hadn’t said a word and gestured for her to keep talking. She was reaching the end of her story when she thought of the illegal logging they had encountered.  
 
    “Maybe it has something to do with the illegal logging? We came across a whole swath of forest that was cleared—sad, really sad. Maybe she was frightened. She knew too much being with such a boyfriend, and maybe she was involved in uncovering the operation. That’s why she fled the scene.” 
 
    Barrie scratched his beard. “That could be. But it doesn’t add up to what she told me. If that was the case, she could’ve gone to the police.”  
 
    “Her boyfriend, Ben Fearon, is known to use unconventional and even illegal means to get what he wants. That might have played a role.” 
 
    “That would explain part of it, but not the mushrooms. She accused a woman of wanting to poison them and that she could’ve died.” 
 
    “What, another woman? Who?”  
 
    “She didn’t say. The only person I can think of who gives advice on mushrooms in Foxton is Tina. It doesn’t make sense to me that Tina would want to harm them.” Barrie shook his head. “She also talked about noises at the cabin. I know that place is known to be haunted, and she isn’t the first to complain about that, without it having anything to do with the logging operation.” 
 
    “Really? Maybe they didn’t want happy hikers to become too curious.” 
 
    “Yes, but the loggers only arrived last year, I know that because that’s when this Andy appeared. And you can ask Heidi about the haunted cabin stories. They started before that.” 
 
    “Andy?”  
 
    “You can’t miss the guy. I’m surprised you haven’t noticed him in town. All the women seem to like his muscle-on-bone look. That is if you’re into mullets.” 
 
    “I know who you mean!” Maggie said, putting down her cup. 
 
    “You see? I told ya.” 
 
    “No, it’s not what you think, but he’s the guy I saw at the back of the quad at the cabin. He has to be. He seemed friendly to me. I didn’t like the friend he was with, though.” 
 
    “That must be James. I had a couple of beers with them when they first arrived in the area. Tough guys, they had good jokes. I didn’t even dislike Andy at first…Kate screwed it all up…” 
 
    “Kate?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s her name. Kate Bingham. It’s funny, because I met her at the same time as they appeared, come to think of it.” 
 
    Maggie put an affectionate hand on Barrie’s shoulder. “Barrie, you have to tell all this to Raj.” She tried to piece together a picture of the relationships. “But first, if you know where she could have gone, I would tell them that. It seems that she is the missing link.”  
 
    Heidi approached. “Another one?” She pointed to the coffees.  
 
    “No, thanks, not for me. Heidi, do you remember a woman with a light blue, turquoise coat, long hair—” 
 
    “She knows her,” Barrie interrupted. “Kate. A year ago, I brought her here a couple of times.” Heidi stared at Barrie, sucking the end of one branch of her glasses. “You even warned me to watch out. That she might not be the person I thought she was. You were right about that, by the way.” 
 
    “Oh yes, I remember, a long face, with very long hair. Not the kind of hair I can have in the kitchen. I wouldn’t be able to guarantee that the tip of the braid wouldn’t dip into my sauces…” Heidi fiddled with her own hair, tucking a lock under her red bandana. “Charming girl. She left Foxton a while back. Her smile reminds me of someone…” 
 
    “What was it like?” 
 
    “A bit gummy. That’s it. Of course, silly me. Brigit, the emergency doctor.” Heidi smiled. “I always thought they were sisters but never asked.” 
 
    “Brigit?” Maggie asked. “I thought she was new to the area? I’ve only just met her.” 
 
    Heidi wiped a glass clean and checked for fingermarks under the bar’s spotlight. “Yes, she is. She came here a few times with the helicopter team. A nice woman.” She tightened her lips. “Unlike Kate.” 
 
    Maggie felt slight relief at the thought Adam had not yet come to Heidi’s with her. It could only mean that their relationship was very recent or not that serious. He had told her once that although he didn’t like restaurants, Heidi’s café was an exception. Perhaps she could be a perfect match for Barrie, if she weren’t that tall…who knows, maybe he likes tall women. Why not? Maggie nervously poked at the hole in her jeans.  
 
    “Has Kate been here recently?” Barrie asked. Heidi shook her head. “She’s in town. Not even with a red-haired man, Ben Fearon the activist? They must have come here before heading out.” 
 
    Heidi shook her head again. 
 
    “Why are you asking that?” Maggie asked Barrie. 
 
    “’Cause she likes this place and would’ve wanted to show off to the guy, unless she didn’t want to be recognized.” 
 
    Heidi stared at Barrie, agape. Maggie and Barrie asked in unison, “Do you remember something?” 
 
    “I–I only now make the link—the activist and the portrait…” Heidi put her hand on her mouth, the other on Maggie’s arm. “This has to be Kate.” She picked up the poster she had kept under the bar.  
 
    “Why didn’t you recognize her before?” asked Maggie. 
 
    “It isn’t a good likeness of her at all. And I thought if this was a result of a three-person description, it was likely it would be accurate. At least that’s what Raj said.” 
 
    “Who described her?” 
 
    “I think it was the loggers.” Heidi placed the glass upside down into its slot above the bar.  
 
    “Maybe that was the problem.” Maggie propped herself onto her barstool with excitement. “This could mean that the one who really knew her deliberately wanted her to be unrecognizable and therefore knew the search for her was pointless.”  
 
    As she spoke, Maggie thought of who would benefit from her not being recognized. Someone who wanted to protect himself, if he had colluded with her to kill Ben Fearon. Maybe Kate was on the loggers’ side all the time, and perhaps still with Andy.  
 
    Maggie hunched her back and rested her face on her hand. She was confused again. Barrie had talked about another woman who wanted to harm her. Who was she? Perhaps Ben Fearon’s girlfriend seeking revenge? A woman who really looked like the portrait…Brigit?  
 
    Her desire to have a match between Kate and the portrait made Maggie seek similarities where there weren’t any. That would be terrible but could make sense. She sighed. She was being unfair again about Brigit, or was it that her affection for Adam was stronger than she had ever admitted to herself?  
 
    She had to watch out. She didn’t want to fall into the same trap she had fallen into ten years ago, when she was madly in love with the head of the research lab where she was working. It had been more of an obsession, and she had known it was impossible because he hadn’t felt the same for her and was married. She couldn’t help herself and had been spellbound. She had been miserable and ignored the advances of a charming friend.  
 
    With hindsight, she liked him very much, but her infatuation with her colleague had blinded her to the point of losing her friend. His last words still resonated, and once her obsession was over, she fully understood what he meant. “You are in love with the man, but you don’t love him.”  
 
    There was such a difference between being in love with someone, and its sensations, and loving someone for who they really were. The former was often short-lived and painful, while the latter could flourish into a long-lasting relationship. Thankfully, Barrie interrupted her train of thought.  
 
    “Unless he’s like me. I’m not good at remembering faces.” 
 
    “Come on, Barrie, you aren’t that bad. If a woman interests you, I’ve heard you describe her very well…” 
 
    “Why did Kate mention another woman then?” asked Barrie. 
 
    Heidi polished the bar with her cloth, stopping midway to ask, “What did Kate tell you about that woman? Any description?” 
 
    “No, only that she had had a fight with her. Although it was a bit unclear, I understood Ben Fearon was arguing with her when they went mushroom-picking together.” 
 
    “Mushroom-picking?” Heidi asked. 
 
    “A course of some kind.” 
 
    “That sounds like they went on Tina’s course. And it fits with Tina complaining about a couple.” 
 
    “Tina?” Maggie asked. “It’s easy to get into an argument with her, and she can get you into trouble.” Tina had once tried to incriminate her in the death of a local realtor. “I can’t see her poisoning anyone. Although she did seem to know Ben Fearon, at least from a journalistic perspective.” 
 
    Maggie was careful to avoid suggesting Tina might have a grudge against Ben Fearon, although it appeared that way. She would have to tread carefully and be wary of her own bias. 
 
    Barrie broke the silence. “Kate must have been referring to someone other than Tina.” He tapped at the poster with his finger. “And this person doesn’t look like Kate. I can see that!” 
 
    Maggie put her hands to her ears at the screeching coming from Barrie’s stool legs on the tiled floor.  
 
    “Sorry.” Barrie picked up the stool. “This discussion psyched me up. I’m going to talk to Raj now. I need to get this Kate business off my chest for good.” He turned to Maggie. “Thanks for listening.” 
 
    Soon after Barrie left, Maggie rushed out. She had to clean up her photo studio before her meeting with the logger. Perhaps she could get some information out of him about the logging operation, including what she and Adam had stumbled upon. For a start, she was curious to see who would turn up. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Raj followed Barrie out of the interview room. Thankfully, Sergeant Humphries and the other constable on duty had been busy with the search team that had gathered in the station, awaiting instructions. Digesting all the information Barrie had divulged, Raj was looking down at his feet when Barrie, who had come to a full stop, squeezed his arm. 
 
    A woman with puffy, reddened eyes and a stern face was looking at Barrie. Not a word was uttered, but it was clear they knew each other, judging by Barrie’s hands clenched into a ball and the lack of blinking as she stared at him. It was intense.  
 
    The woman pushed past Barrie and addressed Raj. “I’m here to clear up a huge misunderstanding that this man might have instigated. I need to speak to Sergeant Humphries now.” 
 
    Chin forward and lips pinched, Barrie raised his hands menacingly. “Kate, you little…”  
 
    Raj jumped between the pair. “Hey, calm down, calm down. You know each other?” he asked with one hand on Barrie’s chest. 
 
    Kate hid behind Raj. “Please, Constable, protect me from this man.” She began to weep loudly. 
 
    Having just heard Barrie’s account of his relationship with Kate, Raj was in no mood to be softened by her, and yet he had to be an objective officer. “Barrie, calm down. Why don’t you go to your garage now? You don’t want to cause any trouble, do you?” 
 
    “What’s going on?” Sergeant Humphries, surrounded by police officers, appeared at the back of the room. “Did I hear fighting?” 
 
    Raj stood in front of Barrie. “No, sir, everything is fine, Barrie was on his way out.” He trod on Barrie’s foot for emphasis. “And I was helping the lady here—” 
 
    “You must be Sergeant Humphries.” Kate walked toward the reception desk. “I have to speak to you, I—” 
 
    “The constable will help you. I’m in the middle of an important meeting.” 
 
    “But sir…?” 
 
    The sergeant ushered his colleagues into the meeting room as more heads had appeared through the door to see what the fuss was about.  
 
    Barrie had taken his cue and was at the door when he said in Kate’s direction, “I told them everything.”  
 
    Kate burst into tears. “I knew he would come to you, and I wanted to give you my version of the story. He must’ve said that I’m the missing person. But I’ve never gone missing.” 
 
    Raj sensed he’d better stay quiet and listen. Some people had the urge to talk. She wiped her tears with the tissue Raj handed her, after sitting in a chair opposite his desk. “I’m Kate Bingham. I was going to be Kate Fearon.” She cried again. “Until I saw the news.” She threw a copy of the Daily Stumble on the table with the portrait of Ben Fearon and the caption “Death in the woods: Did he go too far?” on its front page.  
 
    With one glance, Raj knew its contents: Tina’s account of Ben Fearon’s death. “Calm down. Let me get you a glass of water, and then you can tell me what happened.” 
 
    “But I’m here for you to tell me what happened. The last time I saw Ben was after we went on this horrible mushroom tour with that woman.” She poked her nail at Tina’s picture.  
 
    Raj stopped pouring the water. “Let me clarify, you’re Ben Fearon’s girlfriend?” She nodded. “You were with him at the cabin?” 
 
    “No, I wasn’t. I only got here two nights ago, and that’s why I went to Barrie’s place, because I had no news from Ben and didn’t know where else to stay in this godforsaken place.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you go to the police?” 
 
    “I…I thought Ben was having an affair.” 
 
    Raj’s jaw dropped. He hadn’t expected this answer. Kate’s voice was composed. “I was going to break up with him. And then when I heard on the news about the death and the search for a missing woman, I couldn’t believe they were referring to Ben. I knew he had to be back in Foxton today because he had an online meeting. I had to see for myself and speak with him. That’s when I saw the posters of the woman everywhere.” 
 
    “You recognized yourself and wanted to clear up the confusion?” 
 
    “What? No, that doesn’t look like me.” She walked to the missing person poster and stood next to the police sketch. “Look at it, no resemblance whatsoever.” 
 
    Raj bobbed his head. “I can see…” 
 
    “I’m here now, and I want to know how Ben died. Can I see him one last time?” 
 
    “Hang on a minute.” Raj took out his notepad and pen. “Where were you three nights ago between 7:00 p.m. and two o’clock in the morning?” 
 
    “Is that the time he died? I can tell you that. I was with a friend at his place an hour from here.” 
 
    “I need his name and address to verify this, you understand?” 
 
    Kate gathered her long, straight hair and flicked it behind her shoulders. She whispered, “I understand, but you see, I can’t tell you. It would really compromise him, if you see what I mean.”  
 
    “No, enlighten me.” 
 
    “Well, I was also seeing someone, and if his wife knew, she would be upset.” 
 
    “As you wish. This means that you don’t have an alibi for the time of his death.” 
 
    “Why would I need one?” Kate asked, crossing her legs. 
 
    “We’re looking at all possibilities. He had many enemies, I understand.”   
 
    “That’s for sure. You just need to look at his blog, at the comments section—all over the world. Big corporations.”  
 
    Raj opted to question her later in an indirect way about her whereabouts. He had looked at her head to toe and had not identified any item of clothing that looked like what both Barrie and Maggie had described. “Tell me more about Ben Fearon. What was he like?” 
 
    “He was a smooth talker but liked hearing himself talking more than anything else. Charismatic, and when he was sober, he could make me laugh.” 
 
    “Did he drink a lot?” 
 
    “You can say that.” Kate pulled up her sleeve and showed Raj bruises on her arm. “Now you see why I let him go on his own on his camping trip.” 
 
    “On his own?” Raj wondered what had happened to the mysterious other woman she had suggested existed earlier. 
 
    “Yes. I dropped him off at the start of the trail and left Foxton. That was the last I time I saw him.” 
 
    Raj opted for a new approach. “Why did you come to Barrie Brown after you found your way out of the forest, and not straight to the police?” 
 
    Her lip quivered. “I don’t know what Barrie told you. You clearly don’t know he is a mythomaniac. Can’t be trusted. That’s why I left him.” 
 
    “Oh, really? He didn’t come across like that to me.” 
 
    “That’s because you didn’t spend time with him.” Her hand frequently combing through her hair irritated him. 
 
    “Well, I did. He is a fri…” Raj didn’t finish his sentence. 
 
    Kate stood up and pushed her chair back loudly. “That’s exactly what I was afraid of. I want to speak to someone unbiased. You won’t get another word out of me. I only came here because I didn’t want people to keep searching for me. I am here. I won’t believe Ben is dead until I see him. It can be another of his tricks. I know what he’s capable of.” 
 
    Raj was taken aback by the thought that Ben Fearon would feign death. What would be his motive? He had looked dead when Raj saw him, and the pathologist’s report wouldn’t lie. Although this time the procedure hadn’t followed the strict rules, and his body had been flown out by the emergency rescue team. What if someone in that team was an accomplice? “Mr. Ben Fearon’s body isn’t in Foxton.” 
 
    The pathology lab wasn’t their usual one, where Maggie’s friend Amy worked. The mushroom story Barrie had shared with him suddenly made sense. He could deliberately have eaten a plant or mushroom to fake his death and use that to accuse…who? Could Fearon be after the logging operation or wanting to get rid of Kate?  
 
    Raj looked at her. She was a difficult individual. Barrie had suffered a lot under her spell. Why would she lie about not having been to the trapper’s cabin? Had Barrie misunderstood her story? Had she lied to Barrie and was telling him the truth? Raj raised his head, feeling the unmistakable stare of another being. It chilled him to the bone. Her stony face melted into a troubled expression. 
 
    She sighed heavily. “I understand. I’ve triggered enough trouble as is. I’m so sorry that everyone’s been searching for me in the wrong place. I suppose I don’t need to see him. He will pop up soon, I can assure you of that.” 
 
    Raj leaned forward on his elbows with his hands clutched together. “You admit the missing person was you. That’s a start.” 
 
    “No. I wanted to clear up any misunderstanding. Whatever Barrie Brown told you has to be taken lightly…and this local reporter of yours, spreading fake news. Can’t trust her for anything, not even her job!” Kate flipped open the Daily Stumble she had rolled up on her lap to a picture of her and Ben that had been taken during the mushroom-picking tour. She read out loud, “‘Good news, we have all reason to believe Ben Fearon’s partner was the missing woman. She is alive and has been seen in Foxton…’”  
 
    She threw the paper back on the desk. “I need peace now, no more questions. You can understand that, I hope.” 
 
    Raj scratched the back of his neck, tickled by his curly black hair rubbing against his shirt. He needed a haircut. He brushed away the untimely thought and concluded that neither Sergeant Humphries nor his colleagues must have seen the Daily Stumble, otherwise they would have put two and two together when they looked at them through the door. 
 
    Raj stood up. “Please wait here while I tell the team right away. I still have some questions for you.”  
 
    He thought of Ted, whom Arthur thought was missing. If only they could get a hold of him, he might be a key witness in this story, or might even be involved. He certainly didn’t like the logging camp so close to his hideaway. He could easily have been helping Ben Fearon with his plan, whatever it was. 
 
    When Raj came back to his desk, Kate had left. He should have known better. He would have to explain that to Sergeant Humphries, and he didn’t look forward to it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    When the doorbell of her photo studio rang, Maggie anticipated she would be face to face with the forester with the mullet—Chainsaw, as Barrie had called him—having forgotten the name at the bottom of the email. Instead, it was a man she placed in his late fifties, from his wrinkles and thinning hair. He had a circular beard that accentuated his large mouth. He smiled at her, his eyes moving around as if cameras were hidden behind them, recording everything.  
 
    Unlike most clients, he didn’t seem interested in talking to her about her photography experience but instead was eyeing the studio and seemed eager to move to the far end of it. He was carrying a tiny Chihuahua, not the first breed of dog she would have imagined him with. When he put his hand on its face to cuddle it, it growled and gnawed at his fingers.  
 
    “Quite a character, your dog!” Maggie laughed. “Come on in.” She looked up at the dark sky, and a drop of water fell on the tip of her nose. “It’s nice and dry in here. Let me take your coat. Have you come straight from the logging camp?”  
 
    She helped him remove his soaking jacket, not a lot of sawdust and muck, she observed, for a worker’s jacket. He shook her hand. His hand was clean and soft, without any calluses, also not what you would expect for a forester. He put the dog into her arms without warning and walked around her studio. 
 
    “It’s for my wife. I want to surprise her with a portrait of…” He seemed to hesitate, as if he’d forgotten the name of the dog.  
 
    Maggie glanced at the dog’s collar. His name was engraved on a large tag. “Tiger?” She stroked his head gently. He appeared to relax in her arms and gave out a deep sigh, resting his little head on her forearm. A far cry from the tension she’d seen in him at first.  
 
    “Tiger, yes.” He had stopped in front of a picture of a massive old white pine. “Good picture. Where was this taken?”  
 
    Having heard from Adam that this tree was likely over three hundred years old and had miraculously escaped the saws of the first settlers, Maggie had vowed to keep its location secret. “Somewhere in the States. Maine. Have you encountered such magnificent trees in the last decade?” 
 
    Without answering her question, he picked up her camera. “Nice equipment.”  
 
    At the sight of him flicking through her pictures, Maggie placed the little dog on the mat she had put out as backdrop for the pictures and took it from his hands. “Yes, it is. What kind of picture did you have in mind for Tiger?” 
 
    He shrugged and smiled. “I leave it up to the expert.” 
 
    “Your wife might like a portrait of you holding Tiger.” 
 
    “No, no, I don’t think she wants to see more of me. She likes her pooch.”  
 
    He was pacing up and down, poking his nose around as if he were searching for something. Tiger always tucked his tail between his legs as soon as he came near him, seemingly out of fear.  
 
    “You work at the logging camp, close to the haunted cabin?” He didn’t seem to understand what she was talking about. “You must’ve heard about the place, it’s been all over the news, at least the Foxton news, for the past year with ghost stories.” Maggie clicked away, throwing a ball now and then at Tiger, who was delighted to play.  
 
    “That one. Yes, I’ve heard of it, but we don’t go near that place. Have you been there?” 
 
    Maggie thought of Andy and James. “Yes, it’s funny, because I met two of your colleagues there.” 
 
    “Really? Well, that interests me. What were they doing there?” 
 
    “I don’t know exactly.” Maggie wondered why he hadn’t spoken about Ben Fearon; he must have heard about it from his colleagues. “Haven’t you heard? About the death of Ben Fearon, the activist?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s why I was asking about my colleagues.”  
 
    Maggie put her camera down, perplexed.  
 
    He continued, “I can tell you are very perceptive. It’s obvious to you by now that this dog doesn’t belong to me.” 
 
    Maggie looked at Tiger and then at him. “I kind of thought he didn’t like you, but you said it was your wife’s dog. I’ve seen a parrot that had a dislike for the wife of a young man from Foxton. He would pester her and tease her all the time.” She didn’t want to lose the opening he had just handed to her. “Why bring him here then? What do you want to ask me?”   
 
    He sighed. “I’m Stuart Harris, the operations manager of the logging camp. I wasn’t sure you would want to speak with me if you were on Ben Fearon’s side.” 
 
    “I’m on nobody’s side for now. From what I understand, Ben Fearon was a bit of an anarchist when it came to fighting his cause.” 
 
    “You’re being very mild there. He was a dangerous man. You can see why I want to get to the bottom of this story?” 
 
    “I’m a little confused. What has he done to you?” 
 
    “I can’t tell you, but you know from his blog that he targets logging operations to prevent habitat loss—” 
 
    Maggie interrupted, wondering about the cleared forest she had witnessed with Adam. “Yes. I heard he was particularly interested in illegal logging.” 
 
    “You’re correct, and I have no problem with that. Illegal logging hurts our business terribly. If only I could get my hands on the people doing it!” Stuart shook his fist. “Unfortunately, Ben Fearon didn’t stop at that.” 
 
    “I still don’t understand how I can be of help?” 
 
    “I’d like to hear your account of what you saw. And anything you can tell me about my colleagues.” 
 
    Maggie wasn’t sure if she could trust him. “Why do you need to know that? Has it got anything to do with your business?” 
 
    “It has. You see, I gave Ben Fearon directions to the cabin, and I suspect now he wasn’t lost at all. I’m convinced he was plotting against our business with the help of insiders.” 
 
    Maggie had to ask. “He must have found an illegal logging site close by, otherwise why bother you like that?” 
 
    “Illegal site?” He seemed genuinely surprised by her question.  
 
    Perhaps she shouldn’t have asked; it might blow up whatever plan Adam had to convict them. “Only a thought,” she added. 
 
    “That’s all right. I know things are happening behind my back. It’s possible and would explain suspicious behavior I’ve spotted in my crew. You understand now why I have to get to the bottom of this story fast, and I need all the information I can get?” 
 
    “Look, I think you should go to the police. I’ve told them all I know.” 
 
    Stuart smiled. “I have. As it happens, I used to be Humphries’s superior, but that was a decade ago. He mentioned you. That you somehow always appeared where there was trouble…” 
 
    “Yes, not on purpose, though.” It wasn’t clear whether Humphries had been positive about her, most likely warning him to stay away from her. “That’s why I’d rather not talk about what happened at the trapper’s cabin.” Ted’s bear-like silhouette appeared in front of her as if he were a ghost. “Have you met Ted?” 
 
    He shook his head.  
 
    “He walks around with a bearskin…you might have seen him in the forest?” 
 
    “I have. He doesn’t want anyone around.” He laughed. “He even tried his ghost tricks on me, although I suspect it was to divert me away from some shady business. Typical person to be involved in illegal logging, or trapping, all the same to him.” 
 
    “He didn’t come across like that. He likes trees and nature very much.”  
 
    In a strange way, Maggie felt as if he had attacked a member of her pack. Perhaps it was because both Adam and Arthur had taken it upon themselves to help him. She was well aware her emotional side was dominating in this instance. Ted had voiced his dislike for anyone lurking around his place and was therefore likely to be the ghost himself.  
 
    She had no proof, and now that he had vanished, it was even harder to conclude anything. His mysterious riddle, for a start—all it could mean for now was that he had information about the death that might be crucial, and yet he chose to make them guess it. Why? 
 
    Stuart had picked up her camera again, which she had set aside after taking pictures of Tiger. Maggie stared at him angrily. 
 
    “You managed to capture Tiger well…” Ignoring Maggie’s attempt to speak, he said, “It sounds like Ted has been up to his old tricks. I know that kind of person. I just need to meet them once. Very good at triggering empathy, such a lonely person…in the meantime, he gets what he wants out of you and will dump you as soon as he thinks you’re no longer of any use to him.” 
 
    “I thought you weren’t interested in Tiger’s pictures.” Once again Maggie took the camera from his hands. “And you seem to have a grudge against this Ted without knowing him well.”  
 
    “Grudge? No, but I’ve got ears in many places. I wanted to warn you to keep safe and out of all this business. You can tell Adam Clarkson, the game warden, that I might have information for him on the illegal logging he has identified.”  
 
    Maggie looked at him, surprised.  
 
    “You see, I might be useful to you. I know you want to help him.” 
 
    She felt her cheeks warm up. Was she such an open book? How could he know this, unless they had been observed when they were camping in the forest…? 
 
    He laid the payment in cash on the chair, then picked up a wriggling Tiger. “Stay out of this affair, for your own sake. Let the professionals deal with it. Am I clear?” 
 
    Was it a threat or a friendly warning? His tone was fierce. Maggie didn’t say a word. She was upset by his behavior. She didn’t like this man, but then again, she had had friction with Sergeant Humphries in the past. Perhaps police officers, mainly seeing the sad and evil side of humanity, tended to become protective as they grew older. Sergeant Humphries and even Raj had warned her to keep away.   
 
    She was perplexed by his knowledge. When she let the idea of an illegal logging site slip as they spoke about Ben Fearon, he seemed surprised, which didn’t make sense in the context of the discussion. She hadn’t specified anything, and yet it appeared Sergeant Humphries had shared a lot more information than she would have imagined, given the proximity of the loggers’ camp to the site of suspicious death. As far as she knew, Adam had talked to Sergeant Humphries about the illegal logging, but not to the loggers. They hadn’t seen anyone when they came across the clear-cut clearing, and if they had, the wolves wouldn’t have stuck around.  
 
    She managed a wave of the hand and a small “Bye” as Stuart walked out of her studio, little Tiger looking over his shoulder at her with pleading eyes.  
 
    Maggie picked up the cash. She had been too flabbergasted even to react to it. Somehow it felt more like a payoff for her silence than a payment for her work. She went to her phone, eager to speak with Adam about the encounter. Perhaps he had already spoken to Stuart, which would make her own suspicions seem ludicrous.  
 
    The phone rang for a long time. 
 
    “Hey, Maggie. What’s up?”  
 
    Straight away, Adam’s deep voice had a soothing effect on her.  
 
    “Why is it that you always know when I want to discuss something with you?” 
 
    Adam laughed. “Because I know you. You always have something to discuss!” 
 
    “It’s about illegal loggi—” Maggie heard a voice and laughter in the background. “Am I disturbing you? I can call back, it’s not that urgent.” 
 
    Away from the receiver, she heard a muffled and faint, “Stop now, later. I should answer this.”  
 
    “But you promised, and I only have an hour free now…” 
 
    Could she have heard Brigit’s voice? It was a woman’s voice. Maggie asked, “Are you at work?” 
 
    “No, I’m with Brigit. Why don’t you come over tonight for a bite at my place? We can discuss anything you’d like.” 
 
    “Good idea! I’d like that.” 
 
    “Oh, and Brigit just told me she’ll be there too. That way you can talk about photography with her. She is very keen on the idea of a Canadian wilderness photography workshop.” 
 
    Maggie couldn’t back off now. She wanted to face her dragon at some point; no use postponing the inevitable. “Sure, the more the merrier. What about poor Barrie? I think he needs some cheering up.” 
 
    “Sure, but why is that? Anything I should know?” Adam asked. 
 
    “Ask him tonight. It relates to Ben Fearon and his girlfriend, that’s all I can say. Can I bring anything?” Maggie scanned the contents of her fridge in her mind. “Before you say no, I’ll bring my special pumpkin gratin. It’s the season.” 
 
    After Adam gave his approval, she bid him goodbye till the evening. She rushed to her computer to download all the pictures from her camera, eager to see what she had really captured. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sergeant Humphries was upset and confused. He reread the final toxicology report that had been altered following his constable’s insistence on getting the lab to check for carbon monoxide poisoning, because of particles of smoke in the cabin… He had accepted, thinking that it would only confirm his initial conclusion that the victim was poisoned by mushrooms.  
 
    The omelet did contain toxic mushrooms, but no toxic plant had so far been isolated. Ben Fearon had a high level of alcohol in his blood, which together with the food poisoning could have rendered him unconscious before the CO build-up. The report was clear Ben Fearon had a very low level of oxygen in the blood, which couldn’t have been from the alcohol or from eating the mushrooms. He died from CO poisoning.  
 
    But how likely was it that the old stove would have caused the CO poisoning? Yes, it was a smoky stove, but Maggie and Adam were adamant that when they arrived, the door to the cabin was open. Someone else must have found him dead before they arrived and left the door open, out of fear or to cover up a murder…either that, or an animal… He would have to check with the forensic team whether they had any data that would explain the sequence of events.  
 
    Sergeant Humphries shuffled through the notes his constable had taken from his encounter with Kate. How could she be the missing person and not have been at the trapper’s cabin? What if a different person than this Kate had been with Ben Fearon in the cabin and prepared the poisonous dish with the intention of killing him? Seeing the poisonous dish didn’t work, they finished their job with the CO. His view on the case was inching toward murder, although he didn’t have the motives or proof for it yet. 
 
    He was worried the search party had been called off too soon and had insisted two officers keep searching, this time with the excuse of looking for Ted. He pushed away the absurd conclusion drawn by the coroner, causing a stack of papers to fall off his desk.   
 
    Sergeant Humphries gently put the back of his hand on his bald head. It was hot, a sign that his mild headache would be getting worse if he didn’t get some rest and put some ice on his head.  
 
    He slid open the top drawer of his desk, took a painkiller, and walked out into the empty police station to fetch some ice from the fridge. The night shift officers hadn’t arrived yet. Still an hour to go. He shouldn’t have given leave to Constable Gupta so early that evening, but he didn’t want him to make too much overtime, especially now that the appraisals were approaching and he had very few hours of overtime himself.  
 
    He put a bag of ice on his head, and as he stood up, he heard a knock against the glass door of the police station. He had kept it locked while he was in his office. Why not use the bell?  
 
    It was Tina Partridge. Normally he was happy to speak with her, especially if it was about promoting his band, the Haystack Needles, in the Daily Stumble, but this time she had gone too far with her article in the morning paper. He had summoned her to speak to him about it as soon as he read its contents.  
 
    The overall cotton wool feeling he had in his entire head had now turned into a throbbing pain just above his right eyebrow, down to the tip of his nose. He grumbled and unlocked the door for her.  
 
    “Are you all right, Sergeant?” Tina looked at him with concern. 
 
    “Yes, yes, a headache.” 
 
    “Poor you. I know just the right thing. Go sit over there and take your jacket off.” 
 
    Sergeant Humphries was of two minds; on the one hand, he wanted to get rid of his pain, and why not try something? On the other hand, he was upset with Tina. She shouldn’t have announced that the missing woman was found when the police weren’t sure of it themselves.  
 
    Tina clasped the top of his right shoulder from behind and gently pushed him down onto a chair. The pressure of her fingers had given him a brief reprieve from his pain. She put her bag down on the counter and rolled up her sleeves, as if she were ready to enter a fight. “You are so tense. It would be easier without your jacket with those straps on the shoulders.” She pointed to his insignia. “I’ll focus on the pressure points.”  
 
    Sergeant Humphries sighed.  
 
    “In my earlier life, I was an acupressure practitioner, before becoming a journalist. The pain will go as the endorphins are released, but you need to relax a bit.” 
 
    Sergeant Humphries swung around on his chair, clenching his teeth. “How can I? With this case and your article this morning.” He pushed his palm against his forehead. It was as if someone had hit him above his right eyebrow, preventing him from standing up. He sat back in his chair. He hadn’t had a migraine like this in a very long time. For some reason, the case was getting to him more than any in the past. He felt Tina’s cool fingers on his temples. 
 
    “You see? That’s exactly what I mean. Now, give me five minutes, then we’ll talk.”  
 
    He breathed deeply and closed his eyes. “Five minutes.” 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Sergeant Humphries had no idea how long he had been sitting there. When he opened his eyes at the aroma of a cookie, Tina was sitting opposite him, nibbling away at her snack. She looked at him expectantly.  
 
    He shook his head. He could still feel a faint pain, but he was able to think again. He had trouble believing it would last, so he stood up and walked around the room. He smiled at her. “I have to say, whatever you did has really helped. You should open a practice here. Thanks…”  
 
    Tina beamed back at him. “Good, so you’re fine with my article then. You have to admit that it’s very likely Kate is the missing women. She was seeing Ben Fearon—”      
 
    “Don’t think for a moment that what you just did now will have any influence on my opinion. You should’ve asked me first before going ahead with your article. This Kate claims she didn’t go to the forest.” 
 
    Tina rolled her eyes. “That can’t be. She said she was going there and asked me all kinds of questions about the ghost when she was on my mushroom class.”  
 
    She shook the bag of cookies under his nose. The temptation was too strong, and he plunged his large hand into the paper sack. Having felt at least six of them in the bag, he picked two and slid them in his palm.  
 
    He paused, a cookie on its way to his mouth. “Why would she lie?”  
 
    Tina shuffled in her handbag and pulled out a pile of papers. “This might give you the answer. I’ve been following Ben Fearon for a few years now, since I wrote an article on him as a freelancer for a major Toronto newspaper. He was plotting one of his coups against this logging operation up here.” 
 
    She placed a copy of a picture of him up a tree, where he had set up camp. At the bottom, a harvester machine appeared to be ready to cut his tree down. The forest didn’t look like a maple bush but rather a tropical rain forest.  
 
    “This was in Brazil. And he appears to be a tree-hugger, no harm…well, I have reason to believe he was upping his fight since that didn’t work. He has claimed he placed undetectable nails in trees so that—” 
 
    “Yes, I see. What makes you say he was targeting the company here?”  
 
    Sergeant Humphries had a vague memory that Stuart had mentioned he was suspicious of two of his men but thought it was related to a forest in British Columbia, not here.  
 
    “A hunch. Ben Fearon is from British Columbia. Why would he come to Foxton?” 
 
    “They don’t have our autumn colors, for a start.” Sergeant Humphries took another bite of the delicious chocolate chip cookie. “Where did you get them? They’re good!”  
 
    “I have to confess, I’d like to say I baked them, but I’ve got so little time for baking that I bought them at the Horizon Cafe.” 
 
    “I didn’t know she made cookies too.” Sergeant Humphries would have to get Constable Gupta to get some for him next time, although he did really like her cinnamon rolls, and he had to stop thinking of food. However, it had served another purpose: it reminded him that he had seen Kate in Foxton before, which was in line with what Barrie Brown had told him.  
 
    He wouldn’t find any details in his notes, since he had let her go with a simple warning. She had seemed so upset about a family matter, he hadn’t had the heart to hand out a fine for speeding or ask her what she was upset about. For some reason, he sensed Tina was hiding something about her encounter with Ben Fearon and Kate.  
 
    “I know it isn’t Kate Bingham’s first time in Foxton. Have you met her before your class?” 
 
    Tina replied dryly, “Seen her, but never spoken to her.” 
 
    “During your course, could they have been misled in picking a mushroom that wasn’t edible? It’s easy even for experts to make mistakes…”  
 
    Tina straightened up in her chair as she kept pulling at a loose thread on her sweater. “Are you accusing me of—I can’t believe it. I was very clear and even repeated myself several times, and I can’t help if they’re idiots and forget what I told them!” 
 
    “Did you point out to either of them a mushroom that might make someone ill?” Sergeant Humphries was thinking of Kate’s accusing finger directed toward Tina. He had trouble imagining Tina pointing out a toxic one as edible to them, even if she disliked them. But he had to verify it. “They could have mistaken the information and thought it was edible?” 
 
    Tina’s eyes welled up. “Sergeant, I never thought you’d be capable of such atrocious accusations after all the help I’ve given you. I don’t know what to say.” 
 
    Sergeant Humphries felt bad. He never liked accusing a fellow Foxtonian. “Calm down. I’m not accusing you. Look, I’m only trying to understand what happened. Have you?” 
 
    “I might have, but I always do so that people can learn to make the difference between the good, the not so good and the bad. You see, some of them can be toxic if you don’t prepare them well. It’s not that simple.” Tina paused and wiped the black streaks from her cheeks. “That can only mean Kate told you that! Oh, how I misjudged her. Now I’m certain she must have killed him and not the other way around.” 
 
    “Now, now, no one is accusing anyone for now, just following leads.” Now that he had unleashed Tina, he had to warn her. “Before you publish anything else on this affair, you have to run it by me. Understood?” 
 
    Tina stood up and reached out for her pile of papers. Sergeant Humphries laid his hand flat on them. “I’ll get my constable to look into this.” 
 
    He would talk again to Stuart. He might give the outsider’s perspective he was after.  
 
    Tina’s face brightened up. “So sorry. I know you have to do your job, and so do I. And I will show you my articles…if I can get exclusivity of the story?” Sergeant Humphries was about to answer when she continued. “You look much better then when I first arrived.” 
 
    Two police officers walked in with a tray of coffees. Sergeant Humphries had always hidden his migraines from his staff, and he definitely didn’t want them to hear about Tina’s treatment now. In a loud voice, he said, “Yes, that’s fine. Thank you, Tina, you’ve been helpful. Let me walk you to the door.”  
 
    He nodded at the officers, acknowledging their arrival, and ushered Tina out of the building.  
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Maggie pulled up at Adam’s little farm. Barrie’s bike was parked next to Adam’s vintage Toyota Land Cruiser. Carrot and Beans barked in her ears, eager to jump out of the car and greet Adam’s two llamas, Mary and Harry. They had become accustomed to each other from the times Maggie had looked after Adam’s animals while he was away.  
 
    As soon as she opened her door, the dogs dashed out and ran up and down the fence, mirrored by the two llamas. Maggie opened the gate for them, careful to close it behind her. She didn’t want the llamas to escape and fall ill again, as had once happened. She had made sure to put a few carrots in her pockets; a guest must never come empty-handed…  
 
    Mary was the first to prick up her croissant-shaped ears and run straight to her. The first time she did that, Maggie was intimidated by this assertive animal breaching her comfort bubble. Mary had learned that she wasn’t allowed to pinch Maggie’s curls between her mobile lips, if she wanted to receive a treat. Instead, the llama pushed her nose against Maggie’s pocket, fully aware of what it contained.  
 
    “Patience. You know I don’t like being bullied. Mary, what did I say?” Mary lifted her head and pouted like a diva. “This isn’t what I meant. This is unlike you, Mary.” 
 
    Maggie’s voice seemed to calm the llama, who bent her head down, ears and tail up. Maggie pulled the carrots from her pocket. Mary ran off with hers, as if she were scared of something. Maggie looked in the opposite direction from where she had run; it couldn’t have been something very dangerous, otherwise she would have left her treat behind. A tall figure was approaching.  
 
    The evening sun that had slipped under the blanket of clouds above the tree line was blinding her. It wasn’t Adam, in spite of the ponytail.  
 
    Brigit smiled down at Maggie. “Good to see you. You have a magic touch with Mary.” She laughed. “I think she doesn’t like me for some reason. Look.” 
 
    She pointed to Mary, who was at the far end of her enclosure, her ears back, looking at them. Beans and Carrot gathered around Maggie, sniffing Brigit’s trousers.  
 
    “It was the same with me when I first met her,” Maggie lied. Mary had always been curious and friendly with her. “She’ll come around. You’re okay with dogs?” 
 
    “Sure.” Brigit knelt down and gently stroked Carrot on his neck. “Sweet animals. I heard you adopted them. That’s so nice of you.” She stood back up. “Let me help you carry something.” Brigit lifted the foil from Maggie’s dish. “What a feast. It’s starting to look like a Thanksgiving dinner. A great dessert. I like pumpkin.” 
 
    Brigit was very welcoming, and more than that, it was as if she owned the place.  
 
    “It’s a savory gratin, to go with the roast. I like cooking. I’m glad we meet again, under better circumstances. What a story...” 
 
    “I must admit, I expected my time in Foxton to be relaxing to the point of boring.” Brigit put a hand on Maggie’s shoulder. “Sorry, I don’t mean boring per se, only that nothing much happens here. I’m making it sound worse.” She grimaced. “You grew up here, right?” 
 
    Maggie had to walk fast to keep up with Brigit’s bouncy pace. “Yes, then I moved to England, and I’ve only been back since last winter. Don’t worry, I’m not offended. I thought the same when I came back here, and I can tell you it has been far from boring. Perhaps a little too eventful. I’d rather Foxton be a sleepy town than the scene of human tragedies. I hope it doesn’t deter you from staying here?”  
 
    Maggie bit her lip. Did she really mean what she said? Brigit had an appeal she had rarely encountered; she was charismatic yet approachable. Maggie was even drawn to her with a desire to befriend her.  
 
    The old wooden cottage had never been so neat. The shutters and windows had received a fresh coat of red paint. Adam had even painted the front door, something he had said would have to wait till next year. A long ribbon of smoke from the chimney meandered into the fiery maple bush.  
 
    They had reached the front door, which had been left ajar. Brigit pushed it open with her free hand. “Not at all. I’m even thinking of using it as a base. Did Adam mention that we’re looking for a wildlife photographer to take tourists on remote expeditions up north?” 
 
    Maggie sat on a wooden bench in the small mudroom. Above her head, Adam’s collection of leather hats hung in a line. Only a few pairs of his low leather boots were tucked under the bench. An inviting pair of sheep slippers lay next to the mat, far too big for Maggie, but not for Brigit, who slipped them on.  
 
    Maggie pulled off her muddy shoes and wiggled her toes in her woolen socks. That was all she had. She regretted not having brought a pair of heels. Hopefully, Adam and Barrie would be walking around in their socks, as they typically did this time of year. She looked up at Brigit, who had swung her long ponytail away from her shoulder.  
 
    “Yes, he mentioned it. I love wildlife photography; it’s my passion.” 
 
    Brigit kept looking at the mudroom door. “I have to warn you up-front. If I get selected for the Antarctica expedition, which is something I’ve wanted for a long time, it will change everything. I won’t be able to commit to anything till I know the outcome, but I need to have a plan for if it doesn’t work out, hence this Nordic safari idea.” 
 
    “I totally understand. I like your idea, so who knows, I might even find a way to make it work if you can’t. That way you won’t feel you’re wasting your time on it.” 
 
    A voice from the kitchen called out, “Is that you, Brigit? I saw Maggie’s dogs out the window, have you found her?” 
 
    “Yes. We’ll be with you in a minute. We’re having a nice chat,” Brigit replied loudly, then whispered, “He hates when I talk about Antarctica, but I warned him that nothing would change my mind. I wasn’t looking for a relationship now, and I don’t want to hurt him.” She touched gently one of the feathers sticking out from Adam’s favorite hat. “It isn’t easy.” She let her hand drop and smiled. “Enough about me. I heard you have your flying license, wow. I know it requires a lot of skill to land on water.” 
 
    “Soon. I’ve still got a couple of hours to go, and the final exam. Landing on water is really a matter of practice, lots of practice in different conditions.” 
 
    Maggie followed her through the mudroom’s glass door. 
 
    “What made you want to learn to fly?” asked Brigit.  
 
    Maggie didn’t reply right away. She was trying to digest all Brigit had told her. There wasn’t anything new; Adam had already shared that information with her, but the idea of Brigit and Adam as a couple had remained in the realms of fiction in her mind. She knew it would change as soon as she crossed the threshold of the kitchen door. She had no idea how she would feel then.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Adam and Barrie were talking next to the gas stove. Now that Brigit had joined them and lifted the lid of the pot in front of her, the kitchen appeared to have shrunk to the size of a children’s playhouse. To Maggie, the place had always seemed cozy, but never that small. Perhaps the low ceilings had something to do with it. Even Barrie’s aftershave had no room to dissipate and was overpowering the nice cooking aromas.    
 
    Maggie held back a cough, not wanting to appear asocial toward Barrie. “Where did you find these hazelnuts?” She pointed to a bowl filled with plump nuts. “Are they really from the hazel bushes you showed me?” 
 
    Adam took a few nuts in his hands and held them tight until he heard a crack. He opened his large hand and held it open for Maggie to pick one. “Yup, but that’s all I’ve got. I had a fight with the chipmunks and squirrels for the rest of them, and I lost…” 
 
    Maggie held up a nut to inspect it and then gobbled it. “Tasty.” 
 
    Brigit took a couple from Adam’s hand and popped them into her mouth. “I love nuts. I must have been a chipmunk in another life.” 
 
    Maggie’s eyes traveled up Brigit’s athletic body, finding it hard to imagine what it would be like to be tall like that. She wasn’t quite Adam’s height, but she was half a head taller than Barrie.  
 
    “Barrie, have you already told Adam your story?” Maggie asked softly.  
 
    He nodded. “Brigit knows too.” 
 
    “Yes, a strange woman, really. I know her—rather, I’ve met her, I should say, before you think she’s related to me.” Brigit looked at Barrie.  
 
    “I wasn’t going to say that,” Maggie said, thinking it didn’t take away their likeness.  
 
    “Barrie thought I was the sister she’d talked about to him. He had such a shocked face when I opened the door to him this evening, I was about to slap him to get him out of it.” Brigit laughed and squeezed Barrie’s shoulders. “I hope you forgive me for scaring you like that…”  
 
    Barrie’s soft brown eyes were smiling at Brigit as he squeezed her in return. Maggie couldn’t hold back her curiosity. “You said you met her? It must’ve been recently, then?” 
 
    “She came to our base and asked all kinds of questions about how we would rescue someone lost in the forest. How easy it would be for us to locate them. And how best to contact us if something happened to her in the bush.” 
 
    Adam looked at Brigit. “You never mentioned that to me.” 
 
    “I didn’t think it mattered. I didn’t see her at the cabin.” 
 
    Adam shrugged. “No worries.” 
 
    “She asked one question that bothers me now that I’ve heard your stories.” Everyone sat down at the dining table, focused on Brigit. “If we had had cases of plant poisoning and if they had survived it. I’ve only been here a few weeks and told her I had no idea. I did say that it was feasible to forage for food, and there was nothing wrong with that if she was well prepared for it. I’ve done it myself as wilderness survival training. She claimed to have done it herself as well, but her boyfriend was the expert.” Brigit shook her head. “That’s why it was weird for her to ask about it, if they’re experts…” 
 
    “Not really. Maybe she’s a cautious person and doesn’t assume she’ll never make a mistake,” Maggie said as she walked to the kitchen. She was back at the table within a few seconds with her piping hot pumpkin gratin now that Adam had brought out his roast. 
 
    Barrie let out a loud cry. “Ha. Kate a plant expert? No way. She couldn’t tell the difference between a dandelion and a buttercup. Even I can do that.” 
 
    “Maybe she is now,” Brigit replied. “Especially if she wanted to impress Ben Fearon.” 
 
    “What will you learn to impress me then?” Adam asked with a twinkle in his clear blue eyes. 
 
    Maggie pondered for a moment what she could learn that might have a positive impact on Adam’s view of her… More about wolves, perhaps? She doubted Brigit would be interested in that type of knowledge; she seemed to be more of a people person, given how Mary the llama had reacted to her.  
 
    “Really, Adam, I can ask the same about you,” Brigit said wryly. 
 
    Adam opened his arms wide. “That’s me, you take it or leave it.” He poured some red wine into the glasses. “You don’t need to go to Antarctica to impress me, you know that?” 
 
    Brigit’s face grew tense. Maggie stood up to help everyone with her gratin. Nothing like a good dish to ease the atmosphere and change people’s focus back to their basic instincts. The idea of bringing amateur wildlife photographers into the wild forest of northern Canada to view bears, wolves, and moose appealed tremendously to Maggie. She could share her wildlife photography passion and be paid for it, which so far had been a tiny fraction of her business.  
 
    The icing on the cake would be the ability to combine it with her other interest, flying… She only had a few more cross-country solo hours to complete her private pilot license. From then on, she could upgrade it so that she could fly professionally. It would complement her photography business well. 
 
    Cutlery sounds and a few grunts broke the silence. It was a testament that her dish was a success. Maggie smiled at the three heads, eyes down on their plates. “Barrie, would you be interested in joining us on an adventure?”  
 
    “Well, it depends…but go on,” replied Barrie. 
 
    “I was thinking about Adam and Brigit’s idea of setting up a Canadian wilderness safari business. We have the guide, Adam, to find the wolves, an expert in their body language. We have our doc and expedition leader. I can lead the photo tutorials.” She crossed her fingers. “And if I get my pilot’s license, I could fly gear or even people to the remote locations. I would need a mechanic for the plane, though.” 
 
    Barrie took a sip of the wine. “Good idea, but not for me. I can take care of your plane in Foxton, but you won’t get me out there to freeze my toes off trying to track a moose…or wolf. Give me a snowmobile—”  
 
    Adam shook his head. “I wasn’t really thinking of noisy snowmobiles, more snowshoes…walking, you know, Barrie?” He mimicked the walking motion with two fingers.  
 
    Maggie smiled. Barrie never walked; he always took some sort of vehicle to move around. Perhaps it was a little premature to ask him; he was more the type of person to get on board once everything was set up, if it suited him. He had an inordinate amount of energy for renovating vintage cars, especially if they were his own, but he had needed a lot of pushing to repair Maggie’s plane, in spite of being paid for it.  
 
    “For the moment, I’m only throwing ideas around. There are so many what-ifs here.” Maggie wanted to do some due diligence on the topic to see who was already out there and what it would really entail. She had a romantic idea of the concept; it appealed in more than one way, but putting such ideas into practice was another matter.  
 
    She had found that the hard way with her photography business. It had taken longer than she had imagined to pick up. She had had to change her focus from weddings and wildlife photography to pet portraits and now owner and pet portraits. The thought of the dogs she had captured on camera brought her to the strange visit from the logger, Stuart. “I might be changing the topic a little, but I’d like your views on a visit I had from a logger.”  
 
    “Has it got something to do with the illegal logging site we saw?” Adam asked. 
 
    “It might have. I’m also confused and need both your help as to who all these people are and how they relate to each other. I think that might be a reason why I don’t understand his visit.”  
 
    Maggie looked at Barrie and at Adam, specifically. Adam fiddled with his native necklace as he listened to her attentively.  
 
    “We saw two loggers on a quad at the cabin. One of them had a blond mullet and a build I’ve rarely seen, a triangle of a torso, only muscle. You told me you knew him, Barrie.” 
 
    “You can say that. I call him Chainsaw. That’s Andy Smith. Kate was cheating on me with him. So, I really know who you mean…” Barrie sighed. 
 
    “Right. Do you think he would be capable of running a side operation of illegal logging? The reason I’m asking is that Stuart Harris, who visited me, the operations manager, I understand, seems suspicious of two guys, and I think he was referring to this Andy Smith and perhaps the other guy who was driving the quad.” 
 
    “James most likely, from your description earlier. Now he is a piece of work, I can imagine him for sure.” Barrie pushed his empty plate away from him.  
 
    “Hang on, now I’m confused. What did this Stuart tell you?” asked Adam. 
 
    Maggie explained her encounter with him at her workshop and the surprise of Tiger not being his dog. Adam stood up from the table and walked out of the room, returning with a paper. He narrowed his eyes as if he needed reading glasses.  
 
    “I thought so. I recognize his name. I’ve been doing some research on this logging operation. He was appointed as operations manager only a few months ago. The previous manager quit because of issues with anti-logging activists that he was unable to resolve.” 
 
    “What kind of issues? Could it be that Ben Fearon was after them because they were doing the illegal logging, and he quit to avoid getting caught for it?” 
 
    “Perhaps, although the clear-cut we saw was very recent,” Adam replied. 
 
    “What if Stuart was placed there undercover to investigate it? It would explain him telling me he was focusing on two of his men. It also makes sense for him to warn me to be careful, to protect me from them.” Maggie paused. “Does it?”  
 
    Barrie shook his head and clicked his tongue against his teeth. “Why did he borrow a dog to tell you that? I say he wanted something else. Maybe I’m too suspicious, because of Kate.” 
 
    “He has a point. What I don’t get is Kate. One moment she dates a logger, the next she goes for the activist.” Adam turned to Brigit. “Could she have a change of heart like that overnight?” 
 
    Brigit shrugged. “Maybe she doesn’t care about the trees but does about the men. Ben Fearon was charismatic. I’ve seen him talk.” 
 
    Maggie looked into Brigit’s close-set eyes. She couldn’t decide whether they were dark blue. They had a purple hue, depending on how big her pupil was. They always had a sparkle, like two portals into her brain, with ongoing incessant activity. Maggie never managed to have an inkling of what she might say next. She was unpredictable, unlike Sergeant Humphries. Maggie got carried away by her thoughts before falling back on her burning question.  
 
    “How come you have met both Kate and Ben Fearon, while you happened to also be the doctor on call at the time of his death? A little more than a coincidence, it seems to me…” 
 
    “Maggie, what are you insinuating?” Adam asked dryly. “She said Kate visited her, just like you had a visit from Stuart, which, by the way, doesn’t make any sense to me.” 
 
    Brigit put her hands out. “Stop, you two. Maggie’s right. It does sound weird. I grant her that. The reason I saw Ben Fearon but never talked to him is straightforward. It was at a talk about global warming, which will be a subject of a research project in Antarctica. He was raising the issue of excessive logging. And as for Kate, I only met her that one time.” 
 
    Maggie wanted to believe her. Her gut was telling her she was telling the truth, but her devil of a heart was deliberately hindering her mind. She had the urge to be antagonistic—it was her jealousy speaking again. How annoying. It clouded her reasoning when she thought she might be making progress on the mysterious death.  
 
    She took a large gulp of sparkling water that tickled the tip of her nose, a reaction she sometimes had to it. “Sorry, I’m not accusing anyone. It seems that there’re at least three people who might have motives to get rid of Ben Fearon. Andy, the muscly one, James, the bushy one, and Kate…if she was dating both Ben and Andy, while on Andy’s side. Or if what she told you, Barrie, is correct—Ben wasn’t treating her well and it got out of hand…” 
 
    “What about Ted?” Brigit asked.  
 
    “He disappeared and left us a riddle. I think he knows who killed Ben Fearon, and I fear he might have paid with his life for it.” Adam replied, staring at the swirling wine in his glass. 
 
    “Who’s this Ted? I’m lost.” Barrie stood up from the table and examined the wine bottle. “I’m switching to beer, not that your wine wasn’t good, Adam, but I don’t get hangovers from beer the same way.”  
 
    Everyone declined, aside from Brigit, who seemed to share his liking for beer. No one bothered answering Barrie’s initial question, not that he seemed very interested, since he had disappeared into the kitchen in no time.  
 
    “You really haven’t got any news from Ted?” Maggie asked, finding it hard to imagine he could disappear without a trace.  
 
    Adam shook his head. “The police are searching for him. They want to question him. He is now on their suspect list.” 
 
    “So it really was a murder then…how could they tell Ben didn’t eat the mushrooms or plants by mistake?” Maggie asked. 
 
    “Ben Fearon did ingest toxic mushrooms. But there’s more to it. I guess I can tell you if you keep it to yourselves? As far as I’m aware, it hasn’t been disclosed officially yet.” 
 
    They all nodded. 
 
    “Raj told me early evening that they received the toxicology data he’d asked for. You were right, Maggie, to have mentioned the smoke, because it turns out he died of CO poisoning. The other surprising element was that the forensic team believes the door was shut from the outside. They’re investigating his death as a murder now.” 
 
    “That doesn’t make sense, we saw the door open…” Maggie’s jaw dropped. “Unless, no, I can’t believe it. I still have the pictures I took. They were backed up on my camera. I thought I’d caught the ghost next to the cabin on one of them. I now think it could’ve been Ted’s silhouette with the bearskin.” 
 
    “I’d like to see that picture,” replied Adam. 
 
    “I don’t have it with me, but I’ll send it to you.” She paused to think. “Ted could’ve opened the door to cover up his traces. Wasn’t he in charge of the stove?” 
 
    Silence fell on the trio as Barrie walked back with two beers. “I leave for a minute, and it’s as if someone has just died. Why so glum? Is it Kate again?” They shook their heads. “I thought tonight was meant to cheer me up, that’s what you said, Adam. This isn’t working.” 
 
    Brigit took a beer from Barrie and toasted to him. “Nothing we can solve here and now. Only more questions, as far as I can see. Tell me more about how you managed to get hold of that 1930s Cadillac.” 
 
    Barrie groomed his neatly trimmed beard. The hairs were combed down into a perfect triangle. He must be using a special comb and maybe gel to sculpt it like that. It was a change from his usual messy look.  
 
    Barrie grinned broadly and began explaining his story of the old lady who had never been to her husband’s shed. It had been off limits for her until he passed away. She had been very disappointed after discovering wreckages of cars, some covered by mouse-eaten tarps. Uninterested in its contents, she had called Barrie to take the lot, keep what he wanted, and sell the rest as scrap metal.  
 
    It was the third time Maggie and Adam had heard the story. They looked at each other and rose to clear the table, leaving the beer-loving pair to chatter away. Maggie went outside to check on her dogs. They came running to her and jumped into a pile of autumn leaves, using it as a trampoline. Their ears flapped up and down as their heads popped out of the heap.   
 
    Maggie smiled as she watched them, her mind wandering. Why had Brigit changed the topic? It was considerate of her. Poor Barrie must have had enough of hearing about Kate and all her boyfriends… It didn’t look good for Ted, but what a perfect scapegoat he was…if he didn’t do it. If only she could speak to the loggers again, or meet Kate. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Maggie woke up the next morning and sat up in bed. That was it. She had figured out why Stuart came to her home. He wanted her pictures! She let herself fall back onto her pillow. 
 
    How did he know she had taken pictures of the log cabin? Someone must have told him. Why would he want those pictures? It was more likely he was after any picture she might have taken of the logged forest or anything related to it.  
 
    She slipped out of bed and smiled; he wouldn’t have gotten those. They were taken with her phone, since Raj had taken her big camera away at the time. Beans and Carrot jumped on her bed, eager to be let out.  
 
    As she prepared breakfast, her realization gave her an idea: she could take new pictures of the logging site. The weather was good, and she had confirmed her solo cross-country flying appointment for this morning. She only had two more hours left to do before she could get her private pilot license.  
 
    She filled her bird feeders to the brim, eager to help the juncos, grackles, and blackbirds with their journey to their wintering grounds. Something moved to her right along her shed. It wasn’t very big and was hidden from her sight by a birch tree trunk. She stepped aside quietly. 
 
    It was the resident groundhog, sitting upright like a dog, waiting for a treat to be placed on her diamond-shaped nose. She looked like she was zipped up in a red fur coat, a line of blond hair running straight down her belly. Only after viewing a close-up picture of her paws did Maggie grasp why she could dig such deep burrows. If she were the size of a bear, her claws would be like a Kodiak—no messing around with her. 
 
    Maggie cherished those encounters, especially when the wild animal went about its business feeling safe in her presence. Now that she had the dogs, she saw the groundhog less often. No surprise there—Beans had tried to fit down its burrow. Luckily, the terrier was just too big for it.  
 
    It was time for her to jump into her old pickup truck and head to the airfield. She flicked through the songs playing, but none matched the scenery. She was driving through a bouquet of flowers, with the entire yellow-to-red spectrum of colors and the right amount of greenery to avoid crowding out the flowers.  
 
    The harmony of colors was broken by something turquoise. As she approached, she saw a woman hitchhiking. Maggie had seen this color before. She pulled over, but the woman walked away, ignoring her.  
 
    Maggie was sure she had her arm out a moment ago. The sight of her backpack made Maggie drive slowly alongside her. It could only be Kate, and she must have recognized her car. Kate waved  to Maggie to move on. Maggie pulled up a few feet in front of her.  
 
    “Thanks, but I don’t need a lift. I’m hiking,” Kate said, her forehead and eyes expressionless, betraying her fake smile.  
 
    Maggie didn’t believe her for one second. This wasn’t a place to hike—this was the road out of Foxton to the north. In fact, this was the same direction as the logging camp. Maggie looked at the clock; she would be early for her appointment, as usual.  
 
    “I’m heading north. I need to turn left five miles before the road goes to the logging camp,” Maggie lied, having calculated she had enough time for a detour that would bring her back to the airfield from the west. “There’s nothing much else up that way.” 
 
    Kate stopped walking, as if she were hesitating. Had she guessed correctly? Maggie’s eyes were attracted to a striped scarf poking out from Kate’s coat at the level of a missing button.  
 
    Kate turned to face her. “I’ll be blunt. I don’t want a ride from you. You look smart enough to know why. Now would you let me get on with my journey?”  
 
    Maggie shook her head. “Sorry, I don’t know why.” 
 
    “I know you found my boyfriend’s body.”  
 
    That is unwise. “Oh, you’re Kate. I hadn’t realized. I’m really sorry for you. It must be such an ordeal.” 
 
    “Come on, don’t give me that. I saw you from the window. You know very well who I am. Barrie would have made sure of that,” Kate said dryly.  
 
    “All right, but it doesn’t mean I can’t offer you a lift, since you were sticking out your thumb earlier… You won’t find many cars on this road at this time of day.” 
 
    Kate looked up and down the road. “I guess I could do with a ride.” 
 
    Maggie opened the door for her and pulled her backpack onto the middle seat, which she flipped up. An awkward silence fell in the cabin.  
 
    Thinking she had nothing to lose, Maggie asked, “I was impressed by Ben Fearon’s last talk on deforestation. We need daring people like him to fight for nature.” 
 
    Kate sighed. “He had his ways…not that I approved of all of them.” 
 
    “I can understand. I prefer peaceful approaches rather than any use of violence.” 
 
    “I agree, and not all loggers are bad. It can be done in a sustainable way…but Ben wouldn’t accept that.” Kate rubbed her eyes. “He thought he knew best…always. In the end it killed him.”  
 
    Maggie was careful not to mention any CO poisoning, since Adam had told them in confidence. It left the cause of poisoning open to interpretation; that way she might gain new insights into Kate’s role in the death. Could Kate have tried to poison him with the omelet, and failing that, have locked the door from the outside, leaving him in a smoky room? “Sorry to ask, but do you think he poisoned himself?” 
 
    “Well, of course he did. What else could have happened? He wasn’t careful enough with what he ate. I always told him off for it, and I was right. That’s even why he got angry with me on this stupid mushroom trip. He wanted to show off and ridicule that woman, what’s her name? Forgot, better that way. He was right there. She didn’t know anything.” 
 
    Tina and Ben Fearon had clashing personalities. Maggie would have thought Tina and Kate would have gotten along; she was wrong. No wonder; the fungi tour wasn’t a pleasant experience, but Tina knew her mushrooms as far as Maggie was concerned.  
 
    There were aspects of Tina’s character that Maggie didn’t like, her jealousy, for a start, and her sharp tongue…and jumping to conclusions, but on certain topics, she was very serious and always had been. Even at high school, Tina had been exceptional when it came to essays and the amount of background information she had researched to tell her story.  
 
    It was more likely that Kate pointed the finger at Tina to divert the blame away from herself. Or perhaps she was just very upset and felt the world was against her, which was understandable. Either way, Maggie sensed Kate was on edge. 
 
    “I’m surprised. Tina Partridge is renowned for her knowledge in that field.” Kate fidgeted with her tissue. Maggie hastily added, “It’s easy to make a mistake, though, even more so with plants, I find.” 
 
    Kate stared out the window in silence.  
 
    Maggie ventured, “Do you have any ties to Foxton?” Realizing it might be interpreted the wrong way and that she was enquiring about her relationships, she asked, “I mean business activities?”  
 
    “No. Not that way, thank goodness. I’m out of here as soon as I can. If it weren’t for my…” Kate didn’t finish her sentence and instead asked, “Are you from here? You must be…just like Barrie.” 
 
    Maggie wasn’t sure how to take her remark. She liked Foxton very much, and Barrie was a good friend. There was a time when Kate had liked Barrie. “I am, but I’ve spent many years in England. What about you?” 
 
    “I don’t know, really. If you mean where I was born, then it’s Calgary. I’ve lived in many places since then. I like traveling and can’t imagine settling anywhere.” 
 
    Maggie sensed a rapport with Kate had been established, albeit fragile. It was a sense of mutual trust. They had signalled they weren’t enemies, and social curiosity had replaced her fear and defensive behavior.  
 
    Maggie had the preconceived idea that she had to watch out for her, from all the lies she had told Barrie. Now it seemed to her that Kate had been hurt deeply, under her apparent thick skin. “Do you have family in Canada?” 
 
    “No. I’m adopted, when I was eight. I only came back to Canada a year and half ago.” She sighed. “Not that it has been a success. Only bad things happen to me here. I even heard a man disappeared, a hermit of some kind? Have they found him?”  
 
    “Ted. I met him. Sadly, no, they haven’t. At least as far as I know.” Maggie cast a sideways glance at her. “Why? Do you know something?” 
 
    There was a slight flicker in Kate’s left cheek that didn’t last. She tucked her left leg under her right and said pointedly, “You don’t have a husband or boyfriend?” 
 
    Maggie grimaced, thinking of Adam. “Not at the mo—”   
 
    Kate gently squeezed Maggie’s thigh. “Oh, sorry, you have a girlfriend. That’s fine with me. I think I’ll go for that route now. I’ve always hesitated between the two.” 
 
    “I was about to say, not at the moment, but I do love a man.” 
 
    “Don’t bother if he doesn’t show any interest. My advice is to keep moving on till you find the right fit and keep testing. That at least is fun.” 
 
    Maggie understood why Barrie might have suffered with her; Kate had behaved with him a bit like he had with previous girlfriends. Although she had never heard of Barrie betraying anyone. Maggie wasn’t in the mood to talk about love, or relationships, for that matter. Kate’s insinuation that Ben Fearon killed himself by accident nagged her.  
 
    A little voice in her head told her to check if Kate had lied to poor Barrie and why. “It must have been awful for you…after his death, to have to find your way back from the trapper’s cabin—” 
 
    Kate put a hand on Maggie’s arm, and this time her nails dug into her flesh. “Stop now.” She pointed with her other hand at the side of the road. “Pull over. That will do. I want to walk to clear my mind.” 
 
    Maggie rubbed her arm, surprised at the sudden change. Their emotional bridge had collapsed. She didn’t argue. She had only ten minutes left to get to her appointment, if she wanted to be on time. Before slamming the car door shut, Kate said, “For your information, I wasn’t with him when he died. I never set foot in that horrible haunted cabin and never will.” Without a thank-you, Kate stormed off, head down.  
 
    Maggie put her foot down on the accelerator to make up for her delay. Kate seemed like a bundle of nerves. Maggie couldn’t make out why she told Barrie that she thought she poisoned Ben Fearon by accident. She could imagine Kate lying to Barrie to soften him into helping her out, thinking she could have used him as an alibi. Since that plan hadn’t worked out, she had to find another alibi: not being at the cabin when it happened. 
 
    She felt in her jacket pocket for a tissue and pulled out the entire bundle she had stuffed in that morning, taking with it whatever else was in there, dog cookies, coins…it all tumbled to the floor of the car. She would deal with that later. Two minutes to go, and she would once again be on time for her flight. She prided herself on being punctual.  
 
    She was excited about her plan to fly over the logging camp. Hopefully, she could find where she and Adam had seen the illegal logging. The police or the natural resource ministry staff should have captured photos of the sites by now, but she doubted it. Adam had mentioned they were stretched for resources and relied on him for the information.  
 
    As she grabbed her camera bag and flying logbook, her eyes fell on a turquoise button, the one she had found at the trapper’s cabin. She picked it up. Now she was sure it belonged to Kate. It was exactly the same button as the ones she had seen on the woman’s coat a moment ago. Kate had lied to her. She had been at the cabin, and it was her backpack. Maggie was convinced of that too.  
 
    This small piece of plastic was evidence, depending on what Kate had told the police. Maggie put it in a paper bag she kept in her glove box to collect wild seeds. She looked at the time on her father’s pilot watch. She was late.  
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Maggie was in her element. She shuffled in her seat, having experienced for the first time the wings of the plane as an extension of her body. Her father had often talked to her about how he could sense what he needed to do to steer the plane, like with walking, his legs doing what they did best, carrying him around without him having to tell them what to do. She was one with the machine—her exoskeleton.  
 
    It was an exhilarating sensation, but it didn’t last long. Turbulence reminded her she needed a lot of practice to become an experienced pilot. Light-brown patches signaled the presence of logging sites. She tilted the plane to the right to get a better look at them. Checking her camera was set up for geolocation, she took a snap.  
 
    She was following the trail of a giant who had flattened the forest under his footstep. Ahead of her, smoke rose from the forest. Her chest tightened. A forest fire? She headed straight for it and circled around it, careful to keep a safe distance from the billowing cloud of particles.  
 
    She sighed with relief. It was the camp, and she could see people piling branches onto the smoking heaps. She took more pictures and set her direction to the coordinates Adam had showed her on his map, where they had seen the illegal cutting. When she looked down, the plane was pointing exactly in the same direction as a narrow logging road.  
 
    Sadly, the clear-cutting was much more extensive than Adam had estimated. Beyond the clearing they had witnessed, two more larger areas were decimated. The fuel gauge indicated she had over half a tank left.  
 
    Maggie flew on to see if the dirt road was leading to yet another patch. It stopped short at a lake. She circled the area once more to ensure she captured the scene properly. 
 
    She smiled to herself. Had she seen a moose walking on the road? She had often found it was best to stick with paths in a forest to capture pictures of animals, since they liked using them as much as humans did. She dared a low flight to enjoy the spectacle. It wasn’t a moose!  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was a human on an ATV. How could she have thought it was a moose? Along the shore of the lake, a figure scampered off before disappearing under the cover of the trees. Now that looked like a bear. A bear running on two legs? Could she have found Ted?  
 
    Maggie looked down for the ATV, but it too was out of sight and she hadn’t taken a picture. Her engine rumble must have scared them away—why else disappear from the only track in this area? She flew to the east, hoping that when she came back to have another look, they would be visible. 
 
    No luck, and she was running out of time. She had to head back before her instructor got worried. The wind was picking up. A seagull glided effortlessly past her. She peered over the high dashboard of the Cessna. She could barely see the Foxton cell tower blinking red ahead of her. Not far to go. 
 
    Maggie heard a crackling on the radio. She hastily called her base. After establishing that she was in no danger, she said in the radio telephony alphabet, “Message for police. Ted located,” followed by the coordinates of the lake. She repeated the message, hoping they would understand what she meant. Next, she sent a text message to Adam with her findings and a picture of the area.  
 
    Maggie reached the Foxton airfield and prepared for landing. It was the smoothest landing she had ever made. She was ready for her final exam. Stepping out of the plane, she said aloud, “That’s it, next exam date available will have to be yours.”  
 
    Maggie trotted to the airfield control room, knowing she had better book it while she was in action mode. Her phone vibrated with a message from Adam. He was on his way to Ted’s location and had spoken to Sergeant Humphries. The noose is tightening, thought Maggie.   
 
    From the first encounter, she had thought Ted was hiding something. It made sense for him to be the scout for the loggers. He knew those woods inside out. They could never have logged vast areas without him noticing it. He had to be in their pocket some way or another. It would explain the ghost that appeared at the cabin roughly a month after a charming picture of the cabin with smoke spewing out of its chimney was posted on Instagram by none other than Ben Fearon. 
 
    The photo had received so many likes that it had rendered the place popular with hikers and followers of Ben Fearon—a perfect strategy to annoy loggers. A strange thought crossed Maggie’s mind as she reflected upon her interaction with Kate. Maybe she wasn’t on Ben Fearon’s side and never had been. What if she were still dating Andy Smith? This Chainsaw had a lot of explaining to do.  
 
     
 
    * 
 
      
 
    At the loggers’ camp, Adam was grilling its operations manager, Stuart, on his practices when he received Maggie’s message. He had already spotted the training Cessna flying above earlier and had smiled to himself, thinking it had to be the little terrier on a mission; no other student would circle a logging camp. It didn’t take long for Adam to ride his ATV together with Stuart, who insisted on joining him on his own quad, to the coordinates provided by Maggie.  
 
    He hadn’t anticipated he would have to break up a fight between three men. In the melee, Adam wasn’t sure who was hitting who. Only when he held Ted back while Stuart pulled James away, both careful to avoid strongman Andy, did he see Andy rush to James’s neck. Adam let go of Ted to pound on him. As Adam grabbed Andy by his narrow waist to topple him, Ted threw a punch over his head that landed on Stuart’s nose.  
 
    A blow to his chest threw Adam to the ground, forcing him to release his grip on Andy, who rushed to the ATV and sped off. Ted had also taken flight, Adam in pursuit, bent over, one hand on his bruised chest. Ted was as fast as a snowshoe hare but not as fast as Adam’s long legs could run.  
 
    Adam seized Ted’s shoulders from behind. They both fell down, Adam on top of Ted. Adam grabbed Ted by the arm and immobilized him. Searing pain when he breathed made him grumble, “You idiot. What’s wrong with you?” 
 
    Ted, with his face half buried in the leaves, calmly said, “Nothing. You’re holding the wrong one.” 
 
    Adam pulled Ted up by the cuff of his shirt. “You’ll have to tell that to Sergeant Humphries. Why did you disappear?” 
 
    “I left a note.” 
 
    “I found it, but that doesn’t explain a thing.” 
 
    “I thought you were clever, and that girlfriend of yours, the little red-haired one, she’s a smart cookie. Didn’t she figure it out yet?” 
 
    Adam’s patience had run out. He pushed Ted in front of him back to the dirt road. He thought he had caught a glimpse of them talking, James looking at Stuart’s nose, with no sign of hostility between them. When they reached the pair, Stuart was sitting on Adam’s ATV, holding his nose with a blood-soaked piece of cloth with one hand. The other had gripped James’s arm from behind and was holding it in a locked position. “You’ve got your men. At least two of them. You have to move fast to catch the third one.”  
 
    James whispered something in Stuart’s ear, wide-eyed at his sudden immobilization. In response, Stuart tightened his grip. Stuart pointed his bloodied hand toward Ted. “You have to charge this man with assault, for a start.”  
 
    Adam wasn’t sure if Ted had intended to hit Stuart; it could also have been James, who managed to duck on time. It had all happened so fast. He preferred leaving it up to the sergeant to take up Stuart’s claim, although he could have charged him within the context of the illegal logging operation. Sergeant Humphries was on his way and insisted that Adam could lean on Stuart for help if need be.  
 
    He didn’t want to wait for Sergeant Humphries to arrive, not with Stuart’s broken nose, and most likely his own broken rib. Stuart should be able to hold James on the journey back, while he took care of Ted. He didn’t think it wise to have Ted sit behind or in front of Stuart, given the exchange of virtual bullets fired between the pair’s eyes. Even with his one good eye, Ted could be menacing.  
 
    Not that James seemed an easy man either, judging by how he wiggled out of Stuart’s grip under his eyes. Taking in what had just happened, Adam shouted, “Stop!”  
 
    This time, Adam was unable to catch up with him—Stuart and his ATV were in his way. James jumped onto the other vehicle and spewed a cloud of dust in their faces as they tried to catch him. Adam glanced back at his bike, from which he had removed the key. Ted was leaning against it with a grin, an ‘I-told-you-so’ expression. 
 
    For a fleeting moment, Adam had the impression Stuart had deliberately let James escape, until he saw more blood coming out of Stuart’s nose. He handed him a clean cloth he always kept tucked in one of his pockets. Reaching for it was painful. He swore. “Here, take this. Let’s get out of here.” 
 
    Ted had come over and put his hand gently on Adam’s shoulder. “I can drive. Take care of your ribs.” 
 
    Stuart stepped forward and pointed to Ted. “Don’t tell me you’re going to trust this man.” 
 
    Adam sighed and immediately regretted it, since it caused the pain to increase. “Sergeant Humphries and his constable, Raj Gupta, are heading toward us as we speak. We can go. Ted won’t run away, not with me sitting behind him.” 
 
    Stuart raised a hand. “You’ll regret it. I warned you.” He let go of Ted, who he had grabbed by the scruff. “If Sergeant Humphries hasn’t changed since he worked as a constable for me, then I’m sure you can escape easily. Ted, is it?” 
 
    Ted didn’t say a word. He didn’t need to; his one-eyed stare was enough to show contempt for Stuart. Since Adam had met him, Ted had been open and direct. At times, he could even be offensive, perhaps a reason for disliking the company of other people. Yet since the death at the cabin and the story of ghosts, he had become cryptic.  
 
    Ted and Adam bumped up and down the dirt path on Adam’s ATV far enough from Stuart on his vehicle to avoid his dust cloud, but close enough to keep an eye on him. Adam asked in Ted’s ear, “What did you mean with your note in the cellar?” Ted shook his head. “You’d better tell me now if you want me to help you out of this mess.”  
 
    Ted dug into his shirt and pulled out a few folded papers. “Don’t ask me how I got these, and what it all means, but it might come in handy to you. All I know is that it’s proof.” 
 
    Adam stuffed them into his pocket without looking at them. He liked Ted, and although he had no trouble imagining him involved in shady businesses, it saddened him that he would end up in custody. He had always stopped by Ted’s on his solo journeys into the forest to check on the wolves. He would miss their chats about the wildlife Ted had seen. He was Adam’s forest sentinel, warning him of its health and of any threats. 
 
    Ted would likely be interrogated by Sergeant Humphries and no doubt was a suspect in the death of Ben Fearon. He had better ask him all the questions he still had while he was so close at hand and out of hearing range of the likes of Stuart.  
 
    “Why were you here?” 
 
    “I was following the loggers. I knew they were up to no good. You have to go this way. A clear-cut.” Ted pointed with his left hand to the east, which seemed to be in the direction of the illegal logging site, if Adam wasn’t mistaken. “The activist knew about it.” He ran his finger under his chin. “That’s what happened, he got very close. Too close. If you know what I mean.” 
 
    “You must know that area. There must have been very large trees, judging from their stumps, lots of them…” 
 
    Ted let go of the handlebar and opened his arms out wide. “Maples this big. No idea how they escaped the saw until now.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me about it before? I could’ve tried to protect it—or was it all about the gains?” 
 
    Ted turned back on the seat, forcing Adam to bend backward. “No.” He hit his chest with his fist. “It was my secret.”  
 
    Did Adam really see a tear in Ted’s good eye? He could be acting the part. He knew nothing of Ted’s past, only that he seemed to care for nature and its inhabitants. He had on numerous occasions claimed it was his home, and he would protect it from human intruders.  
 
    They reached the logging camp where Sergeant Humphries and Raj were waiting for them. Ted climbed down from the ATV and took Adam’s hand. In it he slipped a little paper packet. “Take it, it will help the pain.” Adam looked down at it. “It’s safe, I picked them.” He put a hand on Adam’s shoulder and looked him in the eyes. “I trust you.” 
 
    That was all Adam would get out of Ted before he was whisked off by Sergeant Humphries. The on-duty first responder approached Adam after having tended to Stuart. Adam waved him off. Raj walked up to Adam, looking worried.  
 
    “I’m fine, you have to get your hands on Andy Smith and the other one…James…they managed to escape.” 
 
    “I’ve checked. They haven’t seen them. But they won’t get far. I’ve put an alert on them. I think their buddies are hiding them very close by. Are you all right? I’ve never seen you like that, you seem in pain.”    
 
    Adam had to accept that he had better get checked before anything else. Out of the corner of his eye, he thought he saw a woman’s head pop out of one of the tents. “Have you come to any new insights regarding Ben Fearon’s girlfriend?” Adam asked.  
 
    “I want to question her again. I think she misled us and has been on the loggers’ side all along.”  
 
    “Is that her?” Adam asked, inclining his head in the tent direction. 
 
    “Yes, it is…” Raj seemed to hesitate. 
 
    “Go after her then. I’ll get myself checked by my personal doc.” He smiled at the thought of Brigit. It was the first time he had looked forward to being examined.  
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Maggie had returned home and was eagerly awaiting news from Adam. She loaded her pictures onto her computer and tried to understand what she was looking at. Her scientific background took the upper hand when she began looking into the latest tree forensics and ways to trace illegal wood. The only way the logging company could be found guilty of cutting this forest would be if they had been caught in the act or if there was a way to prove they had.  
 
    There had to be a test using DNA, as with humans, or the identification of a chemical signature that matched the trees and the cut wood. Each tree might have a different chemical mix, depending on where it grew. She was happy to read that the science of tree forensics had progressed. Scientists were still in the process of building a reference library of tree specimens. Although it lacked in number of trees, the different techniques had been used successfully to corner culprits. 
 
    Ben Fearon had given a talk on the traceability of wood only a few weeks ago. Maggie played his video again, certain she recognized someone in the audience. She paused it. The image was a little blurred, but the figure in the third row looked exactly like James, the logger she had met at the trapper’s cabin. A logger would want to understand traceability of trees, if they were worried about it and prove that all their logged trees were as specified, logged within the regulations. 
 
    Beans had been snoring steadily on her lap and was brutally woken by Maggie’s sudden shift of her chair backward. “Sorry, old girl.” Maggie held the little dog’s head in her hands, stroking her between the eyes with her thumbs. “I nearly forgot to bring the button to the police station.”  
 
    Still no news from Adam, and he wasn’t answering his phone.  
 
    Maggie tucked the bag with the button into her pocket, and just in case, packed a few of her homemade muffins for Sergeant Humphries. She was out of her clove, cinnamon, and ginger muffins, so she hoped he would like her tomato and cheese ones, a new recipe. Sergeant Humphries’s mood always improved with a little treat, to the point that he might answer her questions. 
 
    She raced to the police station eager to find out if she had, by luck, prevented Ted’s murder.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Adam lay on his bed, spread-eagle. He had managed a shower and taken one of Maggie’s pies out of the freezer. She had stocked it with an assortment of cakes and pies when she took care of his llamas and chickens while he was away on a training. It had taken a number of days before he spotted what she had done and could thank her. This was the last one, and he wondered how he could ask for another supply.  
 
    He smiled as he thought of Maggie’s delighted face when she saw Bella for the first time. He had been worried that Bella would be aggressive toward her and had been prepared to defend Maggie if needed. From Bella’s look and body language, it was a hit the first time they set eyes on each other. Maggie was the first person to show real interest in his passion for wolves. She was so eager to learn. 
 
    Perhaps she could be the poster woman to champion their protection. She would look far more convincing than me. The Algonquin wolves need her help. She has energy, can take great photos of them… His pain had decreased the more his mind was absorbed in ways to preserve the wolf packs.  
 
    He vaguely heard keys and a door being shut downstairs. He felt glued to the bed, unable to peel his body off it to see what it was—whoever it was could help themselves as far as he was concerned. He wasn’t going to budge. A voice reached his ears. 
 
    “Baby, are you here? I saw your car.” 
 
    It was Brigit. He would have to tell her to stop calling him that; he didn’t mind many names but didn’t see himself as a baby. He was too lazy to respond. She would find him sooner or later. The staircase squeaked at the third and fourth steps. He had not fixed them, thinking it was a good way to know if an intruder was ascending.  
 
    He always jumped those steps; whether climbing the stairs or going down them, he took three at a time. Brigit always made a point of walking up each and every step, having warned him his approach was dangerous. She had seen a number of casualties and didn’t want him to be one of them. It didn’t stop him from keeping his habit.  
 
    “I know you’re here. I can smell the shower soap… I’ll join you in a minute,” chirped Brigit.  
 
    He liked her positivity, always seeing solutions instead of problems. He heard the shower run, and a few moments later Brigit appeared wrapped in a towel, her long hair flowing over her shoulders. She dropped the towel. “Adam, what happened to you? Why didn’t you warn me?” 
 
    Adam looked down at the right side of his chest, which was covered in shades of blue and brown. He closed his eyes at the feeling of her cool fingers on the bruises. “That’s nice.” 
 
    “Let me examine you. How did you get this? Did a tree fall on you?” 
 
    “No. A fight.” 
 
    “What? Wait here, I’ll get my bag.”  
 
    He was not planning on going anywhere. This was exactly what he was hoping for, tender loving care. Brigit was back, and to his disappointment, she had slipped on one of his T-shirts and his boxer shorts. She opened her medical case and pulled out her stethoscope. After a thorough examination, she concluded he had one or two broken ribs and he would need an X-ray or CT scan to confirm. The best treatment was avoiding strenuous activity and simply letting them heal by themselves.  
 
    Brigit zipped her medical bag closed after listening to his ordeal. “I hadn’t realized how dangerous your job could be. Promise me to be careful.” 
 
    She ran her fingers through his long hair. Her expression suddenly changed from a caring, soft look into a disappointed pout, her bottom lip pushed up over the top one. 
 
    “I’ll get over it quickly. You know me, I heal fast. In a few days I’ll be running around like before.” 
 
    “I don’t think so, and that’s what bothers me. We won’t win at the Highland Games.”  
 
    He knew she liked teasing him, and it sounded like one of her jokes, but something rang a bell. He had seen the words “Highland Games” recently. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “You know, the Foxton Highland Games you often talked to me about.” 
 
    “Oh, those. They stopped doing them a decade ago. But, mind you, there’s still a dozen Scottish descendants in Foxton, enough to play their bagpipes for the Christmas parade, but too old to—” 
 
    “You’re wrong. Ms. Stilton, your mayor, has arranged for them to happen again. I can’t believe you didn’t see the posters in Foxton.” 
 
    “I don’t really like those gatherings…can be entertaining, though.” He laughed. 
 
    “Well, it’s a real pity, because I had enrolled us in the partners’ carrying race contest. We would’ve won, but now with your ribs, it isn’t a good idea.” 
 
    Adam pictured himself running with Brigit upside down on his back. This wasn’t a game that used to be played. It used to be all about draft horses pulling heavy weights, lumberjacks cutting logs at speed or throwing them. He smiled and pinched her biceps affectionately. “You said partners… You can carry me. You’re so strong.”  
 
    Brigit shook her head.  
 
    “I believe in equality too.” 
 
    “Yes, I thought of it, as a matter of fact. But it isn’t a good idea. If we fall, you might damage more ribs, and we don’t want that, do we?” She gently touched his bruises. “No participation for you, and I’m your doctor vetoing it.” 
 
    He had found it amusing to watch others participate in the games. He recalled the strong lumberjacks hand-saw cutting huge trunks in minutes. He wondered if they would be able to do the same nowadays. He certainly couldn’t compete with those men. He was glad once again to be on the spectators’ side. 
 
    The bed squeaked under her weight as she sat. “You really need a new bed. How old is this thing?” Brigit stood up and lifted the mattress. “Springs, and broken ones, no wonder.”  
 
    She let the mattress drop with a thud, vibrating his body along with it. She curled up next to him. He snuggled up to her. She was irresistible. “Ow, I can’t turn on that side.” 
 
    Brigit sprang back out of bed. “Just lie on your back for now. I’ll get some ice; it will help the pain.”  
 
    He propped himself on his elbows. With her wristwatch at his eye level, he only now realized the time. “Weren’t you supposed to finish earlier?” 
 
    “Yes, but I had to deal with something important. Something I need to discuss with you. I’ll tell you once I get the ice.” 
 
    In the mirror, Adam saw two glasses and a bottle that Brigit held with one hand, in the other a cold pack. Adam slid up against his pillows in anticipation. She had always been very assertive and had voiced her view that women were equal to men, not that Adam thought differently. She had accosted him first and was very explicit with her advances, which suited him fine. He liked her for it. They could be direct with each other.  
 
    They had only been seeing each other for a month, but it seemed to make sense for her to move in with him. He had the largest home of the two. Why wait? After his divorce, he had thought he would simply always keep separate homes with whomever he met, spending time in each other’s places. It would make life simple if they ended up not getting along.  
 
    Now, two years since his divorced, he was willing to have her move in, if that was what she wanted. He wouldn’t want to pressure her. This had to be what the celebration was about. She was glowing with happiness. “I’ve got big news. I know it might not be the best moment, with you in this state—” 
 
    “This is the perfect state. Crikey, I like good news, and I was going to ask you the same…” 
 
    She put a finger on his lips. “Let me go first.” She poured two glasses of Prosecco and handed one to him. “I got it!” She tapped danced on the spot. “Aren’t you happy for me?” 
 
    It dawned on him. He wasn’t happy at all. “You’re going to Antarctica.” 
 
    “Yesssss! I haven’t accepted yet. I wanted you to know first. I want to be sure you are okay with it.” 
 
    He wasn’t okay with it, but he would never prevent her from following a dream if it was so dear to her, which he knew it was. It was as if she were already kilometers away from him, standing a few feet from his bed. His desire to live with her had disappeared down the abyss of distance—his way to avoid being hurt too much by it. He smiled and squeezed her hand. “I’m happy for you.” 
 
    She kissed him. “I knew it, you are so sweet. It will be for a year. It’s not that long. You’ll see. I’m good at long-distance relationships. Especially now with all the virtual connections we can have.” 
 
    Adam hated long-distance relationships. He liked seeing his friends in the flesh, even more so his girlfriend. He could tell she meant it; she wanted to keep their relationship going. He wasn’t sure he could. But he knew it was possible if both sides wanted it. 
 
    “Why are you looking at me like that? I see it, you don’t want me to go.” 
 
    “No, no. I do. You have to follow your dreams. I was only thinking that it will lead to exciting work opportunities for you.” 
 
    “Yes, isn’t that nice?” 
 
    “Not that there’re many out here in Foxton that could rival those…” 
 
    “What about our project, the wolf and bear safaris? Come on. Besides, there are other places in need of good game wardens…” 
 
    Touché. She was right, it hadn’t even crossed his mind to move out of Foxton. For the moment, he didn’t want to think about it. It seemed so far away, over a year from now, and he had only been with her for such a short time. What was he worrying about?  
 
    He should follow Barrie’s advice in those matters. “Just enjoy it, mate, and see what happens. Only time will tell if she’s a keeper or not. And then you can make it happen. In the meantime, it’s all about discovery.” Not that Barrie had met his “keeper” yet…  
 
    “Yes, you’re right.” Adam dug into the back of his left shoulder with his fingers. “My shoulder feels stiff. Maybe a massage will loosen it up.”  
 
    Brigit smiled. “Sure. What was your news?” 
 
    “Nothing that can’t wait.”  
 
    His phone vibrated on the chair he used as bed stand.  
 
    “Shouldn’t you check?” asked Brigit, reaching for the phone.  
 
    Adam shook his head. “That’s nice, a bit more to the left.” 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Maggie entered Foxton through The Road, the main street. She had to park in front of Barrie’s garage since the parking lot of the police station was unusually busy. Aside from the police vehicles, a number of pickups covered in dirt were lined up. As she approached the entrance, she could hear loud voices. It sounded like a fight was taking place.  
 
    She hesitated before pushing the door open. Looking through the glass, she could see a group of men gesticulating. Maggie held the door open, enough to get a feel for what was happening and whether she should come back later.  
 
    Andy, the one with a thick blond mullet, seemed to be pleading with someone, given the grief disfiguring his face. He was reaching out for someone’s hands. She couldn’t see whose, only that the hands were withdrawn violently from his grasp. At least three other men stood in the way of her view, none she knew, but they looked like loggers. 
 
    To his left, Stuart was speaking curtly to Raj. “Constable, this is unacceptable. What more proof do you need? Where’s the sergeant?” 
 
    “He isn’t available now. Let us do our job. We will take your statement together with everyone else’s here.” 
 
    Stuart pointed to his broken nose. “Isn’t this enough for you? I can’t believe it.” 
 
    “Calm down. Take a seat. I can’t duplicate myself, and yes, your message is loud and clear.” Raj pointed to the seat next to the entrance, where Maggie was standing.  
 
    Maggie reached for the door. “I’ll come back later.” 
 
    “No, no, you can stay, if you don’t mind a little wait. We’d like your statement on what you saw this morning. I’ll get a colleague to help, and Sergeant Humphries should be done soon.” 
 
    As Raj spoke, he grabbed hold of Andy’s arm and marched him to the extra interrogation rooms at the back of the office. He disappeared before Maggie could ask him if he had heard from Adam. She turned around and was face-to-face with Stuart, who looked at her accusingly. She grinned nervously. 
 
    She moved away, hoping to avoid talking to him, and bumped into Kate, whose hands Andy must have been attempting to hold. Kate narrowed her eyes to tiny slits without saying a word. She didn’t need to say anything; Maggie got the gist straight away and walked to the water cooler, the farthest spot that wouldn’t appear awkward. 
 
    An electrical storm was building up in the room, and it was impossible to tell where the first spark would come from, let alone who would receive the strike. She calmed herself with the thought that no one would start a fight in a police station…hopefully. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-One 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Maggie felt for the bag with the button in her pocket. Kate was, unfortunately for her, wearing her turquoise coat. The third button down was still missing. Maggie had no more doubt. It belonged to her coat. If only she could speak with Raj or Sergeant Humphries before Kate did.  
 
    A door opened behind the reception counter. A crimson-faced Sergeant Humphries looked out of it, scanning the area, looking for someone. Ted’s unmistakable white helmet of hair and bronze forehead appeared behind him. Maggie bent over—it was indeed him. She sighed with relief. He was alive and well. She stepped forward to greet them.  
 
    Maggie hadn’t anticipated that the sergeant would walk Ted out of the room to the back of the police station, where the cells were located. Ted winked at someone in the room, and it wasn’t Maggie. She turned around to see if Adam had arrived—he hadn’t. 
 
    Ted remained an enigma to her. She was drawn to him, like she was to a kind person. He was charming. That didn’t mean he wasn’t involved with illegal logging or against tourists and activists coming too close to his wild kingdom.  
 
    He seemed to know far more than he let on, and she was convinced he wasn’t as innocent as he tried to appear. The image she had captured of him next to the cabin in a ghostly appearance made him a suspect. The police would have seen it when they analyzed her pictures and drawn their own conclusion.  
 
    Raj came back with a stern face, alone. Maggie intercepted him as he swung open the doors to the public room. “Hi, Raj, I think you should see a piece of evidence I have before you speak with…” Maggie lowered her voice, “Kate, the woman in the blue coat.” 
 
    “I want to deal with him first. I don’t want to keep him waiting.” Raj tended to bob his head when he was uneasy with a topic.  
 
    “It won’t take long, I promise. Here.” She put the paper bag into his hand. “You’ll see it matches her coat, and I found it very close to the cabin. She was there, whatever she might have told you.” 
 
    Raj peered into the bag then up in Kate’s direction. “I see. Thanks.” 
 
    “Oh, and I also took pictures of the illegally logged area this morning, when I called you, but that can wait.” 
 
    Sergeant Humphries appeared without Ted. “Constable, haven’t you dealt with everyone yet? I have to do it all myself?”  
 
    Humphries paused and put on the worst fake smile Maggie had ever seen, baring his teeth. Maggie felt sandwiched between two male walruses, not a good place to be. She slipped aside to let Stuart shake Sergeant Humphries’s hand vigorously.  
 
    “Finally, someone I can talk to. I bring the solution to your case on a platter, and your constable chose to ignore it. I do hope you won’t make the same mistake.” 
 
    “Is that so?” Sergeant Humphries gritted his teeth. “I’ve got two cases, and one of them concerns illegal logging, which points to your camp.” 
 
    Stuart laughed. “Exactly what I said. One case, you already have your culprits. I’m here to spell it out for you.” He sighed. “You haven’t changed, have you? You still have your blind spots.” 
 
    Humphries’s crimson color returned. “Right. Well, you were such a good detective back then, I think you should give my constable here a lesson in reasoning. He is eager to become a detective, and you just said he didn’t listen. Now he will.” Sergeant Humphries turned to Raj, who had attempted to walk away from the pair, without success. “Constable, you can use room four. I need to have an important discussion with Ms. Maggie Flanagan here before I speak to anyone else.” 
 
    Maggie jumped at the sound of her name. Her jaw dropped. She didn’t dare contradict him, not wanting him to lose face. Sergeant Humphries held the swinging door open for her. “We’ll go to my office.”  
 
    He spoke in low voice to two other police officers who had arrived to man the public part of the station. “You two, take statements from the other men here. Lead Ms. Bingham to the other interrogation room, and one of you stay with her till I’m done with Ms. Flanagan.” 
 
    Maggie avoided any scornful looks by not looking back at the people in the room. She regretted having handed the button over to Raj, now that she could speak with the sergeant directly. Too late. She took a seat on one of the chairs facing the large gray desk.  
 
    It was the first time she had seen a picture of Sergeant Humphries’s wife on his desk, together with their two adult children, judging by their likeness to Humphries. She lowered her head into her bag as she heard the door close behind her and pulled out her muffins.  
 
    “Right. First, I’d like to thank you for your alert this morning.” 
 
    This wasn’t like the sergeant at all—in a strange way, the presence of this Stuart seemed to have improved his manners.  
 
    “I’m impressed at how fast you managed to deal with them and arrest them.” 
 
    “We are here to protect and act.” His thick toothbrush moustache quivered over a smile. “Adam Clarkson gave us a helping hand there.” 
 
    “Good to hear. I’d tried to contact him too because of the illegal logging. Is he still out in the forest?” 
 
    “No, he got hurt.” 
 
    Maggie’s heart raced. “Badly?” 
 
    “He’ll be fine. Given that the death is linked to the illegal logging, I’m in charge of both cases. You can show me what you have.” 
 
    Maggie plunged into the details of her encounter with Kate and how the button she had lost would place her at the cabin. She also ventured to explain the link between her and Andy Smith the logger, which Sergeant Humphries didn’t appear to know.  
 
    “Mmm. This puzzles me. You see, we’re still looking for another man, James Kravets, who we think might be the coordinator of the illegal logging. According to Stuart Harris, he was seen arguing with Ben Fearon. Unfortunately, he managed to escape.” 
 
    “I still don’t understand why Kate would deny being at the cabin, if she isn’t involved in some way. She could have been their watchdog, warning them of Ben Fearon’s every move. What better position to have a close view on Fearon than being his girlfriend?” 
 
    “She might have been at the cabin, and the poor woman could have been so afraid of the murderer that she felt she had to lie. Anyway, we have our murderer, and he has admitted everything.” 
 
    The only person Maggie had seen Sergeant Humphries talking to was Ted. He would be the last person she would have imagined admitting culpability when there wasn’t much evidence against him. 
 
    “Was it the picture of him that I took? Is that what made Ted talk?” Her hands and feet grew cold. Had she sentenced him? 
 
    “Yes, but that wasn’t the only piece of evidence. We were lucky to have caught him this morning. We think he was about to set fire to the clear-cut area, hoping to cover that up.” 
 
    That didn’t make sense to Maggie. It would be obvious that stumps had been cut, even after a fire had run through it. Ted would know that. “Really? He was involved with the illegal logging too?” 
 
    “He denies it, but it’s only a matter of time before I get the truth out of him.” 
 
    Maggie sat back in her chair, confused. She looked down at a stain on her trousers and the paper bag with the muffins that had a translucent butter stain on it. She put it on the desk. When she looked up, Sergeant Humphries was eyeing it with a smile. “I could do with one, if it’s what I think it is.” 
 
    “Yes, I brought them for you. This time they’re savory. I hope you like them.” Maggie tried to smile but was unhappy. “You’ve arrested Ted?” 
 
    “Yes.” Sergeant Humphries plunged his hand into the bag. “Do you mind? I know I shouldn’t now, but I’ve had no break since this morning.” 
 
    “What about Andy Smith and Kate? Do you think they’re innocent?” 
 
    “I’ve already shared a lot with you, and thank you for the evidence you’ve given us. It has been crucial to our case. All I can say is this Andy Smith wouldn’t have been so easy to find in the camp if he had been guilty, but we’ll do our job and interrogate him.” 
 
    Maggie stood up to leave. “May I ask one last question?” 
 
    Sergeant Humphries had taken a mouth full of her muffin. His eyes were smiling. He liked them. He nodded. 
 
    “Is Stuart Harris an undercover agent working to expose the illegal logging operation for the government that owns the forests?” 
 
    Sergeant Humphries noisily gulped down the chunk of muffin. From his expression, he had never thought of that idea. He didn’t seem to know what to say. “You’re asking far too many questions, as always.” He looked at the little antique clock ticking on his desk. “I can’t keep Ms. Bingham waiting.”  
 
    He stood up and opened the door for Maggie, who scratched her upper lip to indicate he had a crumb on his moustache. She stopped. “Is Adam in hospital?” 
 
    “He got a punch in the chest but didn’t want to go to the hospital. I’ve had a number of those in my career. He’ll be fine.” 
 
    Maggie wondered when the sergeant would have been in a fight. Not since he had become a sergeant in Foxton, she would have heard about it. She left the police station and sat in her car, her phone in her hand, ready to call Adam. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Although Raj’s interaction with Stuart had started off tense, Raj felt increasingly at ease with him. He wondered why he had misjudged him.  
 
    “Let me get this right: you became suspicious of Andy Smith and James Kravets when equipment and trucks were too often claimed to be in repair, while you didn’t see them in the workshop.” 
 
    “Yes. And unfortunately for Ben Fearon, I think he had figured it out.” 
 
    “You were seen at the logging camp, arguing with Fearon. What was it about?” 
 
    “I staged it. Ben Fearon was easy to argue with, and I wanted Andy and James to believe I didn’t know about any illegal logging going on, and that I would defend them. But they couldn’t do it without the help of this Ted. I’m sure of it.” 
 
    “What evidence do you have?” 
 
    “What happened today should be enough for you.” Stuart leaned back in his chair.  
 
    “What about Kate? Why was she at the camp this morning?” 
 
    “Taking over Ben Fearon’s work? I’d leave that poor woman alone. She’s already suffered a lot with Fearon’s death and having to escape the scene.” 
 
    Raj thought of the button. “Escape the scene? Did you see her at the trapper’s cabin?”  
 
    “No. I only saw her once, when she was with Ben Fearon asking directions to the place.” 
 
    “Why was she in your tent at the loggers’ camp this morning?” 
 
    “I wasn’t aware of that. She must have been hiding from Andy and James when she heard they were on the run. I’d hide if my boyfriend were killed. I’ve already told you everything.” Stuart reached for his collar and pulled it, revealing a band of sweat. “I’m amazed at how much time you guys need to figure things out.” 
 
    “Are you aware that Kate and Andy are seeing each other?” 
 
    Stuart raised the corner of his mouth. “That is none of my business.” He shook his head. “It sounds like village gossip to me. And you said you wanted to become a detective?” 
 
    A relaxed attitude toward Stuart was no longer working. He was an agitator. The more Raj wanted to pressure a suspect, the faster his pen rotated around his thumb with a flick of his middle finger, a trick he had learned at school. He had never stopped doing it, in spite of the irritation it caused others, because he had found it useful in interrogation situations. The approach seemed to bear fruit—Stuart stared at his hand, tension building. 
 
    He stood up, pushing the table between them and into Raj’s stomach, the pen falling from his hand. “I haven’t got all day. And I really don’t know why Kate’s relationships would matter to me. No wonder Sergeant Humphries doesn’t want to leave this dump. What incompetence. Now I’ll go ahead and do my job, if you don’t mind.” 
 
    Raj was of two minds whether he would pin him to his chair with the appropriate accusation, though he had none, or if he wanted him to go away. Sergeant Humphries wasn’t such a bad superior in comparison. Luckily, he didn’t need to decide. The door was flung open in Stuart’s face as he was about to let himself out. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Maggie was reassured that she didn’t need to rush to take care of Adam. He was in good hands. A doctor was what he needed now. They had agreed for her to come to his house that evening, since Brigit was on duty. She was looking forward to cooking a nice meal for him and was very curious about what had really happened in the forest.  
 
    She hadn’t gotten over the idea of Ted intentionally killing a man and wanted Adam’s view on it, since he knew him. After having prepared her special lasagna for the evening, with lots of cheese, a favorite of Adam’s, she spent the last few hours of the afternoon looking into other wildlife-viewing businesses to get more material to discuss with him. She would prepare the salad at his home, together with the apple crumble. He loved the smell of baking.  
 
    Carrot had just drunk some water and put his wet mouth on her lap. He raised his red eyebrows, the whites of his eyes contrasting with his speckled brown iris. Maggie stood up. “Carrot, come on, not again. Can’t you wipe your snout? Look, I’m all wet.”  
 
    Carrot bounced around, his bum up, fanning the air with his tail. It always worked. Perhaps he was smarter than she thought and knew how to make her move out of her chair. Little thumps down the stairs and claw ticks on the wooden floor announced Beans’s arrival. She too wanted to play.  
 
    Maggie opened the sliding door to the terrace and walked down the wooden steps onto her lawn, which was covered in a mosaic of leaves. The sugar maple leaves wore the brightest orange she had seen so far. It differed from one year to the next.  
 
    Beans dropped a soggy old shoe on her foot. Maggie threw it as far as she could and watched the dogs play tug-of-war with each other. The air was clear and crisp, aside from the smell of smoke from a woodstove on the other side of the lake.  
 
    She picked up the mail from her letterbox; only the Daily Stumble in it this time. There was a large photo of a bolete mushroom on the front page and an article about the mushrooms to watch out for. Tina had taken accusations seriously, it seemed, and wanted to educate would-be foragers. Maggie packed it with the rest of her hamper for the evening, knowing it would provide for some laughter. 
 
    A message from Adam awaited her. He was wondering when she would arrive and if she could bring her vegetable peels for his chickens. In a wink of an eye, Maggie had whisked the dogs into the car and packed all she needed for the evening.  
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Adam opened the door for her. “I can’t hug, I’m afraid. I’ve got two broken ribs.” 
 
    “That’s terrible. You should be lying down.” 
 
    “I’m fine. I can’t laugh hard or cough, and breathing is a little difficult, but I’ve had worse. Look at what you’ve brought. You’re spoiling me as usual.” 
 
    “You deserve it. I hope it didn’t cut your appetite?” 
 
    “Oh no, you know me. After all the running I had to do, I need to fuel up.” 
 
    Maggie rushed to the kitchen to unpack her goodies, including the basket of walnuts to keep him waiting. He leaned against the door, scratching his back on its edge, like a bear. “You must have flown up there on purpose.” 
 
    “You didn’t have good pictures, so I thought it would be helpful for your case. I really didn’t think I’d find Ted, though. Did you know they arrested him for the murder of Ben Fearon?” 
 
    “Really? No. Ted. Ted, Ted.” Adam shook his head. “It reminds me…” He walked away to the hallway and returned with papers folded in his hand. 
 
    “I nearly forgot about these. Ted gave them to me, saying it was evidence.” He unfolded them and flicked from one to the other with knitted eyebrows. 
 
    Maggie wiped her hands on the tea towel, ready to take a look. “And?” 
 
    “Looks like DNA tests of tree samples… Here, you look, you know that stuff.” 
 
    The first two pages seemed to be a report of a comparison between DNA from tree stump samples and logs. There was a perfect match. The other two papers were also about a DNA match, but it was the type you would get for ancestry analysis. The cover pages with the details of the addressee were missing in both cases.  
 
    “Maybe this is your proof. What if Fearon managed to take samples from the logs at the camp and from the clear-cut area we saw? This is why he was killed. He was about to nail them!” 
 
    “I didn’t know they used DNA for that. Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yes, I read all about it. This is only one technique they’re developing. There’re others based on the chemical ID of a tree that varies by country and even by region. This is perfect…” 
 
    “Let’s hope the logs are still at the camp. I don’t see Ben Fearon’s name on it,” Adam replied, taking the papers from her hands.  
 
    “Maybe it wasn’t Fearon but rather Stuart who asked for the analysis. You could ask him. He could tell you where their logs typically go next. Besides, they can also do the same tests on planks and find matches with the stumps, if need be.” 
 
    “I doubt any of those logs would be among theirs.” 
 
    “Why not? It would be a great way to smuggle them out, in plain sight.” 
 
    “How would they get their money? They would have to sell them separately. I think we’re too late for that, but what it might prove is that Ted didn’t have a motive to kill Fearon, otherwise why would he give it to me?” 
 
    “I’m not so sure of that. He really didn’t want anyone at the cabin, and what makes you say he isn’t in on the logging deal? How did he get hold of this paper? I don’t see Fearon giving it to him, do you? Or Stuart, for that matter.” Maggie furiously tossed the salad. 
 
    “I think it’s mixed by now.” Adam smiled. “Maybe Ted ordered the tests.” 
 
    “How would he know about the latest technology without any Internet access or communication with the outside world?” 
 
    “All right, he could’ve taken the papers when he saw Fearon was dead. He really didn’t like loggers…” Adam’s nostrils expanded as he sniffed. “Mmm, that smells nice.”  
 
    “Apple crumble. If you don’t think Ted is involved, why would he confess to having killed Fearon?” 
 
    Adam cracked the walnuts in his palm; the shells shattered to pieces under his force. “Is that why they arrested him? Who told you that?” 
 
    “Sergeant Humphries. I couldn’t believe it at first…” Maggie paused. “And you know what? He denied any involvement in the illegal logging.” 
 
    “Ah-ha. You only tell me that now. He must be protecting someone. It would explain the fight. He didn’t hit Andy—he was after James…” Adam shook his head. “I wish I knew what they were up to.” 
 
    “What if Ted was trying to blackmail them with the documents he found? It would explain their meeting at the end of the trail.” 
 
    “Perhaps. Ted a blackmailer? Maybe, but then why leave us the note?” 
 
    “To confuse us and make us believe he was in danger.” 
 
    “Or it might’ve been his insurance policy in case his blackmail didn’t work out…” 
 
    Maggie opened the oven door, and a waft of hot air laden with the aroma of cheese and tomatoes hit her face. She stepped back. “To prove who killed him? Maybe…although, I thought an insurance policy would be something that would prevent them from killing him. I can’t see his note being that…too cryptic for that.” 
 
    “I’ll try to talk to him, if Sergeant Humphries allows me to. I’m sure I’ll have Arthur on my back if I don’t at least try to see Ted.” Adam peered over her shoulder at the dish in the oven. “Is it ready?” 
 
    Arthur could be persuasive, Maggie knew.  
 
    “Yes, we only need to set the table. If you do speak to Ted, tell him that the papers he gave you are incomplete, and that you need the rest.” As she switched the oven off, another idea crossed her mind. She spoke loud enough that Adam could hear her from his dining room. “I know it all points to murder, but what if Fearon’s death was an accident, poisoning from the mushroom followed by the CO from a smoky stove? Kate could have closed the door behind her, not thinking about the stove and wanting to prevent animals from coming in. I remember it opened to the outside, and we had to put a stone in front of it to keep it shut… Very unlucky, but it’s still possible.” 
 
    “I don’t know, but if that were the case, why didn’t she tell the police that? All I know is that I’m starving.” Adam stood in the door frame, eyeing the lasagna dish on the stove. 
 
    “I don’t think we’ll sort it out tonight. On a different note, I’ve looked into your idea of setting up a safari, and I think we could really do—” 
 
    “It was just an idea I had. I’m not sure of it anymore.” Adam finished his beer. “Besides, having discussed it with Brigit, I don’t see how any of us would have the time for it.” 
 
    “I could spend time on it, and then we could test the concept with a one-off trip?” 
 
    Adam filled his plate with lasagna and a few salad leaves on its rim. “Just what I needed.” He rubbed his hands. “When will you take me on a sightseeing flight? You must be ready for your exam…” 
 
    Now it was Maggie who didn’t want to talk about the topic. “It depends on the weather, and autumn is unpredictable. Will you be going to the Highland Games? I saw in the Daily Stumble that it’s next weekend. I remember going as a kid, it was fun. Not sure what it’ll be like now.” 
 
    “Do you know if they’ll also have the vintage car show? I liked that.” 
 
    “Yep, it’s part of it. Barrie will show the old Cadillac he’s been working on. You’re lucky with your broken rib…”  
 
    Adam put his fork down and stared at her.  
 
    “You won’t have to participate in the games.”  
 
    Adam grinned.  
 
    “Don’t laugh…it’s not good for your ribs, but Barrie lost a bet with Raj, which means that he’ll have to participate in the partner-carrying race. Raj and Indira will do it; it was Sergeant Humphries’s idea to show the fun side of police officers.” 
 
    Adam laughed. “That hurts. I would participate, if Humphries would carry his wife.” 
 
    “No chance there.” 
 
    “But who will carry Barrie? That’s the only way I see him doing it.” 
 
    “Don’t say that!” Maggie looked up in horror at the prospect of lifting Barrie off the ground. She had only agreed to be Barrie’s partner for the race because Indira had persuaded her to join. 
 
    Adam laughed some more, holding his chest. “Stop it. You and Barrie?” He put a hand on his ribcage. “I can’t laugh.” 
 
    “Don’t, then.” Maggie pouted as if she were offended. 
 
    “Now that is a race I don’t want to miss. Can we place bets?” 
 
    “Barrie is strong, and I’m small. At least in height. We should have a fair chance.” 
 
    “Raj’s more used to running after people…Barrie gets out of breath walking. He might be strong, but that won’t be enough to win. Raj isn’t that strong… You’ve got a fair chance, I say.” 
 
    “It would’ve been better if you were to carry me, then we would have won.” Maggie felt her cheeks redden. “You would have with Brigit too. Look, there’s a small piece left.” She stood up to help Adam with the remainder of the lasagna. 
 
    “No, thank you. It was really good. I can’t expand too much; my ribs won’t allow it.”  
 
    Having cleared everything, Adam lay down on his old couch, propped up with cushions, while Maggie dropped onto a poof in front of the fire. The beads in the bag held her body tight, making it difficult to reach for her cup of tea. She had to roll out of it. She cradled her mug, sitting cross-legged on the carpet. Beans and Carrot both snored happily, stretched out next to her.  
 
    “What do you think of Kate? You must have met her when Barrie was dating her.” 
 
    Adam opened an eye, followed by another. “I only met her a few times. A very independent character. Smart. Never trusted her.” 
 
    “Why? Because she lies?” 
 
    “It’s not even that. I think she never trusts anyone herself.” 
 
    “A bit like Ted then? He doesn’t seem to trust anyone, and I don’t trust him.” 
 
    “I do…somewhat. It’s different. She always seems to have a hidden agenda, and I don’t like that. I think that’s it, really.” 
 
    “I can’t get rid of the idea that she might have killed her boyfriend, because she lied about not being at the trapper’s cabin. I’m curious what Sergeant Humphries will have gotten out of her now that he has evidence she was there.” 
 
    “She’ll have invented another story.” 
 
    Maggie poured herself another cup of green tea. “Can I take a copy of the papers Ted gave you? I’d like to check out the lab it came from.”  
 
    Adam nodded.  
 
    “You’ll tell me how your talk with Ted went? I can go back to his cabin if needed.”  
 
    Adam looked at her with concern.  
 
    She smiled. “With Raj. I think he has his day off tomorrow or the day after.”  
 
    “Not sure he’ll do that off duty, but it’s worth a try. It’s best if you don’t go on your own. Ask Arthur if need be.”  
 
    “I wasn’t planning on going on my own.” 
 
    Adam had closed his eyes again. It was time to let him rest.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Raj walked out of the interrogation room, his hands gripping his short curls. He seemed oblivious to his surroundings as he closed the door behind him and leaned against it. Adam had been chatting with the constable on duty over a cup of coffee as he waited to speak with the sergeant or Raj. He cleared his throat. “Hey, Raj, is Ted giving you a hard time? She told me you’ve been in there with him for over an hour.” 
 
    “Yeah…” As if Raj suddenly had an idea, he raised his index finger. “You know Ted well, don’t you?” 
 
    “Well, I wouldn’t say that. Better than you, yes. Why?” 
 
    “I’d like to see how he behaves when you speak with him, and I have a few questions I’d like you to ask him. You wanted to question him on the logging, didn’t you?” 
 
    Adam nodded. “He gave me evidence that might help us find the guys behind it, but I need more details.” 
 
    Raj appeared confused and shrugged. “I really don’t get it. We have confirmation that Ben Fearon died of CO poisoning. Ted admitted he locked the door from the outside and put damp wood in the stove when he saw he was asleep. But I don’t see his motive, since he keeps denying being part of the illegal logging business.” 
 
    “What about the fact that we found the door open?” At this point, Adam omitted to mention the picture Maggie had taken with Ted’s silhouette next to the cabin, giving him the benefit of the doubt that he might have seen the body but not touched anything.  
 
    “He says he did that too.”  
 
    “I see your point. He’s also told me he was the ghost and responsible for at least some of the night noises at the trapper’s cabin. He really hated it when it started to get popular with hikers, but to kill for it…why kill an activist?” 
 
    “He said he’d only speak to you about the logging. The sergeant agreed to you questioning him because he believes you’ll get the proof he was the spotter for hidden forested areas that would be easy to log illegally. He wants to pin it all on him, that way the case will be closed and Stuart will be off his back.” 
 
    “With a major flaw—Ted isn’t the mastermind behind the illegal logging. He can’t be. I want to find whoever is.” 
 
    “I know. We’re still looking for James Kravets, the guy you nearly caught. We had to release Andy Smith because we didn’t have anything on him other than that he fled when you tried to catch him and his tendency to give out blows now and then. We can’t keep him locked up for that.” 
 
    They had a brief discussion about how to proceed. Having taken the place of his colleague as an observer in the corner of the room where he could have full view of Ted’s body language, Raj flipped open his notebook, ready to take notes. Adam greeted Ted and took a seat opposite him. He spread all the papers Ted had given him on the table, facing Ted.  
 
    Ted’s good eye blinked and settled on the tree DNA report. His hands were tucked under the table.   
 
    “Do you know their significance?”  
 
    “That’s why I gave them to you.” He turned to Raj. “Why would I give this to Adam if I was in on it?” He turned back to face Adam.  
 
    “Where did you get these papers?” Adam asked. 
 
    “Can’t remember.” 
 
    “You should try harder. Or maybe I’ll tell you. You stole them to use them as blackmail, and I interrupted your transaction back there. You knew we’d ask you to empty your pockets, might as well turn it in your advantage—try to ‘help’ me.” 
 
    Ted shook his head. A cloak of sadness had swept across his being, from his face to his drooping shoulders. He appeared deeply hurt. He was silent. Although this could be one of his acts, Adam had to consider whether he had been on Ben Fearon’s side all along. 
 
    “All right, you didn’t want to blackmail, but what were you doing with those loggers?” 
 
    Ted sighed. “Looking for the illegal logs.” 
 
    Adam didn’t recall seeing any pile of logs. “With those loggers? Come on.” 
 
    “I’ve seen trucks belonging to the logging company drive along that path with those large maple trunks. I wanted to hide and wait for the next pickup to confront them.” 
 
    “All by yourself? Doesn’t seem very wise to me. Why didn’t you tell me about all this?” 
 
    “I needed proof.” 
 
    “Would you then have come to me?” 
 
    Ted looked down at his soiled fingernails. “You’d have found it, like you found my first note, and I would have been far away from this mess.” He sighed, looking up as if he pictured his idyllic spot in nature. “But here I am.” 
 
    “I don’t get it. Why did you kill Ben Fearon, as you claim you did?” 
 
    Ted glanced at the table, where the papers were still lined up, and averted Adam’s look. A tear moistened his lower eyelashes. It didn’t last. “I was angry. A fit of anger, that’s it.” 
 
    “He wanted to protect that forest, like you.” 
 
    “No, he wanted fame. It would have been all over the papers, and then more people would come…” 
 
    Adam couldn’t believe he would kill a sleeping man. That was premeditated. How could you have a fit of rage against someone like that? His gut told him Ted liked his forest so much that he would want to protect it.   
 
    Ted grew stern. He stacked the papers up. “I only ask one thing. You can do it, with this.” He pushed the papers to Adam. “If you go back to that area today, you might still find some logs…if you’re lucky, because they might be gone by now. They don’t keep them at the camp. They take them out at night. Follow their trucks, and you’ll find the wood.” 
 
    “We need a record of where they went, if you say it’s already too late. You saw them and their drivers?” 
 
    “No, not the drivers. They’re just following orders. It’s all there, Adam. If what your godfather says is true, you’re intelligent, but be careful—they are dangerous and smart too.” 
 
    “Who gave you these papers?” 
 
    “Don’t remember.” 
 
    Adam leaned forward, exasperated. “Ted.” He was being stubborn; the crack in the rock had closed up again, and there was no entry to the cave to be seen. Adam knew that distant look of his, an absent look. He bent forward and said softy, “I know I shouldn’t say this.” He looked at Raj and back at Ted. “I believe you didn’t kill Ben Fearon, and we’ll find who you’re protecting, but you’ll still be in trouble for withholding information.” 
 
    Adam knew he might have crossed the line of what was permitted in such a situation, but he wanted to play on other emotions to see if he could crack open the slit in the rock again. Ted’s bottom lip quivered, but then he shook his head.  
 
    On his way out, Adam asked Raj, “Did Ted have a paper in his pocket? I’m missing the cover letter for the documents.” 
 
    Raj looked for them and came with a sheet of paper. “Only this one, but I doubt it’s of use to you.”  
 
    It was addressed to Kate Bingham. 
 
    “It could be. Can I have a copy?” 
 
    “I don’t see why not. There isn’t much to go about on this paper anyway.” 
 
    Adam left the building. He had been so tense in the room with Ted that his rib was painful again. He hadn’t thought he was that fond of Ted to be so upset with his behavior. It made him cranky. Perhaps his disappointment with Brigit leaving had made him sensitive. He needed to be alone to think.  
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Maggie stayed busy all morning searching online for clues about the papers she had copied at Adam’s place. She had called a number of labs to find out if they did tree forensics. Most of them had never heard of it and didn’t know who would do such test. She had seen a number abroad, but she was convinced this had been done in Canada because of the Canadian English spelling used in the text.  
 
    The lack of website and company name on the pages of the tree DNA made her wonder if it came from a professional lab. It had to be a small outfit, or perhaps a larger lab doing the test as a favor on the side. It would make it difficult to use it as evidence if she couldn’t get the full copy, and even then, it would have to be retested to confirm the result.  
 
    She was getting more and more frustrated with her search. She had stayed up late last night after her visit to Adam to work on a photo calendar for next year. Her eyes were tired from staring at the screen. It was time for a tea break. She stretched her arms up as far as she could before heading to the kitchen.  
 
    A pile of mail and photography magazines were stacked in a corner of her kitchen table. She hadn’t yet opened any of the letters or had a chance to read the magazines. She flicked them aside one by one, and at the bottom of the stack, last week’s copy of the Daily Stumble caught her attention.  
 
    The Highland Games were advertised, with a photo of two draft horses pulling heavy weights. She opened the paper to see if there were any details of what was planned for that day. She checked the date. Tomorrow! For some reason, she had woken up thinking it was Thursday. She had a day less than she had hoped for to find something out for Adam about those labs.  
 
    She poured some Earl Grey tea into a dotted mug, the largest one she had. Her cupboards were empty of treats, and so was her freezer. She had just enough food to keep her going till Saturday and no time to shop today. She sighed and took her mug and paper to her living room, where she slumped in her red couch. Five minutes—that was all she needed, and she would be back in her office room. 
 
    Some of the loggers might turn up at the event and even participate, given the types of prizes. Who wouldn’t want some extra cash if it meant showing off to others what they did day in, day out? She might even have a go. Why not?  
 
    The prize for the partners run was a lunch for two at the Horizon Cafe, and that was worth hanging on to Barrie for. Maggie smiled as she tried to picture who would participate. Sergeant Humphries and his wife? 
 
    She scanned the rest of the article. The sergeant had found a way to escape the race—under Sergeant Humphries’s watchful eye, there would be a betting scheme, part of the proceeds of which would go to the local food bank. Without practice, it was unlikely she and Barrie would beat Raj and his wife, Indira. Raj could be very competitive, especially when it was for a good cause. Whatever the outcome, Maggie was looking forward to a laugh.  
 
    The caffeine in the tea, or perhaps the prospect of a pleasant day, spurred her back into action. She looked up the lab name that was on the DNA relationship test. They seemed to be up to speed with the latest methods of testing for relatives, and the date was very recent. All she could deduce from the results was that they were related, and it was a man and a woman. She called the lab with the reference number but couldn’t obtain any information, since it was confidential.  
 
    Before she abandoned her quest for the tree forensics lab, she spotted a forestry research department at a university south of Foxton. The professor who headed it had written a paper on the different approaches to tree forensics and how it could be applicable to Canadian trees. He could be a good contact for Adam in the future. She had nothing to lose by contacting him. If anything, he might shed some light on the details of the analysis and advise her on how to track any resulting products made out of the illegally cut maples.  
 
    After emailing him, she struggled to keep her energy flowing, until she received a call from Adam.  
 
    “Hey, Adam, how’re you feeling today? Better, I hope?” 
 
    “Yes, it’s getting better.” He didn’t sound like it. He kept puffing and sighing. Something was wrong, Maggie could tell. 
 
    “It didn’t go well with Ted?” 
 
    He explained his encounter and what Raj had shared with him, but that didn’t help his mood. He sounded more and more angry. “Frankly, with his secretive ways, Ted is digging a hole for himself, and I can’t get him out of it. He doesn’t want to be helped, and I’ve had enough of trying.” 
 
    “Maybe he’s scared that someone could get hurt if he talks.” 
 
    “I don’t know. Raj didn’t get lucky—the logs were no longer there, and a colleague of mine is trying to check their camp. Nothing I can do now. And have you found anything positive?” 
 
    She didn’t want to trigger any hope. “Not much, but you might be able to get more out of the labs than me, that is if we can find the one that did the tree analysis. Tomorrow, maybe you—” she heard a grumble, “—or I can find out from Kate if Ben Fearon asked for it. That is if she’ll be at the games, which I doubt…unless Andy will go.” 
 
    “I guess so.” It was unlike Adam to be downcast. He sounded depressed.  
 
    “Is there something else the matter?”  
 
    “No. I’ve got to go. I hear Brigit’s arrived.” 
 
    “Will you come tomorrow? I’ll be there around ten.” 
 
    “Yes. G’day.” 
 
    Maggie stared at the phone. She hadn’t heard him sound so grumpy before, and he never ended a call that way. He always said something like “good talking to you,” or teased her. It must be the blow to the chest. She looked at her emails; no response from the professor. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Before leaving for Foxton, Maggie checked her messages once more. She had received a long response from the professor. Not only was he keen to help, but by a stroke of luck she had found the source of the analysis, which meant it could be used as evidence. She forwarded the email to Adam and printed it to give to him in case he didn’t read his emails, as had happened in the past. He would have to follow up in his official role as game warden to get access to all the professor’s information.  
 
    It hadn’t solved the mystery of how Ted had gotten hold of the document, but the professor had revealed that someone from the forestry business provided the samples. That meant it wasn’t Fearon, and there was no reason for him to have pretended to be a forester; quite the contrary, it seemed. As for Kate, it was equally unlikely.  
 
    She looked up from her car dashboard, thinking she spotted a black silhouette at the border of her yard. It was a plump black bear that scampered away when she opened her car door. She watched his bum disappear into the woods, replaced by a vision of Ted in his bearskin coat. He could have pretended to be a forester…which was why he didn’t give the cover sheet.  
 
    Maggie sped off to Foxton. The field outside the town was packed with little stalls and people browsing to the squall of bagpipes. Even a weaver from a tiny village north of Scotland had a stand, piled high with colorful tartans. A son of one of their founders had moved to Canada and discovered a stronghold of Scottish heritage in need of kilts and bagpipes.  
 
    Maggie wasn’t convinced she liked the sound of the pipes; it was one of these tastes that you like a bit of in the appropriate context but would never indulge for long periods of time. A chorus of voices intensified at the far end of the field. The large crowd prevented her from seeing what triggered it. The closer she came, the louder the voices and encouragements, followed by a disappointed “Aaaah.” 
 
    Maggie wiggled her way through the group. The candidate sawyer, with drops of sweat on his forehead, handed the bucking saw back to the judge of the contest. He hadn’t been able to cut through a twenty-inch diameter white pine log within the time given, let alone for the best time. He was one of Foxton’s sporty teenagers and strong for his age.  
 
    Next up was Barrie. He was very strong, as she had witnessed in the past when he singlehandedly lifted a small car. It had been a bet between Raj and Barrie; Raj hadn’t believed it was possible. They always seemed to like challenging each other.  
 
    From the excitement and crowds, it seemed that the concept of betting with parts of the proceeds given to a charitable cause was a success. She looked for the betting booth she had read about, wanting to put a wager on Barrie. It was easy to find, thanks to Sergeant Humphries’s unmistakable rotund silhouette and moustache, even though he wasn’t wearing a hat. She had once seen him without it and hadn’t recognized him at first because she hadn’t expected him to be bald.  
 
    A line of people was standing in front of the beaming sergeant, who held his arms straight, hands spread out on a sawhorse table. Behind him was a large whiteboard with the list of names of the participants in the different events so far, the winners, prizes, and money raised for the food bank. While waiting for her turn, Maggie spotted her name together with Barrie’s.  
 
    “Good afternoon, Sergeant. Yours is the most popular stand around.” Hearing some cheering, she turned around to see if Barrie had started sawing. “I might’ve missed my chance of backing Barrie in the saw contest.”  
 
    “Hi, Maggie, no, no there’s always time. We’ve got a long list for this one. By all means go ahead. How much?” He pressed his index and thumb against his moustache, smoothing it. “And you know if you lose, nothing’s lost. Your money goes to charity, after paying the winners, of course, who’ll have the option to donate part of their gains, but no obligation. We want as many participants as possible. So be generous.” 
 
    “I know, I like the idea. I understand it was yours?” 
 
    The sergeant took hold of his pen. “Who do you back today?” 
 
    Maggie had high hopes for Barrie, who wouldn’t miss the chance to earn some money. Knowing he would enter any competition that would have some weightlifting in it, Maggie opted for the caber tossing. In spite of his lack of Scottish heritage, he might be able to handle it, given that it was more about style than the distance covered.  
 
    This time some of the typical Scottish Highland games had been replaced by lumberjack-focused games to provide the locals a chance of winning. They were more used to handling a saw than throwing hammers. They also had changed the hill race, since there were no hills to run up close by in the public fields of Foxton, to the partners carrying race.  
 
    Sergeant Humphries cleared his throat as Maggie tried to make up her mind. “I’d like to place several bets on Barrie, for the saw and the caber tossing. I’d also like to place a bet for the partners race.”  
 
    Sergeant Humphries turned around and ran his finger down the list of participants for the latter. “You’re in it. You can’t bet on yourself.” 
 
    Maggie looked at the board. Sergeant Humphries had a separate column for the performance of the police staff, both in terms of how many people backed them and then what they won. She knew he couldn’t refuse her request if it could make his team look good. “I wasn’t planning to, believe me.” Maggie laughed at the mere thought of her winning the race. “I was thinking of Raj and Indira for that one.” 
 
    “All right then.”  
 
    As Maggie handed him her money in exchange for her tickets, she thought she recognized a male voice. When he spoke, the sound formed at the back of the throat rather than low down, like the sergeant’s voice. It had to be Stuart. Although she wanted to ask him about the tree forensics, thinking he might have ordered the test, she hurried to watch Barrie, who was about to start sawing.  
 
    A large group had gathered behind her, making it difficult to slip away from the table without gently pushing them away. She had inadvertently caused a domino effect, with one woman jumping back to let her pass and landing on another, who finally pushed another woman, who shouted, “My foot! Be careful.” 
 
    It was Kate, and she was standing next to Stuart. Maggie was about to apologize to her, but they seemed have resumed their discussion with heavy gesticulations on Kate’s side. Maggie rushed to the group of people who were chanting, “Barrie, Barrie, Barrie…”  
 
    Barrie’s latest tattoo of a dragon seemed to flap its wings as he thrust the saw back and forth with conviction. The loudest cheers came from Brigit and Adam, who were both towering over the spectators. Maggie slipped to their side and joined in to the chorus. It didn’t take long before Raj and Indira appeared, followed by Heidi.  
 
    No one wanted to miss Barrie, it seemed. They must have all betted on him. For a brief moment Maggie thought he would win, until Andy—or Chainsaw, as Barrie called him—appeared among the group. Andy clapped his hands and whistled between his two fingers. That was a surprise, given their past. Maggie mused about who Kate would cheer, and what would be the consequences.  
 
    Barrie had managed to cut the log far faster than the allocated time, but was his time going to be better than Chainsaw, with his years of experience as a lumberjack? Maggie doubted it. At the sight of more loggers lining up as participants, she knew she would lose this bet. Hopefully, they hadn’t put their names down for the caber tossing. 
 
    Adam approached Barrie and put a hand on his shoulder. “Well done, mate. I’ve never seen you saw like that! Scary.” 
 
    Barrie wiped his brow with the back of his hand. He tilted his chin toward Andy as he handed him the saw. He appeared to have grown a few inches taller. Andy was the lean type, slightly shorter than Barrie. Fully covered up in clothing, one would bet on stocky Barrie…until Andy started cutting in a mist of sawdust.  
 
    Everyone was silent. Even Barrie seemed to stare at him, mesmerized. Maggie thought of all the trees that took so many years to grow and with a click of a finger would be felled by the Andys of this world. And he wasn’t even using a chainsaw. The crowd that had gathered to watch the spectacle was peppered with kids and adults, all in awe at the strength of one man. All eyes were glued on him. Even Kate, whose long face appeared among the onlookers, seemed to be impressed. All but one person—Stuart was looking for someone beyond the group. 
 
    Maggie followed his gaze and saw a figure in a hoodie at the far end of the field. To her surprise, Stuart kissed Kate’s neck. She might have been mistaken; her view was momentarily blocked by the head of a woman standing next to them. Maggie kept looking in their direction. The head moved aside, and she met Stuart’s eyes in an intense stare before he sneaked away.  
 
    Adam and Brigit were joking with Barrie as they watched Andy. The timing didn’t seem right for Maggie to share her findings about the tree forensics; she might have the opportunity to gather more information if she spoke to Stuart, who she thought was an undercover cop. He was the only logger who she imagined could have asked for this type of analysis, and he was in the best position to do it without raising any suspicion among the perpetrators.  
 
    Maggie followed Stuart at a distance, pretending to head to the dance platforms, where young girls were hovering over two crossed swords, their kilts swinging from side to side with every dance step. She was short enough to walk along the side of the stage, popping her head up now and then to see where Stuart had gone. From his attitude, she sensed he didn’t want to be seen or followed, which triggered her curiosity. 
 
    Maggie lost him among the growing amount of people streaming into the field. She had reached the line of old-timers, a mix of candy-colored Chevrolets and Cadillacs with a few very old black carriages among them. She looked at the elegant curves of the cars. To the proud owner of a particularly well-maintained Chevrolet, Maggie said, “Nice car. It must be lots of work to shine those chrome bumpers like that.” 
 
    As he acknowledged her, behind him, a hooded figure was gesticulating. It could have been anyone, given the prevalence of those types of sweaters, but the person was speaking to Stuart.  
 
    Maggie pretended to inspect an old Chevy that provided the perfect cover for her to come closer and see who was wearing the hoodie.  
 
    Stuart appeared calm, while the other person was agitated, shifting from one foot to the other and raising a fist at him. He seemed unfazed, and after a few more words he put his hand in his pocket and then shook the other’s hand. Stuart left him there and disappeared into the large assembly of visitors.  
 
    The hoodie had turned his head slightly and looked down at his hand at what might be a roll of money, given the colors. It was hard to tell; it could also have been betting tickets. His profile was familiar. A triangular nose stuck out of a thick beard. She walked as casually as she could around the car, keeping her eyes on the hooded individual. 
 
    “Hey, watch where you’re going.”  
 
    A man popped up from his foldable chair like a jack-in-the-box. Maggie steadied herself on the car. “Sorry, I didn’t see you. I hope I didn’t step on your foot too hard?” 
 
    He laughed. “Not at all, but I’m glad you weren’t looking at my car like that back there. You looked so serious.” He glanced over his shoulder. The hoodie had disappeared. “I don’t see anything.” 
 
    The old man leaned with his hand on the roof of his 1970s Chevrolet Impala, not a model Maggie liked—too beige and square. She smiled, embarrassed. “I thought I saw someone I knew. Sorry again.” She glanced at the car. “It reminds me of my youth. A friend of my dad’s had one like that.”  
 
    A voice from behind reached her ears. “There you are.” It was Barrie. “I’ve been looking for you. We’re up next. Not that I like the idea.” 
 
    “You have to honor your bet with Raj. We should have practiced at least once.” 
 
    “Come on, you shouldn’t complain. I’ve got to do all the heavy work.” 
 
    “Well, I’ve never hung upside down on someone’s back. Do you really want to do it that way? Can’t I just piggyback normally?” 
 
    “Nope, Raj is doing it that way, so we have to. Let’s get it over with.” 
 
    Barrie dragged Maggie by the arm to the start of the race. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Twenty contestants stood in line, waiting for the beginning of the race. Maggie’s courage failed her—it turned out to be one of the most popular betting events. Thankfully, they had refrained from commenting too loudly on the contestants’ chances based on their physique, with only a few speaking about them as if they were racehorses with their jockeys.  
 
    “I’ve put money on you,” Adam said in her ear from behind. “You only need to cling on.” 
 
    Maggie turned around. Adam grinned naughtily. He seemed to be looking forward to the show. Brigit wasn’t with him.  
 
    “You shouldn’t have. Raj and Indira would’ve been a better bet.” 
 
    Adam tilted his head. “Raj has to carry Indira, while you are pint-sized.” 
 
    Maggie felt flattered. “Well, height-wise maybe, but it doesn’t mean I’m light.” Not wanting to linger on the topic of her extra pounds, she gestured for him to bend over. “Here, can you keep this? I don’t want it to fall out of my pocket.” 
 
    Adam took the papers. “Why the whisper?” 
 
    “Read it, you’ll see. I think we should speak after this. Maybe without Brigit…” 
 
    A sharp whistle cut through the hubbub. It was the signal for the pairs to get ready. Maggie watched as Adam walked away, his eyes on the paper. Her heart was beating with expectation. He glanced back at her and raised a thumb. That was all she needed to feel a surge of energy. She grabbed Barrie’s shoulder. 
 
    “Let’s do this. Upside down then?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “You’re really not going to hold me at all?” 
 
    “I have to focus on balance. Look over there, it’s very muddy.” 
 
    Maggie hadn’t accounted for obstacles. She hoisted herself as daintily as possible onto his back, trying not to think about what she must look like with her bum up in the air, head down, not quite sweeping the ground with her curls but worryingly close to it all the same.  
 
    The blood rushed to her head. “Jeez, my head. This feels horrible.” She looked at Indira, who had taken up a similar position on Raj’s back. 
 
    “Keep your head up as if you’re looking at the ground. Better if you fall.” Indira’s cheeks were pushed up into her eyes by the downward pressure as she said, “Good luck!” 
 
    “Easier said than done,” gasped Maggie, trying to clasp her hands tightly together, her arms only just able to circle Barrie’s trunk. 
 
    Barrie adjusted Maggie’s body as if she were a backpack, shifting his hips and shoulders to adjust it. “What did you have for breakfast?” 
 
    “Why? Not much.” 
 
    “It doesn’t feel like it.” Barrie held on to Maggie’s legs, which were sticking out in front of his face, resting on his shoulders. 
 
    “I’m not extendable!” 
 
    “All right, I was just trying to balance you better.” 
 
    “I should never have agreed to this…” 
 
    “What did you say, Maggie?” 
 
    “Nothing. Get on with it, I can’t hang on like this forever.”  She reached out to circle his waist with her arms and make herself as comfortable as possible given the unflattering position. 
 
    Barrie slid Maggie’s hands up. “Keep your hands on my chest, not on my tummy, please.” He laughed. “You don’t want to slide down.” 
 
    Thinking about his insinuation of being heavier than he thought, Maggie replied, “I’d never thought your cherished Molson beer belly would be so handy.”  
 
    Barrie drummed it to the rhythm of the bagpipes. “I’m ready, and you?” 
 
    She was as ready as she would ever be. “I guess so.” 
 
    A loud gong signaled the start of the race. Barrie took off like a rabbit, or at least that was what Maggie felt as she clung on to him and tried to keep her head up. Raj and Barrie were running side by side until they reached the mud section.  
 
    Maggie dropped her head down, not wanting to get all the mud in her face, and saw Adam through Barrie’s legs. He looked different upside down. His chin had become his nose. His eyes were eerie, with drooping sides. Her head swung with every step Barrie took. She clung to him as if her life depended on it. She felt the veins on her temples swell with the rush of blood.  
 
    She had a flash—that was it! She loosened her hands to signal to Adam and shouted, “It’s the other way around!”  
 
    As soon as she lost her hold on Barrie, she slid down his back and fell head first into the mud. She lay flat on the ground and lifted her head to look back at Barrie, who had landed behind her with one of her shoes in his hand from his attempt to hold her. It all happened in slow motion. In their tumble, they brought down another team that was just behind them. In contrast, Raj and Indira appeared to defy gravity as Raj gracefully leapt ahead, his wife’s long braid swinging back and forth against his calf muscles, like a whip. The cheering grew louder, a sign they were nearing the finish line. 
 
    Barrie pulled Maggie up. “All right?” 
 
    Maggie raised a thumb, wiping the mud from her eyes. She was no longer interested in the race and was glad she was off Barrie’s back. She was in a bubble of her own thoughts as they spun around her, creating a barrier with the outside world. She had to speak with Adam. 
 
    Barrie pointed to the couple next to them, who had struggled back to their feet and were ready to push on. “At least let’s try to finish it. We might not come last.” He waved his hand in front of her eyes. “Maggie!”  
 
    “Sorry. I was thinking.”  
 
    Barrie stood with his hands on his hips, shaking his head. 
 
    “I only need to know who those papers were addressed to, and then I think I know what could’ve happened and why, at least—”  
 
    “What? I don’t get ya.” Barrie let his hand drop heavily alongside his body. “Pfff. I’m dropping out.” He walked away a few steps, looking angry. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Barrie, I didn’t mean to let go.” 
 
    Barrie let out a loud laugh. “Don’t worry.” He whispered in her ear, “It was for show. Thanks for letting go. I hate running.” In a loud voice again, he added, “If you could see your face, it was worth it. At least we provided entertainment.”  
 
    Tina said, “You sure did…and sensational, perfect for the Daily Stumble next week, the winners and losers of the Highland Games. Oh, and check out my new online version, I’ve spent a lot of time on it and added a video feature. I hope you like it.” 
 
    “I’d think of Andy Smith sawing the log as a sensation, rather than us…” Maggie pleaded with Tina, knowing it was unlikely to work but worth a try. “Do you really have to post it? For once—”   
 
    Tina grinned wickedly. “I’m curious to see how many people will ‘like’ that little video clip. Thanks for that!”  
 
    Tina turned her back to them. Maggie blinked as she watched her nemesis walk away toward the sun. She turned around, feeling a presence next to her. It was Adam. 
 
    It looked as though he was trying to stay serious, but his eyes were betraying him. His crow’s feet were pointing up. “No harm done, I hope?” Maggie shook her head. “What happened? You started out really well.” 
 
    “It’s my fault, I had an idea.” 
 
    “Not again. Maggie, you sure pick your moments.” Adam and Barrie looked at each other and laughed. 
 
    “I tried telling you, but you weren’t looking then.” 
 
    “Telling me?” 
 
    “Yes, we’ve got it all upside down. The wrong end of the stick, if you like.” 
 
    “I’m really confused now.” 
 
    Maggie wondered why Adam was so slow at understanding, until she realized she was unclear herself. “The papers I gave you, you know, about the logging. I think we can solve it and maybe what happened to Ben Fearon as well.” She had taken Adam by the arm and was walking him to a quieter area. “If you agree to ask a few people questions now—”  
 
    Adam stopped her. “Yes, yes, but why the rush?” He swirled his finger around at her face. “Maybe you should wipe that off first and change clothing.”  
 
    He placed his smartphone in front of her face. She was indeed a sight. Her green eyes stared back at her, circled by blotches of mud, and part of her hair at the front was caked in the shape of a tiara, with red curls sticking upright from it. Only her backside might have been spared the spa treatment. Barrie had fared better—he had landed on his knees.  
 
    She was very close to the explanation for what had happened in the trapper’s cabin, if only she could ask a few questions. Adam was right. She couldn’t possibly do that in such a state. She would have to change first. “I see what you mean.” She giggled. “I’ll be quick. Where should we meet to talk in private? I don’t want anyone else to overhear us, even Brigit.” 
 
    “You’re making a big deal here.” 
 
    “Don’t you want to prove your gut feeling that Ted didn’t kill Ben Fearon?” 
 
    “I thought it was about the trees?” 
 
    “It’s linked. At least I think it is now.” 
 
    “You and your mysteries. Go ahead then, I’ll be at the finish line to congratulate Raj and Indira. I think Raj should also be in on it. I’d like him to see the tree forensic papers as well. He was complaining that the sergeant was keeping him away from the case. Maybe this’ll help him.” 
 
    “Maybe because the sergeant thinks he’s already solved it.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Well, Ted confessed. Right?” Maggie asked. He nodded. “If only he would tell you how he got hold of the papers, it would be so much easier.” 
 
    “I think he found them in the trapper’s cabin.” 
 
    “I disagree. Someone gave them to him, knowing they would end up in your hands. If my hunch is correct, we’ll soon find out who.” 
 
    Adam gently nudged Maggie forward. “Go and get changed. You’re shivering.” 
 
    Maggie ran back to her car.  
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Adam rejoined Brigit, who had been chatting with Raj. “Raj told me the caber tossing has started. I’ve never seen it before. Can we have a look too?” She seized his hands and pulled him against her for a soft kiss. Still holding his hands, she beamed at him. “I’ve got a surprise for you.” She pulled a hundred dollars out of her pocket. “You won.” 
 
    Adam looked at her, wondering how that was possible; he had only asked her to place a bet on Barrie for the sawing. “Oh, you mean you won? Did you bet on Raj and Indira? Good for you.” 
 
    “No, no, it’s your win. I changed your bet from Barrie to Andy Smith. It was obvious to me he would win. Here you go.” She slipped the bills into his hand. 
 
    It irritated him. The outcome was positive in monetary terms, but that wasn’t why he had participated. He had wanted to back his friend. She should have understood that.  
 
    Brigit had these irresistible doe-eyes when she sensed he was upset. She muttered, “I wanted you to win. Sorry. You don’t care about that. Look, what if Barrie gets the money? Isn’t he participating in all this for that reason? That way it’s the loser prize.” 
 
    “Well, I like the idea. Why not.” Adam thought of the hard time Barrie had already had with Kate and her betrayal with Andy. There was perhaps a better approach.  
 
    “I think we should give it to Barrie and Maggie for this race. It was a real show. That way it has nothing to do with Barrie’s past.” 
 
    “I like it. Well, then, I’ll also put in my win.” Brigit touched his arm. “Wait, what if we put it all on Barrie for the caber tossing. Raj just told me he’s practiced for it.” 
 
    “Good idea, but you’d better be quick. You might even be too late. I thought I heard them announce the last chance to bet, and that was five minutes ago.” 
 
    “Meet you at the caber tossing then!” said Brigit as she left him.  
 
    He still liked her, but the knowledge that she would be away for a year had triggered a protective shield that made him seek reasons to dislike her in order to avoid missing her. It was very selfish approach, he knew that, but he couldn’t help it. Unless this wasn’t the real reason for his growing unease toward her. It could also be that he had only known her for a few months, a very short time, and his rose-colored glasses were fading. He was starting to understand her character better.  
 
    Whatever it was, he still had difficulty coming up with a list of reasons to dislike her, aside from her desire for adventure. A deep sigh reminded him of his broken rib.  
 
    He scanned the place for Maggie’s red curls. No sign yet. He picked the papers out of his pocket to look at the professor’s email one more time. Maggie would always surprise him one way or another. So far it had all been in a positive way.  
 
    Adam tucked the papers back in his pocket and walked slowly, thinking. In the distance, a powerful magnet of some kind had drawn the majority of people to the far corner of the field. He headed in that direction.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Six 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The tossing of the caber was the last game. After that, more music and dance would take place before the prizes would be handed out during the closing ceremony. Sergeant Humphries, even though he had shown a lot of initiative and enthusiasm for this event, wasn’t of Scottish heritage, so the role of chieftain to lead and oversee the games had instead been bestowed on Ms. Stilton, the mayor of Foxton. However, Humphries had shared with Maggie that he would preside over the last game, his favorite. 
 
    Humphries appeared to have deserted his post at the betting booth as Maggie rushed by. She didn’t want to run, since it might seem a little misplaced in the contest of the slow-moving visitors around her. Instead, she used a walk-trot to move fast. She heard the sergeant’s voice in the loudspeaker announcing the name of the competitor, unknown to her. 
 
    She slowed down in front of an appetizing display of homemade scones with wild blackberry jam. They were very tempting, until she remembered the race. This time she was going to resist. She only needed to think that she was on the verge of uncovering the truth in the logging mystery for the appeal of the scones to pale in comparison.  
 
    Adam’s distinctive Australian leather hat stood out to the right of the group of people. She headed straight for him, relieved to see Brigit wasn’t with him but surprised to see he was speaking with Stuart and Kate.  
 
    Maggie stopped. She remembered the nose…it belonged to James. It had to be him, and yet it didn’t make sense for him to turn up at such a busy event when the police were searching for him. Her musing was interrupted by Adam waving her over to join him.  
 
    “Maggie, I was waiting for you. I thought you’d like to speak with Stuart about your findings, you know, the papers.” He handed them to Maggie and winked at her discreetly. 
 
    She had hoped to question Andy about it first, but now that she was confronted by Stuart and Kate, she was ready to take the leap. Glances exchanged between Kate and Stuart reinforced her suspicion that they were together. All she knew was that the analysis had been done for a forester. 
 
    “Oh, you mean the DNA analysis proving the origin of the illegal logging? It was very interesting, and you’d probably like it back. You don’t want it to fall in the wrong hands.” She gave the paper to Stuart, observing the pair. She lied, “It must have fallen out of your pocket when you visited me at my studio.”  
 
    Kate’s eyes nearly popped out of their sockets as she blushed and looked at the paper then at Stuart when he casually said, “Yes, you’re right. Thanks.” 
 
    “So you asked for those analysis?” asked Adam. “You know I’m on this case of illegal logging.” 
 
    Stuart nodded. Kate pushed him back with two hands and shouted at the top of her voice. “You liar, I don’t believe it, and I trusted you. How could you do that?” 
 
    “Calm down.” Stuart attempted to hold Kate back and grinned sheepishly at them. 
 
    It was too late; the cat was out of the bag, and Maggie’s idea that she had it upside down was true. She stared at Stuart. “You didn’t ask for those tests, and they weren’t in your pocket, because I lied about that.” 
 
    Kate was furious. “Of course he didn’t! Andy gave them to me.” Her lips trembled. “Let go of me. I hate you.” 
 
    Stuart was holding her firmly, as if she were having a crisis, ignoring what Maggie had told him. “Come on, Sunshine, you haven’t been thinking straight since Ben’s death.” 
 
    Maggie eyed Adam, who was ready to pounce but seemed puzzled as to who he should pounce on. She searched the crowd for Andy Smith. No sign of him. Instead, Raj appeared.  
 
    “What’s going on?” he asked. 
 
    “You’ve got to find Andy Smith and bring him here. I think you’ll be interested in what they all have to say.” 
 
    Stuart shouted, “And while you’re at it, I want Sergeant Humphries. For once in his life, he could make himself useful.” 
 
    Kate had escaped Stuart’s hold and was standing a few feet away, arms crossed, brooding. Maggie approached her. “Did you leave the papers at the trapper’s cabin?” 
 
    She shook her head as she said, “Yes. How did you get them?”  
 
    Anytime Maggie saw someone shake their head in negation while confirming information, she was suspicious. The first time it happened was when she asked a PhD student whether he had taken the pictures of the bacteria himself, because she thought she had seen them a few years back in another paper. He had confirmed they were his but kept shaking his head. It hadn’t been the first time in her past life as a microbiologist that she had been confronted with plagiarism in papers, but she hadn’t thought it could happen in her team. Her instinct was correct; he confessed that he had been so short of time to submit the paper that he thought it wasn’t an issue.  
 
    Maggie planted herself in front of Kate. “You’re lying. I know it. But that’s a small detail. What I’m interested in is why you gave them to Ted. Did you feel remorse?” 
 
    “Why would I?” Kate stamped her foot and clenched her fists alongside her body. 
 
    “You could have kept them to yourself so there was no longer any proof of illegal logging. Was it because you discovered James was your brother, and you wanted to protect him?” 
 
    Kate didn’t seem to understand what she meant or was pretending not to. Maggie checked again whether Adam and Stuart were still heavily engaged in an argument and wouldn’t hear what she was about to say. She had gambled on the idea that Kate might confide to her, if she thought Maggie was the only one aware of the relation DNA results, aside from Kate and the family member Kate’s DNA had been compared to. Maggie ventured, “Yes, there was also a DNA analysis in the documents, this time for humans, relatives, you…”  
 
    Maggie had for the moment ruled out Andy as Kate’s brother, given their past relationship, but who knew, they might have been attracted to each other without knowing why—their common genes.  
 
    Kate wavered, then her face turned to stone. “You have no right to those papers. I want them back right away.” She stuck her hand out. “You must still have them. I didn’t see them just now.”  
 
    Maggie handed her the documents that were rightfully hers and confidential. Kate glanced at them and put them away. She looked down at Maggie with condescension. “And for your information, I wasn’t going to keep the tree DNA papers. Andy Smith was going to give them to Ben, but then he died…” She sighed. “So he gave them to me.” 
 
    Maggie was still hung up on the idea of James and wanted to question Kate but was interrupted by Andy Smith’s arrival with Raj.  
 
    Andy looked at Kate, worried. “What’s wrong? Did you tell them, like we agreed?” 
 
    Kate looked at Stuart, who gestured to Raj to come over. Stuart smiled and nodded complicitly at Kate behind Raj’s back. Maggie wasn’t the only one to see it.  
 
    Andy took a step closer to Kate into her personal space. “Don’t tell me you got smooth-talked by him. I warned you. You should never have gone with him.” His body tightened as he took an aggressive step toward Stuart.  
 
    Kate said through clenched teeth, “At least he treated me well. Unlike you, when I needed help.” 
 
    “What? I can’t believe this. You refused my help. You went to him instead.” He gave Kate a disgusted look. “I thought you were on our side.” 
 
    Maggie intervened. “Hang on, did Kate come to you for help when Ben died? Is that why you called the air ambulance?” 
 
    “Yes,” replied Andy. 
 
    That was all Maggie needed to know. Before asking more questions, she called out. “Adam, Raj, come over here.” 
 
    Maggie’s voice was drowned by Stuart shouting at Raj. It seemed to be his way to dominate people, raising his voice. “Arrest this man. Andy Smith’s here in front of you. And you have his accomplice right there.” He pointed to Kate. “She’s lying. I asked for the analysis. Unbelievable.” 
 
    Maggie didn’t need to call them again. Instead, when Andy and Kate heard Stuart, they both went to them, Maggie in tow. Meanwhile, the commotion had gathered a little crowd. A cut in the circle had opened up to let Sergeant Humphries through. Tina, as always, was close behind the sergeant anytime she sniffed there might be a story to tell.  
 
    Humphries was unlikely to take the disturbance lightly, especially when he’d had to give up his role as judge for the caber tossing. He marched into the open space to Maggie’s left, belly forward and head down. He went straight to Stuart. “This had better be important. Why did you ask for me?” 
 
    “Yes. The proof you needed for arresting the illegal loggers.” He handed the papers to Sergeant Humphries. “I had asked for them. I had lost them.” 
 
    Maggie was outraged. “That can’t be, Sergeant. He is lying.” 
 
    A chorus of voices backed Maggie’s. “He’s lying! He’s lying!” Kate and Andy shouted, at least agreeing on something.  
 
    Sergeant Humphries was overwhelmed, his head jerking from one to the other. Adam raised his hands and shushed everyone.  
 
    Stuart grabbed the brief moment of silence to say, “Arrest them. Yes, both of them—he was in charge of stealing the wood. And she made sure to cover up the operation, knowing that I would give the proof to Ben Fearon.” He looked at Kate with hate in his eyes. “She killed him.” 
 
    Kate fainted. Maggie knelt down at her side while Raj had jumped on Andy to restrain him. Andy fought back furiously.  
 
    Maggie looked up at Sergeant Humphries and Adam. “Raj’s holding the wrong man. Don’t you see?” 
 
    Sergeant Humphries pulled up his trousers and took a step toward Stuart. “I knew it.” 
 
    “What can you possibly know in that pea brain of yours? You know nothing. I’ve been working on this case for months, following those two, James Kravets and Andy Smith. They had a smooth operation running, and it wasn’t their first, I can tell you that. When Ben Fearon approached me, I knew we could corner them with the two of us…until she arrived.”  
 
    Kate had regained consciousness. Maggie was still by her side, helping her sit up. She burst out in tears, softly saying over and over again. “I didn’t mean to. It was an accident. It was an accident.” 
 
    Stuart looked down at her. “You see, Sergeant, she is admitting it. She killed Ben Fearon.” 
 
    A heavy silence shrouded the group. No one knew how to react.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Maggie was fighting with her thoughts. She had to do something. She asked Kate, “What happened? How did he die?”  
 
    “It was the mushrooms or plants, I don’t know. I picked them. I didn’t mean to kill him. I also ate them.” 
 
    Maggie said softly. “Go on, what happened then?” 
 
    “I don’t know. He drank a lot that night.” 
 
    Maggie remembered the smell of alcohol in the mug at the trapper’s cabin. “Did you have an argument?” 
 
    She sniffed. “Yes. He had second thoughts about me befriending him.” She tilted her chin toward Stuart and said between her tears. “Ben was right. I should have listened. He’d be still alive.” 
 
    Raj asked, “Why didn’t you call for help?” 
 
    “I was scared. I did—” 
 
    “She did, sir, she came to me,” interrupted Andy. “She’s telling the truth. That’s why I called for help.” 
 
    Sergeant Humphries cleared his throat. “Well, that might be, but that wasn’t his cause of death, and we have the murderer already in our custody.” 
 
    Kate’s jaw dropped. Maggie looked at Adam, then back at the sergeant with anger. “No, you don’t. Ted didn’t kill Ben Fearon. Again, you have the wrong man!” 
 
    Kate frowned. “Ted?” 
 
    “Yes, he confessed, but he didn’t do it. He is protecting someone…” said Maggie. 
 
    Kate’s big eyes moved from Sergeant Humphries to Stuart, then back to Sergeant Humphries. “I didn’t kill him?” The sergeant shook his head, then Kate asked, “How did he die?” 
 
    Suddenly, it clicked. Maggie stood up. “Wait a minute. Who did you speak with that night, Kate?” 
 
    “Andy…” Her eyes narrowed. “Stuart—” 
 
    “Oh no, you’re not pinning this on me, Sunshine,” interrupted Stuart. “She came to me thinking I’d get her out of this.” 
 
    “So, after seeing Stuart, what happened?” Maggie asked, already having guessed her answer. Kate was silent. “You went to see Ted, didn’t you? You had met him before.” 
 
    Kate didn’t say a word.  
 
    Maggie insisted. “It’s important, Kate. You see, Ted couldn’t have killed Ben by CO poisoning, if he was with you at the time of his death. I doubt you’d have done this together.” 
 
    Raj added. “I could never see Ted’s motive, Sergeant.” 
 
    Maggie was keen to push though her theory now that everyone was present, nearly everyone aside from James. “Someone else here—” Maggie stared at Stuart as she spoke, weighing each of her words, “—benefited from his death, especially if he could pin it on you, or Ted, for that matter.”  
 
    Kate rose to her feet. “CO poisoning? You bastard!” She jumped at Stuart’s neck. “That’s why you asked me all the details about Ben. When I said I thought he was dead, you pushed me away. At the time, I thought I understood it. But then you came to me after, offering your help. Was it because you knew about the proof? You wanted to make those papers disappear.”  
 
    Kate was banging on Stuart’s chest. He held her wrists. “Look who’s talking. Don’t be fooled by this professional liar.” 
 
    The vision of James in his hoodie popped back in Maggie’s head. She asked Andy and Kate, “Was James also working with you guys?” Did he help get the samples for the DNA analysis of the trees?” They nodded. Before Stuart had a chance to protest, Maggie said, “I saw you, Stuart, speaking with James today, right here. You had an argument with him. Was it because he was trying to blackmail you with the documents?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “So you were blackmailing him then? That seems a strange thing to do for a would-be cop, no?” asked Maggie. 
 
    “I won’t answer this woman.” 
 
    “Sergeant, aren’t you looking for James Kravets to question him?” asked Maggie. 
 
    “Oh yes, we are. And you knew that, Stuart Harris.” Sergeant Humphries had dropped his familiar tone with Stuart and took out his handcuffs from behind his belt with a triumphant smile. 
 
    “You are a little quick, Sergeant. You have no proof I did anything wrong.” 
 
    Andy twisted Stuart’s shirt in his fist and lifted him off the ground. “I do. I was waiting for this moment. I’ve been following you, just as you say you followed me. Only I have pictures of you in that forest. You know the one.” 
 
    “So I’m not the only one who’s been there,” replied Stuart, his hand on Andy’s. 
 
    Adam stepped in. “Yes, but together with the DNA analysis of the trees and your unique position at the company, I’m sure we can dig up a lot of proof now that we know where to look.” 
 
    “How can you believe him and this liar of a woman?” Stuart spat at Kate’s face. 
 
    Kate appeared to have seen a ghost. She was pale. She stammered. “You killed him. I know it. You saw your opportunity. It was too good to miss.” 
 
    “You said CO poisoning, Sergeant?” asked Stuart. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “From a smoky stove, no doubt?” Stuart asked. 
 
    The sergeant nodded.  
 
    “Well then, she could have put some nice smoky logs on the fire, locked the door from the outside with a big stone, and the latches, just in case he wanted fresh air. In the event he wouldn’t have succumbed from the poisonous mix, then the CO would finish the job. She came back to check if he was dead, picked up her backpack, and left the door closed but not locked from the outside. It would have been a perfect accident. Now that’s what I call proper detective work, Sergeant.” 
 
    Maggie asked, “How did you know her backpack was still there?” 
 
    “I didn’t tell him,” Kate added. 
 
    “And how did you know there was a stone in front of the door? And the latches on it?” Maggie waited for a response that didn’t come and said, “The only way you would’ve known that was if you put the stone there yourself and closed the wooden latches when you followed Kate back to the cabin. You didn’t think that an old hermit like Ted would take care of Kate, did you?” 
 
    Stuart replied, “Very thin. It won’t hold up in court.” 
 
    “The only reason you borrowed a poor dog that was afraid of you for a picture in my studio was to see if you could get hold of the pictures I had taken when we found the body. You wanted to find out how much we knew and what evidence the police might have. But I only had pictures of the body, not of Kate’s belongings. Why else would you pick up my camera and search the pictures? No client would ever do that without my permission.” 
 
    Kate narrowed her eyes. “Why do you think I slept with you? It wasn’t for your looks, I can tell you that. I argued about it with Ben; he didn’t want me to see you. Ben wanted all the credit, that was the reason he didn’t want me to do it, not because he loved me. You had already told me when you moved the illegal logs. I just needed to know if it was the last batch.” 
 
    Adam asked, “Was it at night? It must be the trucks that Ted saw.” 
 
    “Yes, and I knew I’d find out where you shipped them sooner or later. Then Ben would have had to share the credit for busting your scheme. Oh yes, we had the story, it was ready.” 
 
    Tina had been typing with her thumbs as fast as she could on her phone, keeping quiet till now. “I can help you with writing the story, Kate. You’ll see, it’ll be big.” 
 
    Kate turned to Tina, who was smiling at her. “Don’t even think about it.” 
 
    Stuart had slowly tried to sneak away while Kate was talking, but not far enough to prevent Sergeant Humphries from reaching out his long arm and clicking a handcuff on his wrist. 
 
    “Where do you think you’re going, Stuart Harris?” He pulled him back with the handcuff. “I have more than enough witness statements and evidence to arrest you now.” He looked at Stuart in the eyes with contempt. “You always liked to boast about your incredible detective skills. This is the first time I can say thank you, that you managed to corner your own self. You shouldn’t underestimate everyone else.” 
 
    Humphries read him his rights and was about to walk him away when Raj asked, “What about this James Kravets? Do we still go after him?” 
 
    Adam replied, “No need for that. Look.”  
 
    Behind Andy, James appeared. This time his hoodie was down. “Sorry, I shouldn’t have run away, but I thought you was going to nail it on us. It’s always like that.” 
 
    “James, I saw you arguing with Stuart earlier. What was it about?” Maggie asked, wondering if her deductions had been correct. 
 
    Stuart interjected, “Blackmailing me, the wrong man.” 
 
    Maggie was convinced Stuart had been the one pulling the strings all along, playing the good cop background while being the mastermind behind the illegal logging, to the point of killing Ben Fearon for it. She looked at him, head to toe.  
 
    He was standing proud above everyone around, untouchable in this superiority. If only he realized how people really saw him: a crook, liar, and now a murderer. He would probably never admit to it. Some people were like that, always blaming others for their stupidity, never seeing their own. He won’t let go and will lie to the end. He’s smart and very good at manipulating people. It will be tough for the jury, thought Maggie.  
 
    Maggie turned to James. Appearances could be deceiving. At first she didn’t like him or trust him, but now she wanted to help him, especially against Stuart. 
 
    James hadn’t responded to Stuart’s comment. Maggie asked, “Why did he give you money?” 
 
    “I didn’t give him any! I would never—” shouted Stuart, pushing his chest forward, restrained by the handcuffs behind his back. 
 
    “You did. Yeah, I tried to blackmail him—it was my only way out. The cops were on my back, and I didn’t think you’d believe us.” James pulled out a roll of notes from his pocket and shoved it into Sergeant Humphries’s hand. “Here. All of it. And evidence for you…he was always paid in cash for them trees.” 
 
    Raj approached James to caution him. Maggie jumped in between them. “Wait. From the sounds of it, both James and Andy were trying to stop this illegal logging business. Shouldn’t you question them further with that in mind? You might get the bigger picture.” 
 
    “I agree with Maggie. If you agree, Sergeant Humphries, I’d like to question them myself,” Adam said. 
 
    Sergeant Humphries grumbled at first. After one more look at Stuart, he said “But James Kravets ran away from you, and what about your broken rib?”  
 
    “I don’t want to press any charges, and same for Ted.” 
 
    Humphries looked up, suddenly aware that the crowd that was initially around them had dispersed. To Maggie’s surprise, Ms. Stilton, the mayor and chieftain of the ceremony, had managed to coax everyone back to the caber toss. At the fringes of the group, a number of curious onlookers were craning their necks to try to hear what was happening.  
 
    They were now in a small group with only the relevant people to the case gathered together—even Barrie and Brigit had moved away—nearly all, that is. Tina was right next to Sergeant Humphries, soaking up every little detail in preparation for her next article. 
 
    Humphries looked at Tina. “Not to be published.” 
 
    “What? But it’s a big thing. I’ve been investigating this illegal logging story for a while and wanted an interview with Ben Fearon on it. Come on.” 
 
    “I mean not what I’m about to say. And for the rest, if I agree to it first.” 
 
    Tina smiled broadly in the direction of Kate, defying her to publish the story first.  
 
    “Fine.” Sergeant Humphries looked at Adam. “Up to you. But we’re backing you if you need it.” He tugged Stuart by his handcuffs as two constables who were on duty turned up. “Constables, bring him to the station and lock him up. I’ll get the statements…” He sighed. 
 
    Raj bobbed his head. “Sergeant, why don’t I deal with it? You can preside over the last few contestants. It’s part of my training…” he mumbled, “as a future detective.” 
 
    Sergeant Humphries appeared to hesitate.  
 
    Adam gave him a nudge. “Come on, he’s in good hands. I’ll go with them.” 
 
    They didn’t need much to twist Humphries’s arm, especially if it meant he could return to the games.  
 
    Maggie rejoined Barrie and Brigit, who were hooked to her lips to find out what had happened, until Barrie’s name was called on the loudspeaker.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Barrie was the last to compete at the caber tossing, and to his relief, Andy Smith was no longer a threat. Brigit, Indira, and Maggie took a position in the front row to cheer him. Wearing a kilt, as all competitors were required to, he could have been a true Scotsman. He had the right stocky build, muscled calves that held up the woolen socks well, and a true liking for beer.  
 
    He walked up to the caber, a long timber lying on the ground. As he stopped to contemplate the huge pole, the thick tartan pleats swung side to side still under the force of inertia from his stride. How can he lift it from the ground, Maggie wondered, let alone throw it, with the heavy end high up? There must be a trick. 
 
    Two people helped place the caber vertically against his shoulder. Barrie squatted down and slid his hands all the way down the log. He lifted it slightly, tossing it up a few inches, then gripped its bottom with his clasped hands. It was a wobbly affair. He appeared to walk like a drunk man as he tried to balance the load. 
 
    Maggie held her breath. Barrie ran slowly at first then accelerated with each step. She thought the log would fall, but miraculously, it was righted again. Suddenly, he stopped, bent his knees, using his momentum and legs, followed through with his hips thrust forward, and pushed the load up with his hands. The caber made a perfect arch trajectory before falling down top first with a thud on the lawn. Maggie was impressed. 
 
    The spectators erupted in cheers and clapping. Sergeant Humphries took on a serious air as he inspected the position of the caber. It had fallen straight in front of Barrie, with the narrow end of the pole pointing in his direction.  
 
    Sergeant Humphries walked up to Barrie and took his hand, raising it above his head. “A perfect end-over-end throw, the best I’ve seen today—a 12:00, according to the rules. Congratulations!” 
 
    Maggie jumped up and down in excitement. It was unbelievable. Barrie had won. She gushed to Brigit. “Did you see that? You know, this thing weighs around eighty kilos…I think. You can’t tell when you see him like that, he’s that strong.” 
 
    “I agree. I know who to call when I need help with my move.” Brigit laughed. 
 
    “Your move?” asked Maggie, thinking she must be moving in with Adam. 
 
    Brigit put a hand on her mouth. “Oops, I wanted to keep the announcement for tonight at Heidi’s café. We’re still going there for dinner, I hope?” 
 
    “Yes, I think Adam and Raj will make it, at least I really hope so.” Maggie wasn’t going to let Brigit go until she found out what her move was about. “Announcement? Has it got something to do with Adam?”  
 
    “Not exactly. Well, in a way, and I have to ask you something.” 
 
    Maggie wished she hadn’t asked but had to listen now. “Sure. What?” 
 
    “Can you look after Adam while I’m away?” She smiled as she put her hand on Maggie’s shoulder. “As a friend, of course, nothing else.” 
 
    Maggie looked up at her, a little offended at first and then relieved. “Have you got it? The position in Antarctica?” Brigit nodded. “That’s great, congratulations! Wow, it will be a big adventure. I hope you’ll write a blog about it. I want to read it.” 
 
    “I’m not there yet. I only got the news recently. We can still test our safari idea before I go. I’d like that, you know. I like Foxton.” Brigit looked around with a warm smile on her face, then back at Maggie. “I really like Adam. I hope he’ll manage to accept it. I really want to make it work between us.” 
 
    Maggie could understand her feelings too well. She sighed. “I know what you mean. He’s a very nice guy.” She was about to say that she hoped it would work out but instead said, “Come on, let’s congratulate Barrie.” 
 
    It was the end of the games, and the prizes were handed to the winners with fanfare. Just after Ms. Stilton gave her closing speech, Sergeant Humphries surprised everyone by borrowing bagpipes from one of the musicians and playing the last tune of the day. He managed to slip in after his performance that his country band, the Haystack Needles, would be playing on Sunday at the Horizon Cafe. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Maggie made a quick detour by her home to let her dogs out before meeting up with her friends at the café. The day had been so eventful, she was on an adrenaline high as she sped down the road to Foxton. There was still a mystery bothering her. If James wasn’t Kate’s brother, who was her brother? Maybe Barrie knew the answer?  
 
    She parked in the marina’s lot; the café’s parking was full. It was already getting dark far too early for her liking. She shivered; she should have brought her warm coat. The heat of the Indian summer had gone, and the northern wind reminded her that winter wasn’t far away. Heidi’s café was beckoning with its promise of a wood fire and delicious food. Over the past few weeks, Heidi had gotten a chimney built by an old mason. By the looks of it, it was finally ready, and smoke was swirling out of it. 
 
    She pushed open the entrance door with its worn wooden handle. Straight ahead of her, at the bar, Barrie was talking with Indira, propped up on their stools. To her right, a fire was roaring irresistibly.  
 
    Maggie stopped by to warm her hands up and admire the stonework before heading for her friends. “Hi. I had to see the fireplace, nice and warm. What can I get you?” Barrie looked at his empty bottle of beer. “Same again?” asked Maggie. He nodded. “And you, Indira?” 
 
    “I’m still working on this one. I don’t have Barrie’s capacity.” 
 
    “After his efforts today, he deserves it.” Maggie smiled and asked her, “Will Raj make it tonight?” 
 
    “Yes, he just texted me, they’re on their way.” 
 
    Brigit joined them, then Raj. Maggie couldn’t see Adam behind them. “What happened to Adam?”  
 
    “Oh, he’s coming. He got held up a little with Ted. I left them to it. What a day. Maggie, how on earth did you see through Stuart? I didn’t like him, but he managed to fool me. As for Kate, I really thought she killed Ben Fearon. I didn’t believe anything she said.” 
 
    “It’s thanks to Barrie.” 
 
    “What?” asked Barrie, swallowing a mouthful of beer. 
 
    “Forcing me to be upside down on your back made me see it the right way…and there was something else. Ted’s mysterious note that ‘things were not what they seemed.’ When I put those two together, it dawned on me that Stuart wasn’t an undercover cop as I thought. Although Sergeant Humphries was always behaving strangely with him.” 
 
    “I know what you mean,” said Raj, “but that was because the sergeant had been a constable working for him, and as you can imagine, it wasn’t a good combination. He was still afraid of him, I think, because he treated him like an idiot and must have crushed his confidence. I’m lucky the sergeant doesn’t do that to me. He’s annoying in other ways, but I’m getting used to it now. He isn’t a psychological manipulator.” 
 
    Barrie raised his beer to Maggie. “Maggie, you always surprise me. No clue how your mind works, but who cares—we get results!”  
 
    “I can say the same for you, Barrie. You’ve many hidden sides. Here’s to your victory.” Maggie raised her glass to Barrie, who took a big swig from his bottle.  
 
    As he put it down on the bar, Adam arrived with Ted.  
 
    Maggie jumped down from the barstool to greet them. “That’s a nice surprise. I’m so glad they freed you. I didn’t think I’d see you here.” She looked at Adam. “How did you convince him?”  
 
    “Easy, I made him taste some of Heidi’s pastries; now he has to taste her cooking.” He laughed. “I didn’t need to convince him. He wanted to come when I told him you’d all be here.” 
 
    Ted stuck his hand out to Maggie. “I wanted to thank you in person. I heard from Adam that you figured it all out.” 
 
    Maggie felt her cheeks redden. “Not without everyone’s help, and not everything…but I think you might be able to help. And please, no ambiguous riddles.” 
 
    “Me? I already told Adam all I know just now,” replied Ted. 
 
    “Did he tell you who gave him the papers?” 
 
    “He found them at the cabin,” replied Adam. 
 
    “No, he didn’t.” Maggie glanced at Ted and asked Adam, “Do you remember you said you thought you saw something move when you were at Ted’s place? And he said it was a cat?” 
 
    “Yes. That really doesn’t make sense, when I come to think of it. It must have been Kate, given that she’d been to see him,” Adam replied as Ted looked at his feet.  
 
    “Ted, why would Kate trust you with those papers? A total strang…” Maggie clapped her hands. “Of course, why hadn’t I thought about it? How stupid of me.” 
 
    Everyone stared at her. “I’m not sure I can say it, though, if you want to keep it secret, Ted.” 
 
    “It’s all right. She’s leaving tomorrow, and I think I can trust you guys. But it has to stay between us, that’s all I ask,” Ted said in a low voice. 
 
    “I’m lost,” said Barrie.  
 
    “So am I,” Brigit chimed in. “Is it me, or are the villagers here weird and full of secrets?” 
 
    “I’m not a villager,” replied Ted, “although you can call me eccentric. I’m used to that and like it. I don’t think anyone else around here can be called weird, though.” He gestured to the people in the café. 
 
    “Sorry, I didn’t mean it like that. I just heard that it wasn’t the first time someone was killed here. In this small village, the statistics seem a little high to me for a ‘normal’ place.” 
 
    “What is normal anyway? Have you ever wondered that? It doesn’t exist. Find me a normal person that fits the average weight, height, has the average life span, lives the average life… Maybe that isn’t the way to measure things, at least not people,” replied Maggie. 
 
    “I agree with you. If you look at a small sample of people, but when you take a large population say in the thousands, then you can get some da—” said Brigit. 
 
    “Enough,” interrupted Barrie. “The scientists can talk about statistics anywhere they like, but I’m not interested. I want to know what Ted’s secret is.”  
 
    It looked like the alcohol was taking effect—Barrie was getting impatient and more vocal. Maggie laughed. “You’re right, Barrie. Sorry. Ted, we’d really like to hear your story about Kate…” 
 
    Ted’s face softened, erasing years of life in the outdoors. He was full of fatherly love, and love it was. “She’s my daughter.” 
 
    They were silent. Maggie had guessed right.  
 
    “Your daughter?” asked Adam. “The papers…” 
 
    “Yes, those were mine. I’d put them with the others and gave those to you by mistake. She’d already come to me the previous night, when Ben Fearon was sleeping, to show me her proof.” 
 
    “Are you really sure that you’re her father, Ted? There was no name for the male sample, and you don’t—” said Maggie, gripped by a sudden doubt, thinking Kate was capable of anything to escape being convicted of killing Ben. 
 
    “Look alike? It was my DNA sample. I provided it to her voluntarily. I wanted to know if it was true. Maybe this will help.” Ted put a black and white picture of a young man on the bar. “Believe it or not, it’s me when I was twenty.” 
 
    They passed the photo around, staring at it and up at Ted.  
 
    “I can see the resemblance. The nose and the chin…” commented Brigit. “But how on earth did she manage to dig you out of your hole up there?” 
 
    “By chance, because she had come up here a month ago. Ben Fearon was already on Stuart’s trail before he came here, and it was natural for him to send her as a scout. She had been here before. No one would be suspicious of her, especially Stuart.” 
 
    “Oh yeah, she’s been here. I could have done without her,” said Barrie. 
 
    “Well, you know me, I didn’t want anyone staying at the trapper’s cabin.” 
 
    Adam asked, “So you tried to scare her with your ghost stories?” 
 
    “Yes. I tried, then I walked and banged on the roof at night, but what I hadn’t expected was that she wasn’t afraid. Instead, she followed me to my place. And the next thing I knew, she was in my cabin.” 
 
    “She was lucky. You don’t let many people inside your lair. But how did you find out she was your daughter? How did she track you down?” asked Adam. 
 
    Ted pulled out from beneath his shirt a gold chain with a small women’s locket on it. “Because of this. I was half naked when she walked in. I really didn’t get it when she put her arms around me.” He looked down at his body. “Look at me. Then she said, ‘You’re my dad. Look, I have the same one. Open it, you’ll see.’” 
 
    Ted flicked open the little locket. A picture of a woman with Kate’s long face and close-set eyes smiled at them. He clicked it shut. “She did make me think of her mom, and the locket was too big of a coincidence, but I didn’t want to believe it. It was so long ago, and her mom had dumped me for another man, but I never forgot her.” Ted sighed. “I wanted proof, and she brought it to me when she arrived up here.”  
 
    “Is this one of your stories, a good one by the way, but all the same?” said Adam. 
 
    “I don’t think it is. Why would he have taken the blame for her if he wasn’t her father?” replied Maggie. 
 
    Kate must have gone to him for help after having been to the loggers’ camp. She must have told him she thought she killed Fearon with the mushrooms.  
 
    “Ted, you know your plants and mushrooms. Did you believe that what he ate killed him?” asked Maggie. 
 
    “I didn’t know. I wanted to check that. Kate told me she hadn’t used all of them, so I thought there was hope I could see what he ate and maybe save him. He was dead when I arrived. I first got rid of the smoke in the cabin, before I could see anything, and then you arrived.” He sighed. “I thought she might have killed him with smoke, if the plants hadn’t. Why, I didn’t know.”  
 
    “So that was when I caught a picture of you next to the cabin? I didn’t even notice you were there because of your bearskin, I only saw you afterward in the photo,” said Maggie. 
 
    “I did see you. I was inside when I heard voices. When I overheard you wanted to speak to me, I ran back as fast as I could to my cabin and told Kate to get her bags out of there and go to Foxton, that I’d think of something.”   
 
    “Had she told you about the rock in front of the door?” 
 
    “No, nor the smoke. It wouldn’t have looked good. I should have realized this Stuart was behind this. I knew all along he was behind the illegal logging, the first time I saw him at my maple patch. I should have said something then. Maybe Ben Fearon would be still alive. I don’t know. I’ll stay clear of humans as soon as I get up there tomorrow. I find it so much easier to live with animals at their rhythm.” 
 
    “You won’t see your daughter again? That seems unfair to me,” asked Indira. 
 
    “I don’t know. I left it up to her. She’ll know where I am if she wants to see me. Now, if you don’t mind, I’ll grab something to eat before you ask me more questions.” 
 
    They all settled at a table and ordered their meal. Maggie couldn’t resist asking another question about his past, but was beaten to it by Adam. “Ted, if my wolf pack enters your territory, can I count on you to tell me?” 
 
    “If you’re asking me if you can visit me, the answer is yes, if you can find me.” He laughed and swallowed his mouth full as Heidi approached the table. “This is very good, but not good enough to keep me from the forest.”  
 
    Heidi smiled. “You like it? I’m glad. I’ve got a surprise for this table. I hear you have many things to celebrate tonight. Not only is this dreadful death solved, but the trees are saved and Barrie must have some hidden Scottish genes in him. It’s the first time I have an explorer in my café.” Heidi pulled out a bottle of bubbly from behind her back. “To Brigit and to the Antarctic.” 
 
    Brigit looked embarrassed. “It’s kind of you, but after all I’ve heard today, I’d like to change the toast to my friends here, who make it more difficult for me to leave, but like Ted, my calling is too strong. It’s only for a year. More importantly…” She stood up and raised her glass to Adam and then to Maggie. “To the Algonquin Wolf Safari!” 
 
    Having explained the project to Heidi, Brigit turned to Adam. “Tell us about Bella.” 
 
    It was enough for Adam to perk up and talk at length about the animals to an eager audience who had very little knowledge. Slowly, the apprehension and atavistic fear seemed to decrease around the table, so much so that Raj, who was a little shy with animals in general, was the one asking the most questions. It was as if Adam had never spoken to his friends about his passion before, only to Maggie and Brigit.  
 
    Maggie looked at her friends chatting. She was enjoying the evening and felt very lucky to have met them. Her eyes landed on Ted, who was silent, sitting back in his chair with a relaxed yet pensive look. His daughter must be on his mind, or the love of his life, who knew? His life history would remain a mystery; it seemed to be what he wanted. He lifted the corners of his mouth and winked at Maggie, who smiled fondly at him.  
 
    There was a coziness to the idea of Ted the hermit leading a simple and contented life, wrapped up in his bearskin, surrounded by wildlife, in his little cabin somewhere in the deep forest…  
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