
        
            [image: cover]
        

    

 




[image: ]


BEFORE SUNRISE

 


Copyright © 2016 Rick
Mofina

 


ISBN 978-1-77242-053-1

e-Formatting by Carrick
Publishing

Cover design by James T. Egan,
bookflydesign

Smashwords Licence Notes:

This e-book is intended for your
personal enjoyment only. This e-book may not be sold or given away
to other people. If you’re reading this e-book and did not purchase
it, please return to Smashwords and purchase your own copy.

Thank you for respecting the
hard work of this author.


Table of Contents


Dedication

Begin Reading

Part One

Part Two

A Note to the Reader

About the Author

Also by Rick Mofina

Contact the
Author




This is a work of fiction.
Names, characters, places and incidents either are the creation of
the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any
resemblance to actual persons living or dead, business
establishments, events or locales is entirely coincidental.

 


Before Sunrise is based
on an earlier Rick Mofina short story, “The Last Pursuit,” and
includes scenes and characters from that work.


Dedication


For those who have given so much to so
many.




All our fears are darkest
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—Old
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Chapter 1

 


Southern Alberta

 


“Lone Tree Six to Control,
you’re breaking up. Could you repeat?”

The radio issued static-filled
crackling, then a transmission.

“Control to Lone Tree Six, got a
ten thirty-six domestic. Caller is Trudy Dolan at Big Diamond Farm.
Site Sixteen Forty-Nine. She’s scared, whispering into the phone
and hard to hear. I’ll get more info. Copy?”

“Ten-four. On the way.”

“Sending you the history,
Six.”

“Ten-four.”

“What’s your ETA?”

“Twenty-five, maybe twenty
minutes.”

Constable Will Fortin of the
Royal Canadian Mounted Police Lone Tree Detachment hit his lights
and siren, pushing his Crown Victoria for Crystal Butte. Rain
gusted in sheets, slanting down, streaking white before his
headlights. His wipers ticked against the night like a heartbeat as
the complaint history for the Dolans came up on his monitor.

The records showed two previous
calls in the last eleven months.

Fortin didn’t have to read them.
He’d taken both of them.

In the first, Lyle Dolan had
been drunk and shouting threats before passing out. Trudy had
cancelled the call. Still, Fortin had responded and had checked on
her welfare. No problem, Trudy had said in the darkness from behind
the door. It took some doing, but Fortin persuaded her to let him
in. There she was with a cut above her left eye.

“What happened?” he had asked
her.

“I scratched myself with my
hairbrush,” she’d told him.

“Is that what really
happened?”

“Yes, I swear.”

The kids, Billy, the biggest,
was six; his little sisters, Daisy, five, and Lori, three, were on
the living room floor, caught in the dim glow of the TV. The sound
was low as Wile E. Coyote chased the Road Runner in vain, but
Fortin heard the lyrics almost underscoring what was happening, the
“beep-beep” and something about never learning.

Fortin could only imagine what
these children had seen and heard from Lyle. He’d asked them if
everything was okay, prompting three little heads to give him big
nods.

But he could smell the
truth.

Lyle was snoring on the sofa.
Reeking, empty beer bottles stood like broken promises on the
coffee table.

In the kitchen Trudy sat at the
table, gripping a steaming teacup with both hands, as if to keep
them from shaking.

After he’d stopped asking about
her cut, he asked about their situation and she began nodding.
“We’re going to be okay. We’re not going anywhere. We’ll talk to
the bank. We’ll work it out. We’ll be fine.”

Fortin knew these were the lies
she had to tell herself, and it broke his heart because she’d
refused offers of help, offers to talk to social services, to talk
to a counsellor.

That was the first call.

Fortin looked at the time and
his location. Now he was a little more than fifteen minutes
away.

He checked his shoulder mic and
reviewed the second complaint from five months ago. He remembered
it well. Trudy had called. Lyle had been drinking again. He’d been
suicidal. She’d taken his keys, especially those for Lyle’s guns.
She’d collected the kids and had gone to their neighbors, the
Starners. That was smart. In responding, Fortin’s plan had been to
see to Trudy, and then he’d visit Lyle.

At the Starner place, he’d
pulled up behind Trudy’s Toyota.

Wayne Starner, a retired farmer,
had come to the door. His wife was in the kitchen comforting Trudy,
whose collar-length red hair was messed. She was wearing a man’s
plaid coat over her shoulders, a flannel nightgown, jeans and
woolen socks. Blood stained the roses on the dish towel she was
holding to her face.

Fortin wanted a closer look.

Trudy removed the towel. Her lip
was split, her left eye was discolored.

“What happened?”

“He was drinking. I’ll be all
right when he sobers up, but he’s talking about shooting himself.
I’m so scared. I think he means it. The bills have been piling up.
Collection agencies keep sending people to our house. He can’t go a
day without drinking. Seems like we’ve always been struggling. The
ranch has been in his family for three generations.”

“I’ll call an ambulance,” Fortin
said.

“Don’t,” Trudy said. “I’ll be
all right.”

The kitchen door kicked open,
splinters sailed to the sink and across the hardwood floor.

“What the hell?” Starner
said.

Lyle Dolan filled the doorway in
filthy, unlaced work boots, jeans, a grease-stained T-shirt, and a
frayed John Deere cap. His red-rimmed eyes bulged and his whiskered
face contorted as he swung a baseball bat next to his leg, and then
leveled the tip at Trudy.

“You get my kids and you get in
the truck! You’re coming home now!”

Fortin’s pulse quickened. His
gut tightened as he stood slowly, showing Lyle his open palms,
positioning himself at the end of the bat to shield Trudy and the
Starners.

“Take it easy, Lyle.”

He looked at Fortin, who was
also in his thirties, about his height and size. Lyle inventoried
his navy pants with a wide yellow seam stripe, his khaki shirt, and
the blue armored vest, before stopping at the Smith & Wesson
semi-automatic holstered in Fortin’s leather utility belt.

“I got no beef with you, Will.
Get out of my way. This is between man and wife.”

“Lyle, I’d like you to put the
bat down. Let’s talk about this.”

Lyle’s breathing quickened,
making his face expand and contract. He was clinging by a thread to
all that he’d had and all that he was. He ran the back of his hand
across his mouth.

“She tries to hide my whiskey.
She thought she got all my keys. Not my spares. She tries to
control everything! Don’t you, Trudy?”

“Lyle, look at me,” Fortin said.
“Look at me and put the bat down.”

“A man’s got to have some
control. Right, Will?”

“That’s right. So get control of
yourself and put the bat down.”

Fortin inched toward Lyle,
studying every movement. Drinking should slow his reaction time.
Fortin was now four feet from him.

“I said come on, Trudy. We’re
going home. Don’t make me beg. Because a man shouldn’t have to
beg.”

Fortin continued moving closer.
He could smell the alcohol on Lyle’s breath. He could feel the heat
of his desperation, see his knuckles whiten on the bat.

“Get out of my goddamned face,
Will! Because one way or another, I’m taking my wife and kids home
with me!”

“Lyle, put the bat down.”

“Daddeeee!”

Lyle’s daughter, Daisy, had
emerged from across the room hugging a stuffed teddy bear,
distracting him. Fortin grabbed at the bat, but Lyle moved fast,
drawing it back and swinging it at him. Fortin deflected the blow,
attacking Lyle’s grip and sending the bat flying full-force into
the Starners’ ceiling.

The women screamed. Daisy
screamed loudest, a heart-wrenching child’s scream of sheer
terror.

Plaster showered on them as the
bat thudded to the floor. Fortin’s momentum drove him into Lyle,
tackling him through the doorway, into the darkness, off the
landing, and onto the ground where he rolled him to his stomach and
handcuffed him.

Trudy pulled Daisy to her, both
of them sobbing. Starner comforted his wife. Fortin locked the bat
in his trunk along with a rifle he’d found in Lyle’s pick-up. Lyle
sat statue-still in the back of the patrol car. After Fortin was
satisfied no one was hurt badly, he stared up at the night sky,
letting his heart rate return to normal as constellations wheeled
by.

That’s how it was out here.


Chapter 2

 


Southern Alberta

 


Lone Tree stood at the edge of
the immense prairie where the Rocky Mountains rise from the earth,
a windswept town in a near-empty corner of southern Alberta, across
the border from Montana.

You could go a long way before
seeing another soul, for this is where the sky met the land on even
terms, where the landscape exaggerated, or diminished, your place
in the world. If you were lucky, trouble would never find you here.
If you weren’t, this was your battleground, Fortin thought, as he
guided his patrol car deeper into the rain and the darkness where
Trudy Dolan had again called for help.

Hang on, Trudy. I’m getting
closer, almost there.

Tonight he was the only cop on
duty to cover an area nearly the size of Delaware. The handful of
Royal Canadian Mounted Police officers posted to Lone Tree worked
rotation shifts. Fortin was three hours into his seventh straight
all-nighter and it seemed like he was the only living thing in this
part of the world, until red eyes blazed in his rain-streaked
headlights. He dropped his speed to let three mule deer prance
across the road in front of him. Then a small one, a straggler,
appeared in his path and froze. Fortin stopped. His high beams
locked onto its eyes. They were wide with fear, as if telegraphing
a warning.

A sense of foreboding shivered
through him. He tapped his horn. The deer flinched then fled.

Fortin drove on,
accelerating.

To the west, his jurisdiction
bordered the Big Diamond Creek First Nation. To the south was
Montana. In the East, his zone encompassed a sprinkling of
villages, settled by American and European immigrants in the early
1900s, a God-fearing region of ranches and farms that produced
barley, canola, and wheat. Not much crime. You got traffic deaths,
drunken drivers and bar fights, and a few domestics.

He’d requested this posting as a
career move but that wasn’t the only reason. There was something
unspoken about the beauty of the land that had drawn him here.
Maybe it was the majesty of the snowcapped Rockies but something
comforting, even something spiritual, made him believe that he was
meant to be here.

Maybe it’s got something to do
with that girl Elena, when I was a kid?

Fortin was born in Quebec where
he’d been raised fluent in French and, thanks to his mother,
English, too. His French-born father was a detective with the
Sûreté du Québec, the provincial police, and he’d followed a case
to Toronto where he’d become smitten with the office manager for
the Toronto police homicide unit.

They fell in love, got married,
and settled in Quebec City, where Fortin was born. They lived in
the Montcalm District. Fortin loved how its narrow streets were
lined with tall oak and maple trees. Their home was not far from an
old convent and the area had an abundance of churches. Much of the
neighborhood was jammed with neat, working-class apartments. They
had pretty balconies and flower boxes that cascaded with the most
glorious colors. It was where people hung laundry out to dry, and
where seniors enthroned in rocking chairs would lecture loudly to
kids on how to behave on the street.

Fortin and his friends spent
much of their time playing hockey. In winter their games were held
on schoolyard rinks. In the summer, they played on the road,
lifting their nets whenever a car approached.

When they weren’t playing
hockey, they’d go to the Plains of Abraham to watch the great ships
glide by on the St. Lawrence, wondering where they were headed and
guessing at what the cargo could be. He also loved stealing carrots
from the kitchen, then running to the city gate and feeding them to
the horses that pulled the tourists on carriage rides through the
old, walled city.

But among all of Fortin’s
boyhood memories, one always stood out.

The girl Elena, Elena
Grabowski.

She was very pretty in a dark,
mysterious way. He’d never forgotten the time when Elena and her
family had first moved into Montcalm from Europe. She was a little
older than Fortin and his friends. Sometimes she watched them play
street hockey and would talk to them when they took a break. She
had dark eyes, spoke several languages, and claimed to be a
gypsy.

“You know, I have special
powers,” Elena had told them.

“Like what?” Fortin asked.

“I can tell your fortune.”

“No way.”

“I can. And I’ll tell you yours,
for five dollars.”

“Five dollars? That’s a lot of
money.”

“No, it’s not, not if you want
to know what your future will be.”

Fortin was uncertain about the
deal.

“Just come to my house tonight
after supper,” Elena said. “My parents will be away and I’ll be
watching my little brothers.”

Fortin was hesitant but his
friends, Andre and Paul, egged him to go.

“Do it, Will!” Andre said.
“You’ve got five bucks!”

“I bet she just wants to kiss
you!” Paul said.

“No kissing. I will tell his
fortune and yours, too, for five dollars each.”

Paul and Andre said nothing.

“Unless you’re afraid?” Elena
added.

“No way, we’re not afraid,” Paul
said.

“A girl who makes up stories
doesn’t scare me,” Andre said.

“All right then, so all of you
come to my place at seven o’clock,” Elena pointed her finger at
them. “And don’t forget to bring your money.”

It was summer and there was
plenty of daylight left after supper, which meant Fortin and his
friends could stay out until eight p.m. Elena’s family had a small
basement apartment that smelled of onions and spices and was
crammed with exotic things. A huge, battered steamer trunk with a
padlock stood in a far corner, ancient photos in ornate oval frames
of unsmiling, creepy ancestors stared from one wall, and a
bowling-ball sized crystal sphere mounted on a wooden base sat on
the mantel.

Elena’s little brothers talked
in some strange language as they played with toy trucks and
miniature soldiers in their bedroom while she and her guests sat at
the kitchen table. She lit a red candle that was wedged into a
wax-webbed blue bottle at the center. Then she switched off the
lights and pulled the curtains, casting the room in a soft, dim
glow. Andre, Paul, and Fortin had come up with their five dollars,
retrieved from hidden boxes or stashed pickle jars that held money
saved from doing chores, from birthday gifts from grandparents,
from allowances.

They each put their cash on the
table.

“What’s in that big trunk?”
Fortin asked.

“That?” Elena glanced at it.
“Family secrets.”

“Like what?”

“If I told you,” Elena smiled,
“they wouldn’t be secrets.”

“Come on, no really, what’s in
there?”

“Old things that belonged to our
relatives in Europe.”

In the near-dark, Fortin felt
the eyes of Elena’s ancestors watching from their places on the
wall.

“Now,” Elena looked at Andre,
“you first.” She took his hands in hers, studying his palms closely
by the light of the candle for several moments. “No problems here.
You’ll live a long, happy life.”

“Really? That’s it? For five
bucks I think you should tell me more.”

“That’s it. You should be glad
there’s nothing bad for you.”

“How about you give me some
money back?”

“How about you shut up before I
put a curse on you?”

Andre fell silent, and Elena
turned to Paul.

“Now you,” she took Paul’s hands
and did the same. She concentrated hard as a few minutes passed.
“I’m sorry because for you; it’s good and bad.”

“Good and bad? What’s that
mean?”

“You’re going to be
wealthy.”

“Great! I want new skates and a
new stick!”

“But you’re not going to live as
long as Andre.”

“Hey, that’s not right, that
can’t be true.”

“Can I have your money when you
die?” Andre laughed.

“You’ll live a full life, Paul,”
Elena said. “Just not as long as Andre.”

“Well, we’ll see about that,”
Paul glared at Andre.

“Okay, your turn,” Elena reached
for Fortin’s hands.

“Wait,” he said. “Is this
fortune-telling stuff for real?”

“It’s as real as the sun, the
moon, and the stars.”

“Come on, it can’t be,” he said.
“Where’d you learn it?”

“From my great-grandmother. She
taught me how to read the lines in people’s hands just before she
died in Bucharest.”

“Where’s that?”

“In Romania. We lived there for
a few years on a small farm in the mountain country. Then we moved
to Hungary and then Poland. Look, quit stalling. It won’t hurt.
Give me your hands because you’re not getting your money back.”

Elena’s hands were warm, soft,
and felt good as she worked on his. He liked how her fingers traced
the lines in his palms as she examined them. But he soon grew
uneasy at the way her face creased with seriousness, as if she’d
discovered something troubling.

“Is it bad?” Fortin asked.

“I can’t tell, it’s sort of
confusing.”

“Will I live as long as Andre,
or Paul?”

Elena drew her face closer to
his palm. He could feel her soft breath on his skin, and he liked
it.

“It’s difficult to say.”

“Will I be rich?”

“I don’t know.”

“Do you see anything?”

“You’re going to do something
great, very great.”

“What?” Fortin smiled. “Like
play in the NHL?”

“No, nothing like that. You like
helping people, right?”

“I guess so.”

Elena bit her lip and
blinked.

“It’s strange, your lines are
strong. I see mountains and a vast sky, all very beautiful. But
there’s more,” she said, staring hard at the lines in his palms,
trying to make sense of what she saw.

“I see darkness for you.”

She lifted her face, looked
directly at him, the candle flame trembling in her eyes.

“I see darkness for you, and
then you’re going to do something great, something wonderful and
glorious.”

That night Fortin couldn’t
sleep. He lay in his bed, staring out his window at the crescent
moon, trying to imagine the life Elena Grabowski had envisioned for
him.

Darkness then something
wonderful and glorious.

By spring, Elena and her family
had moved to the U.S. Fortin had overheard his mother tell a
neighbor that they went to Chicago. He never saw or heard from
Elena again. But the one thing he’d held on to was her prediction
from that night in the kitchen of her family’s basement
apartment.

He’d never forgotten it.

From time to time he wondered,
partly with expectation, but more with amusement, about this
mysterious, great thing he was destined to do. Because, it had long
been obvious, he’d never had the talent to play hockey in the NHL,
a fact he’d accepted long before he graduated from high school. The
truth was he liked helping people, and his dream was to become a
Mountie, a federal cop with the most recognized police force in the
world.

He wanted to follow his old
man’s path into law enforcement.

Maybe this is my great, good
thing?

He wondered about it now as he
stared into the night.


Chapter 3

 


Southern Alberta

 


The rain had intensified and he
adjusted his wipers, remembering how his father and mother had
tears in their eyes the day his graduating troop marched by them at
the RCMP Training Academy in Regina, Saskatchewan. He wore the
ceremonial red serge tunic, riding breeches, and the iconic
Stetson.

“You look so handsome, Will,”
his mother’s eyes glistened.

His father, being a serving
member of the Sûreté du Québec, was wearing his dress uniform, too,
and had been allowed to present him with his RCMP badge during the
ceremony.

“I’m so proud of you,” his dad
beamed. “This is a great day, son, such a great day.”

It was one of the best days of
his life.

His first posting was in New
Brunswick at Neguac, along the Atlantic coast. It was mostly a
world of lumber, fishing, and farming. A region of tough,
hardworking, big-hearted people that he grew to love because it was
where he met the woman he married.

He’d been in New Brunswick about
six months when he’d gone to a school near Burnt Church and gave a
presentation on staying safe to a classroom of ten-year-olds. While
he was taking questions about stranger danger, drugs, alcohol, what
to do about bullying, he’d noticed that the teacher, Ms. Cathy
Pearson, had left the room. When she’d returned to make sure that
her class thanked him, he thought her eyes had reddened. She
touched a tissue to her nose a few times.

Later, when they were alone in
the hall, he kept his voice low and said: “Forgive me for
intruding, Cathy, but is everything okay?”

She tried smiling, then looked
away, her composure slipping.

“No, not really, but I’ll be
fine.”

“If you’d like to talk, I’m a
good listener. In fact, I’ve got time now.”

School was done for that day.
She’d weighed his offer, started shaking her head as if she was
going to decline.

“Listen, I don’t know what’s
troubling you and it’s none of my business,” he’d said. “But
sometimes talking with someone can help.”

She’d searched his eyes for a
moment then asked him to meet her outside by the basketball
court.

As they walked alone along the
edges of the school yard she told him that her fiancé had broken
off their engagement, that he’d met someone else and was moving to
Toronto. Fortin and Cathy walked the entire perimeter of the school
property three times before she’d finished pouring out her heart to
him.

“I’m sorry for burdening you
with this, Will. But I saw how good you were with the kids. You
struck me as a kind-hearted man. You’re a good listener and you
were right. This has helped, thank you.”

A few days later he’d called her
to see how she was doing.

She thought he was sweet and
thoughtful to call and told him so two weeks later when they’d met
for coffee at a diner. In the weeks that followed, they continued
having coffee together; then it was dinner in Miramichi, then
shopping and a movie in Moncton, then a weekend in Halifax.

Their relationship grew and two
years later, it had blossomed into an engagement.

They were married in a little
seaside church on Prince Edward Island, where her family was
from.

Surely, this had to be the
greatest, most wonderful thing he could’ve done, he thought, as he
looked into Cathy’s eyes that day.

She was his sun, his stars, and
his moon.

Cathy was his world.

After five years in New
Brunswick, Fortin’s supervisor suggested that he consider going to
Alberta.

“Things are moving fast in
K-Division, Will. Your chances for advancement are better
there.”

Fortin followed his Staff
Sergeant’s advice and his next posting was in Southern Alberta at
the small Lone Tree Detachment. He and Cathy had rented a ranch
house on a two-lane road that meandered into the foothills. It sat
on a small ridge overlooking a clear stream and the Rockies.

They loved it.

Cathy got a job teaching with
the school district, she’d planted a garden, and they talked about
starting a family. Fortin had been assigned to some special
operations and helped make some key arrests at the Montana border.
His service record was exemplary. He’d been in Alberta two years
now and was eager to apply for Corporal and write the exam. His
buddies had told him that the brass in Calgary were watching him
and liking him for a detective job with General Investigations in
the Major Crimes section.

That would be great if that
happened because from there he could eventually work on making
Sergeant. At least that was his plan, he thought as his radio
crackled. This time the dispatcher’s voice had quickened, betraying
a mix of emotion and concern.

“Control to Lone Tree Six?”

“Lone Tree Six, copy.”

“What’s your ETA?”

Fortin checked his position and
the time.

“About five to seven
minutes.”

“Control to Lone Tree Six, got
an update.”

“Six, go ahead.”

“Trudy now says Lyle’s suicidal
and he’s got a gun. Says he’s been drinking, shouting, and won’t
let her leave with the kids.”

Fortin’s stomach tensed and his
mind raced.

This is not good. I’ve got to
get Trudy and the kids out of there.

Fortin was the one who’d put
Lyle in jail for two days on assault charges from the previous
incident. Trudy pleaded to the court for Lyle not to be kept in
custody. Helped by relatives and neighbors, she’d raised the money
for Lyle’s bond and the court released him with the promise he’d
seek counseling and show up for his next court date, which had been
set and pushed back several times.

This is how these things go.

Now, it was in three weeks.

Why the court didn’t order Lyle
to surrender his firearms was a head-shaking mystery to Fortin.

Now look at what we’ve got. Not
good at all. Those little kids have been through hell.

In the static-filled radio
silence Fortin searched the night for options on how he’d approach
the Dolan home.


Chapter 4

 


Southern Alberta

 


It was at times like this that
Fortin hated that Lone Tree was an understaffed detachment. The
fact that one of the other constables had booked off sick today
didn’t help matters. This was Fortin’s seventh straight night shift
and he was exhausted.

But he had to follow the backup
policy on the Dolan call.

I can’t respond alone.

He considered calling an
off-duty member for backup, Ted Dawson, but he was a solid hour
away, if he was home. He could try requesting help from detachments
nearby like Cardston, Rosestone, or Raymond, but again, they too
were an hour away. He could request support from the RCMP Emergency
Response Team in Calgary, but it’d be more than two hours before
those guys got down here. Maybe the Tactical Unit with Lethbridge
police, they were closer?

I’ve got to do something
now.

“Control to Six, did you
copy?”

“Six, ten-four, copied. Control,
can you dispatch a member to back me up out of Rosestone
Creek?”

“Stand by.”

While waiting, Fortin reviewed
his dealings with Lyle Dolan one more time, knowing that he had to
follow policy to the letter. He couldn’t walk into a dangerous
domestic alone, or there’d be hell to pay.

“Control to Six, we’ve got
Wilson coming from Rosestone Detachment, he’s forty-five minutes
from you.”

“Ten-four, thanks.”

“Control to Six, what’s your ETA
on the Dolan residence?”

“Coming up to the place
now.”

Fortin eased his car onto the
gravel shoulder in front of the property. He killed his lights, put
the transmission into park, and sized things up. The Dolan
residence, the barn, and the outbuildings, sat near the road. The
closest neighbor was a quarter mile away but right off, he didn’t
like what he saw in the narrow, puddle-filled driveway.

Lyle’s pickup was T-boned behind
Trudy’s Toyota. It was idling but no one was in sight. Fortin
thought the dent in the Toyota’s left rear quarter was fresh, as
was the fractured glass on the driver’s side window.

Lyle must’ve stopped her from
leaving.

Growing concerned, Fortin
reached for his cell, hoping he could talk to Trudy or Lyle, get a
sense of the situation in the house, and calm things down. But the
family’s line rang and rang, not even stopping at voicemail.

Not good. I know they’ve got
voicemail. I used it when I called before.

Staring through the rain at the
house, his mind raced with a million scenarios of what might be
happening inside, and his heart beat faster.

I’m just useless sitting
here.

Fortin caught his breath – a
faint sound carried in the air.

What was that?

He cracked open his window. The
rain hissed, then – there it is again – a child’s scream, an
agonizing wail that tore at his heart.

Damn, I can’t sit here! I can’t
wait for Wilson!

He climbed out of the car, stood
next to it, clipped his portable radio to his belt, inserted his
earpiece, then reached for his shoulder microphone.

“Six to Control. I’m going in to
assess things; I’ll get back to you.”

“Ten-four, Six. Are you not
waiting for backup?”

“Negative. I heard a scream from
the house! I’m going in now!”

Before Fortin took his first
step to the house, before he’d even heard the shot, the first
bullet whizzed by his ear. As he crouched for cover behind his open
door, the second shot shattered the window; shards scraped his
cheek and temple above his eye. A third shot whizzed over the car’s
light bar, a fourth smashed his windshield. He was exposed and
couldn’t stay here.

Gasping for breath, he crawled
through the mud behind Trudy’s Toyota and drew his Smith &
Wesson semi-automatic 9-millimeter. Now he had a better view of
Lyle, standing on his porch, a silhouette under the light, aiming
to shoot at him again.

Fortin wiped at the blood
trickling into his eye; his hand shook as he steadied it on the
cold, wet hood of the car.

“It’s Will, Lyle! Put the gun
down! Put your hands where I can see ’em!”

Lyle answered with two more
shots. Fortin returned fire, getting off several quick rounds that
put Lyle down.

Adrenaline pumping, his mind
blazing, ears ringing, Fortin moved like he was underwater. His
training kicked in, and with his gun drawn, he approached Lyle. He
wasn’t breathing. He was spread-eagled on the porch, in dirty
boots, jeans, T-shirt. His cap was next to him.

He appeared dead.

As Fortin neared his body to
keep Lyle’s gun away he was puzzled by the heap of colors and
shapes under and near him, trying to determine what it could be
then – Oh God! Oh no! He saw a tiny hand, a face, another
face, and the awful truth shrieked with such velocity he
vomited.

Billy Dolan, aged five, his
sister, Daisy, aged four, were also killed by Fortin’s rounds.

He never saw them standing
behind their father, blocked by the porch wall. Never saw them
until now. Tiny eyes, frozen open, stared at the stars in the vast
prairie sky. Their little bodies shook slightly, from the tugging
by their three-year-old sister, Lori.

“Billy, wake up! Daisy, wake
up!”

Fortin fell to his knees over
the children, his body shaking as he reached for his radio, his
trembling hand slipping in the rain.
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The moments after the shooting
were like a dark dream for Will Fortin.

For an instant he hurled through
an out-of-body rush, blood hammering in his ears, his scalp
tingling.

Lyle Dolan was dead.
Six-year-old Billy Dolan was dead. His five-year-old sister, Daisy
Dolan, was dead.

I shot them all. I killed them
all.

Fortin remembered static-filled
voices shouting over his portable radio, calls for ambulances,
calls for backup and status reports. Blood from his glass cuts
webbed down his face, onto his shirt and vest, but he felt no pain
as adrenaline coursed through him.

Suddenly his thoughts became
crystalline. His training took over when he considered
three-year-old Lori Dolan, grasping at the bodies of her brother
and sister.

“Billy, wake up! Daisy, wake
up!”

He hoisted her from the dead,
put her in his car, wrapped his jacket around her and turned down
his car radio so she wouldn’t hear the dispatches as the rain
pelted the car.

“You have to stay here, honey,
okay?”

Her eyes were huge, frozen wide,
as she nodded.

Then he returned to the house to
look for her mother.

Where’s Trudy?

Gun drawn, Fortin searched room
after room.

Maybe she was hiding? Maybe
Lyle had locked her up?

He’d found her in the bedroom on
the bed.

At first he wondered why someone
had thrown paint against the wall because the splatter was so
intense. Trudy was in a half-sitting position, the back of her head
had vanished into brain matter pasted to the wall as she stared
back at him in wide-eyed, questioning horror and her words from his
earlier calls echoed in his brain.

We’ll talk to the bank. We’ll
work it out. We’ll be fine.

In the kitchen, on the table,
Fortin saw that Lyle had been midway through his suicide note on
the back of the formal, cold foreclosure notice. In dark block
letters that punctured the page in spots, Lyle had stated that he
wouldn’t harm Billy, Daisy, and Lori, whom he wanted his sister to
raise.

“She can give them a better life
than I ever could.”

Fortin tensed when he heard a
noise in the living room.

Reflexively, he extended his
weapon.

Somehow Lori had gotten out of
his car, switched on the TV and DVD player, and was watching Road
Runner cartoons. The lyrics sounded throughout the house, something
about the Coyote chasing you and what will happen if he catches
you.

Lori’s little face was smeared
with blood. It had to be from Fortin’s shoulder when he’d carried
her. She stared at the TV screen, tears rolling down her little
cheeks as she shouted.

“Billy, wake up! Daisy, wake up!
Wake up and watch TV with me, please!”

Fortin wanted to take Lori to a
neighbor’s house, the Starners, but it was too far and he couldn’t
leave the scene. He didn’t want to call them because he needed to
protect the scene. He wanted to seal it with tape starting at the
entrance to the property but he’d adhered to the fundamental
rule.

Never leave a scene
unattended.

Help was coming. Help was on the
way.

So he sat with Lori among the
dead, bleeding and trembling with his ears ringing. While he
watched the Coyote chase the Road Runner, he struggled to suppress
the piercing cry rising in a terrified corner of his heart before
he realized that it was the sound of approaching sirens. And at
that moment he felt as if he’d stepped from a cliff like the Coyote
and was plunging at whistling speed, down, down, down, into a dark
canyon.
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The chaos soon yielded to
procedure and the order of an investigation as a stream of people
arrived.

There was the Major Crimes Unit
out of Calgary, its detectives would lead the investigation and
were among the best in the country. There were the forensic experts
who’d set up lights, pulled on their moon suits, and began
processing the aftermath, probing the house, the porch, and
Fortin’s patrol car. The Serious Incident Response Team arrived to
conduct its separate investigation. And Fortin’s staff rep for the
region was there, advising him on how he should cooperate as more
people joined the scene.

Victim Services took care of
Lori while waiting for her aunt and uncle to arrive. They were
rushing from Medicine Hat to Lone Tree to get her. Soon reporters,
who had monitored police dispatches on radio scanners, started
rolling up. The first were from Lethbridge – “Your Live Action News
Team!” Later, more press would come from Calgary and Medicine Hat.
Two news crews came up from Great Falls, Montana.

Fortin’s cuts were not serious,
and once paramedics had finished treating him in the ambulance, MCU
took him to his detachment. Everything was moving like a dark
dream, his mind was clear yet he felt numb as they continued with
the next steps, photographing him, seizing his weapon then his
blood-stained uniform as evidence.

Someone got his sweatpants,
T-shirt, and running shoes from his locker for him. He put them on
and was taken to a small interview room, feeling like a suspect as
he told Sergeant Jim Falk and Sergeant Theo Garner, senior members
of MCU, what happened.

For nearly an hour Falk and
Garner were meticulous, carefully taking notes and asking questions
over and over.

“Okay, Will, one more time,”
Falk said. “Lyle fired at you and you responded?”

“Yes.”

“Let’s go over this again, Will.
You did not discharge your weapon until he opened fire at you,
correct?”

“Correct, I killed Lyle and the
children.”

“Hold up there,” Garner said.
“We don’t know that your bullets killed the kids, not until the
forensics, ballistics, and the medical examiner complete their
work. Lyle could have killed them before you ever got there,
Will.”

Garner’s comment lit on Fortin
like a ray of intense sun. But any hope that he was not responsible
was quickly eclipsed by what was roiling in his gut and in his
heart.

I know it was me. I killed
those kids.

When Falk and Garner finished
taking Will’s statement, he was cleared to go home. But before he
could leave, he had to pass through his commanders, huddled in the
detachment’s small reception area: his sergeant, his inspector, and
his superintendent.

All three had been pulled from
bed. They were unshaven, wore jeans, casual shirts, and smelled of
cologne. All eyes turned to him, surveying his sweatpants, T-shirt,
and bandaged face.

“How you holding up, Will?” his
sergeant asked.

Fortin shrugged.

“You’ll get through this,” his
inspector said.

Fortin dragged both hands over
his face.

“I had to go in. I couldn’t wait
for backup.”

“It’s all right, Will, no need
to explain it to us right now,” his sergeant said.

“There was no time. No one was
close, sir. Trudy needed immediate help. I’d dealt with Lyle
before. I knew him. I thought I had this, but he opened fire on me.
I returned fire. It was dark. I never saw Billy and Daisy behind
him. I swear to God, I never saw them.”

His commanders let a long silent
moment pass, their faces grim as they eyed Fortin.

“Go home, Will,” his
superintendent said. “We’ve got someone ready to drive you. You’ll
go on admin leave. You’ll be called on what comes next.”

 


When Fortin got out of the car,
Cathy flew out the door and welded herself to him, holding him
tighter than she’d ever held him before.

He glimpsed the man and woman
standing near, two people from Victim Services, Tarnicki and Brant
from Lethbridge.

“Will, we’ve got the chaplain on
the way to talk with you,” Tarnicki said.

But Fortin didn’t want to see
him.

“Okay, we’ll tell him to stand
down,” Tarnicki said.

“Will, is there anything we can
do?” Brant asked.

Fortin shook his head.

“Anything we can get you?” Brant
asked.

“I just want to be alone with my
wife.”

Tarnicki and Brant understood
and left, as if they’d felt uncomfortable being there. After they’d
gone, Cathy hurried to switch off the TV.

“No, wait, I want to see this,”
he told her.

The incident was already being
reported on the early-morning national breakfast shows. Live feed
from the scene showed the Dolan house behind yellow tape and the
wall of flashing emergency lights. The graphic headline at the
bottom of the screen reported: “2 Children Among 4 Killed In Mass
Shooting At Alberta Family Farm.” Stunned neighbors talked to
reporters. “Our hearts are broken,” Wayne Starner told the camera
while holding his wife, whose face was buried in his chest.

Fortin watched the news while
Cathy sat in silence with him on their couch rubbing his back,
entwining her fingers in his hand. Finally after ten minutes, he
shut the TV off.

“Will, do you want to talk?”

A long moment passed as if he
hadn’t heard her. He took stock of their living room as if seeing
it for the first time, the pictures of their wedding, of his
graduation at the Academy in Regina. There was no blood, no chaos
here, everything here was intact, all was in order.

Then he turned to Cathy and as
he’d searched her face, the image of Trudy Dolan on her bed flashed
in his mind. Fortin swallowed hard, then told his wife everything.
When he’d finished he shut his eyes.

“I messed up, Cathy. It’s my
fault they’re dead.”

“No, Will, it’s not your fault.
You didn’t see them. Lyle tried to kill you.”

“It’s my fault. I messed up. I
killed them.”

He ran his hands over his face
and they sat together saying nothing, looking through the windows
at the sun rising and painting the distant mountains in a golden
light more brilliant than he’d ever seen before.

Fortin didn’t remember how long
they’d sat there before he got up, undressed, and stepped into the
shower.

It was there, as needles of hot
water flowed over him and the steam clouds enveloped him, that
every emotion he’d chained in his heart erupted with such force his
insides heaved. He slammed his back to the wall, blood from his
wounds colored the water, and as he slid to the floor he stuffed
the washcloth in this mouth to stifle a groan so agonizing he was
certain he would burst.

Like the Coyote, Will Fortin was
falling, falling, falling.
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A week after the shootings,
Fortin went to his closet and looked at his darkest suit. It was a
black herringbone jacket and pants that he hadn't put on since he’d
taken Cathy to Banff for a weekend to celebrate their anniversary
almost a year ago.

Or maybe I wore it at a court
appearance. I can’t remember.

He lifted the suit off the rack
and dressed, concentrating on making sure his collar and tie were
aligned, saying little to Cathy as she got ready.

The funeral for Trudy Dolan and
her children, Billy and Daisy, was to be held in the afternoon in
Medicine Hat.

The day after the tragedy, the
force had put out a news release on the incident at the Dolan
residence. Without offering details, it had outlined how Lyle had
opened fire at the responding officer, who returned fire without
knowledge or sight of the two children.

In the days that followed, the
medical examiner’s initial autopsy reports were completed but not
released to the public because the investigation was ongoing. The
autopsies confirmed that the rounds Fortin had fired at Lyle Dolan
had killed the children. Fortin’s bullets were the only ones
recovered from the bodies.

The reports also confirmed that
Lyle’s rifle was used to kill Trudy and that Lyle was responsible
for his wife’s death.

In that horrible week after the
shootings, Fortin had two sessions with the counselor Dr. Rebecca
Mathson. She was experienced with the psychological fallout of
police-involved shootings and had encouraged him to talk about
whatever he wanted to talk about.

“Tell me your thoughts, Will.
Tell me what’s going through your mind.”

In their first session he’d
walked her through that night, step by step, then told her of his
inability to sleep, his remorse, his guilt, and his wish to go back
in time and do things differently. “I knew he had guns. I knew it.
But nearly everybody here has guns. That’s just the way it is.
Still, I should’ve called for backup sooner. I should’ve waited
things out.”

“I understand, Will, but this is
the wisdom that comes after a devastating event,” Mathson said.

“But if you’d done those things,
there’s still no telling how these tragic circumstances would’ve
played out. The preliminary reports indicate Trudy was most likely
dead before you arrived.

“But those kids, I could’ve
saved the children. I know I could’ve saved them.”

In the second session he’d told
her how he’d ached to redeem himself for the innocent lives he
took.

Mathson told Fortin that what he
was experiencing was a natural human response to an overwhelmingly
tragic situation, and that in time and with help, he would come to
understand and accept that he was not to blame for the deaths of
Billy and Daisy Dolan.

But he’d never accept it.

Never.

Fortin said nothing because
locked solidly in his heart was the fact that he was to blame for
killing two children, and nothing could ever free him from it.

Nothing.

He saw their faces
everywhere.

They haunted him with every
breath.

Then he told Mathson that he
would attend the funeral, knowing that the force had instructed him
not to go because the tragedy was still under investigation, it
still held national news interest, and there’d be cameras there.
But that would not stop Fortin. He didn’t care that high-ranking
officers would be at the service to convey condolences from the
force.

“I need to go,” he’d told
Mathson.

“Why do you feel the need to be
there?”

“Because I’m responsible and I’m
not going to hide from the truth.”

Mathson let a moment pass then
said: “Your decision to go is yours alone, Will. You might derive
some benefit from being there. It could help you process things,
but there are risks.”

“What risks?”

“The family is entitled to its
reaction to seeing you there. Their devastation could be directed
at you.”

Fortin closed his eyes to absorb
that possibility and before he opened them, he said, “I would
embrace it.”

Fortin then told Cathy of his
decision to be at the funeral.

“I want to go with you, Will,”
she said. “I want to be there with you.”

Her response gave him a measure
of strength and comfort.

“I’d like that.”
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Cathy put on waterproof mascara,
a knee-length black wrap-around dress and her tiny cross necklace.
She held Fortin’s hand or rubbed his shoulder for much of the
two-hour drive to Medicine Hat for the funeral.

The church was atop a gentle
slope that looked southeast toward the far-off and lonely Cypress
Hills.

The parking lot was full and
cars lined the streets. They’d spotted news trucks from Medicine
Hat, Lethbridge, and Calgary.

Upon entering the church, Fortin
and Cathy found seats midway on the right side of the main aisle.
The air smelled of candle wax and fresh linen. Whispers and nervous
throat-clearing echoed. As a choir sang hymns he looked at the
funeral card and the program, which was outlined in calligraphy. A
picture of Trudy laughing with Billy, Daisy, and Lori looked back
at him from the cover and he touched his fingertips to their faces.
Images of Trudy on the bed and the voices of the dead swirled in
his mind.

We’ll work it out. We’ll be
fine … Billy, Daisy, wake up.

The service commenced with the
slow procession of the altar boys and the priest. Funeral staff
rolled the caskets behind them. The first casket was the largest,
then two smaller ones, trailing the fragrance of the flowers that
draped them.

The last casket was followed by
Trudy’s mother, her face a portrait of pain, sobbing softly while
supported by her daughter and son-in-law on either side as they
walked. They passed so close that Fortin could feel their agony
cutting into him with such force his stomach quaked and his body
went numb as he gripped the pew in front of him. Wave after wave of
anguish tumbled over him, hurtling him back to the moment his gun
was in his hand and he was ending lives.

Pop .. pop … pop … pop … pop …
pop…

He shut his eyes, not realizing
that he was trembling until he felt Cathy tugging his cuff, cuing
him to sit. He looked at the light streaming through the
stained-glass windows.

Few of the words spoken at the
service had reached him.

Something the priest said “… As
we struggle with this enormous loss of life, we search our hearts
for an answer to the question: Why? Why did God let this happen?”
Then an uncle or friend said, “Heaven took our angels but with each
sunrise we’ll always remember their smiles.”

They buried Trudy and her
children at a cemetery just south of the city.

Lyle Dolan was from Winnipeg and
his family had held a small, private service for him in Manitoba.
Trudy’s family was from Brooks and Medicine Hat, and Fortin
estimated that nearly two hundred people had crowded into that
church. Following the burial, mourners gathered for the reception
at the Prairie Winds Community Hall. Trudy’s mother, Elva Porter,
and her daughter, June, sat in chairs in the entrance while other
relatives stood near them. Together they’d formed the funeral
receiving line.

Fortin and Cathy took their
place in the long line, which had wound outside, around the hall,
and into the parking lot. It moved slowly and he’d noticed the
funeral director’s staff delicately attempting to keep it flowing
by gently, respectfully, asking people to keep their condolences
brief.

But Fortin needed to do more
than console Trudy’s family. As the line inched along, he sorted
through his emotions and his brow moistened. Then he felt a tap on
his shoulder, turned and saw his inspector and superintendent,
wearing civilian suits, rather than full dress.

They’d greeted Fortin and Cathy
with a subtle coolness. Fortin turned further and saw two other
senior officers from K-Division Headquarters down the line behind
them. At times, the inspector and superintendent looked for news
cameras as they’d kept their voices low.

“How you holding up, Will?” his
superintendent asked.

“I’m taking it moment by
moment.”

“That’s all you can do,” the
superintendent said.

“Will, why’d you come?” his
inspector asked.

“I wanted to speak to the
family.”

“Are you sure that’s a good
idea, given that we have an ongoing investigation?”

He felt Cathy squeeze his
hand.

“I know what I have to do. I
need to be here.”

The senior officers were
half-blocking Fortin and he’d indicated that the line ahead had
moved.

“Excuse us, sirs,” he said.

The senior officers hesitated
then stepped aside.

As Fortin and his wife got
closer to the family he’d heard people saying: “I’m so sorry for
your loss.” “Trudy was such a wonderful mother, such beautiful
children.” “She’s at peace with her babies.” “We’re so sorry.”
“We’re praying for you.”

Then Fortin found himself
standing before Trudy’s mother and her sister. His moment had come
to do what he needed to do. He looked into their faces, ashen,
broken, crimson veins webbing their tear-stained eyes. He knew the
two women were lost in their grief but he desperately needed to
break through, needed them to hear him.

Fortin took Elva Porter’s
hand.

She was sixty-eight years old
and her bloodline reached back to the pioneers who’d settled in the
region. After her husband was killed in a threshing accident, she’d
raised her two daughters on her own. The lines carved in her face
reflected the tribulations of a woman as enduring as the beautiful
and unforgiving badlands, a woman whose life was guided by her
faith in God.

He held her hand firmly in
his.

“Mrs. Porter, my name is Will
Fortin. This is my wife Cathy. Please accept our deepest
condolences.”

Elva Porter nodded, but he knew
that nothing had registered.

“Mrs. Porter,” he turned to
Trudy’s sister, the one who would be raising three-year-old Lori,
the lone survivor, “June, I need you both to know that I am the
police officer who first answered the call that night.”

June looked hard at Fortin.

“I was there when it
happened.”

Elva Porter blinked as if
awakened.

“There’s something I need you to
know,” he’d lowered himself so that he was face-to-face with the
women, never letting go of Elva’s hand. “I’m the one who shot Billy
and Daisy. I swear to you, I didn’t see them behind Lyle. I’m so
sorry. What happened is my fault and I’d give anything to undo what
I did. I will live with this all of my life.”

June’s hand touched her face and
she looked at him as if seeing him for the first time. Elva’s chin
crumpled, her mouth quivered with the beginnings of a sneer.

“This was all Lyle’s doing,”
Elva said. “We don’t blame you.”

Fortin felt Elva squeeze his
hand tightly, then she placed her other hand on his shoulder.

“Do you hear me, Will Fortin? We
don’t blame you. We forgive you.”
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But Fortin couldn’t forgive
himself.

In the weeks that followed he’d
struggled.

Cathy had asked him to replace a
light that had burned out in their kitchen. As he screwed in the
new bulb, it popped – sounding like a gunshot – and he’d flinched
and erupted in anger, shouting curses.

Cathy calmed him down, then
swept up the broken glass.

Fortin had become increasingly
irritable but it was not the only problem he’d grappled with. He’d
also suffered mood swings, had grown anxious, had lost his appetite
and weight. He’d had trouble sleeping and couldn’t stop obsessing
about that night.

He’d continued his sessions with
Dr. Mathson, who’d referred him to a psychiatrist, Dr. Anton
Sileski in Calgary, who’d suggested Cathy attend some of his
sessions with him.

Cathy agreed.

“We’re in this together,” she
told Fortin.

Having her with him had helped,
for there were times when her unfailing support had kept him from
falling apart. Like one night when he couldn’t sleep. He’d sat
alone in the dark, so overwhelmed that he was on the brink of going
to the shed and hanging himself when suddenly Cathy was on the sofa
with him. She never said a word. She slid her arms around him and
held him.

She just held him.

Without her, he might not have
made it through that night.

Three months after the tragedy
the force concluded its investigation into the shootings. It found
that all the evidence, analysis, context, and history leading up to
the event pointed to a non-criminal, justified shooting: a tragic
act of self-defense.

Fortin was cleared of any
wrongdoing.

Absolved.

The morning of the report’s
release, his home phone rang and he answered. Roxanne Lister, a
reporter with the Canadian Press news service, had called him.

“Sir, what’s your response to
the investigation clearing you in the Lone Tree shootings?”

Fortin swallowed hard, tightened
his grip on the phone, wondering how she’d obtained his private
number, but then he didn’t care. In his heart he’d wanted to tell
her how he’d ached to go back in time, ached for a chance to change
the past and save the lives of the children.

“I really don’t have anything to
say,” was all he could manage.

“But you must be relieved. I
mean, you shot –”

Fortin hung up and raked his
hands over his face.

The news reports on the findings
of the investigation were positive. No one, not even members of
Trudy and Lyle’s families, was critical.

Everyone had accepted the
conclusion.

Everyone except Fortin.

Yet he knew that if he was ever
going to get beyond the tragedy, he had to do it as a cop. He
needed to keep being a cop. It was how he defined himself.

A short time later, Dr. Mathson
and Dr. Sileski submitted their confidential psychological status
report to the force.

“Constable Will Fortin continues
to pay an extraordinary personal price for the unfortunate
circumstances that were not in his control. He shoulders excessive
guilt, remorse, and unwarranted blame. Still, he remains a highly
intelligent, cognizant, capable, and valuable officer. The most
effective path toward a positive process for him would be the
resumption of his former assignment. We therefore recommend that he
be returned to active duty.”

Fortin had learned that only
after some high-level, closed-door debate, did his supervisors
accept the recommendation. But before he could return to work he
needed to re-qualify on firearms use.

It would be the first time he’d
touched a gun since that night.
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Fortin grew anxious upon
receiving the order to report to the range in Calgary. When he got
there and felt the Smith & Wesson semi-automatic in his hand,
bile rose in the back of his throat. He licked his dry lips,
swallowed, and kept going. He’d checked his stance, ensuring that
his hold on the Hogue grip was correct. He’d lined up the target in
the sights, kept his finger on the trigger, squeezing it until the
air exploded.

He fired off all rounds from the
gun, pressed the release button with his right thumb, ejected the
magazine, and inserted another one, securing it smoothly with the
heel of his left hand before firing more rounds.

“Good.” Sergeant George Turl,
the firearms instructor, hit the button that retrieved the target.
A B-27 silhouette. A man’s upper torso. Turl assessed the scoring
ring. “Nice clustering.” Turl noted Fortin’s high score for the
speed-loading segment.

“Let’s go to the last one we
talked about.” Turl affixed the new, different-sized target, hit
the button for the clothesline chain to set it in position at the
required distance, then instructed him to proceed.

Fortin repeated the shooting
action with more targets of various sizes at varying distances
until he’d completed the segment.

“So we’re done? How’d I do?”

“You’ve qualified, but they want
me to test you on the simulator.”

“The simulator? So soon?”

“Afraid so.”

“But this is unusual. No one
told me I’d have to do the simulator. Now?”

“Yes, now, Will. That’s how they
want it.”

Fortin was uneasy.

This would be far more intense
than shooting at paper silhouettes that didn’t move. The
use-of-force simulator was a computerized laser-shooting, high-tech
tool used to sharpen the stressful mental process any cop can face
in a heartbeat. It confronted them with realistic shoot-don’t-shoot
scenarios, interactive movies with real people, allowing a split
second to make a life or death decision. Turl had advised Fortin
that in this session, he’d face the most demanding scenarios.

“The worst of the worst that we
have.”

“I’ve already faced the worst,”
Fortin told him.

Turl led him to the marked
position a few feet before the large dropdown screen, handed him
the pistol, then left him and took his place at the table behind
him to operate the program on a laptop.

“Ready, Will?”

Gooseflesh rose on Fortin’s
skin, his scalp prickled and his chest tightened. Life and death in
a heartbeat. He couldn’t do this. Not again. But he had to. All in
a heartbeat. He steadied himself, slowly raised his gun to the
blank screen, and nodded.

“Ready.”
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Fortin took a deep breath and
braced himself.

The screen came to life with a
full-size clear scenario unfolding before him. Deafening music
pounded in the hallway of the rundown apartment building. Garbage
was strewn on the floor, obscene graffiti violated the dirty walls,
screaming along the crack that led to the shouting coming from unit
17B, where Fortin was responding to a call. He was about fifteen
yards away when the door burst open, ejecting a woman in her
twenties, torn dress, bloodied face, sobbing, running to him.

Fortin’s pulse soared. He looked
at her hands for a weapon. Nothing in her hands.

The programed robotic voice
called from behind Fortin – “shoot-don’t shoot” – as the woman
pleaded: “He’s going to kill me! Help! He’s going to kill me!”

A large male appeared at the
darkened doorway. “Come back here!” Stained sleeveless T-shirt,
rope-like veins in muscular tattooed arms, one rising,
outstretched, and aiming at the woman.

What’s in his hand?

The programed voice urged:
“Shoot-don’t-shoot.”

What’s in the man’s hand? Is he
pointing his finger or a gun? Who’s standing behind him? Any other
people in the hall? Fortin had no time and called: “Police officer!
Put your weapon down!” The man’s face contorted into a malevolent
mask as he yelled: “Woman, you’re going to die!” Fortin’s eardrums
throbbed, the music, the shouting, increasing the stress, he
sidestepped, crouched, feeling the smooth trigger, training his gun
on the suspect.

Fortin saw clearly that the man
was holding a gun.

“Police! Drop the weapon!”

The man refused.

The robotic voice:
“Shoot-don’t-shoot.”

Steady your grip. Focus. Look at
the suspect. Is the threat real? Your gun is death in your hand.
You’re going to kill someone.

Don’t shoot or shoot? Is the
threat real?

Decide now!

All in a heartbeat, you are
going to kill someone.

Fortin squeezed one, two, three,
four, five times. The suspect went down. In 3.2 seconds, Fortin had
saved one life and taken another. He lowered his gun. Exhaled. His
pulse rate peaked.

“Good. Will, you made the proper
decision,” Turl said. “Take a few seconds for a break and we’ll go
through some more.”

For the next few hours, Turl put
him through scenario after scenario, pursuits, gun-jammings,
hostages, malls, schools, and two new deadly domestic
situations.

He’d gotten through them
all.

“You scored high. You passed
everything,” Turl told him as he made notes. “You did well,
Will.”

Maybe on paper, but not in his
head.

When it was over, Fortin was
depleted and his insides were churning. He was so unsteady that he
couldn’t make the drive home to Lone Tree. He called Cathy with an
excuse about getting together with friends and went to a hotel.

But he’d met no one.

He’d bought a bottle of whiskey
and that night he sat alone in his room with the lights off,
staring at Calgary’s skyline, drinking as tears webbed down his
face.

How many people had he shot that
day?

Even if it was simulated death,
he was still killing people.

Fortin contemplated their faces
and imagined their lives, for they were lives he took. He thought
about them until he drifted into a tortured, fitful sleep. He
didn’t know how long he’d been sleeping when he’d sensed a presence
in his room. He woke to see two figures sitting at the foot of his
bed with their backs to him, silhouetted against the TV, which was
turned on.

How did that happen?

On the screen the Coyote was
chasing the Road Runner – to the strains of the show’s song –
before he’d plummeted off of a cliff. But he didn’t die – the
Coyote never died. Then the two figures turned, and Fortin saw who
they were: Billy and Daisy Dolan.

The tiny hairs on the back of
Fortin’s neck stiffened and he stared at the children – saw the
bleeding bullet holes he’d made in their small bodies.

“I’m so sorry! Please forgive
me, I’m so sorry!”

He moved toward them to embrace
them but they’d vanished and everything went dark until he woke
again.

A nightmare.

It had all been a nightmare.

Breathing hard, he went to the
bathroom and splashed cold water on his face. Then he sat alone in
the dark staring at the twinkling skyline and wondered if he was
losing his grip.

He reached for the whiskey
bottle.
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In the months that followed,
after Fortin had returned to work, he’d decided to cut back on his
counseling sessions. The truth was he’d had enough. No one knew
better than he did what he was enduring. Whatever had happened to
him, whatever he was carrying, he would take on himself.

No one can help me carry my
sin. I’m alone.

His buddies, the few he still
talked to, had encouraged him to continue with his application for
corporal and write the exam. After some consideration, Fortin
resumed the process because, deep down, he didn’t care as much as
he once did. Rising in the ranks, dreaming of making detective, was
not as important to him as it used to be.

In going through the procedure
and writing the exam, he was calm, relaxed, not stressed because he
didn’t care if he failed.

Eventually, he’d learned through
his sources, that he’d done well on his exam and his interview but
no one could give him official confirmation on whether he’d
succeeded. It would take a little longer than usual before he’d
learn the results.

Cathy was happy for him but
there were still more steps in the process.

Meanwhile, time rolled by in
Lone Tree where Fortin took his shifts one by one, just as they
came. Some were good, some were not so good. On his worst days he
felt like he was just there, going through the motions. He still
drank, alone in the evenings.

On one of those nights, Cathy
confronted him.

“This worries me, Will.”

“What?”

She pointed at the beer in his
hand.

“Cathy,” he released a long
breath, “everything’s okay. I need this. It helps me work through
everything. Don’t worry, I got it under control. Everything will be
fine.”

He told her how it helped take
the edge off, especially after the hard days, like those when he
had to drive by Big Diamond Farm where it had all happened.

Each time the images, the
sounds, and the ghosts reached out to him.

He couldn’t stop it. In the
seconds it took to drive by the farm the tragedy would replay over
and over. It didn’t matter that there were new owners. Just being
near the property made him anxious and caused his heart to
race.

Peter and Yvette Jansen and
their three young daughters lived there now. The young family was
from the Netherlands. Peter and Yvette were aware of the tragedy
and had purchased the farm at a good price.

Fortin and Cathy had bumped into
them at the grocery store. Cathy knew the girls from school. They
were a nice family. Still, it was awkward because the Dutch couple
knew who Will was, and they knew his role in the history of their
new home. The real estate agent, who was Lone Tree’s biggest
gossip, had told the Jansens everything, and they were okay with
it.

Still, Fortin saw traces of
unease in Peter and Yvette’s eyes, but they remained very polite,
never bringing up the past while shaking his hand and exchanging
small pleasantries. Cathy, being more socially adept than Fortin,
welcomed the Jansens to Lone Tree and extolled its virtues, the
schools, the churches, the tranquility, the mountains, and the
moral fiber of the community.

“You’ll find the people here are
the salt of the earth, generous, understanding, and,” Cathy
searched for the right words, “they hold an enormous capacity for
forgiveness.”

The Jansens smiled
graciously.

That was how Cathy had coped
with it all, struggling and straining to get their lives back to
something close to normal. She was always searching for the upside,
always loving, always caring, eternally tending to his wound and
repairing what she could, refusing to let go of hope.

And her biggest hope was to have
a family.

She had never let go of that
dream.

Cathy wanted children, believing
with all her heart that a baby would help Will process the past and
focus on the future. “We have to do this, Will. Otherwise, we’ll
never get beyond the tragedy; a tragedy that was never your
fault.”

Fortin knew that what she’d said
was true, yet it would never change how he felt about it. But he’d
agreed to start a family. Maybe she was right, he’d thought, for
not long after, he came home from work to find a pair of baby shoes
fastened to the front door. When he opened it, Cathy flew into his
arms with the news.

She was pregnant.

They were overjoyed. Fortin
found himself smiling again. For the first time, he’d slipped out
of the yoke of his guilt to consider being a dad. Cathy glowed with
the promise of a baby in their future. They’d need a bigger house.
He’d made discreet enquiries on the status of his bid to make
corporal and through his sources, he was told it looked good, but
nothing could be confirmed yet. In his case, it was still going to
take a while longer before his results were known.

Deep in his gut, Fortin feared
that somewhere up the chain, someone had an issue with his
application.

Something’s going on. It never
takes this long.

Still, he couldn’t let it get in
the way as he and Cathy prepared for the baby. He’d cut down on his
drinking and was sleeping better. Whenever they had the chance, he
and Cathy would drive to Calgary and check out neighborhoods,
housing prices, and calculate affordability over lunch or dinner.
Cathy was already talking to friends about the possibility of a
teaching job in Calgary, or the surrounding area, like Okotoks,
Airdrie, or Cochrane.

Everything was going well, until
the weekend they were in Lake Bonavista, a sleepy community in
Calgary’s southeast. Cathy was still in her first trimester and
they’d been looking at houses in some of the city’s lake
communities. They’d finished for the day in Bonavista and had gone
to a restaurant there for dinner, a beautiful glass-walled place
that overlooked the lake. They were halfway through their salads
when Cathy excused herself to go to the restroom.

After fifteen solid minutes had
passed with no sign of her, Fortin grew concerned. His anxiety had
deepened when a server, worry written on her face, approached his
table.

“Mr. Fortin?”

“Yes?”

“I’m sorry, your wife’s in
distress. We’ve called an ambulance.”

He’d hurried into the restroom
to see Cathy sitting on a bench, gripping her lower stomach, horror
in her eyes. Two women held towels to her pelvis; one had said she
was a nurse as Cathy cried to him.

“I can’t stop bleeding,
Will!”

From that moment, everything had
blurred in a whirlwind of flashing lights and emergency radios as
paramedics placed Cathy on a stretcher. Fortin had insisted on
riding in the ambulance with her. He’d watched them check her
signs, ask about medications, attach an IV line to her arm, and
tend to her; then they’d allowed him to hold her hand as the siren
wailed.

At the hospital, medical staff
rushed Cathy into an emergency operating room and had ordered
Fortin to the waiting room. He sat in a worn, cushioned chair,
stared at reruns of Seinfeld playing on the suspended TV
while his mind raced with a million fears.

Cathy had looked terrified.

Fortin didn’t know how much time
had passed before a nurse found him and had escorted him to a
small, empty office, where he waited again. After several long
moments, a doctor with white hair appeared, sat with Fortin,
removed his glasses, and gave him a compassionate summary,
explaining something about uterine anomalies and a weakened cervix
“that resulted in your wife’s miscarriage. I’m so sorry, Mr.
Fortin.”

Fortin felt the earth shift
under him as he struggled to understand what he’d just been told.
In a moment of clarity, he’d heard the doctor say that he could see
Cathy shortly, that she was sedated but awake.

“Doctor, I have to know. Was it
a boy or a girl?”

“Both. They were twins.”

The light in Cathy’s hospital
room had been dimmed, offering an air of calm and quiet. She was on
her side with her back to the door. He went around the bed, took
her hand, and she’d pulled him to her and released great gasping
sobs.

“I’m so sorry, Will, I’m so
sorry.”

“No, no, it’s not your fault,
no.”

They held each other for as long
as they’d let him.

A few days later they’d held a
small, private memorial service at their church. Later, Cathy took
a sedative, got into bed, and hugged a stuffed polar bear that he’d
bought to celebrate her pregnancy. While she slept, Fortin sat up
alone, drinking and searching the night for answers.
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Fortin’s search for answers was
futile in the aftermath of those raw, aching days.

He and Cathy were separated by
darkness, each grieving in their own way. The school district had
provided a therapist for Cathy, advising her to stay home and take
as much time as she needed. She’d found that talking to the
therapist about her loss had helped. So did her meetings with her
priest.

Fortin had isolated himself.

He took a few days off, then
went back to work. He’d kept busy but had withdrawn from the people
around him. After each shift, he’d say little to Cathy over dinner.
Afterward, he’d go outside, sit on the deck, and stare at the
mountains, keeping everything inside, feeling it all build with
volcanic tension as he drank one beer after another while he’d
demanded God tell him why they had been subjected to so much
pain.

One night, before he’d stumbled
into bed, he sensed an answer taking shape but before he could
seize it, and understand it, it had slipped away, just as he was
slipping away, bit by bit.

For with each passing day, he
feared he was losing his grip on his life, a fear hammered home the
time he got a call for the old Dolan place.

Someone had broken into the
house and had stolen several items while the Jansen family had been
away. When Fortin had first gotten the call he was apprehensive and
reluctant to take it.

“What about Timchuk? Can he take
it?” he’d asked Control.

“Negative, he’s got court duty
in Pincher Creek.”

“McKenzie?”

“He’s assisting on that tractor
trailer rollover near Coutts.”

Fortin caught his bottom lip
between his teeth then responded.

“Ten four, I’ve got it.”

Fortin adjusted his grip on the
wheel and headed for the Big Diamond Farm. He hadn’t set foot on
the property since that night and shuddered with a piercing, icy
rush when he’d pulled into the driveway. Peter Jansen was waiting
for him, standing on the porch, in the exact spot Lyle Dolan had
stood when they’d fired upon each other. Instinctively, before he’d
gotten out of his car, Fortin ensured that he could see both of
Jansen’s hands and that no one else was standing near him.

“Thanks for coming,” Jansen
greeted him. “I’ll take you around the back of the house and show
you how they got in.”

It was a rear window on the main
floor. The screen had been torn away. The frame was splintered
where the window had been forced open.

“They probably used a crowbar.
Don’t you think?” Jansen said.

Fortin took pictures with his
camera and made notes on his clipboard.

“It happened when we were in
Lethbridge at the mall with the girls. No one was home and likely
no one saw. After this, we’re going to get a dog and a security
system. Let’s go inside.”

Fortin had to work on dealing
with the present while battling the memories that were dragging him
back to that night. It’s not the same house, he told himself. He’d
walked across the porch, the porch where Lyle, Billy, and Daisy
Dolan had laid dead while little Lori had tugged at the bodies of
her brother and sister.

“Billy, wake up! Daisy, wake
up!”

Inside, the walls were a
different color, the furniture was different. There was a rebirth
here, there was hope. But Fortin was still struggling with his
ghosts as they passed through the kitchen where he had found Lyle’s
suicide note. Jansen led him through the living room where his
girls were watching Mary Poppins on TV while eating cookies
and drinking milk.

They gave Fortin
white-moustached smiles.

“The thieves never took the
television. I don’t know why,” Jansen pointed to a desk. “But they
took our laptop. Thank God I had everything backed up online.”

Papers, files, statements were
scattered on the desk. A small steel file cabinet next to it had
been rifled.

“They were likely looking for
cash and credit cards,” Jansen said. “We didn’t leave anything like
that around.”

Fortin made more notes and took
more pictures.

“In here,” Jansen said.

Fortin hesitated.

Jansen had gone into the main
bedroom, the bedroom where Fortin had found Trudy Dolan on the
blood-drenched bed, half of her head gone, splattered against the
wall.

We’ll talk to the bank. We’ll
work it out. We’ll be fine.

“In here,” Jansen repeated.
“Most of what they took was in here.”

Fortin followed him and saw
Yvette Jansen sitting on the bed, searching through small cardboard
boxes that were in larger ornate wooden and porcelain boxes and
crying softly.

“They took everything,” Yvette
said, “my great-grandmother’s rings, my grandmother’s collection,
my mother’s necklaces, my bracelets, rings, and earrings,
everything.”

Fortin took stock of the room.
Nothing indicated the blood stains on the wall. The Jansens had put
up new wallpaper, a dresser stood where the Dolans’ bed had been.
Nothing indicated the horror that had played out in this home.

“You’re insured for the
contents?” Fortin asked.

“Yes, but it’s not the same,”
Yvette said. “They’re all family heirlooms, they’re all
irreplaceable.”

Fortin nodded, then they’d
returned to the kitchen where he’d adjusted his clipboard and slid
out standard forms that he’d passed to Peter and Yvette to
complete, when suddenly there was a loud crash.

Fortin’s hand flew to his
holster.

Instantly, he’d turned to the
source of the noise: the youngest Jansen girl had dropped her milk
glass while returning to the kitchen and it smashed to pieces on
the floor.

Paralyzed with fear she stared
wide-eyed at Fortin, her attention shooting to his hand.

He’d drawn his gun part way from
his holster before freezing.

“Hey!” Peter Jansen shouted at
Fortin. “What’re you doing? She just broke a glass!”

Fortin kept his hand on the grip
of his gun and didn’t move. His heart was thundering, his pulse
roaring in his ears. Peter moved in front of Fortin to shield his
daughter; Yvette had moved to comfort her.

All eyes were on Fortin, who
slid his weapon back into his holster.

In that instant he was back in
the blood.

In that instant he was a killer
again.
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The Jansens never reported what
had happened, and Fortin had told no one about it, not even
Cathy.

The incident had ripped open his
festering wounds. He drank alone that night, chastising
himself.

What’s happening to me? I was
going to draw my gun on a child.

At work Fortin had gone to his
sergeant and requested that he assign the Jansen burglary case to
another member of the detachment.

“Sir, I just can’t go back out
there again.”

His sergeant stared long and
hard at him.

“I’ll take you off the Jansen
case but if an operation dictates that we need you to respond to
that property, you will respond, Will. Is that understood?”

“Yes, sir.”

The following week Fortin’s
sergeant passed him an official letter from K-Division
headquarters.

Fortin had failed in his effort
to make Corporal. He would be able to apply again at another time,
but for now, he would remain a constable at the Lone Tree
detachment.

Fortin tried to shake it off,
telling himself that it didn’t matter, that he didn’t care. But he
knew it was a lie.

In the weeks that followed, he
grew even more distant at home while Cathy was getting stronger.
She’d gone to her counseling sessions faithfully. She went to
church regularly and prayed. She kept her medical appointments. She
returned to school and drew strength from her students and her
colleagues.

By putting one foot in front of
the other, she was healing.

Then Cathy’s doctor had told her
that, although there were risks for her to get pregnant and carry
to term, they were relatively low. She and Will could try for
another baby. She took it as a ray of hope, a promise that they
could have a family, that they could have a normal life, if they
both believed it.

But when she told Will, he
seemed cool to the news, which concerned her. She tried to get him
to open up to her, but it was futile.

“We have to talk. You can’t keep
doing this, Will. You’re becoming a stranger to me. We can recover.
We can start over, if we work at it together. We can still have a
family. Don’t you want a family with me, Will?”

Fortin said nothing.

Cathy wept.

He remained distant and isolated
himself, staying up late drinking or taking long, solitary
drives.

Cathy grew angry.

Whenever he did speak, they
argued. She grew increasingly fearful and desperate until one night
in a tearful exchange she begged him to talk to her.

“You have to talk to me, Will.
You have to tell me what’s going on with you, no matter how hard it
is.”

“You have to let me go,” he
said.

“Why? What do you mean?”

“Something’s happening to
me.”

“I can help, but you’ve got to
let me in.”

“No, I can’t. It’s too dark
where I am.”

“Will, please!”

“No, it’s so dark.”

“Will, you’re scaring me.”

“You have to leave.”

“Leave? What do you mean I have
to leave? And go where? Will, the doctor said we can try again.
That gives us hope. Will, don’t you see it?”

“No, you have to leave me. We
have to end it.”

“End what? Will, I don’t
understand.”

“I don’t want to talk about
it.”

“You can’t tell me to leave you
and not tell me why! Will, I deserve to know!”

“I’m cursed, Cathy! I killed
Billy and Daisy Dolan, a boy and a girl. We lost our twins, a boy
and a girl, a life for a life and a life for a life!”

“No, Will, you can’t believe
that! What happened was just a terrible accident, it can’t be
connected.”

“It is connected, to me! That’s
why you have to leave! We can’t stay married anymore!”

“Please, Will! Maybe you could
see the doctor again?”

“No. I know why this is
happening and I can’t drag you down with me. You have to leave
because you deserve a better life, Cathy.”

“Will, please.”

“I’m sorry, Cathy. I’m so sorry,
but it’s for the best.”
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Fortin and his wife
separated.

The very next summer, after the
school year had ended, Cathy moved to Calgary and lived with a
friend. Then she got a teaching position. Eventually, she got a
one-bedroom apartment and tried to rebuild her life without her
husband.

At that time, Fortin remained in
Lone Tree, a haunted cop.

On the date he’d signed the
papers finalizing the divorce, he took a long drive and ended up at
a beautiful expanse of rolling range land southeast of Medicine Hat
that stretched for as far as you could see. Then he turned onto a
narrow earthen road that wound to a stand of trees overlooking the
distant and lonely Cypress Hills. A sign identified the spot as the
Wild Rosewood Cemetery.

He parked and made his way
through the burial grounds, stopping at the headstone for Trudy,
Daisy, and Billy Dolan. Trudy’s family had fought to have Porter,
their family name, replace Dolan, on the stone, but couldn’t
because it was a legal matter concerning the legal identities of
the deceased.

Fortin stood over the gravesite
for five silent minutes.

Then he lowered himself and
placed a bouquet of flowers he’d bought at the Medicine Hat Mall at
the base. He touched his fingers along the granite stone, then
searched the eternal prairie.
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Some years after Fortin stood in
the cemetery, Ren Carter rose from her swivel rocker to check on
the apple pies baking in her oven.

She loved watching the
Ellen show but judging from the aroma, they should be ready.
She bent down and looked through the glass, studying the crust
edges and the filling bubbling under the slits she’d cut to let the
steam escape. A few more minutes, she estimated, before starting
her kettle.

Tipper, her golden retriever,
nuzzled her leg.

“I know, I know.”

Ren gave him a doggie treat from
the cupboard and patted his head. Tipper was smart, loyal, gentle,
and good company over the years she thought, rubbing his head and
looking through her window at the mountains.

Ren and Tipper lived in a small
log house perched on a hill crowned by tall ponderosa pines on the
shore of Ice Lake, about ten miles north of Jade Falls along Little
Timber Road. She never tired of the North Cascades. They were
always there, like old friends.

“We may not be rich, but we’ve
got a million-dollar view,” Chet, her husband, used to say.

Ren smiled at the memory.

Ten years since the good Lord
took him from her and not a day went by that she didn’t miss him.
She remembered the afternoon they’d met. She was waitressing at the
Dawna-Ray’s Road House at Three Rock River. A Patsy Cline song, “I
Fall to Pieces,” was playing on the radio when this trucker – “a
big hunk of handsome,” she told her friend – started talking to
her.

Chet Carter.

Oh boy, he was a real charmer –
“Does heaven know it’s missing an angel?” – but always a gentleman.
Not all hands, or vulgar, like the others. He talked to her,
actually talked; asked about her family, her hopes, her dreams,
even her favorite color.

Robin-egg blue, she told
him.

She’d told him that her real
name was Reneta, which she hated so everyone called her Ren. He’d
said he’d grown tired of long hauls, from Miami to Anchorage,
Bangor to San Diego, Seattle to Boston, and wanted to settle down
in a pretty part of the country.

“Like this place right here,” he
winked over the brim of his coffee cup.

Every time he stopped at Three
Rock he looked for Ren.

Until that day she was off. Chet
insisted the other waitress get her to come into the diner –
without telling her why.

She hauled herself in, mystified
at what the crisis could be, when they pointed to Chet sitting
alone at his usual booth in the corner.

“Ren, I just sold my rig. I
bought a towing company down the road at Ice Lake. I’m ready to
settle down,” his voice was a bit shaky when he said: “Ever think
about getting hitched?”

Then he opened a little box with
a ring.

Swear to God, that’s how it
happened, she used to tell friends.
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Ren and Chet got married in the
old pioneer church in the shadow of the mountains by Jade
Falls.

They drove to Nevada for a
honeymoon in Las Vegas. They saw Wayne Newton, and Chet won nearly
$18,000 playing blackjack. They used the money to buy two acres and
built a beautiful log house.

Ren helped him with his small
towing business, taking calls, doing the books. The entire
enterprise had its ups and downs. But they got by. Ren baked pies,
made cakes and tarts, and sold them to the restaurants and diners
in the area.

Life was tough, but they were
tough, too.

They had one child, a son,
Leland. They called him Lee.

He was the spitting image of his
father.

Lee looked at her now from his
framed boot camp grad photo atop the TV he’d bought her. Handsome
in his dress blues, eyes intense under his white cap, sworn to
defend the flag behind him, a proud Marine like his dad. Lee had
served in Iraq. He’d come home safe and in one piece, and Ren
thanked heaven for that.

Then she faced the heartbreaking
event that changed her life forever.

Chet was out on a call and late
for supper. It was storming. Lee was visiting friends in Seattle.
She’d made meatloaf, mashed potatoes, peas and home-baked bread,
Chet’s favorite. When he didn’t call, she called him. When she
didn’t get through she thought nothing of it, at first. It wasn’t
unusual for him to be out of reach, cell phone service could be
spotty in the mountains.

She kept his supper warm.

But the hours rolled by with no
word. She felt a ping of unease in a far corner of her mind.
Something was wrong. When a Washington State Patrol car wheeled
into her driveway, it felt as if a huge talon had suddenly clawed
away her insides.

Toby Price, a trooper she knew,
was not much older than Lee. Toby’s father was a minister and like
his dad, Toby had a comforting manner about him.

Toby came to the door and when
she opened it, he removed his hat, rotated it in his hands, his
eyes glistened and Ren knew – knew with all her heart.

“Mrs. Carter, I’m afraid I have
some bad news …”

Her knees buckled and Toby
caught her.

Chet had been changing a flat
tire on his truck near Coulee City. A Freightliner hauling logs had
swerved to miss a deer while coming out of a curve. The load
shifted, the driver lost control, veered into the oncoming lane,
then onto the shoulder where Chet was working on his truck.

He never had a chance.
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Lee had rushed home from Seattle
and took charge of arrangements.

He’d seen a lot of death in Iraq
but losing his father so suddenly was devastating. For Ren, much of
that time was a blur. She kept telling herself Chet was not dead.
It was a bad dream. She kept a vigil at the window, expecting to
see his truck roll up the driveway. He’s just late, she whispered
over and over while holding one of his shirts.

He’s just late.

They buried Chet in the cemetery
near the church where they were married. Lee was twenty-five when
it happened, and he took his father’s death hard.

In the time after, Lee would
spend whole days in his room, dealing with the loss of his dad and
whatever nightmares still haunted him from his duty in Iraq. He’d
spend hours sitting up all night in the kitchen staring into the
darkness, or he’d meet a friend to watch the game or have a beer,
but most of the time he’d go off alone in the mountains, hiking or
hunting, as if searching for answers.

That went on for a few months
before he’d reached a decision to quit his job as a mechanic in
Jade Falls and move out of the house.

One of his Marine friends was
running the service bays at a large truck dealership in Seattle. It
was a big operation and he’d offered Lee a high-paying job with
good benefits.

“I hate to leave you, Mom. It
hurts so much; I hate this but I have to go.”

Ren understood.

She didn’t like it, either, but
she understood.

“I’ll be all right here with
Tipper. I’ll be fine, son.”

Sometimes when she visited
Chet’s grave, she prayed for the day Lee would come home and
resurrect the towing business and maybe settle down here. Yet in
her heart she knew it was never going to happen.

You gotta let go, girl,
she’d tell herself. That’s how it has to be.

Lee had set out on a new life, a
good life, and she was happy for him.

For not long after Lee had moved
to Seattle, he met a girl, Eileen, the prettiest thing. She was a
nurse, smart as a whip, and so sweet. After they were married,
Eileen had made sure they made the six-hour round trip from Seattle
to Ice Lake every month to visit.

It wasn’t long before Eileen was
pregnant with their first, a boy. They’d named him Brett, a mix of
Eileen’s dad, Brad, and Chet’s names. Then Eileen had a girl, Lisa,
then another boy, Jack. And with the arrival of each of her
grandchildren Ren drove into Seattle and stayed with Lee and Eileen
to help out.

Those days had been so
joyful.

Ren felt alive again. Something
new was reborn in her heart.

The greatest thing was how well
she got along with Eileen. Maybe it was because Eileen had lost her
own parents at an early age that they seemed to be on the same
emotional frequency. They understood how people needed to hang on
to each other any way they could.

They were more like mother and
daughter than in-laws.

“You know,” Eileen said, “We’ve
got plenty of room at our house and we’re going to add a bathroom
in the basement, Ren. Why don’t you move in with us?”

“Thank you, honey, but I can’t
leave the lake. It’d be like leaving Chet. As long as I can look
after myself, I’ll stay at our house in the mountains.”

“Well, if you ever change your
mind, you know how we feel.”

Ren got by, taking things one
day at a time, “because that’s how they come,” as Chet used to
say.

She didn’t have to worry about
finances. She had life insurance money and a settlement from the
logging company whose truck had hit Chet. Doug Elam, the owner of
the company, had come to her home, sat in the living room where
he’d presented it to her himself with tears in his eyes because
he’d known Chet when they were both starting out. Doug hugged her
before he’d left.

“It’s a hell of a thing what
life does to us, Ren. A hell of a thing.”

Isn’t that the truth, Ren
thought, checking the time on the oven, then her pies. Everything
was coming along. Tipper ambled up to her, she rubbed his head and
reflected on Doug Elam’s observation all those years ago.

“It’s true,” she said looking
toward the mountains. “You never know what life has in store for
you.”


Chapter 19

 


Ice Lake, Washington

 


After Chet’s death and after
some soul-searching, Ren sold the towing business to a family in
Big Bear River.

They seemed like good people,
and that was important to her.

Pike Weaver, a former trucker
like Chet, and his wife, Sally, were originally from Minnesota.
They were a young couple, in their thirties, and had two boys. Ren
sometimes saw them in town, saw their gentle manner and felt she’d
put Chet’s company in good hands.

And while Ren missed her husband
every day, she never felt alone.

She had her friends and her card
club. Every week someone was the host for poker, snacks, and
gossip. She enjoyed keeping busy, baking for local diners, cafes,
and church charities.

Ren remembered the time she was
at a church fundraiser in Split Cloud Point, delivering tarts and
pies, thinking that she had a lot to be thankful for when she got
word from a sheriff’s deputy that Lee had been shot.

Ren nearly went out of her
mind.

She climbed into her truck and
drove straight to Seattle, saying a prayer with every mile until
she’d arrived at the hospital where they’d taken Lee.

Eileen was at his side.

“I’m okay, mom.”

Lee was sitting up, his voice
strong as he recounted what had happened. It had started out like
any other day. He was on his coffee break and had gone to the bank
on the corner when five men with masks and guns stormed into the
place. They’d used flash bang grenades and ordered people to get on
their stomachs on the floor. People near Lee were confused. They
were still standing until the gunmen unleashed automatic fire on
the group, killing several people around him. Lee was shot in the
arm and thigh and lay there bleeding, watching things unfold,
studying the shooters, memorizing details before they fled.

“After they were gone, I used my
shirt to help one woman who’d been shot in the neck, but she lost
too much blood. She didn’t make it. I did all I could.”

Ren and Eileen were overcome as
he continued.

“I survived all my time in Iraq,
being shot at, facing snipers, booby traps, mines, and every kind
of assault, only to come home and walk into a war zone in my own
neighborhood. I can’t believe it.”

Neither could Ren.

That day had been one of the
most frightening of her life.

In all, six people were shot
dead and eight were wounded in the robbery. They never found the
killers. Her heart went out to the families of the other victims.
She understood loss and couldn’t bear to think of losing Lee, or
what it would mean for Eileen and the kids.

Fortunately, Lee recovered and
went back to work while helping the detectives on the case who’d
visited him often with their questions about the crime.

Months after the robbery Lee
went to the hospital for one of his follow-up appointments. He told
them he had a few cramps, that he’d seemed to get easily tired,
that his skin itched, and he was always thirsty. After the doctors
ran a number of tests they saw something that had nothing to do
with his gunshot wounds. They ran more tests and that’s when
everything turned upside-down.

One of Lee’s kidneys was not
working properly. He had kidney disease.

Eileen and Ren were overwhelmed
but Lee stood strong.

That was his way.

Quiet and resolute.

“You got to play with the cards
you’re given,” he said.

He remained positive for Eileen
and the kids.

But in a short time his
condition had worsened and the doctors told him that he had End
Stage Renal Failure. He needed a new kidney, or he would ultimately
die. They put him on a state waiting list for a donor. Until then,
he had to undergo dialysis, to do the work of his failing kidney,
three times a week with the knowledge that the chances for
longer-term survival for dialysis patients his age and condition
were around twenty-five to thirty-five percent.

So much went through Ren’s mind
during that time.

She’d worried about Lee, then
there was the impact his condition had on Eileen and the kids, the
challenge of getting Lee to the hospital three times a week and the
struggle to maintain his job. He had a good health plan and Ren was
ready to help out in every way.

Lee appeared to accept his
diagnosis.

On the surface he seemed at
peace with it. But Ren never really knew what he was thinking. Then
one day, about a month after he’d first got the news, they were
alone in his hospital room and he opened up to her.

“Mom, I’m afraid for Brett,
Lisa, and Jack, because I know what it’s like to lose your dad. I’m
worried about Eileen and the kids. They deserve to have a good
life, if I don’t make it.”

“Don’t talk like that. You’re
going to make it. We’re going to get through this, things are going
to work out, you’ll see.”

“How do you know?”

She held back her tears. All she
could do was smile at him because the truth was she didn’t know.
The truth was she was scared to death at the prospect of losing her
son.

“I just know.”

That was over a year ago.

Since then Lee’s medical team
had set him up for treatment at his home with a dialysis machine
and an osmosis machine. Some days were good for him, others were
not. All in all, Lee was a fighter. He was strong. She drove to
Seattle almost every other week to look in on him and help Eileen
with the kids. Sometimes she took Tipper with her. The kids loved
him and he loved the kids.

Everybody was coping, everybody
was brave.

Now, as Ren’s apple pies baked,
she kneaded Tipper’s neck and looked out the window wondering how
much more hardship her family was supposed to take.

She glanced at the clock and
whispered another prayer for Lee.

Day by day, minute by minute,
time was ticking down on him.


Chapter 20

 


Southern Alberta

 


Little by little, after he and
Cathy had divorced, Fortin had tried to repair his life.

But it was so damn hard, it was
almost futile.

One night, consumed with
despair, he was contemplating ending everything, was actually
considering the method, when his phone rang. His first impulse was
to ignore it but something had urged him to answer.

“Hello, is this Mr. Will
Fortin?”

The voice on the line had been
upbeat and belonged to a young woman.

“Yes, who’s calling?”

“Mr. Fortin, my name is Maggie,
and I was hoping to discuss with you ways that are guaranteed to
save you money on your energy bills.”

Fortin didn’t respond.

“Mr. Fortin?”

“I’m not interested.”

“I understand, sir, but with
Mountain Sky Vista’s new consolidation plan we guarantee you a
minimum of twenty-five—”

“Did you hear me, Maggie? I said
I’m not interested.”

Maggie didn’t speak.

A few seconds passed then Fortin
had pulled the phone from his ear to hang up on Maggie when he’d
heard her say: “Sorry to have bothered you,” just before she’d
started to cry.

Fortin hesitated, thought, then
he brought the phone back to his ear.

“Sorry,” he said.

“Mr. Fortin,” Maggie said, “I’m
just trying to do my job, so I can pay my bills.”

“You’re right, I was rude and
I’m very sorry.”

But Maggie couldn’t help it and
had let go.

“I got a little boy, you know.
And my husband left us and he won’t pay child support and I’m
behind in my rent. This is the only job I could get. It’s hard, you
know?”

“I know.”

For the next twenty minutes he
and Maggie had talked. Fortin didn’t buy into the Vista plan, but
for a moment, they were two human beings who’d each found a
shoulder for the pain they were bearing.

When Fortin finally did hang up,
he’d reflected on Maggie’s situation and her determination to make
her life better. That’s when he’d come to the realization that he
had to stop wallowing in self-pity.

The next evening Fortin went to
A.A.

It was painful and difficult,
but he stuck with it. He quit drinking, started exercising, and
took up long-distance running, isolating himself for mile after
mile into the night, wondering each time his foot hit the ground if
he would ever escape his guilt.

He sought counselling again and
searched for answers. He reapplied for corporal and throughout the
process he’d wondered about Cathy. She had moved on with her life,
teaching at a school outside of Calgary.

The biggest change he had to
endure was the fact she remarried.

Cathy had fallen in love with
the principal; a soft-spoken guy whose first name was Chadwick. He
was a Mormon. Chadwick Endicott. Fortin had met him once when he’d
bumped into them at a Calgary mall.

Chadwick seemed like a decent
man. Cathy and Chadwick had two little girls. Cathy was happy, but
there was something else. She couldn’t conceal it, but her concern
for Fortin flickered behind her eyes.

“How are you doing, Will?”

He smiled, then said: “Oh, good,
I’m good.”

But Cathy knew the truth. He saw
it reflected in her face.

“You know,” she said, glancing
at Chadwick, as if they’d already discussed what she was going to
say, “If you ever want to talk about anything, you can call
me.”

“No, thanks, that’s okay. I’m
fine.”

But Cathy, Chadwick, and Fortin
knew he’d lied.

So it was that on some nights,
the bad ones, Fortin had called Cathy’s home number. If she didn’t
answer, he’d hang up. When she did answer, he’d talk to her.

She always listened.

She was the only one who
understood.

“You have to forgive yourself,
Will.”

Most nights, when Fortin thought
of Cathy, happy with Chadwick and their beautiful daughters, he
felt like a ghost haunting the life he should’ve had, the one that
died that night at the Big Diamond Farm.

It wasn’t long before Fortin had
received word that this time he’d been successful in his bid to
make corporal and work out of Calgary. A superintendent who was
sympathetic to his history had assigned him to escort duty with a
new national security team, apart from what provincial provost
sections did. Fortin’s new job involved transporting prisoners
across the province, across the country, and around the world.

He liked the work, enjoyed
travelling, but continued to live a solitary life, tortured by
second guesses.

All the while he ached to do one
thing, anything, that would redeem him.


Chapter 21

 


Prince Albert, Saskatchewan

 


Now, on the same day Ren Carter
worried about her son while preparing her pies in Ice Lake,
Washington, chains clinked in the Maximum Security Unit of
Saskatchewan Penitentiary.

Eight men, four of them prison
staff, approached the cell at the end of the corridor, the one
segregated from the rest of the population.

Inside on his cot, inmate Robert
Lazarus Yacine turned his attention from his worn paperback copy of
Nietzsche’s Beyond Good and Evil to consider the traces of
cologne and cheap motel shampoo that had arrived outside his
door.

“Time to go,” Powers, the deputy
warden, said.

Yacine stood and slid his hands
through the portal of his cell door. Cold steel tightened around
his wrists and snapped.

“Step back, please,” Farrell,
the youngest guard, said.

Keys jangled, metal clicked
against metal, and Yacine’s heavy cell door opened. He cooperated
as a waist chain and leg irons were applied. Taking stock of the
men, he knew Powers, he knew Farrell, and the two other prison
guards, but not the four strangers. One of them passed him a pen
and held a clipboard, thick with forms before him.

“Your signature is required by
the Xs on each record,” the stranger flipped crisp pages of
official documents for Yacine to see.

Letterheads flashed by: the U.S.
Attorney General, the U.S State Department, the FBI, the U.S.
Marshals Service, Immigration, Royal Canadian Mounted Police, U.S.
Homeland Security, Correctional Service Canada, the U.S. Justice
Department, and several other agencies.

It was awkward for him to sign,
his cuffs and chains knocked against the clipboard. Chewing gum
snapped as one of the new men eyeballed Yacine; six feet two
inches, two hundred rock-hard bench-pressed pounds, laced with
tattoos, all packaged in prison-issued green coveralls and
sneakers.

The strangers wore jeans,
khakis, button-down oxfords, polo shirts, and windbreakers. The men
were cold, grim, and all business as they assessed him amid the
distant clang of steel doors and shouting inmates.

From Yacine’s quick read of
names on some of the documents, he figured that two of the
strangers were members of the RCMP, Will Fortin and Terry Cox; and
the other two were Deputy U.S. Marshals, Arlo Phife and Moss
Johnston.

But Yacine didn’t know who was
who.

“Washington DOC will provide you
with personal toilet items, underwear and the like, when they
process you at intake,” Powers said, after witnessing Yacine’s
signature.

“May I bring my book?”

“Personal or library property?”
Powers asked.

“Personal.”

One of the strangers fanned the
book’s pages, examined its spine and binding before concluding that
it was a harmless paperback. Nothing concealed.

“Can I bring it?”

Powers threw Yacine’s request to
the four strangers. It bounced among them until one of them nodded,
an indication of who was in charge.

Yacine figured the one who’d
nodded was in his mid-forties and sensed something curious; the
stranger’s still face and dark, distant eyes gave him the aura of a
haunted man befitting of a new name.

Dark Eyes.

Yacine tucked his observations
away.

After processing Yacine and
signing him out, he was escorted from the Maximum Security Unit to
the rear of the prison where a CSC van and two marked Chevy Impalas
from the RCMP’s Prince Albert Detachment waited within the high
stone walls of the institution.

The men put Yacine in the van
and helped him with his seatbelt. The gum snapper sat facing Yacine
and never removed his eyes from him.

“Tell me,” the gum-snapper
leaned forward, invading Yacine’s space, “that time you shared a
cell with Zookoff, that huge Russian, were you his bitch?”

One of the others turned away,
smiling covertly.

Yacine stared at the
gum-snapper, his chains tinkling softly as over and over he rotated
Nietzsche’s Beyond Good and Evil in his hands without
speaking.

Without blinking.


Chapter 22

 


Prince Albert, Saskatchewan

 


The Mountie, Will Fortin, the
one Yacine had named Dark Eyes was not part of the
taunt.

Fortin didn’t go for that kind
of crap.

He looked out the van’s window
as the small convoy left through the gate. Work had taken Fortin to
this prison and many others many times over the years since he got
this job. Ironic, he thought, while he was free to leave each
prison, he’d never escape the one he’d built for himself.

“Billy, wake up! Daisy, wake
up!”

Saskatchewan Penitentiary was a
century old and sat on a twenty-eight-acre expanse of land at the
western edge of Prince Albert, a city of some fifty thousand
people, in the near middle of Saskatchewan, a province big enough
to swallow several Midwestern states. It marked the passage between
the vast prairie and the northern boreal forest leading to the
Northwest Territories and the Arctic. Or, Fortin thought, what some
called “the end of the world.”

Twenty minutes after exiting the
pen, the convoy came to Glass Field, the small airport that borders
the North Saskatchewan River northeast of town. The three vehicles
activated their emergency lights and moved toward a far hangar and
a waiting plane.

Yacine’s escorts had radioed
ahead, so by the time the cars and van came to a halt, the two-man
crew, pilot, RCMP Corporal Eric Banner, and co-pilot, RCMP Corporal
Ken Leclair, had completed most of their pre-flight checks.

But one of the passengers, the
Mountie, Terry Cox, was not happy with the small, twin-engine
aircraft.

“What the hell’s going on?” Cox
asked. “What’s this? Where’s our big turbo prop?”

“There was a mechanical issue,
so we’re using this one,” Banner said.

“You expect us all to cram into
that little toy?”

“Relax, there’s a seat for
everybody. We could have a weather issue along the way and the ride
might get bumpy, but we’ll get there. There’s no lavatory though,
so we’ll make a pee stop for you, Terry,” Banner grinned.

“Do you believe this?” Cox shook
his head, turning to the two Americans, who shrugged off Cox’s
concerns as they helped Yacine climb the stairs into the
aircraft.

Once all the men had boarded,
they started the engines and secured clearance. The plane roared
down the runway and lifted off on its secret flight.

Destination: Seattle,
Washington.


Chapter 23

 


Somewhere Over Saskatchewan

 


The ground dropped and vast
stretches of land flowed below like an eternal patchwork quilt.

Yacine remained shackled,
chained to his seat and peering out the window. One of the men sat
directly behind him, one beside him, while Fortin and the
gum-snapper faced him. None of Yacine’s escorts carried
firearms.

Each was armed with a stun
gun.

It didn’t take long to reach
cruising altitude, where Yacine passed much of his time
reading.

Fortin continued studying
Yacine’s file, even though he’d read it the previous night in his
motel room because he had trouble sleeping. Too much was at stake
with Yacine’s case. The stress brought on nightmares and the past
had tormented Fortin.

So he got up and went over the
file again.

And now, on the plane, Fortin
read it one more time.

Robert Lazarus Yacine, FPS
Number 050300D. NCIC Number: M-51428683J. A U.S. citizen of
Algerian descent, born in Ashland, Kentucky; ex-military,
Special-Ops in Iraq, ex-mercenary in Africa, was serving time in
Saskatchewan after shooting two armored car guards about a year ago
in a botched multi-million dollar heist in Montreal at what is now
known as Pierre Elliott Trudeau International Airport.

The guards survived.

Yacine had good lawyers. He’d
gotten ten years.

But six months before the
armored car hit in Canada, fourteen people were shot, six of them
killed, during a $1.5 million dollar bank robbery in Seattle. The
masked suspects used AKs and tear gas in the commando-style
attack.

A shoe impression from a
suspect, who’d stepped on a freshly mopped section of floor in the
Seattle case, was consistent with an impression collected five
months earlier in a robbery-homicide of a restaurant in Washington,
D.C.

In that case seven people were
wounded, three died, one of them a CIA operative who oversaw the
capture of key terror suspects around the world. But that fact was
never released; the operative was identified in the press as a
low-level analyst in the agency.

Behind the scenes, the CIA and
FBI suspected the D.C. homicides were a cover for the CIA agent’s
assassination; and that the Seattle heist was a fundraising
operation for Algerian terrorist groups with ties within the
U.S.

No arrests had been made and it
looked like the Seattle and D.C. incidents were on their way to
becoming cold cases.

But in the Seattle homicides, a
thread of evidence emerged from an eye-witness who’d glimpsed a
unique spider tattoo, peeking from the gloved hand of the principal
shooter. Seattle detectives obtained a detailed sketch and working
with the FBI, checked it with tattoo artists and tattoo databases
that could be mined from those collected in jails and prisons
across the U.S.

All efforts dead-ended, along
with several leads in other areas. As time passed, the tattoo
aspect was also pursued by police in Canada and Europe. Last month,
it yielded a match in Saskatchewan.

The witness’s sketch detailing a
spider in flames on a web of lightning was identical to the spider
Fortin now saw writhing on the back of Yacine’s right hand, as he
turned the pages of his book.

Fortin went back to the
file.

Upon discovering Yacine in a
Canadian prison, the investigation secretly kicked into overdrive.
Under the ruse of a flu outbreak, Yacine was isolated from the rest
of the prison population, while in the U.S., federal and state
attorneys prepared charges in the Seattle case.

Of paramount importance, they
needed the witness to physically and positively identify Yacine as
the owner of the unique tattoo, to put him in the bank pulling the
trigger.

It was the foundation of their
case.

It took weeks of secret,
high-level legal wrangling between justice officials in Canada and
the U.S. before an agreement was reached for both countries to
share intelligence files and secretly fly Yacine to Seattle where
the witness could identify him, charges would be filed, and he
would face prosecution, once he’d finished serving his time in
Canada.

They were on the cusp of
ensuring Yacine would never be free again.

But there was a problem.

The witness in Seattle might not
survive long enough to ID Yacine. His health was deteriorating. The
latest status report had indicated he was near death.

Without the witness, the case
would collapse.

Moreover, Yacine had a strong
appeal going on his Canadian conviction. He’d been succeeding at
every stage and could win his freedom within months.

Then he’d vanish.

Fortin finished the file and
closed the folder.

Time swept by and the drone of
the plane’s engines lulled Yacine to sleep.

Fortin could not rest. Too much
was riding on this assignment. He turned to the window, struggling
to understand why in recent weeks, his sins loomed as large as the
clouds out there.

He could never bury the images
of the night his life had changed but somehow an internal force he
could never understand had given him an undefined reason to keep
living, as if there was still some mysterious purpose to his
life.


Chapter 24

 


Ice Lake, Washington

 


In her house on Little Timber
Road, Ren Carter collected her pies and tarts, carefully placed
them in white cardboard boxes, then secured the boxes with
string.

Before loading them into her
Jeep, she put fresh water and some treats into Tipper’s bowls,
rubbed his neck, and kissed his snout.

“You behave while I’m gone,
buster, I won’t be long.”

Driving off to make her
deliveries and breathing in the beauty of the forests and
mountains, Ren knew that keeping busy was good but she couldn’t
stop worrying about Lee. With time running out and the odds against
him climbing as high as the snow-crested peaks, she revisited the
idea of moving in with him, Eileen, and the kids.

I should do more to help
them.

She came to Three Rock River and
her first stop, Dawna-Ray’s Road House, only now it was the Blue
Bonnet Café. She blinked at the memories of working here, the place
where she’d met Chet, where he’d proposed. New people owned it now,
good, kind people, who’d come up from Salem, Oregon. Old hippies
who were regular customers, taking six pies every week: two apple,
two blueberry, a lemon, and a pecan.

After finishing at the Blue
Bonnet, Ren drove for several miles and returned to her thoughts
about Lee, chastising herself for not realizing the obvious.

Dear Lord, I’m being selfish
staying here in Ice Lake. No mother would’ve missed this. What have
I been thinking?

Gravel crunched under her
truck’s wheels as she came to Cougar Creek and Angie’s Country
Kitchen, where she dropped off six more pies. When she’d climbed
back into her Jeep she could feel a sense of duty forming in her
gut.

I should be with them.

A few miles more and she came to
the hamlet of Split Cloud Point and pulled up to Sonny’s Gas.
Truckers and the people who drove for the county and state liked
her tarts and she dropped off four dozen, a mix of pecan, apple,
cherry, butter, and lemon.

“Keep ’em coming, Ren, we always
sell out,” Sonny Faraday told her, handing her a twenty and a ten
from the till. He sold them for a dollar a tart.

Coming to the end of her
delivery run, Ren returned to Jade Falls and headed to the Glorious
Grand Redeemer Church, where volunteers were preparing for another
potluck fundraiser. She was donating pies and tarts. Most of her
friends from her card club would be there. It would be good to see
them. Maybe she’d tell them that she was thinking of moving to
Seattle to help her son and his family.

Ren pulled into the church
parking lot and turned off the engine. As the motor ticked, a tiny
alarm began sounding in the back of her mind. She was overcome with
a sense of foreboding and gripped the wheel hard with both
hands.

Hang on! Just hang on!

She had no clue what had come
over her, just a sense that something was wrong. Several seconds
passed and she regained enough control to get out, pick up her pies
and tarts, and make her way to the church.

I’m going to call Lee as soon
as I get home.

Ren had reached the door when
her friend and fellow card club member, Stella Marchant, was
leaving. Stella was known for her delicious egg and potato
salads.

“Ren! I haven’t seen you in
weeks!”

“That’s right, we missed you at
the club. You and Herb were away.”

“Got back from Key West
Wednesday, how are you?”

“Well …I’m …”

Ren was at a loss. She couldn’t
lie to her friend. She put her boxes down and massaged her temples.
Stella grabbed her shoulders.

“Is it Lee?”

Ren nodded, her son’s
memory.

I’m afraid for Eileen and the
kids. They deserve to have a good life, if I don’t make it.

“I thought of you while I was
away,” Stella said. “How’s he doing?”

“They’re still waiting for a
donor. All we can do is hope.”

Ren fought her tears because she
knew the truth, her hope was slipping away, and her heart was
breaking.

“And pray,” Stella hugged Ren.
“We’ll pray with everything we’ve got.”


Chapter 25

 


Great Falls, Montana

 


A few hours after leaving Prince
Albert, the plane carrying Robert Lazarus Yacine landed at Great
Falls International Airport in Montana.

Fortin and the Marshals talked
to U.S. Customs and Border Protection, handing them documents for
signing to clear entry.

The Mounties and Marshals kept
Yacine in restraints as they escorted him to a small terminal where
he was permitted to use the restroom, with the door open and one of
the men watching him.

Afterward, they returned Yacine
to the plane and he was again secured to his seat. The others
returned to the plane with ham and cheese sandwiches wrapped in
plastic, chips, and canned drinks.

The pilots started the engines
and the plane climbed from the Great Plains to ascend the Bitteroot
Range of the Rocky Mountains for the final leg of the trip.

The snow-crowned peaks reached
before them to the horizon.

Before departure, Banner, the
pilot, and Leclair, the co-pilot, had checked the aviation forecast
for any watches, warnings, or advisories for Idaho, eastern and
western Washington. They knew that weather over the mountains can
change without warning.

Conditions were good, until they
were over eastern Washington, where the sky clouded and
darkened.

Rain streaked the
windshield.

It was not a concern until they
received an updated advisory. A new disturbance was riding up and
over the Yakima Ridge toward the Wenatchee Mountains with a band of
rapidly moving showers or thunderstorms. Severe wind gusts and
possible lightning were predicted.

“What do you think?” Leclair
asked Banner.

“Let’s take things a bit north
over Lake Chelan. We can climb over it. Advise the centers that
we’re adjusting our course to steer clear of the mess.”

Leclair made the call, the rain
came down harder. As the plane banked, the pilots looked through
the cloud breaks over the North Cascades, reaching up majestically
nearly ten thousand feet.

They saw a colossal range of
broiling storm clouds pierced by lightning over Sawtooth Ridge.
Leclair looked back over the starboard side, not believing what he
was seeing.

It was the same thing.

“What the hell’s happening? I’ve
never seen anything move so fast.”

Leclair cursed under his breath
as the plane began to bounce along pockets of rough air.

Banner scanned the port side,
realizing that massive walls of churning black clouds were closing
in on them from all points.

They were being swallowed.


Chapter 26

 


Somewhere Over the North Cascade
Mountains

 


The rain intensified as if a
wave had been unleashed and the plane yawed.

“I think we should put her
down,” Leclair said.

Banner agreed and switched on
the cabin intercom to advise his passengers.

“We've got weather with an
attitude so we’re going to land and sit things out. Be sure you’re
buckled up back there. It could get a little rocky.”

Banner switched off the
intercom.

“Ken, check Lake Chelan for an
unscheduled land -- ”

The plane heaved as if a
gigantic fist gave it an uppercut, throwing Leclair’s head against
the console. Blood webbed down his temple.

“You okay, Ken?”

He touched his head then looked
at the blood on his finger.

“I’m okay, but I can’t believe
this.”

Banner commenced requesting
Seattle Air Center get them to the nearest strip as the plane
swayed, bucked, then jolted with a deafening bang.

Then it dropped.

“Fire in the starboard engine!”
Leclair said.

The plane began yawing. The
stricken engine flamed out. Cockpit alarms sounded. Instrument
needles freewheeled as Banner fought to steady the aircraft.

“Something’s wrong with the
ailerons,” Banner said. “Call in a mayday! We’ve got to put down
now!”

The pilots struggled with the
controls taking the plane into a rapid descent as the starboard
wing ignited.

“We’re losing it!”

The plane was vibrating and
increasing speed as it plummeted. The men in the cabin began
shouting. One had reached for his cell phone and was attempting to
call his family.

The man behind Yacine recited
the Lord’s Prayer. The gum-snapper’s knuckles whitened as he
gripped the armrests of his seat and choked back tears. Through the
downpour, Yacine glimpsed alpine slopes and forests rushing toward
them and embraced death.

Fortin’s heart filled with
regret.

Is this the way I am going to
die? Falling from the sky without making things right?

Fortin’s stomach lifted and his
ears popped.

Blinding, wind-driven rain
pounded the plane.

It nosed downward, increasing in
speed.

Cockpit alarms bleated.

Banner strained to pull the
plane out of its dive as the surviving engine screamed. The nose
was lifting, ever so slightly, it was lifting.

Leclair shouted a cheer.

Relief was emerging on Banner’s
face in the instant before they lost control and slammed into a
mountainside.


Chapter 27

 


Jade Falls, Washington

 


The first 911 call went to the
IceCom Dispatch Center in Jade Falls, Washington. It came on a
satellite phone from a local mountain guide, who was up lake with a
group of tourists on horseback.

“It was a small plane, maybe a
twin-prop!”

“Can you give me an approximate
location?”

“Across the lake from us, near
Ghost Ridge, but we can’t get to it!”

The dispatcher’s keyboard
clicked as she burned through her agency alert list to activate the
region’s search and rescue operation.

It was going to take some time
to get everybody rolling.


Chapter 28

 


Jade Falls, Washington

 


Miles away, at the crash site,
Robert Lazarus Yacine was cold and wet.

If he could feel, he was
alive.

He blinked at daylight and the
small fires licking everywhere in the soft rain. He coughed, nearly
gagging on the stench of burning plastic, metal, and rubber.

Rain trickled into his eye, down
his face, and into his mouth. When he tasted it, he knew it was
blood. His head throbbed. It had to be a nasty cut. His neck hurt
but his adrenaline was pumping.

He’d deal with the pain. He was
all right.

The plane was in pieces at the
edge of a forest. While Yacine remained cuffed and shackled, the
crash had freed him from his seat, which had broken from the floor.
He undid his seatbelt and after some contortions, got to his feet
and stumbled, crab-like, through the wreckage, chains chinking as
he counted the dead.

The nearest body was missing its
head.

It was the man who’d sat behind
him; RCMP Corporal Terry Cox, according to the ID that Yacine
fished from his pocket. No handcuff keys. The man who’d sat beside
Yacine, Deputy U.S. Marshal Moss Johnston, had no pulse or handcuff
keys, but he did have a lot of cash.

U.S. cash.

Both pilots were impaled in the
trees.

That’s four dead, two to go.

What about Dark Eyes?

Yacine scanned the wreckage,
glimpsing a hand under the twisted metal of a wing. Dark Eyes had a
bloodied face. Yacine felt for a pulse, not sure he had one before
he heard moaning coming from nearby.

Yacine left Dark Eyes.

The gum-snapper, his taunter,
was near the tail. A long strip of metal fuselage was embedded in
his legs, slicing deep into both above the knee in a
near-amputation.

A brilliant pool of blood was
forming under him him.

“Help me,” he pleaded.
“Please.”

Chains jingled as Yacine probed
his pockets, finding the ID of Marshal Arlo Phife. Yacine grinned
when he found handcuff keys in Phife’s pants and freed himself.
Then he opened the luggage of his escorts and changed from his
prison greens into jeans, a button-down shirt, and a leather
jacket. Everything seemed a little tight, but it would have to do.
He returned to Phife and took his boots, lacing them onto his feet.
Snug, but they’d do for this terrain.

“Help me, please,” Phife
pleaded.

“Hang on there, partner.”

“Thanks, man, than --”

Yacine took Phife’s head in his
hands, gritted his teeth, and twisted hard, watching Phife’s eyes
balloon as vertebrae snapped.

All of them were dead now.

Yacine found binoculars in the
cockpit. He climbed to the highest point and scanned an eternity of
forests and mountains until he spotted a road and a town, miles
off.

Smiling, he started in that
direction.


Chapter 29

 


Ice Lake, Washington

 


At that moment, some ten to
twelve miles south of the crash site, Ren Carter had returned to
her home.

Even before she’d gotten out of
her Jeep she could hear Tipper’s yowls from inside the house.

Something’s not right.

She knew his happy-you’re-back
yips, his whines, his feed-me yaps, his throaty growls when there
was a raccoon, or skunk about, but this barking was pure fear.

Something’s wrong.

As soon as Ren opened the door
Tipper was all over her, front paws on her shoulders, and full of
fright. She gave him a hug.

“What’s got you spooked, you big
baby?”

Ren set her bag down on the side
table and began taking inventory of her home. Tipper accompanied
her, whimpering and tail wagging. No windows were open, or broken.
No signs of anything out of place.

“What is it? What’s going
on?”

Ren jumped and Tipper barked
when her phone rang.

Catching her breath, she
answered it.

“It’s Eileen,” her voice broke,
“I’m at the hospital with Lee.”

“The hospital? Why? He looked so
well on Sunday.”

“He was good, but he woke up in
the night in pain, so we brought him here to Harborview. Then he
got worse and worse. It’s bad. Doctor Pollard said to call you now
because … because,” her voice sounded so small as if she were a
million miles away. “I’m sorry, Ren, he doesn’t have much time
left. They’ve moved him up on the national list but they don’t
think he’s going to make it.”

No! This isn’t happening! This
can’t be real!

Ren’s living room began spinning
with her photographs of Chet, Lee, Eileen, and the kids racing
around her. The floor turned to liquid. Dizzy, Ren’s hand flew to
her mouth and she collapsed into her sofa chair, eyes blurring.

“Ren? Did you hear what I
said?”

She took a moment to swallow
air, get control, steady herself, and find her voice.

“I’m on my way. Eileen? Can you
hear me?”

“Yes.”

“You tell Lee I’m coming
now!”


Chapter 30

 


Jade Falls, Washington

 


RCMP Corporal Will Fortin
floated to consciousness in the rain-misted gloom, recalling the
earth rushing up to hammer the plane.

Now, as he lay in the wreckage
strapped in his seat, his right leg was numb, pinned under a piece
of fuselage. His face was laced with blood and rain. He shifted his
position, blinking repeatedly to see below his hip. His legs didn’t
look bad. His brain flashed with images of someone helping.

Where’d they go?

“Everybody OK?” Fortin called,
unbuckling his seatbelt. It took great effort and a lot of
maneuvering to extract himself from the debris. “Everybody OK?” his
voice echoed. No one answered and no one aided him as he struggled
to stand. He nearly collapsed so he sat down on a rock, massaging
his leg until circulation returned.

Good.

He was sore, his left arm felt
like something was grinding when he moved it. But he could
move.

Brushing blood and dirt from his
eyes, he took careful stock of the aftermath. Moment by moment,
body by body, as he checked on the others, the toll emerged: Cox,
Leclair, Banner, Phife, and Johnston.

They were all dead.

Fortin pulsated with shock.

Steadying himself against a tree
– where’s my prisoner? – Fortin seized on the metallic glint
of cuffs, chains, leg irons, and tracks in damp earth, leading into
the forest, until it became clear there was a second survivor.

Yacine had escaped.

Reaching deep inside, clawing
for whatever he had left, Fortin did what he was trained to do.

He pursued his prisoner.


Chapter 31

 


Jade Falls, Washington

 


For Yacine, the pine-scented
mountain air was almost as sweet as freedom. Moving fast over the
rugged high country, he embraced the whip crack of needled branches
against his pale skin.

Anything was better than his
cage in Saskatchewan.

But he had to stop.

Again.

Disciplined bodybuilding did not
make him a long-distance runner.

He doubled over, gulping air and
thinking. His sources on the outside had tipped him to what the
patriots in the U.S. justice system had planned for him in Seattle,
with their special witness, who was going to make some kind of
deathbed ID.

Yacine laughed at his luck.

In just a few days, there would
be nothing connecting him to any of his contract work in Seattle,
or D.C., or London, or Madrid, or Athens, or anywhere else.

They thought they had this old
boy nailed.

They thought wrong.

Yacine was strong and the strong
survived.

He caught his breath at a
clearing that offered a sweeping view. He scanned it, calculating
that all he needed was to get to that road, get into a vehicle, and
he was gone.

He saw patches of highway beyond
the next ridge and grinned.

He was almost there.


Chapter 32

 


Ice Lake, Washington

 


After Eileen’s call from the
hospital, several long moments passed as Ren processed what was
happening.

I can’t lose Lee. I just
can’t.

She couldn’t waste time.

Come on, get moving! Get
moving!

She began packing as fast as she
could, debating, as she loaded clothes and toiletries into her
suitcase, on whether to bring Tipper with her. Fighting her tears
she reasoned that, given the circumstances, it might be good to
have him at Lee’s house for the kids.

It could be therapeutic, and I
need him with me because I don’t want to make this drive alone.

After gathering some food and
items for Tipper, Ren set her suitcase and Tipper’s things in the
back of her Jeep. Tipper took his spot in the passenger seat,
happily panting. He liked going for drives. Ren stroked his head,
closed the door, then got behind the wheel.

She drove a short distance to
the driveway next door, the one with the mailbox fastened to the
post with a U.S. flag fluttering in the breeze.

The name on the box read B.
Gafferty.

Ren could hear the full-throttle
brattle of a chainsaw as she rolled along the dirt driveway. She
came to a ranch-style house where Buck Gafferty, a retired
firefighter, was cutting firewood. Once he spotted her, he killed
the chainsaw. In the soothing quiet, he removed his earphones, his
goggles then approached Ren’s door.

“Buck, I have to get to Seattle.
It’s Lee.”

“How’s he doing?”

Biting back her tears, she
managed to say: “He’s taken a bad turn, he’s in the hospital. It
doesn’t look good.”

Buck understood, he pulled off
his glove and patted her shoulder.

“We’ll watch your place, Ren.
You drive safely, Bella and I will say a prayer for Lee.”

Ren nodded her thanks and pulled
away, grappling with her emotions. She went through a mental
checklist as she rolled along Little Timber Road to the highway and
Seattle where her son was dying.

No, he’s not! Don’t say that!
He’s going to be okay! I’m not going to lose him! I can’t lose
him!

On the highway, Ren saw that her
fuel gauge was nearly touching the “E.” She wheeled into Grizzly’s
Gas Station.

At the pumps, two men were
gassing up their pickup. A stove and fridge were strapped in the
bed of the truck, and the younger of the two men was adjusting
straps while the other pumped gas. As Ren filled her tank, she
looked up at a helicopter thumping by.

“What’s that about?” she asked
one of the men.

“Haven’t you heard?” the man at
the pump said. “All kinds of chatter on the radios. A plane crashed
up near Ghost Ridge.”

“Oh no.”

“Going to be hard to get help up
there on foot to do a proper search for survivors, that’s for
sure.”

For an instant, Ren wished she
had a helicopter to fly her to Seattle right now.


Chapter 33

 


Jade Falls, Washington

 


Fortin drew on all he’d learned
from the survival and tracking courses he’d taken in the Northwest
Territories and Nunavut.

As his blood warmed, he pushed
himself harder, gaining speed.

He came to a clearing and
studied the panoramic view, fixing on slivers of a highway in the
distance. A few hundred yards off, he noticed a tiny burst of black
near the sway of bush.

A bear?

Fortin locked on to the spot and
saw another streak of black then a tiny flash of pale white.

A face.

That’s him!

Fortin was close.

So close.


Chapter 34

 


Near Jade Falls, Washington

 


For Ren, Seattle was some three
hours away.

But Lee was in her heart.

As she drove, she was catapulted
back through the tender moments of her life; to the delivery room
where she’d first held Lee, minutes after he was born. Then she
remembered him taking his first steps, speaking his first word:
“Mum.” Going off to school, then the way he had meticulously fussed
with the part in his hair before Chet drove him to Lucy Moreno’s
house on Prom Night.

Ren remembered her pride and her
fear when Lee had enlisted in the Marines, her relief that he’d
come home safe, only to face what they had to face.

She remembered the day Lee
married Eileen, how joy filled his eyes. She also remembered the
agony in them the day they buried Chet.

Ren brushed away her tears,
reached for Tipper and pulled him to her, feeling his warmth, his
unconditional love. As her Jeep threaded through the mountains, she
bargained with God.

“Please don’t take him. Eileen
and the kids need him. I need him.”

Hadn’t her family endured
enough?

Look at everything Lee’s been
through, duty in Iraq, then coming home to his dad’s death, then
being in the bank where six people died during that horrific
robbery. Lee had seen the whole thing. After all these years, the
police still hadn’t caught the killers.

Then, just last month, the FBI
said they’d needed to show Lee some sort of important new
evidence.

Lord, wasn’t he under enough
strain?

Ren continued reasoning with
God.

“If you have to take my son,
please keep him alive long enough for me to get to his side, to
tell him how much I love him. To say goodbye.”

Ren was a strong woman, but her
fears were crushing and she broke down as she approached a two-mile
stretch that curved around dense bush.


Chapter 35

 


Near Jade Falls, Washington

 


Stepping from the forest, Yacine
exhaled and walked to the edge of the highway.

Bending over, breathing hard
through a broad smile, he shook his head.

I’m home free.

Gasping, Yacine kept his eyes on
the lonely road and waited for a vehicle, ready to hitch a
ride.

He’d be long gone before anybody
got to the wreck and figured things out. He’d get to L.A. where he
had support: cash, passports, and contacts. He’d fly to Frankfurt,
then Lisbon, then Algiers and back to work.

He had to be the luckiest
sonofa-

Crack!

Stars exploded, and Yacine
thought a rock had fallen on him just as he recognized Dark Eyes,
whose swing of a club-sized tree branch had landed on Yacine’s jaw,
breaking both on impact.

Yacine staggered.

Fortin took the murderer to the
ground, manhandling him to his stomach, driving his knee into the
back of his lower neck, drilling his face into the pavement,
reaching for plastic handcuffs in his jacket, turning to the flash
of an approaching grill.


Chapter 36

 


Jade Falls, Washington

 


Ren’s tears blurred her vision
when her Jeep, traveling at seventy-one miles an hour, came upon
Fortin and Yacine.

On the road, feet in front of
her!

It ended when it started, before
Ren could react. Before her brain issued the command to take her
foot from the gas and stomp on the brake, before her mouth opened
and her hands spasmed on the wheel, Ren felt the heart-sickening
thud.

Something – a man? – streaked
over her windshield as something else grazed under her!

Ren shrieked, her stomach
clenched, ice shot up her spine, her skin tingled.

She stopped the Jeep.

But it was too late.

Rooted in shock, Ren’s memory of
what followed came in rapid, staccato bursts. Two men,
twenty-thirty yards apart bleeding on the road, other cars and
trucks stopping, concerned faces, cellphone calls, blankets, the
wail of sirens, ambulances, sheriff’s deputies, Washington State
Patrol.

Over and over someone saying,
“I’m so sorry! I didn’t see them! I’m so sorry!”


Chapter 37

 


Jade Falls and Ice Lake,
Washington

 


Fortin was lying on his back,
alive, but frozen in moments scored by sirens and emergency
radios.

A distraught older woman was
sobbing near a police car.

“I’m so sorry! Why were they on
the road? I didn’t see them! I’m so sorry!

“Just take it easy, ma’am.”

“Oh God, but I have to get to my
son in Seattle! I have to go! You don’t understand! Please, I’m so
sorry! But I have to go!”

“Ma’am I need you to sit over
here and take a breath. Can you do that for me? Ma’am, please?”

Fortin felt nothing, saw faces,
paramedics tending to him, getting a board under him, lifting him
to a gurney, soothing him.

“Sir, your friend is going to be
fine. Sir, can you hear me? Your friend is going to be fine, he
…”

Friend?

“ … went under the car, just
some scrapes. But we want to get you to a hospital straight
away.”

Fortin searched the hovering
faces; saw the Stetson of a trooper or deputy and grabbed her wrist
hard. She had a kind face, smooth skin.

Warm.

His eyes bore into hers for a
connection. He squeezed harder and she met him in the moment.

Fortin heard words – it could’ve
been him – but someone said – “I’m Corporal Fortin. RCMP.” And
recited his regimental number. Paramedics tried to quiet him but
the trooper was making notes, her thumb holding Fortin’s badge and
ID to her pad as she wrote.

The words continued.

“We were on a plane taking a
prisoner to Seattle. We crashed up there. Others were killed.
Prisoner escaped, that’s him, Yacine. Dangerous. Put him in
custody. Alert FBI Seattle.”

Fortin repeated his regimental
number.

Again, the paramedics tried to
quiet him.

Fortin saw that the trooper’s
eyes were green, intelligent. Absorbing his words, she reached for
her radio.

Fortin lost consciousness during
the ambulance trip to the county hospital. When he woke, a woman in
a white coat was with him. Now she had his wallet, was studying it
and flipping pages on a clipboard.

“Will, you’re in Ice Lake
Memorial Hospital. I’m Doctor Niki Burton. Nod if you
understand.”

Fortin nodded and Dr. Burton
moved her clipboard closer. His ID, driver’s license, medical card,
business card, and a card with numbers he’d penned on the back;
records of his life.

“You’re hurt too badly for us to
fix everything here. We’re going to airlift you to Seattle, is
there someone back home we should call?”

Fortin touched his detachment
number and the card with his ex-wife’s numbers. Then he brushed his
license and medical card until the doctor understood then she
glanced to someone; a nurse, holding another clipboard, who nodded
and left.

Soon increasingly loud thumping
shook the air.

The helicopter had arrived.

As they wheeled Fortin out, he
glimpsed Yacine, on a gurney in the hall, handcuffed at the wrists
and ankles while half a dozen deputies and troopers guarded
him.

One of them looked back at
Fortin with a sudden glance that telegraphed a mix of respect and
sadness.

The helicopter landed on the
front lawn, and a medical crew wearing helmets and headsets loaded
Fortin through the clamshell door.


Chapter 38

 


Ice Lake, Washington

 


Inside the hospital, Dr. Niki
Burton was in the quiet of her office, sitting before a computer
screen displaying Fortin’s vital information, which she’d accessed
with the help of officials in Canada.

She studied it for several
moments.

Then she called a
twenty-four-hour hotline for a national organ donor network and
discussed Fortin’s situation.

“That’s correct,” she said. “The
patient will not recover from his injuries.”

She confirmed Fortin’s blood
type, tissue type, age, and consent. The network, in turn, searched
its databases and alerted a local transplant organization in
Seattle, which assessed their waiting lists for a match.

Then Dr. Burton, a
thirty-five-year-old mother of three children and local soccer mom,
steeled herself to make another call.


Chapter 39

 


Above the Cascade Mountains,
Washington

 


As the helicopter ascended,
Fortin saw buildings shrink into oceans of green forest, then the
majestic slopes of the Cascade Range.

The sky cleared and he saw
snatches of stunning blue sky, then felt the warmest sensation of
flying and falling through his life …

… there he was back in
Quebec, in the Montcalm neighborhood of his youth, smelling the
fresh-baked bread of the bakery where he’d go with his mother,
tasting the jelly donuts she’d buy for him. Here he was feeding
carrots to the horses at the gate of the old city, and there he was
on the street playing hockey with his pals, and here he was at
school, then at the RCMP Depot in Regina, then in New Brunswick
walking with Cathy in the school yard, helping mend her broken
heart. And there’s Cathy radiant in her wedding dress. He saw their
little home in the foothills before the Rockies in Lone Tree,
Alberta … there he was alone that night, the rain beating on the
windshield of his car, the red eyes of the deer in his headlights.
The Road Runner cartoons … Then the sky turned azure like Ocho Rios
in Jamaica, where he and Cathy spent their honeymoon.


Chapter 40

 


Calgary, Alberta

 


At that time, the principal of
Confederation Elementary School, in a southern suburb of Calgary,
took an urgent call.

She left her phone off the hook
and rushed out of her office to collect the vice principal.
Together they hurried down the main corridor. It was empty and
artwork posted on the walls by the students lifted and crackled in
their wake before they’d stopped at Mrs. Endicott’s class,
signalling her to step into the hall where the principal spoke
softly.

“Cathy, there’s a call for you.
Come with me to my office,” the principal said. “Rhonda will watch
your class.”

As the principal led her to her
office, Cathy read the concern in the principal’s face.

“Is it my kids?” she asked, fear
filling her eyes.

The principal shook her
head.

“Is it Chadwick?”

“No,” the principal said,
leaving Cathy alone so she could take the emergency call in
private.

Nearly numb with apprehension,
Cathy picked up the handset.

“Yes, this is Cathy Endicott …
Yes, Corporal Will Fortin is my husband – former husband ...”

Cathy stared hard into the
painting of the Rockies on the principal’s wall, while at the other
end of the line, Dr. Niki Burton explained.

Slowly the snow-tipped peaks
blurred through Cathy’s tears.

She squeezed the phone hard,
wishing she could reach Will Fortin’s hand; she swallowed air and
found her voice.

“Yes, I can confirm he would
have wanted that. We discussed it when we were marri- yes, you have
my consent.”

In the adjoining office, the
principal and her assistant heard the thunk of the phone hitting
the desktop, then a loud sob, and they rushed into the office to
comfort Cathy.


Chapter 41

 


Seattle, Washington

 


At Harborview Medical Center the
specialists with the rapid organ recovery team prepared Lee Carter
for an emergency kidney transplant.

In the waiting room nearby,
Lee’s wife, Eileen, after countless attempts, finally succeeded in
reaching Lee’s mother on her cellphone.

“Ren, they found a donor! Our
prayers have been answered! They’re prepping Lee now!”

“Oh, thank God!” Ren released a
sob. “I – I don’t know what to say right now … I just don’t know
…”

“Ren? Is everything all right?
Where are you?”

“I hit somebody!”

“You hit somebody?”

“Two men.”

“What? What happened?”

“They were on the road. I have
to pray for them. I think one might die. Oh dear God, forgive
me!”

“Ren?”

The state trooper who’d been
watching over Ren gently accepted her phone, then got on the line
and explained to Eileen what had transpired, emphasizing that Ren
was not at fault.

“We’ll take care of her here,”
the trooper said, “and then we’ll arrange for her to join you in
Seattle at the hospital as soon as possible.”


Chapter 42

 


Seattle, Washington

 


At that moment, somewhere over
the edge of Seattle within sight of the Olympic Mountains in the
east, Will Fortin’s heart stopped beating as his life slipped
away.

Instantly he was in the kitchen
of Elena Grabowski’s basement apartment, the air smelling of spices
and onions, her stern-faced relatives watching from the old
pictures on the walls, the huge battered trunk, padlocked to hold
her family’s secrets. The room’s dimmed light and the red candle
flame flickering in her pretty, dark eyes. Elena’s soft warm hands
working on his, her fingers tracing the lines in his palms, her
face becoming serious as she draws it closer to his palm, feeling
her soft breath on his skin as she revealed his destiny … I see
darkness for you then you’re going to do something great, something
wonderful …

And in his final moment of life,
Fortin knew.

He’d found peace and the joy
that comes at the successful end of a heart’s pursuit.

His open eyes were staring, but
at nothing of this world.

Billy Dolan and his little
sister, Daisy, had been waiting for him.

Smiling, they each took Fortin
by the hand.
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