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Prologue

Thomas Franklin Dunn, known to his friends as Tom, was the fourth and last child born to Jack and Kelly Dunn, the owners of Dunn-Redding Petroleum Exploration.  Tom inherited his mother's red hair and freckled complexion, but his father's height and muscular build.  He also inherited his mother's even temperament and intuitive common sense, but surprisingly as he grew older he developed his father's stubborn demeanor and ingrained intelligence.  By the time he reached high school that overall combination resulted in a young man who aced any subject he took, yet was liked and admired by almost every student in the school.  According to his friends, he had to beat off the girls with a stick, but actually Tom had never had a meaningful relationship with any of the young women he had dated.  In his opinion he just wasn't ready to get serious, having decided that he was too young to be heavily involved with anyone right then, besides he had plans that didn't involve a girlfriend. 
So although he was friendly and was often out on dates and to parties, he kept his relationships casual.

Tom's home life was somewhat rockier though.  The Dunn-Redding company had made his family rich, but Jack Dunn was adamant that it remain a family-based enterprise, only Tom and his father never could see eye to eye on almost any subject.  Jack wanted all four of his children to be involved in the company business, in fact he was insistent that he knew what was best for each of them.  Instead, by the time Tom graduated from school he and his father were more often at odds with each other than they were in agreement about anything.

Tom and Jack's conflict came to a head on the morning of Tom's last day in high school. Jack waited until his wife had gone out to the car, then he laid down the law by placing an envelope on the table by Tom's plate.

"I'm sorry, Tom, but I've made up my mind and I'm drawing a line in the sand.  Don't bother arguing with me on this one.  I've heard all the arguments I want to hear about what you plan to do to improve the world, but I think you're being foolish.  There's a ticket in the envelope for a flight to Edmonton tomorrow morning and an introductory letter to the boss of one of our seismic crews who will be working up north for the summer.  I think a job in the bush, working on a seismic crew will teach you about real life, but you can also earn enough money over the summer to buy a decent car before you leave to attend university.  It's your choice of course, I won't force you, but a degree in petroleum geology would guarantee you an excellent income for the rest of your life.  So think it over carefully before you decide to toss your life away over a silly dream," and with that, Jack walked out the door of his house and headed for the office.

With his mom and dad gone off to work, Tom was left alone in the house and he sighed heavily, then shook his head.  He loved the life of a prospector, but he had learned to dislike the oil business and he absolutely hated the development of the tar sands.  He was positive that any process that would be developed would take too much energy investment for the amount of return.  As well as that he worried about the pollution which could easily happen if the process wasn't constantly monitored at every step along the way.  Besides, any job with the Dunn-Redding Company was eventually going to put him in the office or the lab and working inside for any length of time would drive him around the bend.

Instead he wanted to work in the field, out in the bush, so he pulled a pen out of his pocket and turned the envelope over, then wrote a message on the back.

Mom and Dad,

Sorry, but I'm just not cut out to work in the oil business and Dad, since you gave me a choice of either your way or the highway, I heading out.  I want to be out in the open, working in the field every day, and I can't see a petroleum engineer doing much of that.  I do plan to study geology, but I'm aiming toward an education that will make me a better prospector.  I want to hunt for minerals; gold, silver, copper, nickel, maybe even diamonds, but not oil and gas.  Who knows, maybe I'll eventually go to university and study mineralogy? I'll drop you a line when I have a job and a forwarding address. 

Your son, Tom.

Once he'd written the note, he went to his room, packed his outdoor clothing, his sleeping bag, his camping kit and his tent, loaded them into his old Volkswagen bug and drove to school. After saying goodbye to his favourite teachers and several friends, he cleaned out his locker and disposed of the majority of what he had stored there.  After he was finished cleaning up, he hopped into his old car and headed out of town in search of work.

Over the next two years Tom Dunn became a full-fledged prospector, but he taught himself to be much more than that.  He had an advantage because he'd been born and raised in the wilds of the Canadian bush when his whole family had travelled with his father.  Through that experience early in life, he had learned that you needed to be resourceful and self-reliant to survive in the wilderness.  In the areas Tom haunted as a prospector, you needed to be self-reliant.  You either packed in what you needed, made do with what you had at hand, or you did without, because there was no nearby corner store to run to for supplies.  Over that two-year period he often had to make do with what he had at hand and what he could cobble together.  In time he could turn his hand at almost any survival-oriented task, from killing and butchering a deer, to felling a tree, then using the wood to build furniture for a cabin.  As well as calling him a loner, a prospector, a woodsman and a miner,
others might have called him a handyman or a Jack-of-all-trades.  Tom didn't believe in any of those labels, instead he felt he was simply someone who liked doing things his way.

There was one label that he did acknowledge though.  He became known as 'Lucky' Dunn because he was lucky at finding precious minerals and being lucky meant he made money for the mineral exploration firm who employed him.  He was doubly lucky in the fact that the company he worked for paid a bonus to those prospectors who made decent finds of any minerals the company was seeking.  As a result over two early springs and three summers, Tom earned enough money to pay his board, room and tuition for his final three years of university.  His winters were a lot less profitable, but he did manage to earn enough to live on by taking odd jobs.  In fact except for his tuition Tom didn't have to dip into his savings during the first two winters when he took his first year courses at the university as an evening student.

Over and above the tuition money he'd managed to save over those two years, he had gained something else by his hard work, a reputation as a dependable worker.  He had realized at the end of his third summer that if he was careful he would probably be able to get through university without going into debt, even if he took regular term courses.  He negotiated a deal with the firm to work from May through August and take mineralogy courses at the university in the fall and winter.  As a result, the firm he'd worked for offered to rehire him during his summer break from class after completing his second year and continued that practise following his third year.

He did invest some of his tightly hoarded funds outside of normal university expenses when he joined a local Flying Club and took flying lessons at one of Vancouver's outlying airports. His employers encouraged that though, even paying for a third of the flight time necessary for that license.  After all, they hired planes and pilots every year, so having Tom earn a pilot's license was an advantage for them.

Over Christmas break during his third year at the university he caught a ride to Calgary with one of the owners of the business he worked for, sitting as second seat in a Lear Jet.  He arrived on Christmas Eve and rented a car, then drove to his grandparent's house so he was there to greet his family when they came to Christmas dinner.  He'd warned his grandparents and his mom that he'd be there, but it was a surprise for the rest of the family.  He brought presents for all of his family though, polished and mounted samples of some of his mineral finds - earings or necklaces for the women and tie clips and cufflinks for the men.  That break was a wonderful holiday from his studies, so he returned to class quite refreshed and for once he hadn't had an argument with his dad, but then - it was the Christmas season.

The following summer Tom spent much of his time flying from one remote area to another, often spending only short periods of time in each area.  His job had changed from simple prospecting to evaluating claims for their viability, working out estimated production costs and yield evaluations of the various claims.  His skill as a pilot was not only an asset, but a necessity for that job because he would often travel a thousand miles or more between one claim and the next.  Not only did he get to fly, but he was paid extra for the time he spent flying and he loved flying, as well as the work he was doing.



It took him a total of five years, but Tom graduated from the University of British Columbia with a degree in exploratory mineralogy, a private pilot's license and five summers' experience working as a prospector.  He'd needed that work, not just to earn enough to pay his way through university, but also for experience he had gained while working for a well known prospecting firm.  He had made enough of an impression on the people working for that firm that he'd had a standing invitation to go to work for them at any time, but they made it clear that he would be spending much of his time in an office or a lab.  Tom wasn't interested in a job of that sort though, after all his father could have steered him into a similar job at a moment's notice, probably with better pay.  However, Tom had always followed the beat of a different drummer than most people around him and he had no plans to alter his lifestyle to suit anyone else.

For instance during his first year in attendance at UBC, at six feet, four inches tall and weighing slightly over a hundred and seventy pounds, most people would have expected that he might play basketball if he played any sport.  Instead, Tom played soccer on the university's intramural league and was regarded as a very effective forward - he was even scouted by the local semi-pro team.  Besides soccer he either spent his time at the local airport or the university hiking club and usually spent his free weekends either hiking, flying or walking the beach.  Then to, while Tom looked like the sort who might be involved in drinking and partying after class, instead he spent two or three evenings a week in the local gym, but most of his evenings were spent studying.  He made friends easily and he dated on occasion, but he stayed away from heavy drinking, drugs, wild parties or serious relationships.

Like many young men, Tom had a dream, but his dream wasn't the standard dream of a wife and family, or of living in a house in the suburbs.  Once more, Tom was planning to go his own way.  He had no ambitions to work for the large oil and mining companies who wooed him fervently as he neared graduation, many of them trying to encourage him to follow in his father's footsteps.  Tom had other ideas, instead of being a petroleum geologist, he'd always dreamt of being an old-style prospector, hiking through the mountains and searching for gold.

Heck, Billy Barker had discovered gold on Williams Creek in 1862 and started the gold rush to Barkerville, deep in BC's interior.  So why shouldn't Tom Dunn attempt to find his own gold claim, even if it was a hundred and forty-four years later?  After all, Billy Barker had been an English canal boatman before coming to Canada while Tom was a qualified geologist, so surely he had a distinct advantage.  Instead of settling for placer gold, found along streams, which Billy Barker had done, Tom was planning to look for hardrock mining situations.  In other words, Tom was looking for a 'mother lode' and he even thought he had found some clues that might lead him to the area where such a mine might be located.

While he'd studied at the University, he had access to all of the collected material on geological studies in British Columbia and he had stumbled onto a series of old maps and notes.  He'd compared those old maps to modern maps and surveys, but really found nothing truly astounding, except for a few hints and clues that might or might not be worth investigating.  Then amongst old notes and diaries of the time, he'd found a mention of a prospector who had worked a totally different area than any of the main Cariboo claims.  That unnamed prospector fascinated Tom.  The man had been found on a remote trail in midwinter, suffering from frostbite and exposure, but ranting and raving about a fantastic gold claim.  He said he'd found 'a wall of gold - beyond the mirror and past the folks with clean hands,' which didn't make much sense to most people, so they thought he was raving mad.  The proof that he was telling the truth came in the form of a fist-sized chunk of
quartz, laced with veins of gold, which he'd been carrying when he was found.  However, before he could tell anyone how to find the site where he'd discovered that supposed bonanza, he'd come down with pneumonia, developed a high fever, then fallen into a coma.  Within a week of his rescue he was dead and he took the secret of how to find his 'wall of gold' to the grave.

Tom decided to try to trace that man's faint trail, so for the last few months at the University he'd done his best to find any mention of the man's name in old records of the time.  He even took a week long trip to Victoria to check if there were any relevant records in the provincial archives.  It was while he was there that he'd found mention of a man answering his mystery prospector's description in what had at first seemed an unlikely area for a gold prospector to spend his time.  Checking geological maps and surveys of that region, all compiled at a later date, Tom felt the area had never been properly prospected and decided he would have to check it out himself.  At the same time he could check out his research on the old tale of the frost-bitten prospector, perhaps looking for a tribe of natives who were known for having 'clean hands.'  During his final year at the University he arranged to have each Wednesday free of classes and spent that day in the provincial
archives.  He would travel over on the ferry on Tuesday afternoon, take in a jam session at a local pub that evening and stay with a friend that night, then prowl the archives all day Wednesday.

Unfortunately he knew his 'Lucky' nickname and his reputation had caught up to him when he realized that others had heard of his searches in the records and archives.  It wasn't as if he'd been hiding his search though, after all he'd spoken of that elusive old time prospector to many people.  His friends told him of phone callers who asked about him - strange men who asked questions about where he and his friends had gone camping and wondered if he'd taken along any prospecting equipment.  He also discovered that he was being watched and even followed when he went out for a drive in his old Volkswagen beetle.  Of course the shadowy men who were checking up on him would know that he had just graduated and would probably expect him to head out on a hunt for the old prospector's lost mine.  It certainly seemed that someone had taken him seriously, but he didn't want to lead anyone to his goal.  At least that's what he suspected they were planning to do.  Why else would
anyone shadow his every move?

Even though he'd noticed at least three separate individuals following him, Tom still set out to equip himself to become an independent prospector.  Since he had prospecting for gold in mind, he'd already applied for and received a free miner's license which allowed him to search for, mine and sell raw gold in any form.  Soon after graduating he bought a pair of mules, a rifle, a tent and what he thought was enough other equipment and supplies to last him for three or four months.  Once he had obtained everything he felt he needed and had packed all his supplies onto his mules, he had headed off into the wilds of BC's mountain ranges with the dream of finding the mother lode.

Of course the method he used to equip himself and leave town was slightly more complicated than that since it was designed to leave his three scruffy 'tails' with no idea of where he had gone.

In order to lose the men who were following him, he'd approached a friend, Dave Schmidt, whose father bought, trained and sold horses.  Both Dave and his sister, Linda were former university students and while Linda was one of Tom's former girlfriends, they had parted on friendly terms.  When Tom explained the situation to them and pointed out the three scruffy individuals following him, the whole family agreed to help out.  In return Tom would give Linda title to his old car since she loved that old Volkswagen bug, while Tom felt it had long since served his purposes.

Tom could handle all of the purchases he needed, except that he had no idea where he could find a pair of mules to pack his supplies.  Dave and Linda's father had contacts in the horse business though, so that wasn't a problem, in fact he soon found two mules that sounded perfect for Tom's needs.  The only other problem was that as soon as Tom set out on foot while leading a pair of mules loaded with packs, he'd be followed.  So Tom and the Schmidt family set up a bait and switch scheme to handle that situation.

To any outside observer it would have seemed that Tom and Linda were renewing their former relationship because she was often at his side as he bought equipment and supplies.  What they didn't realise was that all of Tom's purchases were being unloaded and stockpiled at the Schmidt's home.  Early one morning - while Tom wasn't even there - those supplies were all moved into Dave's pickup, then Dave loaded two Shetland ponies into a horse trailer, hooked it to the back of his pickup and drove off.  Once Dave was certain that he wasn't being followed, he drove to the farm of the man selling the mules, unloaded the two Shetland ponies in a barn, then hid his pickup and the trailer out of sight. 

Later that day Tom arrived at the Schmidt farm.  He and Mr. Schmidt hooked a similar trailer to the back of Mr. Schmidt's pickup, then visited the farmer who raised mules and made a big deal out of the process of choosing two mules.  That pair of mules were led into the barn where Mr. Schmidt had already parked his trailer and that is where the bait and switch happened.  The two mules were put into stalls and the two Shetland ponies were loaded into the trailer.  The whole point of that was to leave the farm with a loaded trailer, not an empty one which would have pulled differently.  Once the Shetlands were loaded, Tom and Mr Schmidt drove back to the Schmidt farm.

Dave waited for an hour at the farm where the mules had been acquired, then drove off with the second trailer, now loaded with the mules and all of Tom's supplies.  Meanwhile back at the Schmidt farm Tom signed over ownership of the old Volkswagen bug to Dave's younger sister, Linda, then they set off for a ride in the car.  Tom kept an eye out as they drove and saw that they were being followed, so he had Linda drop him off at the head of a local hiking trail.  Once they were parked, he grabbed a light pack from the trunk of the car, gave Linda a big hug and headed off for a hike, but he paused just before entering the trail and called back to her.

"See you later, okay? You know where to find the other end of the trail, but I need to wear off some excess energy, so I'm going to boogie.  I hope you enjoy your trip to the beach while you're waiting for me."

"Okay, Tom, I know you want some exercise, but don't wear yourself out too badly.  Remember, Barb is having a party tonight and I'm going to want to do some dancing!" she called back.

"Okay, Babe.  Thanks a bunch for the warning.  See ya later!" Tom grinned and waved, then entered the trail and set off at a vicious pace just in case anyone was following him on foot.  Inside of fifteen minutes he had turned off the main trail at a blind corner, then scrambled down a rough shortcut with several switchbacks that allowed him to keep an eye both ahead and behind him.  Within half an hour he was climbing into Dave's pickup truck at a pull-off for a viewpoint over a local gorge, and both of them were soon grinning like Cheshire cats.

"Anyone follow you?"

"Nope, you?"

"Unh uh, let's get moving though, just in case."

Late that afternoon Dave dropped off Tom, his mules and supplies at the head of a pristine valley deep in the interior mountains, then they shook hands and parted.  Three days later Tom had set up his camp high on the side of a mountain as he detoured around a highway junction, but he happened to notice a cell tower, so he dug out his cell phone and dialled Dave's cell.

"Hello?" Dave answered.

"Hiya, Dave.  It's Tom.  I just called to tell you that things are fine and to say thanks to you and your family for all your help."

"No problem, buddy. I sure didn't expect a call from you, but I should tell you that for a couple of days the whole family was watched like hawks.  Linda got tired of being followed around in her bug, so she called the cops about it and inside of a day they charged two guys with stalking.  Then just today some guy came around and said he'd heard we'd bought some mules, and wondered if we'd sell them to him.  Dad told him you'd already bought them and left, but he sent the guy on a wild goose chase after that.  He said he thought you'd loaded them onto a semitrailer with six other mules and a ton of supplies, then were taking them into the foothills southwest of Canmore, out in Alberta.  The guy ran to his car and left here like he was driving in a cross country rally, so by now he's probably in Alberta." Dave laughed.  "How are you doing anyway?"

"I'm doing fine, but tell your dad that if you head southwest of Canmore you'd be in really rugged mountain country." Tom was laughing too.

"Oh, Dad knows that. We lived out there for cripes sake.  By the way, where are you that you can call me, or aren't you gonna tell me that?"

"To be honest, I really don't know.  I headed north from where you let me off, but then I had to detour a couple of times, so I'm not too sure where I am.  This evening I saw a cellphone tower just before I set up camp and thought I'd see if my phone worked, and darn if it didn't.  I must be a several miles off of where I thought I was, because I didn't think I was close to any towns, but I don't have a map handy and it wouldn't do me much good anyway.  It's getting dark, I'm in a little meadow in the mountains and I'm surrounded by trees, so that's about all I can tell you right now." Tom paused and drew a sharp breath.  "Dang it, I've gotta go, one of my mules is kicking up a fuss and fighting his hobbles again.  Bloody jackass hates to be hobbled.  Look I'll try calling you later if I can, otherwise thanks a bunch, but I plan to see you in six months or so."

"Okay, Tom, good luck."

As he closed the cellphone and calmed his fractious mule, Tom decided it was time to get down to the task at hand.  It was late spring and he'd succeeded in losing his shadows, so he needed to quit wasting the summer weather and start hunting for the trail of a long dead man.  Hopefully by this time next year he'd have grown rich by mining a wall of gold, but he chuckled at that daydream. 

"It would take a helluva a lot of work for any man to get rich in a year, wouldn't it, old feller?" he asked the mule as he scratched its back.

The mule just snorted, swatted its tail at a fly, wiggled its long ears, then went back to grazing.  As far as that mule was concerned a full belly was far more important than any stupid gold mine.




Chapter 1

Tom had spent the first two weeks after being dropped off getting used to his mules and his camping gear, but intentionally leaving a false trail just in case he was still being followed.  Then he spent a day in a tiny town, restocking his supplies, but while he was there he wrote letters to both his family and Dave's family, letting everyone know he was okay and telling them he'd be out of touch for a while.  Previously he'd circled and wandered around to lay a false trail, but now he set out toward the area he was really interested in searching.  As an experienced camper he wasn't in a great rush, but he didn't want anyone knowing exactly where he was going either.  In fact for the first two weeks, he'd been acting as if he was on a camping holiday and during that time he hadn't panned a single handful of sand.  That changed when he got into the mountainous area he was interested in exploring though.  For the next two weeks he checked every stream he came across, no matter
how small, but although he found black sand in some of the creeks and streams, he found no gold.

Then one morning his luck changed.

He didn't find gold that day, instead he happened upon a small village with several old ramshackled buildings as he led his mules along a dirt road that followed the steep banks of a long lake.  He wasn't really interested in going into the little hamlet, but the terrain of the narrow valley was so steep that he really had no other choice.  Near the center of the sparse settlement Tom saw the old store with walls built of logs that were so weatherbeaten they were silver with age.  That old store had a slightly less weatherbeaten sign, advertising the place as 'Bowman's Trading Post' and Tom paused, then grinned as he tied his mules to the railing on the front porch of the store.

A bell rang as he opened the door and a young woman behind the counter set aside the book she'd been reading, slipping off the stool to stand behind the counter at the old cash register.  She was obviously part native, but just as obviously part white and she was quite attractive, with a very pretty smile.

"Hi, can I help you?"

"Probably, I will need a few things," Tom smiled back at her.  "I didn't expect to find a store here and I stocked up recently, so I don't need many supplies, but what I definitely do need is some information.  I'm heading up the valley, planning to do a survey of the minerals in the upper area at the end of the lake and I'm using mules for pack animals.  I was wondering how much difficulty I'm going to have getting to the upper valley, past the end of the lake.  That upper watershed is the area I plan to survey, since it doesn't seem it's ever been done properly."

"Oh my!" the girl rolled her eyes.  "I guess you've gotta have your mules up there, huh?  If you didn't need them, I could run you up the lake with my brother's outboard, but there ain't no way we can load your mules on a boat.  There is a horse trail that runs along the lake for about ten miles, but it turns off an' heads up a little river that comes in from the mountain valleys an' a couple o' farms off to the east o' here.  Past that turnoff, the cliffs beside the lake get real steep an' since you don't know the area, all you'd find is a few game trails that the deer and mountain sheep use.  There are some guys that could guide you in, but this time o' the year they're all workin' out o' town.  You might have to go back out an' come in t'other way, past Misery Flats, but to get there you gotta come in from the Fraser River side, so it's a long trip an' even that's a rough trail.  Usually the only way we go up t' the far end of the Mirror is by boat, 'cept in the
winter when we use a snowmobile."

"The mirror?" Tom frowned.

"Yeah, that's our name fer the lake, we're less'n half way along it an' the only place on the lake that sells supplies, but mostly we sell to the local tribe an' a few farmers.  My great-great-grandpa built the first trading post here in 1836 to buy furs an' our family has been here ever since.  In fact the whole town's called Bowman's Bluff an' the government calls the lake Bowman Lake, but we don't.  Like I said, it's the Mirror."

"I'll bet your great-great-grandpa spelled his name B-E-A-U-M-A-I-N, didn't he?" Tom asked with a grin.

"Yep, how'dja know that?" she looked puzzled.

"Oh, I took highschool French and I took a guess,"  Tom shrugged his shoulders, unwilling to tell her about the clue left by the dying prospector - after all 'Beau Main' didn't really translate into 'clean hands,' but it was close.

"Well, when Great-Grandma was alive there was a Yankee who came here an' he painted the sign fer the tradin' post in trade fer a grubstake.  Him an' a buddy was interested in goin' up past the head of the lake too, but they used canoes an' backpacked in from the far shore.  They was around every once in a while for a year or so, traded off some furs, a coupla nuggets an' a bit o' gold dust, then they just disappeared an' never showed up again.  All o' that's written down in the family book an' I often wondered what happened to 'em."

"So your family keeps a record of what happens in the area, do they?"

"Well, sorta," she giggled.  "Mum'll probably write somethin' down about you tonight when I tell her about havin' a visitor, but only 'cause we keep track of things that are unusual.  You're unusual 'cause ya wanna take mules up past the Mirror an' besides, you're a friendly stranger.  Most people what come driving in here are American tourists an' they all seem to get out o' shape 'cause the road don't go no further," she grinned and winked.  "Them Yanks is funny folks, half o' 'em can't read a map fer beans an' they get real rowdy an' argue like mad when ya tell they is wrong."

"Well, I've never had that problem, but then there aren't any tourists around any of the places where I usually spend my time.  By the way, you can tell your mom that I just graduated from University and this trip is a holiday of sorts,"  Tom used a cover story he'd thought up as he travelled.  "I've spent years out in the bush with my family, but as a sort of initiation into adulthood I'm supposed to find my way into a relatively unexplored area and report on it."

"You've gotta prove yer manhood, huh?" she nodded with a grin.

"I guess you could say that," Tom winked and shrugged his shoulders.  "Now I'm curious, why is the lake called the Mirror?"

"Oh, that's easy.  Almost every day at dawn and dusk, the winds die out an' the lake goes dead calm, then you can see the far end with all the shoreline an' the mountains behind reflected in the smooth water, just like a mirror," she smiled slightly, then she frowned and got real serious.  "The only time that don't happen is durin' a storm.  That's when the lake gets real rough if the wind is blowin,' 'specially since the winds is usually comin' from one end o' the lake or t'other, which is most o' the time.  Ya don't wanna be on the lake then.  My uncle an' two cousins was out fishin' an' too far from shore a couple years back.  Even though they had floater vests on, they was killed, prob'ly from exposure, not drownin' cause their bodies was floatin' when they was found."

"Oh, I'm sorry to hear that."

"Not nobody's fault, 'ceptin' my dumb uncle's," she shrugged.  "He musta took his stupid pills that day 'cause the weather forecast was fer a storm an' he knew better'n bein' out that far from shore.  I don't think God cares much for damn fools."

She sighed heavily then.  "You can prob'ly tell that I ain't missin' my dumb uncle none, but I wish he hadn't o' got his kids killed.  Lil' Johnny was seven an' his brother Willy was only 'bout five, so they didn't know no better'n t' be out there."

Tom didn't know what to say or do, so he changed the subject, deciding to replenish what supplies he had used, after all this might be his last chance in a while.  Besides, it gave the young gal something to do and got her mind off her grief and anger.  While the two of them were busy selecting and measuring out supplies, her mother appeared.  After finding out what he wanted she decided Tom should speak to her father, the young gal's grandfather.  However since the old man was an invalid, Tom would have to go to their house to meet him, so they hung a sign in the window to let customers know they'd be back in an hour and headed for their house.  First though, they pointed out a grassy patch where Tom could leave his mules hobbled to graze, then all three of them went off to meet the old man.

It turned out the old guy had been a roving hunter in the past and he'd actually been to the area Tom wanted to check out.  He was quite willing to draw Tom a map of the trails he recalled using, but he shook his head and advised Tom not to bother looking the area over.

"At one time t'was a really great place, but it's hell t' get there, then too - oh, 'bout thirty mebee thirty-five years ago, there was a big forest fire up at the top end.  I s'pose the bush mighta growed back some now, only just gettin' to the decent part is more trouble'n it's worth.  There ain't nothin' special up there neither, just rocks an' trees, probably a whole buncha animals.  Nothin' much else, though there's a mighty nice lookin' waterfall on the way.  Whatcha want t' do up there anyway?"

So Tom repeated the story of just graduating and this trip being an initiation of sorts.

"Yer folks are damn fools, 'cause they could get a guy killt that way.  I'll draw ya a map that'll get ya to the head o' the Mirror though, if things ain't changed a bunch, but I'll warn ya that a mile or so after that I'd be lost now.  Y'see there's a cliff an' a waterfall there that ain't comin' down over good solid rock.  I was there five, mebee six times an' every time I got up t' that cliff it was changed.  Unless yer mules ha' got wings er they is half mountain goat I dunno how ye'll get 'em up to the top end.  I s'pose there might be a way 'round that climb, but I ain't never found one.

"Ya see there is three lil rivers come together an' feed inta the Mirror, sorta like a letter 'Y' with an extra point in the middle at the top, but figgerin' the lake as the bottom leg.  The water in them rivers comes from up top an is runnin' on real hard rock up there, but the rock closer this way is sorta crumbly, so there is drops an' waterfalls an' rapids on all three rivers.  Dangerous as Billy be dang.  Besides that the bottom stuff has all bin worn away inta steep sided valleys with walls what ain't safe t' climb.  Best thing t' do would be t' climb half way up the mountain an' cross one o' them lil side rivers up top where it ain't cut down inta the soft crap, specially if yer takin' in mules.  Comin' back would be easier, cause yer headin' down grade, but agin, t'ain't easy t' get past that mess with yer mules."

It took the old guy about an hour to draw out a rough map and when he was finished Tom had recognised some of the geological features that he would run into on the way.  In the first place the cliff that old Mr Bowman had mentioned was obviously an old fault line that had been displaced vertically.  The old guy had even included a rough sketch of the layout of streams and slopes above that fault line, including a small lake not far upstream from the waterfall on the little river or big stream or whatever it was.

"There's half a dozen little creeks or small rivers runnin' into that lil lake an' then comin' down that waterfall as one big flow," the old guy sighed softly.  "I recall it bein' right pretty, until that dang forest fire come through an' killt off mosta the trees up there.  We was lucky the fire didn't come this direction or none o' this town'd be here an' a lotta us mighta bin dead too.  As 'twas it sure ruint the fishin' in the lake fer a coupla years, cuz lotsa ashes, cinders, dead trees an' other junk come down from up top."

"Anyway," the old man sighed heavily, "I think you might need a guide fer part o' that hike 'cause the cutoff to that trail above the lake ain't so easy t' notice.  On top o' that there's places on that trail where it's a lot safer t' have a second person along fer backup, trouble is all the menfolks is outta town right now."

"I know where the trail is, Gramps," the young girl who'd been minding the store when Tom arrived piped up.  "I've got a few days off comin' too, so I could go with Tom an' show him the way."

"Well, dontcha think yer a little bit young fer that sorta stuff, Milly?" her grandfather asked.

"Of for cripes sake. Gramps," she snapped.  "I'm nineteen, almost twenty, an' if it's my cherry you're worried about ya don't need ta bother, I give that away years ago.  Besides, Tom might not be int'rested in the idea of sharin' a sleepin' bag an' I ain't sure if I am neither.  I'd kinda like to know a guy a little better before I did somethin' of that sort anyway."

"Milly!" her grandfather snapped loudly, then snorted.  "You're gettin' ta be as bad as yer Auntie Junie.  What'd you do if ya come back from yer trip an' found yerself up the stump?"

"Granddad, even if I did get pregnant, it wouldn't be the worst thing what could happen to me since I ain't plannin' to move away from here or go out of town fer any more schoolin.'  Besides, they've been makin' birth control pills fer years, so even if I did decide to bed him tain't nothin' neither you nor Tom needs to worry yourselves over."

About that time Tom was wishing he was anywhere else than standing beside her, but her mother grinned, winked at him and motioned toward the side of the house with a nod of her head.  Once they were around the corner she paused and looked Tom in the eye.

"I suppose you've guessed by now that I'm Milly's mom.  My name's May and that argument is going to take a while, so we've got time to walk and talk a bit."

"Okay, I guess." Tom looked at her somewhat warily.

"Don't be upset by what Milly said to her granddad because most of what she said was just meant to shock Pops.  She's become a bit uptight about the way the men in the family treat her, trying to protect her all the time.  You see she came back to town last fall after two years of training as a nurse, so after what she saw in Vancouver, there aren't a lot of things here that worry her.  She even put in an additional stretch of being an EMT in Burnaby, which is why she went back for the second year of training, just to make certain she was well trained in emergency medicine.  I thought sure she'd get a job in the city after that, but instead she came back home.  Now I'm certain that part of Pop's problem is the fact that she's the only person in town who has any real medical training.  In other words he really doesn't want her to leave town for a few days, but dammit, even she needs a break once in a while."

"I can understand why he'd feel that way.  I imagine I'd feel upset if the only person around who had any medical knowledge left my hometown.  Only I'm the sort of nut that walks around with a first aid kit and takes care not to get hurt when I'm a hundred miles from help, so I have to stretch my imagination a bit to see his point of view," Tom grinned slightly, just enough to show he wasn't really being serious.

"Yeah, you're like my oldest son, Johnny.  He's a throwback to the days of the mountain-men who hunted and trapped all year long, so I think you'd get along well with him," May smiled almost wistfully.  "Actually, you might even be more like my great-grandfather who was the first white man to visit this area and stayed to build the first trading post here."

"Oh yeah, like a Hudsons Bay trading post?"

"Well, somewhat similar, but he wasn't a Hudsons Bay man.  He was an independent, in other words he had no backers and no bosses.  Great-grandpa's brother was a muleteer and he used to make two trips a year to haul out furs and bring back supplies.  Both of them married local women and both of them had several kids, so almost everyone in the village is related in one way or another, if you go back far enough," she grinned, then chuckled softly.  "If you stuck around town for a day or two you'd probably meet every marriageable aged gal in the area, just because you're what they call 'new blood' - not anyone's cousin."

"Well, they're going to be disappointed then, because I don't plan on sticking around here for long," Tom grinned.

"That doesn't mean much.  As Dad was saying, some of the local gals have round heels and one or two nights would be all they'd ask for," she snorted.  "I'm sure you heard Milly tell Dad that if she got pregnant from a roll in the hay there wouldn't be any stigma to it.  Hell, there are lots of girls who go out of town and get a job for six months or a year, then come back and marry a local guy, but warn him that they're already pregnant.  Of course the guys often go out of town and come back with a stranger for a wife - if they even bother coming back," she sighed softly.  "You might as well know the truth, I'm one of the gals who left town to get a guy, but at least I brought my fella back home with me.  He's out of town right now because he and my boys work outside for six months a year, building roads for the forestry folks.  Henri is a surveyor and he's trained the boys to work with him, so they lay out the roads into the big timber stands."

"I see," Tom nodded his head and frowned.  "You have a small, isolated community and inbreeding was becoming a problem, was it?"

"Actually, it never did, but it could have.  I think it was the women of my mother's generation that pointed out the problems that could crop up when cousins got married to each other.  I know Mom had a long talk to me about it.  To be honest when Milly came back home, I was expecting her to be pregnant, but she told me she never met a guy who turned her on enough to go to bed with him without protection.  She always was pretty damn fussy, but I suppose I'm just blathering about it because you're the first man I've ever seen her go out of her way to please in any way."

Then May paused and chuckled, then turned around to face the way they had come.  "However, I suppose we'd better get back before Dad and Milly start to suspect that I'm the one playing around with a stranger."

Tom just shook his head and followed her as she led the way back to the front porch of the house, but now the old timer was sitting alone.  He looked at Tom and frowned heavily.

"Have a seat an' tell me 'bout yerself, young fella," he demanded.

"Well, let's see.  My name is Tom Dunn.  I'm twenty-three years old.  I have a degree in mineralogy, which is really just geology with an emphasis on hard minerals.  In my case I'm interested in metals; copper, silver, lead, and so on.  I plan to investigate the area you drew on the map, because there is no known survey of that area, at least not registered with BC Mines and Minerals.  I've spent most of my life traipsing around in the bush, because my old man is a petroleum geologist, then after I left high school I've been working as a prospector every summer.  I'm pretty dang cautious about what I do in the bush, simply because I've seen guys get killed for being stupid."

"Ya got a rifle packed away in the backpacks on them mules o' yers?"

"Yeah, but I don't carry it openly when I'm in a civilized area like this."

"Okay, but once ya get past the end o' the well-used trail, carry it handy an' make sure it's loaded!" the old guy pointed a finger directly at Tom's nose.  "That country up there is wild.  There is cougars, bears, wolves, wolverines an' all sorts o' varmints that don't see much o' menfolk, so they ain't scared o' ya.  I want my granddaughter to come back alive, not bear clawed an' half dead."

"Okay." Tom frowned slightly.

"Look, when I was six, maybe seven years old, my daddy told me a story about findin' a human skull an' some clawed up bones up where you two is goin.'  He didn't bring nothin' back, just buried the poor bastard's bones where he found 'em, but that could happen to anyone up there.  So I'm just tellin' ya to be damn careful, 'cause there's at least two or three folks who has gone missin' in that neck o' the woods."

"Dad, quit trying to scare Tom," May broke in.  "I take it Milly has convinced you that she knows what she's doing, did she?"

"Unh huh," the old guy grunted,  "but then she's most as stubborn as you.  She's gone to get her backpack an' get ready.  Now, do you suppose me an' the young feller could have a coffee?"

"I've got coffee and sandwiches comin,' Grandpa!" Milly called from just inside the house.  "I figgered Tom an me should eat a bit now, then we could hike as far as the cutoff today, mebee even as far as Johnny's sheep blind up on the mountain."

"Yep, that ain't too long a hike fer the day.  Good place to stop fer the night too, shelter fer the two o' ya an' graze fer the mules, if I remember right.  A bit o' climbin' t' start the nex' day tho."

"Un huh, but we'll be startin' fresh in the mornin' which is a good time t' tackle that slope.  Whatta ya think, I'm tempted t' take Tiny, 'cause I need supplies fer a week or two?" she called again.

"Either that or cut down the time you're out by getting somebody to meet you at the beach down on the lake."  May offered.  "I could do that if you set off a smoke when you got there, but you'd have to do it early in the morning or at night when the wind was calm."

"Safer t' take the donkey an' hike back out," Grandpa stated firmly.  "That climb down t' the beach is always a dilly - dangerous as all git out."

"Well, I've never seen it, so I think I'll use Tiny an' pack a bit extra.  That way I don't hafta rush an' get myself inta trouble by hurryin' in the wrong spot."

"Yeah, you be careful, an' take along one of them special two-way radios that Johnny bought.  That way if you can see down the lake, yyou can call out to let us know how you're doing every night," May called out to Milly.  "Oh and take along your shotgun, just in case you meet a bear."

"Yes, Mom.  I will," Milly answered.

"Well, if you're going to be my guide, then I want to start by paying for any food and extra supplies you need to take along," Tom insisted.

"Okay, but I'm doing this for fun, so I won't charge you a normal guide fee," Milly snapped right back.

Just then Grandpa Bowman looked down the road and snorted.  "I see the bush telegraph is workin' fine."

"I told you that you would be popular around here," May said softly as she nudged Tom with an elbow and rolled her eyes to one side.

He had to grin, because there were two young gals wandering tentatively toward them, so the next hour was entertaining, if nothing else.  For instance as they were eating lunch, Tom was seated on a deck chair facing Grandpa Bowman.  May pulled up a seat on one side of Tom and Milly claimed the seat on the other side.  Grandpa Bowman just grinned and winked, then carried on talking about the territory that Tom would find past the end of the lake.  It wasn't as if Tom ignored the visitors, he did greet them when they were introduced, but over the next while at least half a dozen young women stopped by, then left again.  The only problem for the visitors was that Milly's granddad was telling fascinating tales about the area, so Tom's attention was centred on the stories, not the casual visitors - which was probably the old guy's plan.  Still there were three young women who waited nearby, then walked the first half mile out of town with Tom and Milly when they did leave, but
they soon got tired of walking.  After that the two of them were alone, unless you counted the mules and donkey as company.

"So, whatcha think of our little town?" Milly asked after a few minutes of silence.

"Well, I noticed a lot of last names were similar, if not the same,"  Tom said quietly.

"Yep, small town, sorta inbred, which could be a big problem, but for our own rules," Milly nodded as she looked serious.  "All the kids have got a rule they gotta follow when they start dating; never go out with anyone who has the same Grandpa or Grandma as you do.  Even then you should check to be sure that one of your great-grandparents wasn't the same.  That makes it darn near impossible for some of us gals to find a boyfriend who lives near home."

"Which probably explains all the young gals dropping around while we were having lunch."

"You noticed, huh?" Milly chuckled.

"Yeah, your mother warned me."

"I thought so," Milly laughed aloud.  "I'm surprised that she bothered though, 'cause you're smart enough to add two and two.  In fact I kinda wish you were stickin' around here for a while and not going off into the back country."

"Yep, she warned me to expect that too," he winked at her.  "Unfortunately this area has been surveyed quite thoroughly and I'm interested in the high country, some place which hasn't been looked over as well, at least not by a geologist."

"Hey, wait a minute there, back up a bit!" Milly squawked.  "What did Mom say about me?"

"Oh, just that you seemed to be going out of your way to help out a stranger, which she said wasn't all that normal for you.  Then she mentioned something about your training and working in Vancouver, but that you weren't impressed by the guys you met while you were there."

"The guys I met there were either married or on the hunt for freebies so's they could notch their bedposts," she snorted.  "Any of the single guys I met was sniffing around like a dog in heat and acting about as reliable as a tomcat.  I don't think any guy who grows up in the city has a clue about how life really works, if you know what I mean?"

"I'm not sure I do know what you mean," Tom frowned at her.

"Well, take a normal guy in the city, he probably couldn't grow a garden or hunt a deer.  Heck, most of them think their potatoes pop up full blown in the supermarket and the same for the meat they eat and the milk they drink.  Most of them can't even cook and a lot of them can't clean up after themselves.  Just a bunch of Mama's boys."

Tom grinned at that and had to agree that a lot of the fellows he'd met while at school and even at university certainly fit her description.

"I have to admit that I admire a guy like you though.  You're smart enough to ask questions about what you're getting into, but even though you've heard that it's going to be tough slogging, you're still going for it."

"Well, I'm not a city boy, but then I'm not a country boy either," Tom shrugged.  "I was brought up in the bush country, way up north most of the time.  My dad started out as a geologist with an oil exploration firm, then he and my mom bought out my granddad's seismic firm and once they had the money, they added to it.  They run a business that supports the oil industry.  They don't drill the wells, but they tell the drillers where to punch a hole, then provide the roads, the supplies and even some of the manpower to do the job.  They even maintain a full lab to test core samples or mud samples for the drill rigs."

"So why aren't you working for the family business?"

"I don't fit!" Tom snorted.  "I can't stand the smell of crude oil.  I don't like the damage done by the oil exploration crews.  I hate working in the labs, doing the testing and other crud that has to be done there.  Most of all though, I can't get along with my dad."

"I see, I think," she frowned slightly.  "So what are you planning to do with your life?"

"Ideally I'd like to find a rich mineral deposit and develop a sustainable mining enterprise that doesn't destroy the local ecology," Tom said quietly.  "According to my old man, that's an impossible dream, but that's what I want to try to do."

"So is that what you want to do up in the upper valley beyond the Mirror?"

"Oh, I doubt it.  The chances of doing something of that sort in an area that's this remote are about one in a billion or two.  There just aren't the resources here to sustain something like that."

"Then why are you here?"

"Because it's a challenge.  While I was at the university I had a chance to go over the various exploration charts, maps and graphs and found that the area up there has never been properly explored.  I have the money to explore that area for six or eight months, which really isn't nearly enough time, but it's better than nothing.  I might be throwing my money away, but on the other hand I just might find a seam of some mineral or other that might be worth staking out for development at some time in the future.  Who knows?"

"So this is just a big gamble then."

"No, not really.  I look at it as a holiday with an added challenge to make it interesting, besides I have a brand-new degree in mineralogy so I need to go out and test my knowledge against the real world.  Now just so you don't think I'm completely nuts, I've been working as a prospector every summer for the last five years for a large, well-known company.  So I do know what I'm doing when it comes to finding various minerals.  This time I'm prospecting for myself, not for someone else though.  In this case if I do find something and then work out a method of developing it, I'll be the prime beneficiary of my hard work, not some nameless shareholder somewhere halfway around the world.

"Earlier today your mom called me a throwback to the age of the mountain-men, but I don't think I am.  I'm a modern day prospector, who uses modern knowledge and technology, but isn't afraid to drop back to older methods if they work best in a situation.  My biggest and longest lasting argument with my father is that he considers environmental damage to be a necessity in any kind of progress.  I'm of the opinion that environmental damage should be minimised, even if it costs some time and expense or slows the rate of progress.  He thinks I'm nuts since I'd rather travel a few miles farther at a slower speed rather than destroying a watershed or cutting down half a forest just to make the road wider and straighter."

"Well, I think my father might get along with yours, but I don't think my brother would and I wouldn't.  Dad is a surveyor who surveys in the roads for forestry companies and he often has arguments with my brother about the routes they use.  Recently though, since the tree huggers and environmentalists have been forcing the government to keep an eye on environmental impact and possible damage, Johnny's ideas have been used quite often."

"My father would probably ignore both the environmentalists and your brother, even if it cost him the job or a fine when he ended up in court,"  Tom sighed heavily.  "Can we change the subject?  I'm getting wound up over things I can't change and it's not a feeling I enjoy having while I'm trying to take in the view of new territory."

"Sure, we can do that, since changing the subject is easy," she nodded.  "For instance this road leads to a small river up ahead and we'll leave it just after crossing the ford on the river.  The people who first built the road were ranchers, but that was a long time ago.  The folks who live up there now are more farmers than ranchers and even then they have a lot of trouble with wild animals.  Herds of deer and elk will come down out of the side valleys and off the mountains to graze in their fields.  Then too, a cougar or a pack of wolves will sometimes take a cow or a calf.  They have dogs and a special breed of goats that they keep around to try to protect the stock and the crops, but I understand it's still a constant battle.  I know they order in a lot of gunpowder and bullets from down east, because a couple of times a year we get the shipments in the store.  I guess they load their own ammunition, but they get so much of that stuff in at one time that I hate
to have it sitting around the place until they come in and pick it up."

"Now you see that's the sort of thing that I can understand, because I've seen that in other parts of the country.  Farmers and wildlife just don't mesh very well," Tom sighed.  "The problem arises because we're gradually encroaching on the wilderness, but the wild animals are only feeding themselves, doing what comes naturally."

"Yeah, and it's happened for thousands and thousands of years, all the way back to the first cavemen that tried to grow a garden or tame a cow,"  Milly snorted.

"I guess so."

"Yeah, well look at you, you're going into a wilderness area and I'm sure you're ready to protect yourself, no matter what you have to do."

"Unh huh, I have my rifle and lots of ammo along," Tom snorted.  "I know it's the same sort of thing, but in my case it feels different.  I suppose I'm justifying my actions because of self indulgence or something, but …"

"Hey, I wouldn't worry yourself too much about it.  I've lived with the same thing all my life and I may be even closer to nature than you are in some ways.  Let's face it, according to some people I'm a half breed, so my people have been living here for long enough to feel that we're part of the nature of things."

"Yeah and I agree with that idea, but I do have a couple of comments about your statement."

"What's that?"

"Well, the first comment is that your speech pattern has changed and you don't slur or simplify your words the same way as you did before."

"Nope," she grinned. "I don't always sound illiterate, in fact I try to fit in with the way the folks around me talk, so since you sound like you're educated I've just eased into a similar speech pattern.  Now what was your other comment?"

"I take it from the way you spoke that you don't like being called a half breed."

"Not really, but it's what I am and I can't change it."

"Yes you can," Tom chuckled.  "Your mom told me that her great-great grandfather was part of the fur trade, right?"

"Yeah, so?"

"Since you can prove that, you're a Métis, not a half breed, and that's official according to the government and Canadian law.  All you have to do is register and you'll have the rights of a Métis, who are now recognised as a separate group, or tribe, or a native people, or whatever the term is at the moment.  I understand there are other advantages to registering too, but I don't know just what they are.  I know that if it was me, psychologically I'd rather be called Métis than a half breed, but I think that would be up to you."

"Are you sure of that?" she had come to a dead stop and was staring at him.

"Yeah, while I was in Vancouver at the university I dated a gal from Edmonton who went through the process and it was relatively painless, but not quick.  I think it took her about a year or so, maybe more.  In your case though it might be really quick.  You know that book that you said your family has kept for all those years, about who was around and what happened?  That's probably all the proof you'll need, because the people and dates can be checked against various government documents and the facts can be proven beyond a shadow of doubt," Tom paused and then grinned.  "I don't know about your case, but I do know that being recognised as a Métis made a hell of a difference in Linda's attitude toward people around her."

"Hmph, you know, when you walked into the store I had a hunch that I just had to find a way to be close to you for a few days.  Now I know why."

"Hey, are you going all native medicine woman on me, like Linda did?  She used to get these weird feelings and go off on a tangent once in a while, saying that the spirits were talking to her.  She almost drove me nuts at times," he teased.

"No, I'm not a shaman or a native medicine woman, I'm a trained nurse, but I can point out a lot of native plants that do work for some minor ailments."

"Oh, so can I," Tom laughed.  "For instance that's a Spruce tree and its needles can be used to make a tea that is a good source of vitamins and minerals in the winter when no leafy vegetables were available."

"Hah, that's a simple one, just like pointing to that willow bush and mentioning that the bark can be used to make a mild analgesic for headaches and other pain," she countered quickly.

For the rest of the time they were walking down that dirt road they kept each other amused by trading uses for the various plants and mosses they noticed along the way.  Each of them was impressed by the knowledge of the other, but then they came to the point where they crossed a small river and turned off onto a narrow trail leading up a relatively steep grade.  There was a level area covered with a growth of grass about a hundred yards away from the river and Tom saw an old fire pit that had obviously been used many times.  Suddenly Milly's attitude changed as she became much more serious.

"Okay, we've covered the easiest part of the trail and now we're looking at our first climb," she announced as she slid off her backpack and stretched for a moment.  "We'll pause here for a spot of tea and a snack of some sort.  I'll get some squaw wood and get a fire going in that old fire pit and if you don't mind, you could go get some water and set it to heating.  We can just let Tiny and the mules graze for a bit, but we'll keep an eye on them so they don't wander off. Remember to get your rifle out before we head up the grade, though.  We'll be walking along a game trail, so we might meet a cougar or some other animal that might argue about us being there."

They didn't spend all that long on that break, but it was a welcome rest.  While they were relaxing, Milly was describing the climb ahead of them, not that it was a very difficult trail, but she did want Tom to know what they faced.  Milly and her donkey led out and Tom followed with his mules.  It took almost as long to make the next two or three mile climb as it had to walk the ten miles down the road.  They travelled upward on a trail that snaked around rocks, trees and scrub brush, then finally came to a gently sloping clearing quite high on the side of the mountain.  After they had hobbled the animals and removed their packsaddles, Milly led Tom to one end of what appeared to be a low pile of rocks.  Lifting a roughly woven panel of willow twigs she stepped down into her brother's hunting blind, a roofed over area about six feet wide and perhaps eight feet long.  There was even a tiny little fireplace built into the back wall.

"Here we are, all the comforts of home, except water.  Oh and we try not to make a fire in here, not unless the weather gets to be a real bitch."

"Rather cozy." Tom smiled, then turned to look out a slit on the outer wall.  "Cripes a clear view of the whole clearing.  In fact I can see the lake, downslope and through the trees."

"Yep.  Johnny likes the taste of mutton from mountain sheep so he comes up here for a few days every fall.  He even got an elk at this spot two years ago."

"Is there room in here for us to sleep and still have room to store the packsaddles and packs?"

"Yeah, if we zip our sleeping bags together," she grinned and winked.

"Are you implying what I think you are?"

"I'm not implying a damn thing!  I'm flat out offering to sleep together, absolutely no strings attached.  Just in case you're worried, I don't have any diseases you're going to catch and I started taking the pill about three years ago.  Now before you get all wound up, we need to eat and pack things away, so we don't feed our rations to the local varmints.  After that we'll see what happens, okay?"

"I guess," Tom shook his head.  "I'm just not used to a woman being so forward."

"Well, we've only got a few days together, so why waste time?" she winked again, then turned to head back outside.  "Besides, I need to thank you for that idea about registering as a Métis.  On top of that I haven't slept with a man in over a year and I want to see if I remember what to do."

"Oh I think you probably do.  That's like riding a bicycle, once you know how, the technique comes back real quick," he chuckled, "Besides you don't owe me a thing for cluing you in about that Métis business, in fact I owe you for being my guide."

"Hah, you've already paid for my supplies, tonight I plan on collecting my guide fee," she chortled as she swung her packsaddle to her shoulder.

Their meal that night was quickly prepared, but as they were eating the muscles in Milly's legs let her know that she wasn't accustomed to hiking as far as they had come.  She mentioned it and Tom offered to give her a massage, which she quickly accepted.  Of course, as Milly had promised, that massage led to much more satisfying things happening later that evening.

Still, they were up early the next morning and on their way as soon as they'd eaten and packed up.  It took them five more days to reach the upper valley area and the path that Milly had used, led them out onto the first river at a point well above the waterfalls and rapids her grandad had mentioned.  They had forded the river and followed along the valley it had formed until they overlooked the waterfall old Mr. Bowman had mentioned, Tom felt he was home free.  He was in the area where he planned to start checking for minerals and looking for that 'wall of gold' that the old prospector had mentioned before he died.  Besides, they were off that damn trail - there were times when he'd been nothing less than terrified and he resolved to never try to go back over it on his own.  In fact he was worried about Milly going back over it to go home, but she didn't think it was a worry at all.

Since they could see down the lake, Milly dug out her hand-held radio and called her family even though it was noon, not early in the morning or late at night.  She had tried to call them every night while they'd been on the trail, but had only gotten through twice, once on the first night and then again on the third night.

"Bowman Trading Post, Bowman Bluff store, Milly here.  Anyone listening?" she waited a few minutes, then repeated the message, but after three attempts she shrugged and shut off her radio to save the batteries.  "I guess I'd better wait and call tonight.  After all I told them it might take a week to get here and we made it in five days."

"I've been meaning to ask, how far did we come anyway?" Tom asked.

"Well the lake is just over twenty-five miles long and the store is two miles from the bottom end of the lake, so that's twenty-three miles up to this end, then we're well over a mile past that.  About twenty-four or twenty-five miles I guess, as the crow flies, only we probably travelled at least twice that far on the trails we used, not counting how many feet we crept uphill and down again.  We took five and a half days and probably only travelled forty-five or fifty miles and that's not counting that five-mile shortcut we tried that led to a dead end.  You can add about ten miles for that bit of stupidity."

"I wasn't going to bring that up," Tom grinned.

"Oh sure, we wasted almost a full day on that dumb stunt," Milly snorted.  "I'm not about to forget it, that's for darn sure. I plan to learn from my mistakes, not repeat them."

"Hey, I think you did a great job, besides we found that outcropping of copper ore while we were there, so I don't think it was a dead loss."

"Well, at least you got something out of it," she laughed.  "I'm pretty sure that little bit of ore will never make us rich though."

"Probably not, but that's a hint that there are metals around, which is darn encouraging for me, because it means there's a chance I might find something worthwhile this summer."

"You mean like more copper?"

"Nope, I mean copper, lead, silver - maybe even gold.  Who knows?  Ore bodies are where you find them, but they do tend to be found in general areas, so if you find one, you just might find others."

"What, do the minerals get lonely and clump together?" she winked and grinned as she bumped her hip against his.

"Not really," he chuckled.  "You see metals are usually deposited in magma chambers of volcanoes, but there may be several different deposits in one general area.  Eventually the volcano goes dormant, then over time the rock shifts and gets shoved around, so those metal deposits may be brought to the surface for geologists like me to find."

"I think I understand because I remember reading about that in high school, now that you've mentioned it," Milly nodded, then glanced at her wristwatch and frowned.  "Darn, I don't think I've got time to go back upriver, then across it and still get to a decent camping spot in the time I have left today, do I?"

"Oh, definitely not." Tom grinned, then chuckled.  "At least that's what I'll tell your mom if she ever asks me."

"Smart ass!" she grinned right back at him.  "You want one more night together just as much as I do, so let's set up camp for the night, then I'll call Mom later and tell her I'll be back in about four or five days.  She'll warn me not to rush and then if we want we can have another night together as well, because if I skip that detour I can easily be back in three days, but she'll think I took a bit longer.  I just won't tell her I cheated, unless she asks.  If she does ask I'll tell her you wanted a nice long goodbye snuggle and see what she says."

And that's what happened.  Milly headed back a full week after they'd left Bowman's Bluff, then Tom was on his own again, with only two mules for company.




Chapter 2

Tom moved camp not long after Milly left to head home, crossing the river above the waterfall and moving to an area with plenty of grass for his mules.  He didn't set up a permanent camp, just a quick day camp, then he began to look over the area and check the occasional pan of sand and other sediment from likely areas on the edge of the river.  The next morning he moved on and late in the day he crossed another large stream, then set up another temporary camp that evening.  After a quick evening meal he did check a few pans of sand, but all he found was black-sand and one or two tiny flakes of gold, hardly worth the effort of collecting.  The next day he moved on a half mile further upstream where he found even more tiny bits of gold.

A day later Tom paused on the edge of a nameless stream to pan a few handfuls of sand and found several flakes of gold dust in the bottom of his pan.  A few yards upstream, sheltered in a pocket below a huge boulder, he found more gold flakes and even a tiny nugget, a very tiny nugget, only about the size of a grain of rice.  Following the standard procedure of trying a sample pan every hundred yards or so, he'd gone on with his task, pan by pan, patiently hunting the source of the lode.  He'd worked his way up the stream for over two miles with each pan slightly richer than the one previous, meanwhile the tiny golden nuggets grew larger and more numerous as he moved upstream.  Then suddenly, between one pan and the next, there had been no more gold showing in the pan.  He backtracked to the last point where he'd found gold, then he gradually worked his way upstream following an even smaller stream, panning as he went until he reached a spot where he found no more gold in his
pan.  At that point he went back to break camp and bring up his mules, then he headed up the grade toward a rock face well up-slope of the stream, crossing his fingers that those rocks were the source of the gold.

Just to be certain that his hunch was correct he paused, scraped soil from near the base of a large rock and 'dry panned' the fine dirt.  Even as crude as that method was he saw signs of gold flakes and fine dust when he gently shook and blew away the final bit of the dust in the bottom of the pan.  Grinning as he turned to put the pan back on the closest mule's pack, he paused, then chuckled as he looked back over the last mile or two of his trek.

"Even if I spend the summer just panning that last mile, I'll bet I could pay for everything I've invested in this whole setup, including you and your buddy, old mule.  So 'Lucky Dunn' has struck again.  What do you think of that?" he asked as he tied the pan in place.

The mule just reached toward a clump of grass, so Tom let him grab another mouthful before leading him and his trail-mate further up the steep incline, telling the mules his thoughts, "Come on you two, placer gold is great, but we're on a hunt for the mother lode."

As he crested the grade and stood on the edge of a small plateau, not much more than a few acres in extent, his powers of observation and his geological training kicked in.  On the far side of that plateau was a cliff, quite obviously a millennia-old fault line which had probably been formed when the surrounding mountains had been forced upward.  As he faced the cliff, the left side was lower than the right, but even that lower portion stood at least fifty feet above the gradually sloping area where he stood.  What drew Tom's attention most though was the fact that the far left end of the cliff he faced was laced with several pencil thin veins of white quartz.  To Tom, it was obvious after only a glance that those quartz veins must be the source of the golden prize he'd been tracing.

The shelf he stood on was approximately ten or twelve acres in extent and was relatively level, almost triangular in shape, but narrower on the left than the right.  The cliff faded out on his far left, but continued off to his right, only to be broken by a small gorge and the gurgle of flowing water.  Listening closely he could hear the two mules munching on the rank grass on the small plateau, but from somewhere to his right and further away, he could hear the muted roar of a decent sized waterfall.  He glanced around, assessing the area, there was water, grass and a wall of rock that showed signs of quartz intrusions - not only that, but only moments before he'd dry panned several flakes of gold out of a few handfuls of dry soil. The combination of facts convinced him that he should check the area, but he wanted a closer look at that cliff before making up his mind to spend much time on exploration.

He took the time to tie the mules to a section of log sticking out of a pile of rubble not far from the base of the cliff.  Then he paused and looked at the old rotting log closely, realizing that the log had not only been trimmed with an axe, but the end showed signs of having been cut with a saw!  Under this mess of soil, rocks and scrub brush there must be the remains of some sort of log structure, probably a cabin.

The only reason he could think of that anyone would build a log cabin or any other log building in this isolated area would be to mine gold.  Damn!  If the former prospector had abandoned it, this might be an old worked out claim.  But wait a minute, why was the cabin crushed and buried under rocks and soil - had there been a cave in or avalanche of some sort?  He glanced up at the cliff and shook his head since the rock face looked relatively stable.  Still an avalanche was the only thing he could think of that might have brought down that amount of soil - unless a snow slide had done it.  At the right time of the year a snow slide could easily have scoured that much soil and rubble from the mountainside and carried it downhill.

At least the plateau was a pleasant place to camp for a short time in the summer.  Somewhat downslope and off to his left he could see a mountain meadow on a much larger shelf, another small mountainside plateau.  Those two plateaus could easily provide all the grass his mules would need, even if he remained there for months.  Nearby there was a level area for his tent, the pile of rubble would provide lots of fuel for evening campfires and fresh water came cascading down only a few hundred feet away.  He decided it would be worthwhile to stick around and have a look at what had been done on the site.  Even if the mine had been mined out, he could look things over and see how someone else had developed their claim.  He could definitely learn from it and that alone was reason enough to spend a week or two camping on the mountainside.

By the time his camp was set up he'd decided that the cabin had been built where it was to hide the entrance to a mine, so he started digging away the rock and rubble near the cliff face.  After only a few hours work with a shovel and axe he found that the pile of dirt, broken rock and logs was blocking an adit, the entrance to a mine.  He even found an old rusted shovel leaning against the rock wall near the opening.  Then later that day he found a second shovel just inside the tunnel, that second one had a handmade, old-style D-handle with a short shaft, obviously meant for working in tight quarters.  Without a light he could only see a short distance into the tunnel, but even that was enough to tell that the mine hadn't been entered in years.  However after only a cursory glance at the sides of the tunnel he could see that the drift had been following a larger vein of quartz than the other veins which were exposed to view. He decided that he'd have to return with his coal oil
lantern and see what was deeper inside the dark tunnel, but before he did that, he wanted to check something he'd thought of as he'd been working

He had recalled that somewhere in the packs on his mules there was a paperback claims registry - a government pamphlet showing the registration data of all the gold claims ever staked in that part of the province.  Using that, he might be able to learn the name of the miner who had staked out the claim and if that person had done well, or if the claim had been relatively worthless.

As he ate a light lunch, he checked the government booklet, but it showed no entry for a mineral claim anywhere near the upper end of Bowman Lake, which meant only one thing.  The mine had never been registered!  Since the adit was as deep as it was, he was certain that it must have been producing ore though.  To Tom that could only mean that the man who had been working this mine must have been planning to register a claim, but had never done it.  Whoever had discovered and worked the mine might even have been caught in the avalanche or snowslide which had crushed the cabin.  Or they could have died for some other reason, perhaps on their way out to get help after escaping the avalanche.  It was even possible that this was the claim of the prospector that Tom had seen mentioned in the old records.  If that was the case and there was no registered claim, Tom could work the abandoned mine with a clear conscience.

As he sat there, sipping a cup a tea, he almost convinced himself that this might be the lost claim he'd set out to find, at least it seemed to match most of the clues.  He'd memorized the old guy's supposed words,  'a wall of gold - beyond the mirror and past the folks with clean hands.'  Well, if you weren't too good at French, then 'Beaumain' might be translated as 'clean hands' and the local name for Bowman Lake was 'The Mirror.'  As far as Tom could see there was no wall of gold though, just a cliff riddled with veins of quartz.  Unless … perhaps the tunnel had been dug at the center of a series of gold-bearing quartz veins, so a large part of the 'wall of gold' might already have been mined away.

It wasn't long before Tom was back at the mine, checking it further.  Standing outside the tunnel, he lit his oil lantern and tried using the light to inspect the walls and roof for structural weaknesses before he dared risk entering and exploring further.  Soon, he was smiling and nodding his head in satisfaction. The rock surrounding the tunnel appeared solid.  The opening was only four feet high and three feet wide near the entrance of the adit, and no shoring had been used.  There was a log framework around the entrance, but even that old timber frame seemed solid.  The tunnel looked as if it ran slightly uphill grade as it went deeper, which would mean it was dry - that was another point in the mine's favour since it'd be very unlikely that the working face was flooded if that slope continued.  Everything appeared stable and there were no whiffs of gas that Tom could detect, but he wasn't completely satisfied that it was safe enough to risk entering that opening just
yet.

There were a few signs that small animals had occupied the tunnel at some time in the past, but although he heard and saw nothing alive at the moment, that meant little. All in all, he felt it would be relatively safe to enter, though when he did he intended to carry a rifle with him, just in case.  First though he wanted to be certain that it was truly safe to be in that confined space.  The first worry of course in any old tunnel was varmints - even though he'd just dug out the entrance, there might be a second entrance or even an air shaft.  In old mines you just didn't know what had been done in the past, and people had died from trusting that others had used common sense.

Setting his lantern aside, he stood where he could see the entrance clearly and with his rifle at hand, he threw a baseball sized shard of rock as far inside the tunnel as he could.  The instant the rock left his hand, he grabbed the rifle and whipped it to his shoulder, but no cougar rushed out to attack him.  Tom grinned to himself, set the rifle down and threw several more stones after the first.  The last stone he threw resulted in a rattle, then an off-key metallic clang that brought a brief questioning frown to Tom's face.  But, after a second or two, a satisfied smile took the frown's place, he was certain that the sudden metallic sound would have chased out any animal that might have been hiding in the dark.

Since the cliff seemed to be made up of slate, shale, sandstone and surprisingly, volcanic tuff, with intruding veins of quartz, there was one last worry - gas!  Slate wasn't usually known for gas buildup, but at times shale had entrapped oils and if it did, methane and other gasses were often produced when it was exposed to open air.  Since he didn't have an electronic gas tester, he had to devise another testing method.  He knew that most poisonous gasses were either extremely flammable or else incapable of sustaining a flame, so he decided that he could test the air by kindling a fire of some sort inside the tunnel.  The problem he had was delivering a flame to the point where any possible accumulation of dangerous gases could have built up inside the tunnel.

That's where some of his training in northern bush country helped him.  He'd had a native friend who had taught him how to make a quick-and-dirty bow and arrow in case of emergencies. Tom went back to his camp and built a fire, then put water on to boil and while it was heating, he wandered off to find the makings of a very simple bow and arrow.  A willow bush provided a likely branch to make a crude bow and several relatively straight willow twigs provided a few roughly true arrow shafts.

Then while his water boiled for tea and his supper cooked, he used his hatchet and hunting knife to fashion a very crude bow.  A length of heavy cord became a crude bowstring and a long narrow leaf, tied into a split in the shaft, became the rough fletching for his arrow.  A small piece of cloth took the place of the arrowhead and after dipping it in coal-oil from his lantern he moved to the top of the pile of rubble in front of the adit.  Lying down, just in case there was an explosion from gas, he took a deep breath, lit the rag on fire, then drew back the string of his crude bow.  The release of the arrow and it's flight into the tunnel was rather anticlimactic, nothing happened except that the arrow flew deep into the mine and lay of the floor, still burning, casting weird shadows on the walls.  He sighed softly as the flames flickered.  There had been no explosion, and the dancing flames could only burn in an oxygen rich atmosphere.  That tiny fire proved that the
air in the mine was relatively safe for a man to breathe.

It was late in the evening by then and although he was anxious to inspect the mine, the can of stew he'd opened and set in the ashes of his campfire would be warm enough to enjoy.  Besides, he was quite tired and he knew it would be safer for him to enter the tunnel when he was fresh from a night's sleep.  He ate, then checked the hobbles on his mules, had a final cup of tea and finally crawled into his sleeping bag.  Surprisingly, even though he was quite excited, he fell asleep easily that night and slept very well.

However he awakened before the sun had fully risen the next day and had to force himself to wait for more light before he began to explore his discovery.  Finally after eating a hearty breakfast, then checking his mules and taking the time to find a convenient fallen tree to use as a seat for his early morning necessities, he approached the mine with his lantern in his hand.

This time as he entered the tunnel, he rechecked everything.  He even used a rock hammer to be certain the ceiling was sound, tapping the rock and listening for a possible loose slab, but everything seemed fine.  It bothered him to crawl on his hands and knees, but there was no way he could stand since the excavation was no more than four feet high.  The further he explored, the more certain he became that the mine had been abandoned just after the slide had occurred.  He had almost certain confirmation when he reached the working face of the mine which was easily forty feet back from the cliff face.  He had to bypass an old wooden wheelbarrow to reach the end of the tunnel and beside it lay a blunt ended pick, a well-worn rock hammer and a rusty gold pan.  At the face of the tunnel, scattered around the tunnel floor was the evidence of a final blast which had never been gathered up from where it had fallen.  There were quartz fragments laden with golden threads of ore
amongst the broken rock on the floor of the mine.  Most of that quartz lay in a rough pile at the foot of the cracked and crumbling face at the end of the tunnel.  Raising his lantern so he could inspect that wall of stone, he saw more than one seam of quartz, the largest was easily wider than his hand.  That large quartz seam was packed with several fine threads and one thin vein of raw gold.  That vein was easily as long as his thumb and at it's widest it was nearly a quarter as wide as his thumb nail.

Now he was positive that the mine was totally abandoned and that no one would return to claim it.  No miner would walk away leaving raw gold lying out in the open the way this mine had been left, not unless his life was in imminent danger.  As well, whoever the miner was, if he had escaped and had lived, Tom was positive he would have managed to return.  Even if the miner had been crippled for life, he would have found some way to have had someone else recover that gold.  Tom was as certain of that as he was that the sun rose in the east.

That raw gold lying there was a conclusive argument that this claim had never been registered, and the mine hadn't been reported.  The miner or miners who had worked this claim must have died, perhaps in the original avalanche or since their cabin had been destroyed they might have been injured and died in the aftermath.  Or else the miners might have died as they tried to make their way to a place of safety in a futile search for help, but there was no help nearby.  Even the closest native village was many miles away at Bowman's Bluff, almost at the opposite end of Mirror Lake.  All the clues seemed to point to the last scenario, and if that was true, Tom had probably found the answer to the mystery he'd been hunting.

Then it dawned on Tom, there might be someone buried in the wreckage of the log building he had been clambering over to get into the mine.  That was a sobering thought.  Although he had been considering heading out to civilization to register the claim, he knew he should investigate that wreckage first.  He had an axe, a shovel and two mules, as well as his own strength, so he'd be able to move those logs and boulders.  Besides he had enough supplies to last at least a month and there was ample wild game in the area, which meant he wouldn't starve.  Someone had already mined several ounces of gold, the least he could do was to see if they had died on the site and if they had, they deserved a decent burial.  He had to check.  That way he could feel he'd earned a small pittance of the value that the gold would bring when he got back to civilization.

Before he knee-walked out of the mine itself, he checked every corner and hollow for any possible sign of bones, just in case someone had died in the mine itself.  Then he collected all the gold he could find and placed it in the old gold pan, covering the whole thing with loose shale and placing it near the old blast face.  For now he planned to do his best to forget it was there, all the while remembering the old tales of men developing gold fever and working a rich claim until they starved to death in the midst of a fortune.

As he moved out into the late morning light, he felt slightly numb.  Things had happened too fast in the last two days for him to absorb everything.  Not only had he found gold, but he was almost certain that he'd found the original mine that had caused him to go off on this wild goose chase in the first place.  For the rest of that day he did little work, instead he wandered around the area finding several clues to prove that someone had lived on the plateau for at least a year or more.

Off to one side of the ruin he found an old outhouse, hidden amongst a small stand of trees.  Near that stood a slant roofed, three sided shed with rows of cut and split logs, ready to be used to heat the former cabin, all of it covered with years of drifted leaves and debris.  On the other end of the plateau, near the cascading stream he found the rusted remains of an old tin bucket hung on the limb of a tree.  That metal bucket had hung on the limb for so long that the wood had grown around the wire handle, so rather than damage the limb to remove the rusted remains, he left it hanging there.  That old bucket would serve to remind him that the works of man were fleeting, even at the best of times.

From the amount of work that had been done in the area he realized that someone had lived there for at least two years, perhaps three.  Either that or there had been more than one person working here just to accomplish the amount of work which had been done.  One thing he couldn't fathom was why they hadn't registered the claim if they had been here for so long.  The other thing worrying him was the ruined cabin itself.  Someone had done a lot of work in the area, but they'd had their work and perhaps their lives snuffed out by a single avalanche.  Naturally he worried that the same thing might happen to him at some point.

The cabin had been crushed flat and although there was some rock and rubble atop the wreckage, the debris was mostly small logs, stumps and branches, all old and rotten.  That alone convinced him that a snowslide had wiped out the cabin.  There wasn't enough debris in that pile though, not when he considered the number of winters that must have passed since it must have happened, especially if that particular area was prone to snowslides.  It had to have been a freak accident, a one time thing, but even freak accidents have a way of repeating themselves.  The very idea of being killed by an avalanche or snowslide terrified him and he felt that he had to find what had caused it.  He simply had to know if he was in danger of being killed by a snowslide or avalanche if he stayed and worked the mine over winter.

So the next morning, instead of going back into the mine or setting to work exploring the debris of the cabin, Tom climbed to the upper slope above the cliff.  The first hundred yards above the cliff was mostly bare rock, but further back there were grasses, then shrubs and finally a large stand of trees.  Initially as Tom surveyed the area he couldn't understand how a snowslide could have come down that slope, but as he walked forward into that stand of trees the reason dawned on him.  The trees he was looking at were second growth and in amongst those younger trees he found a multitude of stumps.  In fact from the sheer number of stumps he found on that slope he assumed that the former miners had virtually denuded the slope directly above the cabin.  The trees they had cut had probably become the logs used to build and heat the cabin, only since the builder had stripped the trees from the slope, the avalanche had crushed the cabin.

As he climbed higher, he found that the slope above the cliff stretched all the way to a small cirque on the side of the mountain facing the valley.  From the cirque there was an obvious declivity that led almost directly toward the area above the mine.  However there was a rather large rock outcropping above the area containing the stumps and that rock would deflect the path of any snowslide to some extent.  Only now there was a curving stand of second growth trees growing downslope from that huge rock.  That must act as a partial barrier, possibly redirecting snowslides to one side, or perhaps it worked something like a snow fence, building up deep snow amongst the trees, then anchoring the snow well enough to steer the slides aside.  Tom couldn't rebuild that barrier easily, but nature seemed to be doing that already.

He did notice that over half of the cliff face was already well protected simply because of the nature of the slope and the huge rock outcrops that stood in the way of any slide.  Perversely, the portion of the cliff which had protection was the portion which showed no signs of quartz intrusions, and yet the former miners had built their cabin near their mine.  He was certain that if they had used the higher side of the cliff as protection and had built a cabin a couple of hundred feet away from the mine opening, the cabin would still have been standing.  As proof of that theory the remains of the outhouse and woodshed were still there.



Over the next few weeks he cleared away most of the smashed logs and rubble from the crushed log cabin, salvaging the few dry logs that weren't rotten to use as firewood.  As he dug down he was surprised to find that he was able to recover several workable tools from the ruin.  He found several useful items, axe and hammer heads, several rock drills, an iron wheelbarrow wheel, and even an old style chain lift - which surprisingly wasn't rusted solid.  Perhaps the most useful item he had found though was a small, cast-iron, pot-belly stove that he might be able to use to heat a cabin of his own.  He might even be able to use it as a cook stove, providing he only cooked in one pot at a time since the cooking surface was round, and only about a foot in diameter.  It was only then that he realized he was contemplating building a cabin and perhaps staying in the area longer than he'd originally planned.

Once he'd admitted to himself that he was considering building a cabin he began to salvage some of the foundation stones from the old cabin and move them to a site he'd chosen.  When he salvaged the large piece of slate the stove had been resting on, he discovered a surprise - in a hole beneath it was a heavily rusted coffee can that still held several pounds of raw gold.  He had no way to accurately measure the weight of the tin, but to him it felt as if it weighed almost as much as his five-pound hand-sledge.  At thirteen Troy ounces to the pound and at least five-hundred dollars to the ounce, that meant he had just found about thirty-thousand dollars worth of gold.  Just having that much gold around weighed heavily on his mind though, so he decided it had to be hidden just in case someone else wandered into his camp.  Using the rock drills that he'd salvaged, he cut a hole into the soft volcanic tuff of the cliff face near the site he'd chosen for his future cabin,
tucked the old can in the hole, then piled rocks in front of the opening.

After a week of rain he spent another two weeks building a very small cabin in a small copse of mature fir trees, but close to the section of the rock cliff protected by a solid barrier to snowslides.  He'd gone up slope even further than the former logger to fell most of the logs he'd used for his cabin even though that meant he had to use his mules to get them to his building site.  He chose to cut the trees so the opening might help to divert the heavier slides away from the area that had wiped out the original building.  In fact he hoped that the new opening would carry the slides further away from his cabin and the mine, not toward them.

By midsummer he was doing some mining and his cabin was almost finished, but his food supplies were running low and he knew he'd have to hike out with his mules to get more.  He checked his maps and notes one evening, trying to work out a trail to a city or town where he could buy supplies and if possible, register his claim.  He definitely wasn't happy with what he found.

According to his topographical map, he was almost fenced in by mountains on all sides and there were relatively few passes into his area.  Bowman's Bluff, to the south and slightly east of him, was the closest town, but it was at least twenty-five miles away and near the other end of Mirror Lake.  He remembered that trail and those sheer cliffs and wasn't enthusiastic about tackling that trip again, certainly not on his own.  Unfortunately there didn't seem to be any other trail leading to Bowman's Bluff and since he didn't have a boat or a canoe, he couldn't use the lake as a highway.  Besides, Bowman's Bluff was little more than a village and didn't have a bank, let alone a magistrate or a government office where he could register his claim.

The next closest town was Misery Flats, which was off to the west and somewhat north of his claim, and although there seemed to be a relatively passable trail leading toward it, it was at least ten miles further away.  Besides that, his notes showed that the town didn't have a magistrate or a bank and he really wanted to head for a town that had both.  According to his notes there was a store there though, so he probably buy supplies, but he didn't want to leave his claim unregistered any longer than absolutely necessary.

In the roughly the same direction as Misery Flats, but another sixty miles further away, there was a third town, Bear Creek, which was either a very large town or a small city since it had a population of about ten thousand people.  According to his notes Bear Creek not only had banks, but it even had a provincial court house - in fact there was even an airstrip on the outskirts of the town.  Unfortunately travelling ninety miles would take him and his mules at least ten days each way, and he didn't want to waste three weeks out of his summer just hiking out for supplies.  Actually it might take longer than that since there didn't seem to be a road or trail between Misery Flats and Bear Creek, instead his maps showed about sixty miles of trackless mountain terrain between them.  That was unfortunate because Bear Creek seemed like it might be the ideal place for him to overwinter, but getting there in the fall might be a problem.

Perhaps someone in Misery Flats knew of a trail through those mountains, but for now his need for supplies was far more important than registering his claim.  The next day he made up his backpacks for the mules, then packed all of the perishable and edible supplies he was leaving behind in a cache high in a tree near his cabin.  The following morning he set out for town and even though he was very good at reading a topographical map it took him four days to reach Misery Flats.  He'd had to backtrack twice because he'd chosen the wrong leg of a Y in the trail, but eventually he crested a final hill and could see the little town spread out below him.

He paused and stared at the sight before him, but what he saw wasn't very encouraging.  There might have been a couple of dozen small houses and one or two stores spread along the sides of a single dirt road, actually little more than a wide trail.  Half of those houses and one of the stores looked abandoned and very few of the buildings that were being used seemed to be in very good condition.  He sighed then, hoping against hope that the store would even have the supplies he needed, but he knew he had to check, so he plodded onward.

Tom paused to say hello to an older woman working in her garden at the edge of town, planning to ask for directions.

"Hello, Ma'am.  I was wondering if you could tell me where I could go to buy a few groceries and other supplies?" Tom asked politely as he smiled at her.

"Hello, young fella, the only place in town that still sells groceries is Bartlett's General Mercantile, run by Harvey Bartlett," she dropped what she was doing instantly and walked over to her garden fence.  "My name is Hattie Armstrong and you're new around here, aren't you?"

"Yes, Ms. Armstrong, I suppose I am new around here, but I'm just passing through.  My name is Tom Dunn and I've spent the last few years getting a degree in geology, so I'm spending the summer wandering around the province, checking out old mining areas.  I'm just getting experience and doing a bit of prospecting, maybe one day I'll hit the mother lode."

"Well, in the first place, you can call me Hattie, cause everyone does," she showed him a gap toothed smile.  "Now, as far as prospecting goes, lots of luck on that, but this area is pretty well mined out now. Of course with gold at over five hundred bucks an ounce, the old timers are still scratchin' around.  About sixty or seventy years ago folks used to do pretty well, even forty years ago it wasn't all that bad, but the gold around here has pert near run out.  My husband, Charlie, and I used to have a claim up in the hills, but when he was killed in a cave-in, I moved into town and started renting out rooms.  I don't get much trade nowadays though, only in the winter really and some on Saturday nights when the weather is rough."

"Do you serve meals too, Hattie?  I could have my arm twisted into sleeping in a bed and eating a meal someone else had cooked real easily, if I could find a place to pasture my mules overnight."

"There's ten acres of fenced grass right behind the house and since it's Friday night I can have a good meal ready for you in an hour, if you really want one.  For twenty bucks I'll give you a clean bed for the night, a good supper and a fine breakfast."

"Well, I couldn't turn down a deal like that, but I should go see about buying some supplies first." Tom smiled.  "If I do get the supplies that I want, do you suppose I could rent a safe place to store my pack saddles for the night?"

"You can park those in my back porch and I'll lock the outside door for you.  You aren't the first guy to ask about that and I don't imagine you'll be the last," she laughed.  "Say, I should mention that Harvey Bartlett has runnin' water at his store and folks often have a hot shower there before buying their goods."

"Oh, this place is sounding a lot like heaven right now, Hattie," Tom laughed.  "I think I will see about that shower, but don't you go working too hard while cooking supper.  I'm not a fussy eater."

"That sort of work ain't the problem, not when I'll have someone new to talk at," she laughed.  "Now you get yourself off to the store and give Harvey a bit of business while I stir my stumps and cook up tonight's meal.  Since you've got both showerin' and shoppin' to do, you'd best get a move on 'cause supper will be ready about six o'clock, okay?"

"Yes, Hattie, that's fine and I'll do my best to make sure I'm not late," he grinned and winked at her, then set off down the road again with a smile on his face.

Visitors must have been at a premium in Misery Flats though.  As he sauntered down the bare dirt trail that masqueraded as a street, Tom soon found himself the center of attention.  The sight of a newcomer walking into town and leading two mules seemed to be an extremely noteworthy event to anyone in the vicinity.  He was a stranger, he was young and he looked as if he was still relatively prosperous, not only that but he walked confidently as if he had a purpose for being there.  Yet over and above that he must have had the look of an old time prospector, even though no one in town had ever seen him before.  When he'd paused on the trail overlooking the town, he'd seen no motion at all, but when he started walking down the street he saw several people out in the front yard of their houses.

By the time Tom had walked the two or three hundred yards from Hattie's front gate to the general store he'd said 'Hi' and wished a 'Good Day' to half a dozen people and had even patted someone's pet dog.  Somehow he felt he'd stepped back into another era when people were a lot friendlier and a new person in town was a welcome sight.  That was reinforced when he got to the general store, first when he found a hitching-rail out front, then again when a teenaged girl looked up from the book she'd been reading and squeaked in surprise.  She'd been sitting on a chair near the door, and actually blushed as she hopped to her feet, then dashed inside.

"Dad, I think you've got a customer, and he's young.  He's even good looking!" her voice trailed off, probably as she ran through the store and out the back.

Tom was grinning as he tied his mules to the hitching-rack and stepped up onto the wooden sidewalk cum front stoop of the store.  He was met by a tall gangling man at the doorway who wore a 'very professional, welcome to my establishment' type smile that Tom had seen a thousand times.  The temptation to disturb that composed smile was just too much and Tom reacted with a tease which was all his own.

"Hi Mr Bartlett, glad to meet you!  My name is Tom Dunn," he prattled as he held out his right hand in his best smarmy salesman manner.  "I think I may have just what you need to make this establishment a little more profitable."

Tom watched the smile fade from the storekeeper's face as the man concluded that Tom was some sort of salesman with a slightly oddball approach.  Harvey Bartlett still introduced himself and shook Tom's hand, but now his eyes had a distinctly leery look, then Tom's salesman smile slipped into a wide grin. "I have some cash and a traveller's cheque in my pocket and I need to buy some supplies so I can get back out on the trail of the mother lode."

That brought a look of surprise to the storekeeper's face, then a hearty laugh.  "You scoundrel, you really had me going for a moment," he pumped Tom's hand vigorously, but he was wearing a real smile now,  "You must have been an actor at one time, because you've got your snake oil salesman act down pat.  But, what did you do to Emily to make her run off like she did?"

"Is Emily the girl who was reading out here before, Mr. Bartlett?  If it was, all I did was smile at her and she ran off as if she'd seen a monster," Tom shrugged.  "Actually I'm not a monster and I'm not a salesman.  I'm just a guy with a brand-new degree in geology who is spending the summer wandering around the province, checking out old mining areas and doing a bit of prospecting as I travel.  I happened to meet Mrs. Armstrong just up the way and she told me I could buy supplies here and was kind enough to tell me your name.  Then you came out the door looking bored and I let temptation get the better of me, so I teased you for a moment.  I should apologise for that lapse in my manners."

"Oh, there's no apology necessary, I took one look at you and I'm afraid I prejudged you, then you shook my complacency.  In fact when I think about it, I deserved that and I'd like you to call me Harvey.  What's your name again, by the way?"

"Well, Harvey, I'm Tom, Tom Dunn and you know what I am already.  A young guy who is looking for the mother lode and trying to enjoy life while I'm doing it."

"Well, I can't help you in your hunt for gold, but I do have a decent stock of the supplies most prospectors ask for.  Is there anything unusual that you might require?"

"Actually I have a list and it is a rather long one, but I was also told by Mrs. Armstrong that I might be able to pay for a hot shower while you're gathering my supplies. I would prefer to pack the supplies myself though, since I know my mules and how each one acts under load."

"With an order this size, you can have as long a shower as you want at no charge," Harvey snorted.  "But, looking at the scope of this list, you must to be planning on being out of contact with civilization for a while."

"Yeah, I do plan on being away from people for a while." Tom chuckled.  "Mrs. Armstrong was the first person I've spoken to in over three months, so when she suggested that she could cook me meal and rent me a bed, I jumped on the chance.  I'm a bit tired of my own cooking."

"Oh, I think my daughter will be disappointed.  From what she said as she ran past me, I think she meant to ask you to eat with us."

"Now that's surprising," Tom raised an eyebrow, "I thought I'd frightened her when I came up.  She certainly ran off in a hurry."

"I think she was the one who felt she might scare you off," the storekeeper grinned.  "As she raced past me, she was mumbling something about wearing her grubbiest clothing when the only good looking guy she'd seen in months showed up.  I suppose you're planning to pick up your supplies today and then leave tomorrow, aren't you."

"That's what I had in mind, why?"

"Well, tomorrow is Saturday and a lot of the local prospectors slip into town to pick up their mail and weekly supplies.  I usually end up with about eight or ten old time prospectors hanging around on the front porch telling tales and swapping lies on Saturday afternoon.  I thought you might be interested in listening to them and perhaps talking to them, but then I just can't see you as the tenderfoot I first took you to be."

"Oh, did you think that I was a tenderfoot?"

"Well, yes, at first, but now I've changed my mind.  It was the packs and equipment on your mules that made me reconsider to start with.  Everything you have is used, but well cared for, including your mules, so you know what you're doing.  Then too, I've glanced at your list and the supplies you want are excellent choices for someone who wants to live alone for several months.  You've even included some long term treats for yourself.  Only I'd say that you must be planning to be out in the bush for longer than you said or else you aren't alone and have a partner out there somewhere."

"Not bad, Sherlock, but not exactly great either." Tom grinned.  "In the first place I was raised out in the bush and I know how nature sometimes throws you a curve, so I try to have a few extra supplies on hand, just in case.  I try to plan for emergencies too, which covers the heavy duty tarp and the plastic sheeting I've listed.  If I get stuck somewhere in heavy weather and need to throw up a quick shelter or even a rough cabin, I'd have those to use on the roof.  Neither one weighs much to pack or takes up much space, but they can make your life a lot more comfy if you have them there when you need them.  I can't think of anything more unsettling than waking up in the middle of a snow storm and having meltwater dripping down on your sleeping bag."

"Like I said, you're no tenderfoot, but I'll let you go ahead with your shower now while I gather your supplies.  The shower room is through the back door, then on your left, there's soap and towels in the dressing room." Harvey pointed at a door.  "Before you go though, what is this note at the bottom about metal containers if possible?  Do you want us to repackage your supplies in them?"

"Oh yeah, I forgot that.  I've had a vermin problem with some of my supplies so I was thinking if you have a choice in packages, any stronger ones would be better and metal would be the best for me.  I've had mice chew right through plastic containers." Tom sighed,  "I'm willing to pay the difference in price to have metal containers with removable lids, if you have them in stock."

"You're not the first prospector to have that problem." Harvey grinned, pointing to one corner of the store.  "We keep a supply of empty cans and buckets over there in what Emily calls the 'heavy metal' corner."

Tom checked it out and soon found all the metal containers he thought he'd need.  More than that though, he found a few extra items, among them unrolled sheets of blued steel that could be snapped together as stove pipe.  There was even a kit that would convert a small metal barrel into a wood burning heater.  Harvey even had a fitting meant to slip around the stove pipe where it passed through a sloping roof so the hot stove pipe wouldn't set the roof on fire.

"Dang it that looks handy."  Tom shook his head and looked thoughtful.  "The problem would be finding a small barrel, but you know, there was a tiny, pot-bellied, cast-iron stove in an abandoned cabin up where I was last prospecting …  It gets pretty darn cool in the evenings up there, so why don't I have you include a few pieces of that pipe and one of those through the roof fittings.  I can pack that on top of one mule's load easy enough and if I get caught by the weather, I can throw up a quick lean-to cabin, then salvage that old stove …  Yeah, I think I'd better do that."

Harvey tried to talk him into buying the kit and even offered to sell him a small barrel, but Tom was stubborn.  Packing an extra barrel on his mules would be just a bit much, besides round objects just didn't pack well.  He even took the time to start sorting through and choosing some rectangular metal containers from the stack of empty buckets and cans.

"Why don't you let me choose the containers to fit the supplies you're ordering, meanwhile you can clean up, then you won't be late for supper at Hattie's?" Harvey suggested to him.

So Tom went to have his shower, but first he chose a complete set of clothing to add to his bill, all but his boots.  Not much later, but now clean and dressed in his new duds, he came out to see Emily and her father just finishing packaging the last of his purchases in his new containers.

"I've asked Emily to label everything with both weight and contents," Harvey said. "That way you can load your pack saddles any way you want them, Tom."

"Thank's, Harvey, and you too, Emily.  Did you have the supplies to fill my whole list?"

"Yes, Daddy had everything on your list, even the prunes," Emily made a face.  "How can you eat those things anyway?"

"Well, I can tell you've never been out camping for long periods of time." Tom chuckled as he started packing the two packsaddles.  "Prunes are just dried plums, so they're a great source of energy.  Besides, I find that they're relatively pleasant to eat and easy to carry.  As well as that though, if you ever need a mild laxative, they work great."

"Oh!" she blushed again, but Harvey chuckled at her discomfort.

"Sorry, Em, but I can see that Tom definitely isn't the tenderfoot I took him for at first," then he chuckled.  "He got me too, because when he first came to the door he had me convinced he was a salesman of some sort."

Tom looked up from packing and winked at her as her father explained and saw her face break into a delighted grin.

"Talking about payment, how much does this lot come to?" he asked when Harvey had finished explaining what had happened when they met.

The total of his bill was higher than he would have paid in most places, but then Harvey would have had to add extra for the cost of shipping everything in and Tom didn't argue.  The good thing about it was that Harvey accepted travellers' cheques, so Tom cashed one of those and only had to add a few dollars in cash for his purchases.  After everything was paid for he went back to loading his packsaddles and was just finishing when he heard a clock begin to strike.  He glanced up and saw an old Regulator clock on the wall and saw the hour hand was pointing at the six.

"Oh, boy, I'd better get moving!" he hoisted a packsaddle to his shoulder and headed for the door.  "Hattie will be waiting supper for me."

"No, not yet,"  Emily called.  "I ran up there earlier and told her that you'd be a few minutes late.  Then she invited Dad and I to eat there too, so there's really no rush."

"Actually, I had Emily bribe her." Harvey grunted as he carried the second packsaddle out to the porch.  "We don't often get newcomers here in town and I thought we should all try to be friendly."

"I think the bush telegraph has been working too." Emily giggled.  "I saw old Dan go past the store just a few minutes ago, and you know he never comes to town until Saturday morning, not unless something special is happening."

Emily was right.  Only the four people sat down at the table at Hattie's house that evening, but there were several men out in Hattie's back yard setting up a temporary camp.  Tom learned that camping in Hattie's back yard was common practise on a Saturday night, but since there was a stranger in town, the group had moved their weekly meeting up by half a day.  As for Hattie, Emily, Harvey and Tom, they enjoyed both the meal and the company in Hattie's kitchen.  Tom heard some of the local gossip and he told the others a few of the minor adventures he'd had recently, conveniently avoiding the fact that he now had a producing gold mine.

After they'd eaten though they went out back of Hattie's house and joined the group in the yard, now swelled by several others who had arrived to meet the newcomer to town.  There were several tents set up out in Hattie's pasture, with about fifteen older men and two women standing or squatting around an old, much used fire ring, complete with a small bonfire.  Tom was introduced around the group and realized that most of them were over the age of sixty, but almost everyone, except Harvey and Emily, were old-time prospectors.  Like any group of prospectors he'd ever met and camped with there was a jug being passed around, but to Tom's surprise it was decent tasting homemade wine, not hooch, or moose milk.

In only moments he learned that Misery Flats had been a boom town at one time, but now it was almost a ghost town.  It still had a general store, but now the population of the local area was less than a hundred people and almost all of those were older folk, so it was gradually dying.  At one time there had been five or six dozen small mines in the area, but now there were only a few hardscrabble miners still trying to wrest a living from the local mountains.  Most people were still there for only one reason though, they were simply too old or too set in their ways to move on and besides, prospecting was their life.

Of course he had to repeat his story about being a recent geology graduate out on a summer long trip, checking out old gold mining areas.  Then to show that he had done some panning as he wandered around, he had to show the little bit of placer gold he'd carried along with him.  He was very careful not to mention the 'wall of gold' or the mine he was working and he only showed them 'flake' gold that he had panned out of streams, but none of the nuggets.  He didn't want to encourage any of them to follow him when he left, yet he wanted them to be friendly toward him.

"Ya don't look like yu've bin havin' much luck there, young feller."  Old Hank winked at him.

"Well, actually since I've been going back to places that were producing gold many years ago, I've been just about dead on with my expectations." Tom shrugged.  "Remember now, this is an educational trip, so I've only been spending time at places other people have panned or mined before, but I'm learning as I go along.  I spent five years in classrooms and libraries, pouring over books and learning about geological formations.  Now I'm heading out on my own and comparing what I've learned from books to real world situations.  Book learning is great, but you have to be able to translate that into real life in order to do anything with your education.  So if you want to know the truth of my trip, I'm often checking out geological formations and the erosion patterns of rivers and streams as much as panning for gold.  The idea is to tie theory to real life, so I'll know what to look for in the future."

"Wal, I'll be danged, now I'm learnin' what Harvey said he noticed 'bout ya.  Y'ain't so much o' a tenderfoot after all are ye?" Old Hank grinned and winked again.  "O' course I was watchin' when ya come over here an' them's two mighty fine mules ya got.  Then too, from the looks o' yer gear, I think ya done a bit o' this before, so I think yer gonna do okay onct ya get yer feet wet."

"Oh, my old man's a geologist too, but he works in the oil patch.  I have spent some time out in the bush with him though, even if we don't see eye to eye on a lot of things." Tom grinned.  "Not only that, but I've spent some time working as a prospector up north, but I was working for big outfits then.  The only problem with the north country is that winter leaves too late and then comes back too darn quick."

"Dang it, now I know who ya are, yer 'Lucky' Dunn, the guy what found that wildcat copper mine up in the Northwest Territories a coupla years back, ain't ya?"  another old-timer barked loudly.  "I seed yer pitcher in a magazine onct."

"Yeah, that's what they started calling me afterward,"  Tom admitted with a wry grin, then a frown.  "Only one problem, when I found that ore body I was working for NorEast Mining and all I got out of a multimillion dollar strike was a two-thousand buck bonus and a hundred shares of stock.  Of course that stock's paying for part of this summer holiday and learning session that I'm on, but I still think it was slim pickings.  Once I get a handle on this mining business I intend to try to do a little better than that, but I'd like to do it on my own, if I can."

"Well, if yer lucky fer others, maybe yu'll be lucky fer yerself," Old Hank nodded at him.  "I'll be the first ta wish ya all the best o' luck on findin' a mother lode all o' yer own."

"Here, here"  "Ya betcha."  "Kid, ya got my best wishes"  "Me too, Lucky."  "And me."  "Same here, Kid."

Well wishes rattled around the group and Tom just grinned and gave them all a thumbs up and a "Thank You!"

"Say, out of this bunch there must be one or two of you that know the trails around here," Tom said after the well wishers had quieted down.  "Is there a trail that leads from here toward Bear Creek, or is there another way to a relatively short road heading over to the Fraser Canyon? I was thinking of heading out that direction in a couple of months, then maybe wintering in Bear Creek."

"Sure there is, but it's a real tail twister!" an old fellow named Dan said quietly. "Which way did ya come inta town from?"

"I was over near the headwaters of Mirror Lake when I decided to head this way to get some supplies."  Tom admitted.

"Mirror Lake huh?  I've bin there.  Purty place, but oh man, are them cliffs around it ever an SOB to move around on, talk about steep an' dangerous!  I don't think there ever was gold in that area though, but at one time there was a pocket this side of it a ways.  O' course that's all mined out now, but ya could look it over if ya were just interested in seeing how it was laid out an' such.  Anyway, when you come in from Mirror Lake an' not long after ya headed this way, ya musta seen a reddish coloured, bald topped hill off ta yer right, din'cha?" old Dan asked.

"Yeah, I think I did notice one like that, back a ways from the trail though,"  Tom nodded.

"Well, there's some game trails that will lead you over ta the north side o' that hill an' ya go around it to t'other side.  Then ya need to follow a trail that heads away along the valley and starts on the back side o' the hill, but hang ta the north edge o' the valley.  Now the trails is high up in places an' dang narrow, but ya could make it on foot even leadin' mules.  Don't try the south side o' the canyon though, that just leads ya to a dead end an' then yu'd hafta backtrack outta it.  Anyway, there ain't no gold mines along there neither.  If ya do head into Bear Creek fer the winter, watch out fer trouble.  I hear that there's a rough bunch movin' inta that place, druggies, crooks an' fellas o' that sort."

"Well, thanks for the directions and the warning."  Tom smiled at the old guy.  "I'm not certain what I'm doing for sure, but I do like to keep my options open."

"That's the way to live when yer young, alright," old Dan laughed.

"Shucks, for all I know I might just strike it rich next week and be hiking out to file a claim before too long." Tom grinned and winked.

"Yeah, don't we all wish fer that?  Jes one big strike an' we'd all be happy," Old Hank smiled wistfully.

"Oh, I dunno. Life ain't so bad, not now as the price o' an ounce o' gold is around five ta six, er even seven hunnert bucks, so's we kin buy more with what little gold we do scrape up.  I 'member when the price o' gold was pegged at sumpin' like thirty bucks an ounce an jes buyin' supplies was tough.  Then it shot up like a rocket to a hunnert bucks an' things was wild 'round here fer a while, with claim jumpers an' fools tryin' ta muscle in,"  Dan shook his head.

That started a discussion about the 'good old days' and Tom could lean back and listen because he was no longer the center of attention.  Even Hattie joined in on the yarning session, but it didn't last all that long.  Even Tom was soon yawning, so he followed Hattie and old Hank inside and Hattie showed him to a tiny bedroom where he could crash for the night.  He wasn't sure if Hattie and old Hank slept together, but that wasn't any of his business anyway.  He fell asleep quickly and slept like a log, but wakened as soon as he heard Hattie up and around the next morning.

An hour after eating, Tom had saddled his mules and was heading back the way he had come, but he left with well wishes from almost everyone he'd met. The only person he'd seen the day before who hadn't been there to see him off was Emily.  Harvey said she was still sleeping and he thought she'd probably be annoyed that he hadn't wakened her so she could say goodbye to Tom, but he felt she needed her sleep more.  So Tom grinned and asked him to give her a hug and tell her that Tom would try to get back someday.  That brought out grins from the whole crowd and even a couple of wolf whistles, but it was a friendly way to say goodbye, so Tom decided to leave on that note.

While the trip out to Misery Flats had taken four days, the trip back to his claim took only two and a half.  That was surprising since his backpack was quite heavy and the mules were both loaded down just as heavily as he was.  Several times Tom even felt as if the mules were in a hurry, but then they actually might have been in a rush to get home, after all when they were there they spent the whole day doing nothing else, but standing around or cropping grass.

For Tom, it was a different story.  Now that he had enough supplies to last a while, he could carry on developing his mine or improving his cabin, all the while getting accustomed to the area.  Right then life looked rosy, but Tom was enough of a pessimist that he was prepared for the situation to change at any time in the future.

After all, even he couldn't be lucky all the time.




Chapter 3

As soon as he was back at the claim, Tom's first job was to shift the supplies from the packsaddles into safe keeping. Some of the supplies were hung high in the nearby trees, while others were hung from the rafters inside his cabin. Whenever possible though, he kept his supplies in metal containers and he was glad he'd asked the Bartletts to pack as many of his new supplies in those as they could.  Of course that meant he had containers stacked all over the cabin, so he needed to build shelving in order to store things up and out of his way.  Before he built any shelves though, he wanted to shift his little cast iron stove inside the cabin and set up his new chimney

He was tired of cooking outside, because even though he had set up a little fireplace/cum barbeque arrangement under a lean-to roof, the setup wasn't very satisfactory.  Although that roof meant that he could cook his meals without getting wet on rainy days, he'd had no proper mortar to set the stones of the fireplace.  Instead of mortar he'd had to use clay and that clay had cracked as it dried, often leaving large gaps that leaked smoke.  As a result the area under his little sloping roof would often fill with smoke, especially if the breeze came from the wrong direction.

In the long-run setting up the little stove wasn't all that much work.  He'd checked it over closely when he found it and was thankful that it had been relatively new when the avalanche had struck, then too it had been quite well protected underneath the rubble.  He'd found it sitting on the inside corner of two of the partially crumpled log walls, so it had been protected from rain and snow by a section of the collapsed roof.  Other than some minor surface rust, the little stove was almost completely undamaged, in fact it didn't seem as if it had been used much before the avalanche had destroyed the cabin.  There weren't even any ashes in it, which was good because ashes would have eventually eaten through the bottom – wood-ash is not only caustic, but it will draw moisture out of the air.  Since that long forgotten prospector had been a neat freak, Tom had a workable pot bellied stove instead of a pile of rusted iron.  All he had to do was set it on a fireproof base,
install some stove pipes and run them through a hole in the roof.  Actually cutting and mounting the tapered fitting to allow the stove pipe to safely pass through the roof was the hardest part of setting up the stove.  In fact that part of the job was a pain in the butt.

It might not have been so bad, but he'd built the roof 'the easy way' by laying long straight saplings side by side with both ends of each sapling overhanging the two longest sides of his tiny cabin.  Once all the saplings were in place, he'd simply stretched a plastic tarp over the whole roof and lashed it down.  Then he'd carefully placed another layer of saplings on top of the tarp to hold it down and prevent it from flapping around in the wind.  Now he had to have a frame that would allow him to have an opening in the middle of his roof and yet support the shorter sections of sapling 'rafters' above and below it.  The job would have been relatively simple if he'd been working with normal 'dimensional' lumber, but he was working with small 'logs,' none of which were the same size or shape.  Another thing that would have helped was a few more nails, but he didn't have many of those and most of what he had were roofing nails, all less than half a finger long.  He managed to
do the job, but he had to tear off his roof and completely rebuild it with new lengthwise supports part way down the slope.  Then he had to find a way to seal the plastic tarp to the galvanised steel roof fitting.  He eventually used the gummy sap that he gathered from pine trees as glue to caulk all the joints and edges, but he knew that wasn't a permanent fix.  It took him over two weeks to get his cabin set up just the way he wanted it.

Then one day when he was out hunting on the opposite side of the valley from his claim, he looked back toward his cabin and smiled when he saw that it was well hidden in the trees.  That's when he noticed that the opening of the adit had been exposed when he had cleared away the rubble from the slide and now he could see a gaping hole in the cliff.  That opening stood out like a sore thumb, advertising the existence of his mine to anyone who happened to glance that direction.  His next few weeks were spent shifting back many of the rocks he had moved away when he'd cleared the avalanche, stacking them into a six-foot high wall about ten feet away from the opening of the mine.  Once the wall hid the adit, he replaced most of the loose rubble he'd moved before, even adding some of the talus from the base of the cliff, piling it against the outer side of the new barrier until he'd built a natural appearing slope.  He even added a few pockets of soil, then transplanted bushes and
small saplings to the sloping outer face of that slope until his mine was well disguised from almost any angle.

His job might have been simpler, but even while he was building his wall he was setting aside much of the flat sided stone that he found, planning to use it for the foundation of a much larger cabin.  He'd already made up his mind that he loved the area and was planning to live there in the future for at least half of the year.  There was a section near the cliff which was protected from avalanche danger by a rock outcrop upslope from the cliff face, but the plateau below that section of the cliff was open and relatively level.  He decided that was a perfect spot for a larger cabin.  Any windows facing the valley would have a wonderful view and that site faced almost due south, so the cliff behind the cabin would provide protection from the northerly winds of winter as well.  Tom simply couldn't resist the temptation and began laying out a foundation for a much larger cabin.

Every morning he'd get up, eat breakfast, then head into the mine for a few hours.  Once he started feeling cramps in his back from working in that confined space he'd come back outside and spend some time on his normal chores, then he'd work on his new foundation for a few hours.  He knew he had gold fever to some extent because of his constant need to work in the mine each day, but he felt that he had it under control.  He also knew that he really should have hiked out to Bear Creek to register his claim, but he kept putting that off for another few days.  Still, time flew by and summer was rapidly passing.

Tom finally finished disguising the barrier in front of the mine and by early September he'd finished placing the stone foundation of his proposed cabin.  Eventually he made up his mind that he'd hike out in a few more weeks, probably by early October, planning to spend the whole winter back in civilization.

Unfortunately Mother Nature and her minions had other ideas about how he was going to spend his winter.

Tom's problems started in late September when one of his mules was killed. That death came as a complete surprise since he hadn't heard a sound during the night it had been killed.  Tom had habitually spent some time with his mules each day, so he discovered the dead body the next morning.  From the wounds on the mule's carcass and the sign nearby, he knew it had been killed and partially eaten by a bear, so he waited that night, then shot the bear when it came back to feed.  Knowing that he was short of fat in his diet, Tom decided to save both rear hams and the loin of the bear, even though he had second thoughts about that idea.  After all to many of his native friends the very idea of eating the flesh of a bear was taboo, but Tom was a realist - without that meat he might very well starve.  Since he was going to have to open that much of the bear's hide anyway, he skinned it completely and saved the pelt.  At the last minute he even salvaged the skull, that way he'd have
the brains to use for curing the hide - if he had the time to do that before heading out.  Then while he was crafting a makeshift harness for the second mule to haul both carcasses downhill and well away from the cabin, he realized that the mule's hide would make prime rawhide, so he skinned it too.  Taking that mule's death as a warning, he knew he had to hike out for the winter as soon as possible, but he still had to prepare his mine and cabin so they could be safely left over winter.

That bear's attack had been a vicious reminder that bears fatten up in the fall, then hibernate through the winter.  Unfortunately his mine was a prime hibernation site, so he had to close the entrance to it as soon as possible.  Just in case there was another hungry bear in the neighbourhood though, he kept his remaining mule hobbled on the small plateau near the cabin.  He spent two days building a wall of small logs against the face of the cliff and covering the mine opening, bracing that log wall back against his rock barrier.  Then, since he didn't want to waste what supplies he'd be leaving behind when he left, he built a cache high in one of the fir trees near his cabin, spending another day on that job.  Of course that meant he had to spend the following day sorting his supplies and moving any he wouldn't need on the hike into the cache.

Finally he was ready to leave, so he loaded a packsaddle with essentials late one afternoon, planning to leave the next morning.  Just as dawn was breaking that morning though, he was awakened by the sound of wolves and rolled out of bed to find five of them attacking his last mule.  He managed to fight them off with his rifle, killing four wolves, but by the time the last wolf was wounded and limped off, the mule had been hamstrung.  Since the mule was in pain and injured so badly that it couldn't even stand, he had to put it down.

Tom spent most of that day skinning and butchering the mule and knowing now that he might need the meat for food, he saved both hind quarters and the loin, but kept the hide as well.  After hanging both the meat and skin in a tree, he set about skinning the wolves, then cutting up and dragging away all the dead carcasses.  He didn't expect to have the time to cure those hides, but force of habit dictated that he hack off all the skulls and wedge them into the forks of trees, just in case.  Those wolves had not only cost him his last mule, but also two more days of cleanup and they'd drastically reduced his chances of survival

In less than two weeks he'd lost both mules and was in a rather desperate state because now he could only pack out what he could carry on his back.  He knew what he was up against and was unhappy with the situation, but instead of harping on that, he set out to prepare himself for a rather rough trip.  Without any mules, he had to condense his supplies even further to reduce the weight he'd need to carry to a bare minimum.  He had no radio, so he couldn't call for help.  He didn't think he should try to reach Bowman's Bluff since that hike over the mountains worried him so much and he didn't have a canoe or boat to travel on the lake itself.  Instead, he decided to prepare to hike out to Bear Creek, but he knew that would be a long tough hike.  If he found that the trail to Bear Creek was too rough, he'd be passing fairly close to Misery Flats, but though that was a possible option, he really didn't want to spend the winter there.

The weather was cold and clear and he did have a fair amount of supplies left, but once he was on the trail he wouldn't want to take the time to hunt, so he needed to carry meat along.  It was cold enough now that the meat hanging in the trees had frozen, but he couldn't pack it like that, his body heat would thaw the meat in hours then it would spoil.  That meant he had to take the time to dry and smoke some of the meat he had cached even though it would take several days, but he reasoned that it was still early in the year he felt he had time.  In only hours he had improvised a rough smoke house by draping tarps around the outside of the shelter he'd built around his outdoor fireplace.  He spent the rest of the day cutting meat into thin strips and hanging it from the rafters.  Then he blocked the chimney and built a smoky fire in the fireplace using large dry Alder log sections covered with moist wood chips freshly cut from dormant alder trees.

Since he had to thaw the meat as well as smoke it, he dug out his travel alarm that evening and wound it for the first time in months.  That way he was awakened every two hours to tend the fire and keep his little smokehouse warm.  Keeping it smoky wasn't a problem, in fact he had to tend the fire while moving around on his hands and knees.  Thankfully the glowing embers of the fire threw off enough light that he was able to find his way around in the smoke filled room.

To keep himself busy during the day while he was smoking the meat, he hauled out the hides from the bear, one mule and the wolves he'd killed.  First he scraped the inner side of the hides clean of all meat and fat, then rubbed in a mixture of crushed brains, urine and a bit of salt before stretching and hanging them in the smoke.  Imagine his surprise to awaken one morning and see a wolverine nosing around the area where he'd been scraping and working the hides.  When the wolverine saw Tom it attacked and he had to shoot it too, so later that day he added a wolverine pelt to the other skins he'd already been curing.  Even though he knew the pelts weren't being tanned properly because he was hurrying the job, he was certain he'd be able to use them for something.

Only two days later he awakened to find that a foot of snow had fallen overnight, then a wind blew up before the morning had passed, turning that fresh snow into a blizzard.  Although most of the plateau where his cabin sat was swept relatively free of snow by those strong winds, in less than a week two feet of snow had settled in the shelter of the trees.  Even without the wind, that much snow meant the mountain passes he would have had to travel to reach any decent sized town would be completely blocked.  That early blizzard had effectively trapped him in his cabin, because the danger of avalanches made all the mountain trails unsafe and virtually impassable for a man on foot.

He was completely isolated, at least until the ice on Mirror Lake froze several inches thick.  However with a heavy snow cover on the lake he was sure that several inches of ice would take weeks to form.  He knew that ice covered by snow doesn't freeze as fast because the snow acts as a form of insulation.  Since he was thinking of snow's insulating qualities, he went outside and began to bank the cabin by piling snow against the walls.  Not only would that snow add some insulation, but it also cut down on drafts, which reduced the amount of firewood he was going to need just to keep from freezing.

Actually cutting wood became an almost daily task for the first month that he was marooned in his cabin.  As it was, he was thankful that he'd planned on building a bigger cabin the next year and had ringed several trees, which killed them and let them dry while still standing.  Between normal dead-falls that he found and a few trees he had ringed during the summer he was able to cut all the firewood he needed.  Unfortunately he never seemed to be able to get very far ahead of the amount he had to use, so there were days when he was forced to cut wood in a full-blown blizzard.  That wood warmed him twice, once when he cut and split it, then once more when he burned it in his little cast iron stove.  More than once though, Tom felt extremely lucky that he'd found that little stove in the wreckage of the old cabin.  On top of that he thanked his lucky stars that he'd bought those few pieces of blued steel stove pipe material in Misery Flats so he had a decent chimney and his
little stove could draw well.

Actually being short of wood and somewhat short of food was probably a good thing in a way because he had to work at survival, which helped relieve his boredom.  He'd never lived through a winter like that one before though because it seemed as if he seldom saw more than two or three hours when the wind wasn't blowing, the snow wasn't falling or both weren't happening.

He did manage to kill a deer that came to graze on the bit of grass that had been exposed by the wind near the cabin.  Then he darn near froze his fingers butchering it out and hanging it in a nearby tree, but at least he had some fresh meat - even if it was a tough and stringy winter-kill.  Cooking and eating the heart and liver out of that deer gave him a real boost though and he was able to cobble together a sled to haul away the offal from the kill so it wouldn't draw scavengers.

Gradually though his supply of food diminished more and more, until finally, when his supplies fell desperately low, he decided he simply had to try to find some relief.  He made a pair of snowshoes, planning to hike down to Mirror Lake, then down the lake to the town of Bowman's Bluff, a distance of well over twenty miles.  He'd spent much of his cash on his trip to Misery Flats, but he did have a copy of his free miner's license with him, so hopefully he could sell some gold in town.  However, he discovered that the rocks which he'd used to hide his main stash of gold were buried under deep snow.  Although he looked for that cache for several hours, he couldn't find it, so all he had available were a few nuggets he had found while panning.  Still, that was better than nothing and if he couldn't find anyone willing to buy his gold, he might be able to talk the Bowmans into cashing a traveller's check.

He hadn't had any coffee or tea for over two weeks. His flour was long gone, in fact the only food items he had left other than meat were a cupful of dried beans and half a turnip, but the meat and that piece of turnip were frozen solid.  One thing was certain, he was tired of a diet that mainly consisted of venison, mule or bear meat, stretched out by soaking and boiling dried beans and washed down with spruce needle tea.

So one clear morning he set out from his cabin, manoeuvred his sled down the steep slope next to the little river above Mirror Lake and finally stepped out onto the frozen ice.  He made good time though and was over halfway down the lake when he saw a pair of snowmobiles roaring across the lake toward him.  That sight didn't slow him down because he couldn't be certain that they'd even seen him, but he couldn't afford to stop anyway or he'd quickly become chilled.  So he kept hiking until they pulled up near him and he found himself facing a pair of teenagers, one obviously several years younger than the other.

"Hiya, Stranger!  Where ya headed?" the elder of the pair asked.

"The name is Tom and I'm heading for Bowman's Bluff to see if I can buy some supplies," Tom answered.  "I got tired of eating boiled or fried venison and drinking spruce tea."

"You was livin' on that?  How long you been out of supplies?"

"A few weeks.  I'd kill for a cup of coffee."

"No need for threats like that, since I got a thermos right here,"  the elder teenager grinned as he poured out a steaming cup and handed it to Tom.  "By the way, I'm Johnny Bowman and the kid is my lil brother, Charlie.  Where'd ya come from anyway?"

"Ahh, thank you!" Tom said after a quick sip of hot coffee.  "I'm a prospector and I've got a claim up past the end of the lake."

"Oh, you must be the guy with the mules that Milly guided in, I guess?  I was up your way last fall when I was huntin' an' I looked fer ya, but couldn't see hide nor hair o' you nor the mules, so I figgered ya'd moved on.  You got caught here by that early storm didya?"

"Yep, lost both of those mules, one to a bear, the other to wolves, so I was going to have to hike out anyway.  Then I got hit by a blizzard and hiking out wasn't an option 'til things settled down and the danger of snowslides was reduced or the ice on the lake froze thick enough to be safe.  I figured to wait for a break in the weather, but this is the first time I felt it was safe enough to head out."

"Well, hate ta tell ya, but the roads outta town is blocked chest high with snow, nuthin' but drifts fer miles n' miles.  We're sorta stuck ourselves, but at least we got lotsa food and such.  Jus' talkin' about it reminds me thet I'm gettin' cold.  So, wanna ride into town?"

"Yeah, I sure wouldn't mind that."

"Well get them snowshoes off and … Hey, those ain't rawhide! Didya tan that deerskin yerself?"

"Yep," Tom grinned.  "But it's mule hide, not buckskin and I used brains, smoke and bear grease."

"Where'd ya learn that brain curin' trick from?"

"An old Beaver woman up in the Peace River country," Tom shrugged, falling into a curt speech pattern.

"Hey, Charlie.  Next summer, remind me n' I'll take ya to visit this guy.  Have a look!  Them snowshoes is Dene pattern, so he listens to the elders."

"I'd probably be dead now if I didn't," Tom hopped onto the skidoo behind the elder teen.

"Figgered ya hadta have some smarts ta live through this winter in the high country by yerself.  Now hang on, we're gonna fly low so we ain't out here long enough that ya catch a chill!  Ya just ain't dressed good 'nuff fer this weather."

Not half an hour later they were pulling their snowmobiles under a carport next to the Bowman's rambling log house.

"Come on in, this is where my family lives.  We'll get you fed, warmed and cleaned up, then I'll run ya inta town.  O' course if ya want, ya can stay here n' visit us."

"I think I'd like that, Johnny.  I've been a little lonely for the sound of someone else's voice."

"Well, there's ten o' us here, n' ever'one likes ta talk, so yu'll get yer fill a' talkin' ta folks," Johnny laughed.

Johnny was right, in moments he was surrounded by people who all wanted to talk, but wanted to hear his story too.  It was almost overwhelming for Tom, since he'd spent so long on his own, but as soon as he walked in he was greeted by May, Milly and Grandpa Bowman and treated like a long lost cousin.  Then inside of an hour he'd had a bath, been fed and was offered a bed for the night.  That evening as everyone sat around a fire in the fireplace of a huge living room he told the family the story of his time living in the upper valley.

It was late that evening before he finally had a chance to talk to Milly, who was quite obviously pregnant and Tom was a bit worried that he might be the cause of her pregnancy.

"I see you caught something," Tom gestured toward her baby bump.

"Yep, you was a bad influence on me," she teased.  "Ya taught me what great sex was like, so when I went down to Vancouver for a two week course and met a guy who interested me, I had ta give sex a few tries.  Problem is he didn't stick 'round an' I come home up the stump."

"You're sure it's not mine?" Tom frowned.

"Doubt it, wrong time o' the month t'start with, an' the doc I seen in the city las' month sez I caught 'bout a month later, which fits t'other guy.  Problem is he's a doc over on t'Island an' married too.  You can pretend t'be th' stepdaddy tonight tho, if ya want," she winked.

"Pardon me?"

"Why'd ya think Mom tol' ya t'sleep in th' big bed in th' bedroom at t'end o' th' hall, right nexta mine?" she grinned. "Ya just need t' be gentle an' we'll hafta be a bit quiet."

"Um … I don't know how to say this, but as tired as I am tonight, I'm probably going to pass out once I hit the bed."

"That's okay," she smiled.  "I mostly want a cuddle anyway.  A little extra attention would be nice, but not essential.  I guess I should say th' same as before, there ain't no strings, okay?"

"Unh, your folks are treating me so well, I don't want to offend anyone," Tom tried to protest.

"Oh, hell, y'ain't gonna offend nobody!" she snapped, then winked,  "'cept maybe me, if ya turn down my offer."

So Tom didn't sleep alone that night and he slept extremely well, but he was up early the next day.  That morning he was talking to May and when he expressed interest in learning more of their history than he had the former spring, she hauled out three old journals.

"These run from 1845 to about 1905, so they give you a good idea of what happened back in the old days.  There's stuff in some of the more recent ones that could embarrass a few folks, so I'd better not let you look at them," May smiled at him.  "I think you deserve to read through these older ones though, because after your talk with Milly a lot of the folks in the village are going to be reclassified as Métis.  That doesn't mean too much for some, but for others it's a darn big difference because they'll no longer think of themselves as half-breeds."

She went on to explain that so far the representatives of the government had agreed that the Bowman's were Métis.  They'd accepted those old journals as evidence and since Alphonse Beaumain had set up a trading post on the lake in the 1800's and had married a native, they qualified.  The journals proved that the family had run the local general store ever since, although somewhere along the line the name had been anglicized.

"Nothing is official yet, but it sure looks like it's going to happen," May smiled.  "There are all sorts of benefits too, so we owe you, big time!"

Later that morning Tom asked if the store or anyone else would trade him supplies for gold nuggets and he discovered the Henri, Johnny's father, made native style jewellery in his spare time.  Henri jumped at the chance to buy Tom's gold and asked no questions about where Tom had found the nuggets.  He didn't even ask to see Tom's free miner's license.

To Tom's surprise he soon had enough cash to buy a used snowmobile and enough supplies to last the rest of the winter in addition to a few other things.  He even bought a toboggan to carry all his supplies and a used chainsaw as well as spare fuel for the chainsaw and snowmobile.  Then he bought a pair of cross country skis and ski poles so he could get around easier.

He'd arrived in town two days after Christmas and spent New Year's Eve there, but it wasn't long before Tom felt like he'd met everyone in the town.  To his surprise, sometime during the New Years Eve celebration he suddenly felt hemmed in by all the people around him, almost as if he'd suddenly become quite claustrophobic.  Of course that might have been due to the fact that he was a fresh face in town so he was surrounded by at least a dozen young women, all of them making veiled but suggestive comments.  To make matters worse he'd had a few drinks, something that he seldom did since he knew he didn't handle alcohol well.  As midnight approached, he managed to slip free of the crush, actually he was a bit worried about some of the local gal's overly enthusiastic attempts to collect a New Years kiss and perhaps something more.  He used the need for a visit to the bathroom as an excuse, but didn't manage to slip out of the school gym where the dance was being held completely
unnoticed.  Milly's cousin, Betsy caught his arm just as he was heading out the door and asked him to walk her home, then teased him about having to rescue him as they waded through the knee deep snow.  In fact she tried to convince him that he owed her a 'roll in the hay' for her good deed, but he managed to get back to the Bowman house and go to bed alone.

At least he remembered going to bed alone, but Tom was astonished to find Betsy snuggled against his side when he awoke the next morning.  Tom was quite uncomfortable with the idea, but he had a dreamlike, alcohol-fuzzed memory of being physically involved with someone, so to his chagrin he realized that she had collected on her supposed 'debt' from the night before.  Then he was even more astonished when May greeted him with grin and a wink as she poured him a cup of coffee, but Tom wasn't happy that he'd been drunk enough to sleep with Betsy.  First of all he didn't know her at all well and secondly, she was only seventeen years old.  No matter how May tried to explain that what had happened was normal in the town of Bowman's Bluff, he just wasn't at all comfortable with the idea that he'd had casual sex with someone he hardly knew.

On top of that his feeling of being closed in and surrounded by too many people hadn't lessened at all during the night.  So after spending the early part of the day thanking the Bowman family for their help and kindness Tom packed up his gear and supplies.  One complication that arose as he was packing had been a gift, but one he definitely didn't want to leave behind.  On the first day he had come to town he'd casually mentioned the number of mice he had around his cabin and how much of a problem they were.  The very next day May had presented him with a three month old kitten.  He'd wondered how to carry that darn cat on the trip home, but May had come up with a narrow box that fit between his legs as he sat on the snowmobile.  She'd lined the inside of the box with a piece of sheepskin for warmth, but made sure the box was well ventilated and fit where Tom could keep it safe.  Then, with that box riding between his thighs he headed back up the lake to his claim,
leaving behind a quiet town that was still suffering from a New Year's Eve hangover.

The only problem he foresaw having while getting home was the extremely steep grade where the river dropped through a gorge cut in the high cliffs.  There was no way that he could climb those cliffs while on the snowmobile.  With that problem in mind he detoured up one of the other rivers that fed into Mirror Lake following landmarks that an old hunter had told him about.  As a result he discovered another way to get to his claim, but not one that he planned to use often since it was quite long and relatively unsafe.  Not only that, but the creek he had followed emptied into Mirror Lake on the opposite bank to the town of Bowman's Bluff.  So even if that trail had been safer and easier to use, it still meant he would only be able to get to town by snowmobile in the winter or by boat in the summer.

He had to detour so far out of his way that he was forced to make camp when it grew too dark to see well, then spent the night in a small recess in a the face of a cliff.  That recess was too shallow to be called a cave, but it was large enough to provide a shelter and the overhanging rock reflected the heat from a small kerosene heater he had bought in town.  By parking his snowmobile in front of the recess, then using a small tarp, with his skis and ski poles as supports, he created a temporary shelter.  Although he couldn't seem to sleep for long before being wakened by one noise or another, he was able to survive the brutally cold night that he spent high on a mountainside.

Unfortunately the cat added yet another complication since it seemed to have a very small bladder and about once an hour Tom had been forced to stop to let it out to take care of business.  It didn't enjoy the snow at all so Tom didn't have any problem catching and returning the kitten to the box each time.  Only when Tom let it out and fed it after he had given up travelling for the night, it had decided Tom's sleeping bag was a much more appealing bed.  Then when Tom crawled into the sleeping bag for the night, the cat decided to join him.  Since the cat didn't have fleas and since it was so darn cold it might freeze, Tom made the mistake of giving in.  Needless to say it refused to go into the little box the next morning, so it travelled the rest of the way back to his cabin tucked inside his parka.

It was late the next morning when he arrived back at his cabin and even though it was small and crudely built, he couldn't remember being happier to see any home he'd ever lived in.  The supplies he had purchased, as well as the hunting he could do because of his skis and snowmobile, made his survival for the rest of the winter much easier.  Although he was lonely at times, he was never really bored since he found that the numerous tasks he needed to do in order to stay alive occupied most of his day.  Any extra time he had available was spent felling several of the trees he'd ringed earlier since he planned to use them to build a larger cabin just as soon as he could. Although he wasn't bored, Tom did spend much of his time observing nature.  He knew that the more knowledgeable and skilful he became, the better his chances of survival and the more satisfaction he'd have with his present lifestyle.

Several times that first winter he heard snowslides, but only one had come hurtling down the bank above him and even that had been neither very close nor very large.  It had roared down the slope toward his claim, but then turned to the side and dumped onto the lower plateau where he had pastured his mules.  By the time the snow began to melt he was convinced that he could manage to live on his little plateau quite safely, especially if he had a larger cabin with a few amenities.

Actually Tom wouldn't have left for civilization as early in the spring as he did if it weren't for another bear.  The kitten Tom had been given while he was visiting Bowman's Bluff had done a great job of reducing the number of mice around the cabin over the winter and had grown to be a fair sized young cat.  Since Tom hated dealing with a litter box, once the snow had started melting he had developed a habit of letting it out each morning, that way it could do its business while he prepared his breakfast.  One morning though, he had barely let it out the door when he heard a loud roar, followed by a loud squall from the cat.  As he spun around, Tom saw the door burst inward and he was suddenly facing a scrawny looking black bear whose paw was pinning the cat to the smashed and splintered wood of the cabin door.  Somehow Tom managed to grab his rifle, lever a shell into the firing chamber and get the rifle to his shoulder before the bear moved.  Two shots later the bear
collapsed with two 30-30 slugs in his brain and Tom was thanking his lucky stars that he used a lever action rifle.

The bear, the cat and the door didn't survive, but Tom did.  However he made up his mind at that moment to build that new cabin and he wanted a place with doors meant to withstand much more force than the last one.  Besides, after having spent a full winter in a ten by twelve-foot cabin with a dirt floor, he wanted something far better and much bigger.  He spent most of that morning disposing of the two dead animals, then the afternoon repairing his door and the evening loading his backpack.  Early the following morning he took most of the gold from his stash, along with most of the nuggets he'd panned from the streams nearby, then he headed out for civilization.

While he had been in Bowman's Bluff during the winter, he'd talked to an old trapper who had drawn him a rough map of a trail through the mountains.  That map was a lot better than what he'd heard in Misery Flats where all he'd been told was 'Head out along the north side of the valley, not the south side.'  At least the old trapper in Bowman's Bluff had drawn him a map that referred to permanent geological features.  The old guy's explanation was actually quite clear; 'Ya go around old Round Top Mountain then if yer lookin' downhill an' headed west, you'll see a deep canyon cut between two near identical mountains and facin' a sawtooth ridge, go 'long the right side of that cut, not the left.  Ya go the wrong way, an' ya might get dead!'  The map the old guy had made was not only clearly drawn, but it also gave an estimate of distances and there were even notations of a few decent campsites, so Tom decided to put his faith in the old man's memory.

It took him a week of hiking over, around and along the sides of mountains, but he found his way across a small mountain range and came out close to the town of Bear Creek on the Fraser River.  For the last few miles Tom had been hiking along dirt roads and past farms, but one of the farmers must have seen him passing and thought he looked suspicious.  At least he suspected that was the reason an RCMP officer came driving up and stopped him long before he got close to town.

"Afternoon, Officer," Tom smiled.  "In case you're wondering I'm not a tramp, just a prospector, heading for town to buy supplies.  I have a cabin and a claim up above Bowman Lake where I spent the winter, but I got tired of being alone, so I hiked out over the mountains.  I can't get all the things I want in Bowman's Bluff or Misery Flats, so I'm headed for Bear Creek."

"Over the mountains?  From Bowman Lake?  That's got to be at least a hundred miles of very rough country!" the RCMP officer stared at Tom in disbelief.

"Yep, and it's bear country too, which is why I'm carrying a rifle, but it isn't loaded now," Tom gestured at the gun slung over his shoulder, then held out his hand toward the officer.  "My name's Tom Dunn, by the way.  Do you suppose you could give me a ride into town so I can rent a room in a motel and store my things?  Folks might get a bit excited at seeing someone dressed rough like I am, carrying a rifle and marching down main street.  Then you'd just have to hunt me down and we'd have to go through all this introduction and explanation stuff all over again."

"Well, I'm Sergeant Lance MacDonald and I think you're right about the greeting you'd get in town," the officer grinned, then sobered.  "I've got to ask, aren't you known in other parts of the country as 'Lucky' Dunn?  I seem to recall meeting you before, up north, perhaps in Whitehorse, either there or Yellowknife?"

"Oh, yeah, I remember you now, but I seem to recall you being called Corporal Mac then.  You've had a promotion though and changed your title.  Congratulations!"

"Well, unfortunately I'm not too sure if it was a promotion or not, since there's a lot of trouble happening around here.  Hop in and I'll tell you about it on the way into town."

It seemed that Bear Creek had recently grown and was now home to more than ten thousand people, but as the town had grown, a drug and alcohol problem had also developed.  Along with that had come an increase in violence, break-ins, theft, shootings, knifings and a hundred other related crimes.  The local RCMP simply couldn't keep up, but at least the city was now in the process of developing a police force of its own.

"Luckily we won't have jurisdiction in town much longer, unless we're called in, but just policing the surrounding area is still going to be a handful," Sergeant MacDonald explained.

All Tom could do was shake his head in sympathy, but he didn't think he was going to want to spend a lot of time in town either.  When they got into town, Sergeant MacDonald didn't just drop him off at a motel.  Instead he took Tom inside and introduced him to the owner, commenting that Tom might look scruffy, but that he was a decent guy.  An hour later as Tom exited his room after a long shower, he proved that statement by interrupting an armed holdup at the front desk of the motel, first disarming the thief, then grabbing and holding him before he could run off.

"What the hell is this, Dodge City?" he demanded of the police officer who responded to the desk clerk's 911 call.  "I think I was in less danger up in the wilderness where all I had to worry about were bears, wolves and other wild critters."

"You probably were safer, because around here the lawyers will have that guy back on the street inside of a day or two," the cop sighed.  "We book 'em, they bail 'em.  Now, I've got to ask you a few questions.  Who are you and how come you're dressed like a panhandler, with hair and beard to match?"

"My name is Tom Dunn and I'm a prospector who just arrived in town.  If you need a reference you might call Sergeant MacDonald of the RCMP, we know each other from up in the north country."

"Wait here," the cop snapped, then stepped away as he lifted his portable radio to his mouth.

Two minutes later he was back and actually smiled at Tom.  "MacDonald says to tell you to hurry up and get a shave and a haircut, then buy some clean clothes so you don't look like a damn tramp."

"Next time you talk to him, tell him I was on my way to do that when that kid tried to stab me and I had to protect myself," Tom shrugged.  "I'm not too happy with the way this town has welcomed me.  Only the cops seem friendly so far, oh, and the desk clerk here seems nice enough."

"Well, there's a barber shop just down the street," the cop pointed.  "If I need anything more from you I'll find you, now that I know where you're staying"

The cop must have called ahead, because the barber was waiting for him and had a grin on his face.  He even knew Tom by name.

"Shave and a haircut, Mr. Dunn?"

"Yeah, and call me Tom, would you please?  I want the hair shortened until I can see my ears in the mirror and at the back I want it longer, but short enough that it doesn't get caught under my collar when I put on a shirt.  Don't cut the beard off too short either or I'll sunburn like mad, so leave an inch or so of beard, but get rid of the fur on my neck below my jawline, please."

"Ah, it sounds like you want a 'Mullet' like that country singer who does the linedance songs?" the barber asked.

"I wouldn't know, I haven't watched any TV or music videos for about five or six years." Tom chuckled. "To be honest, I thought a 'mullet' was a fish."

The barber laughed and hauled out some pictures, so Tom chose a style he thought he'd like, then leaned back and let the man work.  Since Tom needed a good hairwash anyway, that's where they started and while he worked, the barber talked, telling Tom about all the recent gossip in Bear Creek.

From what the barber said, Bear Creek was a town that was in trouble.  What it really boiled down to was that a kingpin crook had moved in and had soon been followed by a shyster lawyer.  No one knew who the kingpin was, but everyone knew who the lawyer was, since he was the only lawyer in town.  Just as the cop had said, a crook or a thief would be arrested and the shyster would have him back on the street in days if not hours.  The police fought to keep up as the crime rate sky-rocketed, so insurance rates soared while real-estate values plummeted.  After listening to the barber for a short time, Tom was quite happy that he hadn't spent the whole winter in Bear Creek.

Half an hour later, feeling ten pounds lighter and much more thoroughly educated about local conditions, Tom stepped out onto the street and headed for a clothing store.  It took him a while to make it though, since he interrupted another crime on the way - a teenaged kid had grabbed an old lady's purse, then ran right past Tom.  Somehow he tripped over Tom's foot and fell to the sidewalk, but as he fell, he tangled himself in Tom's arm and Tom lost his footing as well.  Tom didn't mind the fall, since the kid was under him and cushioned his landing.  He managed to roll away from the kid and regained his footing before the old lady and several of her friends surrounded the purse snatcher and held him for the police.  Tom decided he wasn't needed any longer since a woman who must have weighed close to two-hundred pounds was sitting on the kid, so he sauntered off in search of a clothing store.

Tom was already wearing a new shirt and trying on a new pair of jeans when Sergeant McDonald caught up to him.

"Hey, Lucky," Sergeant MacDonald called.  "I hear you've been busy."

"Yep, got a room, got a shave and had a haircut.  Now I'm buying some clothes. Some nosy cop told me I'd better do that or I might get arrested."

"Are you planning to stick around town for a while?"

"Nope, I need to get back to my claim, where the animals are civil compared to the ones I've been seeing on the streets around here."

"Well, we might need you in court next week."

"No problem, if I'm still in town," Tom frowned at him.  "Now whether you know it or not, I'm hungry as a bear after hibernation, so I'm in a hurry to find a meal.  I figured before any restaurant would let me in I'd better clean up some though, but that's done now, so could you catch me later?  I'll probably be more agreeable to having a chat after I've eaten.  As it is now I find I'm just a bit touchy and on a hair trigger."

"I think about half the town noticed that." Sergeant MacDonald snorted as he waved his hand and walked off.

Eventually Tom felt clean, and had a full stomach, so he could set out to do all of his business.  First on his list was finding a phone book and finding out if there really was a Provincial Government office in town where he could register his gold claim.  Tom sighed in relief when he found there was one that could handle his needs, unfortunately when he got there it was already closed for the day.

That meant he had lots of time to meet with Sergeant Lance MacDonald and discuss the happenings of the day.  After that he walked around a bit, then had a decent dinner with lots of fresh vegetables and finished his meal with a slice of apple and rhubarb pie, topped with a scoop of vanilla ice cream.  Later he found he had a hard time getting to sleep, since he found the bed too soft.

He was up early the next morning, had a leisurely breakfast and was at the local Provincial Government office when the doors opened the next day.  When he tried to register his claim though, he got an unwelcome surprise - his claim wasn't allowed the way things stood, because he hadn't met all the requirements.  The local registrar of claims advised Tom that a local man held a long term exploration and development lease on the valley Tom had prospected.  In order for Tom to continue mining his claim he'd have to come to an agreement with the old man and obtain a permit from him.  Luckily the guy lived in an old age home which was not just in Bear Creek, but only a few blocks away.

So, with his heart in his throat, Tom arranged to meet Serge Potemchin, a very old man who was living in a local home for the aged and infirm.  Serge Potemchin wasn't what Tom expected at all, he was definitely old, but he certainly didn't seem infirm and he had a wonderful sense of humour.  Best of all, he'd been a prospector when he'd been younger.  In only a few minutes, the two of them had made friends and Serge suggested they take a walk to visit a local coffee shop.

After they'd gotten their coffees and were sitting down, Tom opened the conversation by bringing out one of the first gold nuggets he'd found, one that was a bit larger than a pea.

"I found this in one of the streams coming down the valley at the head end of Bowman Lake."

"Well, ya found colour anyway, mind tellin' me exactly where ya found that lil nugget?" Serge nodded, studying the small, misshapen lump of gold.

"I found that about two hundred yards above the falls on one of the streams that flows into the little lake in the middle of all the six valleys."

"Well, I'll be danged. I panned that area pretty good about forty, maybe fifty years ago.  I found a few flakes and some colour, nothing like this though.  Of course I found little flakes and bits of colour all over those six valleys.  Had a minin' company at the time, workin' in the Kootenays, so I took out that exploration permit on the whole shebang, all six valleys, from the top of grade, clear down to Bowman Lake.  It was one of them just in case things though, never did go back and spend a lot of time there.  Are you planning to work a claim up there?  That's rough country ya know."

"Yeah, I just tried to file a claim, but I can only work it if I get your permission."

"Well, that ain't no problem.  I sure ain't in good enough shape ta work it, an I don't really need the money neither.  I'll tell ya what, I'll sell the whole dang permit to ya fer what it cost me forty years ago, how's that."

"Well, that depends on how much it is?" Tom shrugged, knowing he had several thousand dollars in the bank, but not knowing what the gold he had back at the motel was worth.  "I don't think I'm gonna get rich on the place and I'm working on a pretty strict budget right now."

"Well now, the permit only set me back 'bout three thousand bucks if I remember c'rrectly and bein' an ol' prospector, I got an idea o' how yer mind works, I'll betcha.  I imagine ya got a couple o' better samples than this'n.  If ya got one 'bout the size of a marble, I'll give ya that permit for the nugget and two thousand bucks, not 'cause I need the money, but I do want a new TV.  It'd be nice to be able to brag that it was bought with gold that come from my old lease," Old Serge grinned and winked at Tom.

"You know, I might be able to do that," Tom smiled, reaching back to his hip pocket and pulling out the little pouch that he used to carry his smaller nuggets.

"Oh-ho, ya did make a little strike didn't ya?" Serge studied the lumpy little bag.

"A bit of one, but this and some dust has to give me a stake to build me a bit better cabin and keep me going for the year.  Still, you pick whichever nugget you want,"  Tom handed the old man the little bag.

"Ya know, from the weight o' this bag, if I was half m' age, I'd try to run off 'bout now." Old Serge teased, as he hefted the bag, then slowly and carefully poured a few nuggets into one hand.  "Damn kid, ya did okay.  How long were ya up there?"

"About a month short of a year, but most of that time I was just surviving the elements and the wild animals."

"Ya stayed there through the last winter?  Yer tougher'n ya look," Serge stared at Tom in surprise.

"Yeah maybe, I didn't plan on it though.  First off my mules got killed, a bear got one and a few wolves got the other.  Not long after that I got caught by an early snowfall, then ran short of supplies midwinter.  So I made a set of snowshoes, snowshoed down the lake, then spent about four days in Bowman's Bluff, including New Year's Eve, but I had to leave town on New Year's Day.  I felt all hemmed in while I was there and I just had to get out into the open."

"Damn, I know whatcha mean 'bout feelin' hemmed in, been there, done that," The old man nodded.  "How ya feelin' right now, bein' in town and all?"

"Fine actually.  I just got into town last night, but I'm only here to buy supplies and some mules to haul them, then I plan on going back and building a better cabin than the one I've got now."

"Sounds like ya got a plan for the long run.  I like that, so I'll sign that damn permit over to ya and if ya can't afford it right now, I'll trust ya for the two thousand," Serge grinned and hefted a nugget a bit larger than a marble.  "Jes so's ya know, the jeweller down the way will give me enough for this nugget to buy that flat screen TV I want.  Gold is worth good money right now and jewellers'll give ya a premium on gold nuggets, especially if you show 'em your prospectin' license.  Most don't ask too many dumb questions either, so it's a good idea to sell yer nuggets to them and make a few bucks more than selling at the metals exchange."

"Wow, gold prices must have climbed back up in the last year or two."

"Unhuh, it's steady at well over five hundred bucks an ounce now, sometimes even more.  Ya want another coffee, or are ya ready to go to the bank and get that permit?"

"I think I'll pass on the coffee," Tom grinned.  "I've had stronger dishwater and I'd say that if you can get five hundred for that nugget, then I can afford to pay you the money I owe you."

"Good man," Serge cackled as he got to his feet and handed Tom back the bag of nuggets, minus the one he'd kept.  "Let's go finish off our business.  First to the bank, then next door to the notary.  After that those six valleys'll be yer stompin' ground, and ya can take 'em over with my blessings and good wishes.  In fact, since I still own the company that registered that permit, how about I sell ya the whole shebang, that way ya can get a tax break on whatever gold ya do find?  The company ain't worth much without the lease on them valleys anyhow, but it is a registered company with all the bells and whistles.  There ain't any big debts hangin on it, in fact there might be a thousand bucks owin' in taxes and wages, so if ya give me another thousand to cover the taxes an' expenses, that'll all be yers too."

So they went to the bank.  First off Tom arranged to have some of his funds transferred from his bank in Vancouver to establish a local account, then he rented a safety deposit box.  Meanwhile Serge opened his safety deposit box and withdrew the papers for the lease and also the papers for the ownership of his company; 'Sunrise Mineral, Exploration and Development.'  Tom wrote Serge a cheque for three-thousand dollars and they had a notary public notarize the sale of both the lease and the company.  Afterward Tom had copies made of all the papers, then put the originals in his safety deposit box.

An hour after they had left the coffee shop Tom was a very happy man, but then so was old Serge.  The old man looked at Tom as a man after his own heart, someone who would carry on the tradition of prospecting for gold, so he planned to treat Tom almost like the son he'd never had.  Meanwhile, Tom now had a registered claim to mine for gold and a small company that would probably be advantageous when tax time came around.  As well as that he had made a friend who could not only understand his lifestyle, but could also give him advice and comfort.  At that point Tom didn't fully realize just how fortunate he'd been to befriend old Serge or how much the purchase of that lease and the company was going to mean to him.

The two men parted with the promise that Tom would come back to visit again, not just before he left town, but the next time he was back in town as well.




Chapter 4

After leaving Serge, Tom set out to sell the gold and found to his delight that gold was worth even more than old Serge had said.  On top of that by selling his nuggets to the two jewellers in town he got a far higher price for that portion of his gold than he could get through the 'approved' gold buyers at the metals exchange.  Then the assayer he dealt with was willing to handle shipping his raw gold ore to a smelter and had even cut him a check for its estimated value, so he was flush with funds.  In the long run he found that he had made enough money to buy all the supplies he expected to need for the rest of the year and have enough money to buy building supplies for his new cabin as well.  That was even after including the estimated cost of buying the three mules he'd need to pack in the supplies.  Actually he'd have several thousand dollars left over, so for the first time in his life he had a decent nest egg in the bank.

While he was in town and had access to a telephone, Tom contacted his family.  Amongst other news he discovered that his next to oldest brother's wife had been killed in a hit and run accident the previous winter.  JJ and his sixteen-year-old son, Jesse, were both in sad shape and wanted nothing more than to get away from their home and JJ's job for a while.  In a long 3-way telephone conversation, Tom somewhat facetiously offered to give the two of them a job out in the boondocks, helping him build a log cabin.  To his surprise JJ and Jesse thought that was a fantastic idea.  Then to his astonishment when Tom explained that he was in a hurry to get back to his claim, they offered to fly out and meet him in two days time, then wanted to know what they needed to bring along.  He told them just to bring clothes, tents and sleeping bags, he'd provide everything else they'd need for their stay.

After the call though, Tom knew he had to rush since he'd need to buy another mule or two, as well as enough extra supplies to last an additional two men for the two months they'd be with him.  Luckily he managed to run down an old man who would sell him some mules, but Tom changed his mind when he actually met Sam Dumont and his son, Will.  In the first place he discovered that Sam not only had mules for sale, but he had a chainsaw mill for sale as well.  Tom bought the mill, an almost new chainsaw, and some special fuel and oil containers that were easy to pack, but he didn't buy any mules.  Instead Sam and Will convinced him that it would be cheaper for him to hire them as mule-skinners.  They agreed to make up a train of twelve mules, along with all the pack-saddles and gear needed, then they'd haul in the building materials he needed for his cabin for far less than the mules he'd need would cost.  They even offered to stay and help Tom, JJ and Jesse build the cabin for a
lot less money than he would have expected to pay for the job.  So, after making what he felt was another exceptionally good deal, Tom went back into town to buy the supplies and building materials he'd need for the summer.

He bought several prehung windows, a large 'airtight' stove, stovepipe sections, boxes of nails, rolls of jute packing, rolls of plastic sheeting and tar-paper, as well as variety of other building items.  Tom bought more food supplies too, since the five men would literally be camping out for a month and a half.  Then he had several fuel and oil containers filled, rented a truck and delivered everything to the Dumont's camp so they could arrange the loads on the packsaddles.  The last thing he did before he left their place was to arrange where they would meet the next day, once he'd been joined by his family members.

With all that done Tom went back to town, stopping in at the local RCMP office to explain that he was heading back to his claim and would be unable to appear in court.  They did ask him to visit a magistrate and leave a deposition of what he'd seen and done that day at the motel though.  After that Tom detoured by the old age home to tell Serge he was heading out.  Of course old Serge wanted to know his reasons for hurrying out of town so soon, so Tom explained about JJ and Jesse, which led to an explanation of Tom's relationship with his family.  It turned out that Serge had met Tom's father several years before and knew how forceful he was, so he could understand Tom's strained relationship with his family.

"Yer old man's a bit pushy," Serge laughed. "Actually to be honest, he's a stubborn S-O-B."

"Yeah, well if you get down to cases I am too, which is part of the problem.  We're a lot alike in many ways, but we don't see eye to eye about politics, resources, the environment or even the world situation, so we clash.  We argue a lot when we meet face to face, but unlike my father, I'd rather not quarrel.  Once I was out of high school he gave me a choice of his way or the highway, so I felt I had no choice and headed out my own.  He can carry on chasing around the prairies and the tundra, hunting for new oil fields, while I plan on spending my life in the mountains, digging for gold and prospecting for minerals,"  Tom shrugged.  "I took five years to get an education in geology and mineralogy, then another year just developing my claim, but my old man would like me to drop all of that and go to work for him at Dunn-Redding.  Unfortunately, I simply won't do that, so in order to stay civil with him, I keep our contacts to a minimum.  Having my brother and
nephew come out here for a visit is a real bonus though, because I get along well with both of them."

"I agree that yer old man acts a bit over the edge at times an' he's as stubborn as an ol' mule the rest o' the time," Serge grinned.  "I can't say the same fer you tho, since I've found ya to be dang level headed, an' I gotta admire the fact yer doin' things yer way.  Hell, ya remind me of myself when I was younger.  In fact, just so ya know what I done, I like ya so much that I had my lawyer stick yer name in my will an' if you have any problems, come talk to me.  If there's anything I can do to help, just ask and I'll see what I can do fer ya.  Do me a favour tho an' buy a camera, then take some pictures o' yer claim an' the area around it, would ya?  Ya can show 'em to me next time yer in town."

"I'll do that, Serge.  Now, I'd better get some sleep in order to be ready to hike over the mountains tomorrow," Tom sighed as he shook Serge's hand.  "You take care of yourself."

"You too, young feller, and good luck!" Serge waved as Tom left.

Early the next morning Tom went to meet JJ and Jesse at the local airstrip.  He was surprised to see that it wasn't a municipal airport, instead it was a private facility.  Since there were both an airstrip and a small lake or oversized slough only a hundred yards away from the strip, it looked like it could handle most small planes as well as float planes.  There were two decent sized, fully enclosed hangers, four or five T-hangers and several small storage buildings, as well as a small two story office building.

As Tom drove up and parked next to the main building, a middle-aged man stepped out the door and smiled at him, holding out his right hand.

"Hi there, my name is Harry Guildford and I own this airstrip.  Are you the fellow who is meeting someone that's flying in from Calgary this morning?"

"Yep, I'm Tom Dunn and I'm here to meet my brother and his teenage son.  I didn't realise that this was a private airport until I drove out here," Tom said as they shook hands.

"Well it's private, but it's an airstrip, not an airport - we don't have a tower or flight controllers.  In fact I'm usually the only person flying in and out of here and usually all I fly are short hops, bush pilot stuff.  Your brother said he's coming in on a Learjet, first one to ever land here, so I want to watch that."

"Hmm, if you're a bush pilot, do you have a floatplane by any chance?"

"Sure do.  I fly out of here using either of two float planes, a DeHavilland DHC-3, Otter or a DHC-2, Beaver.  The Beaver can only handle about a ton of load, while the Otter can handle over a ton and a half.  Why, do you have a job for me?"

"If I'd have known you were here I might have, but I've already hired the Dumonts to haul my supplies to a mining claim above Bowman Lake.  Do you know where that is?"

"Yep, the locals call it Mirror Lake though, if I recall correctly, but damn - above the lake?  That's rough country. Of course if Sam Dumont says he can get you there, he will.  Good man that, but I'll bet I can beat his price for haulin' in your supplies and I'll get you there a lot faster."

"Well, not this time, since I've already hired the Dumonts and I won't go back on a deal and besides, they're going to help me and my family build a decent cabin on my claim.  I'm not going to go through another winter in the shack I lived in last winter," Tom shook his head.  "I got caught by that early snowfall and didn't dare hike out because of the danger from avalanches and snowslides in the mountain passes."

"You were trapped up there, through last winter?"  Harry stared at him in disbelief.

"Yep,  in a one room shack I threw together, but I'd pretty well run out of supplies by midwinter, so a couple of days after Christmas I hiked down the lake to Bowman's Bluff and bought more."

"Holy Hanna, you've got to be one tough S-O-B!  That's gotta be thirty, maybe thirty-five miles down that lake and just after Christmas it was about forty below zero here, so it was more than likely even colder up there."

"Actually Bowman's Bluff is only about twenty-five miles down the lake and I didn't have a thermometer, so I just dressed for cold weather," Tom grinned.  "Actually I hiked out earlier than I planned this spring too, because I wanted a better door for my cabin.  A hungry bear knocked in the flimsy one I had.  Then when I had time to think about it I decided I might as well build a new cabin, that way I'd have a solid wall for a mount to hang that new door I want to have."

"You hiked out because you wanted a better door?" Harry stared at Tom in sheer disbelief.

"Yeah, I had a bear smash down the door I had on the old cabin - he was chasing my cat and killed it by swatting the poor little bugger against the door when the cat tried to run inside.  The bear killed the cat, but at the same time he smashed the door of my little shack to smithereens.  All of a sudden I was standing there, staring a starving bear square in the eye, but luckily I kept my rifle handy since I knew the area is real wild.  Heck, six months after I first arrived at my claim I had to shoot a bear that had killed one of my mules.  A couple weeks later I shot a few wolves that had already hamstrung my second mule.  Then a wolverine attacked me over possession of the wolf and mule skins, and finally I had to shoot the bear that killed my cat to keep it from killing me too.  After shooting that last bear, I decided it was time to come to town, just to get away from predators for a while and get some sanity back in my life."

"I should think so, but I don't think I'd go back either," Harry laughed, but looked almost as though he thought Tom was stretching the truth a little.

"Well, I saved the hides from the first bear, the wolves and the wolverine.  Trying to cure those hides kept me from being bored during the winter, but I didn't bother with the hide of the second bear.  His hide was a bit grungy anyway, since it was only a couple of weeks back and he was just out of hibernation.  Besides, I wanted to get to town about then, so I didn't want to waste the time.  I just chopped him up and hauled the parts away from the cabin to keep down scavengers.  The only part of that bear I saved was his skull and I just jammed that into the crotch of a tree."

Just then the Learjet arrived, so as it came in for a landing both of them paid attention to that.  For the next few minutes Tom was involved with greeting JJ and Jessie, meeting JJ's friend, the owner of the Learjet, then getting the backpacks, and duffle bags off the plane.  After a short conversation Tom, JJ and Jessie were finally free to get moving, but as they got in the rental car Tom paused.

"I knew I forgot to ask you guys to bring something," Tom sighed.  "I guess we'd better head into town and pick up some guns.  The area where I have my claim is rather isolated and hard to get to, so the wild animals around there don't recognise humans as rivals.  That means the bears, wolves, cougars and other predators have no fear of you.  I've had to shoot a couple of bears, some wolves and a wolverine pretty well on my doorstep.  In other words the area is dangerous, so don't go off exploring on your own and if you do leave camp, be sure that each of you carries a loaded rifle or shotgun.

"I imagine both of you know the rules about being safe in a wilderness area, but just in case you need a reminder, I'll run through them again.  Around the claim, I think we'll be fairly safe, but if you do want to explore, do it in pairs and always carry a rifle.  Even then, make lots of noise as you're walking, because in most cases that will keep any predators away from you.  Bears are a particular problem.  I've shot two of them right on the little plateau near my claim, but I'll admit that the first one was in the late fall, and the second one was just a couple of weeks ago, so both of them were extremely hungry!  By the time we get back there'll be a lot more food around, and if you make noise the animals should be much more leery of contact.  As far as most animals are concerned, they'll be doing their best to stay away from us, but don't count on that.  For goodness sakes, whatever you do, don't get between a sow bear and her cubs.  In fact if you happen to
see a sow bear and her cubs, do your best to get well away from them and don't interfere with them in any way."

"It sounds like old times," JJ grinned.  "Remember some of the wilderness camps we used to end up in when we travelled with Dad?"

"Yep, I do," Tom nodded.  "I recall you and Dad shooting a bear in camp one morning.  I was reminded of it not two weeks ago when a black bear knocked down the door of my old cabin and I had to shoot it.  I'd actually say that the area around the claim is just as wild or maybe even wilder than most of those places we saw when we went with Dad."

He carried on telling them about the area as they drove into town, then to the local gun shop. They picked up a bolt action 30-06 rifle and a twelve-gauge pump shotgun as well as some ammunition, then at the last minute Tom noticed a display of disposable cameras and bought a half dozen of those.  After that they drove to the car rental dealership and had one of the men from the dealership drive them about five miles out of town to join the Dumonts and their mule train.  As a result, only about an hour or two after JJ and Jessie had landed at the airstrip they were all hiking off into the wilderness.

By that evening the whole crew was camping in the deep woods, but they were really only about seventeen miles from town.  Tom, Sam and Will knew they'd taken it easy that day, but JJ and Jesse were beat.  That surprised Tom, since he knew Jesse was a hockey player in the winters and a long distance runner in the summer, while JJ jogged to work so he could keep in shape.  They had problems with the surfaces they were travelling on that day though.  JJ and Jesse just weren't used to all the turns, twists, grade changes and natural obstacles they were encountering on the trail, but Tom knew they'd toughen up quickly.

It took them another six days to get to Tom's claim, but by the time they arrived everyone in the group was tired of walking and happy to be able to rest.  Once they had set up camp, Tom led everyone over to his old cabin and showed them the skins of the wolves, the bear and the wolverine that he'd cured and hung on the outside walls or used as padding on his cot.

"The bear and the wolves were shot because they killed my mules and the wolverine was stalking me," he said quietly.  "You know what the hike getting here was like, but I want you to realize that you came in by the easiest route.  Well, it's the easiest unless you have either a floatplane or a boat and even then you'd have a hell of a climb to get up the cliffs above Mirror Lake.  The fact that it's hard to get here means the animals aren't familiar with people, so they aren't scared of us.  I imagine in a few days the sound of our chainsaws and other noises will make them leery of coming close, but for now you might want to keep an eye out for bears and whatnot."

"Well, you weren't bullshittin' us about nothin' anyway," Sam Dumont said as he ran his hand down the bearskin.  "What happened to the bear you shot in the doorway?"

"He'd just come out of hibernation so he was moulting and the hide was worthless so I just cut him into pieces small enough to handle then dumped them down the grade over there," Tom pointed.  "There might still be bones lying around, but the scavengers will have cleaned up most of the flesh by now.  The only part of that bear that I kept was his skull and it's in the fork of a tree over near the outhouse.  So far I've managed to collect two bear skulls, four wolf skulls and a wolverine skull.  Darned if I know why I saved the skulls, because I'm not proud of killing any of them, but each time I felt it had to be done.  Twice I was trying to protect my animals and twice I was trying to save my own life."

"Well, I doubt if any of us would have done any different." JJ said quietly.  "What surprises me is that you knew how to tan those hides with so few materials."

"You can blame that on an old Dene woman who taught me how to tan a hide while I was waiting out a late May blizzard up near Great Bear Lake." Tom chuckled.  "I spent two weeks with her waiting for the weather to clear and while I was there, we tanned the hide of a caribou that she had killed because it had a broken leg."

The rest of the afternoon and evening they all took it easy, sitting around and yarning, as well as looking over the situation and resting from the trip through the mountains.  By late the next morning though, all five of them had begun construction on the new cabin.

Tom had already laid out the stone foundations for a cabin floor in a large 'L' shape only fifteen feet from the nearly vertical rock face which faced almost due south.  As a result they were able to start raising the cabin walls almost immediately.  Inside dimensions of the main cabin were going to be eighteen by thirty-six, with an eighteen by eighteen extension, on the east end of the southern face of the building and farthest from the cliff.  Tom wanted the walls of the main portion to be tall enough to allow him to have a sleeping loft over the kitchen so his bedroom would stay comfortably warm in the winter.  The first logs they used for the cabin walls were those Tom had felled and cured over winter and since both Sam and Will were experts with a chain saw and the mules, the walls went up quickly.

They had all main walls of the cabin up to full height in less than a week, with the openings for the doors and windows cut.  All the logs had been peeled and trued to fit, then jute caulking had been laid between each layer in order to prevent drafts.  All that was left to complete the main walls of the first floor of the cabin were the gables for the lower area, then the upper walls of the section Tom wanted to use as a bedroom.  Then Sam pointed out that if they changed the roof of the main cabin from a gable style to a shed style, they could extend the roof to cover the breeze-way between the rear wall and the rock face.  Tom agreed almost instantly even though they'd need to cut more logs for that extension, as well as for the roof timbers, rafters and furring strips, all of which had to be cut with the chainsaw mill.

There was plenty of the dry timber available for that addition though.  The fall before, Tom had worked out how large the cabin would be and how many logs he expected to need.  Then he'd ringed several extra trees in order to be able to throw up a small barn for the mules he'd intended to buy.  He'd left those trees uncut though, so they had dried while standing, but they only had to be felled and limbed, then skidded to the cabin as they were needed.  Since the crew had chainsaws and mules, doing that extra work wasn't all that much of a problem, but it did eat up more time.

Once they'd agreed on the new plan, they all pitched in with a will and for the next two weeks they worked as hard or harder than before.  Either Tom or Sam kept the chainsaw mill busy from morning 'til night for much of that time.  They cut multiple logs into rafters for the roof, stringers for the loft, furring boards to go across the rafters, as well as support beams, floor joists and boards for the subfloors.  At the same time, young Jesse was definitely pulling his weight as he worked on multiple cedar billets with a froe and mallet.  In little more than two weeks he had split and stacked enough two foot long cedar shakes to cover the whole roof and still have some left over. Will and JJ were cutting and hauling logs from the upper slope for part of each day.  Then they'd use a pair of tripods and chain hoists to lift the logs up and into place on the second story of the main cabin.  When the last log was fitted into place, they started to set rafters over the main
section of the cabin, then the sheathing, or furring boards were nailed into place.

Four weeks from the time they started the cabin, they were putting the sheathing in place on the upper section.  By then they had the lower section sheathed and were able to walk across that section to work on the upper roof, which speeded things up tremendously.  It took only two days to install the upper roof sheathing, then another two days to cover the whole roof with shakes, that was when Tom was finally able to breathe easier.  Once they'd installed the windows he'd bought, then they had built and installed the two doors he needed, his cabin would be relatively weather tight.

The cabin was far from done though, Tom still needed floors on both levels, which meant beams, floor joists and subflooring.  They had cut all the timber they would need, then had skidded the logs down from the upper level and they managed to cut and fit all the beams and joists necessary for the floors.  Unfortunately they ran out of gas for the chainsaws before they had cut much more than half the flooring they needed to finish the whole subfloor.  Since they were laying the rough floor boards on the bias and had started with the kitchen floor, they'd only sheeted in half of what JJ teasingly called the dining room.  At Tom's insistence they had saved back enough subflooring to sheet over the floor of the main bedroom which sat over the kitchen.  As a result if Tom wanted a floor in the rest of the cabin that winter, he'd have to cut more flooring, but he'd have to bring in more fuel and rip up more logs to do that.  At least JJ and Will had used the mules to haul all the
logs he'd need down to the plateau and had stacked them close by so he wouldn't have to worry about that.

However by the time they'd installed what flooring they had cut, the summer was nearly over and it would soon be time for Jesse to go back to school.  That meant JJ and Jesse had to head home, while Sam and Will Dumont needed to get back to town to prepare for winter.  They hadn't even started the barn Tom had planned, but he didn't feel he could overwinter any mules since he hadn't had the time to cut feed for them.  Besides, he needed more fuel and supplies, but he'd used a large portion of the money from his spring gold sale to pay for supplies and the wages of the men who'd helped build the cabin.  As a result he planned to cash in more gold in order to buy supplies to finish the cabin and enough food to last him for the winter.

Sam and Will wanted to do some work on their pack saddles and other gear before tackling the trip back through the mountains though.  So, while the Dumonts were doing that, Tom took JJ and Jesse down to a nearby stream to teach them how to pan for gold.  He even dug in his pack and found a pair of old pill vials to give them, just in case they panned out any gold dust or small flakes.  On the first day JJ found a pair of tiny nuggets, but Tom thought he had probably washed any dust or fines out of the pan since he wasn't as patient at panning as Jesse.  In fact Jesse found one nugget about the size of a pencil eraser, but he also managed to save just as much gold as fines, both dust and flakes.  Of course Jesse teased his dad unmercifully over the fact that he found more gold, but then he watched as Tom found almost as much in two pans as both he and his dad had found all day, so his teasing eased off instantly.

That's when both Jesse and JJ started listening more closely as Tom explained that you had to know where to look for larger amounts of gold.  He pointed out the fact that he'd chosen one pan from under the downstream edge of a rock and the second pan from the edge of an eddy as it dropped into calmer water.  As he explained, small amounts of gold and sand are easily shifted by fast-moving water, but when the flow slows, the gold is the first thing deposited since it's heavier than the sand being carried by the water.  So he told them that when anyone was panning they should look for points where the water eddied or was slowed by a solid object.  To illustrate that point he pulled up a clump of grass at the edge of the stream and washed out the mud and muck from around its roots, then panned what he had left.  It took a few minutes, but the two of them were astonished when he recovered almost a gram of gold dust from that small clump of soil.

The second day both JJ and Jesse did much better, but they couldn't work for as long as the first day, because they were both feeling aches and pains from bending over so much.  Besides that they found that the water seemed colder on the second day and they'd had to step out of the stream to dry off and warm up more often than the day before.

Unfortunately they didn't get to have a third day to spend panning gold.  Instead the Dumonts declared that they had all their harness and saddle work completed and they were ready to move out.  As a result, the crew left Tom's place a few days earlier than they had originally planned and headed back to Bear Creek, each of them riding a mule and leading one or two others.  They soon discovered that riding the mules was far faster than leading them, so the trip that took seven days going to the lease only took three days going back to town.

Once they were in town, Tom made a quick stop at the bank, then paid Sam and Will for their summer's work.  While he was doing that JJ called his buddy with the Learjet and discovered he was already in Kamloops, so he could fly in and pick them up in an hour or two.  So they hurriedly checked through the muddle of their belongings, sorting Tom's things from theirs, then rushed to the airstrip.  Tom offered to pay JJ and Jesse for their hard work, but they turned him down, so instead he gave them both several gold nuggets, advising them to sell the nuggets at a jewellers or have them made into custom jewellery.  He estimated that he'd given each of them about two thousand dollars worth of gold, on top of what they'd panned, but didn't think they had any idea what those small golden lumps were worth.

After seeing his family members leave, he rented a car and sorted out his belongings from those of the Dumonts, then went to the motel where he'd stayed before and rented a room for a week.  Luckily the guy at the front desk recognised him from his previous visit and gave him a discount.  Then Tom decided to go to the old age home and visit old Serge, planning to give the old man another good sized nugget, only to find that Serge wasn't doing well.  He was quite forgetful and couldn't concentrate on anything for long, so Tom felt the old man was really showing his age.  There was nothing Tom could do about that, but he worried that the old man might not live through the winter.  As a result, before he left the care home, he stopped and asked the nurse at the front desk if there was anything he could do to make Serge's life easier.

The nurse scowled, then answered in a whiny voice. "Oh please, what could you possibly do?  Mr. Potemchin is eighty-nine years old and is one of our most difficult patients.  We can't seem to convince him to take decent care of himself.  He spends far too much time wearing too few clothes for the weather conditions, and he insists on wandering outside in all kinds of weather.  It's a wonder he's alive at all since he had never been to a doctor before coming here and he was well into his seventies when he joined us.  It is nothing less than a miracle that he has lived as long as he has, but now his body is simply running down and wearing out."

Tom just looked at her and shook his head. "Naw, I believe that man lived his life the way a man was meant to live, getting lots of fresh air and working hard in all kinds of weather.  He was a prospector and he's one of my heroes.  I think he spends too much time inside now and all this recycled air is gonna kill him, if your indifferent care doesn't do the job first."

Then, before she came up with a comeback, Tom got up and walked out the door, wondering if there was anything he could do, but frustrated by circumstance.  He wasn't a relative and he really had no actual ties to the old man, but he didn't feel it was right for a man like Serge to simply waste away.  Still, he was almost ninety years old and from the way Serge had talked he'd enjoyed his life and had done quite well.  So, instead of harping on his frustrations, Tom hopped into the car and headed toward the assay office.  At least he could accomplish something by cashing in the gold he had stashed in the trunk of the car.  Every ounce of gold he was cashing in that day was gold he'd either panned or mined so he had the satisfaction of knowing that his claim was paying off.  He had a cabin, a valuable claim, a huge lease and some sort of company that Serge had sold him, and he reminded himself that one of these days he had to find out more about that company.  Still, he
felt his accomplishments were quite satisfactory for someone his age.  Hopefully Serge would be in better shape when Tom saw him next, because he thought the old man would be pleased to see the pictures Tom had taken and hear about what he'd done.

The assayer was certainly pleased to see Tom and delighted with the amount of ore he'd brought in.  The transaction didn't take long either since the assayer was familiar with the ore from Tom's mine.  All they had to do was confirm an exact weight of the ore shipment and make out a receipt, then when a full assay was done the money to pay for it would be deposited directly into Tom's bank account.  For the time being Tom's would have a direct deposit of 75% of the estimated value of his ore.  That would certainly be enough for Tom to live on for the few days it'd take for the final amount to be deposited.

In fact when he went to the bank the next morning, he found his bank account was developing a surplus because he'd cashed in much more gold than previously.  Tom wasn't about to spend it all, so he had to do something with it.  He left several thousand in his cash account, but shifted the rest into short term investments, then wandered down the street.  That's when he happened to see a storefront office with the words 'Watkins Accounting and Tax Services' painted on the window.

"Oh man, I forgot to file my income tax when I was in town this spring," he said quietly to himself, then sighed and decided he'd have to do something about that, so he opened the door to step inside.

It wasn't a large office and although it was clean and neat, the room seemed relatively empty, the only furniture was a pair of desks, a few chairs, some bookshelves and four filing cabinets.  The woman behind the desk was quite trim, almost thin, but very attractive and relatively young, looking only a year or two older than he was.  On her desk was a small sign that read 'Sandra Watkins, Chartered Accountant and Taxation Specialist.'

"Good Morning, sir.  May I help you?" she said, rising to her feet.

"I hope so," he grinned, holding out his right hand.  "My name is Tom Dunn and I think I need some help dealing with my income tax.  I forgot to file last year."

"Oh!  Well let's start by saying that my name is Sandra Watkins, but most people call me Sandy," she held out her hand to shake his.  "Why don't you have a seat and before we do anything else, I think I'd like you to tell me why you didn't file your income tax last year?"

"Well, I was in school until late April of the year before, but I wasn't so excited about getting out of that place that I forgot to do my taxes, so that year was filed.  Last year I was out in the mountains and didn't have any income at all, instead I spent a lot of my savings to establish a legal claim in a valley about a hundred miles east of here.  You see, I'm a prospector and a sometime gold miner."

"I see," she nodded pulling out a standard income tax form.  "In the first place, since you had no income, you won't have to pay any tax for last year, but you still need to file.  Now, full name and address, or do you have an official mailing address?  If not, we'll use my office address for now and you can arrange to get a post office box later, then I can forward your mail there, Tom."

"Thanks for the offer, Sandy, but I can get a post office box later today," he smiled.

They spent the next half hour filling out the form, ready to mail off, but she held off on filing it until she could fill in his address.  She'd do that later, when he either dropped in or called to let her know his post office box number.

They chatted for a while and while they talking, Tom discovered that, as well as being very attractive, she was recently divorced and almost the same age as him.  He decided to take a chance and invited her out to lunch when they were done.  She turned him down, but made it quite plain that it was only because she had a prior luncheon date.  So he offered to make it an evening date and she teased him that she was an expensive date, but to her surprise that didn't faze him at all.  Since he wasn't accustomed to the area he had no idea where to take her, so he asked her where she'd like to go, even offering to rent a car.  She surprised him by suggesting that they go out for dinner, then to a western style dance afterward, so Tom was in an excellent mood when he left her office.

During the rest of the day Tom had lunch, rented a post office box, and began to check out stores where he could make the purchases he planned to take back to his cabin.  First though, he walked down the street to get a shave and a haircut, laughing at the sight of his picture on the wall, then was teased that he didn't look quite as rough as the last time he'd been there.  Since things were going so well, Tom decided to return to the same clothing store he used previously and bought some decent clothes for a date with a lady, then arranged for a reservation at a decent restaurant.  After that he drove out to the local airstrip, to talk to Harry Guildford who had said he was willing to fly Tom and his supplies to Bowman Lake.  He needed to discuss what sort of load a float plane could manage to haul since he didn't want to trust his memory from his days in the north country.

He looked over Harry's DHC-3, Otter and DHC-2, Beaver, but Tom was no amateur, he was checking them both for maintenance and condition and to him they looked exceptionally well maintained.  Both planes were easily capable of flying to Bowman Lake, but the Beaver could only handle about a ton of load, while the Otter could handle over a ton and a half.  Most importantly though, Harry often delivered fuel and supplies to out of the way places, using a special carrier that fit above and between the floats of the Otter.  That carrier was meant to carry a 45-gallon drum of fuel or multiple smaller containers similar to the ones Tom used.  Harry insisted that he wanted to handle the filling, sealing and loading of any fuel container that he was to carry though, which was no problem for Tom.  In next to no time they made arrangements for Harry to buy the fuel Tom needed and have his containers filled and loaded, ready to fly out in six days time, which was the earliest date Harry could
do the job.  While he was at the airstrip Tom rented a storage space from Harry so he'd be able to store his purchases at the airstrip until they were loaded into the plane.  Then armed with the knowledge of what weight and volume the plane would handle, Tom headed back to town to actually start buying supplies.

Almost as if that day had been a pattern, the next five days were extremely hectic for Tom.

First of all, Tom and Sandy turned out to be extremely compatible.  To put it plainly, they found that they suited each other to a tee, so after their evening of dining and dancing, she invited him in for a cup of coffee, then seduced him into spending the night.  She was a divorcee and felt he wouldn't be in town long enough to become a complication, while he hadn't spent any amount of time in a woman's company for over a year and didn't want to lead any woman on.  On top of that Sandy learned that Tom had far more money than she had thought, so he was able to entertain her in a manner she had once dreamed of enjoying.  Meanwhile Tom was delighted by her company, finding her to be a nearly insatiable bed partner who loved to tease, tantalise and then satisfy him in ways he thoroughly enjoyed.

Secondly Tom had a deadline to meet. On the evening of the fifth day after meeting Harry, he had to have all the supplies he wanted and needed for the winter stowed in his storage space.  Early the next morning he and Harry would pack everything into the plane, ready for takeoff.  Just finding and purchasing everything he wanted to buy wasn't a possibility since he had to meet the load limits of the Otter, both those imposed by weight and those forced on him by volume.

So on the second day of his five day deadline, he was sitting at lunch with Sandy, frowning at a sheet of paper on which he had written his list of essential supplies.  No matter how he worked it out, he wanted to haul in nearly twice as much as the plane could handle and in a fit of irritation he slapped the pencil down on the paper and growled.

"What's wrong, Tom?" Sandy asked quietly.

"In order to do what I want, I have to haul in almost twice as many supplies as the plane will handle," he barked, then looked chagrined.  "Oop's, sorry to sound testy.  My problem certainly isn't your fault."

"Can I offer a suggestion?" she cocked her head to one side and smiled.

"Lover, if you can work out my problem, I'll be very grateful," he sighed.

"Well, since you told me that you aren't strapped for cash why not buy all the supplies you want and put them in storage.  Once you have them all stored, have Harry fly you in with a load of supplies one week, then he could come back with a second load a week or two later?"

"You know, that might work," Tom looked up at her and smiled.  "So, what would you think of giving me a hand to get all the supplies together and arranged in such a way that moving the two loads to the plane would be done quickly and easily?"

"I think I'd like that, but with one little addition," she grinned back at him.

"What's that?"

"Well, I'm not working very hard right now and I have a semi-retired helper who could look after the office quite easily.  Which means I could take a break from the office and I'd love to help you get your supplies, or whatever else needs to be done.  As well as that, if Harry is making two trips to your claim, I want to come along.  I want to see your cabin and spend a week with you, just helping in any way I can," she studied Tom's face pleadingly.  "Now before you get all huffy about it being dangerous, I used to be a tomboy, so my dad used to take me hunting in the deep bush, which means I know quite a bit about camping and hunting.  By the time I was sixteen I'd bagged my first moose.  I've even gone out by myself for a few days and come back with a deer that I stalked, shot, gutted and packed out to my pickup on a travois, so I'm no greenhorn."

"Okay, I'll give you that, and I won't even argue about it, but what you have to understand is that what I have to do is many times harder than any normal hunting trip.  From where the plane can land, to my cabin is about five miles as the crow flies, or about eight miles by the trail I have to use.  That trail is almost all uphill, and some parts of it are damn dangerous.  One section is rugged and slippery, but what's worse, the dangerous segment of the trail overhangs a fifty to seventy-five-yard drop into either a raging rapids or a waterfall.  If someone slipped and fell into the gorge on that section of the trail, I'm quite sure they'd be killed.  So my first job after getting dropped off and unloading the plane at the lake will be to haul more than two thousand pounds of supplies up to the cabin on a trail that even scares me.

"After I get up to the cabin, there's no running water, no electricity, no phone, no toilet and the cabin is heated by an airtight stove, which burns wood that has to be split and fed by hand, so there are no conveniences at all.  I do have an outhouse and there's a pot-bellied, cast-iron stove in my old cabin, but that old cabin only has a dirt floor.  The new cabin is just an empty shell, with a half-finished floor, but then the whole place is unfinished.  That's what all the supplies are for, to finish the new cabin well enough to be able to live in it for the winter."

Needless to say they had a long discussion on the subject, even going as far as getting the pilot involved, but in the long-run Sandy had her way.  Not only that, but she spoke to Harry privately and arranged with him that he wouldn't be making the second trip for a few weeks.  She even asked him to wait until they had unloaded the first load and Harry was ready to take off before telling Tom.  However, Sandy wasn't being foolish about the trip and she wasn't about to tackle the wilderness as unprepared as Tom seemed willing to do either.  Her personal luggage not only included clothing, food, bedding and her favourite rifle, it also included almost fifty pounds of medical and emergency supplies.  As well as that she packed a small two-way shortwave radio, complete with batteries, and she added a solar powered battery charger.  Her supplies alone came to almost three hundred pounds, but she knew she could survive for a few weeks just on what she was bringing along with
her.

Meanwhile Tom was busy buying more than two tons of materials and supplies.  He had to sort it into two loads, and on top of that he had to make allowance for the extra weight of the fuel, so he ended up calling Harry and asking him for help.  It turned out Harry had the weight of Tom's fuel already calculated and on top of that had an accurate weight from Sandy of what she and her baggage was going to be.  He'd even made an excellent guess of Tom's own weight and since he knew all that, he was able to give Tom a very accurate figure of what his maximum weight allowance would be.  It soon became plain to Tom that he was going to be better off to take his fuel, most of his food and the bulkier, but lighter materials on the first trip, which suited him fine.

Then Tom ran into a bonus.  One of the local hardware stores happened to be going out of business and that sale was a delightful gift as far as Tom was concerned.  When he'd been hunting around the old store, he had found several rolls of a discontinued style of fibreglass insulation.  It was packaged in a roll, which was quite compact when unopened, but would expand in thickness when unrolled.  When he measured the rolls, he found they would easily fit inside the plane and there were enough of them that he'd be able to insulate between the rafters of the whole cabin, so he bought the lot.  Not only that, but he bought several rolls of six mil. polyethylene sheeting, a huge roll of plastic fly screen, a brand-new staple gun, and five large boxes of staples.  Then in the tool department he bought a cross cut saw, a rip saw, a mitre saw, both triangular and round saw-sharpening files, a roll of blade chain for his chainsaw, a chain splitter, several chain links and a variety of
other useful tools.

In the grocery store he bought bulk bags of flour, rice, white sugar, brown sugar, large containers of both regular salt and uniodized pickling salt, molasses, honey and so on.  He bought two large bags of potatoes, two smaller bags of carrots, another of onions, a rope of garlic, several heads of cabbage, as well as a few turnips, beets and parsnips.  He bought dried peas, dried beans, dried corn, dried apricots, dried apples, raisins, prunes, roasted nuts and anything else he could think of that could be packed as dried food.  Then he bought twenty-five pounds of roasted coffee beans and a hand cranked coffee grinder, but to go with that he bought five family sized boxes of tea bags.  In the end he bought more than a thousand pounds of food, then sorted it so more than half of it would be transported on the first load.  The only thing he didn't buy was unprocessed meat since he could hunt for that, but he did buy a large unsliced slab of home-cured bacon and two large home-cured
hams from a local butcher.

He bought flatware, plates, bowls, cups and glasses, ladles, spatulas, two can openers, a large set of kitchen knives and a cutting board.  He added an old fashioned coffee percolator, a tea pot, a large dishpan and a set of five nesting buckets.  Then came stacking mixing bowls, a set of stainless steel pots and pans, a large cast-iron frying pan and a huge cast-iron stew pot.  Then just to be sure he had all he needed, he wandered around the store and bought anything else he felt he might use in the kitchen.

Since he knew how much volume he had to contend with, he bought a series of metal, wood and plastic containers to hold all the dry foods.  Once he had hauled everything to his storage space, he and Sandy spent several hours one evening transferring the dried food into the various containers, then sealing and labelling each and every one.

Finally though, his last day in town had arrived, and all he planned to buy that day was winter clothing, a shotgun and shells, more rounds of ammunition for his two rifles and a pair of new backpack boards and harnesses.  Then at the last minute he bought a pair of twelve-inch, rubber-tired wheelbarrow wheels and a short axle to fit between them.  He was adamant that those wheels and the axle absolutely had to be on the first load, which made no sense to Sandy, but she didn't argue.  She demanded that he had to make one more purchase though.  He had mentioned that normally he slept on a pad of animal furs, but she told him she just didn't like fleas all that well.  She insisted he buy a four-inch thick foam camping mattress that could be rolled into a tight roll which was five-feet long and compressed to less than two-feet in diameter.

That night he took Sandy out for one last restaurant meal, but they went to bed early because they intended to be up before the sun the next day.  Actually they had the plane loaded and were in the air by eight in the morning and were flying over his cabin less than an hour later, which was when Harry threw Tom a curve.

"Tom, if your cabin is this far up the valley, why can't I just land on the upper lake?  At the very least that would cut the distance you'd have to pack things in half and it would eliminate that hike up the gorge, which looks damn dangerous.  I've landed on the smaller lake before, so I know I can do it safely," he shouted over the roar of the engine.  "I came up here about three years ago with an old guy and his buddy who planned on hunting for moose.  There's even a dock of sorts at the end of the lake closest to your cabin."

"Heck, I thought that lake was too small for a float plane," Tom shouted back.  "If you can land there, it would save us a lot of work and a really dangerous climb."

"I'll overfly it and check it out.  Watch out your side, Tom, and keep your eyes peeled for floating logs or swimming moose."

The lake was clear though and Harry brought them in easily.  Then he idled the engine as he steered toward a pair of logs that had been intentionally limbed and then felled to lay side by side with their butt ends on land and their tops in the water.

"The old geezer and his buddy dropped those trees like that when they were up here, you know," Harry chuckled as he cut the engine to let the plane drift in the last few feet.  "They said they hated the idea of riding all the way back to town while wearing wet socks."

Tying up the plane, then getting all their supplies onshore took another half hour or more.  Then before he left, Harry made certain that Tom knew that circumstances might make it impossible for him to be back on any specific day, but he wasn't about to forget them either.  About then Sandy called out that she'd be trying her radio that night or the next day, which Harry thought was a great idea.  Moments later he had pushed off and used a paddle to back away from shore, then turn the plane, so in almost no time Harry was back in the air and swinging around to fly back over them with a wigwag of his wings.

Tom suggested that Sandy start to pack the two new backpack frames with foodstuff, but to make both packs quite light for the first load since they were going to have to find or make a trail.  While she was making up two packs, he went looking for a few saplings.  Then, using the saplings, the axle, the two wheels and some rope, he built a cart that he could pull easily, almost a travois with wheels, which meant he could move a larger load than otherwise.

"Well, you smart-alec!" Sandy shook her head in admiration.  "That is brilliant."

"Maybe and maybe not, we'll see.  If we can work out a trail from here to the cabin that I can haul this thing along, it'll be great.  I think for now though I'll get you to load your rifle and stay here to guard the supplies, because there's a lot of food left that shouldn't be left unattended.  I wouldn't want bears or scavengers of some sort to get at it.  I'll take my shotgun and a loaded backpack, then try to see if I can work out a trail I can use to get to the cabin.  For this first trip I'll only put a few containers of fuel and a few rolls of insulation on the cart, then if necessary I can leave it sitting for a while without any danger of losing anything to animals.  Now, it shouldn't take me any more than an hour or so to go to the cabin and get back.  Will you be okay with that?"

"Yeah, I'll be fine and your idea makes sense," she nodded as she broke out her rifle and loaded it, then watched as he tied the first load in place.  "I can't get over how neat that cart idea is."

"I'm glad you like it," he grinned as he tied the last knot in the cord and picked up the handles of the wheeled travois and headed uphill through the thick grass.

In less than an hour he was back and he was grinning widely.

"This cart is great!" he crowed.  "I found a half way decent trail on the way up, but I had to detour twice, so I tried a slightly different route on the way back which is not only faster, but also much easier."

Sandy notice he was wearing gloves and asked about them.

"I don't like blisters and I figure there are probably two more trips just for the food.  This thing ought to haul about two or three hundred pounds and each of our back packs can carry about fifty or sixty," he was rapidly packing food containers on the cart, then paused as he looked at the pile.  "Darn, there's still going to be quite a bit of food left here after this load.  I guess it would be best for you to wait while I make one more trip, wouldn't it?"

"Yeah, I suppose," she sighed.  "I haven't seen so much as a chipmunk though, let alone a bear or anything of that sort."

"That might be just because the animals can see and smell you," he glanced around and smiled.  "Usually at this time of the day the deer are lying down out there in the tall grass since they can do that in relative safety.  This is one of their grazing spots in the early mornings and they often just hide here during the day - unless they get disturbed.  Of course they probably scattered today when they heard the noise of the plane."

"But what about predators like wolves and bears?"

"Well, the wolves have learned to avoid my scent because in the last year and a half I've had to kill a few of them that came after my mules.  I figure they have lots of deer and moose to hunt, so I tried to make my mule pasture an unfriendly place for them.  As for bears, I've had to kill a couple, but after that I've only seen a few of those around and usually when I did see them, they went one direction while I went another," he stood and stretched, then bent down to pick up his backpack and strap it on.  "There, I think that's it for now, but I shouldn't be quite as long this time.  Next time you can come along, then you'll get a chance to see the new cabin.  The remainder of the food can easily be packed in one load, and the rest of this stuff won't really take all that long.  We should be done hauling it home before too late in the day."

With that he turned and scooped up the handles of his cart, then literally trotted as he hurried off once more.  By the time he was back, Sandy had sorted through the rest of the pile of supplies and had arranged it into what she estimated were four loads for the two of them.  They packed the largest amount of food onto the cart, then packed the backpack he'd taken off, leaving only three double loads behind and anything they did leave was non perishable and inedible.

Sandy was very impressed with the cabin since it was far bigger and much more well built than she had expected, but she did find the echoes in the empty building to be disconcerting.  She wasn't impressed with the rough flooring either, but admitted that as subflooring, it was passable.  She frowned heavily at the idea of cooking on the little airtight stove though.

That's when Tom took her out back of the new cabin to show her his old place.  He pointed out the lack of flooring and the old pot bellied stove, which was all he'd had to cook on for the first year.  She took one look at the tiny cooking surface on the little stove, then scuffed her foot in the dirt floor and looked around at the tiny hovel in dismay.  There was a cot with a pile of furs in one corner, and a rough plank counter on the other side.  That was fastened to the wall under an opening in the log wall and the opening was covered with a sheet of semi-transparent plastic in place of a window.  Sandy simply shook her head in disbelief.

"Do you suppose we could sleep in the new cabin at night?" she almost whimpered.

That virtually broke Tom up and while normally she found his laughter to be contagious, the most Sandy could do right at that moment was smile weakly.  When he had told her previously that he'd been forced to live in rough conditions over the winter she hadn't any idea just how bad it had been.  Compared to the shack they were standing in, the new cabin was a palace.

"How did you manage to keep your sanity in this … hole?" Sandy asked as she backed through the door, ducking her head to get out of the short opening, but almost tripping over the base log under her feet.

"When the alternative is freezing, a person can put up with a lot," Tom answered calmly as he followed her outside and back to the new cabin.  "You have to remember that when I came here, I was really only interested in mining gold.  I hate living in a tent when it's raining though, so I threw up this little cabin in a hurry.  It was in better shape last winter, but anything slapped together as quickly as it was won't last long."

Sandy didn't complain about the two-foot square cooking surface on the airtight stove in the new cabin that day, in fact she made a quick lunch, including a pot of coffee.  Once they had eaten, the two of them went back to work, hauling supplies up to the cabin from the flats down near the lake.  They did manage to shift all the supplies in three more trips, but it took all day and if it hadn't been for Tom's travois/cart invention they would have been at it for far longer.  When they finished the last load and had moved everything inside or under cover, Tom cooked a meal while Sandy made them a temporary bed on the new foam mattress up in the loft.  Then, once they had eaten, Tom closed and latched the doors and windows on the lower level and they crawled into bed.  They were exhausted from their hectic day, so moments after lying down they were both sound asleep, even if their bed was only a foam pad lying on the floor.

The next morning after they'd had a coffee and a bite to eat, Tom sat down and worked out a plan of what had to be done before winter set in.  The first job was setting up the radio Sandy had brought, but that was fairly simple, the worst part of the job was mounting an antenna high enough to reach Bear Creek.  Tom temporarily fastened it to a long pole and tied that to the butt ends of the logs and the eaves of the roof on the cabin extension, then he mounted the solar panel on the logs of a south facing wall.  Luckily the battery was already charged, so the radio worked quite well and Sandy managed to get through to both Harry and the RCMP office at Bear Creek, which made her feel much safer.

Once the radio was working, Tom set up the chainsaw mill and started to cut several hundred lineal feet of lumber to finish off the subfloor in the cabin.  He felt that was more important than any work on other details, so he began working on that.  In the long run he worked on the cabin from dawn til dusk each day, seven days a week for a full month, but Sandy worked almost as hard as he did.  He was both proud of her and grateful for her help, in fact the only real argument they had was about the fact that she'd intentionally delayed the delivery of the rest of the supplies, which interfered with some of his plans.

However when the month had passed the cabin was a liveable home.  There was a complete wooden subfloor throughout the cabin, windows with working shutters, and solid doors on both outside doorways.  Those doors were made out of  two-inch thick wood with large barn-door style hinges.  Both the shutters on the windows and the doors could be bolted solidly to keep out critters.  They had installed the insulation between all of the rafters, then the whole ceiling had been covered with the six mil. polyethylene as a vapour barrier.  Next Tom had built a set of stairs up to the bedroom in place of the ladder they'd been using and he'd even added a railing across the section that opened onto the lower level.  In the end their work had made the cabin much easier to heat and far more comfortable.

The kitchen now had a wooden counter mounted against one wall under the windows and shelves mounted between the windows.  The other walls had shelves and pegs for pots, pans and other supplies.  Tom had cut an opening in the floor and installed a trap door over a hole dug down to solid rock and lined with dry-stacked, but closely fitted stone.  That gave them a shallow cold cellar for storing vegetables and things of that sort.  He even managed to cobble together some three legged stools so they could sit at the counter to eat or just have a cup of coffee.

By then it was late September and Tom was worried about ice forming on the lake, which would prevent Harry from landing, since the thin ice would cut his thin aluminum pontoons.  With that in mind, he braced himself for a discussion with Sandy, but decided to postpone that until the morning while they were having their first cup of coffee.  Even then he wasn't looking forward to the discussion since he expected an argument of one sort of the other.

Sandy had always planned to head back to town with Harry when he brought in the last of the supplies for the winter, but Tom knew she really wouldn't want to leave.  Actually she had surprised him by honestly enjoying her time in the utter wilderness of his mountain valley, even when she'd had to work so hard.  To be honest, he was going to miss having her being there just as much as she would miss being with him, perhaps more.  Tom really appreciated her upbeat attitude and willingness to tackle any job without complaining.  She'd been a joy to have as a companion, but life wasn't always easy and there were times when necessity ruled.

Their supplies were running short, the weather was closing in, and Tom was going to have to explain the inevitable conclusion.  Harry had to fly in soon or all three of them might easily be up to their eyeballs in problems and those problems could become a tragedy in an instant.




Chapter 5

A light snow was falling the next morning and Tom was frowning slightly as he sat at the table, quietly sipping his before-breakfast coffee.  He looked up at Sandy and sighed, knowing he couldn't put off his worries and apprehensions any longer.

"Sandy, I know you've been putting off going back to town as long as you could, unfortunately we need to get the rest of those supplies delivered as soon as possible," he opened the conversation.  "I was down at the lake yesterday, checking it for ice and I think it's getting close to thick enough to damage the pontoons of a plane hitting it at landing speed.  You see thin ice won't support the weight and the pontoons break through it, but then they're hitting ice edge-on and it can act just like a can-opener.  Ice like that can slice open the pontoons, which fill with water and the sudden increase in drag can flip the plane nose over and upside-down.  If Harry doesn't fly in our supplies soon, we'll have to wait a month or more until the ice thickens enough to hold the weight of the plane, then he can land on skis."

"Oh shit, I don't want to endanger Harry," she said instantly and from the surprised look on her face, he knew she hadn't been aware of that danger.  "I've been putting him off because I enjoy being here with you, but I guess …"

"Yeah, I've enjoyed having you here as well, but last year at this time there was a foot of snow on the ground and enough of it fell up in the mountain passes that I didn't dare hike out.  We've used up a lot of our supplies and I was counting on having the second batch here by now.  If we have to wait for the ice to get thick enough for Harry to use skis to land, we might be living on nothing more than venison or moose meat.  Besides, what about your business?"

"Well, the business isn't a problem, because I have a retired guy who works for me and can handle things right now.  The tax business doesn't usually get busy until after New Years," Sandy sighed.  "The problem is that I like being here.  I want to see what it's like when the snow flies and a blizzard sets in.  Besides, you haven't cut your firewood yet or done your hunting for the winter and you still need help to get things done here in the cabin."

"Well, even if you stay longer, we'll still need those supplies and we need them soon," Tom shook his head in exasperation and sighed heavily.  "I like having you here though, so I'm not about to kick you out if you want to stay, but it would mean you'd be here for at least another month and maybe even longer.  Once the ice starts forming on the lake we'd have to wait for the ice to become thick enough to carry the weight of Harry's plane with a full load."

"Let's not wait for that.  I'll go call him on the radio and see how soon he can fly in," she leaped to her feet and ran to the radio, slipped on her headphones and in only a short time was talking to Harry's office.

Tom left her to it and began to cook breakfast, only looking up when she called him.

"Tom, the gal in Harry's office says he should be able to fly in soon, probably tomorrow or the next day, if the weather holds," she turned to look at him as she spoke.  "Besides, Harry worked out the weight of what you had in the warehouse and there is still about three hundred pounds weight allowance if we need anything extra.  Should we have him add anything?"

"Food, if you're staying here," he called, "potatoes, fresh vegies, a few dozen eggs, a couple gallons of milk, things of that sort and maybe another slab of that home-cured bacon from the butcher.  Oh, you'd better ask him to pick up some winter clothes to fit you too.  You'll need long-johns, wool socks, a decent parka, coveralls, boots and mitts because it's going to get cold and the clothes you've been wearing until now just won't cut it.  Then if you want to come hunting with me, you'd better order a snowmobile suit as well."

With that he went back to his cooking and left the arrangements to her.  When she had signed off and shut down the radio she came back and gave him a huge hug and a kiss.

"And what's that for?" he asked, still holding her.

"For letting me stick around for a bit longer," she grinned, then stood on tiptoe to kiss his nose.  "Harry's dispatcher said he'd fly in tomorrow, barring bad weather, but the forecast looks good."

"Well, we should go check out the lake today and we might as well take some tarps down there so we're prepared to cover the supplies from the weather after we unload them.  In fact if we were smart, we might be wise to throw up a temporary shelter for the supplies, just in case we have bad weather after Harry leaves, but before we can get things moved."

"Yeah, we really should have a bear proof cache down there, but any shelter would be better than nothing," she agreed.

So they ate, then grabbed tools, ropes and tarps, loading them all on Tom's cart, then hurried down to the flats by the lake.  About a hundred feet from where Harry had landed before there was a stand of tall, straight alder trees.  Tom chose four of them to use as a base, cutting down anything inside the square those four trees made.  Next he climbed the four trees so he could tie a heavy pole about twelve feet in the air by using a crotch in each of the front two trees and another one at nearly the same height on the back two.  Then he and Sandy used those first poles as a footing and quickly built a floor made of poles laid down side by side, all tied in place with heavy cord.  Six more poles and many cross pieces tied further up in the trees allowed them to add a sloping tarp as a roof.  Then they closed in the walls with tarps and some leftover plastic sheeting.  Tom built a rough ladder using poles and rope, but made it removable so animals wouldn't have easy
access to the supplies.  He'd even brought down some big tin cans and they made four funnel shaped forms, then tacked them to the trees to prevent mice and squirrels from getting up to their stash easily.  Next he cut back any trees or limbs that animals might use as a jump-off point to leap across to the stash.  The whole operation took them most of the day, so they were tired when they returned to the cabin.  Still they felt what they'd built was a rough, but workable cache which was well worth their time and energy.

The next morning they were at the lake with a campfire going and had a pot of coffee perking long before Harry landed and taxied in to land.  To Tom's astonishment the very first thing Harry brought out of the plane was a pet carrier, covered with a blanket.

"When we were talking on the radio the other day, Sandy mentioned that she'd seen mice in the cabin, so I brought you a pair of ball bearing mouse traps," Harry laughed at the astonished look on Tom's face as he lifted the blanket to show them two half-grown kittens.  "The black is a female and the tabby is a tom.  The vet says they're both healthy, and they've had their shots.  On top of that they should be okay as a breeding pair since they're unrelated.  Hell, they're not just different breeds, they're even from two different towns, but both of them had mothers that were mousers, so they should be mousers as well."

Sandy hugged Harry, then grabbed the carrier and turned to Tom with a big grin,   "I don't care what you think, mister.  I think they're a wonderful gift since I hate mice and we've got a bunch in our cabin."

Tom just shook his head, then since Harry was worried about a possible storm coming in over the mountains, they began to hurriedly empty the plane.  Twenty minutes later he was taxiing out onto the lake, then lifting off and leaving, but they'd already arranged for him to fly in and pick up Sandy in December, if not earlier.  That left Sandy and Tom on the shore of the lake with about a ton and a half of material and supplies, but at least it was sorted into piles of similar goods.  They knew which supplies had to be moved to the cabin right away, those which could be temporarily stored in their new cache and those which didn't need any protection from either weather or animals.

The rest of the day was spent moving supplies from the lake to the cabin, then storing them away.  The first load on Tom's cart was the heaviest and largest load of perishable supplies.  That included the vegetables, the bacon and other items of that sort, but the load was topped by the cat carrier tucked under a small tarp, along with the cat's litter box and a huge bag of kitty litter.  Any other items that could be damaged by frost went into the backpacks.  Then they set out to shift the piles which were still sitting on the ground.  Fuel oil and supplies that animals would naturally avoid were stacked on the ground under the cache, then the dried foods and anything animals might consider edible were stored in the cache.  Once everything was sorted and shifted, the hard work began, because they had to make trip after trip from the lake to the cabin and back again.  It was late afternoon before they had everything up the hill, but they still had to put everything
away.

Once all the supplies were brought inside, the two young cats were let out of their carrying case, but they only hunkered together in a corner of the cabin, watching Tom and Sandy.  Finally after an hour or so, while Sandy and Tom were sitting down and eating, the cats began to explore.  Yet by the time Sandy and Tom went upstairs to get some sleep, the cats had both found the bed and taken possession, but after some argument they did let the two humans share.

The next morning Tom was awakened by a piercing scream and he jumped out of bed, ready to tackle whatever was attacking Sandy.  That wasn't the problem though, instead she had awakened to find a gift on her pillow, a dead mouse carefully placed only inches from her nose.  She didn't appreciate that it was there, nor the fact that after Tom saw she wasn't being killed he'd broken into loud laughter.

"Well, we know one of the cats is a mouser anyway," he chortled, managing to calm his laughter slightly.  "Whichever one it is likes you too, since it's already bringing you gifts."

"Well, did it have to drop the darn thing right on the pillow beside me?" Sandy made a face.

"Poor little kitty must have thought you might wake up hungry," he grinned, then ducked a flying mocassin as he pulled up his pants and headed downstairs to toss a log on the burning coals in the airtight stove and opened the damper so the stove would get hot enough to perc coffee.

After they'd eaten, things got a lot more serious since there was work to do, as well as the where-with-all to do it.  Now that he had more fuel, Tom could tackle his next job, making sure there was enough wood to keep the cabin warm all winter.  First he cleaned up the rough slabs, cut ends, branches and trimmings left behind after building his cabin, then he and Sandy split and stacked it in the breeze-way, ready to use.  Unfortunately the scraps left after building  the cabin wouldn't be enough, and for the rest of their firewood supply they needed dry wood, preferably trees that had died while standing or hadn't been down for long.  As much as he could, Tom cut them uphill from the cabin, bucking them to firewood length, loading them on his cart, and pulling them downhill.  Sandy would split and stack the rounds, but Tom would give her an occasional assist when she fell behind.  They devoted the last part of September and early October to the job, but in the long run
they had several cords of easily accessible firewood.  It was all neatly stacked in the breeze-way behind the cabin and kept dry with the tarps that Tom used for any short term job.  While they were working though, Tom did set aside some interestingly shaped limbs and straight, knot free sections of timber to use for construction of various projects.

Once they had enough firewood, Tom decided their next job was to build a meat cache high in the trees, but not far from the cabin and toward the edge of the little plateau.  That cache meant they wouldn't have to hang any meat in the open the way he'd had to do the year before.  The cache was a miniature log cabin, with no windows and a simple door, the walls rested on a log floor which hung about twelve feet off the ground.  They even used shakes left over from building the cabin to cover the roof and keep out the rain.  Since the cache was only meant to store the meat needed during the winter and was intended to be used after the weather was cold enough so the meat would freeze naturally, nothing fancier was needed.  By the time they'd finished building the cache the weather was cold enough that they could use it since the ground in the shade of the trees was starting to freeze.  That meant it was time to go hunting, only they didn't have to go far for their meat that
year.

There was a light snow the next day, so the following morning Tom decided he'd best go over his old snowmobile to make sure it was ready to use for hunting and he set out to do a tune up.  He opened it up and went over everything he could, cleaning and gapping the plugs and points, then checking all the places that needed lubrication and was just buttoning it up before going inside for lunch.  Then he happened to glance up and saw something that astonished him, a four-point mule deer buck traipsing blithely across the little meadow in front of the cabin.  The rifle he always carried was leaning against his snowmobile within arm's reach, so the biggest problem he had was moving slowly and smoothly enough not to scare the deer.  He managed though and brought down a full-grown buck within fifty feet of the cabin and did it only two days after the meat cache was finished.

Sandy gave him a hand and three hours later that deer had been gutted, skinned, butchered and stowed in the meat cache.  An hour after that Tom had fired up the snowmobile, then with the guts and other offal loaded on his old toboggan and trailing behind them, Tom and Sandy made a trip down to the lower plateau.  They dumped the refuse in a gully, then headed back to the cabin to enjoy a meal of fresh venison liver, fried with onions and potatoes.

That evening, they heard noises outside.  When they checked to see what was going on, they saw that even though they had cleaned up the area where they'd butchered the deer, several coyotes were gobbling up the blood stained snow.  Tom handed Sandy a rifle and she chased them off with a shot that threw up snow, but didn't injure even one coyote.

"Just so you know, I missed intentionally," she said instantly.  "I know you, and if I shot one you'd have wanted to skin the dang thing and it's too darn cold, besides it's getting dark.  I refuse to make more work at this time of day for such a piddly gain."

"Okay, but from now on we carry a rifle anytime we're outside, even if it's just to go to the can," he growled, but didn't look upset.

"Yeah, that could just as easily have been wolves, not coyotes," Sandy agreed.  "And, I think the cats can use their litter box from now on too."

"Unh huh, you've heard the story about the first cat I had here, didn't you?" he chuckled.

"Yeah, that's what I was thinking about and it might seem funny when you look back on it, but I wouldn't want it to happen to us now," Sandy shivered.  "Actually I'm really surprised at the number of animals we're seeing so close to the cabin all of a sudden."

"Well, it's getting close to winter, and this area hasn't been grazed or hunted, besides we've been around here all fall and the noise we've been making probably scared them away.  Now though all the animals are bulking up for the winter and we've spent a lot of time inside for the last while, so I guess this area is prime feeding ground."

"Maybe, but whatever the cause, I'll be sure to carry my rifle whenever I go outside," Sandy nodded.

Only a few days later that decision paid off for her.  She was headed for the outhouse, rifle in hand, when a bull moose in full rut came charging out of the trees.  Tom heard three quick shots and raced outside to find Sandy staring at the moose, which was lying only about twenty feet away from where she stood.  She was shaking, but after Tom hugged her for a minute or two, she snapped out of her reaction and pulled away to look him in the eye, then grinned.

"I didn't piddle myself, but it was close and I've really gotta go now," she giggled.  "Then I guess we'd better get to work butchering this monster."

"Yeah!" Tom nodded.  "Nice shooting, by the way."

"Thanks, but I'm sure glad you insisted I carry that lever action rifle.  I might be dead if I'd been using my old bolt action," she gave him another quick hug, then raced off to take care of urgent business.

Tom paused for a minute, then twisted the head of the moose aside and found that all three bullets had entered the throat within an inch of each other.  He was certain that if he traced the trajectory of those slugs, they'd end up in the heart or very close to it, so any one of those shots could have killed that bull.

"Damn good shooting!" he said softly, then headed back to the house to grab a chain lift to help hang the carcass from a pair of nearby trees and make gutting it easier.

It took them almost twice as long to gut, skin and butcher that moose as it had the deer, but in the end they probably had three times as much meat to store in the cache.  When they cleaned up this time, they even scraped up the frozen blood on the snow and hauled it away along with the rest of the waste, then dumped it much further from the cabin.  That night even the cats had a feed of moose liver, but the cats ate their share raw.

A few days later, a black bear decided that Tom's mine would be a prime spot to make a den and must have assumed that Tom was an intruder who needed to be chased off.  Tom was forced to prove his territorial rights and used his rifle to make his point, ending the conflict with fatal results for the bear.

That bear carcass was big and while Tom had killed and eaten a bear the year before, he had needed it badly, otherwise he might have starved.  Still he had second thoughts about butchering this one because he knew that many of the native tribes refused to eat the meat of a bear.  To some tribes, bear were revered, even thought of as 'spirits of their ancestors' and only killed and eaten in extreme situations and Tom had lived with members of those tribes.  At the same time he hated waste and not only was that bear big, but he was fat and bear grease was extremely useful.  On top of that the bear's hide was in prime condition and he could almost visualize that hide spread on the floor beside his bed.  If anything that hide became his excuse for butchering the animal, but even then he salvaged the hams, the shoulders and the loin, as well as about seventy pounds of fat.  Of course that fat had to be rendered into lard, which took several days and was done in Tom's old outdoor
cookhouse, that way the smell of rendering bearfat wouldn't drive Sandy out of the cabin.  He ended up with about forty pounds of bear grease though and stored it all in old cans that could be sealed tightly.  In the end that grease would be used for everything from lubrication to water-proofing on porous materials, or even mixed with bees wax to put a finish on furniture or other wooden objects.

With much more meat and even more animal hides than they were prepared to use, Tom decided to set up a permanent smokehouse and quickly built one using fresh cut, green logs.  While Tom was building the smoke house, Sandy was soaking the bear hams in pickling salt and water, so the hams were ready to be hung almost as soon as the smoke house was built.  Inside of two weeks, they discovered that there wasn't much difference in taste between smoked bear and regular bacon.  As well they found that hams from a bruin were just as tasty as ham from a porker, only bear hams were a lot bigger.  They still had far too much meat to even store, then to make them feel even worse, the thin ice on the lake meant they couldn't have Harry drop by and pick it up.  Not only that, but Bowman Lake wasn't frozen solidly enough to carry a snowmobile and toboggan, so they couldn't even haul the extra meat to Bowman's Bluff and give it away.

At the same time they had to get that extra meat and other offal away from the cabin, otherwise the odour as it started to decay would draw predators.  By then it had snowed, so Tom used his snowmobile and toboggan to haul the tougher meat cuts, the major bones and other offal far from the cabin, leaving it in scattered piles for scavengers to clean up.  After the third trip, Tom decided it might be wise to get a dog or two, just to keep the predators and scavengers away from the cabin.  However, he didn't want to rush into that idea.  He decided he could worry about that sometime during the next year, but he did mention it to Sandy only to have her point out that having animals tied people to their home.  After all, someone had to look after a pet each and every day.

Once they had taken care of their winter needs for wood and meat, they could devote their time to finishing various details inside the cabin.  The first project was a big bed frame and mattress support in the loft above the kitchen.  Tom even built a closet of sorts by framing in an area and covering the 'walls' with some of the extra plastic he'd brought in to use for vapour barrier on the ceiling.  Sandy was happy though, because now she had room to hang most of their clothes, as well as shelves for the clothing they couldn't hang.  Next Tom added more pegs, shelves and counters in the kitchen, but as fast as he roughed them in, Sandy filled them with items she wanted to have handy for their use.  After that they built a table and a couple of wooden chairs so they could sit and eat in greater comfort.  Then Tom made a pair of sling chairs out of curved branches and the hide of the big moose Sandy had shot close to the cabin.  Just in case Tom's brother and nephew came
back for another visit, they built two frames for bunk beds in the front extension of the cabin, which Sandy insisted on calling the living room.

Tom also spent some time mining, but he only worked in the mine when the weather was relatively warm.  Sandy hated the mine, refusing to enter it more than once, but she liked to hammer the dickens out of chunks of gold laden quartz in order to reduce the dross from the ore Tom mined.  One of the other things that Tom had done shortly after he'd tangled with the bear had been to fit an extra heavy door over the opening to the mine and made a habit of closing and locking that door each night.  However, once winter had settled in fully and the snow had reached a point where the possibility of an avalanche climbed to a dangerous level, Tom grew cautious and he insisted that Sandy be just as careful.  They stayed well away from any areas where a slide might come down, which included the mine and the area near it.

Still, they tried to spend an hour or two outside every day, even on the coldest days of early winter.  In Tom's case, he literally had to spend some time outdoors every day, otherwise he soon felt as if the walls of the cabin were closing in on him.  Sandy wasn't affected the same way, but she did enjoy going outside if the wind and snow weren't blowing and when it wasn't so cold that she had to spend all her time trying to stay warm.  Once the temperature dropped past twenty below zero, she preferred to stay indoors, even begrudging the trips she had to make to the breeze-way to get firewood.  It wasn't long before it was so cold that she grew extremely annoyed about having to use the outhouse.

Finally one morning in early November, when the thermometer dropped past forty below zero, she'd had enough.  She marched in from one of her morning trips out to the biff and stomped past Tom to the little desk where her shortwave sat, then called Harry to come pick her up and fly her out.  Wisely Tom didn't say a word until Sandy asked if there were any supplies he wanted Harry to bring in on the plane.  Tom did order a few things, but no more than he could fit on his toboggan in one load.  Two days later he and Sandy met Harry's plane down on the lake, using Tom's snowmobile and toboggan.



After Sandy was had been flown out, Tom spent the next few days working on improving the breeze-way behind the cabin.  First he dug some logs out of the snow, then fired up the chainsaw mill and cut more lumber.  He used most of the slab lumber trimmed from the logs to build walls on the two ends of the breeze-way.  Then he even installed doors so it could either be completely enclosed or opened on both ends, that way he could bring the snowmobile in one door and drive out the other.  He wanted to protect that machine from the weather as much as possible and turning a snowmobile in tight quarters just wasn't a viable option.

The weather had remained quite cold since early November, but there hadn't been any recent snowfalls or blizzards, so Tom was able to do some work in the mine.  He didn't do a lot of blasting, but he did bring out several previously blasted chunks of raw ore, bringing it into the shelter of the former breeze-way to work on it.  He certainly missed having Sandy's help as he reduced the amount of waste rock in order to get at the gold ore though.

Then on the 15th of November the weather turned wicked and as blizzards howled around the cabin, Tom was virtually housebound for ten days.  Since the solar panels were getting little or no sunlight and the battery had run down during his last call on the 16th, he couldn't even talk to Sandy on the radio.  Fortunately they'd discussed that possibility and he knew that she could receive the weather reports and forecasts, so he was positive that she'd understand the reason for his radio silence.  To his surprise, after two bright, but sunless days, he noticed that the voltmeter on the battery indicated that it had a full charge.  That evening he tried contacting Sandy and managed to speak to her long enough to reassure her that he was doing all right, but he cut the call short, worried that the battery power would fade out again.  Before shutting down the radio though he told her he'd try to contact her at least twice a week from then
on, and she agreed to listen for him on Wednesday and Sunday evenings.

After that prolonged storm an overhanging cornice of snow had formed on the edge of the cliff above the mine, and since there was a danger it would break free, he decided not to tempt the fates.  That proved to be a wise decision because only a few days later the majority of that cornice broke free and buried the entrance to the mine in about ten feet of snow which meant there wouldn't be any more gold mining for a while, probably until next spring.  Instead he continued to tackle his wood working projects and other small jobs meant to improve the cabin.

For one of those jobs, Tom used his rock drills to excavate a cavity into the soft volcanic rock called tuff which made up a large portion of the cliff behind the cabin.  Since the tuff in the cliff was relatively soft and had been deposited in layers, it was easy to work.  As a result he was able to remove a large percentage of it in roughly brick shaped blocks.  He salvaged a few pieces that came out as sheets, each about three or four inches thick and all of them more than two feet on each side and he was able to trim them all to squares.  Tom wanted to use those to line a fireplace which he planned to add to the blank area on the northernmost wall of the cabin, the area Sandy insisted on calling their living room.  When that wall had been built, he had dowelled and pinned the logs where the opening was planned to be and now he had almost perfect liners for the firebox.  He managed to get six of those pieces and he carefully set them aside in a protected area for future
use.  He didn't worry about taking the rest of the stone out as carefully though, being satisfied to cut it into oversized bricks that could be used to build the rest of the fireplace.

Since all the rock work was done by hand and by the light of a kerosene lantern, it took him almost two weeks to accumulate enough stone for the fireplace.  However the blocks and sheets of tuff were only part of the reason for the work he was doing.  Tom wanted a storage room built into the rock, because that cliff never froze to any great depth.  In the long run he planned to excavate a storage space which would never freeze and would be much easier to use than the cellar he'd dug under the kitchen.  Eventually he'd put a frame around the opening, then hang an insulated door on the frame which would help keep a constant temperature inside the storage room he planned to carve into the cliff face.

The opening he was cutting into the cliff face only occupied a few hours of his day though, other than that he had several different tasks he worked on to pass the time.  One of those jobs was to use a jack-plane, a hand-plane and a modified paint scraper to smooth and finish the wood he'd used to build the counters and shelves in the house.  When he had built those shelves and counters he'd been rushed and couldn't take the time to finish the wood properly since he and Sandy had needed the storage space immediately.  Now he had the time to take everything apart and refinish the surfaces before putting it all back together.  Only when he redid them, all the pieces not only had a much smoother surface, but they also fit together much tighter and were more solidly fastened in place.

Another job that took some time was cleaning, curing and tanning hides.  For some reason many of the local predators had taken to haunting his area and several times Tom felt distinctly unsafe with them around.  His reaction to that feeling of danger was to eliminate any of the predators who really threatened him.  During the early part of December, when it was coldest, he had killed four wolves, two wolverines and a fox that had seemed fascinated by the area where he'd dumped the cat litter.  In each case he skinned, scraped and stretched the hide, but used his snowmobile to haul the carcass some distance from his cabin before abandoning it, leaving it for the scavengers to do the cleanup.

He even had to shoot a porcupine that he found chewing on one of his shovel handles.  He knew it was probably chewing the wood to get the salt deposited on that handle from his sweat, but he needed that shovel.  Skinning that porcupine had been an exercise in dexterity, but he had done it as a challenge, just to see if he could manage it safely.  Since he'd heard of people eating porcupine, he'd cooked up one of the hind legs, but even the smell put him off, so he'd fed the meat to the cats and to his surprise they seemed to love it.  As for the hide, he tacked that up to the wall of his old cabin as it was, not bothering to cure it.  If some native came along and wanted it for the quills, he'd trade it to them in a minute.

Two evenings a week he and Sandy contacted each other on the radio, simply because they missed each other.  In one of their earliest conversations over the radio Sandy offered the opinion that she'd love to live at the cabin with him again the next summer.  Then she added that she missed her toilet, shower and running water too much to live there in the winter.  The other things she admitted missing were electric lights and a 'decent' stove with an oven, which made Tom chuckle.  He agreed that he missed all of those things himself, but didn't know how to provide them in an area as isolated as the cabin - at least not yet, but he promised her he'd consider it.

That conversation did get him pondering though and one of the things he did was to check out the creek on a very cold clear day.  He wanted to check out the amount of flow of water in the stream that careened down the cliff, which was the source of his drinking water.  Even though it was forty below zero that day, there was still a lot of water flowing under the six-inch thick ice covering the stream's surface.  So, if he could protect a delivery pipe from freezing in the winter, he could get running water to the cabin, but since the stream flowed over solid rock he didn't have any idea how to tackle the job.  He just couldn't see any way to dig a trench and bury a supply pipe deeply enough to protect it from frost.  After all. he didn't have a compressor and a jack hammer available to chew through the rock to cut a trench and he didn't really anticipate having either one in the near future.  Still, the possibility of putting in some form of plumbing did exist, he just didn't
know how to go about doing it right then, so he made note of the idea, but set that dream aside for the time being.

Meanwhile the fact that the radio's battery had discharged during the storm continued to bother him.  If it happened again it would leave him vulnerable because he wouldn't be able to call for help if he had a problem.  He did find the idea somewhat ironic since he'd had no radio the year before and being isolated hadn't worried him then, of course he hadn't known Sandy at that time either.



Métis Métis
On December 16th Tom decided he needed to do something about that battery, as well as taking care of several other essentials.  He had to get to town to do any of those tasks though. Besides, he liked the idea of being in town for Christmas and New Years, so he called Harry and arranged to be picked up.  The very next day he heard a snowmobile and went outside to meet whoever had decided to visit him, and recognised Johnny Bowman as he rode up.

"Klahowya Tillicum," Johnny shouted as he jumped off his machine. "I come up here to invite ya down for Christmas at our house."

"You're one day too late my friend." Tom said as he shook Jonny's hand.  "I've got a plane coming in to pick me up in a couple of days so I can fly out to Bear Creek and have Christmas with my girlfriend."

"Oh man, the whole family will be disappointed, especially Milly and Mom."

"Well, come on in and tell me how everyone's doing." Tom invited.  "I've got a stew cooking on the back of the stove and the coffee pot perking on the front.  I've got a couple of spare bunks where you can throw your sleeping bag too, so bring your gear inside.

Johnny spent the next two nights with Tom and passed on all the news and greetings from the folks living at Bowman Bluff.  First of all he told Tom that everyone in town thought Tom was a hero, because the majority of them were now classed as Métis, not half-breeds.  Milly had given birth to a son on the first of March and she called him Tommy, but then almost half of the kids born in town that year had been called Tom or Tommy in one way or another.  Johnny teased him about that a bit, but shook his head and said none of them had claimed Tom was the father of their kid.  In fact he sounded a bit disappointed about that, which was rather a surprise to Tom, but then he decided it was something of a left-handed compliment in a way.  He knew that all the folks at Bowman's Bluff had their own view of the world.  Actually Johnny was a very welcome visitor and when he suggested that he'd like to come back and spend some time in the area to do a bit of trapping, Tom told him
to 'fill his boots.'

"Actually, you'd be doing me a favour if you stayed here all winter, but I don't know if there's enough grub to last that long.  There's lots of meat, but I'm about out of veggies and pretty short on a lot of other supplies," Tom offered.  "All I ask is that you look after the place as if it was your own and replace anything you use."

"Oh, I kin do better'n that.  How 'bout I gave ya a tenth o' what I make trappin' an' provide all my own grub, 'cept fer some meat." Johnny countered. "I gotta be home fer Christmas an' New Years anyway.  What if I come back up here sometime in early January an' I'd prob'ly hafta leave in late March or early April?"

"Okay, that works, but you'd best bring along a cat or a bunch of mouse traps, because if you're going to be away that long I'll have to take Sandy's cats with me when I go."

They shook hands on the deal then, and Tom heaved a sigh of relief since he'd have someone looking after the place.  So that evening and the next day Tom showed Johnny all the details of the cabin and the surrounding area, including warnings about the danger of avalanches at the far end of the plateau. The day after that Johnny headed off for Bowman's Bluff about mid-morning and in a way Tom wished he was going along, but then he shrugged and decided going to Bear Creek was a better choice.  Since Johnny wouldn't be back for almost a month, he spent the rest of the day making sure that most of the things he was leaving behind were stored safely so mice and other vermin wouldn't do much damage.  Then that evening he packed up what gold he'd dug that winter, as well as clothing and other essentials he'd need in town in order to be ready to leave early the next day.

The next morning Tom grabbed his packs, added a few cuts of frozen meat from the cache, put the two cats in their carrier, covered it with a blanket and latched the door of the cabin.  Then he drove the snowmobile and toboggan down to the lake and parked it under the cache.  After covering the snowmobile with a tarp and tying it down well, he rushed out to meet Harry as he landed.  It only took a few moments to load his gear, then Harry was taxiing down the lake and in moments they were headed for Bear Creek.

It was the morning of December 19th, so after the plane landed at the airstrip and Harry gave him a ride to town, Tom rented a car, then stopped at a local jeweller's, followed by a visit to a florist's shop.  As he walked into Sandy's office, he had the cat carrier in one hand and a bouquet of flowers in the other.  The people from a neighbouring office mistook Sandy's shouts of delight when she first saw him for screams of terror and thinking that she might have been attacked, they called the cops.  Luckily, Sergeant Lance MacDonald happened to be in the area, so he was called to investigate the ruckus and he thought the situation was funny.

On Christmas day, sitting amongst several other gifts that Tom gave Sandy was a tiny box containing a ring.  When Sandy picked up the box, she recognised the shape and size of it and raised her eyes to his.

"Is this what I think it is?" she asked.

"Well, that's either a gift to show my thanks for all the quartz you bashed to bits last fall, or an engagement ring, whichever you please, but it was sized to fit the third finger of your left hand," he smiled.  "If you'll have a wild man who lives part of his life in the wilderness, I'd certainly like you to be my wife."

That ring had been specially made by a local craftsman and featured a tiny diamond inset into a small piece of quartz threaded with gold, which came from his mine.  The jeweller had even formed the gold of the ring so it seemed to flow into the threads of gold in the quartz, making it appear as if it was all one piece.

The rest of the gifts lay unwrapped for a long while as Sandy gave Tom her answer in the best way she knew how.  In fact they ate Christmas dinner quite late that day.  While they were waiting for the turkey to cook though they made several long distance phone calls to let their two families know that they were engaged, but that they weren't about to rush to the altar.

On New Years Eve, Sandy insisted that they go out to a dance and while they were there she pointed out her ex to Tom and mentioned that he was a lawyer.  A short time later Tom happened to be standing near the bar when he overheard the skinny little twerp give some very sketchy advice to a big fellow who was quite obviously a native.  Tom managed to talk to the native a short time later, introducing himself and acting somewhat apologetic.

"Hi, sorry to bother you, my name is Tom Dunn," he held out his hand to the big dark-skinned fellow.

"Jimmy Proudfoot," the big native shook his hand and frowned slightly.  "Do I know ya?"

"I doubt it, since I'm new to town," Tom smiled, then frowned slightly.  "But, I happened to overhear you getting some advice from Sheridan Lister, the little guy that looks like a weasel.  Now, while it's none of my business, if I was you I'd talk to someone else about that idea and get a second opinion.  In fact you might want to talk to the RCMP and see if what that guy told you was even legal."

"Umm, I ain't too friendly wit' most cops," the big guy frowned.

"Well, I know one cop you can trust to be fair.  His name is Sergeant MacDonald.  I was living near a Dene village up north one winter and if I remember correctly he was adopted into the tribe because he treated them so well.  If you want, I'll even introduce you to him," Tom offered.

"Listen ta dis guy," a grizzled older native broke into the conversation.  "Sally Yellowbird went out wit dat lawyer feller and she come back all bruist up.  I don't trust Lister none at all, even if'n he iss'a lawyer."

"Well, there's lawyers and then there's shysters," Tom rolled his eyes.  "I think I know which group I put that guy in, but then I'm prejudiced, I'm engaged to his ex-wife."

"Oh, I know 'bout you, you're de prospector dat lives up back o' ta Mirror.  Ya spent ta whole winter dere and hiket'out ta Bowman's Bluff 'bouta year ago, den went right back.  Yer friends to my cousins, ta Bowmans.  I'm Sammy Bowman, one of ta guys dat left Bowman's bluff and because o' you, I'm call't a Métis now, not a half-breet," the older guy winked and held out his hand.  "You can trust dis guy, Jimmy, he's dang near family ant he ain't no bloody cheechahco nyder.  Dat country up dere is rough, but he livet up dere for a year on what he brung in on two muless and wat he could pack on his back."

"I see the bush telegraph works here too," Tom grinned as he shook the older man's hand.  "But, I've got a question, I know I've heard the word 'cheechahco' before, only I'm not sure what it means."

"Oh, tat's Chinook trade lingo, means newcomer er tenderfoot," Sammy chuckled.  "Ain't many cheechahcos dat'd hike all the way out from dere trew dose mountains, den head right back ta de same place wit a crew an' build a big cabin ta live in.  Sounds like ya plan ta stick 'round up dere in da high country fer a wile."

"Well, I bought the mining lease on the area because I found a little bit of gold, enough to earn a decent living for the next few years, but I doubt if I'll ever get rich off the place.  I just like living up there and I like the wilderness the way it is, so as long as I own the lease I can make sure that no big outfits will be going in and ripping up the landscape just to make money."

"Damn, sinct yer acting like ya respect de land, ya sure y'ain't part injun?" Sammy grinned and winked at Tom.

"Pretty sure, but while I was up north, I did spend a lot of time with both Dene and Cree, so if being an injun is contagious I might have caught the infection," Tom grinned back, then tossed his head toward the end of the room.  "Gotta go guys, there's my lady-friend and I don't really want her and Lister to run into each other or there might be fireworks."

"Hah, from whut I hear Lister'd be da guy whut'd take a beatin' if'n she got mad." Sammy snorted and grinned. "I heard he gived her a black eye oncet an' she put him inta da hospital.  She kickt him where it hurt, then divorct him and took way his bank book too.  Just look, he's see'd her an' he's scamperin' away like a lapin frum a hyas puss-puss.  She ain't payin' him no never mind tho, sted she's cumin over here."

"Well, before she get's here, what's a 'lapin' and what's a 'hyas puss-puss,' more of your Chinook language?" Tom asked.

"Yep, 'lapin' is a rabbit an' 'hyas puss-puss' is a mount'n lion." Sammy grinned as Sandy came over to the group.  "Hiya Sandy, we wuz talkin' 'bout ya. We decid't we like yer new guy much better'n yer olt-one an' we think ya dun good on da trade."

That brought a grin to Sandy's face as she snuggled up to Tom's side, so he hugged her close as she greeted Sammy and his friends.

Nothing untoward happened to either Sandy or Tom for the rest of the evening, but they really weren't at the dance much longer since they left just after the stroke of midnight.  Instead Sammy Bowman and his wife invited them to a party at their house, mostly so Sammy could ask about Tom's adventures up in the north country.  Tom did talk about some of his adventures, but what fascinated Sammy the most was the fact that Sandy had enjoyed her stay up at the cabin, except for the cold weather, the outhouse and of course her run-in with the bull moose.  That story got Sammy's wife, Annie laughing so hard she was crying.  Then Annie had Sandy laughing about a bear that Annie had almost run into while picking berries.  Like many native parties Tom had been to, he noticed that the story telling seemed to pass from person to person as each one told stories making fun of themself or a close friend.  Often stories told about friends were teasing and sometimes even embarrassing and Tom
had been at parties where someone had taken offence to a story, but it didn't happen this time.  In other words all of them enjoyed the party, and it was almost three in the morning before Sandy and Tom finally drove home, then crawled into bed.

The next week Tom took Sandy to meet old Serge, who was lying in bed when they arrived, but he cheered up and had a long talk with them.  Serge was delighted that Sandy had spent time up at Tom's cabin and that she had enjoyed her time there.  He definitely enjoyed being told about the various happenings and he was another person who laughed in delight as Sandy told him about her encounter with the bull moose.  Tom was somewhat disheartened at Serge's state of mind though, since he seemed to drift in and out of touch with them and he resolved to talk to Serge's doctor at the first opportunity.

It took a couple of days for Tom to get an appointment and even then the news he heard from the doctor wasn't what Tom wanted to hear.  Serge was old, he had lived a rough life and he hadn't taken care of himself very well.  Now he was suffering from the gradual degradation of his lungs and circulatory system, but even worse he seemed to be slipping into the first stages of dementia.  At Serge's age and considering his physical condition, there wasn't a lot medical science could do for him.  The doctor had noticed that Serge perked up for several days after he'd had visitors though.  So although Tom and Sandy were both increasingly busy, they decided to set aside time to go visit the old man at least two or three times a week.



Tom had only planned on being away from the cabin for a few weeks, but while he was in town he heard about a new explosive that he could use in the mine, one which was much safer to handle.  In order to purchase the explosive though he needed to take a short course on handling it before he could even buy it.  Unfortunately, the only course available in mid-January was being taught in Vancouver.  Somehow he convinced Sandy that she needed a break at that time of the year, using the excuse that she'd soon be extremely busy with tax returns.  They flew out to Vancouver for a few days, enabling Tom to take the course, but as well both of them could relax, have a short holiday and do some shopping.

Tom could certainly afford it, since he had managed to bring out another seventy-nine thousand dollars in raw gold ore.  Of course when he mentioned that he'd just sold more gold, Sandy rolled her eyes and shook her head.

"Oh my," she moaned theatrically.  "You know I love you, but sometimes you are a pain in the butt!  As an individual your taxes are going to be a bitch to figure out if you aren't careful and you're going to have a huge tax bill."

"Well, I don't intend to be a problem for you, but I did warn you that my income isn't exactly regular.  For instance, you know that the year before last I had no income at all, but last year I did pretty well."

"Unh huh, and what do you mean by pretty well?" she smiled.  "That is a rather relative term, you know?"

"Well, I cashed in almost sixty thousand dollars in gold in June, but I spent most of that buying supplies and building the cabin."

"Okay, you made sixty thousand dollars since January of last year, then spent it all on your business.  Is that it?" Sandy asked quietly.

"Well, no.  There was a bit more income than that.  I sold some more gold in late August, just before I met you.  I dipped into that as well though, using some of it to buy more supplies and even more material.  That's what paid for the stuff we had flown in when we went to the cabin in the fall."

"I see," she nodded, making notes on a pad of paper.  "Just how much did you deposit in the bank in August?"

"A little over ninety-grand."

"Umm, was that nineteen or .. ," she swallowed.  "… did you say ninety?"

"Ninety, nine-zero, so that's a total of something more than a hundred and fifty-thousand last year," he grinned.  "This time I brought out another seventy-nine thousand, but that will probably be it for income for the whole of this year, since I plan on doing a lot less mining, but a lot more building and development.  Well, maybe I'll do some prospecting, but my income for the coming year will probably be negligible.  Now before you ask me about it, I sold the last batch of gold and deposited the cheque on the fourth of January."

"I was right.  You are going to be a pain in the butt!" she shook her head, but smiled at him to take the sting out of her words.  "At least you're a solvent pain in the butt."

"Sorry about that," Tom grinned, letting her know that he wasn't offended.  "But, you're still going to be willing to take on this pain in the butt as a customer, aren't you, so I can stop wondering and worrying about my taxes?"

"Yes, I'll still handle your account, Tom, but there are several details I will need information about and some things you might want to take advantage of as well," she frowned in concentration.  "One of the things you might consider would be to incorporate, which would drastically improve your tax base and as well incorporation can protect you from lawsuits and things of that sort.  In order to incorporate, you're going to need to hire a lawyer though."

"I wondered about incorporation, particularly since I have a permit that covers the mineral rights to something like fifteen-thousand acres of mountain valley.  It's an exploration and development permit, so in theory it protects me from other prospectors and developers, but I'm not sure just how broad the scope of protection really is," he paused and frowned.  "Say, does it make a difference that I bought out a complete mineral exploration and development company, because the company's permits are the ones that cover the area where I'm working?"

"Well, of course it does!  Only when we get back home I'll need to see proof of purchase, then we'll have to establish a legal basis for you to take advantage of the tax deductions available to a company.  That should reduce your tax burden substantially though," she was wearing a big smile at that point.  "Just when did you purchase that company?"

"About an hour or two before I made the first deposit for the gold I sold last June.  In between those two events I actually sold the gold to an assayer and was given the cheque which I deposited in the local bank," Tom grinned, suddenly very happy Serge had insisted that the date and time of sale was on the papers when he had signed them.

"Oh, you sneaky bugger!" she laughed aloud.  "You may be a pain in the butt, but you are definitely an entertaining pain in the butt.  You covered your ass by buying the company before you made the deposit, even if the timing is barely legal."

"That timing thing is neither my fault nor my idea.  That was done at the insistence of old Serge, since he's the man who sold me the company and the development permit.  You've met Serge, so you know he's a smart old coot," he smiled.  "Actually when I think about it, that permit covers six mountain valleys, not one, but there are lots of hills and steep grades with several small rivers and at least that one small lake in the middle of it all.  There might be a lot more there too, but I haven't really done a whole lot of exploring.  That's something else I want to try to do more of in the next year or two."

"But there isn't anyone else living or prospecting in the area is there?"

"Nope, just me, or us, when you're there.  Well, I'm letting Johnny Bowman stay in the cabin for a couple of months this winter so he can do some trapping.  I thought it was a good idea to have someone living there while you and I were away, just to keep the local varmints under control.  As you know it is kinda hard to get into the area, and hunters might fly or hike in once in a while, but I'm not worried about squatters or anything.  Now, the lease isn't fenced or posted, but I don't do anything with the rest of it right now anyway.  Still I like the idea that I can stop anyone else who might come in and try to screw it up.  All I'm really interested in is the gold in my mine and the chance to live there in relative comfort.  As for the rest of it, I'd prefer that the whole area was left fairly natural."

"I think before we go much further we might need to talk to a lawyer," she said quietly, then frowned.  "Is your original bill of sale and other papers kept in the bank back in town?"

"Yeah, the originals are in a safety deposit box at the bank in Bear Creek," Tom had a copy of all his important papers in his briefcase, but he didn't want to have her staying up half the night going over them, so he didn't mention that right then.

"Okay, when we get back, why don't you get copies made of your mining permit, your claim registration form and the papers covering the sale of that company," then she frowned.  "You did check to see that you didn't buy a bankrupt company that owes a ton of money, didn't you?"

"No, but I trust Serge and he said the company was static, but free of debt."

"Static?  What do you mean when you say the company was static?"

"Hey, I'm no Rockefeller, and I'm not dealing with shares and stuff every day, so I don't know what he meant.  All I know is that we both signed a bunch of papers, I gave Serge a cheque and we shook hands, then the notary did his thing.  A few hours later I took the papers to the bank and put them in a safety deposit box. "

"I think I'd like to have a look at those papers, even before we go see the lawyer," Sandy said quietly.

"Well, I remember the name of the company.  It was called 'Sunrise Mineral, Exploration and Development,' and I think, and it was based in Victoria.  Does that help you any?"

"Well, we could look up the company name in the telephone book, I suppose.  I don't know what that would tell us though.  If we were over in Victoria we could just ask about it at the Registrar of Companies, but knowing how bureaucracies like that work, so I don't think a phone call to them would be much use."

"Actually there are a couple of folks over in Victoria that I want to talk to anyway.  Since we're this close why don't we detour over there for a few days after I'm done the blasting course?  I'll be able to check out the guys I want to meet and while we're there we can check in at that government land office to find out about Sunrise Minerals."

"You know, I like that idea," Sandy nodded approvingly.

So, once Tom had completed his course and had an addendum on his blasting license to use the new explosive, they packed up their bags, rented a car and took a ferry over to Victoria. They had lunch on the ferry and after it landed they drove to downtown Victoria, found a motel with a view of the harbour, dropped their bags off, then went looking for the Registrar of Companies.  Just finding the office was a chore, but after buying a map of the city and consulting a local telephone book, they managed to finally locate the place.  What had confused them was the fact that the office was on the fifth floor of a normal commercial building and far from the government buildings.  Then to make matters even more frustrating, they arrived just as the office was shutting for the day.  Tom found it extremely annoying that a government office was closing its doors at three in the afternoon.

He was so disgusted that he grabbed the telephone book at a payphone to look up the other contacts he wanted to make while he was in town, but had no luck in getting through to them.  Then on the off chance that 'Sunrise Mineral, Exploration and Development' was listed there, he checked the white pages and found both a phone number and an address.  He didn't even pause, but dialled the number as quickly as he could.

"Sunrise Mineral, Exploration and Development, how may I help you?" An older woman's voice answered on the third ring.

"Good afternoon, Ma'am.  My name is Tom Dunn.  I'm from Bear Creek, BC and last year I met a man named Serge who sold me …"

"Ohhh my!  Aren't you the man who bought the Sunrise Mineral company from Serge Potemchin last year?" the woman broke into his introduction.  "I've been trying ever so hard to contact you since I heard about the sale, but I've had no luck.  I really need some information about you, as well as a proper address where I can forward your reports and letters, things like that.  You really should have contacted me right after you made the purchase, you know."

"Well, I was running under a tight schedule last year.  However, my accountant and I came to Victoria to find out some information about the company and …"

"Oh, if you're both in town, you'll simply have to come over so we can get things straightened out," she interrupted once again.  "Do you have the address here?"

"I have the one in the phone book and …"

"Oh, that's fine, the office address is listed correctly.  Just come right on over.  I'll have Laura put on the pot and make us all a cup of tea, then we can get to know each other while we share essential information and get this mess straightened out.  While you are here in town, there is more than six months of business to take care of and I'd like to know if I'm still going to be paid for my time."

"Alright, Ma'am.  We're downtown, and don't know our way around very well, but we'll be there as soon as we can," Tom couldn't help but grin at the excitement in the woman's voice.

"Wonderful, I'll be waiting.  See you in a bit," and with that, she hung up the phone.

Sandy had been watching and had watched his face go from a glare as he picked up the telephone book, to a grin while he'd been on the phone and then a chuckle as he hung up.

"Well, that looks like it was good news, or was it?" she asked.  "At least it seems to have put you in a far better mood than you were after we got the bum's rush upstairs."

"Yeah, you could say that.  I just checked the white pages of the phone book and found my company listed, so I called the number.  We just got invited to have tea with the lady who appears to be the person who runs the company office," he laughed.  "From what she said, Serge didn't give her very much to go on when he sent her the info about selling out to me.  She even seemed worried about her back pay."

"Hmm, that doesn't sound good," Sandy frowned.  "I wonder how much she was being paid?"

"Oh, from the sounds of it, I don't think it could be much.  I think she only answers the phone and forwards any mail, but not much else.  She was even sounded happy that I had my accountant along, so that's a good sign."

"Hmph, we'll see when we get there," Sandy snorted as they got in the car and pulled into traffic.

The address of the company office was 2306B Fifth Street, which wasn't all that far from downtown Victoria, but it wasn't in the suburbs either.  As they turned onto the street, Tom saw a mix of residential homes and commercial properties, but the building at 2306 could have been either one or the other.  It had two front doors, 2306A on the right-hand door and 2306B on the left, but beside the left-hand door there was also a sign listing several company names.  As Tom reached for the doorknob, he happened to glance at the sign and saw that 'Sunrise Mineral Exploration and Development' was the first name on the list.

That brought a smile to his face and he felt quite comfortable as he opened the door and held it so Sandy could enter first.




Chapter 6

The building had obviously been a normal home at one time, but the small living room opening off the entranceway had been converted into an office at some time in the past.  Now there were a few typical 'customer style' chairs, a small commercially made bench seat and an office desk, however the fireplace of the original living room was still clearly visible.  In fact there was fire in the fireplace when they entered the office, but then with a chilly breeze and a light rain falling outside, that fire was a welcome addition.  Tom had been to Victoria before and he recalled that it seldom snowed on the south end of Vancouver Island, so this was normal winter weather and having a fire was probably not that unusual.

"Hello folks.  There are hooks on the wall behind you for your coats and just wipe your shoes on the rug, but don't worry about the floor.  I had it tiled several years ago, just for weather like this," an older woman sitting in a wheelchair behind the desk smiled as she greeted them. "My name is Muriel Preston and I operate an answering service as well as a small office facility for those companies who find maintaining a larger office somewhat difficult, if not impossible.  I take it sir, that you are the long sought after Thomas Dunn and the lady with you is your accountant."

"Yes, I'm Tom Dunn and this is Sandra Watkins, my accountant and tax consultant.  I'm glad to meet you, Ma'am, but I was wondering, would you prefer me to call you Muriel, Mrs. Preston or something else?"

"If I'm still working for you, you can call me Muriel, and I'll call you Tom," Muriel grinned at him.  "How's that?"

"Marvellous, Muriel," he winked.  "By the way how much do I owe you in back pay?"

"We'll get to that in a minute," she snapped as she studied Sandra closely.  "Sandy, you look much more relaxed and happy than the last time I saw you.  Since you're wearing an engagement ring, not a wedding ring now, I'm betting you divorced that snide little snipe that you'd stuck yourself with before you graduated college."

Sandy's mouth had dropped open and she stared at the older women in astonishment, then she stammered.  "You're right, but I'm sorry, I don't remember meeting you, Ma'am?"

"Probably not, but I have a very good memory for faces and names.  You were friends with my daughter while you were studying at the university.  In fact," she paused and turned her head toward an open door and called out quite loudly,  "Laura, where is that tea you were going to make for my customers?"

"Coming, Mom, I waited to pour the tea until I heard someone come in," a young woman about Sandy's age came in and set a loaded tray on the desk, then turned toward Tom and Sandy, but at that point it was her turn to stare in surprise.

"LAURA!" Sandy shouted, breaking the short silence.

Then suddenly both women were leaping toward each other with their arms reaching out to meet in what ended as a mutual bear hug.  The two of them held each other tightly for a moment, before separating to arms' length.  Then both of them started talking rapidly and simultaneously, which made Muriel smile and Tom shake his head in wonder.

"Girls, I hate to be a spoil sport, but why don't you two go into the kitchen and catch up with each other's lives?  Tom and I do have some important business to take care of," Muriel spoke just loudly enough to break into the girls' loud chatter.

"Oh, but I should be here to …" Sandy protested.

"It's okay, Sandy," Tom grinned and winked at her.  "I'm not about to give away the farm or anything, so go ahead and catch up with your buddy.  If I really need you for anything, I'll call you, okay?  I promise that I won't do anything irrevocable without consulting you."

After the two younger women had left the room, Muriel looked at Tom rather appraisingly.

"I think you'll do.  You've been darn good for that gal, that's for sure.  Have you ever met the prick she was married to before?"

"Whoa, you aren't quite what I expected," Tom laughed.  "You call a spade, a spade, don't you?  But to answer your question, no, I have never 'officially' met Mr. Sheridan Lister.  I met Sandy first and asked others about her former husband, then did my best to stay away from him."

"Oh, has he become dangerous in some way?"

"No, not really, but if any of the tales about how he treated Sandy are true, I might be a danger to him and since he is a lawyer, I don't want to be arrested for assault and battery," Tom said with a smile, but there was no warmth to that smile.  "Unfortunately he's the only lawyer in Bear Creek and since I refuse to deal with a shyster, I plan to try to find another lawyer, probably while I'm down here in Victoria or over in Vancouver."

"Oh ho, I can see why Serge would like you," Muriel chortled with a grin.  "I never liked the little shmuck myself, but then I never saw all that much of him either.  Now, how do you like your tea?"

Tom and Muriel were soon completely at ease with each other, so they chatted freely and Muriel soon found that she trusted Tom enough to discuss both her past and her present situation.  She had lost the use of her legs as well as her husband in a car accident, but although insurance had paid off the mortgage on the duplex her and her children lived in, she wanted to work.  Since she was relatively housebound, she had started an answering service, which had grown into a storefront office arrangement and mail forwarding service for several small companies.  She had done quite well at it too.  She had raised three children, two girls and a boy, and had put them all through university on the money earned from that business, so she was justifiably proud of her accomplishment.

Tom in turn told her a little of his own past, even going as far as admitting that he and his father were too much alike to work well together.  Then he explained about his love for the outdoors and how he had discovered an abandoned gold mine, established his claim and met Serge.  While he was talking about Serge, describing the old man's apparent appreciation of Tom's desire to treat him fairly and how the purchase of the company had come about, Marge laughed easily.

"As I see it, Serge was just giving you a hand," she grinned.  "That old bugger must be worth several million from other investments, so he was just giving another independent prospector a hand by selling out to you.  You were there at the right time and actually bought the last property lease that the company still held.  He'd already sold the others, so once he'd sold that last lease to you, the company was an empty shell.  Pawning it off on you was just his way of clearing the books and probably his way of making sure I would still make some profit off the deal.  I'm betting he had faith that you'd do just what you've done, chase down the company name and come see me."

"You know, that makes sense," Tom nodded.  "He was certainly clear headed at the time I bought that lease from him, although he's gone downhill since.  I'm of a mind that the place where he's staying is gradually killing him."

"No, don't worry about that.  He's been slipping into poor health for several years," Muriel sighed.  "You probably caught him on a good day when you made the deal to buy him out.  I don't know all the details, but he has a deteriorating health problem, something to do with his circulatory system and it's inoperable because of his age and general condition.  His thought processes are slowly being affected.  A couple of years ago a doctor told me that at times the blood flow to his brain is greatly reduced, which causes deterioration and something akin to dementia.  It acts almost the same way as Alzheimer's does and there is nothing at all that can be done about it.  One day he's just going to go to sleep and won't wake up, then I'm going to have to fly up there to go to his funeral."

"Well, that won't be all bad, while you're there I could easily be persuaded to fly you out to look at a real gold mine," Tom tried to put a more pleasant spin on things.

"Hmm, talking about your gold mine - you do realize that since you've been selling gold under the company name, some of the bigger players in the field are showing interest in your claim, don't you?"

"No, I never thought about it," he shook his head.  "Is that going to be a problem for you?"

"Oh no, I just have to forward the mail and the phone messages," Muriel laughed.  "The problem may come on your end.  You may have visitors dropping in on you at some point."

"Muriel, do you know what the area around that mine is like?" he smiled, but his smile had a malicious edge.  "Unless you know where you are going and how to get there, you'd have a real problem even finding the mine and when you do get into the area, it isn't exactly friendly territory.  Earlier this winter Sandy shot a charging moose while she was on the way from the cabin to the outhouse.  Then I had to shoot a black bear who attacked me while I was walking between the cabin and the mine.  As well as that I've had to shoot a few bears, several wolves and a wolverine or two, and they all seemed to be dead set on being unfriendly toward humans.  That claim is in pretty darn rough country, so I don't go anywhere without a rifle at hand and I don't let my guests wander around without protection either.  Just ask Sandy, she knows that every ounce of gold coming out of that mine is earned the hard way."

"Sandy has spent time at your mine?"

"Yeah, she has."

"In other words she's more than just your accountant, isn't she?"

"Oh yeah, that's my ring on her finger, but I'm not sure if that's your business."

"Oh, don't get touchy on me," Muriel snorted.  "I'm more interested in knowing about her life because she is Laura's friend than anything else.  Actually from what I've seen you're a lot better for her than her exhusband was.  Of course that doesn't say much, because he was a control freak and probably somewhat abusive."

"I won't comment on that, since it happened before I was around," Tom stated flatly.  "I do know that there are rumours circulating around the community, but Sandy doesn't talk about him a lot and I'm not going to push.  However, I do have some friends in town who are a bit irate about several things the guy has done to other women since Sandy's separation and divorce. Rumour has it that a few of the local natives have warned him away from their sisters and have hinted that he had best be very careful of a bear attack if he ever goes out in the bush."

"That doesn't sound very good," Muriel frowned.  "Didn't you say something about him being the only lawyer in town?"

"Yes, he is, but why did you want to know about that?"

"Well, Laura is a practising lawyer who has been gaining experience at a local office, but she's a very independent woman, and she doesn't always agree with office policy," Muriel was frowning slightly.  "On top of that since she's been living here with me, she's been a great help, but sometimes she gets on my nerves because she interferes in my private life and my independence.  I think both of us would be better off if she was away from here and Bear Creek sounds like it might be ripe for another lawyer, especially a woman."

"Well, from the way they reacted to each other, I think Sandy would love that idea, and I'd be Laura's first customer, but I think it would take a lot more than that to start a law firm."

"I don't know exactly what it would take, but I'd say it was an opportunity she should consider, don't you?" Muriel looked at Tom questioningly.  "By the way, why did you feel you needed a lawyer?"

"Oh, Sandy was telling me that I could save some money on taxes if I changed my business status to a limited company, so that was the initial reason.  On top of that I wanted someone to go over the lease I hold and explain in regular English what advantages it gives me and just what liabilities I have to work around to gain those advantages."

"Oh, is that all.  First off, 'Sunrise Mineral Exploration and Development' is already a limited company, that's explained on the second line of the letterhead," Muriel chuckled as she handed him a sheet of letterhead.  "Serge operated the company for two or three years before he incorporated it as a limited company.  By then he didn't want to change the name in any way because he'd have had to renegotiate some prior agreements.  As for the limitations and advantages of the lease, you effectively control all mineral rights in the six valleys, which means that almost any form of excavation is under your control.  Now under normal circumstances, the mineral rights would mean a farmer could work the property down to plow depth without asking you for permission, but your lease is different.  Since precious metals have been discovered on the surface, the limitations are more severe, even a farmer would have to obtain permission from you to break ground.  At least that's my
understanding, but I think you'd better talk to Laura or another lawyer about anything as detailed as that."

"Wow, that's more stringent than I thought.  I think I was breaking the law or at least going outside of the terms of the lease by panning for gold."

"I suppose you might have been, but I think Serge had given up on finding any significant ore bodies in that area, besides I think you must have impressed him in other ways."

"Well, I think that might have been because he knew the area, so he knew how tough it was to stay alive up there.  Since I had been snowed in for six months the first winter and still managed to survive, he must have felt that I was a bit like he had been when he was younger," Tom snorted and handed her back the sheet of paper she had passed to him before.  "By the way, I've written down my contact numbers for you, but the only one I'm giving you permission to pass on to anyone else is the number of my post-office box.  I've also given you my short wave radio call sign and frequency, but I only monitor that at odd times.  For instance in the winter I try to have it on for a while between five and six in the afternoon on Mondays and Fridays.  The other addresses and phone numbers are all for local people I deal with in some way or other, but contact through them is somewhat iffy because they'd have to pass on a message.  Of course the main one is Sandy's phone number and
address."

"Well, that's a lot more than I had before.  Now I need to make a few phone calls for other customers, but I have some mail for you to go through while you're here.  Why don't you sit over there at the table and see how much of it is worth doing anything about?"

Actually Tom was able to skim through most of the letters and notes and eliminate them quite quickly, but one or two of them took longer.  One of them was an offer of funding which he realized was a poorly disguised attempt to gain information about his mining claim.  He quickly wrote a note in response to that offer;

Dear Sirs;

This company is in no need of outside funding at this time, nor will we be in need of such funding in the foreseeable future.  Besides which, the information you seek is only available to certain company personnel, our company lawyer or our registered accountant.  Please do not bother responding further and please remove our company name from your mailing list.  If we do receive further correspondence from your firm, we will consider appropriate legal action concerning your attempts to seek inside information in a questionable and immoral, if not fully illegal fashion.

The second letter was an offer of purchase for the leased area, including his mine.  However, the amount that was offered was ridiculous when you considered the total acreage involved in the lease, not to mention the fact that it included the rights to his mine.  His note to that firm was somewhat more caustic;

Dear Sirs;

Our company officials have read your offer and are of two opinions, considering it to be either comic or insulting.  If you are attempting to be humorous, please consider polishing your routine at a comedy club.  If your offer was meant in earnest, please realize that it is considered to be insultingly picayune by our company's CFO.  Either the raw mine access, or the housing provisions at our #1 site are each worth far more than the total amount you have offered, thus you have disregarded the value of our other developments as well as the overall value of our lease.  Please be advised that at the present time we are not considering any form of sale to, or partnership with any other firm.  We most certainly would not consider your paltry offer and in our opinion the tone of your offer can be considered to be an insult to our intelligence as well as a slur on both our resources and abilities.  Thus, unless you wish to make a formal apology, please do not
make any further contact with any person in our employ.

He had hardly put his pen back in his pocket when Muriel spoke, "You aren't planning on sending out a handwritten letter to a business firm are you?  Instead I can easily type it up on company letterhead for you."

"Actually that's probably a good idea," Tom grinned.  "But, I think perhaps I might see if Laura can give me a legal opinion first because I might not want to mail it in the present form.  Do you think I could hire her?"

"Let's call her in and see," Muriel smiled, then called.  "Laura!  Tom needs to talk to you about some legal advice."

"Coming, Mom."

Tom heard the answer and reached for his wallet, pulling out a hundred-dollar bill, so when Laura entered the room he stood and offered it to her, "Laura, please accept this as a retainer for your services.  I need a legal opinion about a couple of notes I've written in answer to some letters the company received.  I want to be certain that I and the company won't be sued over what I wrote.  Here are the letters I received and here are my responses."

"Okay," she took the first letter and skimmed it, developing a deep frown as her eyes travelled down the page.  "This is obviously a fishing letter, just wanting information and not really offering anything.  It might be best to just rip it up."

Then she took his note from his hand and read it through, snorting loudly. "Oh, I love this! You could almost have used the words 'sucker list' instead of 'mailing list,' but legally this is much better.  No problem with that first one, Mom can type it up and we can mail it to them.  I'll even initial it as your lawyer.  Where is the second letter?"

As she read it, she frowned deeply. "Is this for real?" she waved the letter vigorously before handing it to Sandy.

"Here's my answer and really, this is the one I want to have a legal opinion about."

Laura started to read it and chuckled. "Aha, the magic word, opinion - smart usage, particularly since you are edging close to an insulting statement."

Then she read further and broke into open laughter. "Damn, I think I'd like to be your company lawyer, just so I can read your outgoing mail.  This is classic.  Type them up, Mom, but make a carbon copy of each one and keep the copies on file.  What Tom has done is to shoot down a scam artist with the first letter and out-insult an insulting offer made by a fool with the second.  But, Tom, I can't accept this hundred dollars just for my opinion, can I trade it for a buck?  That would be just as legal."

"Nope, I want you to use it to buy something you want, take a friend out to dinner, or just waste it on something frivolous.  You earned that money by sitting through years of boring classes and learning the proper way to do things," then he grinned.  "Just remember, you're my lawyer and I may have some more work for you to do in a few days.  Unfortunately it's going to be hard to work with you since you live down here and I live way up in the Bear Creek area.  So it's going to be a pain in the butt for both of us."

"You could always have another lawyer, perhaps someone local to your area," Laura suggested.

"No, because the only lawyer in the whole darn town is Sandy's ex.  I wouldn't ask his legal opinion about crossing a street on a green light while standing at a clearly marked crosswalk, even if it was midnight and there was a blizzard blowing," Tom said vehemently  "I only wish we had another lawyer in town, but maybe the present guy chases them off.  You'd think that a town of more than ten thousand people could draw another lawyer, especially since the guy who is there now has exhibited the personality of a badger with a toothache.  I think any other lawyer would make a mint just from the people the present lawyer offends."

"I didn't know you'd ever met Sheridan?" Sandy frowned.

"No, I have never officially met the man, but he was pointed out to me.  On two occasions I've observed him being an obnoxious idiot and another time I overheard him give an innocent man advice that could have gotten the guy thrown in jail," Tom growled.  "I took the guy aside afterward and told him exactly why I thought he'd been given a bum steer, then suggested what I would do instead.  He took my advice and approached the police about the problem, so he got good advice instead of taking a chance and perhaps being arrested.  The thing is I'm not any sort of lawyer and don't pretend to be one, I just used ordinary common sense.  All of which is why I won't use Lister as my lawyer and why I feel we need a better lawyer in town.  I think Laura would be a perfect contender for the position."

"So just like that, you want me to come to Bear Creek and hang out my shingle, do you?" Laura frowned.

"Well, you could, but I'm not twisting your arm.  I can guarantee you lots of free advertising if you do come up there though, because Lister will be running around town, bad mouthing you from the day you arrive.  Unfortunately for him that will have the exact opposite effect to what he wants, since there are a lot of folks in Bear Creek who dislike him because of the things he's said and done.  Anything he said or did would be disregarded by anyone with common sense and regard for the law.  I consider him to be a shyster at best and perhaps a crook."

"Laura, I know Sheridan very well.  I should, after all I was married to him for two years and Tom is exactly right," Sandy sighed then, but continued.  "I can tell you honestly that there are several people who have come to me with tax problems, but when I advised them to ask for a legal opinion, they went to an out-of-town lawyer.  Now you can say that I'm biassed and I'll freely admit that I am, but I also know that Sheridan has made very few friends in Bear Creek.  Besides, Tom is right about the need for another law office up there.  Considering that there are more than ten thousand people in the town and probably just as many living in the surrounding area, or being serviced by the stores and suppliers from the town, one lawyer is just not enough."

Sandy paused and looked over at Tom, who nodded at her, so she smiled. "Now, there's an empty office in the same building as mine, in fact it's almost next door, just one over.  As well as that, you and I roomed together for years and I have a spare bedroom in my house that you could use rent free, at least until you get settled in.  It would be very easy for you to come up and give the town a chance."

"Mom, they're ganging up on me," Laura complained.

"Don't look at me, I think they're making perfect sense," Muriel grinned and winked at Tom.  "You know how frustrated you've been getting with that outfit you've been working for and you know you're in the slow lane for promotion.  From the sounds of things, you're being given an opportunity that most young lawyers would consider a gift.  I think you should jump on Sandy and Tom's offer with both feet."

"But what about you, Mom?  Who's going to look after you and help out around the house?"

"Honey, I may be in a wheelchair, but I'm not helpless.  Who do you think looked after the house while you were at the university getting your degree?  I have the whole house set up so I have easy access to everything and if I do happen to have a problem, your sister only lives a few blocks away.  I can certainly call her if I do end up needing any help and I'm not about to let you use me as an excuse to turn down the opportunity of a lifetime."

"Okay, everyone, I think Laura knows how we all feel," Tom said quite sharply.  "Besides, I do have another job for her to do which I'd like to see completed before we leave Victoria."

"What sort of job would that be?" Laura looked at him curiously.  "I take it that it is something that a lawyer would need to do, but I don't understand the reason for having to do it while you are here in Victoria."

"Well, to be honest, I have copies of the papers I received when I bought the company from Serge Potemchin last year, they're in my briefcase and I'd like you to go over them with me.  For one thing, I don't understand them fully and I'd like someone to explain the wording to me. Secondly, I believe I owe money to the company shareholders, and I'd like to be able to settle up before I spend the money on something that isn't as important."

"Wait a moment Tom," Sandy said shortly.  "As your accountant and tax advisor, I need to be in on that discussion, because some of the income you made last year shouldn't fall under the company banner.  You haven't even deducted your own wages out of that.  Then too, the initial deposit was made only an hour or so after the purchase, and I'm positive that you didn't have time to do any mining in that short period of time."

"Pardon me for interrupting, but that would depend on how the purchase was conducted and how payment was made," Laura intruded.  "Legally, there could have been a prior agreement, either factual or implied, which would negate Sandy's argument.  Before we make any decision on which funds fall into individual assets and which belong to the company, we need to know more of the situation."

"Well, before you can pay anything to the shareholders, we need to go over your profit and loss situation.  Shareholders should only be paid a dividend on the profits the company accrues, not on either your working or static assets.  Every dollar you invested into construction last year, including wages, housing and meals for the labour force you employed is part of your cost, not your profit," Sandy countered.

"Just a minute, here's the paperwork," Tom winked at Muriel and took out copies of the papers he had gotten on the day of purchasing the company, laid them out, then stepped back as the two young women reached for them.  Then as the argument ensued he moved over and sat on a chair near the older woman.

"You did that intentionally, didn't you?" Muriel looked at him with a smile.

"Umm, mm," he shrugged, but grinned.  "I'll be honest, right at the moment it isn't a matter of great importance to me what they decide.  I'm already well on the way to having what I want out of my efforts."

"I don't understand, aren't you working toward becoming rich with your mining activity?"

"Well, when I started out, I was, but now?  Not really," Tom said thoughtfully.  "This whole thing started out because of a family disagreement.  My father is a very well known and highly regarded geologist in the oil patch, who spent years making his name and fortune by travelling with his family and developing oil fields.  Mom and Dad had four kids, three boys and a girl, but Mom got quite sick about ten years after I was born.  From then on, all us kids travelled with Dad every summer,  no matter where he was working.  We lived in various places throughout Canada, usually for only a month or two and never for more than a year or two in one place.  Of the four kids, I was the odd one out who loved the wilderness much more than the comfort of the more civilized places we stayed.  When I grew old enough to argue with my father, he and I had some epic verbal battles, mostly because unlike my older siblings, I refused to be absorbed into the petroleum
industry.  It got to the point where Dad even refused to provide funds for my university admission because I was more interested in the geology of minerals and metallic ores than petroleum."

Tom paused and chuckled, "Fortunately for me, I was able to make my own way by that time.  I had my high school education, I was eighteen, and I was willing to work in the wilderness, so I built up a decent education fund in a bit under two years.  After my first year at university I found I could make enough money in the break between spring and fall semesters to maintain that fund.  So I studied the geology of all minerals, but mostly precious metals.  When I finished my degree two years ago, I still had enough money to buy a couple of mules and the supplies to go into the bush, so I gambled that I could do well.  I was originally out to get rich, but got lucky and found a far better form of satisfaction.  I've discovered a way to earn a living while making friends and doing what I want to do, which is living a relatively simple, but self-sufficient life in an isolated area."

He finished with a grin and a shrug of his shoulders, but Muriel wasn't satisfied.

"I'm sure there's much more to that story than you're telling me," she smiled.  "But from what you say, I'm not about to get rich on the few shares I hold in your company, am I?"

"Not unless someone finds some way to force me to sell out, in which case I'd be stupid not to take them for every dollar I could get," Tom chuckled.  "However, I don't intend to develop the mine to the point where it will really garner any major amount of interest on the gold market.  As it is, I've been very careful to sell only raw nuggets or else ore which has obviously been concentrated by sheer brute force, but even then I've kept the actual amounts low and sales infrequent.  On top of that I've made certain to have it become known how difficult it is to travel to the area.  Everyone knows I have been there at least two years and since I've only brought out only a few hundred ounces of gold, they assume it's extremely hard to mine."

"You're very trusting, telling me this," she frowned. "I do hold ten shares in the company, you know."

"Yes, and each of your three children holds one share, but it's all non-voting stock and at the present time I hold the rest of the stock, both voting and non-voting," he laughed softly.  "Serge must have had quite the lawyer when he set up the company."

"I rather doubt he even used one, but one may have skimmed over what he had written down after it was done," Muriel frowned.

Laura must have disagreed, because just then she lifted her head, "Tom, the lease appears to be a standard lease between the company and the government, but we might be able to get an extension on the time frame.  However, there are certainly some changes that need to be made on this incorporation document.  The way this certificate of incorporation is written you aren't as well protected from lawsuits as you could be, so it definitely needs rewording."

"It also leaves you open to some taxation situations which might arise and could end up costing you money in taxes for which you needn't be liable," Sandy added.  "In all honesty, I think Laura and I should create a new document and have it registered while we're here in town."

"Well, while you are at it, you'll have to add to the company officers," Tom looked at all three of them and grinned.  "I want Muriel listed as local office manager, Laura listed as company's legal advisor and Sandy listed as chief financial officer.  On top of that I want to reward my brother, JJ, and my nephew, Jesse, with a few shares for the work they did on the cabin last year.  That means I'm going to have to make some changes to the stock allocations as well, just to represent those decisions.  I should warn you that no one is going to get rich off of the results of the stocks you'll be getting though, not unless something changes a heck of a lot."

There were a few seconds of silence after he stopped speaking, then all three women started to speak at once.  He had to hold up a hand to calm them down enough to make sense of their comments and arguments.  In the discussion that followed, he explained his reasoning for his desire to make those changes.  Then each woman took the floor and expressed her opinions and reservations about her changing situation.

For instance Muriel was somewhat reluctant to be named as an official company officer, since it might change her tax status.  On top of that she was worried that she might have to change the license she operated under.  Laura and Sandy had to reassure her that there were ways to get around all that.

In Laura's case, she was worried about a possible conflict of interest with the firm she worked for, but Sandy just shrugged her shoulders and shook her head.

"So, quit working for them and move to Bear Creek.  You already know you'll be welcome there and I'm positive we can steer enough business your way that you'll be able to make a very good living," she stated firmly.  "I have enough dirt on my exhubby to keep him from getting too carried away, so don't worry about him either."

"If she can't throttle that ass, I can!" Tom added just as firmly.  "On top of that I'll make you the offer to cover your moving expenses and setup fees for the first month from company coffers, but only on the condition that you move there before another year passes."

"Can you afford that?" Laura stared at him in surprise.

"Oh please!" Sandy snorted.  "I've been inside his mine and I'm no miner, but even I could see the gold veins in the rocks.  He could go in there and without breaking a sweat he could mine enough gold to move ten people to Bear Creek and set them up in offices.  He owns a frigging gold mine, Laura, and it's all his - lock, stock and barrel.  He has to work for the money he makes, but if he was willing to make a mess of the surrounding area and brought in the heavy equipment, he could be filthy rich.  Instead he prefers to do things by hand and have very little impact on the environment, which is part of the reason I hang around with him."

"Well, I have articled, and theoretically, I'm a qualified lawyer.  I don't have much chance of advancing while working at the firm I'm with now, but I am gaining experience in a broad scope of legal practise.  At the present time I'm assisting a lawyer who specializes in corporate tax law, and my term with him runs until the end of next month, but I can't see those demands ending until May, perhaps even June.  I can't really leave the firm to start my own practise until after that.  It just wouldn't be right to leave before I've honoured my commitments," Laura looked apprehensive.  "Besides, since I've been working steadily for the last two years without a holiday, I'd like to take a break before starting a new office of my own."

"Actually that might work out well for us too," Sandy smiled. "You see, I was planning to spend part of the summer with Tom out at his claim, but I was hoping to be in Bear Creek to help you get settled in when you move there and set up your office.  Amongst other things I can help you get your office set up and introduce you to some of the influential people around town, since many of them are my customers."

"That would be wonderful, but I'll be honest, I'm actually quite apprehensive about the idea of tackling the task of establishing an independent law firm," Laura said quietly.  "It's not something I anticipated doing right now, or at any time in the near future, so I'm feeling somewhat tentative about the idea."

"Hmm, let's go have a talk, just the two of us," Sandy offered, standing and moving to Laura's side.

Tom and Muriel watched them leave the room, then Muriel sighed deeply.

"I only hope Sandy can bolster Laura's self-esteem to the point where she does follow through on going out on her own," she said quietly.  "I'll be honest, the firm she is working for has done little to improve her self-confidence, in fact they may have eroded it.  From what she's said about her work, it seems to me that they've virtually made her out to be the scapegoat for any lack of success the department she's in has had in the past few months."

"That doesn't sound good," Tom frowned.  "She certainly didn't seem to be hesitant about offering an opinion about my questions or the company incorporation documents."

"Oh, I'm quite confident in her knowledge and her ability.  My fears are partially based on a mother's tendency to worry and partly from seeing the way she's changed since she began working in the present office and under a different lawyer's influence.  I don't think he's been good for her career or her self-esteem," Muriel spoke bluntly.  "However, I can't do anything about that, so all I can do is hope that you and Sandy can restore her confidence and perhaps help her to start out on her own."

"Well, Laura appears to be a good friend of Sandy's and I'm certainly willing to give her a hand if I can, but whether she succeeds or not will be up to her."

"I can't ask for any more than that," Muriel smiled.  "Now tell me a bit more about your setup out in the wilderness."

Tom and Muriel chatted for almost an hour before Sandy and Laura returned to the office, both of them seemingly in a better mood.  After a brief goodbye and an agreement to drop back for another visit before leaving the area, Sandy and Tom left to keep a dinner reservation.

Tom had called 'Millos,' a restaurant that featured Greek food, as soon as they hit town and had reserved a table.  He had eaten there before and loved the way they prepared their lamb chops and rack of lamb, so that's what he was planing to have, but Sandy had other ideas.  She convinced him to order something called 'Millos' platter' which was meant to serve two.  That platter had Greek salad, kalamaria, beef souvlaki, lamb chops, dolmades and moussaka.  Sandy and Tom were impressed with the food, as well as the service.

Afterward as they were walking back to the park lot where they'd left the rental car, Tom pointed out another of his favourite little spots, 'Herman's Jazz Club.'  Only that night happened to be 'Blues Night,' and Sandy insisted they had to go in, since she loved the blues.

"Sandy, blues night is a jam session,"  Tom shrugged his shoulders.  "You never know who might be playing next.  Some of the guys are fantastic, but some of them suck rocks."

"So, if it's rotten, we can leave, but if it's good we can enjoy a cheap night out," she grinned.  "Or are you afraid you might meet an old girlfriend in there?"

"Nope, I was never in Victoria long enough to meet many women,"  Tom laughed,  "But, I actually played here a few times, when I spent a few days in Victoria going through the Provincial Archives.  I do like live music though, so when I could I used to drop into Herman's in the evenings."

"I didn't know you played a musical instrument?"

"I haven't played in the last two years, because I couldn't pack my guitar along when I went prospecting," he laughed.  "First of all, packing a guitar on a mule would have been silly and secondly, I was looking for gold, not entertainment.  Besides, I was never all that good on the guitar, instead I used to play the blues harp, but I lost mine somewhere and never got around to buying another one."

"Well, one day we'll get you a guitar, just so you can prove that to me," she grinned, then cocked her head off to the side.  "You know those guys sound pretty good, even from out here.  We're not in a hurry to get back to the motel, so why don't we go in and listen for a bit, please?"

So they went inside and had just paid their admission when the guy who'd been singing finished the song and applause broke out, so Sandy and Tom joined in.  As the applause died and they were taking a seat at one of the tables, a tall thin fellow leaped to his feet and grabbed the mic, but it was turned off.  That didn't stop the guy for long though.

"LUCKY DUNN!  Where the hell have you been hiding?" he shouted across the room.  "Folks, the guy just sitting down saved my life about four years ago.  We were about as far up north as you can get and I got lost.  I'd have either starved or froze to death if Lucky hadn't found me."

"Oh, shit!" Tom muttered softly, just as the whole place looked at him, then scattered applause broke out.

"This is a story I haven't heard," Sandy said softly as she grinned at Tom's embarrassed expression.

"Well, it wasn't a big deal to anyone else, just to Skinny," Tom snorted softly.  "He was a tenderfoot who wandered into an area where there was a magnetic anomaly. As a result his compass didn't work right, so he got turned around and since it was an overcast day he had no idea of his directions.  Out on the tundra there aren't a lot of landmarks that can give you a bearing, but instead of staying in one place and waiting for help, he hiked off in the wrong direction.  I happened to be flying over and saw him huddled over a tiny fire and decided he was in trouble, so I landed and flew him back to camp.  Really, it wasn't a major rescue, at least not as far as I was concerned."

Sandy expected the fellow Tom had called Skinny to come over to them, but instead he headed for the stage and sat down behind the drums, then was joined by a few other musicians.  She was just turning to ask Tom a question when a little redheaded server came to the table.

"What'll it be tonight, Tom?" the redhead grinned, then handed him a small package.

"Oh, hi Louise.  I'm surprised to see you still working here and what's this?" he picked up the package.

"That's the blues harp you left here three years ago," Louise grinned.  "And, yes, I do still work for Herman, but I only come into the lounge on blues nights.  What are you up to now and who's your lady?"

"Oh, This is my fiancée, Sandy, and I'm still wandering around in the bush, prospecting for gold.  Sandy, meet Louise, one of the best blues singers in Victoria," Tom smiled, then unwrapped the package to display a battered, old harmonica.  "I always wondered where this went.  Thanks for keeping it for me, Lulu."

"You can pay me back for saving that harp by playing me a song, and I'd sing for you, but 'junior' here doesn't like me doing that," she patted her bulging belly.  "Come back in few months and I might be able to sing again, that's if I feel up to it and can get a baby sitter.  By the way, how did you meet Artie or was that when you recued him?"

"Oh, you mean Skinny?"

"I guess?  I'm talking about the guy who yelled at you when you came in."

So Tom repeated the story he'd told Sandy, then relaxed as the music started to play.  When Louise went off to get their drink order, Sandy leaned over toward Tom.

"You know, since the barmaid knows your name, I think you must have spent more time here than you implied," she spoke into his ear so he could hear her over the loud discussions going on around them as other musicians decided who was playing next.

"Yeah, well, she's a special case," Tom grinned, then chuckled.  "In the first case Louise has a great memory for names or faces and in the second place the two of us could have been an item, but I wasn't around long enough for us to really hit it off.  I think we managed to have one date."

"So are you going to play me a song tonight?" Louise asked as she set down their drinks.

"Sorry Lulu, but I haven't played at all in the last two years and I don't think I was all that good anyway.  If I got up there now I'd get shown the door for being a rank amateur."

"Honey, almost anyone playing here tonight is a rank amateur, but I won't twist your arm," she laughed, then turned to Sandy.  "Did he tell you about our one and only date?"

Sandy just shook her head.

"Well, I talked him into going to the beach and since he was from Vancouver, I chose the beach, so I picked the one and only nude beach in the area," Louise grinned, then frowned.  "I guess I shouldn't have pushed so hard though because look at us now, I'm single and pregnant, while he's got a beautiful woman as a fiancée."

"Lulu, the fact that you're single astonishes me," Tom frowned.  "What happened to the guy who got you pregnant?"

"Oh, he was a typical musician, all talk, no real ambition.  He came across as a real prize until I was pregnant and starting to show, then he quit his job, cleaned out our bank accounts and ran off," she looked about ready to cry just then.  "It's not all bad.  I mean Herman introduced us and he seems to feel responsible, so he hired me to work in the office, keeping books and stuff like that.  I'm not supposed to be on the floor like this, but I saw you come in and I just had to say hello."

"Well, if you're not working, pull up a chair and tell me all about it," Sandy reached out to take Louise's hand for a second.

"I shouldn't really, I mean I feel like I'm sort of a third wheel, and …"

"Oh for cripes sake!" Tom growled and stood to get a chair, then plopped it beside Sandy's.  "Sit down and talk to us.  We'll listen and see what we think, maybe we can do something to help out."

So Louise expanded on her story, but it was really nothing more than a longer explanation of what she'd already told them and not much different from what Tom and Sandy expected to hear.  She'd been a somewhat gullible victim of a shyster and there really wasn't much Tom or Sandy could do for her except listen and remain sympathetic.

However the evening might have turned into a real downer if it hadn't been for the guy Tom thought of as Skinny and Louise called Artie.  Not long after Louise had finished telling her sad tale, he came over to shake Tom's hand and thank him for saving him from possibly freezing to death on the arctic tundra.  Of course he knew a bit about Louise and expressed his sympathy, then to Tom and Sandy's surprise, he asked her out.

"And, before you tell me no, I want you to know that I've admired you from afar for months, even when that slime-ball was with you.  I know you might find it hard to believe, but I think you're one hell of a woman for not giving up or getting an abortion.  If you need a friend, I'm right here and since I work for the government now, I'm not going anywhere," Artie smiled at her.  "For instance from my job I know that the guy sitting beside me is a relatively successful gold miner."

"You mean Tom?" Louise stared across the table at Tom in surprise.

"Yeah, but keep it to yourself, please," Artie glanced around suspiciously.  "I slipped up."

Tom frowned at him, and Artie cringed.

"Sorry Lucky, but I trust Louise not to say anything.  You see I work for the Department of Mines and Minerals now and when I saw your name cross my desk I checked things out, just to be sure it was you.  I thought you should know that I knew you had a gold claim."

"Hmmph," Tom frowned.  "You need to learn to button your lip a bit tighter, and you know it."

"Well, the fact that you have a claim is public knowledge," Sandy protested.

"Yeah, but Skinny said I was successful and that isn't public knowledge."

"Well, considering the amount you've invested in the place and the way you act, your success isn't exactly secret," she shrugged her shoulders.  "Now I know more than most people, since I've been there, but the rumour mill around Bear Creek has run rampant about you and your dealings."

"You've been up to his claim?" Artie sounded astonished.  "I've only seen a map, but I could see from the contours shown on the map that has to be darn rough country up there."

"Yeah, I know," Sandy grinned.  "The first year he was there Tom had a bear knock down the door of his cabin, so he built a bigger cabin with stronger doors.  I went up to see him and had to shoot a moose while I was on the way to the outhouse, then a few days later Tom had to shoot a bear that wanted to hibernate in his mine."

"Holy crap, that's worse than the trouble I had in the arctic,"  Artie shook his head in disbelief.

"Naw, it's not as cold," Tom chuckled.  "Of course that means there are more wild animals in the neighbourhood."

"How big is this claim?" Louise asked.

"The claim, or the lease?" Sandy asked, then grinned.  "His claim is fairly small but the lease is huge."

"Yeah, Tom has a lease on over six-thousand hectares, that's about fifteen-thousand acres," Artie said very quietly.  "It's a major mineral lease, but really his first claim is only a few acres of that."

"What do you mean by first claim?" Louise asked.  "I thought gold miners were ony allowed to have one claim at a time

"Well in the first place, Tom isn't an ordinary gold miner, since he owns a mineral development company, so he can develop several claims if he wants to.  What worries me is that I may be the guy chosen to inspect his mine for safety issues and environmental impact," Artie frowned.

"Well, it's a solid rock mine, with no ventilation issues and I really haven't made any major environmental impact.  I'm not planning on turning it into a huge mining effort either, since I like the idea of living in the wilderness," Tom shrugged.  "An inspection is actually the least of my worries."

"So if an inspector flew in to Bowman lake, how much trouble would he have getting to your claim?" Artie asked candidly.

"Lots!" Tom snorted.  "To start with he'd have a hike of about five miles, most of it steep grades and almost all of it going uphill since the claim is halfway up a mountain from there.  The first real climb after leaving the lake is about three or four-hundred feet high and it's dangerous as hell.  Most of that climb is almost straight upward along a waterworn gorge above a waterfall and the trail is over broken rock.  You'd be a lot better to come in and land on the upper lake, above the falls, then it's a much easier hike of only about three miles, but you'd still have to cross a small river and climb a steep grade."

"That upper lake is where our pilot landed when I talked Tom into flying to his mine last fall," Sandy nodded.  "The first few times that Tom went into the area he travelled on foot, but although I wanted to see the place, I'll be darned if I was going to hike in over a hundred miles of mountain trails.  Imagine leading several mules along the side of a deep gorge while walking on a trail which was often only a foot wide, where one misstep could mean a fall down a five-hundred foot cliff.  I've seen pictures taken of that trail from last summer, when Tom led a crew of four men and a couple dozen mules that were carrying in most of the materials to build the present cabin.  Even with all of those supplies, the crew didn't finish the main work on the cabin though, because they ran out of time and gas for the chain saws.  As a result Tom and I flew back in last fall, but we couldn't finish the place properly either, so there's still a lot of work to do if we want to finish it off
right.  The problem is haulage, because every nail and screw or pane of glass has to be hauled in more than a hundred miles either over or through mountainous country."

"Not only building supplies have to be hauled in, but so do food, clothing, and even things like toilet paper and toothpaste," Tom shrugged.  "I love the place, but supplying all the needs of everyone who might show up there is impossible.  Of course we don't get a lot of visitors, but I'll warn you, Skinny, if you send someone up to do an inspection of the mine, he'd better bring along everything he'll need to have to survive.  Living up at the mine is just like being up north in some ways, because if you haven't got something you need, you have to make do with what you've got or else do without."

"And even with that, you like it up there, Sandy?" Louise frowned.

"Unh huh, I do," Sandy grinned.  "There is something about living up there that is just so satisfying.  I suppose it's a primaeval thing.  You know, getting back to basics and living in the midst of nature.  There's a satisfaction in working on something and having the reward of accomplishment when you finish a job that I don't get from doing anything in town.  Take that incident with the bull moose as an example.  If I hadn't shot him, he might have killed me, but he didn't.  Instead I killed him and we butchered him, then ate him.  When we sat down at the table that night and I took a bite of his fresh cooked liver, it had to be the best tasting meat I've ever had in my life."

"Yeah, but ask her about going to the outhouse in forty below weather," Tom teased.

"I've got the answer to that, get one of those padded toilet seats with a plastic cover," Artie winked.  "The plastic is thin enough that your bottom warms it quickly, then the padding acts as insulation so you don't feel as much cold on your bottom.  I heard about those from a storekeeper in Whitehorse.  He can't keep a stock of them in the store, even though he brings them in by the case."

"Hear that?" Sandy pointed a finger at Tom.  "And I'll bet if we put the lid of the seat down in the summer it will cut down on the flies too."

"Oh good, that means I don't have to worry about the indoor toilet as much," he grinned and winked broadly.  "Thanks Skinny."

"Like heck, the padded seat is a temporary fix," Sandy laughed and swatted his arm.  "The indoor toilet and a proper sewage system are still top billing.  So is a proper stove, even if you have to raid an antique store for an old wood burning range."

"See what I have to put up with?" Tom winked again.  "She says she likes thing primitive one minute, then wants all the trappings of civilization the next time she opens her mouth."

"Careful Buster, or I'll give you back this fancy ring and you'll need to find both a bed warmer and a tax consultant," Sandy winked just as broadly.

"Oh, talking about that ring, can I look at yours?  I've never seen an engagement ring like that," Louise reached out to touch Sandy's wrist.

"You'll never see another one either, since Tom designed it and had a jeweller custom make it.  The milky looking rock is quartz from his mine with the streaks of gold running through it.  Then the jeweller mounted the diamond on top so it looks even bigger than it is," Sandy bragged.  "Look at the way he made the gold all seem to flow out of the rock to form the ring.  I think it's the nicest looking engagement ring I ever saw, but that might be because part of it came from Tom's mine."

"Most of the ring did, at least all the gold did, because the jeweller cast the ring using gold I provided.  He melted the gold and alloyed it with other metals, then cast it himself, so the only part I didn't provide was the diamond and even that came from a mine that I prospected."

"That's a Canadian diamond?" Louise asked in surprise.

"Yep, but all I had to do with it was flying in a couple of the guys who found the Kimberlite pipe that the diamonds are found in.  I wanted a diamond from that mine though, just because I had something to do with finding it, even if it was a darn small part of the puzzle," Tom shrugged.  "Say what you want, but I like to think that the ring on Sandy's finger is something I had a hand in providing in every way, from raw materials to finished object."

"You're just looking to get lucky tonight," Sandy smiled at Tom.  "And looking at the clock, I think we should head for the motel, because we've got another big day tomorrow."

Tom wasn't going to argue with that, so after Sandy and Louise exchanged phone numbers and addresses, all of them said goodbye.

"I wonder if Skinny will get anywhere with Louise?" Tom asked later as they walked into their motel room.

"To be honest, I don't know, but at least he was upfront about his feelings, then he didn't get pushy.  I think that might have scored him some points."

"He's changed a lot, but then so has Lulu."

"And they'll go on changing," Sandy grinned.  "Now for the important question, who gets to use the bathroom first?"

Tom just waved a hand to let her go first.  Somewhat later on they snuggled together in bed, Sandy sighed softly.

"Okay, what's wrong?" Tom asked sleepily.

"Nothing, really," Sandy sighed again.  "Just wishing there weren't so many crooked bastards around in the world.  I was thinking of Louise's ex and then mine."

"Well, the world has a tendency to catch up to most of that sort eventually. All you have to do is be patient.  Now we both need sleep and we can talk about getting even with them in the morning, okay?"

"I guess," she sighed, then snuggled even tighter and kissed his cheek.  "Thanks for being who you are."

"Ummm," he mumbled quietly, already dozing off.

Sandy didn't disturb him again, even though she did lie awake for some time, but eventually she dozed off as well.




Chapter 7

As usual, Tom was the first to awaken the next morning, and he was able to take care of his early morning necessities, then get the little coffee maker provided by the motel started before Sandy even stirred.  Then while they were having a coffee and getting ready for their day, they discussed the previous evening and Louise's situation.  However both of them realized that they couldn't rescue each and every person they met who was in an unfortunate situation.  Besides, from the way Louise had talked, Herman was already helping her out.

"Actually from what I've seen of Herman, he might be offended if we stick our noses into what he might consider to be his personal business," Tom said quietly.  "On top of that I feel a bit uncomfortable about that situation.  It isn't as if Louise and I were deeply involved, but she seems to have a bit of a crush on me, and I don't want to encourage her.  I'm not about to get involved with her in any way, because I think she'd soon be jealous of you and I really don't know her all that well, so I can't say how she'd react to that situation."

"Yeah, I'd say she has a thing for you all right.  After all she kept your harmonica safe for years, then as soon as you showed up she returned it to you," Sandy grinned.  "Besides, I think Artie is going to step in and I think the two of them suit each other."

"Oh thank goodness," Tom sighed.  "You were acting so sympathetic toward her last night that I thought you were planning to get involved in helping her with her problems."

"Not really, though I do understand her situation and sympathize with her to some extent, but not enough to want to get involved.  I mean, if someone had passed the hat I'd have thrown a few bucks in it, but I'm not all that sympathetic either.  After all, they do make contraceptives, so I'd say she was partially at fault for her predicament."

"Yeah, it sounds to me as if she was too trusting, meanwhile he was a selfish prick and a crook to boot," Tom agreed.

So after a few minutes further discussion they agreed that they shouldn't interfere in Louise's situation.

However, both of them felt much more protective about Laura.  So when Tom asked Sandy what she knew about Laura's situation, Sandy explained that Laura had mentioned several things that supported Muriel's suspicions about Laura having problems at work.  The lawyer in charge of the office in which Laura was presently working seemed to be blaming her for each and every trivial problem that cropped up.  In actual fact Laura had proof that he'd caused most of those problems himself, but instead of accepting the blame, he'd done his best to lay them at her feet.  In other words he was an incompetent who was trying to cover his blunders by using Laura as the scapegoat.

"The thing is, Laura realized what was going on weeks ago, and she's been gathering written proof that the guy is a bungler, but she hasn't approached any of the senior partners," Sandy growled in frustration.  "My advice was that she should put all the proof in a file folder and pass it on to someone with the power to make changes, but I did tell her to make a complete copy of the file first.  That way her ass is covered if they try to get rid of her without cause.  If she has that file and the firm tries to get rid of her, I suggested that she quit the firm, then she could sue them for defamation of character or something of that sort."

"Man, do you ever sound mean this morning," Tom started to grin, then frowned slightly.  "Wait a minute, are any of those screw-ups going to be bad enough to trigger a lawsuit or become actionable in any way?"

"That's something I can't tell you for sure," Sandy shook her head.  "Still, Laura did look as if she was worried about something, so I suggested she make a copy of her proof of innocence or rather proof of the other guy's guilt, just in case.  I wouldn't want to see her having to share the blame with a dolt who was out to cause her any problems."

"I think that's an excellent idea," Tom agreed.  "I think she should make sure that the file containing her proof isn't kept in her office though.  She might be wise to take it home with her."

"Actually, she's going to make an extra copy, stick it in an envelope and mail it to her home address, but she won't open the envelope when it arrives," Sandy grinned.  "That way, she has dated proof of the whole thing."

"Brilliant!" he laughed.  "If it does come down to a lawsuit, she could have the judge or a court official open the envelope right in court."

"Yeah, I've heard of people doing that when they're trying to establish a date of a patent application for an invention, but I've never heard of a post-office dated envelope being used the way she plans," Sandy chortled.  "I think she's going to be a real boost to the town of Bear Creek."

"Well, I have to agree with that, but if she forwards that file to her bosses in the near future, she may be coming to Bear Creek sooner than she planned."

"Perhaps, but umm … you know that holiday she wanted to take?"

"Yeah, I agree with her that she deserves a break after putting up with that sort of crap."

"Well, there is one issue that you might not be so happy about," Sandy sighed.  "She wants to come out to see your mine and spend some time at the cabin with us."

"Oh boy!" Tom sighed heavily.  "I don't suppose Laura happens to be an outdoor type who does a lot of walking or running, does she?"

"Well, she wasn't doing that sort of thing when we were in university, but what does that have to do with her coming to visit at the claim?  I'm not that much of an outdoor person, other than doing a bit of hunting and camping, so why would she need to be one?"

"Ah, but you visited in the fall, when I flew in.  You do remember how I travelled to my claim last spring don't you?"

"You don't plan on going in by mule-train again this spring, do you?" she asked in astonishment.

"Yes, because it costs far less to transport supplies and equipment by mule-train than it does to fly them in with the plane," he looked at her in surprise.  "I thought you knew that was what I'd planned."

"Oh my!" she sighed softly.  "Judging from the pictures I saw, you don't ride on the mules either, do you?"

"Nope, we load the packsaddles with supplies and lead the mules in a long line, one following the other, which is why it's called a mule-train.  It's no picnic either, but you saw the pictures JJ took, so you know how tough it can be.  We have to climb along a pass that cuts through a minor mountain range, for gosh sake," he paused for a second and frowned.  "We were trying to work out the distance we travelled last year and although we know it's only about eighty miles or so as the crow flies, we decided we went at least half again that far.  Since it took us almost a week to get there and we felt we averaged at least twenty miles a day, we had to have walked at least a hundred and twenty miles and perhaps more.  Personally, I think it was more likely that we covered double the straight line distance, which would mean that we walked about twenty-three miles a day."

"Wow, I don't know if I can walk that far in a day.  Did you carry a full backpack too?"

"I did last year, but I won't wear a fully loaded pack this year.  I'll rent an extra mule instead, then all I'll carry are emergency supplies, a water bottle and some energy bars," he smiled.  "Before the distance scares you off though, you should realize that an average person walks just over three miles an hour.  So if you were in good shape you could walk twenty-four miles in an eight-hour day with hardly any problems and without even working hard."

He paused for a few seconds, then snorted loudly, "Hey, do you remember the day we flew up to the lake and hauled all of our supplies uphill to the cabin?  That hike is close to three miles each way.  You made the round trip three and a half times, but you were loaded down with about sixty pounds in your backpack on the four uphill legs of the trip.  In other words you walked about twenty-one miles that day and carried a total of about two hundred and fifty pounds of extra weight during the uphill climbs.  In other words, you're tougher than you think you are."

"Darn, it's no wonder my legs felt like rubber for the next couple of days," she shook her head, then grinned.  "I think this year I'll plan on walking to and from work every day for a few weeks before we leave for the cabin.  Maybe you and I can do some hiking on weekends too?"

Tom just grinned and nodded, then suggested they'd better go have breakfast before it got too late in the day.  While they were eating, they planned what they wanted to do that day and agreed to split up and meet again in the afternoon.  Sandy had several places to visit which were within walking distance of each other, so Tom dropped her off, then went off on his own errands.  His plans for the day were to meet with two or three men who were trying to make a living by building equipment that wasn't sold by mainstream manufacturing or sales outlets.

First, Tom wanted to speak to a man named Welch about a wood burning kitchen stove he was building locally from imported parts and which sounded as if it would be perfect for the cabin.  However, Tom wanted to see if he could buy the separate parts as a kit that he could break down into lighter weight segments for easier transport on the mules, then he could put it together at the cabin.  He had called Brian Welch early that morning to arrange a meeting, but after the search for an address the previous day, he made certain to get explicit directions.  As it turned out that was a very good decision because he would have never found the Welch's home otherwise since it was off a long winding road which ran through heavy timber.  The timber grew so densely that if he hadn't been warned to be on the lookout for specific landmarks, he'd have driven right past the gateway to the property he was trying to find.

When Tom stopped his rented car in the driveway, he paused to look around for a moment.  He quickly decided that the people living there were somewhat kindred spirits in their feelings about nature, but they had taken things much further than he planned.  Their home and workshop looked to be as ecologically friendly as possible, to the point where both the house and the workshop were dug into a hillside.  Only the south facing fronts of both buildings were exposed and those two walls were mostly glass, then were topped by a line of solar cells.  Higher on the hillside above the house and workshop, a pair of wind generators spun slowly in the breeze.

When he met them, Tom found that Brian and Linda Welch even laughingly referred to themselves as eco-freaks, but they quickly added that neither of them was militant about their beliefs.  However once they found that he was interested in the same energy saving devices and ideas they had used, he was given a complete tour of both the home and workshop.  They were just as interested in learning about his cabin and his much greater isolation with its attendant problems.  Inside of only a few hours the three of them became fast friends and Tom felt that Sandy should meet them both.  When he mentioned the idea, both Brian and Linda readily agreed, but Linda insisted that Sandy should come out and see what they had done and how they lived.

Late that afternoon as Tom drove back to town to meet Sandy, his mind was awash with ideas spawned by what he had seen that day.  In fact it wasn't until he saw Sandy and pulled the car over to pick her up that he realized he hadn't even mentioned the idea of buying a kitchen stove while he was there.

"Well, how did your day go?" Sandy asked when she climbed into the car.

"To put it mildly, I was completely blown away by what I saw and the people I met," he shook his head in continued wonder.  "I hope it doesn't upset any of your plans, but we're invited back to visit them this evening.  I've tentatively accepted because I really think you should see their home and what they've done.  I'm still having a hard time accepting what I saw there.  They have an unbelievable number of innovations they've bought, modified, developed or invented."

"We can do that, but I'd like to pick up my purchases and change first," Sandy looked slightly surprised.  "I take it you were able to make a deal on whatever you were going to buy?"

"To be honest, I was so far out of my depth that buying things completely slipped my mind," he laughed.  "I hope your day went as well as mine did."

"Hmm, yes and no," she sighed.  "I couldn't find a lot of what I was after in normal stores, so I spent the day haunting used stores and antique shops.  I've made several purchases, but had them set aside for now, which means we have to drive around and pick them up."

"Oh, what were you buying?"

"Hand-operated kitchen equipment, oil lamps, lanterns, lots of things of that sort, all of it for the cabin," she chuckled.  "I even bought a bunch of camping stuff, including another solar powered battery charger and a flashlight which is powered by shaking it.  I've also decided that I'm going to twist your arm about the trip to the cabin this spring."

"You still want to fly in, don't you?"

"Unh huh.  In fact if I'm right about my suspicions concerning Laura's situation, she'll be flying in with us.  I met her for lunch and we had a chat about what happened at her office today."

"Oh? Care to fill me in?"

"Well, she starts early, so when she went in this morning, the first thing she did was to make those copies we were discussing.  She mailed one set to herself and dropped other copies into the office's internal mail, addressed to the three partners who own the firm.  By lunch time the whole office was in an uproar, but nothing definite was being said, so she didn't know what sort of situation she was going to be met by after lunch.  By the way, she used company records to research a few years back, so she won't be the only articling student or fledgling lawyer who is affected in the shake up."

"So this guy has done the same thing previously?"

"Oh yeah, Laura said that at least six others who are presently working there that had to have been affected by his actions."

"Well, why wasn't anything done previously, or does she know?"

"She says that she thinks the rest of them did screw up a time or two, but she's a bit of a perfectionist about paperwork and she's positive she didn't make any errors," Sandy sighed softly.  "Only I can't see her being welcomed into the office with a job after this.  Since she was the whistle blower, I think she'll get her walking papers, but perhaps with compensation of some sort."

"In a way, losing her job over the situation is too bad, but if you're right, we may come out of the mess with a new lawyer in Bear Creek, which won't hurt my feelings at all."

"Hah, if I'm right, she's going to get a golden handshake for proving the guy was a crook and a creep.  I'm betting the partners in the firm will let her go, but at the same time, they'll make sure she leaves with a darn good bonus and perhaps even some additional backing for her startup."

"You have a rosy outlook about lawyers and seem to think they actually have a heart, but most of the ones I've met were heartless bastards, especially once they're well established," Tom snorted.  "Now just what does her being canned have to do with this idea of yours about flying to the cabin this spring?"

"Well, I was going over the mass of supplies you want to take in, plus the number of people who would be going.  Then I added on the supplies and other goodies I want to add to the load, plus the amount of things Laura will need to have, even for a few weeks' stay.  I can't see any way that you can pack everything on the number of mules the Dumonts have available," she frowned deeply.  "Now if we have the Dumonts pack in a load with the mules, but have Harry fly us in, along with more supplies, we can manage most of our needs and we'll be in a lot better shape when we get there.  It isn't as if the company can't afford it either, after all we just have to break up some more rock or pan some more nuggets to cover your butt at the bank.  Oh and that reminds me, you need a company account and an individual account at the bank, so all the bills don't go into one big mess - which I'll have to try to straighten out."

"Hmm, I'll think about the plane," Tom sighed as they pulled into the first store to pick up Sandy's purchases, but didn't go in right away.  "As far as the bank accounts, I already have those set up, but most of the costs you've seen so far have been for the company.  For instance the cabin belongs to the company, since I listed it as company housing.  That way even the food and cold weather gear are covered as either board and room, or appropriate clothing for mining labour.  I haven't paid myself a wage from company funds so far, but then I'm still getting the company on its feet."

"Wait a minute, what about the food and supplies I used while I was up at the cabin?"

"Well, since you helped out with everything I did there, I listed you as an employee, so you were getting board and room, but I owe you some back wages."

"Shit, you're going to screw up my taxes for last year now," Sandy squawked.

"Well, since I was planning to pay you in shares and since the company hasn't declared a dividend yet, I doubt if that's a major worry," he grinned.

"I don't know why you hired me as your tax advisor?" Sandy shook her head.  "You seem to have all the bases covered in ways I think might work, but I'll have to research them to be certain.  How do you do it?"

"I guess I come by it naturally," Tom laughed.  "Have you ever heard of Dunn-Redding Petroleum Exploration, the outfit that drills a lot of the exploratory wells for the large oil companies?"

"Yeah, but then I think everyone in western Canada knows of them.  I think you mentioned that you're related to the owner of the company, didn't you?"

"Jack Dunn is my father and Tom Redding is my uncle, so between all the members of our family we own about fifty percent of the stock in the company," he sighed as he pulled into a parking space at the first of the stores that Sandy had mentioned.  "Unfortunately, Dad and I don't get along too well.  He pushes me and I push back, so rather than work on the oil patch like my brothers and sister do, I decided to go looking for metals and minerals.  Besides, Dunn-Redding is so big now that none of my family gets to spend much time out in the field and working in a natural environment is essential for my sanity.  You've seen what I'm like if I'm inside too long, I get claustrophobic."

"I knew some of that, but not all of it.  One time you'll have to tell me the whole story, but let's forget it for now and get all my purchases picked up," Sandy got out of the car and Tom followed.

It didn't take long for them to pick up Sandy's packages at the first three stores they visited.  Each of those three was an antique shop and they had already packed her purchases for her, so Tom never saw what she had bought.  In each case they just picked up a box, carried it out to the car and put it in the trunk.  However the last place they visited was a used goods store and what Sandy had purchased there was an old, but well maintained acoustic guitar in a well-worn hard case.

"There you go," she grinned as she handed it to Tom.  "Call it a belated Christmas gift if you want, but I think you need to have a guitar to play up at the cabin."

Tom was astonished to say the least, but he did appreciate the thought behind the gift.  Then he opened the case, looked at the guitar closely, and quickly closed the case again.

"Thank you!" he grinned and hugged her tightly and whispered in her ear.  "I was actually thinking of buying something similar, so I really appreciate this, but do you have any idea what this guitar is worth?"

"Well, yeah, after all, I just bought it today."

"Sandy, this is an older model, but I'm sure it's a Gibson J-45, Legend," he spoke very quietly as they walked out the door.  "I don't want to know how much you paid for it, but if it was less than two or three-thousand dollars, you got a major steal.  In fact I've never heard of one selling for less than five grand and if this one is as good as it looks, I'd say it was worth a lot more."

"Well, I certainly never paid that much for it, so I suppose I got a real bargain."

"Well, please don't be offended, but I'd like to have a friend look at it, if you don't mind?"

"No, why should I mind?"

"Well, some folks would think I was looking a gift horse in the mouth, but I'm really wondering if I should insure this thing."

"What?" Sandy stared at him in surprise.

"I'm not kidding!  If it's a copy I won't insure it, but if it's the real deal, I'll insure it for a bundle.  The thing is, it looks like a real Gibson J-45 and they're worth big bucks!"

"Now you got me curious, so let's go see your friend," she grinned.

So they dropped by a store that Tom knew about and Tom asked if Jason was in. He was and greeted Tom like a long lost cousin, then Tom lifted the guitar case.

"Jase, I want an opinion.  Is this real, or is it a copy?"

"HOLY SHIT!" Jason said as he opened the case. "I know this guitar and it's the real thing.  Where the hell did you find it?  Hank's old lady gave it away to her church after he died and the church folks didn't know any better, so they put it in a white elephant sale that weekend.  It was supposedly bought by a junk dealer, but the church folks didn't remember which one and it never showed up in anyone's shop.  Heck, half of the git-pickers and several of the shit-kickers in the area have been checking out every junk shop on the island looking for it."

"Well, my fiancée, Sandy, found it in a 'used goods' store and bought it as a gift for me, so I had nothing to do with buying it. I don't even know what she paid for it," Tom grinned.  "I was just wondering if I should insure it or not."

"Yeah, insure it and if it was me, I'd make that for at least nine or ten grand.  After all, it's one of the first J-45s that were ever made."

"Hey, thanks for the advice." Tom grinned at his friend as he shook his hand, then packed up the guitar.

Of course they chatted for a while longer, but as Tom told his friend, they couldn't stick around for long because they had places to go and people to see.  Back out at the car Tom looked in the trunk and shook his head.  "We're going to have to arrange to have this stuff shipped to Bear Creek, because we've got too much to take on the plane."

"All arranged, love," Sandy patted his arm.  "Muriel said if we drop it off at her house, she and Laura will pack it and ship it for us.  Now I'm hungry and I made reservations for us at a Chinese restaurant.  I think it's called Mings' … ah yes.  Here's the address."

So they had a good meal, popped over to Muriel's to unload Sandy's goodies, but not the guitar, then they drove back to the motel to change for their visit that evening.

"What should I wear to meet these new people?" Sandy asked as they went inside their room.

"Dress for comfort, I suppose," Tom shrugged.  "Come to think of it, Linda said something to me about that, she mentioned that they weren't the sort to dress up much."

"Well, that was nice of her," Sandy smiled.

"They're nice folk," Tom nodded.  "A bit idealistic, but I think you'll like them."

Later that evening Sandy found that she really did like Linda and Brian.  However she was surprised to find that Linda seemed somewhat envious of Sandy's time in the wilderness, which she really didn't expect.  So she asked quite bluntly why anyone would envy someone who lived far from modern conveniences.

"Well, I think both Brian and I were born a hundred years too late," Linda laughed uneasily and waved a hand in a circle to include the whole house.  "Ten years ago we had two kids just starting school and a fully modern house in Vancouver, but both Brian and I were working our butts off, just to keep up with the Joneses.  We had two big fancy cars, memberships in a local golf course and country club, great big TVs in all the rooms, a forty-foot sailboat moored down on False Creek, the whole ball of wax.  Even with all of that we weren't really happy, since we seemed to be running harder and harder just to stay in the same place.

"Then Brian's uncle died and we inherited this place.  We had planned to come over here, attend the funeral and put this place up for sale and use the money to pay off the last of our mortgage on the house in Vancouver.  Only when we came out here to meet the real-estate agent and finally found the driveway entrance - after hunting for it for half an hour - we fell in love with the place," Linda smiled softly, then shook her head a bit before carrying on.  "You would have had to see the place that day to understand.  The whole area felt as if we were in a park, or like we'd gone back in time somehow, so Brian, Jenny, David and I just sat there and stared around us in astonishment.  There was a doe and her fawn eating the berries and leaves off the shrubs by the front door and a raccoon trying to get into a garbage can.  There was a squirrel in one tree, chattering away at a woodpecker who was chiselling a hole in another tree.  There were birds singing, insects buzzing
around the flowers and off in the woods somewhere we could hear someone cutting wood with an axe.

"Suddenly though, there was this loud roar and a big SUV came thundering down the driveway and skidded to a stop behind our car, frightening off every animal in the vicinity.  Then a huge, loudmouthed, obnoxious real-estate women jumps out of her gas guzzling monster and started braying like a stupid donkey about all the things we'd need to do to sell the place.  She was yapping about how we'd have to clear off the brush around the driveway and repaint the faded wood on the house front, then disguise the fact that the house was built into the hill.  In about thirty seconds that woman had pushed every button I had, so I leaped out of the car and told her off.

"Brian swears I walked up to her, slapped my hands on my hips and bellowed 'Shut up.'  I'm not sure if I did that, but I certainly wasn't trying to be polite," Linda blushed and laughed embarrassedly.  "Then I took her by the elbow, marched her into the house, hunted around until I found the telephone and dialled the real-estate company she worked for.  When they answered, I told them that I wouldn't let that bitch be my real-estate agent if I was trying to sell a hundred-year-old pigpen sitting in the middle of an alligator infested swamp."

"Mom, you did not say 'pigpen' that day, you said 'shithouse' and we all heard you clearly," Jenny, her fifteen-year-old daughter giggled, making Linda blush an even deeper red.  "Then you walked her out to her monster truck and warned her that if she so much as broke a branch on the way out the driveway that she was going to be sued.  You even followed her all the way out to the road, then called the cops on her because she spun her tires when she roared away."

"Well, the silly woman sprayed me with gravel and how was I to know that the cops would catch her doing sixty in a thirty zone," Linda shrugged.  "Besides, when they checked inside her SUV they found an open bottle of vodka sitting on the front seat, so she deserved everything she got."

By that time Sandy was laughing so hard she had to sit down, but she did give a thumbs up to Linda.

"Anyway to make a long story short, Brian and I quit our jobs in Vancouver, sold our house and all our other crap, then moved over here," Linda grinned, still slightly embarrassed.  "We've spent ten years fixing up the house and the shop exactly the way we want them.  We were considered to be way out in the boondocks when we moved in here.  Even hydro wasn't available this far out, so we put in a diesel powered generator first, then built the wind powered generators and added the solar panels to that.  We had to drill a deep well for water and our waste water goes through a septic tank, then into a sewage field under our orchard.  The only outside service we have is the telephone line and they tell us that next year we should have a cell phone tower near enough that we might not even need that."

"When I was little, all my friends thought I lived in poverty or something, but now all of them brag about coming out to visit me because our home is so ecologically friendly," Jenny grinned.  "The funny thing is that there are tons of people trying to buy the place now.  So what's it like at this cabin you were talking about, and where is it?  Do you see a lot of wild animals, or what?"

"Well, Tom lives about a hundred miles from the town where I have my business and he doesn't have most of the advantages and conveniences you do.  His mining claim is in the wilderness, so there are no roads, no electrical power and no telephones, just a two-way radio.  He gets his water to the cabin by carrying buckets from a creek, cooks on a tiny wood-burning stove and has an outhouse, not a flush toilet.  As for animals, I shot a bull moose while on my way to the outhouse last fall, but then it was mating season, the moose was in rut and I happened to be where he wanted to go," Sandy just grinned at the shocked look on Jenny's face.  "Like I said, it's a little bit rough up there.  In fact we always carry a rifle when we're outside and sometimes we need it.  I thought the moose was darn scary, then just a few days later Tom went out of the cabin early one morning and seconds after he went out the door I heard a rifle shot.  He had to shoot a bear that charged toward
him while he was within fifty feet or so of the cabin."

"That sort of thing doesn't happen often, does it?" Linda asked.

"No, not really. I was living there for about four months and that was the only time I fired a rifle to ensure my own safety.  It is wild country though and there might not be another person inside of thirty miles of the cabin, so you have to be careful at all times.  Tom has a lease on a huge area, but we stayed near the cabin most of the time.  Actually the two of us worked like beavers while I was there with him, so we didn't have the urge to wander far from the cabin."

"I miss that sort of thing," Linda sighed.  "We worked like that for weeks when we first moved here, because the house was really just a shell and we had to finish the interior.  The shop was even worse though, it was half full of junk and a real muddle.  Uncle Al was a packrat, so we must have hauled off ten or twelve truckloads of useless rubbish when we cleaned up inside the shop."

"Hey, I've heard Dad wish he had kept more of those old wind generators and battery sets that he sold so cheaply," Jenny argued.

"Wind Generators?  Like the one you have up on the hill behind the house?" Sandy asked.

"Well, the old ones weren't quite the same," Linda shook her head.  "You see Uncle Al was living out on the prairie when the regular hydro-electric service was run in, so he went around and bought a lot of the old 32 volt DC generators that farmers were scrapping.  Brian has this idea that he could have turned them into something useful, but they generate an odd voltage and on top of that it was DC, not AC, so you can't use a transformer to change the voltage."

"Darn, I was thinking of having one of them up at Tom's cabin.  Electric light is something I really miss having when I'm up there," Sandy laughed.  "Of course I miss a good stove with an oven and running water even more.  Mostly though, I grew to hate the outhouse and I wasn't exactly enamoured with sun-showers either."

"Okay, I know what an outhouse is, but what's a sun-shower?" Jenny asked.

"A sun-shower is a black plastic bag that you fill with water, then you hoist it above your head and leave to sit in full sunshine.  After a few hours it gets warm, then you open a valve on the bottom and the water piddles out so you can get wet.  You stop the water, soap up, and then use whatever is left in the bag to rinse off.  Let's just say that it's a very unsatisfactory way to try to get clean.  I was never able to rinse off completely and I'd usually end up having to use cold water to finish the job," Sandy snorted.

"Eww, I wouldn't like that much," Jenny scrunched up her face.  "I think that's worse than using an outhouse."

"Oh NO!" Sandy shook her head vehemently.  "When you need to use an outhouse in forty below zero weather, then you'll know why I hate the damn things.  In the summer they stink to high heaven and draw millions of flies, but in the winter you freeze your butt as soon as you pull your pants down.  At least with a sun-shower you get partially clean, but when it's colder outside, you have to use a cloth that you wet with water heated on a tiny stove and it feels like you don't ever get clean.  Other than that, the only option you'd have to wash off would be to go outside and stand in a stream of melt water from the local glacier, but it you did that, you'd freeze in a hurry."

"Okay, you win.  Living up there is really roughing it, maybe even worse than when we go camping," Jenny shivered.  "I have a hard time imagining even sitting down in an outhouse when it was that cold, but not being able to get clean would drive me nuts."

All the time that Sandy and Jenny had been talking, Linda had been frowning slightly and making notes on a small pad she had in front of her. Sandy grew more and more curious about what she was writing.

"Okay Linda, I have to ask, what are you writing about?"

"Actually, I'm just noting down a few things you were mentioning," Linda sighed.  "I was born in a tiny community in the Yukon and what you were saying took me back to my childhood.  I was home schooled, and lived in a log cabin with no modern conveniences, at least not until I went out to Edmonton, so I was a year older than Jenny.  I know exactly what you are talking about though, because I lived just like that for sixteen years.  Brian had similar experiences, but he came from northern Ontario. Of course the similarity of our backgrounds probably explains why we're here and living like we do."

"Then I'd say that explains why you do so well here," Sandy smiled.  "It's rather refreshing to talk to someone who understands what life out in the bush is like."

"Okay, I guess I can understand living there when the weather is nice, but I'm not sure about living somewhere like that if it's so darn cold in the winter," Jenny shrugged her shoulders.  "Mom and Dad have told Davy and me about it, but I never thought anyone lived like that now.  I don't think I could do it, but it sure would be fun to see the place - in the summer though, not the winter."

"Well, now that's good news," Brian said as he came in from outside, followed by Tom and Brian's son, David.  "I was expecting to have an argument with you about coming with us this summer."

"What are you on about, Brian?" Linda frowned at him.

"Actually, it's a long story, but Tom and I have reached a deal about buying some of the things I have for sale and as soon as the kids are out of school this spring, I want to deliver them.  I want to go there personally too, so I can be certain they are set up correctly and working as well as possible.  I think it would be a wonderful holiday for all of us, but besides that it would give you and me a chance to show the kids what life was like for us when we were growing up."

"What did you buy, Tom?" Sandy broke into the conversation.

"A wood burning cook stove and a relatively small wind powered generator set, with battery backups and all the bells and whistles," Tom grinned and winked at her.  "Now all I have to do is figure out how to get water to the cabin and get rid of the sewage, then you can have all the essential conveniences that sent you packing last winter."

"But how are you going to get all of that in there?  I thought those wind generators sat on top of huge high towers?  That kind of thing would never fit in Harry's plane," Sandy protested.

"I have a friend who works for a helicopter service that's based only a couple of hundred miles away from Bear Creek," Brian grinned at her.  "I called him about it and since he owes me for favours I've done for him, he'll give me a discount to fly in all the bits and pieces, as well as a load of supplies for you and Tom.  We'll hire your friend Harry to fly us and our camping supplies in first, then my friend can bring in all the rest of the gear we need to make your life a little bit easier."

"And Tom told me that he'll show me how to pan for gold," David spoke up then and held out his hand, palm up.  "Look Jenny, this is a nugget that came from his claim."

"Actually the fact that Tom is willing to pay us in gold and have all of our family go up there are the two points that clinched the deal," Brian said quietly.  "You know how scared I am about the American bank crap that's going on.  I'll take raw gold over paper dollars any day.  I've been watching the stock market and I'm positive there's going to be a bank collapse in the US, just as sure as God makes little green apples."

"Oh, I'm glad to hear someone agree with me," Sandy smiled at him.  "I'm an accountant and when I first heard about those dumb 'sub-prime mortgages' in the US, I started worrying about the future.  Now it's starting to come unravelled and when it does, that's going to set off a recession as sure as anything."

"Aha, that's why you jumped on my bandwagon," Tom teased her, but bent over her shoulder from the back and gave her a hug to let her know he was kidding.

"Well, it didn't hurt your chances any," she retaliated, then turned enough to brush his cheek with her lips.  "I mean how could I possibly turn down a guy who was dressed in clothes that looked like rejects from a Goodwill bin, had a bushy red beard that reached his chest, yet still acted like a gentleman.  Of course you told me right off that you hadn't filed for taxes the year before and I thought I might make a few bucks by taking on your business.  Then the offer to take me out dining and dancing didn't hurt either."

"I hate to break in on this tender moment, but if you're an accountant, do you have any advice about making sure our investments are secure?" Linda smiled at Sandy and Tom.

"Well, up until a while ago, I'd have said government bonds and T-bills, then I saw how those had been compromised, so next I'd have said petroleum, but even that isn't going to stay stable.  I'm going to have to say that you might go with precious metals, but even they might take a hit because the debt on those stupid sub-prime mortgages was sold to banks all over the world.  Canada should be in better shape than most, since our laws prevent mortgages of that kind, but we're going to take a shit kicking because our major exports are to the US.  If they have a recession, we'll suffer too."

"Okay, where would your move stocks if you played the market?" Linda spoke quietly.

"Like I said, precious metals, and buy futures to hedge your bets.  You could buy actual diamonds or jewels of that sort, but stay away from the semiprecious crap like jade, which I'd class as an insecure luxury item.  You should be in relatively good shape buying stocks in essential services too.  Stay out of automotive and airline stocks, but railroads should be okay for a while.  Shipping is iffy though, because oil prices are bound to climb and so will the prices of anything that needs to be transported from one place to another.  On top of that, if people aren't flush with funds they don't buy as much, so international markets are going to take a dive.  Watch the election in the US too, if the democrats get in next time expect the price of oil to skyrocket for a while, but then it might drop like a rock.  On top of that I think the US real-estate market is going to tank, which means no new houses, so there goes our softwood lumber industry down the tubes.  As
far as real-estate is concerned, here in Canada prices might dip, but I'm betting that they'll climb again, probably in short order.  The US market is another story altogether though since there are just too many houses down there that were bought or remortgaged under those stupid sub-prime mortgages.  There are going to be thousands and thousands of mortgage foreclosures, so I think it will take decades for the housing market to fully recover."

"Wow, that sounds almost like you think we're going to have a depression?" Brian frowned.

"Well, that depends on how the US economy reacts and how the rest of the world responds to whatever the Yanks do.  I wouldn't expect a full-fledged depression, but I am predicting a world wide recession that could last for a few years.  I think that's inevitable at this point, but my biggest worry would be to see a 'spend their way out of debt' government down there," she concluded.  "If the Yanks get too deep in the hole and the Chinese end up having to try to call in their loans, things could get damn rough."

"What do you think, Tom?" Linda asked quietly.

"Well, my family is huge in the Canadian petroleum industry, but I decided a few years ago to get into geology from a precious metal viewpoint.  I wanted to be as clear of the present economic situation as possible and I wanted to be independent and self-reliant.  I have to say that right now I still feel I'm far too dependent on outside support, but if I can carry on for another two or three years, I'll be in pretty fair shape to last out a recession," Tom was frowning and thinking deeply.  "Right at the moment I lack the support structure and transport facilities to make a go of it, but I'm working on it.  The major problem I foresee is going to be raising enough food to live on up at the lease if things get really rough, especially since I'm not a farmer, or even a gardener."

"That almost sounds as if you think the situation will get really bad, even worse than a depression," Brian frowned.

"Well, in some ways I'm a pessimist," Tom sighed deeply.  "The economic situation and the fear of climate change are part of my worries, but as I said, I feel I should be able to work around those problems.  Even more than that though, I'm concerned about the combination of humanity's overpopulation along with the health situation in most of the world.  There are just too many people, in relation to our food supply and nature has a way of pruning any population of animals when it overruns its habitat.  In my own lifetime I've seen numerous scares appear one right after the other.  First there was AIDS virus, then there was the Legionaries disease, then SARS, and in the last while there's been that Bird Flu.  One of these times I'm afraid we're going to have a world wide pandemic and nature is going to use her pruning shears on humans.  If and when that happens, I hope to be far from any large concentration of human population, if at all possible."

"Jeez, you're scaring me," Jenny shivered.

"Well, in some ways you have a right to be afraid," Linda hugged her gently.  "Take our own situation for instance, we'd be in a vulnerable position if all the things that Tom is worried about did happen.  We live on a rocky island that doesn't grow anywhere near as much food as it uses, and if it becomes too hard to import food, things could be really rough here.  There simply isn't enough farm land on the island to support everyone, at least not under the conditions Tom worries might happen.  Then if you add in something like an influenza pandemic, the situation gets extremely worrisome.  But, as he said though, he is being pessimistic."

"Well, I'm not so sure about that, Mom," David said quietly.  "I'd say he was a realist, but he's tentative about his conclusions because he's not positive about anything, still a lot of his worries are the same as mine.  I'm only seventeen, but I've seen or heard about all the diseases he mentioned.  Besides that I've looked up the world's population and the starvation rates in various third world countries.  Why do you think I started raising goats and chickens, then started helping out with the garden?  I want to become one of the people who grows more food than I eat."

"Well, Dave, if you ever want to try to raise food in a mountain valley, I'm fairly certain that Tom would let you use a few acres," Sandy winked at Tom.  "He has about fifteen thousand acres under lease and I'm positive that somewhere in that area there must be some land that would be farmable."

"Oh, I think there might be.  The problem would be getting government permission to farm it, since I only have a lease to explore and develop the area for minerals.  Then I'm afraid turning it from untouched wilderness into a working farm would be a darn tough job for anyone," Tom shrugged, then sighed.  "Still, I think talking about that could be a rather long and involved discussion, and since it's getting late, I think we should let you get some sleep.  So, Sandy, what do you say, should we head back to our motel?"

"Wait a minute, you two can't drop something like that on us, then just walk away," Brian said bluntly.  "Is there land on your lease that could be farmed or not?"

"Well, first off, I really don't know.  I'm not a farmer, so I couldn't tell you what sort of land would make a good farm.  Secondly, I'm not sure if I can give anyone permission to farm the land that I have under lease.  I think the government might get involved at that point and I'm certain that would mean surveyors, inspectors and a thousand other bureaucrats, all sticking their noses into my business.  Thirdly, since there isn't a road in and out of the valley and since it's relatively untouched wilderness, the government would probably deny you permission because you wouldn't be able to sell your produce," Tom shrugged and got to his feet.  "To be honest, I'm getting far too tired to discuss this intelligently tonight and we're planning to see you in a day or two anyway, so perhaps we can take up the discussion again at that time."

Since Sandy still wanted to ask Laura how her day had gone, she agreed that they should leave and after minor protests from Brian, Linda and the kids, they walked out to the car and drove away.  Both of them knew that the subject of farming was going to come up again however and Tom really didn't know what he thought about the whole idea.  There were a multitude of problems that might arise if anyone began farming on or even near his claim and he didn't feel he wanted to be involved with another set of problems.

Almost as soon as they left Brian and Linda's driveway, Sandy sighed heavily,  "I'm sorry that I brought that subject up."

"It couldn't be helped," Tom shrugged his shoulders, then chuckled.  "I'm not sure if you caught on, but that whole family is idealistic, so they're trying to turn back the clock and live like homesteaders, but with all the modern conveniences.  I'd almost call them wannabe survivalists except that I didn't see any sign of them being militant or resentful of authority."

"Hah, look who's talking, the guy who lives about thirty miles from his closest neighbour," Sandy laughed lightly.

"I didn't say I wasn't a hermit, but I'm actually surviving in a hostile environment which just happens to be quite isolated, only I'm there because that's my source of income.  The Welches are living on the outskirts of a city and I don't think they even realize how dependent they are on modern conveniences which are allowing them to earn their living. They couldn't carry on their lifestyle while living much further from a center of population because they couldn't generate any income from all the environmental adaptations that they market."

"Oh, after today I think they have a few glimmers of reality.  You just turned everything they've accomplished upside down and inside out for them."

"Actually I can't see that," he frowned.  "I didn't really mention anything about what I'd accomplished."

"Ah, but I said a few things and they jumped to a few conclusions, besides Linda asked some very pointed questions which I answered truthfully.  I didn't sugar coat anything I said either, in fact I thought Jenny was about to have an orgasm when I mentioned that you shot a bear only a few feet from the cabin.  I think that young lady could develop a very serious crush on you."

"Oh great, just what I need," he sighed heavily.  "I don't suppose you mentioned the bull moose you shot, which was closer to you and a hell of a lot more dangerous than the bear."

"Yes, I told them about that too, but the way they reacted, I don't think they have any idea how big a bull moose really is, so to them that wasn't a very big deal.  The strange thing is that Linda grew up in the Yukon and I would have expected her to recall what things were really like, but she seems to have idealized the experience."

"Now that you mention it, I think Brian may be acting somewhat similar to that, but I didn't catch that before I made the deal to purchase that stove and wind generator.  When he offered to come up and install it, I wasn't thinking of the possibility that he meant to bring his whole family with him, so after he broached the subject I couldn't really turn him down.  Now it almost sounds as if in our attempt to explain why I'm there and doing what I do, we may have convinced them to want to move there to stay, which might just be a disaster."

"And don't forget that Laura wants to visit us too, which reminds me, I should try to talk to her as soon as possible.  I'm very curious about what happened at her office when she got back from her lunch break."

"Well before we get away from the discussion about visitors, just before we left Bear Creek I got a letter from my brother JJ, with a note from his son, Jesse.  They want to come help out for the months of July and August, but at least in their case, they know what to expect when they arrive, after all they spent two months there last year.  I'm not sure why they liked it so much, but I guess it was the change from their lives back home.  Margie, JJ's wife and Jesse's mother was killed in a car accident just six months before they came out last year and I felt they needed a change of scenery," Tom snorted a rueful chuckle.  "I suppose they expected sympathy, but what they were met with was a lot of hard work and exercise, starting with a hike of over a hundred miles.  I know that hike kicked heck out of JJ, but at least it took his mind off his loss and he seemed to be a lot more settled after that break away from home.  Jesse was the more resilient of the two and he was
simply fascinated by the idea of living in a real wilderness area.  For a teenage kid, Jesse worked like a man last year and he's got a lot of common sense, but I like having JJ around too.  Overall, I don't mind the idea of the two of them coming for a visit."

Sandy chuckled and Tom glanced at her in surprise.

"What was the chuckle for?" he asked after a short pause.

"How old are your nephew and your brother?"

"Jesse is sixteen and JJ is thirty-four. Why?"

"Well, if Brian and Linda do bring the kids up to visit, Jesse sounds a lot more suitable for Jenny to get excited about than you are and JJ might just be a perfect target for Laura's affections."

"Well, I wouldn't do any premature matchmaking if I were you," Tom snorted.  "I think JJ might still be healing from the loss of his wife and since Jesse is some sort of hockey hero, he's probably got a girlfriend or two back home."

"Hey, I was thinking of a summer fling," Sandy snickered.  "Besides, if I can get the single women chasing after single guys, I'll feel more secure.  I'm not about to stand by and watch as one of them tries to edge me out of my man's affections."

"Well, Laura and Jenny aren't the sort of competition that you need to worry about," Tom laughed softly.  "I think both of them have a lot of growing up to do to get anywhere near your class.  Pretty faces are nice, but brains and character count for far more with me, especially since you have all three."

"Wow, nice save mister, but thank you for the left-handed compliment!" Sandy laughed and reached out to pat his leg.

"Careful, lady!  You could awaken the beast and we're getting close to the motel."

"That sounds good to me," she teased.




Chapter 8

Unfortunately when they got back to the motel there was a note on their door advising them to contact the motel office and when Tom dropped by he was advised to contact Muriel.  She told him that the care home in Bear Creek had phoned to tell her that Serge was extremely ill and not expected to survive for long.  After a flurry of phone calls to arrange a flight back home, then more calls to let Muriel and the Welches know that they were leaving in the morning, they fell into bed and managed to catch a few hours' rest.

Tom and Sandy caught the first plane out of Victoria the next morning, but what with a connection in Vancouver and another in Kamloops, they didn't arrive back in Bear Creek until that afternoon. Once they were there they rushed right to the hospital.  Unfortunately they were too late to be able to say goodbye to Serge, then they were surprised to find that his funeral and burial was to take place in Victoria.  As a result they found themselves back in Victoria only three days after they had left.

One of the letters Muriel had received at the office while Tom was away, annoyed him very much.  Basically it was an announcement from the Provincial Parks Department telling him that his lease was under consideration as a future park.  It was in legalese, so he had to have Laura translate it for him, but he had a hard time controlling his temper as she explained it to him.

The Parks Department was effectively limiting his lease in various ways.  First off, if he wanted to sell the lease, they would disallow the sale to anyone, but the province itself.  Secondly, Tom was not allowed to bring in any heavy mining machinery.  As well as that any roadway improvements through provincially controlled areas would be disallowed.

In effect they were trying to tie his hands and force him out of the area, but what annoyed him most was the fact that Serge's lease was several years old.  In other words, as long as lease fees were coming in and no development was happening, they were content, but once he'd started to develop a claim they wanted to shut him down.  He couldn't even understand how they could have known what he was doing, since he hadn't filed any taxable income from the money he'd earned there yet.  All they legally had to go on was a change of ownership of the lease and his original claim, but none of that included any major funds.  Something about the Parks Department's actions stank to high heaven and Tom made up his mind that right after Serge's funeral he was going to find out just what was going on.

The funeral was a very strange time for Tom.  First of all there weren't very many people there, and Tom only knew Sandy and Muriel, but after the services he was approached by three of the men who had dropped in.  One had been Serge's lawyer and he advised both Tom and Muriel that they should attend the reading of Serge's will in two weeks time at an address in downtown Victoria.

The other two men who approached Tom were representatives from two different mining firms who had purchased leases and mines from Serge at some time in the past.  It surprised Tom to find that both of them recognised him and knew of his dealings with Serge.  What astounded him even more though, was to find that one of the men even knew how much raw gold he'd had assayed in the past year.  Then he pissed Tom off thoroughly by telling him that for a single person operation, he was doing extremely well.  That comment, coming from a man who was dressed in a suit that must have cost a thousand dollars, didn't sit very well with Tom.

"Don't tell me I'm doing well, when you don't know your ass from an adit!  Just remember that I've worked that damn hole for almost two full years and I had four other guys up there last summer for almost three months, all of us working from dawn until dusk.  Then another person joined me for three more months and we worked even harder," Tom stared the man square in the eye.  "I've been snowed in for months at a time, and for several months I damn near starved.  On top of that I have to pack in with every ounce of supplies I use, because if I use a float plane, it has to land on a lake several miles away from my log cabin.  When I did take mules up there to make packing in supplies easier, the damn wolves and bears killed them off.  Hell, we've had to kill bears, wolves, wolverines and rutting bull moose, as well as all sorts of other animals and every one of those died within yards of the company's bunkhouse.  Then to top it off, I just got a notice from the government
telling me that I couldn't sell the lease to anyone else, even if I wanted to.  If I ever let the lease slip out of my hands the Parks Department wants to turn the whole area into another useless park that no one can get to since it's so far from civilization."

"I've heard about most of that," The man in the expensive suit smirked knowingly.  "I believe you may have offended one of the local lawyers in your general area in some way.  He's the one who originally contacted us and I suspect he's probably responsible for your problems with the provincial government, but if you are interested, there is a way around that.  You see our company made a prior offer, which I may say you turned down rather insultingly.  But still, we can legally say that the government was not interested at that time and broke into ongoing negotiations."

"Oh, there's more than one way to skin a cat, but I will talk to my lawyer about your present offer since I consider it a further insult on your part," Tom frowned at the man.

"Then I would recommend that you consult a lawyer who wasn't from Bear Creek," the guy chuckled maliciously.

"Oh, don't worry about that," Tom snorted.  "I've already arranged to give that little prick some competition, even before I found out about your company's illegal bullshit.  I'm bringing in a crackerjack lawyer from Victoria who is going to run that jealous bastard out of town.  You see he's a envious little shmuck, who was formerly married to my girlfriend, which is all I've ever done to offend the obnoxious ass.  I'm one of the many guys in town that he's terrified to meet face to face, but I'm not going after him physically, instead I'm going to help the new lawyer put him out of business.  Then he's going to have to run fast and far to get out of my reach, because I have a rather long arm in western Canada and if I have my way, he'll end up in jail.  Of course now that you've openly admitted that you have conspired with him against me, you just might have the cell next door to his."

"Do you really think you have enough clout do that sort of thing?" the guy still looked slightly amused.

"Yeah, I can," Tom smiled, but it was more like a snarl.  "My whole family has been involved in the resource industry for more than fifty years.  Doesn't my last name ring any bells?"

"Oh my, you're not related to the Dunn-Redding group, are you?" the fancy looking dude suddenly stared at Tom with wide eyes as his face developed a fearful aspect.

Tom just smiled and nodded, but the suit looked at him quite differently, then took a step back and swallowed rather obviously.

"Oh, I'm not all that greatly offended by your actions, and while I know my father has a reputation for being a hard man, even he wouldn't shoot the messenger," Tom kept a thin smile on his face.  "However, you should know that I'm the rebel of the family and my values aren't quite as stringent as my father's.  Once I'm finished dealing with the local lawyer, I'm going to have time to consider how you and your firm have dealt with me.  After all, I'll need to keep the lawyer I bring to Bear Creek gainfully employed, won't I?"

"Well, I didn't mean to offend you in any way, Mr. Dunn," the man tried to look apologetic

"Hey schmuck, the only way you might offend me any further is if you or anyone else from your company tries to warn the lawyer that you just ratted out.  If you did that, I'd definitely have to do something about it, because I intend to see to it that his resume reads 'ex-lawyer,' so do yourself a favour and butt out of this one, completely.  I will warn you that your job is hanging on a very thin thread right at the moment and to cut it, all you'd have to do is to speak to that lawyer about anything, even the weather.  If you do that, you'd better buy a ticket tonight and get onto a plane to a country that refuses extradition to Canada, otherwise I promise - you'll have problems."

"Yes-sir, Mr Dunn," the guy's voice had fallen almost to a whisper.  "I'll go grab a phone and pass on a warning to my company that we had best not contact him, and I'd best do that right now."

"Unh uh, no phone calls, no warnings that can be overheard in any way.  If you want to warn your boss, then you'd best go to his home and whisper it in his ear.  If I even hear a rumour that you passed on a warning to anyone else doing anything illegal regarding my lease or my claim, then your ass is grass and I just bought a weed-whacker.  Now, for your own safety you had best leave this building, but you'd better move like your pants are on fire, because as soon as I find a phone, I'm calling the RCMP!  By the way, that's the fastest way to a lawyer's office, and you might want to hire a real good one," Tom pointed toward the door, then watched the man scurry off.

Sandy and Muriel had been standing back, just watching Tom's quiet conversation with the overdressed little man until he had scuttled away, then they approached.

"What did the dude in the thousand dollar duds want?" Muriel asked bluntly. "You didn't seem happy with him and he left here as if you'd just told him he was in danger."

"Well, he's from the company that sent me that insulting offer on my lease, but what annoys me most is that he knows a lot about my business.  Not only that, but he warned me that Sandy's exhusband is trying his damnedest to sabotage me in any way he can.  Lister has been his company's source of information, which also means that someone in the local assayer's office is crooked enough to be passing on information about me.  So, I'm about to see what I can do to cost a few people their jobs.  When I get done, Laura may be setting up her practise in an area which no longer has a lawyer who can practise legally.  After all, I doubt very much if you can practise law from a jail cell."

"I'm not sure what you intend to do, but I thought assayers weren't allowed to pass on any information about the quantity or quality of the ore they handled?" Sandy frowned.

"Legally, they can't," Tom smiled icily.  "Which is why I intend to contact an official here in Victoria about that situation.  After I get done, heads are going to roll in several departments and branches of government services.  You see I'm betting that the Parks branch also has information it shouldn't have until after my taxes are filed for last year, which you haven't done yet."

"Oh ho, you plan to get the income tax department involved, don't you?" Sandy grinned wickedly.  "Since federal departments love to swat down provincial bureaucrats who are interfering in their playground, that ought to be interesting to watch."

"Well, the provincial authorities have a finger in the income tax pie as well, but the lease my company holds is with the federal government.  I think Federal Mines and Minerals might be interested in the actions of the Provincial Parks Department in this case.  Since the Conservatives have a majority in Federal Parliament and since they're so gung-ho on development of resources, I'd say sparks could fly over this sort of interference with a fully legal, but developing mine."

"Jeez, you fight dirty, don't you?" Muriel chuckled.

"No, not really.  He just releases all of his hounds at the same time, but he makes sure his hounds are all bigger than the coyotes and skunks that they're being sent to chase," Sandy chortled.

"Nope, I don't turn out all the hounds, because I reserve the right to do some of the hunting on my own," Tom said quietly.  "Sandy, would you mind taking Muriel home?  I have to make a few phone calls, then I imagine I'm going to have to talk to a few folks face to face, but I shouldn't be any more than three or four hours."

Twenty minutes later he was sitting in a small room with Laura and she was looking at him almost as if he was a stranger.  Not only had her boss called her away from the work she'd been doing, but she'd been given virtual carte blanche to handle whatever business Tom wanted to have done.  Her present task was to help him to accomplish whatever he wanted, but to advise him so that he didn't even ruffle the law, let alone break it in any way.

Once she saw that the door to the tiny office was closed and they were completely alone she asked, "How did you manage to get permission for me to help you like this?"

"I asked to have you to help me personally," he grinned.  "Of course I did mention just who my family is, then suddenly everyone in your whole office became extremely cooperative."

"Your family?"

"Yes, the Dunn-Redding family, of Dunn-Redding Petroleum Explorations.  I want you to place a call to their office, and I want you to sit in while I'm talking, especially if I'm able to talk with my father," Tom frowned.  "I want you to be nearby if I start to lose my temper.  Just swat my knee, step on my foot or kick me in the ankle if I start to talk too loudly or start looking extremely angry.  I don't want to start another family fight, so I'm asking you to help head it off before it gets started."

Laura couldn't help but giggle nervously, "How much are you paying my boss to have me do this?"

"Not a penny.  I told him that I'd hired you as my lawyer and asked if we could use a private office for a short while.  You'll have to settle the fees for the office use between the two of you and then I'll pay you for that as well as for your time."

"But I work for this firm, not for myself," she protested.

"That's why we're here at the office where you normally work," Tom whispered, while holding his finger in front of his mouth and winking.  "In theory, if you have a question about the law that you can't answer, you can ask one of your bosses about it.  In the mean time, you're getting practical experience in a real time setting and I have a lawyer who is already privy to my situation as well as someone I know has my best interests at heart."

"Oh, you are sneaky," she giggled again.

"Ahha, now that you're in a good mood, we need to phone Dunn-Redding in Calgary and I'll get you to place the call.  Ask for Jack Dunn Senior and tell the woman who answers the phone that it's a personal call from Thomas Dunn of Sunrise Mineral Exploration and Development.  When Dad gets on the phone, greet him, give him your name, then say you'll connect me, wait a few seconds, then I'll pick up this phone, but I want you to stay on that line and listen in.  Oh, one other thing, don't mention that you're my lawyer until I tell you to, okay?"

Laura glanced at the number Tom had written down and handled the call in the exact manner he'd indicated, then watched his face as Tom picked up the phone.

"Hi Dad.  How are you doing?"

"Hello Tom, I'm doing all right.  How are you and what is this Sunrise Mineral business?"

"Oh, I suppose JJ told you I discovered a gold claim and started mining it.  I bought out an exploration and development company to get the mineral lease for several thousand acres in the same area.  Now though I've run into a crooked lawyer who is causing all sorts of problems and I thought I'd call you for some advice before I lose my temper, then go ape-shit and screw things up royally."

"Well, you may be growing up after all," Laura watched Tom's eyes roll back, so she patted him on the knee, grinned and shook her finger at him.  "So just what has this lawyer been doing that has you so riled up that you'd call me for advice?"

"Well, to start with he's managed to get into my assayer's pockets deeply enough that the assayer has been passing on my ore production numbers to others before I even get to declare them on my taxes," Tom told his father first, but after that he carried on with all the other things that had happened and how he suspected everything had been done.

"Whoa, I think this lawyer has it in for you and is bending and breaking laws at will to hurt your business.  Does he have a reason?" Jack Dunn asked quietly.

"Only the fact that my accountant is his ex-wife and now she's become my girlfriend or rather my fiancée," Tom admitted freely.  "She left him because he was abusive.  By the way, his name is Sheridan Lister."

"Okay, I see how the problem could develop," Jack snorted. "Is this the young woman that you wrote about, the one who spent three months with you in an isolated cabin in the mountains during the winter?"

"Yes, Dad.  I think she's a keeper."

"If she puts up with you under those sorts of conditions, she must be, but to get back to this other thing, do you happen to have a lawyer?"

"Sure do, Dad.  She's waiting nearby if you want to talk to her.  She happens to be the legal advisor to my company, as well as my personal lawyer."

The old man broke into laughter for a few seconds, but quickly calmed down, "Okay, Tom.  You did learn while you were around your mother and me.  Is she listening in now and available on another phone?"

"She can be if you'd like."

"Please, then we can all discuss this without too much repetition."

Tom waited a second, then nodded at Laura.

"Hello, Mr. Dunn, we did speak previously, since I was the person who initiated this phone call.  My name is Laura Preston," Laura said quietly.

"Just call me Jack, Laura.  What I want to know is, have all the people involved in the company been advised of your problems and is there any chance that any of them might be involved in any way?"

"Yes sir, they all know about the situation, but there is no chance that any of them would do anything that involved Sheridan Lister, no chance at all," Laura answered when Tom shook his head.  "None of the people involved with the company have any respect for Sheridan Lister and most assuredly wouldn't make a deal with that individual."

"Dad, the only shareholders I haven't spoken to personally are JJ and Jesse.  I've given each of them ten shares of nonvoting stock for the work they did last year, but the share certificates may not even be delivered yet, so I doubt if they know anything about the situation," Tom added.

"Okay, I understand," John said slowly.

"Mr. Dunn, you should know that the company has been in existence since 1954, even though your son only purchased it last year.  The former majority owner was Serge Potemchin, but the owner of record should now be listed as your son, Tom.  If you have your lawyer search through the BC Registrar of Companies you will find Sunrise Mineral Exploration and Development listed and he can obtain any pertinant details from them.  However, I'm unsure if the recent changes in company personnel will have been registered yet, but that's only because the new list of stockholders was only recently issued," Laura added quietly.

"Since the company predates ours, I'll simply take your word for that, Laura.  Although it would be fun to have one of my lawyers research it, just for the enjoyment I'd get from seeing the look on his face when he had to tell me that my son owns a company which is older than mine," Jack Dunn chuckled softly.  "However, Tom, I think I'll have a discussion with a local politician after this conversation, if you don't mind.  I believe he'd be very interested that a mining firm with a Federal lease was being pressured by the Provincial Parks branch.  By the way, can I take it that the route JJ and Jesse traversed with your mule-team last year is your normal supply route?"

"Yeah, when we can use it, but that doesn't include much of the year, from early fall until late spring the possibility of avalanches makes it too dangerous to be used.  Otherwise we have to fly things in and land on a local lake, then pack the supplies up to the mine from there.  I can't seem to overwinter mules at the mine-site either, because the bears and wolves are too numerous and they seem to love mule meat."

"I was wondering about that.  JJ was saying that you insisted he and Jesse both carry a rifle if they left camp.  Is that sort of protection something you consider essential and a normal routine?"

"Yeah, it is.  The area is no place for normal tourists, Dad.  There is a native town about twenty-five or thirty miles down Bowman Lake, but they don't have a doctor or even an RCMP officer there.  The whole area of the lease is primal bush, so the animals aren't accustomed to humans.  Even getting to the upper valleys from Bowman Lake is a long hike up a cliff-side where one misstep could mean you'd fall anywhere from fifty to seventy-five yards into a raging river.  That section would probably kill most campers and hikers before they got a mile into the area.  The combination of all the facters makes the idea of turning the area into a park something of a sick joke.  That area would be a death trap for anyone who wasn't fully prepared and a damn fine woodsman to boot.  That lease is in raw, untouched wilderness and getting there is no picnic."

"Well how do you get in and out then?"

"I hike in on a trail which is more than a hundred miles long that twists and turns over, around and through a mountain range.  The other way to get there is by plane, which can land on a small lake at some times of the year, but even then you have to hike uphill for three or four miles to get to the cabin and the mine.  If anyone from the Parks department wants to see what it's like, I'd suggest they come in via Bowman Lake.  That way, if they give me warning when they're coming I'll be able to stand by to rescue them.  Either that or they could stop at Bowman's Bluff and hire a guide to bring them in the rest of the way."

"I take it that would be a rather difficult way to come into the area, would it?"

"Dad, I've been trying to tell you, there are no easy ways leading to the lease.  Each and every route is a pain in the ass, because all the trails are difficult and dangerous.  Just ask JJ and Jesse what they thought of their trip to the cabin and remember, they came in by the safest and easiest route."

"Actually I've seen the pictures of their trip and I'll admit that leading a string of mules along a foot wide path on a steep grade above a deep gorge is not my idea of a safe or easy hike.  Oops, just a second please," Jack paused and the phone went silent for a moment, then he was back.  "I have my friendly local politician on the phone, so I should take his call, then call you back after talking to him.  Come to think of it, he's one of the people I should talk to about your problem since he's a Member of Parliament in Ottawa.  Is there a number where I can reach you later, Tom?"

"Sure, Dad. I'm at the lawyer's office right now and we have a few other calls to make, but inside of an hour or so we'll be at the local company office.  I can have my office manager, my accountant and my lawyer all standing by at that time, how would that be?"

"Damn, that's better than I can do on such short notice," Jack chuckled.  "Would it be convenient if I make plans to call you at about five, my time?"

"We'll talk to you then, Dad, and thanks for the help."

As both Tom and Laura hung up the phone, she looked at him with a smile, "You never lost your cool at all, so why did you talk about having me kick your ankle if you got angry?"

"Well, I think Dad was flustered, and he was being more civil toward me than normal, so I had to return the favour," Tom grinned and broke into a chuckle.  "Just the idea that I have a legal gold mine and a valid company, with an existing federal lease suddenly justifies my existence in his eyes.  Besides that, he's not used to having me talk to him on anything near equal status.  Then on top of that I asked him for advice and that's the first time I've asked him for anything since I was sixteen years old.  We're too much alike to be close friends, so we're just a father and son who try to be civil and seldom manage, something like that family on TV that build the fancy motorcycles."

"You've got to be kidding!" she snorted.  "No family could really be like that, could it?"

"Oh yeah.  Dad and I strike sparks, easily and often.  Anyway, you're not done as my lawyer yet today.  We need to make a few more calls to raise some more shit for Mr. Sheridan Lister.  I want to kick his butt.  However, I want to do it legally."

"Tom, I'd like to ask one of the senior partners to join us, if that's all right with you.  I'd prefer to have his advice on how to step on a lawyer, especially one who is blatantly breaking the law."

"Hey, when it comes to the law, you're the one with the education, so I'll accept your guidance.  Let's do it your way," Tom smiled.

"I'll see if Mr. Jamison is available.  I know he has something to do with the professional conduct section of the BC Law Society and helps handle disciplinary matters."

"Wonderful!" Tom smiled and nodded enthusiastically.  "He sounds like just the man we want to talk to."

Frank Jamison was extremely interested in what Tom had to tell him.  Actually he grew incensed as Tom laid out his accusations of Sheridan Lister's actions and took copious notes of the various times, activities and people who had to be involved, noting how everything tied together.  Then with Tom and Laura still in the room he began to check those same facts.  After making only two phone calls, he called in three other lawyers and got them involved, then he took Tom and Laura down the hall to a much more palatial office.  After motioning them to seats, he sat behind his desk and slowly shook his head.

"I'm not sure if you realize what you seem to have stumbled upon, but this is a major disciplinary problem and it will have widespread ramifications," he sighed heavily.  "From what I have seen so far there has to be more than one lawyer involved, as well as a number of civil servants and government employees, not to mention private individuals.  We're going to have to call in the police on this one and I'm going to have to ask a judge to issue a search warrant for at least one law office as well as an assayer's establishment.  However, before I do that, it would be best if I knew what other actions you have taken."

"Well, I called my father and he was going to call a politician friend of some sort who is involved with the Federal Government in one way or another.  That was to do with my lease and the Parks Department's brainwave about turning that lease into another wilderness park of some sort."

"I was under the impression that you have a working mine on your lease, or isn't that claim actually within your lease?"

"Oh, it's within the federal lease all right.  That's why I bought the lease, then I went whole hog and bought the company which held the lease."

"Hmmm, there is something fishy here.  Laura, if I remember correctly from the original papers you showed me, the company held a long term lease on that area, did it not?"

"Yes, sir, it did.  The initial lease was established fifteen years ago and was for forty-nine years, so the original agreement still had thirty-four years to run.  Then when I checked federal regulations, I found that it was renegotiable in the case of discovery of sufficient recoverable precious minerals," Laura noted.  "As a result of the fact that Tom now has a working gold mine on that lease, we applied for an extension on the present lease rights.  As well as that when the company personnel went through a recent change and the shares were redistributed, we mentioned that further involvement, along with the necessary notification.  We are seeking to have the lease renegotiated to its original term of forty-nine years and as well we would like to have the federal government grant us the right to improve at least one of the access routes.  Also, due to the relative inaccessibility of the region we asked for permission to cultivate a small farm and garden in an arable
section of the lease.  Tom wants to attempt to produce some foodstuffs for use by the miners he intends to employ."

"Well done, Laura, very well done!" Jamison chuckled slightly.  "Mr. Dunn and Laura, I'm afraid that I'm going to be here for several more hours this evening, but I would think that the two of you could leave without causing problems.  I will be in contact with you in the very near future, Mr. Dunn.  I'd also like you to know that your faith in the abilities of Miss Preston certainly does her no harm.  She has also made me aware that you have offered to help her establish a firm in Bear Creek and after I see how the law has been represented there up until now, I can certainly understand why you would be eager to do so."

The older lawyer paused as if thinking, then he smiled, "Laura, what do you think of my son, Charles?  In this instance, I would like you to be brutally honest with me and give me your opinion of him both as a lawyer and as a person."

"Well, he's always been friendly toward me and from what I've seen, he certainly knows the law, especially real-estate law.  I think he's a nice enough guy.  I know he's married and that his wife is a friendly lady.  But, I have to ask, why are you asking me questions concerning him?"

"I was thinking of asking you to consider the idea of taking on a partner in your new location and I know that Charles wishes to move to a smaller city, preferably in the interior.  I could offer the two of you an affiliation with this office, which could be advantageous to both of us.  As well, I believe if I were to back the new firm, it would reduce any possible legal ramifications of having Mr. Dunn provide you with funding to establish an office in Bear Creek."

"Oh, there's no legal reason I'd need to personally provide her with any backing, Mr. Jamison," Tom snorted.  "Laura is already the legal council for Sunrise Mineral Exploration and Development and has non-voting shares in the company as our legal representative.  The company will back her in order to establish a law firm which has an office closer to our actual physical operation.  In all probability she will also be the local legal representative in the Bear Creek area for Dunn-Redding Petroleum Explorations since she impressed my father when they spoke earlier today.  As for your son joining her as a business partner, that will be Laura's decision.  You should know that she already has an office tentatively under lease and has arranged for a place of residence in the area, so I think she should be considered the senior partner, even if your son does join her firm."

Frank Jamison stared at Tom as if he'd just seen a small twig turn into a six-foot long rattlesnake, then he shook his head and carefully smiled, "Mr. Dunn, I think you should discuss my proposition with Laura, but you might also wish to meet with my son before you leave the city.  I really do believe the proposed partnership would be advantageous to all the parties involved, and I am including your company, Laura's proposed firm and this firm in that assessment."

"Well, since you've made your proposal and I have other things that I really need to do, I think I'll head for my local office.  Did you say that Laura was free to leave?  If so, I could give her a ride home, since it's on my way."

"Mr. Dunn, I would appreciate it very much if you would see Laura safely home," Frank Jamison smiled openly, then stood to hold out his hand to Tom.

Out in the hallway Laura leaned close to Tom and spoke quietly, "Tom, an association with this law firm would be a major advantage for a small outlying firm and I like the idea of having a partner as good as Charles is at real-estate law.  We'd compliment each other in our skills.  Besides, he is a really nice guy and his wife is just as nice as he is."

"Okay, so why are you saying something now instead of after we're alone?" Tom asked.

"Because at this time of day Charlie is on his break, so you could meet him right now.  I agree with Mr. Jamison that you two should meet because you're going to be dealing with him eventually, but on top of that, you seem to be a great judge of character."

"Okay, let's go meet Mr. Frank Jamison's son," Tom sighed softly.

Charles Jamison surprised Tom.  In the first place he didn't look or act like his father and in the second place he really was a very friendly and very open young man.  When Tom first saw him, he was sitting alone at a table with a few papers in front of him, but as they approached he glanced up.  His face lit in a smile at the sight of Laura and he included Tom in his glance.

"Hi Laura.  How are you doing and who is this?"

"Charlie, meet Tom Dunn."

"Ahha, the third son and youngest son of Jack Dunn, the owner on record of Dunn-Redding Petroleum Explorations.  I believe Tom might well be referred to as the rebel in the family though, since he refused to be involved in the petroleum industry, right?" Charles held out his right hand.  "I was at the university at the same time as you were and now that I think about it, I recall seeing you play soccer on the varsity team several times, so this is pleasure, but may I ask how you know Laura?"

"She happens to be legal council for Sunrise Mineral Exploration and Development, a company which I happen to own," Tom shook the extended hand.  "And you are Charlie Jamison, the equally rebellious son of Frank Jamison, who is a senior partner in this law firm.  By the way, said senior partner is at this moment finding a way to kick the ass of a crooked lawyer.  That's important to you because he is thereby paving the way for his son to have a chance at becoming a partner in a law firm which will replace the firm owned by the crook."

"Sorry, Charlie, but you just got one-upped," Laura burst into laughter at the surprised look on Charles' face.  "Now it's my turn, how would you like to be a partner in a new law firm being established in a town of ten thousand people, located in the interior of the province?"

"Are you kidding me?" Charles flopped back in his seat and stared at Laura in astonishment.  "Who do I have to bury in paperwork and smother with lawsuits to get that opportunity?"

"No one.  Your father has offered to assist you to establish your share of the firm and Sunrise Mineral Exploration and Development is assisting me with my share.  We'd be moving into a legal vacuum in the area as well, because Tom has just set the wheels in motion to disbar the local shylock who has been masquerading as a lawyer."

"The company has already arranged to rent Laura an office and found her a place to live," Tom smiled, making certain that point was established.  "Laura seems to think that your skills would compliment hers, but she thought I should meet you now, instead of one day when I have a problem and come into your office demanding help."

"Whoa, slow down, please," Charles held up both hands.  "Are you two for real?"

"Yes, but I was counting on only having one person in the office, so I may have to renegotiate that lease for something bigger," Tom already liked the young man and besides, Laura was the one who had to work with him.  "There is one other thing though, Laura wants to take some time to travel in the back country and see my neck of the woods when she finishes her commitments here.  Which means you might have to hold down the fort on your own for a while, could you do that?"

"I could certainly do my best, but I'll miss the support we have here."

"Oh, you won't be left hanging in the wind on that count either, your father has offered us an affiliation with this office, providing I take you in as a partner," Laura grinned.  "Now I need to hear a yes or a no, unless you think you should talk to May first."

"Just one more question, where is this place?"

"It's called Bear Creek, and sits on the edge of Fraser River Valley, up in the Cariboo area." Tom answered.

"Hell, yes. I'll be your business partner, Laura," he grinned just as widely as she was.  "I don't even have to call home to ask the wife for her comments.  May will be ecstatic to move up there, since Bear Creek is only fifty or sixty miles from her parents' farm."

"Do yourself a favour and call your wife before you commit yourself to signing on the dotted line," Tom frowned at him, then winked.  "Start out by saying that you've been offered a junior partnership in a brand-new law firm in a town in the interior that is big enough to keep three or four lawyers employed.  Then tell her who your partner would be and that your dad has offered an affiliation with this office.  Once you've told her all that, mention where it is, then finally, ask her if you should accept the offer."

Laura giggled and Charlie grinned, then rolled his chair over to a nearby counter and picked up the handset of a phone.  All three of them thought they knew what the answer was going to be, but Laura wanted to be there to hear May's reaction.  The squeal that they heard over the phone receiver was all that Laura needed though, then she hugged Tom.

"Take me home, I want to tell Mom and Sandy," Laura said quietly, leaning back and staring him in the eyes.  "Sandy is one very lucky gal."

"Actually I think I'm the lucky guy to have been fortunate enough to become involved with Sandy," Tom winked at her.

"Okay, let's agree that you're both lucky to have each other."

"That's something I can agree with," Tom grinned, then waved a hand at Charles, who was still talking on the phone.  "See you later, Charlie.  We've got to go now."

"See you two and thanks a million!" Charlie called out as they left the room.

As Tom drove Laura home he realized that she wasn't just happy with her new situation, she was ecstatic.  In fact she prattled on incessantly, even after they got back to her home, so Tom finally felt he had to say something to calm her down.

"Laura, I know you're happy about your good fortune, but we're still going to get a call from my father in about an hour and I think we might need to get our ducks in a row before he calls," Tom said quietly.  "I think we should all sit down in your mom's office and discuss the whole situation."

"I have to agree,"  Muriel nodded.  "I am extremely happy about your new business and your prospects, Laura, but we do need to sound somewhat professional when Tom's father calls."

"Well, I think Tom must be psychic, because he brought along copies of all the relevant papers he has and had me bring along his recent financial records, so we can have all of those at hand.  I don't know exactly what we might need though," Sandy said quietly.

"Well, I think we need copies of the changes we've made recently, along with the older documents dealing with my purchase of the Serge's lease and his company.  I don't have any idea what Dad will want to know other than that," Tom shrugged his shoulders.  "Maybe he just wants to talk about family happenings for all I know."

"Actually, I rather doubt that, just from what he said when we were talking to him," Laura frowned slightly.  "From what he said during the last portion of our conversation, I think he might be calling to update you on his discussion with that politician, although he might well stray into personal issues."

"Yeah, well just in case he wants information, I think we should have it all at hand." Sandy looked serious.  "I think Laura and I might want to go over the new lease agreement we've proposed to the Federal Government, but we'd better have all my latest financial records handy as well."

"Well, as far as Dad is concerned, I'm more worried about that letter from the Provincial Parks Department.  He may want us to fax him a copy of that to show to his politician buddy." Tom frowned slightly.  "Do you have a fax machine, Muriel?"

"I sure do.  Do you have a number for your father's business?  If you do, we could second guess him and send him the information before he even asks for it," Muriel winked at Tom.

"I think I have the number for the fax in his private office," Tom grinned, as he dug out his wallet and handed her a card.  "Here you go.  You might include a copy of the proposed amendments for the lease as well, because if he plans to pass things along to a politician, we might as well be thorough.  Who knows, perhaps our application for changes to the lease might be fast-tracked."

"Oh, I like that sort of thinking," Muriel laughed softly.  "That's what Serge used to call 'following the game, but staying one step ahead of the play' and he was darn good at it, but it looks like you might be even better.  I can certainly see why he liked you."

"Thanks, but I'm afraid he used to out-think me most of the time." Tom sighed.  "I'm going to miss him a lot."

"I think everyone who knew Serge will miss him." Sandy said quietly as she reached over to gently pat Tom's hand.  "I know I will, and I didn't know him all that well or all that long."

The room fell almost silent then, only disturbed by the sound of the fax machine doing its thing, then Muriel cleared her throat.

"Laura, I'd really like a cup of tea, but I think I should stay here, just in case Tom's dad calls earlier than he said, so if you don't mind, do you suppose you could make it?" she asked quietly.

Laura was willing, so the whole group were relaxing over a cup of tea when the phone rang.

"Sunrise Mineral Exploration and Development, how may I help you?" Muriel answered, then winked at Tom.  "Why hello Mr. Dunn.  Your son is here with his whole crew and they suggest that it might save time if you are on speaker-phone, would you agree to that?"

"That would be fine, and thank you for asking," Jack responded.

"Hi Dad.  I have Sandy, my accountant here, along with Muriel, my local office manager and Laura, my lawyer.  What questions do you have for us?"

"Not very many," Jack chuckled.  "Actually the fax you've already sent answers almost all the questions we were preparing to ask you.  I can tell you right off the bat that the Provincial Parks Department had absolutely no legal right to send you that letter concerning their proposal to establish a park on your lease.  The Federal Department of Mines and Minerals will be putting a halt to that idea.  As well as that my local Member of Parliament is going to see if he can expedite your proposal of changes to your lease.  Since you already have a producing mine on that lease he thinks it'll be a slam dunk."

"Wonderful, Dad, thank you very much."

"Well there are one or two small details that will need to be checked out.  For instance where did you register your claim and do you happen to know who handled your application?"

"Just one moment, Dad." Tom picked a sheet of paper out of the file in front of Sandy.  "The claim was registered in the Bear Creek office and the paperwork was signed by a fellow by the name of Kurt Morgenthau, that's spelled M-O-R-G-E-N-T-H-A-U."

"Okay, I have that.  Now where and when did you register the purchase of the lease and the company, 'Sunrise Mineral Exploration and Development?'  Was that handled in the same office?"

"Yes it was and it was handled by the same guy and on the same date.  Is there something wrong with that registration or something?"

"No, not really, but inside of a week there were two separate requests for information forwarded to the Registrar of Companies in Victoria as well as a single request to the Federal Department of Mines and Minerals."

"Well Dad, would one of those be from a fellow in Victoria by the name of Arthur Pageant?"

"Yes, it is, but how did you know that?"

"He happens to be a fellow I helped rescue up in the Yukon, when I was prospecting up there, but he works for a branch of the Provincial Government now.  I met him a week or two ago and he said that some of my paperwork crossed his desk, so he was curious to see if it was the guy who had rescued him.  It might take some doing, but I might be able to find out more about him, if that turns out to be necessary."

"No, there's no reason for you to go to the trouble.  We already have his name and address, but the reason I was asking is that the second request came from Sheridan Lister.  We were just wondering if there was a link of some sort between the two."

"I rather doubt it, Dad, but I suppose it's possible." Tom frowned.  "I just can't see it though, since Artie is so forthright and when I talked to him just a short time ago he freely admitted that he'd looked over whatever information he could find.  Come to think of it though, he did make reference to my income, but I don't know how recent his information could have been."

"Well, if he had the right job with a Provincial Government office, he might have been legally allowed to do that sort of investigation.  I think he will be checked out though.  Is he a good friend of yours?"

"No, not really.  In fact I don't know him all that well.  Like I said, the only other time I saw him was when he was rescued from being lost out on the open tundra.  Sandy and I just happened to meet him the other night when we were listening to live music at a jazz club here in Victoria.  Judging from the open way he admitted that he was snooping though, I doubt if he would be involved in anything unethical like this and I really can't see him being involved with anyone like Lister."

"I see." Jack commented quietly.  "I don't think there is any other information we might need right now, but there is one other thing I should ask you.  Would you be willing to testify before a political committee in Ottawa concerning the situation that has developed over your lease?  I think it would put your proposed amendments to that lease on the high burner and you might assure yourself a favourable decision if you do testify."

"Politics at work, huh, Dad?" Tom snorted.

"Well, yes it is, Tom, but I think the politics are necessary this time.  I don't really think that any jack-leg lawyer from East Podunk should be able to sneak in the back door and derail the legal attempts of a company to make changes to a prior lease agreement.  That's almost in the same vein as owning a house, but having to get all of your neighbours' permission before being able to change a carpet.  I think Lister is trying to screw you, but only because he's a jealous little weasel and I can't see how that can be legal.  As far as I'm concerned he should never have been able to get his hands on your business information in the first place.  I feel that information should be held back, unless there is an actual involvement of all parties connected to the situation."

"Well, I'll think about testifying, Dad."  Tom sighed.  "Even if I do testify, I might not agree with your reasoning, so what I say might not advance your agenda."

"Oh, I'm fully aware of that, Tom and while I know you're the one who is directly involved, I also know that you often see things in a different light than I do" Jack chuckled.  "I'll keep you informed of any further developments and I'd like to say thank you to all your people for being there and available just in case they were needed.  From the conversation we've just had I can tell that you have a top notch crew who are very well prepared.  Now I really have to go, so bye for now."

With that he was gone, leaving Muriel and the others staring at Tom.

"Is he always as abrupt as that?" Sandy asked.

"Only when he feels he might be getting into an argument he might lose." Tom shrugged.  "He may be having second thoughts about having me testify before that political committee as well though.  I'm sure he knows that I'd prefer to see less governmental and industrial secrecy than he'd like to have, so that invitation might be withdrawn.  I think you might have noticed that he never asked one question of anyone else didn't you?  That's because of the way he was raised.  In his book, if he hired you, you're a subordinate and he prefers to talk to the man at the top."

"Is that a polite way of saying that he's a misogynist?" Laura asked quietly.  "Because he didn't give me that impression when we talked to him before."

"Ah, but I sandbagged him then." Tom grinned.  "He wanted a legal opinion and he knew you were my lawyer, so he literally had to talk to you politely.  Now before you all start to think that I'm too hard on him, just remember that on my last day of highschool he handed me a letter that gave me little or no choice about my future.  It virtually said that I had to take the job he had arranged for me to have, as well as the university courses that he preferred, or else I was on my own.  In other words, it was his way or the highway, but I chose the option and did things my way.  I know darn well that I'm just as stubborn as he is, but I have a lot more tolerance for others than he does.  I think I get the bullheaded genes from his side of the family and the equanimity from my mother."

"Tom, look at the time."  We've got to run if we are going to fly out tonight." Sandy broke in then

Although they made a mad dash for the airport, they missed the flight and had to spend the night, but instead of driving back to Victoria from the airport they spent the night at a local motel.  That might have been better anyway, because they were able to fly home during the day and were in much better shape when they did arrive home.

Considering what they ran into shortly after arriving back at Bear Creek, that was probably a very good thing.




Chapter 9

The next several weeks were extremely hectic for Tom and Sandy.  In fact the last weeks of January were the beginning of a frenzied period which seemed to affect almost everyone they knew.  Tom's refusal to quietly accept the backstabbing actions of Sheridan Lister, or lay back and be screwed over by the Provincial Parks Branch may have set off the initial frenzy.  However, the actions of Frank Jamison and Jack Dunn quickly drew a multitude of others into the fray.

The Law Society built a case of impropriety, malfeasance and criminal misconduct against Sheridan Lister.  He was quickly censured by the Law Society, his license to practise was revoked and only two days after Tom's initial complaint, a judge quietly issued a warrant for his arrest.  The first publically visible action of Tom's allegations happened right on Main Street in Bear Creek when the local RCMP arrested Lister as he walked out of a local coffee shop.

The following surprise search of Lister's office building and his home for illegal activities and pertinent records led the RCMP to Fred Smithies who worked at the local assayer's office.  Smithies confessed almost instantly, then implicated Lister in several legal irregularities, including the fact that Lister trafficked in drugs and stolen goods.  That implication resulted in a much more thorough search of Lister's properties, which led to the seizure of his residence, his car, and even his boat, but surprisingly, not his office building and warehouse.  Actually his business records showed several irregularities that tied him to various illegal activities, but not to the drug sales and smuggling operations.  The records concerning the fencing of stolen goods and drug trafficing operations were found in his home instead of his office, so he had tried to hide his illegal activities to some extent, just not very successfully.  Actually the drug-sniffer dogs found traces of opiates
throughout his house, in his car and even in his boat, which is why they were instantly confiscated.

Lister's arrest also led to a series of further legal actions, several arrests and a surprising number of sudden disappearances from the local cadre of shady characters.  The arrests included an insurance agent and a well-known real-estate agent, both of whom had offices in Lister's office building, but the arrests also included one of Bear Creek's newest policemen.  Those three arrests seemed to trigger the disappearance of several additional people, but most of those people seemed to have little visible means of support.  The exceptions to that were a used car salesman, the owner of a small used goods store and two beauty technicians who skipped out along with the owner of a local hair salon.  Rumour ran rampant concerning those disappearances and people began to refer to the group as the 'Lister gang' and the consensus of opinion seemed to be 'good-riddance to bad rubbish.'  Perhaps it was no surprise, but the number of petty thefts, muggings, fights and other minor
infringements of the law soon fell to the lowest rate the police had seen in years.  Perhaps that was a good thing since Lister was disbarred, under arrest and in custody, with most of his property under seizure, so he was unable to practise law.  As a result Bear Creek no longer had a functioning law office.

However, within a day of Lister's arrest, a sign painter was working on the window of the office next door to Sandy's.  The sign he painted on that window proclaimed to the world that the legal firm of Preston and Jamison was opening an office at that address in the very near future.  Within a week Laura Preston and Charles Jamison were in town, being introduced to various influential people by Tom and Sandy.  For a few days, all four of them were involved in setting up the law office, moving Laura into Sandy's home and searching for a house that would suit Charles and his wife, May.  Then Sandy had to return to work at her tax office and Tom became mired in the two legal actions which he'd instigated, but which his father and Frank Jamison had virtually taken over.

Tom was asked to testify before a political committee meeting in Ottawa, spending most of a day on a jet flying to Ottawa, then three more days listening to politicians' boring speeches.  His testimony actually only took less than two hours on the third afternoon.  At least he had the satisfaction of hearing that the actions of the Provincial Parks Branch of British Columbia concerning his lease would be disallowed.  Since that was all he really cared about, he was on a jet flying back to Victoria the next morning.

He scarcely had time for a light lunch, then he had to rush to a courtroom and testify before the final investigation into the actions of Sheridan Lister by the Law Society of British Columbia.  Most of Tom's time for the next two days involved him listening to long involved speeches which he barely understood.  However he waited for the last day of the Lister investigation just so he could watch as the disbarred lawyer was led into the courtroom and officially reprimanded for his actions.  Since Lister had been charged with various other crimes by then, he was in handcuffs and being escorted by an officer of the law, but Tom got no satisfaction out of that.  Actually all he felt was a trace of disgust and a feeling of regret that any man could waste his life the way Lister had.

In both cases where Tom had been asked to testify, he had been thoroughly bored, so he was quite happy to have those experiences behind him. That probably made the reading of Serge Potemchin's will all the more interesting for him when it happened a week later.  Serge Potemchin had been extremely well off in the later years of his life, but he had no living relatives.  As a result his will reflected his wish to reward those he'd felt were worthy.

For instance, the doctor who had kept Serge alive for the last few years was left a large house which sat on the hill overlooking a local lake near Bear Creek.  Serge's favourite nurse received a five-year-old Cadillac sedan which had barely been broken in before Serge had been hospitalized and since then it had sat on blocks in a heated garage.  He left the care home in which he had been living for his last few years almost half a million dollars worth of stocks and bonds, but stipulated that the funds had to be used for improvements, not expansion.  His lawyer, his accountant and the executer of his will each received a matching bequest of stocks and bonds, each worth almost a quarter of a million dollars.  Serge must have really appreciated Muriel's work though, because she received a series of savings bonds which at face value were worth over half a million dollars.

The next item mentioned in the will absolutely astonished Tom though.  It seemed that Serge had owned a second company, 'White Out Wilderness Services,' a firm that specialized in delivering both people and supplies to areas with limited access.  Although Tom hadn't known who owned the company, he'd certainly heard of its reputation for getting supplies through to isolated areas, often while working under difficult or dangerous conditions.  Tom was bequeathed 65% of its shares, with the other 35% being divided between the seven permanent employees of the firm.

When the announcement of that bequest was made, Tom gasped, but then he heard a minor disturbance as several people behind him made surprised and approving noises, so he turned to glance back.  A group of seven people, three women and four men, were wearing smiles, but returned his glance and seemed curious about him.  Tom smiled, waved a hand, and silently formed the words 'See you later!' with his lips, before turning his attention back to the executer who was frowning as he read the final wording of the will.

"There is one final codicil to the will, which was added in the last year.  It is to the effect that Thomas Dunn, now the principal owner of White Out Wilderness Services, shall be granted an additional bequest of the remains of the stock portfolio amassed by Serge Potemchin.  A special note mentions that all Dunn-Redding Petroleum Explorations stocks within that portfolio shall be earmarked for Thomas Dunn, and not included in any previous bequest.  However, to qualify for those stocks Thomas Dunn must be willing to pay all inheritance fees, taxes and duties owed on ALL shares of White Out Wilderness Services stock, including the stocks now held by the seven White Out Wilderness Sevices employees," the executer lifted his eyes and stared at Tom, who had broken into laughter.

"Sorry sir," Tom managed to say, "but I am surprised and delighted by Serge's sense of humour.  You see my father and I have never gotten along well from the time I was quite a young man, but my father is the man who started the Dunn-Redding company and still owns the major share of its stock.  It seems rather fitting to use shares from my father's company to guarantee that White Out Wilderness Services is on a solid footing.  That action is Serge's final wish for me to do things my way and I will most assuredly accept his limitation of paying the taxes due on the inheritance of the people at White Out."

"Young man, I'm unsure of the appraised value of White Out Wilderness Services, but since the Dunn-Redding stock values are not listed here, the inheritance fees and taxes for White Out Wilderness Services may well be more than value of the stocks you are inheriting."

"That's okay, sir," Tom chuckled.  "I own a gold mine in a secluded area and access is a major problem.  I'm quite certain that the people at White Out will make my supply problems much easier to manage.  In turn that means I'll be able work the mine much more easily and I'll be able to mine enough gold to pay any outstanding taxes remaining after using the proceeds of the sale of those stocks."

He briefly heard clapping from behind him and knew it was the people from White Out, but then the executer was winding up the reading of the will.  Once everything had been straightened around and he was free to go, he wheeled Muriel to the back of the room where Laura sat.  Laura was wearing a huge smile as he wheeled Muriel to her side.

"I don't think Serge or the executor of his will were up to date on the tax situation," Laura snickered.  "Canada hasn't had inheritance taxes since the 1970s.  I think it was 1972 when that law was rescinded, but I'm not sure of that date, so don't quote me.  At any rate there may be some form of transfer fee, but you won't owe anywhere near as much money as inheritance taxes would have been."

"It wouldn't matter," Tom laughed.  "I'll let you and Sandy worry about that.  I think Serge was giving my dad a postmortem dig over his actions toward me when he refused to help me with university tuition.  The idea that I can use the sale of a block of stocks in Dad's company to keep one of my companies afloat tickles me pink.  Now I should talk to the folks from White Out, so do you mind running your Mom home?"

"No problem, Boss!" Laura winked.

Then while Laura ran Muriel home, Tom met the seven people who worked for White Out Wilderness Services and over a cup of coffee at a local restaurant, they learned a little about each other.

Tom started out by telling the seven White Out employees who he was, what he did and how he had become involved with old Serge.  He explained where he was living now, his relationship with Sandy and his involvement with his mine, then went on to explain where the mine was and some of his adventures that had happened there.  So effectively he gave them a brief summary of the last two years of his life.

Jim Burke was the first to volunteer that he worked as the company manager for White Out, but he was also a pilot, fully licensed to fly both planes and helicopters.  He was in his forties, wore a full beard, and dressed like a cowboy, so Tom wasn't at all surprised to find that he had been a muleteer at one time.  Now he spent his time managing the company and directing the employees who flew planes and helicopters or drove ATVs and snowmobiles, not mules and horses.  Jim still kept a few mules though and even knew Sam and Will Dumont, so he grinned when Tom told him of using a mule-train to get supplies to his cabin and mine site.

"I can certainly understand why Serge thought so well of you," Jim chuckled.  "Hearing about the things you've been doing, he would have thought of you as a kindred soul, tackling the wilderness head on and winning.  Not only that, but you can see the humour in the situation and you're perservering against all odds.  Your story about your family troubles must have tickled him too, because even I know your father's reputation and I know Serge and your father have met."

"Well, Dad and I are a lot similar in some ways, but a lot different in others.  Actually I envy the fact that you and your son get along so well."

"Oh, Dad and I do bicker at times," Ron Burke laughed softly,  "Usually though, we agree more times than we disagree."

Ron Burke was a solidly built young man in his mid-twenties and suited his wife, Donna, who looked slightly younger, but was just as husky and looked just as tough.  Ron's specialty was helicopters, but both he and Donna had their licenses for both choppers and fixed wing aircraft.  In fact they were rated to fly almost anything short of passenger jets and military planes.  On top of that, Ron was a decent mechanic, but wrenching on equipment wasn't what he preferred to do.  He liked to fly and in his own words he preferred flying over rugged country, but he insisted on being safe and sane in what he did.  Donna often flew with him, but she was also willing to fly on her own and preferred to fly either float or ski planes, saying she liked the challenges of flying into relatively uncharted areas.

Next Tom met Travis Sanderson, who looked like a tall, burly Viking.  Perhaps thirty years old, he admitted to being an outdoor nut, then surprised Tom by explaining that he was White Out's head mechanic.  He was licensed to work on all the planes, helicopters, snowmobiles, ATVs, pickups, trucks and any other motorized equipment White Out owned, leased or rented.  Travis also doubled as a cross country skier and experienced back-packer when those were the talents needed for the job.

Angela Martin was engaged to Travis and admitted that she preferred to work with him on mechanical maintenance, but for the last year she had run the office for the company.  Tom learned later that she had stepped into that job when Jim Burke's wife had died of cancer.  Angie was Jim's niece and had lived in the Yukon when she was younger, so she'd used sled dogs, but hadn't been dog sledding in years.  She was another accomplished cross country skier and back-packer, but was comfortable driving anything from semi-trailer trucks to snowmobiles or ATVs.

The sixth member of the White Out crew was Larry Thomas, who was barely out of his teens and was a small, very slim young man.  He seemed exceptionally quiet, so it was Jim who explained that Larry was a whiz at operating ATVs, and snowmobiles. It seemed he was also exceptionally skilled with any tracked machine, especially the small bulldozers they sometimes had to use.  On top of that he had a private pilot's license for fixed wing and was only a few flying hours short of his commercial pilot's permit.  Once he had his commercial ticket, he planned to go for his rotary permit and become a backup pilot for White Out's choppers.

Sitting next to Larry was the final member of the crew, a tiny pixie who insisted on being called Franny, but didn't mention her last name.  She said she was the 'water nut' of the group and admitted that she could do lots of other things, but if there was a boat or a raft involved she was in her element.  They had been talking for almost an hour before Tom realized that Franny and Larry were married and only seconds later he began to suspect that she was pregnant, but didn't feel it was his business to ask.

Instead Tom steered the conversation toward discovering where the company was located and what equipment it owned.  That was when he discovered that the company had a possible problem since Serge had been leasing an airfield in a community almost a hundred miles north of Bear Creek.  Unfortunately that lease might not be renewed since the property had recently changed hands and within six months they might have to find a new place to set up business. Tom's immediate thought was Bear Creek airstrip, but he felt he should talk to his friend, Harry Guildford before even suggesting the idea.

Instead he changed the subject somewhat, asking what equipment the company owned.

"Well, we've got tons of stuff," Jim shrugged his shoulders.  "I suppose Angie could make up a list for you."

"Look, I'm interested, but I'm not fanatical about detail, so why don't you just give me a quick rundown about the whole company," Tom smiled.  "I suppose you could start at one end and list everything, but I'd rather have you just hit the high points and let me be surprised by the intimate details later.  Since you do a lot of rescues and supply work, I think the various items of equipment you use the most often might be what I'd like to hear about."

Jim smiled at that and nodded.  "Okay then, let's start with the oldest equipment.  The company was started when Serge bought a pair of wrecked Bell UH-1s at an auction.  In case you don't know, UH-1s are the whirlybirds that the American army refers to as a Huey and you've probably seen 'em in the movies, because the Yanks have used them since the war in Vietnam.  Anyway, Serge hired a fellow who had been drummed out of the American army for some reason, but the guy was a great mechanic.  He took those two old Huey's apart and built one good chopper out of the bits and pieces, then one day he quit over some argument he had with Serge.  With him out of the picture, Serge needed a pilot to fly the bird and a mechanic to fix it, so he hired my Dad and another guy.  At that time Serge was mostly interested in having them fly supplies into one of the isolated mines he was developing.  I don't know exactly what else was happening at the time, since I was going to flight
school, but I know they were darn busy."

"When I got out of school, I went to work for Serge too.  At first I was herding mule trains when supplies couldn't be flown in because of the weather, but I wanted to fly and Serge told me that as soon as I got my papers to fly commercial, he'd hire me.  Hell, he not only hired me, he bought a used DeHavilland DHC-3 Otter equipped with floats and skis, so I flew that a lot.  At the same time Dad was training me to fly the Huey, so when Dad retired, I sort of slipped into the chief pilot role for a while.

"Over the years we went through several pilots and various planes, but that old Huey and that Otter are still around, along with a couple of DeHavilland DHC-2 Beavers.  That Otter and those Beavers may be old, but they've been rebuilt until they're in top condition and so has the Huey - in fact those four birds have been the backbone of the business for years.

"Then a few years ago there was a lumber company that was trying to selectively log some really rough country.  They were using copters to do the job of getting men in to fall the trees and then getting the timber out to the sawmill, but it proved to be too expensive and they went belly up.  They had a Sikorsky S64 SkyCrane, a Sikorsky S-76 and another Otter, but damned if Serge didn't get a deal on buying the whole lot.  We didn't really need the S-76, besides it looked a bit rough and was due for a major service, so Serge hired Travis to do a rebuild on it.  Ron and I gave him a hand with it one winter and when we got done, that S-76 looked almost brand new.  Then, since we didn't really have a use for a people hauler, Serge put it up for sale along with a bunch of other used equipment he had sitting around.  He got enough out of the sale to recover his cost on everything he'd bought from the lumber company and bit over, so he treated all three of us to a bonus."

"Now before you get the wrong idea,  Dad's making it sound like we only fly supplies in for people, but we do a lot more than that," Ron broke into the discussion.  "We have tons of other equipment we use as well, so if something needs to be hauled, we can probably haul it and that includes people.  Heck, we had a job last year that was a real pain in the butt.  We had to fly a bunch of archaeologists and their supplies to a remote lake, then ferry them up a river in a pair of jet boats, because we couldn't even land a helicopter where they wanted to go.  Then four weeks later we had to go back and bring them and all the equipment out again, including those dang boats."

"Hey, I don't think that's as bad as the time we went racing up into the mountains in a blizzard.  There were four of us crammed into the cab of a five-ton truck, loaded down with gear and supplies.  After we went as far as we could go with the truck we had to unload snowmobiles and toboggans, transfer a ton of supplies out of the truck, then go cross country to a snowbound camp," Larry piped up.  "At least we didn't freeze our butts off or get frost bitten noses and fingers while we were on the jet boats."

"And don't let these guys give you the idea that we let the planes and choppers sit around between the unusual jobs they mentioned either," Angela added.  "We've always got at least one of the Beavers or one of the Otters out on lease, sometimes a couple of them, and BC Hydro often has the SkyCrane under lease for a month or more at a time.  It's my job to try to keep one fixed wing and one chopper available for our own use at all times, but sometimes it just isn't possible.  There are lots of times I wish we had another Otter or something like it and other times when I wish Serge hadn't sold the S-76."

"So you lease out the planes?" Tom asked quietly.

"Yep, at times we do," Angie nodded.  "We've got a guy at Bear Creek who almost always has one of our fixed wings leased.  You might know him, a bush pilot named Harry Guildford?"

"He's the guy who flies me in and out of my lease," Tom chuckled.  "I was under the impression those two planes were his."

"Nope, he owns a Beaver and often leases one of our two Otters from us, but we do the maintenance on all of them, "Travis smiled.  "If you've flown in any of them, you know I do my job because I do any of his major maintenance work.  In fact I think I've seen you with a blonde lady at the Bear Creek airfield a time or two when I was working on the Beaver last fall."

"That would be Sandy, my accountant and my fiancée, but like many women, her hair colour isn't a constant," Tom grinned.

"Isn't she the lady who runs the tax office in Bear Creek?" Angela asked quietly.

"That's her.  As I said, she's an accountant and a tax consultant."

"Well, that's one thing we won't have to change," she grinned at him.  "She goes over our books and does the company taxes already.  I've got an appointment to see her next week."

"Well, that's good," Tom nodded. "I don't know who the company lawyer has been until now, but I'd like you to switch over to Preston and Jamison, who just moved to Bear Creek this last month.  We'll be dealing with Laura Preston most of the time, but you might also run into Charles Jamison, her partner."

"Yeah, I heard that shyster, Lister ran into someone who didn't like to get cheated, and he lost out when the other guy raised a little hell," Jim grinned and winked.

"So I understand," Tom winked back, then glanced at his watch,  "and, thanks for reminding me.  I'll have to run in order to make it to an appointment I have with a local lawyer.  However now that I know where you folks are at, I'll drop around to see you in a few days, if that's okay?"

"Hey, you're the boss, so you can drop around anytime you want." Jim grinned at him.

"Whoa there, we'd better straighten that out right now!" Tom frowned.  "I'm just another shareholder in the company and while I may own more shares than you folks do, I know nothing about the business.  I'm not going to be involved in the day to day operation any more than Serge was, in fact since I have a mine to run most of the year, you may not see me as often as you did him.  Since your business is all new to me, I'll probably be asking you a fair number of questions at first, but Serge trusted you folks to handle normal operations, so I will too.  I'll only stick my nose in the business if you run into a major problem and need my input, but you're still the boss, Jim, the same way you were when Serge owned the company."

Then after a quick goodbye to the White Out crew, Tom was off to see Frank Jamison about the most recent developments in Lister's criminal case.  He followed that quick visit with a hurried trip out to see Brian and Linda Welch, after that he raced back to town for a talk with Muriel before finally returning to his motel room for the evening.  Following that Tom spent a few days straightening out the details of his inheritance.

It soon became obvious that Serge had owned more shares than anyone had thought he did, but several of his investments weren't directly mentioned in the will.  The majority of Serge's holdings had been managed by an investment firm whose only function had been the support and investment in various mining and oil exploration firms.  From the time he had met Tom, Serge's orders to the investment firm had been to sell off the shares in other oil companies and buy Dunn-Redding shares in their stead.  It almost seemed as if Serge was giving Tom a way to hurt Dunn-Redding, because if Tom had dumped all his shares on the open market, the share price for Dunn-Redding would have plummeted.

That wasn't Tom's aim though, instead he cooperated when Dunn-Redding finally offered to buy all the shares he now held.  The company could then 'release' the  shares in small amounts, preventing a drop in the overall value of the company's stock, yet Tom received most of the money quickly and could pay his debts.  However Serge's investment tactics had amassed nearly 2% of Dunn-Redding's common stock, so Tom had to agree to take some of the funds in the form of physical assets.  He wasn't interested in oil exploration, but now he was involved in a transportation firm, as well as a mining enterprise.  Tom knew Dunn-Redding did almost as much work in support as they did in exploration, so he was certain he could find some of their surplus equipment that he could adapt to his needs.  Besides, he wasn't out to hurt his family's company, although he still had to chuckle about the fact that Serge had been able to put his father in the position of owing Tom a favour.

It took Tom several days and a trip to Calgary in order to sell the shares he had inherited in Dunn-Redding.  Of course he had several arguments with his father over the sale of those shares, but Tom remained adamant that they had to go.  In the first place, he needed that money to pay off the transfer fees on his inheritance and on the shares belonging to the White Out crew.  Then in the second place Tom didn't feel that investing in an oil exploration firm was safe in the economy of the time, so he stuck to his guns, insisting that he wanted to sell all his Dunn-Redding shares.

Sandy insisted that Tom had to be careful how the sale of stocks was handled though, because if he didn't do it correctly he would have to pay an excessive amount of tax on his funds.  She flew down to Victoria for the last two days Tom was there and checked over everything involved in the share transfer as well as arranging a tax payment for the last year.  After that was cleared away, she helped him to finish up all the other little jobs he was doing around town, which was a great relief for Tom because he'd been extremely busy.  She was there for two days, but Tom had spent a whole week in Victoria or Calgary and while he'd been rushed, he had accomplished a lot.

Brian and Linda Welch insisted that Sandy and Tom had to come out to visit before they went back to Bear Creek, so they spent their last evening in Victoria with them.  Tom would have preferred to spend the evening in town, but the wood burning stove and the wind-powered generator were important to him, so he took them up on the invitation.  However their visit turned out to be beneficial in a far different way than they had expected.

Brian had come up with an idea of how to supply running water to Tom's cabin and had even made up a test version of what he was suggesting, just to prove it would work.  It wasn't that Tom would have any difficulty getting pressurized water to the cabin since he had a stream flowing not far away, the problem was frost in the winter.  He could easily string pipes to supply water and even have water pressure just by taping into the stream some distance uphill of the cabin, but the water in any exposed pipes would quickly freeze solid in subzero weather.

Basically the system Brian had come up with involved two different sized polyethylene pipes, one inside the other, but the way he laid them out both pipes would always be full of flowing water.  The constant flow of water inside both pipes prevented freezing even if they were exposed to extreme cold.  Besides that, the two pipes were large enough and had sufficient height variation at their open ends that a portion of the pressurized water could be drawn off at the cabin.

Tom wasn't an engineer or a plumber, but he understood that flowing water was harder to freeze than standing water, which meant having one pipe running inside the other - with water flowing freely in both pipes - neither pipe would freeze easily.  The combination of pressure and flow were enough that he wouldn't have to protect the dual pipe from anything except major frosts.  Yet since long lengths of polyethylene pipe were readily available in huge rolls, the whole setup would be relatively inexpensive.  The flow rate could be managed by having the smaller pipe filled at a point that was several feet higher and upstream of the larger pipe's discharge point.  Then too, he could vary the pressure of the water available to the cabin by changing the discharge point of the larger pipe, so the whole setup was almost foolproof.  All he had to do was work out a way to have the pipes either running under flowing water or protected from direct exposure to frost by a foot or more of soil
and he'd have a reliable supply of water for the cabin.

"Oh my, did you ever add a lot of complications to my life by showing us that," Tom sighed deeply, but winked at Brian.

"What do you mean?" Sandy squawked loudly.  "You can put in a sink, a shower and especially an indoor toilet."

"That's just it, I'll agree that I could put those in, but to have a toilet I'd have to put in a septic system of some kind - that's where the complications set in, because the cabin is built on a rock shelf.  There's only a foot or two of soil and gravel on top of that rock, so there isn't anywhere to install a septic tank, especially since the top of a septic tank should be buried three or four feet down, just so it doesn't freeze.  All the pipes going to the septic tank have to be that deep as well and then there's the leaching field, which has to be just as deep and don't forget that the place is built on rock.  That means every inch of trenching would have to be blasted, then rock has to be cleared out of the trench and replaced with sand or pea gravel.  Just the leaching field needed to dispose of the effluent after it leaves the septic tank could cost fifty grand or so, because it has to go into gravel or permeable soil, not broken rock.  I don't mind the idea of putting in
a grease trap and having running water for a sink and shower, but there's no easy way to run in a septic tank and a drainage field for an indoor toilet.  It would just take too much time, effort and money to be worthwhile."

"Oh bullshit!" Sandy barked.  "You own a gold mine as well as an air transport business.  You just sold a few million bucks worth of shares in an oil exploration company, then you paid all your taxes and you still had enough money left to buy stocks in the precious metals market.  You might not have much free floating cash in your bank account, but you have several million dollars worth of assets, you dimwit!  So get your head out of the sand.  You need to stop thinking of yourself as a poor prospector and start thinking of yourself as a well off investor who owns two companies and has control of several thousand acres of real-estate.  You can hire someone to fly up to the lease, run in a septic system, then send them home and get them out of your hair."

"Yes, Boss, I know all that, unfortunately, having someone else do the physical work isn't what I'd consider to be our main problem.  When I built the cabin I didn't make any allowance under the main floor to be able to run in pipes, in fact there isn't really any room under the floor joists to do any work of any kind.  In the second place there's really no space set aside to add a bathroom inside the house, so we'd need to expand the building and that's difficult to do with a log house.  When you add those problems to the fact that a septic system would be both very difficult and extremely expensive you come up against a rock wall," Tom just raised his hands and shrugged his shoulders.

"Wait a minute, buster!"  Sandy growled.  "I'm not about to give up that easily.  Couldn't we add on under the roof of the overhang where we store firewood - the former breeze-way?  That area would be more than wide enough to add a bathroom, but we'd still be able to have wood storage, as well as a hallway and a door going outside, wouldn't we?"

"Would an area that was six-feet wide by ten-feet long be large enough for a bathroom?" Tom frowned.  "That's about all the space we could steal from that area without cutting down too much on wood storage, but even that still leaves us with the drainage problem for the septic system.  That still doesn't mean you can have a toilet though, just a sink and a tub."

"Well, the second bathroom in my house in Bear Creek isn't that big, but it's still useable," Sandy smiled, ignoring his comment about the toilet.  "We could even have a standard bathtub in a space that wide.  The only problems we'd have are heating the water to fill the tub and keeping the bathroom warm in the winter."

"Well the stove I've got for you folks has optional copper coils for heating water and they're already installed in the firebrick inside the firebox," Brian grinned.  "Actually that's what made me decide that I needed to find a way to get running water to your cabin.  As long as you're willing to have a fire in the cook stove, you can have hot water."

"That's also why we have this fellow coming in to put up a wind-powered generator and the cook stove," Tom grinned and winked at him.  "I was thinking that the generator would give us enough power on breezy days to heat a small hot-water tank for those days the stove isn't in use."

"That's the problem though, isn't it?  Usually if the weather is either very cold or very warm there isn't much wind," Brian sighed.

"Here maybe, but up at the cabin things are bit different," Tom shrugged.  "There's a fair sized lake at the lower end of the valley system, but the whole upper area is surrounded by mountains. At night the mountains cool off quickly while the lake retains more heat, which causes a breeze to flow downhill. During the day, the lake is cooler than the mountainsides, so we usually have a breeze blowing in the opposite direction. They aren't strong winds, just stiff breezes, but once a week or so we get a stronger wind blowing in over the pass through the mountains to the west of us.  Of course the only time we get really strong winds is in the winter time, which is when the blizzards come out of the northwest."

"Ah, that sounds like your generator might make some electricity every day, but where would you mount it?"

"Oh, that's easy, on the bluff above the cabin.  The wind always seems to be a bit stronger up there, probably because any breeze has to either lift up over the bluff or drop down past it.  There's a section up there where the wind sweeps the rock completely bare of snow in the winter.  That area is also protected by a gully and a rock face which combine to divert away any snowslides coming down from the upper slope.  Actually the protection from avalanches on that section of bluff is the reason I had the cabin built where it is because part of the shelf to the west of the cabin is in some danger from avalanches."

"Really?"

"Yeah, when I first arrived there, I climbed up on a pile of rubble near the other end of that shelf so I could get a better view to look over the area.  When I looked a closely at that rubble, I realized it was the remains of an old cabin that had been buried by an avalanche.  Then when I looked around further I discovered that it had been built in that position to disguise a mine entrance in the cliff face.  Since no claim had ever been filed on that mine, I think the avalanche either killed the men who were working the mine, or they died on their way out to civilization.  I checked all the mining records for the area and the only thing I found was the lease that Serge had sold to me, so I know that when I made my claim it was free and clear.

"I never found any skeletons or anything of that sort in the rubble of the cabin, but I did find a lot of rusty old tools and I found examples of abandoned work inside the mine.  In fact it appeared that the main face must have just been blasted shortly before the avalanche happened, because there was gold laden quartz laying loose on the floor of the adit.  That quartz was scattered amongst tools and I'm positive that no miner would have left either his tools or loose gold just lying there, so I'm quite certain those miners didn't survive.

"The more I think about it, the more certain I am that the avalanche not only crushed the cabin, but I'm sure it must have sealed the mine access with snow and rubble.  Otherwise the miners would have used the mine as shelter from the weather and there were no signs of that.  Since there were no signs of anyone living there after the avalanche, I think the men escaped the avalanche, but died trying to hike out, since it probably happened during the winter."

"Do you really think there was more than one miner there?"

"Yeah, I do. I found bits and pieces of tools and other things that indicated at least two people had lived there at one time. There were two shovels, two picks, two axes, two gold pans and so on, so I'm quite certain that at least two people had been working the mine.  All the tools were old style too, the sort of things people would have used in the late 1800s.  I've kept them and stored them away, so when you come up there this summer you can see them.  I'll even show you the old bucket that was hung on the branch of a tree so long ago that the branch has grown over the handle.  The bottom of the bucket is rusted right out, but the rest is still hanging where it was left, probably a century ago or maybe more," Tom paused for a minute, then sighed.  "In all honesty I actually followed a series of clues to find that darn goldmine."

"Pardon me?  What do you mean by that?" Sandy asked in surprise.

"Well, when I was studying the geology of precious metals I got interested in the Cariboo gold rush and the whole Cariboo area.  Actually I was telling you the other week about coming over here to Victoria to do research and I think I mentioned it then."

"Yeah, you said that's when you used to drop around the jazz club in the evenings, but I don't remember you talking about the Cariboo."

"Well, I went to the jazz club some evenings, but during the day I was searching old maps, diaries and news clippings from the late 1800s.  That's where I found mention of a guy who'd been rescued from a blizzard while on a remote trail.  He was suffering from exposure and people thought he was raving when he talked about finding 'a wall of gold - beyond the mirror and past the folks with clean hands.'  However, to prove that he was telling the truth about his claim, he was carrying a fist-sized chunk of quartz, laced with veins of gold.  Unfortunately he developed pneumonia, dropped into a coma and died before he could tell anyone any more about himself, or where his claim was located," Tom paused to stretch, then smiled slightly.  "I was virtually haunted by that story and I spent weeks trying to find out where he had been found, but all I could run down was a general area.

"The dream of finding that wall of gold was locked in my head though, so when I finished university, I bought a pair of mules and headed for the area where that old prospector had been found.  Now I got lucky and ended up wandering up beside Bowman Lake and into the village of Bowman's Bluff, then went into the trading post there. As I was talking to the young lady who was minding the store she referred to the lake as the Mirror and suddenly I came to a weird conclusion.  So I asked her if her ancestors had been French and if her name had originally been spelled B-E-A-U-M-A-I-N.  She said I was right, so I knew I had found the area where I wanted to start prospecting."

"Wait a minute, I agree that 'main' means 'hand' in French, but 'beau' means 'beautiful,' not 'clean,' so I can't see how you came to that conclusion," Linda protested.

"You're right, but I think there was a translation issue somewhere along the line.  Of course that doesn't really matter now, because what I found past Mirror Lake is a wall of quartz, laced with a filigree of gold, so I staked it as my claim.  I'm positive that an avalanche came down the mountain and crushed the cabin, so that prospector was left with no choice and had to try to hike out to civilization, probably in midwinter."

"Oh my gosh!" Sandy shivered and frowned.  "Considering how hard it is to get to your claim even now, just imagine trying to hike out in midwinter, especially with no supplies, since all he owned would have been in the cabin.  If it was over a hundred years ago, there were no real roads or towns anywhere near that area and on top of that the clothing and equipment people used then was crude.  To be honest, I wouldn't want to have to hike out of there at any time, not even in the middle of the summer."

"Well, you don't have to worry about that sort of thing happening to the present cabin, since I built it in a spot which is protected from avalanches and snowslides.  As well as that, the roof and walls are designed to withstand any falling snow cornices that might build up on the cliff-face above the cabin.  The far end of the shelf near the mine isn't safe in the winter, but anywhere in or around the cabin is as safe as I can make it.  Let's face it though, nowhere up there is perfectly safe, but then I could just as easily get run over by a car while crossing a street while I'm visiting down here."

That statement led to a discussion about safety which lasted most of the rest of the evening, or at least until Tom and Sandy drove their rented car back to town.  Their goodbyes to the Welch family were a little long, because they didn't expect to see them for more than a month, but they were still back in Victoria early enough to have a good night's sleep.

The next day they flew back to Bear Creek so Sandy could get back to her office to start handling people's tax problems.  Tom knew he wasn't going to see much of her for weeks, but was just as happy to be back in Bear Creek.  Since Sandy was going to be run off her feet for the next while, Tom would have time to clear up most of the problems his new inheritance had thrown at him.

In all honesty Tom hated that flight back to Bear Creek, because of all the transfers.  First they had to fly from Victoria to Vancouver, then catch a flight to Kamloops and finally take a small plane for the flight to Bear Creek.  As a result even though they left Victoria early in the morning, it was almost four in the afternoon before their plane landed in Bear Creek.

At least Laura knew they were coming and met them at the airstrip.  She was driving an almost new pickup truck that she was 'test driving,' laughingly saying that it was too much money for her right then, but it was what she wanted to buy in the future.

"Hey, I need a pickup to haul supplies and material while I'm in town, but I'm hardly ever here," Tom grinned.  "Why don't I buy the pickup and you cover the cost of insurance and licensing?  That way you'd have a truck most of the time, but I could borrow it to haul things during the month or two of the year that I'm around.  I don't even need it all the time then, so I think it would be a good deal for both of us."

"Actually it would make much more sense for White Out to buy the truck and lease it to you, then you could sublease it to Laura.  White Out would probably be able to get a business discount and would pay less for taxes and insurance fees, but would recover a large portion of that cost on lease fees.  Then at least there wouldn't be any finance charges being paid on the truck by either individual,"  Sandy suggested.  "Angela will be in town in order to have me go over White Out's taxes and accounts later this week, so …"

"Wait a minute, what day is she coming to town?"  Tom interrupted her.

"Thursday, and she may be here through the weekend, but why do you ask?"

"Okay, I'd better see if I can drive up to see all of the people at White Out tomorrow," he sighed.  "I have to talk to them about the sort of vehicles we need before I head to Calgary and settle up with Dad and Dunn-Redding on what sort of physical assets I'll accept to clear the rest of their debt.  Dad mentioned that they had a helicopter they were willing to part with, but I'm no expert on what that would be worth, so I'm thinking of taking along a mechanic to give me advice.  Other than that, I may be taking out the rest of that darn debt in semi-trailers and bulldozers, or things of that sort, who knows?"

"I thought we had the whole deal with Dunn-Redding all settled and signed off?"

"We do, at least in principle.  I just haven't received the full amount of physical assets that we agreed on."

"Wait a minute, what about the tax situation on these other physical assets that you'll be getting?"

"Well, according to their accounting department what I'll be receiving from them is all fully depreciated and theoretically I'll be purchasing things at scrap value.  According to them there will only be minimal taxes owing on any of it," Tom frowned at Sandy.  "You went over the papers on the whole deal and I know that deal was covered, so why are you bringing it up now?"

"I don't think I noticed that," she admitted.  "I still have your copy of the payment arrangement packed in my briefcase though, so I'll check those papers again.  I just don't want you to be hit with another hefty tax burden."

"Thanks, I definitely don't need any problems with the income tax people," Tom paused. "Going back to the idea of buying a pickup though, why not buy it through the mining company?  The same tax deals would apply, wouldn't they?"

"You know, you might even be able to get an even better deal that way," Sandy nodded.  "Another thing you might want to consider is a local office and perhaps even somewhere for semipermanent storage here in town.  I know you're paying through the nose for temporary storage at the airstrip now, but you don't use it all that much, do you?"

"Dang, something else to think about," Tom sighed.  "I don't want to cut the rug out from under Muriel though, so I'm not sure a local office is such a good idea.  The idea of a permanent storage space would probably be a very good idea, but then I'd need some sort of security too.  I'm going to sleep on both of those ideas for now, because neither of them is something I need to rush into right at the moment."

"Well, the reason I brought it up was that there's an office block which came up for sale last week and it has a small storage facility at the rear, accessible off a side street."

"That sounds like the place your exhusband had," Tom snorted.

"Gee, I wonder why?" Sandy laughed.

"You mean it really is Lister's old office building?" Tom looked at her in surprise.

"Yep, the government was going to confiscate it because they suspected he was storing drugs in the building, but the drug dogs went through it from top to bottom and it was clean.  Of course he lost the customers who were leasing the rest of the building from him, but now he needs money to pay off the mortgage on the building and even more to hire a lawyer to defend him.  The government has tied up all the rest of his bank accounts and other assets, even his house and his cars, so that building is the only resource he can use to raise any cash."

"And you want me to put in an offer?  You have to be kidding me?" Tom broke into laughter. "I think I'll pass on that since it would look like I'm vindictive if I took it over."

"That's what everyone in town seems to be saying, 'I think I'll pass,'"  Sandy grinned.  "I don't think anyone wants him to be able to defend himself, and unfortunately he's going to have to hire a very good lawyer from out of province since he's offended the whole Law Society of BC."

"Oh, there is bound to be someone willing to try to defend him," Laura snorted, just as she turned onto the street where Sandy's house stood.  "He actually called Charlie's dad, but Frank just laughed at Lister and told him it would be conflict of interest.  Frank's firm plans to back Charlie and me in several civil suits that local people have against Lister.  I feel sort of guilty about that though.  Instead of suing Lister, I feel like I should be thanking him for making it possible for me to be here, working for my own firm, with a great partner, all while having Frank Jamison's backing."

That made both Sandy and Tom laugh just as Laura turned into the Sandy's driveway.  In fact they were still chuckling as they climbed out of the truck, grabbed their luggage and went inside the house.  Sandy and Laura started coffee and lunch almost as soon as they were inside, but Tom found a seat and reached for the phone, then noticed the message light on the answering machine was blinking.

"There are messages on the answering gadget," he called.

"Well see who it is, we can always run the messages again and don't worry, it won't erase anything unless you hit the erase button," Sandy called.

The first message was from Muriel.

"Hi Sandy, Laura and Tom.  Tom, your dad called and asked for you, but he didn't sound very happy when he heard you'd left town this morning.  I passed on that phone number and the one at Sandy's office, so he might call.  Then when he asked, I had to tell him there was an airstrip at Bear Creek, but I didn't know if it had hanger space for rent or how big a plane it could handle.  I think he may be planning on flying in to see you and I thought I should warn you that he was asking.  Give me a call if you want me to do anything, and … Oh Heck, give me a call anyway, just to let me know what's cooking and how your trip back there went."

"Oh frigging wonderful!" Tom muttered.  "Just when I thought life might be getting simpler, my father decides to come to town for a visit."

Sandy, who'd stepped into the room just then, laughed.  "Hey Tom, you're a rich man now and after all, you are his son.  Want to bet that he has some deal he wants you to get involved in?"

"Oh yeah.  I'll bet he'll have the papers for a deal in his briefcase, but that's about like saying the sun will rise tomorrow," Tom snapped, just as the next message started to play.

"Tom, it's your dad.  Your mother and I are taking a holiday and flying over to Hawaii for a break, but we thought we might stop in to see you on the way.  We knew you were in Victoria, so that's where we were originally heading, but we called your office there and heard you'd already left for Bear Creek.  I hope you don't mind, but we changed our flight plan.  We should land at the Bear Creek airport about four in the afternoon.  See you later."

"What did he just say?" Sandy stared at Tom.

"He said he and Mom were coming to see us today."

"Just like that, with no other warning?" Sandy's eyes were like saucers.

"Yep, that's my old man for ya," Tom sighed.  "Mom isn't much better though.  In fact she might be the one who suggested the idea of them dropping around to see us, since neither one of them has met you."

"But how …  Why …?" Sandy was staring at him in astonishment, so flustered she couldn't even compose a whole sentence.

"How?  That's easy, Dad has a pilot's license and he's flown a plane for years, so I imagine he's flying them here.  Of course by now, Mom may have her license too, since I haven't seen either of them long enough to learn much in two or three years.  As for why, that's simple to answer too, Mom hasn't seen me in a while and Dad only saw me during the meetings when we were in Ottawa, besides they'll both want to meet you,"  Tom shrugged his shoulders.  "By the way, what time is it?"

"Unh, ten after four.  Oh shit, they'll be landing already!" she squawked as she glanced at the clock on the mantle.

"Calm down, Sandy," Tom stood up and wrapped her in his arms.  "You have absolutely nothing to worry about."

Just then there was a knock on the front door.




Chapter 10

Laura happened to be walking down the hallway when she heard a knock on the door so she walked over and opened it, then smiled at the older couple standing there.

"Yes, can I help you?" she asked

"Sandy?" asked the grey-haired man who stood beside an older lady with beautiful silver hair.

"Nope!  I'm Laura and I'm living here for now, but just until I get my own place.  Did you want Sandy?  She's just inside, talking to Tom, and you're lucky to catch them, they just got back from Victoria."

"Hi, Mom and Dad," Tom interrupted as he entered the hallway.  "This is Laura Preston, my lawyer and Sandy's roommate.  Come on in and meet Sandy.  Sorry about the muddle, we just got back ourselves and we only heard your message that you were coming a moment ago."

"I told Jack that we should have gone to the motel and given you a call before dropping in on you," Tom's mom stepped forward and wrapped him in a hug, then kissed his cheek.

Then things got muddled.  While Tom was shaking his dad's hand and trading a 'man-hug' with him.  Sandy was introducing herself to his mom, then quickly showing her the way to the bathroom.  At the same time Laura was hurrying back to the kitchen to double the amount of soup and the number of sandwiches she'd been making, which left Tom and his father alone.

"Okay, Dad, just what's up?  I mean …"

"It's okay,"  Jack couldn't hide his smile as he spoke in a soft drawl.  "I knew you'd expect me to have more than one reason to come see you, but mostly, this visit is for your mother.  She hasn't seen you in over two years, not since you came home for Christmas during your last year of university.  Hell, you've gotten engaged since then and I've only seen you for about five minutes myself, so we both decided we wanted to meet your lady, not to mention having a visit with you both."

"Well unfortunately I've been a bit busy, Dad," Tom frowned slightly.  "It seems to me that everything I'm involved with when I'm anywhere near civilization happens at ninety miles an hour.  The only time I get to slow down and look at the scenery is when I'm up on my claim and even then I've been rushed most of the time."

"Yeah, I can see that, but from what I can make out, you've done quite well."

"Yes and no," Tom snorted.  "A lot of what's happened can be attributed to old Serge.  He virtually adopted me once he'd heard that I'd discovered gold on a lease that he'd thought was a washout.  He told me he'd panned all over that area and couldn't find anything other than a bit of black sand and a few flakes of gold.  He seemed to be blown away that I'd gone in there and found a worthwhile claim in just a few days.  I think he was so happy that someone was willing to work that old lease that he got overly generous.  On top of that he seemed to be impressed that I didn't give up when I got snowed in, yet managed to survive on what nature provided.  Then he appeared to be overjoyed when I told him that I'd stayed for a full year and still wanted to work the claim even though I knew it was going to be tough sledding.  I can't think of any other reason for him to sell me the lease.  For the life of me though, I can't understand his reasons for making me his
primary heir."

"Well, he did investigate you, you know, but I only heard about it after you rocked the Provincial Parks branch back on its heels and got our people involved.  We discovered that he'd sent a request through to the firm about your status in the family and one of the file clerks sent him a copy of your company file.  I'd fire that stupid twit, except he was a temp, so he doesn't work for the company any longer," Jack snorted.  "Oh, while I'm thinking of it, I'd like to thank you for selling that stock to us, because it gave us just enough voting stock to save the company from a hostile takeover bid."

"Who had the balls to hit Dunn-Redding with a hostile takeover attempt?"

"BP - the sneaky bastards want control of our leases in the Rockies, which reminds me, you have control of another area they want.  Your lease covers all minerals, including fossil fuels, so I imagine you'll be contacted by them."

"I've already had a couple of run-ins with some people trying to sneak in the back door and gain control by offering financing.  I've been considering legal action against them because they were pumping Lister for information and since his method of finding out the things they wanted was illegal, they're on shaky ground too.  Now after talking to you, I think I'll have my office manager send copies of their original letters and my answers down to Frank Jamison," Tom grinned viciously, then turned toward the kitchen.  "Laura, could you come in here for a moment, please?"

"Yeah, just a second, I was just making a light dinner, so I'd better lower the heat under the soup first," she answered, but a few seconds later she stepped to the doorway and looked in.

"Dad and I were talking about buyouts and takeovers, so I mentioned those letters I had you look at when we first met.  Do you recall the ones I'm talking about?"

"Oh, yes, I do.  Actually, I did some checking on those and the strange thing was that the two companies were both subsidiaries of the same foreign firm, but the name escapes me right now.  I have it in my files at the office though."

"Would that controlling firm have been BP or Bulldog Petroleum, by any chance?" Jack asked.

"Yes!  Yes, that's it!  Bulldog Petroleum was the name," Laura nodded enthusiastically.

"Ah ha!" Jack snorted and Tom nodded his head.

"At the time I thought those letters were rather strange, then at Serge's funeral Tom met an overdressed idiot who said he was a representative of one of their affiliated companies," she grinned then.  "The look on the guy's face changed as they talked though, almost as if he was a rabbit that suddenly realize it was face to face with a starving wolf.  I'd still like to know what Tom said to him."

"I thought I told you that I warned him I didn't fight clean like as Dad does.  I think he realized that I don't mind going for the jugular and now that I've gotten more info from Dad, he's going to find out just what I meant," Tom paused thoughtfully and glanced at the clock, then sighed.  "Dang it all, it's Sunday, isn't it?"

"Yeah, why?" Laura asked.

"Oh, I was going to have you call Charlie's dad, but Frank won't be in the office and he won't be able to do anything before tomorrow anyway.  Tomorrow morning though, you and I are going to call him and declare war on a little pipsqueak who should know better than to disturb a sleeping wolf," Tom grinned viciously, then turned to his dad.  "Want to come see us light a fuse under a large pile of legally explosive accusations, Dad?"

"I'd like that very much, but I don't understand what you intend to do."

"Well, so far between the BC Law Society and the RCMP they've found a total of more than thirty people who were involved with that shyster lawyer, Lister.  As far as I can see, the bunch of them were being paid much more money than that little pipsqueak lawyer would have been able to afford.  Now that I know BP wants control of my lease, I'd be willing to bet they were funding him.  Right now I'd like to have Lister's financial records checked over thoroughly by a forensic accountant to find where his funding came from.  If we can prove that BP provided his funding, we can try to check back to the next level and we might get to the big boys, then put a hurt on the whole shebang."

"That's a damn good idea.  I don't know what good it will do, but I can can get our lawyers and researchers checking things over from our end too," Jack grinned, then raised his voice slightly.  "Kelly, where are you?"

"Right here," she answered, walking out of Sandy's bedroom.  "Sandy was just showing me her nugget jewellery that Tom designed and had made up for her.  Do you know he had a bit of ore from his mine made into the engagement ring he gave her for Christmas?  It looks like the gold of the ring and the diamond in the center grow right out of the quartz?  Tom even had a necklace and earings made from gold nuggets shaped like tear drops as a Valentine's Day gift.  They're beautiful."

"Well, he's more than just a jewellery designer, Dear.  He just heard about the attempted hostile takeover of our company last week and added it to happenings around here, then told me he's going to put a hurt on those bastards from BP.  I hope you don't mind postponing our holiday for a few days, because I'd like to watch the fireworks."

"We might have to go to Victoria," Tom warned.

"Fine, we can use our plane and get there is a hurry.  Then our women folk can go buy out the city while we raise hell with BP," Jack grinned.

"I can't really leave right now," Sandy protested.  "I'm an accountant with a tax business and it's coming up on tax time, so the office will be a madhouse."

"Oh surely you can take a day or two off," Kelly smiled at her.  "I want to get the chance to know you."

"I just got back from two days away from the office," Sandy frowned.  "I can't really …"

"Hire some more help," Tom winked at her.  "I'll cover the expense, and I think you'll enjoy being along, because we're going after your ex and his associates again.  Besides, as his ex, you might have been a witness to some of the initial involvement of Lister and BP's minions."

"BP?  Now that you mention those initials, I do remember hearing them sometime," Sandy looked at Tom with a light frown.  "I think it was just after Sheridan and I got married, then moved here.  That would be while I was still establishing my business - yes, it had to be then because I was still working out of his office.  There was a guy from BP who came in and was talking to Sheridan about an old prospector with a weird name and his mineral lease.  Come to think of it, old Serge's last name was something strange, like Potatoskin or something like that, wasn't it?"

"BINGO!  That would be Potemchin, which was Serge's last name," Tom said loudly. "Now we have a concrete reason to look for ties from Lister to BP!  Say, you don't happen to remember that BP rep's name, do you?"

"Sure I do, it was Leonard Thomas, and I even have a copy of his signature," Sandy nodded.  "He didn't like me being in Sheridan's office since I could overhear their discussions, so he negotiated the original lease on my office.  In fact he even cosigned that lease."

"So BP's representative left evidence behind," Jack laughed.  "On top of that we have a witness to BP's involvement in questionable activities, which means you can go after them in court."

"That would have happened long before I was involved, Dad,"  Tom frowned.

"It doesn't matter, you bought the company from the man they were harassing in order to get control of his lease.  Since you now hold that lease and were also targeted by Lister, as well as by BP's subsidiaries, we even have a direct line of progression.  The only thing we'd really need to wrap it all up and tie it in a knot would be proof of them going after Serge while he was still alive."

"Mom might be able to help you with that," Laura smiled.  "She was the person who handled all of Serge's correspondence for years and years.  She keeps a complete record of every transaction that passes through her office, so if there was anything like that, she'd probably have it.  I could call her if you'd like?"

"No, let's wait for now.  I have to call her later, anyway," Tom said softly.  "Right now, I need a coffee."

"Well, I have lunch almost ready to put on the table," Laura smiled at him.  "You called me just as I was going to dish out the soup and pour the coffee."

"Well, actually we need to find a motel for the night and …" Jack began, but was interrupted.

"Nonsense, we've got room for you to stay here and we certainly don't mind having you around," Sandy declared.  "All we have to do is put clean sheets and pillows on the beds in the spare bedroom.  You and Kelly will have to put up with sleeping in single beds for the night though."

"That will be just fine, Sandy, just as long as it's not causing you any problems," Kelly smiled.  "I'd like to spend a night in the same house as my youngest son for a change, but right now I'd like to declare a moratorium on business discussions while we eat."

"Well, if you want to learn anything about Tom and me, that won't work," Sandy laughed.  "Our lives are so thoroughly intertwined with our businesses that we wouldn't be able to tell you very much about ourselves."

"Sandy's right.  I met her because I needed an accountant to work out my taxes."

"And as a customer he immediately became a pain in the butt," Sandy laughed.  "Every time he comes back into town my life gets turned upside down and inside out.  Which reminds me, I'd better phone Sid, my helper at the office, and see if he knows of another retired accountant that I can call in for a few days."

"Uh, Sandy, why don't you just arrange for more help until next fall, since you want to come out to the claim this spring?  That way you can work with the new person during rush season and make certain everything will work out in the long run," Tom suggested.

"And I still need to phone both Charlie and Mom to let them both know I might have to go to Victoria tomorrow," Laura sighed.  "At least our office isn't all that busy yet, so Charlie can handle the load on his own."

"Well, you'll be getting a new customer on Thursday or Friday," Tom grinned, and winked at Sandy.  "My other bookkeeper will be in town talking to my accountant."

"Oh, you and Sandy both mentioned that, so I'll warn Charlie of that too."

"Your other bookkeeper?" Jack asked.

"Oh come on Dad, you did hear about my second company, didn't you.  I have controlling interest in White Out Wilderness Services now.  Old Serge owned White Out and left me the majority of the shares, probably because he knew I was having problems getting in and out of the area where my mine is located."

"What?  Is that why you seemed interested when I mentioned having a helicopter that I'd like to get rid of?"

"As I told you then, it depends on the machine.  We do need another chopper, but we need one that we can use to haul either people and cargo, or maybe a bit of both."

"I'm not sure what he has would be something you'd be interested in having anyway," Kelly laughed.  "When Jack was negotiating the purchase of his plane, as well as the lease on the hanger out at the Calgary airport, he made a deal to take all three aircraft that the other company owned.  We took over the Beechcraft KingAir, and JJ bought the old DeHavilland Beaver.  Then JJ spent the fall and winter getting his pilot's license, so he can fly it now.  Unfortunately, part of the deal included a damaged Chinook helicopter, but Jack doesn't want to bother repairing it since we don't need it and neither does the company.  It's sitting in a hanger, taking up space and costing money, but we can't use it.  In fact, we don't even have a pilot who is licensed to fly it."

"I didn't realise just how big that damn thing was," Jack sighed.  "Not only that, but I didn't know that legally you need a crew of two in order to fly the dang thing.  You need to have a pilot and a copilot to handle all the controls.  Then if you're going to land anywhere that might be a bit of a tight squeeze you need to have an observer at the rear as well.  That Chinook is a bloody monster."

"I can match you as far as size is concerned, Dad," Tom chuckled.  "White Out owns a Sikorsky SkyCrane, but unlike your wrecked chopper, ours gets used a lot.  It was on lease for the last few summers to BC Hydro who use it to do maintenance on some of their remote power lines and for work on their big towers.  They can build the tower in one place, then the SkyCrane can pick it up, haul it to the final site and set it in its permanent position.  As well as that, if there is a forest fire nearby, we have a belly tank for the machine, so it can haul water and fire retardants to dump on the blaze."

"Sounds to me as if you really could use that dang Chinook we've got,"  Jack said tentatively.

"Maybe, but since it needs a two or three-man crew, that ties up manpower," Tom frowned.  "I'd have to ask the pilots at White Out to look it over and give me an opinion.  I'll be honest, I started out thinking of buying something more like a Sikorsky S76 - until I found out the price they want for one of those babies.  Instead we're probably looking at picking up a used Bell of some sort or other that's in need of some work, then have the mechanics rebuild it over the winter. Of course they might not have much time if they get involved in another series of winter rescues like they often do."

"Oh my, I love to see that look on your face, Jack." Kelly was laughing quietly.  "It turns out the son you expected to come begging for a job after university has just one-upped you again and he might even be turning down your bargain basement helicopter."

"Oh, I haven't turned down the deal, because although Dad and I haven't discussed it, a company rep has already offered to sell it to me for a great price.  Unfortunately, I understand the Chinook needs to be repaired before it can be used, and while I do have some mechanics on staff who could do that, I'm not sure it's worth what the rep wanted for it.  I just don't know if my mechanics have the time to do the rebuild or if the company would have much use for it after it was rebuilt," Tom shrugged.

"You could use it to ferry material to your claim," Sandy offered.

"Sure, except it requires two pilots and for me to fly it I'd need to have a commercial copter license," Tom laughed sardonically.  "Rotary pilot's licenses don't come free in your morning cornflakes box either."

"No, but since you own several planes and a couple of choppers, you could work toward getting a license.  If you wanted to, you could work the claim in the summer and learn to fly in the winter, at least until you had your pilot's license.  I'll bet you could get your fixed wing license inside of a year and your rotary license in another year or two," Sandy grinned at him.  "In case you're wondering, I was talking to Harry Guildford and he's quite happy that you own White Out now, but thinks you should get your pilot's license and pick up another float plane.  Then he feels you should build a hanger out on the lease, that way we'd have a plane available in case of an emergency."

"You know, my life used to be so much simpler when I was just a lonely prospector and didn't have a woman helping me run my life," Tom sighed and winked at his mom.  "When I bought that lease from Serge, my life grew much more complicated and since that led to me meeting Sandy … Well, to put it mildly, she's added to the complications."

"That happens when you get involved with both business and women, Son," Jack drawled.

"Well I'll add another complication, I have lunch ready and on the table," Laura laughed.

They all filed in to the table and sat down, then Laura said grace, which was something Tom and Sandy had learned to accept, even though neither of them was religious.  Tom knew that it took his mom and dad by surprise, but he winked at them and they didn't comment.  After that, once they'd started serving themselves, Tom looked around and sighed softly.

"Laura, is there any reason we need to be in Victoria to go after BP?"

"Well, not really, I guess?" she looked at him questioningly.  "I mean Charlie and I would be able to take a deposition from Sandy, then fax that and a copy of her original lease to Frank, that way he'd have all of her pertinent information.  Mom could go through her files, then fax in copies of anything she has as well.  Almost everything else we have could be handled by a conference call, and since we're an affiliated office, there wouldn't be any conflict of interest or anything of that sort.  Why, don't you want to go to Victoria?"

"I'm feeling torn over the idea," he snorted quietly.  "I'd love to be in on the chase to try to shaft those twits that sent me those letters, but I don't think I'd be any help.  Unfortunately all of us are just so busy right now that I'm not sure we can afford to spend a lot of time chasing crooks.  You and Charlie are still getting your office set up and working smoothly.  Sandy is entering the busiest time of her year, and as far as I'm concerned, I'm swamped with things I need to do before spring.  To be honest if we don't have to be there, I'd much rather let Frank handle the whole deal.

"To start with, Dad got me thinking about the SkyCrane and how that machine gets so busy in the summer months.  We absolutely have to use the SkyCrane or some other huge chopper just to haul our new wind generator to the mine-site.  That means I need to arrange to work around the prior lease dates that White Out has already negotiated with BC Hydro and the Provincial Fire Services in order to get flight time.  Actually, we'll probably need to make two flights with our big chopper, one for the generator and one for all the other equipment we'll be bringing in along with it.  Then I've been considering the idea of leasing one of the big shipping containers for six months or a year just to carry everything else safely.  However, White Out may already have a deal on renting or leasing those, I don't know?  I haven't even had the time to sit down and go over all the equipment available through White Out and I need to do that before long.  On top of that the lease on the
airport and the hangers that White Out has at their present location is up in the air, so we have to find a solution to that or we'll be in real trouble come June.

"Then there's Dad's deal, or rather the deal with Dunn-Redding concerning the Chinook, which I understand isn't even airworthy right now.  I was thinking that I'd like to see if there is any way we could use the SkyCrane to lift that dead Chinook and haul it to White Out's shops so it could be worked on.  Unfortunately that means I'd need to tie up at least three people for several days just to move it.  Then I'd be a damn fool to fly it out here without a long term lease on a hanger because the guys would need time to rebuild it.  Everything ties together into one great big knot, which means that as majority stockholder I need to take time to unravel the mess."

"Wow, I'm sorry we showed up right now and added to your problems," his dad said quietly.  "It might be an idea for us to get out of your hair."

"No, Dad.  That wasn't my point, in fact if you weren't planning to head for a warmer climate and a holiday with Mom, I'd try to draft the pair of you to help out," Tom shrugged.

"Well, I spent over ten-years as the head bookkeeper for Dunn-Redding, so although I might be a little rusty, I can still add up a balance sheet," Tom's mom smiled at him.  "I wouldn't mind giving my future daughter-in-law a hand for a week or two, just as long as she's willing to double check my work.  Besides, that way we can all get caught up on each other's lives and get to know each other better.  After all, Hawaii isn't going to disappear in the next few weeks, so we can easily fly there a week or two later than we'd planned.

"You're sure you don't mind?" his dad asked her.

"Yes, I'm sure, Jack.  So what do you say, Tom?  Do you think you can work with your father without fighting?"

"Actually, the shoe is on the other foot, Mom.  This time we're talking about my businesses, so Dad has to work with me and I'm the one with the final word on any decision," Tom grinned as he winked at her and his dad.

Jack stared at him in surprise for a few seconds, then smiled weakly.  "I think that's going to take some serious adjustment on my part," he commented quietly.  "But, I'm willing to give it a try."

"Just don't get upset with me when I think you've stepped out of line and I have to correct you, okay?" Tom said quietly.

"Well, I can't promise it won't happen, but I'll do my best," Jack laughed uneasily.



The rest of the afternoon and evening were spent either getting acquainted or reacquainted as the case might be, but Tom and Jack did have a few minor arguments.  After the second time their voices got a little loud, Sandy chased them off to the basement where Tom had set up a temporary office for himself.  Tom had installed sound reducing insulation when he built the office because he played his guitar there as well, so the two men could raise their voices without disturbing anyone else.

One of the men's heated discussions was over the old Chinook helicopter and in the long-run Jack had to phone and ask a few questions of a mechanic who'd seen it.  That's when they found that what Jack had bought wasn't a standard military CH-47D Chinook design, instead it was a Model 234UT - the civilian version of the Chinook.  Unfortunately it had been damaged by hitting a power line and hadn't been flown in almost three years.  As far as Tom was concerned it sounded as if it was a write-off.

"Sorry, Dad, I don't think I'm very interested," Tom shook his head.  "It would have to be a complete rebuild, and that would be darn costly.  It might take my mechanics months to rebuild something like that and who knows how much it would cost.  Not only that, but I imagine there will be a lot of parts needed and those don't come cheap."

"Crap, I didn't realize it was wrecked all that badly.  It sounds like I might as well sell it for scrap," Jack growled, then sighed.  "But, since I bought it as part of a package deal I don't suppose I'll really lose all that much."

"Why don't I give my head man at White Out a call?" Tom suggested.  "Maybe he'll know of someone who might be interested in buying it for parts, which would at least get it out of your hair."

"Sure, go for it," Jack threw his hands in the air.  "The dang thing is so bloody big that you can't just haul it around on a semi-trailer either.  Even if you took off the blades, the darn thing is still massive.  Just the main body must be fifty feet long, twenty feet high and twelve or fifteen feet wide.  That's bigger than some houses."

Tom just shook his head as he dialled Jim Burke's home phone.

"Hello?"

"Hi, Jim, it's Tom Dunn.  I'm sitting here with my dad and he has a chopper he wants to get rid of.  The problem is it's dead and it's big.  He has the civilian version of a CH-47D Chinook, but it was damaged while landing and after the accident it's sat for three years.  He wants to know if you have any idea who might buy it from him for scrap prices."

"Well, that's a pretty big chopper and off hand, I don't know of anyone who would even tackle it, especially since it's sat for so long.  We could use another chopper if it was a smaller machine, or even that one, if it was cheap enough and easy to repair, but not if it's a major repair job.  Hang on for a minute though, both Ron and Travis are here and they may know someone who might be interested in picking up a parts machine."

Tom looked over at his dad.  "It sounds like I called at a good time, his two main mechanics are visiting him, so he's asking them what they think."

"Tom, I've got you on the speaker-phone here, so the guys can ask a few questions, is that okay with you?"

"Sure Jim, no problem, I'll do the same here, that way Dad can join in." Tom reached over and switched on the speaker-phone.  "Hi guys and here's my dad, Jack."

"Hello fellows." Jack added.

"Hi, Tom and Jack, Ron here.  Can you give us an idea just what was wrong with the machine when they shut it down?"

"I understand the pilot clipped a high-voltage powerline as he was landing, which shorted out his instruments and killed the engine, so he dropped about twenty or thirty feet," Jack answered.  "I haven't seen it myself, but from a photo I saw, all the rotor blades are gone and I noticed there was some damage to outer skin of the copter.  As far as the mechanical parts of the machine are concerned, I understand that they could turn over the engines by hand, but they didn't try to get them to run because I understand the rotor hubs didn't want to spin."

"This is Travis, Mr. Dunn.  Do you know if anyone has done a full tear down of the power shafts, bearings, or any other parts of the power train?"

"I wouldn't know about that, but it looked like it was all in one piece when I saw that photo, except for the missing rotor blades and the torn up body parts.  If the mechanical portion had been torn apart, then it must have been put back together."

"Well, if it was taken apart, then put back together without being repaired, I'm quite certain the work wasn't being done by a certified mechanic.  Before I could really say anything more about how salvageable that chopper is, or what it might be worth, I'd have to look it over myself," Travis said firmly and the other two men on that end of the call agreed.

"Well, Dad, what will you charge me to fly me and my mechanics back to see it, sometime soon though, like tomorrow or the next day?"

"It'll only cost you for the fuel we use, but you sit right seat in the KingAir, then we'll set you up for some lessons so you can learn to fly."

"You tell him, Jack, and you should know that Ron and I are both qualified as instructors, so we were already planning on twisting our new boss's arm to get his fixed wing license," Jim Burke chortled.  "Now as far as going to see that chopper is concerned, we can clear a couple of days right now if you want, unless an emergency crops up.  Weather wise, there's a high pressure zone moving in, so that looks good.  Ron won't be able to leave tomorrow morning, since he has about two hours work to deliver some supplies, but both Travis and I can be available any time after eight o'clock tomorrow morning."

"Well, it won't be until nine or nine thirty at least, probably after ten," Tom snorted, ignoring the comments about getting a pilot's license.  "Dad and I have to make a few phone calls to lawyers and the cops in the morning.  We've decided to go after the buggers who bankrolled that slimy lawyer, Lister.  It seems after we ran them off here, they decided to instigate a hostile takeover attempt on Dunn-Redding.  Dad managed to torpedo that attack by using all those shares that Serge had collected and I'd sold him, but it still leaves a bad taste in my mouth.  After he got here today, we managed to add up the crap they've tried to do to us and it looks like we can get the law on them.  Since we want to make a start on that as soon as we can, we'll be involved with lawyers for a while tomorrow morning.  I'll give you a call in the morning though, just to let you know when we're taking off from here, okay?"

"That sounds fine.  We'll see you tomorrow then," Jim answered, before he hung up the phone.

Jack was looking very thoughtful as Tom hung up his phone and cleared the speaker-phone setting.

"What's up, Dad?  You don't look happy."

"Oh, just adding two and two about that chopper, but not liking the four I've ended up with," Jack sighed.  "I've been using one of the mechanics who had worked on the aircraft before we bought them, but I'm starting to get suspicious about the tales he's been telling me.  I don't care for the conclusions I've come to, and that's after talking to your mechanics for only a few minutes.  My mechanic was trying to tell me he could get it repaired and flying for only a few grand.  I'm wondering if I've been led down the garden path about the state of that chopper and trying to think of a reason why my mechanic would be lying to me about its condition."

"Whoa now, Dad.  That's a real serious accusation that you're making.  I mean, you depend on your mechanic to keep your plane safe, so if you start mistrusting him … well, it's not a good situation."

"Yeah, I know," Jack snapped,  "and we're not just talking my safety either.  I've had all the family in the KingAir at one time or another, except for you, and you're flying with me tomorrow.  Not only that, but JJ has a plane and uses the same mechanic.  Now I find out that you've got a whole damn air force working for you and it sounds like your mechanics might not agree with mine.  So do you still wonder why I'm a little worried?"

"No, Dad, but let's hope it's all just a simple mistake or a misunderstanding," Tom tried to calm his dad down.  "Now let's go upstairs and see what our women folk think of the idea of us abandoning them while we fly away for a day or two."

Actually the discussion with Sandy and Tom's mom went a lot better than Tom had expected.  Sandy wasn't bothered because she knew Tom was going to be busy and so was she, which meant they wouldn't see much of each other anyway.  Tom's mom was all in favour of anything that might get rid of that big copter and she wanted to get to know Sandy as well, so she was quite willing to stay behind and spend time at the office.  The only thing she did suggest was that if Tom happened to be flying to Calgary, he should make time to see the rest of his family, especially his sister, Ann.

"Why?  Is something wrong with Ann?" Tom asked instantly.

"Guy troubles," his dad snapped.  "She seems to draw the male version of gold-diggers like a barbeque draws wasps and the last one was a prime idiot.  He didn't seem to know how to act in civilised company and even after she told him to get lost, he kept bothering her.  Shortly before Christmas she was out shopping with JJ and Jesse when they ran into the guy at a local mall.  He started to raise a fuss when JJ and Jesse wouldn't let him get close to Ann, and eventually he took a swing at Jesse.  Big mistake - Jesse has been taking a couple of self defence courses as well as playing hockey, so he tied the guy up in knots and held him until store security came to get the dumb ass. The guards from store security weren't as good at holding onto the guy though, so he broke loose and managed to avoid Jesse and come at Ann.  She decked him, rolled him over on his belly and grabbed hold of his arms, then insisted that she was going to sit on him until the city cops arrived."

"Oh shit, is she in trouble?"

"Naw, they had to go to court over it, because the ass tried to sue Ann and Jesse for assault, but JJ got his hands on the tape from the security camera of a nearby jewellery store.  As soon as the magistrate saw that tape he tossed the case out of court, but insisted that the cops who'd originally taken the ass into custody view it as well.  It turns out the magistrate recognised the guy as a break and enter artist who had been taped breaking into another store in the same mall only weeks before," Jack snorted.

"Ann is feeling down in the dumps about her taste in men right now though," Kelly sighed.  "That makes three jerks in the past year that have tried to seduce her into a relationship, but they either wanted access to her money or else tried to treat her like a punching bag.  Thank goodness Jesse got her involved in some self defence courses so she's been able to defend herself, but she's not too happy about guys right now."

"So just how is she coping with everything else, like her job or whatever?" Sandy asked.

"Actually, she's driving everyone in the office nuts," Jack snapped.  "If I had another office, maybe at the north pole, I'd be tempted to send her there."

"So what does she do, in her job, I mean?" Sandy came back instantly.

"Don't laugh, but she's another accountant, only she's had training in office management as well, so I'd think she'd know better than to treat her staff badly,"  Tom shrugged his shoulders.

"Actually that's part of the problem, because she's not working as an accountant right now.  Instead she's running our supply office and unfortunately the company is cutting back quite heavily on that department in the near future, which means we'll have to find another job for her," Jack sighed heavily.

"Well, since my business is expanding, but I want to work in the office less, I wonder if she'd be interested in a change of scenery?  Only I suppose that would be poaching on your family, wouldn't it?" Sandy responded, but looking over at Jack.

"Do you mean you'd hire her to work here?" Kelly demanded.

"Heck, I'd even sell her a share in the business if she was interested," Sandy sighed, then turned to Tom.  "While you were downstairs, I called my office, just in case, and I was surprised to hear that Sid was there, even though it's Sunday.  I'd hardly said hello before he started complaining about being overrun.  It seems that there are rumours flying about the fact that it was you who went after Sheridan, and that I stood by your side against him, so business has been pouring into the office.  Sid has been swamped with new customers walking in or phoning him.  He's fielded something like twenty different calls in the last two days, which is astounding, since it's only the middle of February.  I'm definitely going to need another full time accountant in the office during the month of March and I certainly can't afford to be away until the end of April and perhaps sometime in May."

"May I use your phone to make a long distance call?" Kelly smiled.

"Well, you probably want privacy and since we try to keep this line clear for incoming calls when we're calling long distance, why don't you use the phone in Tom's office.  It's downstairs, so I'll come with you and show you where it is," Sandy smiled as they got to their feet.

"No comments, Dad?"

"Nope, actually getting Ann away from home right now is probably a darn good thing since that last guy really did a number on her.  Hell, he even had me fooled for a while," Jack frowned.  "JJ never did like him, but then I don't know if any guy could ever meet the standards he'd like his sister to set for herself.  She'll always be his little sister, so she'll always be perfect in his eyes."

"Yeah, just like she'll always be my big sister and she'll always try to boss me around.  If she does come up here, she's going to be in for a surprise or two."

"Like the fact that her little brother is the local town hero?" Laura asked, with a wide grin. "You should hear the rumours that are circulating about you right now.  According to some of the people you're a combination of Paul Bunyan and Johnny Chinook all rolled into one, with a few little bits of Billy Barker and Sherlock Holmes added for spice."

"Oh, that's all I need," Tom sighed heavily.

"Well, you have to admit that you've cut a pretty wide swath since you hit this town. Did you know that one barber has a picture of you posted in his shop?  It was taken the first day you wandered into Bear Creek, so your hair was down past your shoulders and your beard completely hid your neck.  I think you must have scared half the people in town until they heard that you were friends with old Serge, then they knew you must be a prospector and had just come back from your claim.  The fact that you disappeared a couple days later, driving a huge mule train of supplies and were gone for two months only added to the story," Laura grinned.  "When you did show up again, they say you brought back a ton of gold and once it was sold, you headed straight for the local accountant's office to arrange to pay your taxes.  Then you showed up at a dance that night with Sandy on your arm and chased Lister off when he wanted to have a dance with her."

"Well, part of that is true, but a lot of it is just exaggeration on someone's part, especially concerning the amount of gold I found or about me being a tough guy who chased off Lister.  I wouldn't even have known him then, not if I'd tripped over him.  I knew Sandy was divorced, but I don't think she was even the first person who pointed out Lister to me.  I know I wasn't here very long before someone warned me that he was a wife beater and a crook, so if I ever needed a lawyer I should go out of town."

"Aw, I like the rumour better," Laura laughed, only she didn't get a chance to tease him much more that evening because she was interrupted when Sandy and Kelly bolted up the stairs.

"Tom, Ann wants to come out here and work with me, so I just called my real-estate agent about leasing a bigger office and he's got a wonderful deal for us.  You and I need to go meet him, right now though!" Sandy practically shouted as she rushed into the room.

"What's the all fired rush?" Tom stared at Sandy in surprise.

"Sheridan Lister is in a major bind and needs money in a hurry, so his commercial block was just reduced in price!" she squawked, grabbing her coat and throwing Tom's to him.  "Kelly talked your sister into coming out and working with me.  I knew then that I definitely need a bigger office, so I called Adam Horowitz, the real-estate agent, and happened to get through to him just after he got off the phone with Sheridan's lawyer.  They've reduced the asking price to 10% over tax assessment, so that building is now an unbelievable bargain.  If you aren't going to buy it then I'm going to, but unless I mortgage the heck out of this place I'll need your backing, which means you'd be involved anyway.  It will be a lot less hassle if you just buy Sheridan's building, then I'll lease office space from you."

"Okay, okay, I'm coming!" Tom got to his feet, paused, frowned and turned to his father.  "Dad, do you want to come along?  I've never bought a commercial building, so I think your advice might be welcome in this situation."

"Sure, let's take the rental car, so there's room for everyone," Jack stood with a smile.  "Laura should come with us too, since she's your lawyer."

"Let me call Charlie, he's the real-estate specialist of the partnership, so he knows the trickier ins and outs of that sort of deal,"  Laura grabbed the phone and started dialling.

Inside of half an hour Tom was parking on the street in front of a two-story building toward the industrial end of Bear Creek's main street.  A huge sign mounted on the front wall declared that the building was the 'Lister Block' in bright red letters with gold filigree.  In fact the sign was so flamboyantly painted that it seemed garish, even though it was only lit by the street lights at that time of day.

Tom looked at that sign with a shake of his head and a twisted grin. "If we do buy this place, that sign will be the first thing to go."

"Actually that sign might be one of the reasons I've been having so much trouble selling this building," a middle-aged man announced as he walked up to them with his right hand outstretched.  "My name is Adam Horowitz, and I'm with Bear Creek Realty.  I believe you are Tom Dunn, aren't you, which means this young lady must be Sandra Watkins?"

Tom shook the man's hand, then introduced everyone, including Charlie Jamison, who had arrived just after the others, then the real-estate agent took them on a tour of the building.  Surprisingly, the whole building was totally empty - no desks, chairs, telephones or anything else.  The agent explained that all the furniture in the various offices had been leased, while all the files, records, computers, xerox machines and even waste paper baskets had been seized by the RCMP.  All that remained of the four businesses which had been in the building were the signs on the doors, other than that the building was empty of almost everything, but echos.  That's when Tom recalled that Sheridan Lister wasn't the only person who had been arrested and charged with fraudulent activities of various kinds.  Everyone in the building had fallen under suspicion and several other people had either left town in a hurry or had been arrested before they could flee.

On the main floor of the building there were two large offices facing the street, both entered through doors opening off an entrance foyer.  One had been Lister's law office and the second had been occupied by a real-estate firm, also owned by Lister and also closed down during the RCMP investigation.  A third door off the foyer led to a short hall and either a door to the rear half of the building or a set of stairs leading upstairs to two more empty offices.  The rear half of the building had been set up as a small warehouse with access onto a parking lot through two large rolling doors, one at ground level and the other opening onto a loading dock.

The tour of the building didn't take very long because there really wasn't a lot to see, just empty space lit by flourescent lighting fixtures.  The price was right and Tom made an offer which was close to the asking price, so after a short phone call, the real-estate agent told Tom his offer was accepted.  Both Tom and the agent signed an official offer form, which was witnessed by Charlie, then Tom wrote out a cheque for a down payment to bind the deal.  The formalities would have to be completed during the next two weeks, but most of the work on that would be in Charlie and Laura's hands.  All Tom would have to do was arrange for the funds to pay for the building, then it would be a matter of signing his name and accepting the keys.

Inside of an hour the whole group, minus the real-estate agent, were back at Sandy's house and having a glass of wine to celebrate.

"Here I thought Jack moved quickly when he swings one of his deals, but that was unbelievable!" Tom's mom, Kelly raised her glass toward Tom.  "It's been less than two hours from the time Sandy heard about the deal, until it was done and we're celebrating.  That has to be a record."

"No, not really," Tom laughed.  "Less than an hour after I met old Serge, I owned the lease on fifteen thousand acres."

"Ah, but that was a lease.  Now you actually own real-estate, which provides a certain amount of clout which leased property simply doesn't have," his dad said quietly.  "Property that you own is concrete and can be used as collateral, but you can't really do that with most leased property.  By the way, I don't know real-estate prices in this area, but I believe that was an exceptionally low price, wasn't it?"

"That was a fire sale," Sandy answered instantly.  "Everything else Sheridan owned was confiscated because the RCMP found stashes of coke, marijuana and other drugs in his house, in his car, and even in his boat.  For some reason that building tested clean for drugs, but I know the police took all the files from all of the businesses.  They were hardly finished with their search and seizure before the company that had leased the office furniture to Sheridan came by and reclaimed everything else.  Besides, I'm sure the building was mortgaged and the mortgage was held by a group who wouldn't be happy if Sheridan didn't pay back their loan.  I imagine he had to sell out just to get them off his back."

"Are you sure?" Tom asked.

"Oh yes, I'm positive," she nodded.  "When I got my divorce from him, he had to mortgage that building to pay my settlement, which is where I got the money to buy out his half of this house.  We were married for eighteen months and during that time we'd both established separate businesses, but his business was worth much more than mine, so I got a huge settlement.  He was livid and complained loudly about it, but the judge had given him a limited time to pay me and that was the only way he could manage to meet the deadline.  About now he's probably wishing he'd never met me and I don't imagine he's any happier with you, especially once he discovers that you were the one who bought that building."

"Well, I bought the building using a cheque from 'TF Dunn Investments Ltd.'  Of course I could just have Charlie change the purchaser and have it listed as 'White Out' since that might throw Lister off the track, at least for a while," Tom grinned at her, then grew serious.  "If it doesn't, I'm sure the RCMP will be interested in any harassment he throws my way.  Charlie, that reminds me, I'd like you to double check that I'm getting clear title to the building with no liens or other encumbrances of any kind.  There's no way I want anything to do with any sort of crud, crap or corruption to do with a loan-shark operation."

"I'll go through the land titles office and make absolutely certain you have clear title," Charlie nodded.  "I'm afraid that has become standard practise under any circumstances in the present economic situation.  There are just too many ways that a house or other property can become entangled in red tape, so we always double check for encumbrances on any real-estate sale."

"Good man, Charlie," Jack piped up then.  "However from what Sandy said, it sounds as if there might be some risk of repercussion toward Tom as the purchaser of that building.  Or did I misunderstand that mob money had been used by the former owner when he bought it?"

"Actually I doubt if that will cause a problem, since the RCMP will have flagged the title files on all of Lister's properties with the government land titles office," Charlie smiled.  "They do that for all properties owned by anyone involved in a drug seizure of any kind, so any requests of a title search will pass through their scrutiny.  Since they already know of Tom and Sandy's peripheral involvement with this case, their names and information will already be on file.  Anyone else asking questions about the new owners will be thoroughly checked out."

"Well, just to be safe, I'm going to arrange to have insurance on the building and contents from the moment I take possession.  It might be an idea if I have an alarm system installed and I might as well get a security firm involved since Sandy's office handles a lot of private records and they might be at risk in one way or another," Tom frowned, then sighed.  "Hell, I might as well go all the way and have closed circuit TV installed, at least on all the entrances and hallways with extra coverage on the front doors, the outside doors into the storage area and even covering that rear parking lot.  I'll want a video recording made by each camera too, just to be on the safe side."

"Do you really think that's all necessary?" Laura asked quietly.

"No," Tom shook his head, "but it's a plausible expense and it might be worthwhile.  Everyone knows that I'm involved in gold mining, and they might think I'd be stupid enough to store raw ore in the warehouse.  You and I know I wouldn't be that dumb, but a crook might be tempted to check the building out, and if we can get recordings of anyone breaking in, the cops will be happy."

"Laura, do you think we should ask if we can move into that building as well?" Charlie asked.

"I assumed you would, since you only have a short term lease on your present office, and considering the number of clients I think you're going to have, I expect you'll soon need more staff," Tom grinned.  "I thought Sandy could have one of the big offices on the main floor and you folks could take the other one.  I have other ideas for the second floor, including a small office for myself, then I can have a place to hide out when I need to get away from people."

Charlie left before long, but the discussion over the new building carried on until almost midnight and Tom was glad his mom and dad were there, because they had some clever ideas.  One of those ideas was to combine his two companies under one banner, but Tom was of two minds over that.  Of course he owned a clear majority of the stock in both companies, so theoretically he could make snap decisions concerning what either company would do in a case of need.  Yet he felt the 'White Out' was more public and had other shareholders that he should consult before he made a decision. Meanwhile he felt 'Sunrise Mineral' was his, since all the others involved held nonvoting shares.  Still, combining the two companies would save time, money and other resources.

After Tom went to bed that night he lay awake for a long time, quietly pondering the changes to his personal situation and lifestyle since the reading of Serge's will.  Somehow that inheritance had stolen some of his freedoms and replaced them with responsibilities, but at the same time those funds had increased the scope of his ambitions.  Finally he decided that if he managed his life properly he could steal back some of those freedoms and spread some of the extra responsibilities amongst others who had also gained from Serge's generosity.  Then with a gentle sigh he rolled onto his side, cuddled close to his lady and soon fell asleep.




Chapter 11

Tom was up and around at six in the morning, had coffee made and was down in his office a half hour later.  He knew his friendly local pilot, Harry Guildford was an early riser, so he called him first.

"Hello, Guildford Flight Services, how can I help you?"

"Good morning, Harry, it's Tom.  I thought I should call you and ask a few questions about your airstrip."

"I thought you'd be calling me before this, especially when I heard about you'd inherited 'White Out,' so I expect you're calling to tell me what you're going to do and how it will affect me." Harry said quietly.

"Ah, you've already heard about that.  I was wondering how to tell you that I'm part owner in one of the planes you lease," Tom tried to be diplomatic.  "I was actually calling about the airstrip out there though. Who owns it?"

"It's a group ownership, and three of us hold the title to the property, while I own the one plane and flying business, but why did you want to know that?"

"Do you mind telling me how much of the property you own?"

"Well, I own 51% of the property, which includes the major portion of the airstrip, the office building and the hangers, but you could get that much from a title search.  Is there something else involved here?"

"Yeah, there is. How well do you get along with the folks from 'White Out?'"

"Absolutely no problem.  They've been darn good to me.  In fact you must already know that I lease the Otter from them fairly often and they do almost all of my mechanical work," Harry sounded worried.  "Are you going to change that?"

"Nope, not if you don't want to, but I was thinking about offering you a deal.  I still have to talk to the other share holders at 'White Out,' but I was considering the idea of letting you buy into the company.  They say good things about you, just like you say good things about them, so that part of the deal seems quite straight forward.  However, questions arise over how independent you want to be and how much your share would be worth."

"Oh man, have you any idea how much equipment 'White Out' owns?  I only have one little Beaver."

"Ah, but you own the controlling interest in an airstrip, which has an access ramp to a lake which is big enough for a float plane to land on, and it's all within a few miles of a large town," Tom chuckled.  "Not only that, but I just bought a warehouse and office space in that town.  Come spring I'll have a few loads coming through here that will need to be hauled by a large chopper.  I need to arrange to have a place where it can land to pick up those loads."

"Oh, I see, you want to expand and …"

"Whoa, there!  Don't jump the gun on me and I'll explain." Tom interrupted.  "I remember you saying you'd like to fly more and do less paperwork, but as it is you're being held back by lack of funding and staff to expand.  If you buy into White Out, you'll gain, not lose, I guarantee it.  You'll be flying planes more and a desk far less, since you'll never have to worry about repairs or maintenance and you won't have to do as much paper work.  You might have a bit less control, but you'll also have a lot fewer worries.  I'm not going to be involved in bossing the people at White Out, I'm more of a backer for the company and I won't even be here during the spring, summer and fall.  Since I won't be around most of the time, you'd be working with Jim Burke and his crew instead.  You'd be handling the same sort of flights you are now, but spending more time in the air and less time doing the ground-based crap, because you'd have a full support team behind you."

"You make the whole deal sound very tempting, but what do you get out of it?"

'Well, I wouldn't gain much, other than the fact that I'd be the major owner of the airstrip, but White Out would gain from it and since I own a majority of shares in the company, I'd like the business to do well.  On top of that I have the mining business, which is theoretically based here in Bear Creek, my fiancée has a business here and as of yesterday I even own a local warehouse.  On top of that I'm negotiating the purchase of another helicopter, which I was thinking of basing locally."

"Man, but you work fast!"

"Yes and no, Harry.  I work fast when I need to, but I prefer to take things slow and easy.  Later today Dad and I are going to fly up and check out White Out's operation, then we might fly to Calgary to look at that chopper I mentioned, which is why I phoned you this morning.  I thought I'd check out your feelings about buying into White Out before even mentioning my idea to anyone else.  If you're not interested, I'd have to find an alternate base for that chopper and that could be a real pain in the butt, considering local real-estate prices."

"Oh, I'm interested all right, but there are a couple of complications.  You see Dave Farmington and his wife own the other 49% of the place, but he had a heart attack last fall and can't fly any longer.  Dave did have a Cessna on lease, but since he can't fly now he let the lease lapse on it this winter, so it's gone.  I've been trying to find a way to buy them out, but haven't been able to come up with the backing I'd need."

"Well, if they want to sell their share, you can let them know that I'm willing to buy them out and become partners with you.  Or if you'd prefer to go for the full deal, I'll be buying you out as well.  I'd be willing to pay a fair price for the place, but in your case I'll pay you with shares of White Out stock, then you'd not only be paid a regular wage, but as well as that you'd be collecting stock dividends.  Then since I'd own the airstrip I could lease it to the company, but White Out wouldn't be facing a major cash crunch over the purchase.  Instead I'd have control of the property and the company would have a guaranteed lease for a permanent base of operations.  You see, there's a possibilty that White Out's present lease won't be renewed.  If they have to move, I'd like to have the company end up with a more stable lease situation and if I own the property, I can guarantee that."

"Well, I don't have any flights booked for today, so I could get me niece to come in to handle the office, and I could be involved when you talk to Jim and the crew at White Out.  Oh yeah, I'd better ask you, do you suppose I could catch a ride with you and your dad when you fly up to see the folks at White Out?  At least I imagine the KingAir I have tucked away in one of the hangers is your dad's.  I was out doing errands yesterday when it landed, but my niece left me a note that the plane was owned by Dunn-Redding.  I'm guessing that it's your dad's and that it's the bird you'll be flying around in, isn't it?"

"Yeah, that's Dad's plane and yes, we'll be flying up to talk to Jim and that bunch, but since you want to come along, I take it you're interested in my offer?"

"Hell, yeah!  I love the idea and I know darn well that Dave and his wife will jump at the chance to sell out.  I know they want to fly to Hawaii for a holiday this winter, but can't really afford it right now.  The reason I'd like to fly with you today is to talk to Jim about the idea, since I don't want him to think you're pressuring me in any way."

"Well, I can't see any reason that you can't fly with us, but it is Dad's plane.  He's not up yet and we do have a few other problems to handle this morning, so I'll get back to you, okay?"

"Great, I'll talk to you later then."

Tom had just hung up when his dad knocked on his office door and peeked in.

"Good morning, Tom.  I thought I might find you here," Jack smiled.  "I slept like a log, but found fresh perked coffee when I went into the kitchen, so I knew you were already up and around.  Are you already busy making deals?"

"Morning, Dad, you caught me at work and actually you're right, I was just negotiating a deal,"  Tom leaned back and stretched.

Then he explained what he was trying to do concerning the airstrip and Harry Guildford, even mentioning Dave Farmington and his wife.

"Hmm, I have a suggestion about that," Tom's dad said quietly.  "Since you and your fiancée live here in Bear Creek and since JJ and Jesse seem to be fascinated with your gold mine, Kelly and I might be visiting more often.  So, I'd like you to consider the idea of the family buying into the airstrip and before you worry about it, we could buy out the smaller portion, leaving you in control.  That way your investment could be listed as a transfer of shares between staff and within one of your companies, so your tax burden would be far less.  Not only that, but as an additional inducement to the Farmington's, I could offer to fly them to Hawaii along with Kelly and me.  Now I'm not trying to stick my nose into your business, but if Dunn-Redding was part owner, I could build a hanger here and have guaranteed hanger space when I fly up for a visit.  As a bonus to that of course, I'd feel less like an intruder on a private airport and I might even be able to pay less money
in landing and hanger fees."

"Well, it's worth some thought, but I'm of two minds about it,"  Tom said uncertainly.  "I suppose part of my reluctance is based on the arguments you and I have had in the past, so I'm hesitant to have you directly involved."

"Well, why don't we see if either Ann or JJ would like to invest in this venture then.  My whole point in this is to make sure you retain as much free capital as possible, but at the same time leave you in control of the major portion of the assets.  Over the last few weeks I've been astounded at how quickly you've made decisions and how each of them has made sound business sense, so what I'm trying to do is to offer assistance, not interference."

"I'll think about it, but right now I need another coffee," Tom sighed, then grinned.  "To be honest, you've been surprising me since you've arrived.  Do you realize we haven't had one major argument since you got here?"

"Oh yes, I noticed," Jack nodded.  "But, then you aren't the kid I used to argue with either, you've become quite astute and very confident.  I hardly recognise your actions as those of the young man who refused to listen to any advice I offered."

"Ah, but you've changed too, Dad, you've mellowed," Tom laughed as he led the way upstairs.

"Well, you two seem to be in a good mood this morning," Tom's mom greeted them as they walked into the kitchen where Tom immediately wrapped Sandy in a hug.

"Actually, your son has already arranged to buy an airport this morning, and I'm in awe," Jack winked at Kelly.

"It's just a private airstrip, Dad, since we don't have a real control tower or anything along those lines yet.  The office isn't even continuously manned during daylight hours, which is something I'd like to change, but I don't know if I can afford that right now.  Actually I'd like to do that if the funds are available, but that also depends on whether the rest of the people at White Out agree to shift the operation down here or not.  If White Out does move here I imagine we'll have to build a proper control tower, then have someone operating it during daylight hours, but I doubt if we'll put in runway lights or radar, at least not for a while."

That statement started another discussion which lasted through breakfast concerning the pros and cons of White Out moving to Bear Creek as well as the idea of improving the airstrip.

After breakfast, Tom, Jack, Sandy and Laura made a conference call to Frank Jamison and put a bug in his bonnet about the actions of Bulldog Petroleum and how that was tied to Sheridan Lister.  When that call was done, Laura called her mother to have her find all the letters concerning specific requests or offers which had come to Sunrise Mineral over the last few years and fax them to Frank's office.  Sandy also arranged to meet with Charlie to give a deposition about her memories of Sheridan Lister's actions and his involvement with BP, then that deposition would be faxed to Frank as well.

Meanwhile Jack was calling the main office of Dunn-Redding to have his lawyers cooperate with the investigation.  While he was on the phone to his Calgary office, Jack talked to JJ and Ann about investing in the airstrip at Bear Creek.  Since Ann was coming to Bear Creek to work with Sandy, she jumped at the chance, teasingly telling her dad she'd see to it that he paid double the normal landing fee if he bugged her too much.

Because they'd been up and around early, it was only shortly after eight o'clock that morning as all of them were leaving the house to get on with their day.  Laura gave Sandy and Kelly a ride to work.  Meanwhile, Jack and Tom headed off to a meeting at the airstrip with Harry Guildford, Dave Farmington and his wife.  Tom had even arranged for Charlie to drop down and meet them there, warning him about the probable purchase of the airstrip so he'd be prepared.

Jack and Tom arrived much earlier than Charlie though, but that was fine since Tom wanted to look over the whole setup.  In the eighteen months that he'd been one of Harry's customers, Tom had never been in most of the hangers or storage buildings at the airstrip.  He'd seen the inside of the office, one small storage building and the main hanger before, but that day he and his dad were given a quick tour through every building on the site.  The only building which was well heated was the office.  The main hanger was barely heated enough to prevent freezing, but that was only done to keep any planes stored there warm enough to start easily.  That day that included Harry's Beaver and Jack's KingAir.  Since the other two large hangers and the two small T-hangers were empty, there was no heat in those.

Only one of the outer storage buildings was heated, but it was also the only building which contained anything that might be damaged by the cold.  What that was surprised Tom though.  Sitting in the middle of the floor of that building was a half-built kit airplane, something called a 'Murphy Moose' which looked like a slightly smaller version of a Beaver.

"I brought in this small hanger for the single purpose of building this plane, so I pay rent to the partnership to have it here," Dave Farmington said quietly as Tom walked over to look closely at the partially finished machine.  "The incomplete plane and this building are for sale as well, but not as part of the deal for the airfield."

"Pardon me?" Tom turned to look at the old man.

"Well, since this plane is being built from a kit, the government calls it an 'experimental' plane, which means it can't be used commercially.  However when it's finished it will be almost as versatile and nearly as large as a Beaver, but won't cost even half as much.  In the original form, the Murphy Moose is a tail-dragger, but it could be fitted with floats or skis.  Finished and fitted with the engine that I've bought for it, this plane could haul a pilot and up to five passengers, or a pilot and a little over half a ton of freight.  In other words, I'd consider it to be a perfect plane for you, Tom, since it would allow you to get in and out of your claim any time the weather would allow you to fly."

"So you're suggesting that I should buy it from you then?" Tom had to smile at the idea, then he frowned slightly.  "I do like the idea.  Unfortunately I don't really have the time to spend on the job of building a plane and on top of that I have to consider the problem of licensing and insuring an experimental float plane.  After all, I'd have to convert it to floats so I could land at the lease."

"Ah, but you are young enough to easily get a pilot's license and Harry tells me that you have several aircraft mechanics working for your new business.  Besides that, I'll sell this kit to you for my cost, which is half of what I'd ask from anyone else, just because you're doing my family a big favour by offering to buy the airstrip. Of course as well as that you almost single handedly rid this town of that Lister fellow and his cohorts.  He was a menace to the safety of the whole area and I really appreciate the fact that he is no longer in the area or causing problems."

"Well, it sounds like a marvellous deal, but right now I'm so busy that …"

"Excuse me for horning in, Tom," Jack interrupted.  "Mr. Farmington, just like you I think this would be a perfect plane for Tom to own, especially since it can't be farmed out and used by his flight business.  In my case though, I really don't like the idea that any of my family members live out in the boondocks without a means of getting help in an emergency."

Then Jack turned back and looked at Tom,  "Tom, I'd like to pay for the plane as a gift, and it isn't because you can't afford it, instead it's because you need it.  I know you're busy right now, so I'll even offer to hire a mechanic to work on it and on top of that, I'll arrange for both you and Sandy to have flying lessons at my expense."

"Flying lessons aren't a problem," Harry broke in.  "I'm a qualified instructor and so is Jim Burke.  I think Jim's son, Ron has his instructor's qualifications for rotary, so Tom could easily get his license to fly choppers as well as fixed wing.  He's the boss, so all it would cost him will be our wages, and those would be paid by the company."

Harry turned and faced Tom then. "You need a plane, and there's no way you can argue your way out of that.  Your lease is eighty miles from the nearest doctor and accidents are eventually bound to happen in one way or another.  You need to have a way to get in and out quickly if anything happens.  If you bought a Beaver, I'd be willing to bet it would be put into commercial service on occasion, which would leave you without a safety net.  The Moose is a good plane which is perfectly safe and quite economical, but it can't be used commercially, which means you aren't going to lose that safety net.  Even if you aren't worried about yourself, think of Sandy - what would you do if you were out at your claim and she was injured?"

"Okay, I guess you're right," Tom sighed.  "It's just that I have so much on my plate right now that I'm feeling swamped and this just adds another level to that load."

"Tom, you're the one loading that plate by taking on more tasks than you need to do," Jack snapped sharply, so sharply that it stung Tom and reminded him of his father's previous actions.  "White Out is a fully functioning company, so you don't need to make any changes to make it run more smoothly.  You told me that Jim Burke and his crew ran it while Serge was in a care home, so you certainly don't need to nursemaid that business.  This business was running fine under Harry's management and it will run just as well under White Out, in fact I doubt if it will change much in the near future.  The building you just bought in town is really just for Sandy's business, with a little extra storage and office space added on, so let her run the main floor and use the rest when you need it.  The investigation we started this morning concerning BP is in the hands of lawyers, police and investigators, so that shouldn't need your attention.  You don't have to micro manage any of those
businesses, because you already know they'll be fine.  The only operation you really need to keep a close eye on is your gold claim and whatever you or others do there, but even that's a simple operation and …"

"Dad, I'm not trying to micro manage anything," Tom interrupted him and snapped right back.  "I am trying to use what resources I have available as wisely as I can and I'm trying to improve all the operations, but at the same time I want to tie them together.  That's the point of buying this airfield and perhaps your helicopter.  I know what I want to set up and I only have another month or six weeks to have everything working smoothly before I head out to my claim.  I need reliable transport for people and materials this summer, but I don't want to interfere with the smooth operation of any of the businesses back here, which is why I'm worrying over things now.  In other words, I want to expand the potential of these businesses without screwing up any portion of their old operation."

"Oh, I suppose," Jack nodded reluctantly.  "It certainly looked to me as if you were trying to step in as the new boss and change things, just because you could.  You may think a new broom sweeps clean and all that, but no one likes to work with a martinet."

"You're wrong, Dad.  I'm not a martinet, just a cheapskate who wants to get as much as I can out of every dollar and each hour that I have available.  Once I'm back in the bush these businesses have to run themselves, because I'll have other things to worry about.  Harry has done an excellent job of running this business and Jim has done the same with White Out, so I can't see changing either one very much.  The only reason I'm trying to buy the airport and associating this business with White Out is to take advantage of the mutual advantages which both companies will gain.  The reason I want to see what machines and materials are available is to see what else we need to improve the operation of both businesses once they are combined."

"Oh, then why are you thinking of buying that wrecked helicopter from me?" Jack frowned.

"Dad, we've already been over this, so you already know it's because of the sheer amount of material that is going to be needed out on my lease in the near future.  I need a machine that can haul in a sixty-foot high tower and a wind-powered generator, but I can't see how I can use White Out's big SkyCrane without screwing up the present lease arrangements.  In order to set that tower up I'll need to mount it solidly and to do that I'll need concrete mounting pads, so I need tools, materials and supplies to do that as well.  The family who are coming to do that job will need a place to live, so I need to provide some form of accommodation for them.  Besides Laura has found a way to have the lease modified so I can hire someone to grow vegetables and the family installing the wind-powered generator are gardeners and farmers.  If they do decide to live up there and start a farm,  I'll need to bring in even more materials to build a permanent residence for them.  Then on
top of that JJ and Jesse want to come out again, Sandy wants to spend time up there and even Laura wants to visit.  Each and every person coming out there means more food and supplies that have to be hauled in.  All of that doesn't include any of the other material and supplies I need just to survive and improve the place either, but that comes to several tons in weight and quite a lot in volume.

"Everything and everyone requires transport, which means I need to divert a helicopter from White Out, hire one, lease one or buy one.  Meanwhile you have a helicopter that you don't want and you owe me money from the sale of stocks - money which I've agreed to take out in surplus or unused material from Dunn-Redding.  It sounds like a no-brainer for me to have my mechanics look at your wreck to see if it can be salvaged.  If that chopper can be rebuilt, then we can turn it into an asset that we can use.  We can even lease it out when I'm not using it."

"Oh, I didn't realize that you had so much material to move," Jack said quietly while looking very thoughtful.  "I suppose I was thinking of the fact that the first time you went in there with a mule train, you not only built a large cabin in only two months, but you also came out with a lot of raw gold."

"Wrong!" Tom snapped.  "When I first went in there, I had two mules and the supplies they could carry, which lasted me for almost four months.  Then I hiked out and back with the mules so I had supplies for the next few months and was planning on hiking out for the winter, but the mules were killed by predators.  Almost immediately after that I got snowed in for four months.  During those four months I had to survive on what nature provided until there was a break in the weather, then I managed to hike out twenty miles across a frozen lake to get more supplies.  I was taking a hell of a chance to do that, because I could have walked into an area of thin ice at any time.  I got away with it that day, but I don't want to ever go through that sort of thing again.  What you're referring to was my second trip in with JJ, Jesse and two other men along with two months worth of supplies and materials, loaded on a whole herd of mules.  What gold we brought out that time was
what I'd spent a whole damn year blasting out of solid rock or panning out of freezing cold rivers.  I don't do what you used to do, which was to get the lay of the land, then leave and send in others to do a seismic survey or a closer examination.  I did all of that long before I ever sold one stinking ounce of gold."

"Which brings us back to this plane," Jack frowned.  "Either you buy it, or I buy it and give it to you.  I don't care which, but you need to have a means of transport up there and you need to be trained to use it."

"Tom, I have to agree with your father, you need to have a plane available up at your claim and this plane would be perfect for your needs," Harry broke in.  "Now you've flown with me often enough that I have to believe you trust me as a pilot.  If you're willing to invest the time, you can fly with me over the next few months.  I'll train you to fly and you'll be able to build up your hours until you can solo, but at the same time I can complete my normal flight routine.  In other words, you'll be virtually acting as my copilot and getting experience in various conditions."

Tom looked around at the other three and just shook his head.  "Harry, if I have the time, I'll take you up on that offer of training me to fly a float plane in local conditions, but don't count on me having all that much time available.  Dad, if I want to buy this plane from Mr Farmington I'll do it myself, but if I do, don't expect me to get excited over finishing it until sometime in the distant future.  If I'm right, the mechanics for White Out are going to be too damn busy to fart around with it and I know damn well that I'm too busy to even think about working on it before spring.  The soonest I might be able to waste that much time will be next winter and if my work load increases the way I expect it to, I won't even have much time then.  Now if we've been all over this place and seen everything there is to see, I'd like to fly up and check out what tools and equipment White Out has.  So, shall we get in the plane and fly, or am I going to rent a car and drive
up there?"

Dave Farmington was doing his best to hide a smile, but both Harry and his dad simply stared at Tom for a few seconds.

"But, you can't be all that busy …" Tom's dad started to protest.

Tom lost his patience.  "Dad, what the hell do you know about gold mining or surviving in a wilderness area with limited access?  I know you've spent a lot of time in out of the way places, but you've always had someone else to arrange delivery of any supplies you needed and had them deliver what you needed where you needed it.  Unfortunately, I don't have that luxury.  Instead I have to plan ahead - months ahead and then I have to collect and arrange the transport of everything I'm going to need before I ever leave town.  When I go up to the lease, I have to have every nut, bolt, washer, nail and screw I'm going to need for any work that I have planned.  At the same time I have to bring in my tools, my food and my household needs, so I buy my supplies months in advance of when I'll need them.  Each and every person who heads in there to visit or work is another complication and a further drain on food and supplies, so I have to plan for surprises too.  The real
reason I was so willing to buy that building in town was the warehouse area, which means I can begin to amass the materials I'm going to need to have available over the next year.  Once the weather cooperates, I have to be ready to go back to my claim and do some work to earn the money to pay for everything I've bought.

"That mine happens to be my bread and butter.  That means as far as I'm concerned Lister, BP, White Out, this airfield and the building in town are just speed bumps that are slowing me down in my attempts to be prepared.  Now I'm not saying those things aren't important, because they are important to others, but they aren't as important to me as my cabin and my gold mine are.  I want these outside operations running smoothly though, so I'm making a few changes to assure myself that they're in good hands and doing well before getting back to my preparations for my real business.  If they're working well, they may help me to do what I want to do, but I refuse to cause other people problems just to make my life easier.  I have to spend time now in order to do everything properly and not create complications for others at some point down the road.

"Right now Dad,  you're costing me even more time and money by arguing with my decisions, which is slowing me down even more.  You've come in here and watched what I do for less than twenty-four hours and suddenly you think you're an expert who can tell me what to do.  That's pure unadulterated bullshit and you know it, but you're still trying to throw your weight around the way you usually do.  You seem to have an ego the size of Alberta and you refuse to see any viewpoint, but your own.  You won't listen to my reasons, but you certainly want me to hear your opinions.  Unfortunately although you're trying to get your nose jammed deep in my business, you haven't bothered to try to understand my needs.  Take my advice for once, hop in that plane of yours and go see an eye, ear and nose doctor for a check up.  Start off by telling him that at times your nose is so big your son wants to chop the damn thing off when you jam it into my business.  For some unknown
reason you can't bother to take the time to listen and you don't bother to even try to look at the real situation.  Instead you interfere where and when you want, even when your opinions aren't wanted or needed and are based on a fantasy vision of the situation that only you can understand."

"Tom, I didn't mean to cause problems. All I was doing was trying to help.  Now I still think that …" Jack began to protest again.

Tom just threw his hands in the air in frustration and turned away from Jack,  "Mr. Farmington, I'm asking you not to sell this plane to my father under any condition, instead I'll buy it.  Then I'll either finish building it or I'll see to it that it is sold for a fair price to someone who will appreciate it.  Harry, can you fly me up to meet with Jim and his crew, please?  My father is being obstinate, intrusive and argumentative, but I don't have either the time or the patience to waste on another pointless argument with him right now."

"See you in another few years, Dad.  Have a good time in Hawaii," Tom said over his shoulder as he turned away.

"Tom, wait, I'll fly you wherever you want to go," his dad called, but Tom ignored him and walked out the door.

Harry only hesitated for an instant before following him.  When he caught up to Tom, he fell into step at his side, but didn't know just what to say.

Tom heaved a sigh, then began to speak quietly, "I apologise for putting you through that Harry, but unfortunately my father and I both have volatile tempers and when we argue, we strike sparks.  He always insists that he knows best, but there are times when I feel I have a valid reason to disagree, so I get stubborn.  This has been a perfect illustration of what I've gone through my whole life.  To my dad, other people's needs and opinions mean nothing, but are simply whims, so normally he continues an argument to the point where others give in.  Some day he may realize that those tactics just won't work with me."

"Well, other than thinking that you were orginally making a mistake in not buying the Moose, I could understand exactly where you were coming from,"  Harry managed a small smile. "I think your father may have finally understood that though and I'm sure he'll apologise."

"Ha!" Tom snorted.  "That'll be the day.  I'm twenty-six years old and even though Dad has been proven wrong time and again, he has never apologized to me, not even once."

They carried on walking and had gone quite a distance when they heard the sound of the door to the storage building behind them opening.

"Tom, wait, I'm sorry," his dad called out from behind them and Tom skidded to a halt.

"Well, I'll be … was that an apology?  That's a first," Tom mouthed quietly.

Those words were said so quietly that Harry hardly heard him, but Tom slowly turned around to face his father.  Then Harry witnessed the most stilted apology he'd ever seen, but the acceptance was just as stilted as the two men shook each other's hands while clapping their left hand to the other's shoulders.  Seconds later they were walking side by side, headed for the hanger where Jack's plane was sitting.  Harry was slightly stunned at the abruptness of the gesture and had to hurry to catch up to them.

Once they had the KingAir out of the hanger, Harry and Tom left Jack to warm up the engines of the plane.  Meanwhile Tom and Harry went into the office to meet with Charlie, as well as Dave Farmington and his wife Mary.  In a very short time Tom had Charlie write up letters of intent to both the Farmingtons and Harry concerning the airstrip and the land it was built on, as well as a bill of sale for the Murphy Moose and its small hanger.  Tom had written out two cheques, one for the purchase of the Murphy Moose and a second for a down payment on half of the airstrip, then handed them both to the Farmingtons.  Charlie had agreed to arrange for a title search of the land and the planes, transfers of stock to Harry and final payment dates for all moneys or stocks owed and the transfer of ownership.  Then everyone had signed the series of papers and shook hands with each other.

With that the deal was done, and in the time it took for the KingAir to warm up to flying temperature, Tom had purchased a working airstrip and two planes, one airworthy - the second, a partially built kit.



Jack Dunn's plane left the airstrip at Bear Creek midmorning on Monday and landed back there early Wednesday afternoon, but between those times Tom had been extremely busy.  To start with, his father insisted that he sit in the right-hand seat during the flight, so Tom was seated there as they took off.  Once they were in the air, Tom flew the plane for most of the trip to the White Out airfield, but it wasn't quite as much of a thrill for Tom as Jack expected it to be.

Of course his father didn't know that Tom not only had a plasticized copy of his pilot's license in his wallet, but that he'd flown a variety of other planes when he'd worked on various summer prospecting jobs while attending university.  Eventually he'd have to explain to his dad that he had the paperwork for his private pilot's license and a log of his flight hours stored in his safety deposit box.  He certainly wasn't about to mention that he'd once flown from Vancouver, BC to Yellow Knife, NWT in an older model Beechcraft KingAir, so he was even familiar with the controls.  After the argument they'd had, Tom didn't feel that he should mention anything about that right then.  Instead he took his dad's offer to fly the plane as a peace offering and allowed his dad to 'teach' him how to fly this specific plane.

Since Jack thought Tom was a novice pilot, he took back the controls and landed at White Out's private airstrip, and they were met by Jim Burke and his son, Ron.  Since they were going to be there a while, Ron guided Jack's plane over to a large hanger and parked it inside, which meant Tom had a few minutes alone with Jim and Harry.

"Jim, I've talked Harry into buying shares in White Out, so I'm selling him the same number of shares as you and the others have.  For that I get his Beaver and controlling interest in the airstrip at Bear Creek.  I've arranged to have my sister buy the remaining shares of the airstrip from Harry's partners, and once we have control, I'll offer to lease the airstrip and the Beaver to White Out.  Harry will be another shareholder and still work out of Bear Creek, but White Out can have a permanent lease on that airstrip.  What do you think of the idea?"

"Right now that sounds damn good.  In fact, it sounds bloody well wonderful!" Jim snorted.  "I think I've already mentioned that our lease here is on tenuous footing because the former owner sold out to a pair of brothers and they've turned out to be real S-O-Bs.  Early this morning one of the brothers called to warn me that they plan to double our yearly lease fees, which would make it nearly impossible for us to remain here.  So I have to ask you, Harry, just how much acreage do you have down there, besides the space taken up by the actual airstrip and your present hangers?"

"Well, the original airstrip was built on my granddad's homestead, so that's a hundred and sixty acres.  There's almost a hundred acres of dry land out of that, so other than the landing strip and the hangers, there are probably at least fifty acres of dry ground that are little more than grass or scrub brush and short trees.  Then the lake takes up thirty acres and near my house on the other side of the lake there are thirty acres more, but quite a bit of that is swampy and useless for much.  My old partners owned another hundred and sixty acres at the far end of the main airstrip and we use that as the approach, but Tom and his sister are buying all of that too.  Why do you ask?"

"Oh, that's wonderful news," Jim grinned in relief.  "You see our lease here is good until the thirtieth of June, but since we have the SkyCrane and two semitrailer trucks with heavy duty low-bed trailers, we could shift everything from here to there.  How much free space do you have in your hangers right now?"

"At the moment two of the larger hangers are empty and the only plane in the third hanger is my Beaver.  On top of that there are two T-hangers that will take small planes, then there are three storage buildings, just quonset huts, but they're big ones.  Only one of them is in use and it's only about half full.  Dave - no it's Tom now, has a small hanger there as well, but that's privately owned," Harry frowned.  "I suppose what you're suggesting is possible, but from what I've heard about your inventory, that'll be quite a move."

"In other words, there is a lot of room there, which is wonderful news!" Jim chuckled.  "I checked our lease after that call from our new landlords this morning and it specifies that all of our buildings are temporary structures.  Old Serge was smart that way, and every building on the site can be dismantled and moved, which means we can legally take them with us if we leave.  Nothing here is permanent, but for the concrete floors and footings under the buildings and the wiring for the lighting on the airstrip.  I think the Beacon brothers are going to have a sad awakening when they realize that we're moving out and leaving nothing behind, but open space."

"Don't you think you should ask Tom about that, since he owns the most stock in the company?" Harry questioned quietly.

"Oh, shit!  I never thought of that.  Sorry, Tom."

"No worries," Tom smiled.  "I happen to like the way you think, but before we start moving buildings, I'd like to take a glance at that lease and perhaps call our lawyers about it."

"Our lawyers?  I know Lister was arrested, so do we have new lawyers already?"

"Yep, Preston and Jamison, who now have an office at Bear Creek are our lawyers, and I'll be using them for all my enterprises," Tom winked.  "Do you have a fax in the office?  If you do, we can fax them a copy of the old lease agreement and get a legal opinion on what we're allowed to do and how soon we have to give notice the new owners that we'll be vacating the property."

"Damn, I never worried about giving notice.  Come on, I've got a copy of the lease in my office."

"Don't let him fluster you too much, Jim.  He's been doing that sort of thing to me since early this morning," Harry chuckled.  "He has a way of seeing things in a different way than most people would and when he gets involved, he jumps in with both feet."

"No, I don't see things much differently, but I'll admit I've gotten used to using all the advantages I have when I need them," Tom shrugged.

Once they were in the office, Tom had Angie fax a copy of the lease to Preston and Jamison with a note to Charlie to call him at White Out once he'd looked over the lease.  After that Tom accepted a cup of coffee and sat back to look over the lease himself.  It wasn't more than fifteen minutes later that Angie told him Charlie was on line two.

"Hi Charlie, It's Tom and thanks for the quick response.  Have you had a chance to look over the old lease?"

"I've glanced through it, but I noticed that it falls due for renewal in only a few months, so I have to ask, why you're having me look at it?" Charlie answered.  "By the way, is this your way of telling me that we're the lawyers for another firm?"

"Well, of course you're our lawyers, but just charge this consultation to my private account until we have a chance to set up a new payment arrangement for the business," Tom chuckled.  "Didn't Laura mention White Out to you?"

"She may have, but if so it slipped my mind.  Now what can I do for you?"

So Tom explained about the change in ownership of the property and the fact that the lease fees were going to double under the new owners, then asked about moving the buildings offsite.

"Whoa there, wait a second.  Did you say the new owners are doubling the lease fees, and that White Out was told of the change of fees by telephone?"

"Yeah, does that make some sort of difference?"

"It most assuredly does and whoever wrote out this lease was a genius!" Charlie laughed sharply.  "First off, until a written document is received, any change in the lease is not official, but I'd advise accepting the telephone call as an unofficial warning.  Secondly, as I read through this lease, all of the buildings onsite are owned by White Out and due to the fact that they are all listed as temporary structures, they can be moved offsite with no fear of legal reprisal.  The kicker though is that all permanent improvements made on that property since this lease was negotiated fall under recoverable costs of the lessee against the lessor.  That means any roads, landing strips, drainage, or anything of that sort will fall into recoverable costs, just as long as that work can be proven to have been done in the last five years.  Now on top of that, I'd almost be willing to go to court over the idea that White Out is being forced to move due to an excessive increase in
lease fees.  In that case we might be able to recover most of the costs of the move to a new site, but in part that will depend on the date when official notification of the rent increase is provided."

"Oh boy!  I think you'd better start getting prepared to head to court,"  Tom snorted.  "From what I've heard about the new owners, they're not nice guys, so they're liable to fight a penalty of any sort."

"Fine, I'll just call in Dad and have him sit at my side in court, so he can act as my primary advisor.  Dad is extremely well known all over the province, so just having him there is going to announce to the judge that we're not playing around and that we mean business, with a capital 'B!'" Charlie chortled.

"That's fine by me," Tom nodded his head, forgetting that Charlie couldn't see him.  "By the way, I'm leasing the airstrip at Bear Creek to White Out, so you can start getting the paperwork ready on that.  The lease won't need to be anywhere near as involved as the one I sent you today though, since in reality I'm just leasing the property to myself and my partners."

"My, but you change things around in a hurry, in fact the registrar of lands is going to start having nightmares about you," Charlie laughed.  "Anything else?"

"Not for now, Charlie.  Thanks for your time," Tom said, then hung up the phone.

"So, what did he say?" Jim blurted as soon as Tom looked up from the notes he'd scribbled on a handy notepad.

As Tom read off all the points he'd noted down, Jim's face took on a look of astonishment, then he became more and more sober and finally he frowned.

"This move could get damn expensive, you know?"

"Yeah, it's about eighty miles by air and about a hundred and thirty by road," Harry sighed heavily.  "So since you have a lot of equipment to move, it's going to take a while and every trip is going to seem longer than the one before.  Besides that, we're going to have to keep our customers happy, which may get to be a hassle."

"Well, is there any material or equipment that's surplus or seldom needed?  Maybe we can sell some of the excess, say in an auction or something of that sort?" Tom asked.

"Let me think about that.  The planes and choppers are our main income producers, so we need to keep them operational, which means we need to move our two largest hangers either first or last.  Luckily those are steel sectional units, so they can be broken down and flown out in pieces, then reassembled on new footings, but each one would take half a dozen flights with the S64," Jim began to make notes himself.

"Well, if you're going to carry out your idea, you need to count on dismantling and shifting all the buildings on the site," Tom said quietly. "Or are any of the buildings in bad shape?"

"Actually we do have one that Serge bought used.  I think it came from Kitimat.  Anyway, it's showing some signs of corrosion," Jim nodded.  "It's not bad, but …"

"That's one of the older quonset huts isn't it?" Harry asked.  "I think I recall Serge mentioning that he'd bought a quonset hut one time."

"Yeah, it's full of Serge's salvaged mine stuff - say Tom, that might be something you want to look at.  We haven't had a reason to open that hut for a while, so I'd say that keeping or disposing of that stuff will have to your decision."

"I'll consider that later, but if the equipment hasn't been used in years, it may be junk,"  Tom frowned as he stood and walked over to the window, then stared out across the snow-covered landscape.  "What do we have in the way of wheeled, tracked and floating vehicles?  For instance I see a truck with a snow plow attachment sitting on the runway right now and I see a couple of boats over there on trailers, but at least they're under tarps."

"Yeah, we have two dump trucks with snow plows and salt spreaders.  Then there's a 5-ton truck that we rig with a snow blower for the winter, but we use all of those trucks for other jobs in the summer.  We also have the two semi-trailer trucks I mentioned before and we have a couple of one-tons, four half-tons, and three modified jeeps that we use as tow machines for our birds.  There are two small crawler tractors with bulldozer blades, probably a dozen or so snowmobiles, an old halftrack, a couple of bobcats, five small ATVs and two of the big 6-wheeler ATVs.  Then there are several canoes and kayaks … oh and those two jet boats.

"On top of that we've got support gear coming out of our ears because we have to deal with anything that comes up, including a lot of back country rescues.  We've got one small building that we keep just for storage of our ropes and climbing gear.  Then we have another one we use for skis, snowshoes, toboggans and winter gear of that sort.  In a small room at the back of this building we have shelves full of various cell phones, walkie talkies, CBs, short wave radios and all the other communications gear.  Next door to that is a big room where each of us has a big locker for our personal cold weather and specialty gear, like sleeping bags, parkas and stuff like that.  Just coordinating this move while we shift everything, but still do our regular work is going to be a total pain in the ass!  Actually this building is the only permanent building on the whole site, and it's been added onto half a dozen times.  Even if it wasn't permanent, it wouldn't be worth moving, but
we'll have to completely strip everything out of it when we go."

"What about housing?" Tom asked then.  "Do any of you own your houses, so you'd need to sell them when you move?"

"Oh, that's not so bad.  Ron and I have double-wides sitting onsite that can be loaded up and shifted by movers, while the other two couples are living in a duplex in town.  They rent the duplex though, so that isn't a problem.  I'm not too sure about our temporary helpers, but I don't expect many of them will want to move with us anyway.  Most of them are young kids in their late teens or early twenties who we hire to help out when we're swamped and need extra muscle."

"Right, I have a general picture of the situation, I think," Tom turned back to face him with a twisted grin on his face. "You could move, but it would be a pain in the butt and you'd prefer not to have to do it.  Right?"

"Hell no!  Not as far as I'm concerned anyway," Jim snapped instantly.  "Bear Creek is more central to our area of operations, so our response time on several of our jobs would be greatly reduced.  Besides, we'd be working a lot closer to a town, so supplies would be easier to get than they are here.  Right now we have to drive fifteen miles to get anything we need, but down there we'd only need to go half as far.  We could set up a small warehouse in Bear Creek and an even smaller building at the airstrip, then we'd just sort and shuttle cargo around as we needed it."

"Well to start with, I already own a warehouse, but are you implying that you don't have any local customers?"

"Oh, we've got a few, but we really aren't into the same sort of business as Harry is.  He runs what you could call a bush pilot flight service and rents out hanger space to private individuals, while we're more into exploration, service and rescue jobs.  With Harry, you fly in, he drops you off and leaves, so his job is done.  With us, we fly customers in and we provide support until they finish their job and want to come out, or in the case of a rescue, we fly in to pull people out of their screw up.  Totally different!  Harry does some light support too, and we do a little bit of drop off work, but I think combining the two operations will be a major advantage."

"Okay, do all the other people here agree with you?"

"Pretty well," Jim frowned.  "I don't think any of us are really happy about the amount of work that will be involve in the move, but I know that everyone agrees that we can't carry on here if our lease costs are doubled."

"Well, let's go out and wander around to see just what we have to move.  Angie, in the next few days could you do me a favour and look up what improvements have been done to the site in the last five years?  The list doesn't have to be perfect or anything, but make sure it isn't an overestimation, then you can fax a copy of the list to Charlie at Preston and Jamison.  Oh, you'd best include an explanatory note that I'll be calling Charlie about that list to explain why he might need it," he smiled at her ready nod.

"Actually I've been doing all of the last year's costs for our taxes and I can add the previous four years improvement costs to that quite easily.  It's all on my database, not just costs, but lists of materials, how many workers were involved and the amount of time it took to do each job."

"Great!  Oh yeah while you're at it, put Harry on the company payroll starting today, would you?" Tom winked at her as he pulled on his coat.  "Say, do you know what happened to Dad?  I expected him to show up here in the office long before now."

"Oh, he caught a ride with Ron and Donna in the Huey, so he's out on a short supply run to one of the forestry crews who are checking on pine beetle damage up near Sycamore Pass.  Is it important?  I could contact them on the radio if you need to talk to him, but they should be back in an hour or so," she answered quietly.

"No, don't bother.  I was just wondering where he was."

"In case anyone calls, I'm going to be showing the boss around," Jim waved a hand at Angie, then held the door open for Tom and Harry.

Angie waited for the door to close then turned to Franny,  "Well, what do you think of Tom, now that we've seen him in action?"

"Well, I'm glad I work here and not for the Beacon Brothers," Franny grinned.

"Why, besides the fact that those two are so crooked they can't see straight?"

"No, because by the time our new boss and his lawyer get done with them, they won't know if they were screwed, blued or tattooed," Franny giggled.  "I heard a rumour that they've arranged a contract to provide a working airport to some guy from Ontario this summer who plans to come out here and make a big splash.  After Tom, Jim and our new lawyer get done, I think it might be more like a faint plop!"

"We should tell Uncle Jim about that guy anyway," Angie said seriously.

"Hey, it was just a rumour, so I want to be sure before I say too much, okay?"

"Alright for now, but keep your ears open for anything definite."

"Oh, you can count on that," Franny nodded.  "I've got a friend who works in the bar where the Beacon brothers drink and she's the one who said something to me about it.  She'll keep me posted if she hears anything more."

"Well, let's hope she hears something fairly soon."

"Why worry?  I think everyone here wants to move and I don't think Tom will let anything stand in our way.  I've got an idea that he's crafty as well as stubborn, so once he makes up his mind to move something, then things are gonna move.  Heck, Jim and Ron are just about as good at moving and shaking things, so my bet is that we'll be fully set up in Bear Creek by June first, while this place will look like a ghost town."

"I'm not taking that bet," Angie laughed softly.  "Now we'd both better get back to work, since I have to be ready to prove what we made and what we spent over the last year.  Tom's girlfriend, Sandy is a stickler for detail on this tax stuff, so I have to be fully prepared."

"Sounds like they make a good pair."

"Unh huh," Angie mumbled, then the office fell quiet except for the sounds of shuffling paper as they both went back to work.




Chapter 12

For the next hour the three men wandered around the various buildings on the site, looking over the problems involved in the move and talking about how they could tackle them.  Tom could hardly believe Jim when he suggested that the biggest hanger was moveable in only six sections.

"Theoretically, the S64 or a Chinook can lift each of the walls or half of the roof as one piece," Jim stated firmly.  "You see this hanger was an experimental design planned to be used by the US military, but it turned out to be too expensive when compared to a corrugated steel building.  I'm not sure how they managed it, but the company that was using the S64 for logging got their hands on the prototype building, so when Serge bought the S64 they threw it in on the deal.  Now it was designed to be portable, so it can also be dismantled into smaller sections and moved to almost any site anywhere in the world.  The walls and roof panels are made in eight foot wide sections, held together by clips and either bolts or cables and turnbuckles, so you can break it down into a package of parts that can be put together in several configurations.  Each section is built as a modular unit with a thin skin of aluminum over an insulating foam, so the building is extremely light, but very
sturdy.  The only problem with moving it by air would be caused by high winds, but in this area we usually have a long period toward the end of May or early June when the winds are relatively calm.  That period is also when we have the greatest amount of heavy lifting, but BC Hydro usually takes advantage of that period of calm weather as well, so using the S64 then might interfere with our lease to them."

"Which gives us a very good reason to thoroughly check out that Chinook that Dunn-Redding has," Tom noted.  "It's supposed to be a wreck, but I don't know what's actually wrong with it or how to repair it even if I did know what was broken, so that explains why I wanted you and Ron to come along with Dad and me."

"Unfortunately, even if it is repairable, if it can't be flown here it may not be worth much to us, especially since we're all going to be busy as beavers with this move," Jim sighed heavily.

"Well, I'll be honest, I've been considering a way to either postpone the move or else find some method of approaching the problem from a different angle," Tom grinned.  "That's why I'm having Charlie look at all the legal implications for us.  I want to be able to smack those Beagle brothers between the eyes with the facts of the situation."

"That's Beacon brothers," Jim corrected him.

"Oh, sorry," Tom laughed sharply.  "I guess I was going back to my childhood and recalling a cartoon about some crazy characters who were always screwing up.  I'm pretty sure they were called the Beagle brothers or Beagle boys, but these guys that we've run into are similar.  They were always looking for another easy way to make a bundle and they were screwing up royally each and every time."

"You think the Beacon brothers are screwing up?" Harry asked.

"Oh yeah, absolutely!  I'm guessing that they want to chase us out by increasing our costs, then they're probably thinking that they'll be taking over a working airfield.  Unfortunately for them, almost every building you have here is listed as a temporary structure, which means it's portable and almost anything we can't move will probably be classed as an improvement.  The way that lease is written most of the permanent improvements that you do leave behind can be billed against the owners of the property.  In the long run this airfield is going to end up costing them thousands of bucks, because they're going to take possession of an empty airstrip with no support buildings, but with a mess of costly improvements that they'll have to pay for.  Not only that, but if they don't give us a written warning in enough time, we can and will charge them for our moving costs.  Charlie seems to think a lawsuit over that would be a snip.

"Now I know you've been looking at the idea of moving everything by air, but I'm sure it'd be much cheaper to pack most of the smaller items into containers and use semitrailer trucks to haul them.  What we could do is lease a bunch of containers and hire a few labourers, then load the containers from each of the individual buildings.  Our people can do the selecting, sorting and packing, but the labourers can do the grunt work - all the lifting and carrying.  That way we can pack everything and have it ready to move, but still have it handy to get at if it's needed for a job.  Luckily all the buildings here are made of steel panels in one form or another, except for the big hanger, which you tell me will be just as easy to dismantle and move.  So once a building is emptied, it can be prepped to be dismantled and moved, but we won't actually need to shift any of the buildings until we're nearing the final few weeks of the lease.

"In the meantime we can prepare the new site down at Bear Creek by laying things out, then having footings and floors poured and prepared for the buildings.  We'll hire a construction company to do that part though.  While all this is going on, I imagine the Beagle boys will be keeping an eye on whatever is happening here.  They'll see that we're preparing to move out, all the time salivating about the airfield that they seem to think they'll be able to steal out from under us.  I'm sure they won't expect us to take almost every building on the site along with us, but after looking everything over, I think we can do it.  When moving day comes, Charlie and I will walk into their office with a letter of intent, stating what we intend to do and giving them a legal reason for our actions.  After Charlie and I have given the Beagle boys formal notice, a whole fleet of semitrailer trucks can begin shifting the containers while another crew of men starts dismantling every building
on the site.  I'll even hire the crew to do the final tear down and rebuild at the other site so our people aren't overworked by that crud.  If necessary, we'll hire more semis and extra flat beds for a few days, that way we can move all the buildings as quickly as possible, but at the same time our people will be able to carry on working."

"Cripes, that might work, but this is going to end up in court, sure as shooting!" Jim frowned.

"Wonderful, because if and when we get notification of their lawsuit, we'll counter sue.  That will be our signal to get Charlie to have a bailiff present them with a bill for all the improvements made over the last five-years, and probably a second bill covering the costs of our move," Tom was grinning by the time he finished speaking.

Harry grinned back and shook his head slowly.  "Remind me never to piss you off, would you?"

"Hey, I had nothing to do with writing out that original lease agreement.  All I'm doing is taking advantage of the legal loopholes that were written into that document five years ago," Tom chortled.  "The longer I've had to think about it, the more I've realized that Serge was a brilliant man and that lease was a perfect illustration of just how smart he was."

They were talking about Serge and walking back toward the office building when they heard the Huey coming back, so they waited for Ron, Donna and Jack to land.  Then over lunch, Jim and Tom explained to the whole White Out crew what they had decided to do concerning the increase in lease costs - they were going to move.  Then Tom explained how he thought it could be done.  He noticed smiles and nods throughout the room, except from his father, who was frowning heavily.  Tom knew his dad disagreed with something he'd said, but at least he didn't break into the conversation.  Still, Tom knew he and his dad would be having a discussion over the matter sometime in the near future, that was pretty well inevitable.

What did take Tom by surprise was the discussion which followed concerning the move.  In the first place Harry came up with the suggestion that he could 'lease' one of the two Otters and fly it back to Bear Creek that afternoon, so he might as well take a load with him.  Angela jumped on that band wagon, saying that since she was going to have to go to Bear Creek about their taxes later in the week, she might as well take another load when she flew down.  Then one of the young men who worked part time for White Out offered to help out by going along with either Harry or Angela, offering to stay in Bear Creek so Harry would have a labourer on site.  He thought it was a perfect opportunity, since he'd gain a steady job over the winter and the business would have a willing worker who could do the heavy lifting at the Bear Creek end.

Jim leaned over toward Tom and spoke quietly, "Want to bet this bunch has every piece of useable equipment moved out of here and down to Bear Creek by the first week of June?"

Tom looked around at the discussions going on and grinned,  "Nope, I won't take that bet, but I don't understand why their so eager."

"That's simple enough, you've impressed them from the day you jumped in and paid the fees on the transfer of stocks.  They're a smart bunch and they know this is a good idea in several ways, for instance Angela and Franny are delighted to move away from here because this is a rough town.  Franny is pregnant and Angela is jealous, so she might be planning to jump on that bandwagon, but neither of them wants to raise their kids here.  They both know you and your friends have cleaned up Bear Creek and they want to enjoy the peace and quiet of a good community.  When you went after Lister, you also scared most of the other crooks out of town.  It didn't hurt that the RCMP and the local police jumped on the bandwagon or that the local business community helped out where it could.  Right now Bear Creek is probably the safest town in the whole Cariboo and a lot of people know who was responsible for picking up the broom and starting to sweep the town clean of crooks, druggies and
other hoods."

"Your name is well known all over the Cariboo, even if your face isn't," Ron leaned in from the other side and grinned.  "Honest folks want to meet you and think of you as a folk hero, while crooks and shysters hope you don't come near them.  I imagine if the Beacon brothers were to find out you're involved in White Out, their tune might change concerning the lease, just because what they've done here is definitely a shyster move."

"Then make sure no one mentions Tom to anyone outside of the company," Jim chuckled.  "I think moving to Bear Creek is going to be the best thing to happen to this company since Serge bought the S64.  Which reminds me, the three of us have a trip to make today, don't we?"

"Yeah, let's talk to Dad about getting a move on," Tom said quickly, glad to change the subject, because he didn't feel he'd done anything heroic.

He looked around then and realized that his dad was nowhere to be seen, then saw him coming back into the room from the office.

"Tom, Angela and I have filed my flight plan and arranged for all of us to have rooms near the airport tonight, since I imagine your men will want to look over that old bird right away.  I hope you don't mind that I'm rushing things a little, but I just don't trust the weather forecasts enough to fly at night, not at this time of the year."

"That's wonderful, Dad.  Thanks," Tom smiled and nodded as Jim, Ron and Travis got to their feet, grabbed overnight bags and joined them.

Moments later they were shifting the KingAir out of the hanger and climbing aboard.  While Jack was doing his preflight and warming up the engines, each of the three pilots from White Out managed to look over the controls and comment enviously about the plane.  All during that time though, Jack insisted that Tom sit in the right seat to familiarize himself with the preflight routine.  Soon they were lifting off into the sunny winter sky.  It wasn't until they were at their full cruising altitude that Tom happened to notice that the sun was shining from behind them and glanced over at the settings on the autopilot.

"Dad, why the heck are we headed northeast?  I thought we were flying to Calgary."

"Not if you want to see that M234.  I told you, we haven't moved it since we bought it, so it's still in the hanger at Fort St. John," Jack answered with a frown.  "Were you under the impression that it was in Calgary?"

"Yeah, I was and the idea of buying the dang thing, then having to move a dead chopper over the Rockies was part of the reason I was so disinterested," Tom nodded.  "Fort St. John might be even worse though.  If it needs repairs, just shipping parts there would be a real bearcat, especially when you consider costs and delivery times."

"So, take the S64 up there and haul the wreck to Bear Creek,"  Ron said from behind Tom's left shoulder.  "Sorry to eavesdrop, but I was just coming up to ask if either of you would like a coffee?"

"No problem, Ron," Jack smiled.  "In fact while you're here why don't you take my seat and start giving my son lessons, then eventually he can get his pilot's license."

With that he got up and moved past Ron without giving him a chance to refuse.

"That was bloody abrupt!" Ron mumbled as he slipped into the pilot's seat.  "I'm not really familiar with the controls on this plane."

"Don't worry about it, I know the controls quite well, besides it's on autopilot right now," Tom grinned and winked, then took out his wallet and handed Ron the small plasticized pilot's license he carried.  "I don't have enough hours flying them to have a multi-engine rating, but I've flown a KingAir as backup before.  Do me a favour though, don't mention it to Dad for now, in fact don't mention it to anyone else right now.  After what happened this morning at Bear Creek, he'd have fit if he found out that I already have my private pilot's license."

"I see," Ron frowned and sighed softly.  "You are one surprising guy, you know, but I can certainly understand what Serge saw in you.  Ever since I've met you, we've had a series of pleasant surprises coming at us and I'm starting to think of you as a business genius."

"Oh, I'm no genius," Tom laughed.  "All I'm doing is trying to consolidate all my investments and since I inherited most of those, what I'm really doing is making things simpler for myself.  I don't want to work at this business, so I'm setting it up to be easy for you folks to carry on and do your jobs.  I'm just providing backup and firming up the infrastructure so your job will be easier to do and hopefully, making it even more profitable."

"Well, you astonished me this morning, coming to our rescue the way you did.  Bear Creek is a far better location for us and I like the landlord a lot better," Ron grinned.  "By the way, what's going to happen to old Dave Farmington's half-built Murphy Moose?"

"I bought it, but since I'm short of time to work on it, I guess I'll have to hire someone to finish building it."

"Hire someone, hell!" Ron snapped.  "You've got four or five aircraft mechanics working for you already.  Since we're moving down there anyway, we'll finish that for you in our spare time, so don't even think about paying anyone to do the job.  When old Serge died, we were worried that we'd all be looking for jobs, then his will left us shares in the company and you paid all the fees and taxes.  Suddenly we're all doing ten times better than we were before, so consider that little plane built and figure that anything you want moved to your mine won't cost you one red cent, other than fuel."

"I don't think that's going to fly," Tom protested quietly.  "Don't forget, two things, first, I do own a gold mine and second, I want all my businesses to show a profit."

"I don't really care what you say, at the very least you'll get preferential treatment and there isn't much you can do to fight that.  Now since I'm supposed to be in charge of this plane, I think I should familiarize myself with the controls, don't you?  So is there any way I can let the passengers know that I'm taking the plane off autopilot?"

"Sure, I'll just go tell Dad, but he probably expected that when he left you at the controls,"  Tom chuckled as he got to his feet.

He found his dad and Jim having a discussion about the DHC-2 Beaver design, Tom knew that was because JJ owned one, so his dad must have had questions about the plane.  When he warned them of what Ron wanted to do, his dad just snorted.

"If Ron can fly a machine that doesn't even have wings, just an oversized propeller, he can certainly fly this plane.  Just tell him to take it easy at first, since it's touchy with a light load,"  then he turned back to talking to Jim.

"Your father has a hell of a lot of faith," Ron shook his head when he received that message.  "Now, you said you can fly this thing, so explain it all to me."

"Now who's got a lot of faith?" Tom asked.  "Since Dad filed a flight plan we'll have to be careful not to meander too far off course, but this baby is very easy to fly.  You've got lots of power, decent sized control surfaces, a tailplane that's high enough to be clear of wing turbulence and in combination with that, you've got a light load.  All that adds up to mean the plane will be very responsive, so you'll need to treat it gently while you get used to how it handles."

"You caught all of that from watching your dad take off?"

"Partially, but then I flew it from Bear Creek this morning, except for take off and landing.  Besides, I have flown one something like this before.  This is the 200 series and I flew a 100 series, which has a different tail section than this one does.  I think the one I flew was actually one of the very first of the KingAir series, but I flew it all the way from Vancouver to Yellow Knife, so I became quite familiar with what it would do."

Ron flew for a while, then he had Tom take over, but they were almost constantly talking with each other.  As a result the flight seemed to go very quickly and neither of them was tired when Jack came forward to land at the airport in Fort St. John.  He taxied to a very large hanger that sat somewhat out of the way and waited for a airport guard to hurry over to unlock and open the hanger doors so Jack could pull inside.  There sat the helicopter and as he'd warned them, it looked like a wreck - actually, it was a wreck.

Tom just took a brief look at it and frowned as he shook his head, but Jim, Ron and Travis weren't as pessimistic.  While Jack went off to rent a car, catching a ride with the watchman who'd opened up the building, Tom and the other three took their time to swarm all over the chopper.

"It looks like hell, Boss, but it ain't as bad as I expected," Travis spoke first.  "Jack said it clipped a power line, then dropped straight down on the tarmac, didn't he?"

"Yeah, that's what he told me," Tom agreed.

"Right, well I'm betting that when the rotors contacted that powerline they short circuited a high voltage line with one rotor blade and a ground line with the other.  That'd send a power surge through the whole machine and take out every circuit breaker, as well as frying some of the wiring, which would kill this bird as dead as a doornail.  You can see from the distortion of the metal in the skids that she dropped almost straight down and the drop might have sheered off some minor fittings and other stuff inside the bird too.  On top of that I'd say the power surge probably screwed up some of the bearings in the power train.  Heck, if the surge was heavy enough, it would have welded the bearings to the shafts.  It ain't gonna be no quick repair and it's gonna be costly, but if we could work on it when we had nothin' much else to do, it could be done.  It depends how cheap you can buy it and whether or not we can haul it home.  What do you think, Ron?"

"Well, the SkyCrane could haul it, if we had near-perfect conditions, but getting through the mountains would be a job and a half.  There's almost always a wind out of the west in any of the passes, so we'd be bucking that all the way, which will take a lot of fuel and quite a bit of time.  Maybe I'm being a pessimist, but I can't see it being worth the effort, not unless we get this bloody wreck for little or nothing.  Even then I'm wondering if there isn't a way to ship it through the mountains on a truck or something, except it's so dang big," Ron shook his head.  "I'm afraid this may be one salvage job we should walk away from."

"Well, if the engines weren't  too badly damaged, they'd be worth saving.  There are probably a lot more bits and pieces of the machine that are worth pulling out, checking over and setting aside for reuse.  Other than parts though, I'd say this chopper is a dead loss," Jim said soberly.  "If I'd realized it was this bad, I wouldn't even have recommended coming to see it."

"Damn, I didn't want to hear that!"  Jack said from behind the group, having come in quietly.  "I wonder how much I can get for it as a parts machine?"

"Maybe you should contact Boeing and find out what they say?" Tom suggested to him.

"Excuse me, but I might be able to help you folks out," a tall, thin man said as he approached across the hanger floor.  "I happened to hear about this wreck last week, but then this morning I heard that the owner was flying in, so I've been waiting around the airfield all day in hopes of talking to you.  My name is Russell Smith and my company has a similar machine, but we have a blown engine.  Our right engine ate a bird, and that blew it to smithereens.  Luckily we were just setting down, so all we had was a rough landing, but with only one working engine we've got a dead machine now.  So I have to ask, how much would you want for one of your engines?"

"Actually, I want to sell the whole machine, as is, where is," Jack said instantly.

"Oh, I don't think I can afford that," Russell sighed and looked dejected.  "My wife and I picked up a used military CH-47 in Alaska and we've been leasing out time to various oil well drilling outfits, but we have to hire mechanics and everything else.  I suppose you could say we've been running a shoestring operation for the last while, because it's costing us almost as much to operate our bird as we've been earning in fees.  We sure haven't made much on our investment since we're constantly paying out for mechanical repairs, hangers and landing fees."

"Well, Russell,  to start with, I'm Tom Dunn and this is my father, Jack Dunn, the man who actually owns this helicopter.  I'm here as a go-between for Dad and these gentlemen from White Out Wilderness Services because I own a few stocks in the company. This is Jim Burke, the guy who runs the day to day operations at White Out.  Next is his son, Ron who works for the company as a pilot and sometime mechanic, and finally Travis Sanderson, the main mechanic on their fleet of planes and choppers.  Now I'm not sure we can help you out, but I'm a bit thirsty, so why don't we all go find a restaurant, then sit down and talk about our mutual problems over a coffee," Tom suggested, winking at his dad and the others.

"What are you up to?" Jack asked Tom quietly as they all walked out to the rental car.

"Just considering possible opportunities," Tom chuckled as he looked over his shoulder and noticed Travis talking to Russell Smith as the two of them walked to Russell's pickup truck.  "It sounds as if Mr. Smith is down on his luck, just another decent pilot with a good idea, but I don't think he's a very good businessman.  Jim however, is a very good businessman and he works for a company that needs another chopper, only if they do get a third chopper he'd need another pilot or two.  White Out not only has its own airfield and hangers, but it also has some excellent mechanics who could probably take two wrecked Chinooks and turn them into one working machine.  I don't want to commit anyone to anything just yet, but I think a profitable possibility might be knocking on our door.  What do you think, Jim?"

"I didn't see that right off the bat, but you're right, the situation is certainly worth exploring.  Ron, how long would it take you and Travis to swap an engine from that wreck into another helicopter?" Jim asked as the four men headed toward the rental vehicle.

"Probably a week or so, but there are a lot of maybes in that estimate," Ron answered instantly.  "We'd have to bring in a load of tools and equipment, rent a place to stay and go at it like little beavers to do it quickly.  A lot depends on what Smith's chopper is like too, but from the sounds of it, I'm not betting that his machine will be in very good condition.  It sounds to me as if he's been running on a wing and a prayer, so maintenance on his chopper might have been a bit iffy in the last while.  For instance there should be some protective gratings on the intake of those engines, so how did a bird manage to fly into it?"

"Oh, I think his Chinook would have to be looked over closely before any deal could be made and we'd have to be certain that his business wasn't deeply in debt or anything like that," Tom frowned in thought.  "Since a Chinook is a two pilot chopper, who is his second pilot? Where is he based, where does he keep his chopper and how much back rent does he owe for his hanger space?  What sort of local business commitments does he have backed up right now and so on?  You know darn well there are a hundred and one questions we need answers to before we jump into anything.  I just think the idea is worth exploring, but I'm not about to commit us to anything without knowing more than we do now."

They hopped into the SUV that Jack had rented through the airport and Russel followed behind them as they drove to a nearby coffee shop.  Then as far as Tom was concerned, the fun began.  Jack was astonished at the skill Tom showed while drawing out Russell Smith's life story over the next hour.  There had been some trading of tales, but mostly everyone had listened quietly as Russell poured out his life story in response to Tom's gentle prompting.

Russell Smith and his wife had both been members of Canadian Armed Services who had trained and flown together as helicopter pilots.  They had been in the middle east, flying Chinook helicopters in a support role to the troops when they had both been slightly injured by an IED on the ride between the airfield and their barracks.  Their injuries had drawn them closer to each other and they'd become emotionally involved, but those injuries had also lessened their usefulness to the military.

As a result both of them had retired from the forces, returned to Canada and gotten married, then a short time later Russell's parents had been killed in a car accident.  Neither Russel nor his wife wanted to live on the farm, but the sale of the family farm had left them with enough money to consider buying into a business that involved flying.  Using every means they could, they'd run down a used Boeing CH-47D for sale in Fairbanks Alaska and had bought it outright.  With high hopes that they could do well, they'd flown the chopper to Fort St. John and set up their business, planning to provide flight services to the local oil and gas industry.

Unfortunately the recent downturn in the economy had slowed oil and gas exploration in the area and that had hit the Smiths hard, really hard.  Then in the last two weeks Russell and his spouse had been hit with two more problems.  First his wife had discovered she was pregnant, which was wonderful personal news.  Only it also meant they'd soon need to find another pilot for their business, because the Chinook required two pilots to fly.  Then while returning from a delivery they'd made for one of their few remaining customers, one engine had blown up just as they were landing.  That brought his story up to date and explained why he'd been so hopeful that they could come to a deal over an engine from Jack's machine.

When Russell was finished telling his story, Tom asked him if they could see his chopper.  "I don't want to sound ghoulish or anything, but I'd like to see what sort of damage a bird can do to a turbine engine."

"Oh, I don't mind showing you, but we'll have to drive back to the airfield.  It's just two hangers over from the one where your dad's copter is stored, so it's not that far out of your way."

Tom paused in the café to pay for the coffees, and signalled his dad to stay back as the others went outside.

"Dad, if his copter looks like it might be repairable by using parts from yours, I may want to offer to buy it from him in return for shares in White Out and a chance to work for the company.  If I wanted to do that, how much would you want for your chopper?"

"Well, since my chopper isn't easily reparable and since you're doing this to dig Russell and his wife out of a hole to save their butts, you can have it for scrap price.  Six months ago I had an offer of almost half the company's debt to you for that thing and it's probably depreciated some since then, so if you knock a third off our debt to you, it's yours," Jack said, careful not to mention a dollar value while in a public place.

"Sold, but for half of the debt, only you pay the fees owing on the hanger and act as air-courier for us while we handle the deal!" Tom said enthusiastically, holding out his hand for it to be shaken.  "Now I need to ask you for one more favour.  I'd like to buy Russel and his wife a decent sit-down dinner this evening, since I want to get a chance to talk to both of them, only I'm not sure they'll come if I do the inviting.  I'll pay for the meal, but, would you mind twisting his arm to bring his wife out to meet us?"

"Yeah, I thought to myself that he seemed a bit hungry from the way he inhaled that piece of pie," Jack smiled.  "I'll get them to come to the steak house down the road this evening, and it'll be my treat.  I'm actually enjoying the chance to watch you work and right about now I'm pissed off with myself for ever arguing with you over what you wanted to do.  If I'd been a bit easier on you, you might have been working for Dunn-Redding and we'd be making takeover bids on BP's leases instead of the other way around."

"Not much chance of that, Dad.  You and I are too much alike, so we were always bound to knock heads, especially over the oil and gas business.  I consider the oil exploration industry something that the world is going to have to do without fairly soon, so I would never have done a good job if I worked at Dunn-Redding.  Anyway, please - let's not talk about that right now, because we'd end up arguing and I've got other things I'd much rather do at the moment.  I'm trying to find a way to make some money for one of my companies while giving a decent man a way to dig himself out of a hole he's fallen into."

"Okay, I'll hold my tongue, for now anyway," Jack snorted, then they both headed out to the SUV.

When they got back to the airfield, they found Travis, Russell and one of the local workers using a small tractor unit to move Russell's Chinook over to the other hanger.

"What's up, Travis?" Jim asked.

"That other hanger isn't heated and it's about forty below zero in there, so I can't work on this thing or even touch anything on it while I'm bare handed.  We can shift it back later, but for now I want to move it into a warm hanger, then we can let it sit and warm up overnight."

"I'm sorry about that, but a heated hanger is more expensive and we've been pinching pennies lately," Russell looked upset.

"That's just good thinking, lad," Jack clapped him on the shoulder.  "If you haven't got the parts to repair the machine, a little cold won't hurt it any.  Travis is fussy though and doesn't like working with his gloves on, but I don't blame him for that either.  He's lucky that once I knew we were coming up to look at my wreck I called and had them fire up the heat in the hanger we're using, otherwise it would have been just as cold."

Once the second chopper was inside the warmer hanger and the doors were again closed, Tom had time to look up at the right-hand engine, or rather at the pieces which were still there.  He could hardly believe that a bird could do that much damage, but knew that the spinning impeller had been damaged and thrown out of balance, then centrifugal force had caused it to explode.  The whole engine casing had been shredded and blown apart.  There were even holes in the skin of the copter and some sections hung flapping from the lower portion of the tail.

"Holy Crow, what a mess!" he said quietly to Travis, who was standing well away from everyone else.

"It ain't all that bad, boss," Travis said just as quietly.  "We're gonna have to strip it down some to see for sure, but it don't look like none of the main structural members have been damaged.  The worst might be some damage to the engine mounts, but the way that engine is designed, those are in a relatively protected spot, so I doubt it.  There's a lot of panel damage, but it doesn't match the panel damage on the other machine, so repairing that'd be just a swap of bits and pieces of sheet metal.  I'd say if the engines on that other machine are still okay, we could use bits off it to fix this one, but that's a just first glance guess, not a real estimate.  We might have to buy a few major parts for all I know, but that'll be to get it past the aircraft inspector.  We've got to make him happy because we'll need a new certificate of airworthiness before this bird will ever fly again.  We've lucked out about one thing though, all the rotor blades on this machine look
okay, at least I don't see any nicks or bad scrapes in any of 'em."

"Okay, give me a high end estimate of costs, but don't count hours.  If we tackle this, you won't be working on a company job or collecting company wages since you'll be repairing a chopper I'll end up owning, but once it's repaired, it will be leased to the company.  In other words I want you and the crew to keep track of your time and I want a bill for your wages and other costs so I can pay all expenses for this machine out of my pocket, not from the company's budget."

"Knowing you, I figured that," Travis smiled.  "In case you want to know, I like Russ and I think he needs a hand because he's gotten in over his head.  Are you thinking of hiring him and his wife too?"

"Well I haven't made a definite decision yet, since there are still more details I have to know before I make up my mind one way or the other.  Right now I'm trying to work out how many shares of White Out stock that machine is worth as it sits."

"Oh, it's probably worth almost as much as the rest of us got from Serge, even as a wreck. Then you'll have to deduct the cost of the other machine and the repair costs, so say at least half as many shares, just for the chopper."

"Yeah, but we'll end up with a ton of spare parts off the other bird, because I'll have you strip out anything useful before I sell the rest for scrap."

"Oh, that brings the value back up, don't it?  Look, I can have a decent estimate for you by tomorrow at noon, how's that?"

"How about a rough guestimate of its value right now?"

"As it sits, I'd say the two machines are worth about as much as my shares in White Out's equipment are worth, maybe a little less."

"Yeah, that's about what I figured too," Tom nodded slowly.  "So I have to consider how much extra this will cost me, both for Dad's wreck and your wages to do the repairs.  What do you think the rest of the folks at White Out would say if I offered them a total of four percent of the company shares between them and hired them as pilots?  Those shares would be taken out of my portion, so I'll own the chopper once it's repaired.  I'll lease it to the company and the Smiths can each earn a regular rotary pilot's wages to fly the machine, but they'll collect dividends and have a say in company policy just like anyone else."

"I think everyone would feel that we got a great deal, but at the same time they'll see that you're treating the Smiths more than fairly.  So is that what you plan to do?"

"Probably, but we all need to meet Russell's wife first, because I'm not going to bring someone into the company who might cause a problem."

"Remind me to take you along when I buy my next car, Boss.  That's an angle I never even considered."

"Maybe it's just that I've met more witches married to nice guys than you have," Tom winked and started moving toward the others.  "Now, let's go over to the main bunch before they start wondering what we're cooking up, should we?"

"Tom, I know you're probably in a rush, but I think we should let this machine warm up before we start checking out whatever is wrong with it," Ron said as they walked up.

"Travis already warned me that he doesn't want frostbite on his fingertips," Tom grinned.

"Well, I'm buying everyone a steak supper," Jack announced then.  "Russell, that includes you and your wife, okay?"

"I think she'd like that since we haven't been able to afford to eat out lately.  I'll give her a call so she can put on a dress before I get home to pick her up.  Oh, by the way, where will we be going to eat?"

"What about the steak house just down the street from the place where we had coffee this afternoon?  I've heard they serve a pretty good steak, so could you meet us there in an hour or so?"

"Oh yeah, Liz will like the idea of meeting all of you and she likes that place,"  Russell broke into a smile.  "We'll see you there."

As he rushed off, Tom couldn't help grinning.  "I think you just made him a very happy man, Dad."

"I think these guys did too," Jack chuckled.  "They haven't made any promises, but they've pretty well convinced him that his machine is repairable.  I think that ass who works here as a mechanic had almost convinced him that it was junk."

"Well I have to ask Jim and Ron a question, if his wife is a decent person, what would you think of working with them?" Tom smiled.  "Travis and I talked it over and I'm thinking of offering to buy their chopper and hiring them to fly for us?  Travis and Ron could rebuild the Chinook using as many of the bits and pieces from Dad's wreck as possible, then when it's finished I'll lease it to the company at a very favourable rate.  Of course I'll end up owning a chopper that can move supplies to my claim much easier than I can move them by plane or mule train."

"As far as I'm concerned, go for it!" Jim grinned.  "I think Russell will fit right in with our bunch and from the way he talks about his wife, I'll bet she's a doll."

"I like Russell and we'll soon get to meet his wife." Ron smiled.  "It sounds like a good deal to me, so far anyway."

"Well if you guys are going to tear into this thing tomorrow, what will you do for tools?" Tom asked then.

"Oh hell, I never thought of that?" Travis frowned.  "I wonder if we can rent any tools from a mechanic here at the airport?"

"I doubt it," Jack shook his head.  "From what Russ said about him, he's not exactly cooperative, but there is a hardware store just a few blocks away that stays open until six o'clock.  We'd have about twenty minutes to get there now, but I'm sure they'll be open early in the morning."

"Unfortunately there are a lot of specialized tools we're going to need," Ron sighed heavily.  "We should have packed a tool kit and brought it with us.  I'm sure we can find hammers and some of the things we'll need to get the roughest work done, but we're going to need some of our specialty tools from home."

"Well, Tom and I aren't mechanics, so we could fly down to get your tools tomorrow," Jack offered.  "I think you should open it up and look it over first though, just to see what you are actually going to need to get the job done.  I'd hate to make the trip and then find we had forgotten the only important tool you need to finish the job."

Ron just nodded, then frowned,  "If I'm going to be staying here and working on these machines for any length of time, Donna will want to come up here and work with me though.  I hope that won't be a problem, Tom?"

"Whoever does the work on these choppers is up to Jim, not me," Tom stated firmly.  "I'm just the guy behind the scenes, pulling the ropes to shift the scenery and making sure the bells and whistles are all in place.  From what I've seen so far, I think Jim is the guy who directs all the day to day jobs and general operations.  Ron helps him out with anything to do with the whirlybirds and Travis does the same for most of the mechanical work.  I'm not sure who's doing it now, but once you're down at Bear Creek I think maybe Harry should handle the arrangements for  most of the bush pilot stuff with fixed wings and floats, but that's not written in stone.  I'm leaving all the normal, run of the mill operations up to you guys.  I'm just the guy you call in when it concerns the big problems, but the day to day crud is your thing, not mine.  I'm sure that's how Serge handled things and I don't intend to interfere any more than he did, maybe even less."

"Oh, I used to go see Serge once a month to tell him what was going on and get his approval for any big decisions," Jim looked serious.  "I'd appreciate it if I could still do that."

"Well, you can do that if you want, but most of the time you'll have to travel a bit further if you want to see me face to face, because I plan on spending most of the year up at the lease," Tom grinned.  "I figure I'll probably be in town for a total of about three months a year - four at the outside, the rest of the time I'll be up in the mountains making holes in a rock wall."

"Okay everyone, now that Tom has laid down the law, I think we should all go get cleaned up a bit before dinner," Jack smiled and winked at Tom.  "I've arranged for rooms at the motel across from the steak house, so let's get our gear out of the plane and go sign in, then get cleaned up for dinner."

Travis and Ron had gone around the wreck, opening doors, windows and hatches to help the heat penetrate everywhere.  After that they closed up the hanger and shut off the lights, but turned up the heat in hopes that Russell's chopper would be warm enough to work on by the next morning.  Then they left to get cleaned up and ready for their evening meal.  As a result the crew was already seated at a large table toward the rear of the steak house when Liz and Russell arrived.

Liz wasn't a doll, instead she looked like a pixie and she was definitely a friendly person. Tom managed to arrange the seating so he sat beside her and long before their meal had arrived he'd managed to find out much of her life history.

Liz had been born and raised in Ontario, then had joined the Armed Services soon after she graduated from high school because she'd always wanted to fly.  Just getting into flight school had been a problem since she was barely tall enough to qualify, but she'd worked hard and scored so well on her tests that she'd made it.  It soon became clear that she didn't do all that well in jets, but she had the reaction time and concentration to fly choppers extremely well.  After two tours of duty in the middle east she'd had enough though, so when she and Russell were both injured and became involved, she'd wanted out.  In fact she'd been the one who had encouraged Russell to accept a medical discharge from the services even though he considered his injuries to be minor.

They'd scarcely gotten married and weren't even out of uniform when Russell's parents had been killed in a car accident.  Russel was an only child so he had inherited the farm, but neither of them had any interest in farming.  It took almost a year to sell the farm and find a helicopter that they could afford, then they had invested their life savings into buying the Chinook.  Since then she'd learned they weren't very good at business so they'd been scraping along on the verge of bankruptcy from day one.  She even admitted that her father had offered to help them out, but she really didn't want to take that route because she felt her parents were going to need every penny they had to help her brother.

"My younger brother is a little different," she sighed.  "He's always had trouble keeping up in school and he's probably going to be working at menial jobs all his life.  It's not that he's stupid, he just takes a bit longer to learn things than most people do.  He's working as a helper in a service shop now, mostly doing janitorial stuff, but my parents are going to have to set up some form of security for him, so I'd rather not be a drain on them.  I just don't know how Russell and I are going to be able to make it, especially now that I'm pregnant."

She was close to tears when she continued, "We're going to have to go into debt to you folks to fix the copter, but if we don't fix it up, we won't be able to use it or even sell it.  Even when it is fixed we aren't getting much work now because the oil business is in the pits and they were our main customers.  It won't be long before I'm grounded, then we'll have to hire someone to be copilot.  We're just having the worst luck possible."

"Oh, I don't know about that," Tom reached out and touched her hand.  "What would you do if someone came along and offered to buy your Chinook as it is, where it is, then offered to fix it and hire the two of you to fly it?  Instead of paying cash for the machine though, he'd trade you for stocks in a profitable company, so you'd collect dividends even when you aren't able to fly any longer."

"Oh come on, no one would do that," she stared at him in astonishment.

"Oh yes, someone would," he smiled.  "Have you ever heard of White Out Wilderness Services?"

"Yeah, of course!  You can't live anywhere in BC and not hear rumours and stories about the things they do.  What are you planning to do, set up something like they have?"

"Actually, no!" Tom grinned.  "Jim, Ron, Travis and I are all shareholders in White Out, but we decided we need another big chopper.  That's why we came up here.  Dad owns the other wrecked Chinook out at the airfield, so we flew up to see if it could be rebuilt, but it's too far gone to be worth salvaging.  However, between Dad's wreck and your machine we feel we could build up one working copter and have a lot of spare parts left over.  Of course some of the parts off Dad's machine might be busted too, but we can afford some outside expense for new parts if we have to go that way.  On top of that I can guarantee that the machine will be in good shape before we'll let you fly it."

Liz stared at him for a moment, then suddenly spun her head toward the other end of the table.

"Russell, you dang fool, get over here before this guy changes his mind!" she snapped loudly. "He wants to buy the Chinook, and he'll hire us to fly it after it's fixed."

"I guess no one keeps many secrets around you, do they, Liz?" Tom laughed loudly as half the people in the restaurant stared in their direction.

"Sorry!" she blushed as she turned back to face him.  "But, I just can't explain how much of a relief selling that beast will give me.  In the last little while it doesn't seem to matter what we do or how hard we try, we just can't seem to get ahead."

Before Tom could even answer her, Russel was there, trying to hug Liz while offering to shake Tom's hand and say thank you, all at the same time.  For a few minutes chaos reigned around the young couple.

However it turned out they weren't as young as they appeared or acted - Liz was thirty-one and Russ was thirty-three.  Their youthful appearance and actions were deceiving, but there was an explanation for that.  Even while putting them in danger, the Canadian Armed Services had sheltered them from real life because after graduating high school neither of them had worked a civilian job.  For several years they had continuously been under orders, their food, their shelter and all essentials had been provided.  Not only that, but the machines they had flown had been supplied and maintained by other military personnel, so they had no real idea of the costs of flight.  As a result they had never really developed the business acumen they needed as operators of a competitive flight service.

They had started their flight service by underestimating the costs of maintenance and operation, so they'd lost money from day one.  By the time they had realized their errors, they were falling into debt and never succeeded in getting clear.  After two years they knew they had made a grievous error, but by then they had invested their entire principal into the business and had no reserve.  When the engine had blown up, both of them had realized that they had no real hope of recovery, so Tom's offer to buy their helicopter, then give them jobs as well seemed like a windfall.

Over coffee and dessert that evening, Tom and Jim Burke tried to calm them by explaining what would be expected of them as workers for White Out.  However Russ and Liz were still on a high when they left to go home.

"Well, if enthusiasm means anything, you just hired the best possible pair of pilots for your new bird," Jim said quietly as he walked beside Tom on the way to their motel.

"Yeah, I suppose, but I can't help feeling that I've just gambled a pile on some old junked helicopters and the word of people I hardly know," Tom admitted with a grin.  "I feel like I'm sitting at a poker table, staring at a huge pot, but I just went all in on a low straight, so I'm hoping that Travis and Ron are right about salvaging those engines.  Otherwise I'm going to have blown a wad of stock and made a promise I can't keep, with everything based on a hunch that the guys are right."

"You're showing a helluva lot of trust in the boys judgement, aren't you?"

"Yep!" Tom grinned.  "I haven't known them long, but I've flown in planes that they've maintained and I haven't seen any problems that worried me, so I'm gambling that they know what they're doing."

"Oh, they do and I certainly trust them, but as you said, you haven't known them all that long," Jim shook his head.  "I'm not sure I'd have had the trust you do if I was walking in your boots."

"Well, what do you think old Serge would have done if it had been him?"

"Probably what you just did," Jim laughed sharply.  "And just like him, if you're right this is going to be another bonanza, but you do know that even Serge goofed once in a while don't you?"

"Unh huh, but that's what makes life exciting," Tom chuckled.  "Sometimes you've gotta go with your gut feelings, stick your chin out and wait to see if life wallops you a good one or not.  Now I need to go find a phone and call home to let Sandy know how my day went or I'll be in deep trouble, so I'll see you in the morning."

Sandy had been surprised to hear from Tom that evening and astonished that he was in Fort St. John, since she'd also been under the impression that he and Jack had been heading for Calgary.  She had an update on the BP/Lister connection though.  Frank Jamison had passed on the news to Charlie that some of  BP's associates had paid Lister thousands of dollars to 'torpedo' Tom's lease.  The payments hadn't even been hidden, instead they had been paid to Lister as 'legal fees' and had supposedly paid for nonexistent 'court dates' and fraudulent 'pending lawsuits' or other fictions.  Frank's estimation was the BP had paid Lister almost half a million dollars and had been growing quite frustrated with the lack of progress he had made.

"Frank wants to give you a gift of some kind for the way you're clues and ideas are cleaning house on shyster lawyers and civil servants, but he says you'll have to go to Vancouver to collect it," Sandy laughed then.  "The old bugger wouldn't tell me what he wants to give you either."

"Can he legally do that?" Tom frowned.

"I think it's a personal gift, not one from the company, so I think that would be perfectly legal.  Oops, someone is at the door.  Have a good night, Love, but I've got to go."

So Tom went to bed that night puzzling over what sort of gift Frank Jamison would want to give him and worrying over who would be knocking on Sandy's door late at night.




Chapter 13

By six o'clock the next morning Ron and Travis were rousting Tom out of bed, insisting that they were ready to head to the hanger to work on the copter.  Tom wasn't feeling quite as enthusiastic, but he did roll out of bed and agreed to meet them in the restaurant.  So, by seven o'clock, the crew had all eaten a quick breakfast and had headed over to the airport.

Russ and Liz were already parked near the hanger when the White Out crew arrived and the SUV had hardly come to a stop before the two of them came over to greet them.  Needless to say, Tom, Jim and Ron were all impressed.  Even if Liz and Russ weren't mechanics, their enthusiasm and willingness to work was certainly demonstrated by their actions.  Not only were they both there and ready to work, but Russ had enlisted the help of a friend with connections to a local tool distributer.  His friend was willing to lend his tools to 'Tom's crew,' provided he could help with the repair.  Of course the tools he had were meant for automotive repair, not aircraft maintenance, but they would certainly be a major help in the initial tear-down of the copters.  At that point Tom felt that the only possible problem that might throw a monkey wrench into the works would be a major problem with the engines of his dad's wreck.  He decided that he wasn't about to let anything less than the
loss of both of those engines disrupt the deal in any way.

So while Jim, Ron and Travis did a second survey of the two helicopters, with the help of Liz, Russ and their buddy, Tom and Jack headed off to find scaffolding, man-lifts and hoists.  They rented some scaffolding from a local rental shop and borrowed a man-lift and a hoist from the airport, but Jack managed to annoy the airport mechanic while they were there.  Actually the silly twit tried to have the airport bar them from working on the site.  Naturally Jack threw his weight around, even mentioning the words 'Dunn-Redding,' so the airport manager told the mechanic to shut his loud mouth.  Tom just shook his head at the whole episode, since it was so needless, but it was the sort of thing he can come to expect of his father.  Of course Tom's opinion of the mechanic wasn't all that high either - the jerk had tried to imply that the White Out crew didn't know what they were doing and insisted that both helicopters were unsalvageable.

When both Jack and the mechanic had left the room, Tom asked the manager quietly, "I take it the mechanic has connections to whoever does your airport salvage, doesn't he?"

"Umm, he might have, I did hear a rumour that his brother-in-law works at a salvage firm, but I doubt if that means anything," the manger frowned.

"I see!  I find that rather suspicious myself," Tom snorted, then started to walk away, but paused.  "I'd recommend that you run a check on that mechanic's local connections because my crew say they'll have one of those birds flying inside of a week.  And, just so you know,  I'll be sending my salvage crew up here for whatever is left of the other machine too.  I refuse to allow that mechanic to make one extra penny off of me and I might as well mention that I'm considering the idea of further actions concerning this whole setup.  Something about this operation just doesn't smell right to me."

"Is that right?  Well, who the hell do you think you think you are, throwing accusations of that sort around?" the manager snapped.

"I haven't made any accusations, just suppositions and suspicions, but for your information I'm the majority share holder in White Out Wilderness Services.  If that doesn't mean anything to you, try calling the RCMP detachment in Bear Creek and ask the officers there what Tom Dunn does to crooks who cross me," Tom said still speaking quietly.  "Unlike my father, I don't take offence at being doubted, but I do take offence to being ripped off or having my friends taken advantage of by a swindler or a crook."

"Oh shit!" the manager muttered quietly as Tom walked away.

Out at the SUV Tom grinned at his dad who was checking the hitch on the trailer that was used to move the man-lift.

"Okay, what's making you so damn happy?" Jack asked.

"Oh, nothing much, but I expect when we come back for their hoist we'll be treated better."

"What the hell did you do, bribe that bastard?"

"Nope, I just suggested that the airport manager should check the mechanic's local contacts.  I figure he's crooked and working with whoever who owns the local scrap yard, so he gets a kickback on any salvage he steers their way."

"Shit, that's not good news.  This mechanic is related to the guy in Calgary who does the work on my plane and he might be just as bad."

"Like I said before, if you don't trust your mechanic, that's not good.  Do you want to have Travis or Ron give your plane a quick going over to see if there are any problems?"

"No, I've only put about forty hours ago on the KingAir since it had a full inspection by the factory reps in Calgary and they gave it a full thumbs up.  What I'm worried about is that old Beaver that JJ is flying, because he uses the same mechanic as I do."

"If you have a reason to be suspicious of the guy, you should give JJ a heads up," Tom snapped.  "Just pass on what I found out and mention your worries.  Maybe the guy's brother is honest though, so all you can do is tell JJ what we suspect and let him handle it."

Jack didn't say anything, just nodded, but Tom could see from the set of his jaw that he didn't really like that idea.  Still, it was his dad's choice what he did or what he said to JJ, only Tom decided he'd call his brother later.

By coffee time that morning the crew had called back to Angela, having her arrange which tool boxes should be sent and what tools should be in them.  After some discussion, they decided the Jack and Liz were the best choice of pilots to fly down to White Out's base to bring back the tools and other essentials.  Then too, Jim had been worried about leaving White Out's office and airfield so badly understaffed so he decided to fly back with them.  Jack and Liz easily made the flight down and back that day, not only bringing back everything Travis and Ron had asked for, but Donna came along as well.  By ten o'clock on Tuesday night the crew was well on the way toward removing both engines from the second wreck as well as having the mangled and damaged parts stripped off Russ and Liz's Chinook.

Since they had worked so late it was almost eleven before Tom was able to call JJ.  Tom wanted his brother to know what he had seen and what he thought about the situation concerning the mechanic in Fort St. John, so he thought it was important enough to take the chance that he might wake JJ.

"Guess what?" JJ laughed.  "Dad called me about that earier, so I had one of my friends out at the airport do some checking.  It turns out the guy we've been using for a mechanic here has a contact in the salvage business as well, so I talked to him this afternoon.  He didn't like having me check him out and quit, but inside of an hour I had another mechanic start going over my Beaver.  The new guy hasn't completed his inspection, but so far he hasn't found any problems.  Personally, I think the two brothers are like vultures, if there is an accident of some sort, they do their best to swoop in and scoop up the salvage."

"Actually, that makes sense," Tom commented.  "That's about what my impression of the guy here was.  What did bother me was that he was trying to take advantage of people who wouldn't have known any better and I even put Dad in that category this time."

"Really, how do you figure that?"

"Well, from what the two mechanics who came with us explained it to me, the mechanic couldn't move the drive shafts easily so he told everyone the engines were both seized solid.  Whoever Dad had check the machine out must have taken his word for it and didn't check things themselves.  Only there's a clutch between the engine and the drive, so today when the mechanics released that clutch, the engines turned freely and on top of that they seem to be in balance.  That means the scrap value of the wreck is about double what it would have been otherwise," Tom snorted.  "Not only that, but the mechanic had the owners of a similar chopper convinced that their bird was hardly worth salvaging.  However, it looks like my guys will be able to use bits and pieces from Dad's wreck to completely repair the other machine and still have lots of fully useable spare parts left over."

"Wow, what does Dad think of that?  Is he pissed off at you for buying the wreck for less money than it was worth?"

"No, which surprises me, but then I think he's still a little off balance from finding that I'm the principal owner of White Out," Tom chuckled.  "Besides that I think Liz has him wrapped around her little finger.  She's one of the couple that owned the other chopper and they were going broke until White Out came along and bought them out."

"Well, I told you I'd talked to Dad earlier and while I agree that he may be a little off balance, as you put it, I don't think it's over White Out.  Instead I think it has more to do with the fact that you have the ability to look at other people's problems and turn them around, but at the same time as helping others, you make a profit.  Not only that, but you make friends out of the people that you helped out."

"I don't think Sheridan Lister would agree," Tom snorted.

"Oh, but he didn't have a problem, he was a problem," JJ laughed.

Tom had to agree with that description, but it reminded him that he had to call Sandy so his talk to JJ didn't last much longer.  As soon as he got through to Sandy though, she gave him a bit of surprising news.

"Sheridan's lawyer and his real-estate agent have really been putting pressure on Adam and Charlie about the final payment and signing for that building you bought.  Heck, I even had a couple of calls about it today.  Do you think you could be back here tomorrow afternoon to pay them off and accept the keys to the building?  I think Sheridan must be having major problems in order to be pushing for such a rush deal, but once the deal is signed and the bill paid, you can put a stop to all the BS."

"Actually I think I can do that, because we have the worst of this job under wraps.  It won't be until the afternoon though."

"That would be great, but I hope you're in better shape when you get here than Ann was when she got here last night.  She was totally wasted," Sandy sighed slightly.  "She looked like she'd driven through hell when she staggered into the house."

"Ann?  Do you mean my sister, Ann?"

"Yes, your sister, Ann.  She woke up at six yesterday morning, packed up some clothes and left Calgary at about eight.  She drove straight though, only stopping for coffee and bathroom breaks, then arrived here just as I was talking to you last night.  She was so tired we said 'Hi,' fed her a bowl of soup and tucked her into bed," Sandy chuckled.  "I like her already and if she's even half as good in the office as Kelly is, I'm going to want her to be involved in the business.  Your mom is an absolute crackerjack at the tax business because she doesn't sit there and mull things over or waste any time.  If she understands what needs to be done, she just buckles down and tackles the job head on, but if she doesn't know for sure what to do, she asks intelligent questions.  Best of all, she remembers what she's told."

"Yeah, that sounds like Mom," Tom grinned.

Then he went on to tell Sandy some of his fond memories of life at home, mostly from the period before he and his dad had started arguing over everything.  Eventually both of them realized it was late and that they could talk to each other in person the next day, so they said goodbye and both headed for bed.

On Wednesday morning Tom wasn't awakened quite as early, but the crew was still on the job by eight.  Almost as soon as they got there, Tom took Russ with him and went to pick up the engine hoist from the airport shops.  The mechanic wasn't around the shop and Russ made sure to point out that the mechanic's tool bench had been completely cleared of all his tools, but Tom didn't say a word.  He was fairly certain the man had been let go, but he wasn't about to rub anyone's nose in the fact.  Instead he just rolled his eyes at Russ and went on with the job of loading the hoist on the trailer, then arranged to have a rigger come down to the hanger.  He wouldn't even have asked for that much help, but they'd need a rigger to help to get the hoist into position on the overhead 'I' beams that stretched across the hanger just under the roof trusses.

As it happened, the rigger that they ended up having come to help them didn't seem to have cared much for the mechanic.  As soon as he walked in the door he walked over to Russ and held out his hand. "Glad to see someone caught on to what that crook was doin'.  Way to go, Russ."

"It wasn't me, it was these guys from White Out, but do you really think he was crooked?"

"Hell, yeah, he dropped and bent that grill off the engine on your whirlybird when he last did some service for you, then didn't straighten it and put it back in place.  I guess he was hoping it would cause a problem and it did.  Now if I'd have seen him do it, I'd have done something about it, but I didn't hear about it until right after your engine blew up.  I told the manager, but he said what I told him was just hearsay evidence, not proof.  Only I think he took it seriously, because he did call in the gas monkey I'd heard about it from and I know he was keeping an eye on the mechanic."

Both Tom and Ron were standing nearby and heard what was said and Tom noticed the scowl cross Ron's face.  As a result, when Ron excused himself as soon as the hoist was rigged, then headed toward the airport manager's office, Tom joined him.

"You talk, I'm just here as backup," Tom said quietly.

Ron just nodded and gave Tom a thumbs up, but once he was in the manager's office he never even glanced at Tom, instead he glared at the man sitting behind the desk.

"I'm the assistant manager of White Out Wilderness Services and occasionally we've flown out of this airport, so I know many of your regular customers.  Now I just heard confirmation that one of the helicopters we are working on was sabotaged by an uncertified mechanic that you had doing aircraft maintenance here.  I was also told that you had several complaints about the man's ability and attitude and were aware that he was relatively unskilled.  So, I expect to hear that you are contacting each and every flight service that uses this facility to warn them of what I heard.  Then they can have an independent check done on every machine that man serviced.  I imagine that like me, they will each send you a bill for that work, so I would recommend that you hire a fully certified mechanic and offer to have him do those checks free of charge.  Of course if one of those aircraft happens to have an accident in the meantime, you may well be held culpable.

"Right at this moment I have several people working on one of the repairs which we can trace directly to the actions of that uncertified individual.  Half of those people are fully qualified in aircraft maintenance and the others are quite familiar with such work, but are only working as assistants.  I will start my billing to this facility with a charge for one half of the wages paid to those people for the work we are presently doing.  I expect we will be paid promptly.  Is that clear?"

"You can't do that!" the manager protested.

"I can and I will, but if you prefer we can proceed through court action.  If that's the route you wish to take you will be contacted by our solicitors, Preston and Jamison of Bear Creek," Ron snarled.  "Of course you realize the implications that will arise from any such court action, because all of the failings of this facility will be aired in public and before a representative of the Air Traffic Safety Board."

Then Ron spun on his heel and gestured for Tom to precede him out of the office.

"That was short and sweet," Tom commented when they were walking back to the hanger.

"No sense in drawing out something like that," Ron shrugged.  "That guy hired an unqualified man to do a job that requires years of training, so he's responsible for any screw-ups that twit caused.  Not only that, but he hired a crook and didn't keep an eye on him, so I plan to see that things are straightened out."

"Well, if you do end up sending the airport a bill, don't charge anything for Dad or for me.  I'm not even happy about having them pay anything to the rest of you.  That should be my cost, because what you're doing will be to my benefit."

"Screw that boss, I even want to charge for Jack's flight time and fuel costs."

"Nope, You can't do that.  The way I've arranged things with Dad that's already paid for in the benefits I'll receive from Dunn-Redding.  I refuse to double dip,"  Tom said sharply, then grinned.  "You wouldn't want to annoy your new landlord, would you?"

"Only if I thought he was being an asshole," Ron grinned back.  "I don't want to argue about this right now though, because we've got a job to do."

Once the hoist was in position, they could lift the first engine out of Jack's wreck and use it to replace the wrecked engine in Russ and Liz's chopper.  Or rather that's what they would do if the engines in Jack's wreck were useable.  By ten in the morning they had removed the engine from Jack's chopper and had found that it was turning freely and seemed balanced.  Knowing that, they were able to assume that both engines could be salvaged and used, which was the whole point of the exercise.  Everyone breathed a sigh of relief when the local inspector declared that engine useable.

Tom would have liked to stay and help, but knew he had an appointment that afternoon, so after coffee, Tom and Jack hopped in the plane to fly back to Bear Creek.  Laura was there to meet them when they landed and took them directly to her office so Tom could sign the papers, make the final payment and take possesion of his new office building and warehouse.

"Hi Tom," Charlie greeted him with a handshake.  "Sorry about the rush, but I didn't realize you were out of town until after I'd agreed to have this sale completed today."

"The only question I have about that is why is Lister in such a rush all of a sudden, since his trial date isn't for months, but I don't suppose you would know that, would you?"

"Well, it doesn't have anything to do with the property, at least not as far as we can discover and I've had the realtor double-check the title for any liens or encumbrances.  As far as we can discover, the title is completely clear, so that mortgage Sandy heard about was nonexistent.  If Lister owed anyone anything, it had to have been a personal loan," Charlie paused and smiled slightly.  "Now Lister's house was a different matter, since it was mortgaged to the hilt, but as you well know there were drugs found there.  As a result the house was confiscated, but I doubt if the people holding that mortgage would view that as a reason for Lister defaulting on his debt to them."

"I see.  Is that a hint that Lister wasn't dealing with a regular mortgage company?"

"Well, the money trail is rather convoluted and normally I wouldn't say anything about it, but considering the situation, I think you should be aware of some of the facts we've discovered.  The building you purchased was originally mortgaged quite heavily to a legal mortgage company.  However, just prior to Lister purchasing the home he was living in at the time of his arrest, he completely cleared the mortgage on the office block, leaving it free and clear of any debt.  Then he purchased his house, but at about the same time we believe he fell into debt to a rather shady group of individuals.  Details of that debt are rather sparse for reasons that we've been unable to discover, but legal authorities are digging for facts," Charlie paused and frowned slightly then.  "Dad called me this morning and part of what he told me has to do with you and your purchase today.  According to what he has already discovered Lister received a large sum of money from those people you
mentioned to him and it appeared in his accounts just prior to his payout of the mortgage on the office building.  Then another large sum appeared in a second of Lister's accounts just prior to his buying the house.  Unfortunately Dad's people have been unable to trace that second source of funds, other than that it was from an offshore account."

"Couldn't that money have come from BP in some way?"

"That would be rather doubtful, since it came from an Oriental source.  Off the record, I think he had committed himself to some action which he wasn't able to fulfill, but it really doesn't have a lot to do with your actions in any manner.  It most assuredly doesn't have anything to do with your purchase of his building," Charlie smiled slightly  "All those facts really do is give us a plausible explanation for Lister's prior actions and a relatively clear-cut excuse for his present actions.  What I'm saying is that knowing those facts, we can say without doubt that no one has any legal reason to place a claim against the title of the office and warehouse building."

"In other words you're saying that I shouldn't hesitate to pay for the building?"

"That's correct.  All I need to know is which company is going to hold title to the building, since there was some question about that earlier and I have yet to fill in the final ownership on these papers," Charlie smiled.  "I will also need a certified cheque for the agreed amount, but since the sum is rather large it would be faster to do a direct transfer though the bank."

"Okay, Charlie, I understand.  Originally I mentioned the White Out name when I put the down payment on the building, but that would complicate matters because of the number of shareholders involved.  I've decided I don't want that building to be under either the White Out or Sunrise Minerals banner, but instead I want it completely separate.  I think I'd like to have it under a limited company using my initials and make it a property management company.  Can I do that?"

"You most assuredly can, but why not use the name you've used for your stock investments, then we could add the term "Property Division' if you'd like?  You won't even need to have a different bank account since it will just be an internal division within your company."

"Hmm, 'TF Dunn Investments Ltd, Property Division.'  You know, I think that's fine just like that - yeah that'll do perfectly,"  Tom sighed and nodded his head.  "I just want it separate from any partners or share holders for now, that way I don't need to consult anyone about any actions I take concerning at least one local business."

"We can do that," Charlie smiled. "TF Dunn Investments is already a limited company, so creating a property division under that banner is easy enough.  I'll need to modify these papers before having them registered, but there isn't any problem there either.  TFDI is where the funds will actually come from anyway.  It will only take a few minutes and you can wait here if you like?"

"Go for it.  I'll wait, since I could use a short break," Tom smiled and leaned back with a sigh.

Within ten minutes Charlie was back and they filled out everything but the necessary signatures, then went down the street to meet with Adam Horowitz, the real-estate agent.  More details were added to the paperwork, then all it would take would be trip to the bank to arrange the payment, followed by a stamp from a notary and registering the change of ownership at the land registry office, then Tom would receive the keys to his new building.

"Tom, before we go much further, I have a question for you," Adam said quickly.  "Do you suppose that Bear Creek Realty could become one of the tenants in your building?"

"You want to move into the building?  Whatever for?  I seems to me this office is in a prime location?" Tom looked at him with a puzzled frown.

"Oh, it is in a prime location, so I'm paying a prime price to lease it, but we're a little short of space since I've recently added two more agents to my staff.  Not only that, but my lease will expire in only three months and I've just been warned by the insurance agency next door that our lease will cost much more in the future, almost twice as much."

"So the insurance company is forcing you out?"

"No, both of us are being forced out by Calvin Somerset, the owner of Cariboo Prime Realty.  He's managed to secure an intent to purchase on the property before we even heard the building was for sale, so we're being forced to either pay an exorbitant rent or be put out on the street, more or less."

"That's kind of a shyster move by this Somerset guy isn't it?"

"Yes, but it was legal, just barely.  I already talked to the local registrar of land titles about it and he checked into the sale for me.  Somerset swooped in the day after the old man who owned the place had a heart attack and made an offer to the old man's widow.  Now the paperwork and sale aren't complete, but Somerset has arranged an intent to purchase with completion set to happen long before my lease will be renewed.  I've met Mrs. Morgenstern previously and thought she was a very nice lady, but rumour has it that the greedy witch plans to grab the money from the sale and run.  I've heard that she is moving to Arizona as soon as she has full payment for this property and her house."

"I heard some of what you said, but I think we're going to pretend we heard the words, 'grieving widow,' aren't we, Charles?" Tom winked at Charlie.

"Oh, yes!  I'm sure that's what we heard, especially since I can claim you both as clients," Charlie grinned and winked back.  "Now I don't know about Laura, but it seems to me that a lawyer's office should be on the top floor of a building, just to have a bit more prestige.  If we were to do that, there would be space available on the ground floor."

"Well, don't forget John West either, since he's my insurance agent," Tom said quickly.  "If his lease costs are doubling, I'm sure he'd like to move out of this building as well.  I think we all need to talk to Laura and Sandy before we say much more though."

"So you aren't saying no, but you want to talk to your other prospective tenants before committing yourself in one way or the other?" Adam asked.

"You've got it," Tom nodded.  "You see I'm not extremely pleased by people who pull shady deals and shyster moves.  Come to think of it, I've never heard of this Somerset guy, so where is he from?"

"He had an office in Quesnel," Adam smiled slightly.  "It was only a small office though, so the idea of him expanding into this area is rather surprising.  In fact the idea that he could expand anywhere is literally astonishing, since I've always thought he was running a shoestring operation at best.  Actually, he was the guy who arranged the lease for Lister when he first came to town."

"Hold on now!  Suddenly I'm getting suspicious that there's a skunk in the woodpile," Tom frowned.  "In fact I'm very suspicious of several things, especially this purchase that I'm making from Lister.  Do you suppose that there is any way that he could be using the funds I'm paying him to reestablish his former influence in this town?  When did you find out about Somerset purchasing this building, Adam?"

"Just this morning, but the old man died last Tuesday, that's almost a week before you agreed to purchase the Lister building, so …"

"Wait, lets not jump ahead.  Now you said Somerset arranged for Lister's lease here when the crook first came to town, but this time Somerset asked you to sell Lister's building, didn't he?"

"Well, yes, you're right, he did, but he did that weeks ago, right after the police said that it was cleared of suspicion for drug related activities.  Of course you know that selling that building became quite a problem, because no one wanted to bail out Lister.  It's no surprise that someone like Somerset is handling the sale and since he has no local office I thought it was reasonable for him to ask me to be the local agent."

"Still you approached Sandy about it didn't you?"

"Yes, but by then I knew her business was growing and I anticipated that Laura and Charlie would soon be in need of more staff, so I thought both businesses would need more space.  As well as that I'd heard rumours about you being Serge Potemchin's principal heir and that you were going to be involved with White Out Wilderness Services.  I'd heard they were having problems with their lease, but I knew you were friends with Harry Guildford and I knew that Dave Farmington and his wife wanted to sell out.  I just added everything up and decided that you and Sandy would be prime candidates to purchase the Lister building."

"Well, if you gathered that much about our business dealings from rumour and scuttlebutt, then Somerset could do the same thing and he could pass it on to Lister.  Only now I'm suspicious of the fact that Lister lowered the price on his building right when he did.  I'm sure he had a reason for doing it, but I can't really see why he'd want me to buy the building, not unless it gave him an advantage in some way.  He's far too vindictive to willingly let me buy the place at a bargain price unless he could gain something far more valuable in return," Tom sighed heavily.  "I'm guessing that the death of the old man who owned this building has something to do with his impatience to have me complete the deal, but I don't understand why.  The only thing I can think of is that Lister might want Somerset to own this building for some reason, but I don't understand why he would want that either.  Can either of you see how that could be an advantage for Lister?"

"I don't understand that myself and I can't understand how Somerset would gain all that much out of selling Lister's building.  His commission from that sale certainly wouldn't be enough to put a down payment on this property and yet he doesn't appear to have any other assets that have much value.  I'm at a loss to explain his apparent affluence, but I can't see any reason for Lister to tie up his limited funds in order to back Somerset's purchase of this property," Adam frowned.

"Yes, but when I agreed to buy the Lister building I gave you a cheque for 10% as a down payment, and this building is worth much less than the one I purchased," Tom scowled.  "So, if Lister were to shift a large portion of that money into Somerset's hands, he could make a large down payment on this smaller building quite easily, couldn't he?"

"Well, it is possible, but that's quite a stretch.  Still, Somerset sounded extremely happy when I told him who had bought that building and I've been put under pressure to complete the sale as quickly as possible," Adam frowned.  "Now you're making me suspicious."

"Well, although all the papers are made out, the cheque hasn't been written, I haven't turned the papers over to you and the deal hasn't been stamped by a notary, so this sale isn't complete," Charlie grinned.  "Tom was being very cooperative by rushing back from a prior engagement to meet with me, but what if he'd been unprepared to take advantage of an early closing?  We could imply that he hasn't been able to raise the funds so quickly and is insisting that we hold off on completing the deal until the original deadline.  Meanwhile, I happen to know that we can research the title of any local property and I want to see a copy of the sale agreement for this building.  If we can get our hands on that document, we can establish a time line of any payments, either those already made or those that are promised, then we'd know if Tom's theory is even possible."

"But wouldn't any sales agreement be the same as mine," Tom frowned.

"Not if Somerset has already raised the rents, unless he has done that illegally," Charlie smiled.  "If he has taken legal possession, then he has probably set up some version of a time payment plan, which would have to be registered.  Of course he may have jumped the gun and simply announced his future plans, in which case what we would have is a totally different situation which we could use to our advantage.  One of the things I'm also considering is a discussion with the local RCMP, which might also be advantageous, since they might know something of the character of Somerset that we don't.  That would be especially true if he happens to be the sort to step outside the law on occasion."

"Well, I do have a friend on the local force," Tom smiled.

"You have a lot of friends on the local force," Adam chuckled.  "After what you did to Lister and his cohorts, I think most of them would go out of their way to help you in any way they could.  For gosh sakes, Tom, you virtually handed them the whole crew - bound, gagged and laid out on a silver platter."

"Ah, but in Lister's case I had evidence to back me.  In this case I'm just going on suspicions that may not even be true.  For all I know this Somerset guy might be an angel," Tom shrugged.  "I'm not even sure I want to cast suspicion on him."

"Well, I can tell you that rumour doesn't paint Somerset as a white knight, that's for sure.  I know from talking to other real-estate agents that he's been involved in some very shady deals," Adam offered.

"Well, that's hearsay, but it does give me an excuse," Tom looked tentative, then made up his mind, so he picked up the phone and dialled the local RCMP detachment.

Both Adam and Charlie noticed that he didn't use the phone book, but dialled the number from memory and a knowing glance passed between them.

"RCMP, Bear Creek Detachment, Officer Melody Martin speaking.  How may I help you?" a woman's voice answered.

"Hello, Officer Martin, this is Tom Dunn. I was wondering if Sergeant Lance MacDonald was working today and if so, I was wondering if he could find time to speak to me?"

"Hello Mr. Dunn," Tom could hear the smile on her face.  "Sergeant MacDonald just happens to be in the office and I'm sure he will make time to speak to you.  Please wait one moment."

It didn't take a minute for Sergeant MacDonald to come online, just a few seconds. "Hello Tom, Lance here.  What have you found this time, or is this a personal call?"

"Actually it's a semiofficial request for information, Sergeant MacDonald, but it might be something you can't help me with.  I've just heard that a man named Calvin Somerset is going to be moving into Bear Creek, but all I know about him is that he owns an outfit called Cariboo Prime Realty and that he works for Lister.  Now I really don't have anything to do with him directly, but I've heard rumours about him that are a little bit unsettling.  Other than that, well, I don't want you to step outside of your comfort zone, but if this guy is known for anything that you might be interested in, I'd like a hint, if that's possible?"

"Did you say Calvin Somerset is moving to Bear Creek?"

"Yes, he is supposedly buying the office block on the corner of Main and Regent and is planning to up the rent for the present tenants high enough that they're looking to move out.  Is having him move here a bad thing?"

"You aren't involved are you?"

"Not directly, no.  However I put a large down payment on the Lister building on Sunday, with a completion date of fourteen days.  Now, just four days later, I'm being pressured to complete the sale.  I'm not sure if my suspicions are correct, but I've heard enough rumours to make it seem possible that Lister might be backing Somerset in this second deal.  The problem is that it's just rumour and hearsay at this point, so I don't have anything solid to go by.  However, I don't want to be rushed into completing the deal with Lister if one of his buddies is going to use my down payment to move into town and create problems for everyone."

"Well, a double cross like that is exactly the sort of thing I would expect Lister to do and just the sort of person he would use to do it too.  With that in mind I'm going to suggest that you hold off on completing the initial sale for now.  I'll check around and see what I can find out and get back to you as soon as possible, okay?"

"All right, I can do that if you want, but my realtor is under quite a lot of pressure, especially since his real-estate office is one of the tenants in the building that Somerset is supposedly buying.  If my guess is right, Mr. Somerset has a limited time to complete the purchase of this building, which would be his reason for pushing for an early completion.  So, if I hold back the completion of the purchase of the Lister building, he might have a problem with his completion date - that is, if in fact he is being backed by Lister."

"That's exactly what I'm going to have to check first.  However, I can legally approach the owner of record, whereas you really shouldn't do that."

"Well, unfortunately the former owner had a heart attack and died last week.  The person who is selling the property is his widow and I understand she's doing it with the idea of moving to Arizona as soon as possible."

"Hmm, I hadn't heard about that.  When did Abe Morgenstern die?"

"I'm not sure, but I heard it was early last week, Monday or Tuesday, I think."

"Last week?  Wait a minute!  The Morgensterns are practising Jews.  If Abe died on Monday, burial couldn't have happened until Tuesday and Shiva lasts seven days after burial.  That means the family would have been in mourning until yesterday or today, and they certainly wouldn't have sold any real-estate during that time.  Besides that, there wouldn't have been time for a will to go through probate, so there is definitely something very fishy about this.  I'll call you later, Tom.  Are you at home?"

"Right now I'm in my real-estate agent's office, or to be specific, Adam Horowitz's office, he's my real-estate agent."

"I know where that is.  Wait there.  I'll see you shortly, probably inside of an hour."

"Is it okay if I go a few doors down the street to my fiancée's office?  I've been out of town for a few days and rushed here from the airport, so I haven't really had a chance to say hello to her yet."

"Yes, Tom, you can go say hello to your lady, but don't run off anywhere else," Sergeant MacDonald was chuckling as he hung up.

"Well that was interesting," Tom smiled as he hung up the phone.  "I think Sergeant MacDonald is off to see the widow.  He seemed to be concerned that there wasn't enough time for a will to go through probate before the sale was made, amongst other things.  He also asked us to hold off on completing the sale until he's had a chance to check out Somerset and perhaps Lister."

"What I've just heard was literally unbelievable," Charlie shook his head as if that would help him understand.  "You sat there and told him you were basing your suspicions on rumours, hearsay evidence and gut feelings, yet he's acting on it.  If that doesn't tell you just how well the local RCMP think of you, nothing will."

"Well, I wasn't about to lie to him," Tom snorted.  "Now if we aren't going to complete the deal on Lister's building today is there anything we need to do?"

"Well, we'd better tear up this paperwork," Charlie picked up the sales agreement.

"Let me see it for a moment," Tom grinned, planning to print the word 'VOID' across the contract, then he paused.  "Wait a second.  We don't have to do a darn thing yet.  Adam, if Lister's agent comes to see you, just tell him that it was all ready to go, then a cop interfered.  You might even say that the cop said he had to check out where the money was going and what it was being used for.  No - it might be better to ask Sergeant MacDonald about that first.  Otherwise we might scare Lister off and if he's involved, I'd love to help put him away for a few more years."

"You really have it in for him, don't you?" Adam asked.

"No, not really, but he displays several personality faults that I do dislike.  I don't like cheats, crooks, liars, drug dealers or wife beaters and I will do almost anything to see that they get the treatment they deserve.  Sheridan Lister is all five of the above and in my books, I'd like to see him get a fair sentence, something like twenty-five or thirty-years."

"You might be a little vindictive about him, but today you've been thinking like a cop does," Charlie nodded.  "I can't believe how you laid out the situation so it all makes sense and I think you have Lister and Somerset pegged."

"Oh, Lister is easy to figure out.  All you have to do is think like a fairly smart, but very selfish and extremely vindictive twelve year old, then you can second guess his actions."

"Don't you mean a brilliant twelve year old?"

"Naw, just fairly smart, he makes too many errors to be classed as brilliant or he'd out-think me a dozen times before breakfast," Tom snorted.  "Now if I'm going to see Sandy before our friend from the local RCMP detachment gets here, I'd better get my butt in gear."

"Well, if you're going back there, Adam and I should go to my office as well, that way we can be close by if Officer MacDonald wants to talk to us," Charlie said quickly.

So they all headed back to Charlie's office, then Tom walked next door to see Sandy and was greeted with hugs and kisses from Sandy, then big hugs his mom and his sister, Ann.

"So how is my little brother, the millionaire?" Ann asked as she stepped back with a grin.

"Oh, I was just thinking about offering you a job, so I could be your boss," he winked at her.

"Hey, I'm already your partner in an airfield, or I will be tomorrow when we sign all the papers.  Besides, your fiancée has offered me a partnership in her accounting business."

"Oh darn, I was going to ask you to manage my new warehouse and office building for me.  You'd be collecting the rent, arranging for maintenance and things of that sort," Tom grinned.  "Besides that I'm going to need someone in town who can handle purchasing and shipping the supplies that Sandy and I are going to need when we're living out on the lease.  It won't be a full time job by any means, but I thought it would be great for you because it would mostly be from April through November and would mainly involve buying and shipping supplies.  A couple of hours a day would probably take care of what I need to have done, even during the busiest periods.  I'd probably be in town and doing those things during the coldest months of the year, which is when an accountant's work is heaviest."

"I'd grab the job if I were you, Ann," Sandy nodded.  "Sid would like a permanent part-time job here anyway, and there really isn't enough work in this office to keep two people busy during the summer months.  You might as well be doing something to keep from dying of boredom in the months this office is quiet.  The job Tom is offering would give you a bit of work to do to keep busy and give you a chance to fight off boredom."

"I'll think about it," Ann sighed.  "I don't know why, but I expected my life to be simpler when I moved away from the city, not more complicated."

"You have to be kidding me?" her father snorted.  "You're getting involved on the ground floor of at least half a dozen different businesses that are just getting started or else are expanding.  Each one of them has a sound basis and they support each other, so I'd say grab hold of that golden ring, join in on the fun and hang on for dear life, because it may be quite a ride."

"Thanks, Dad, I'll take that as a compliment," Tom grinned.  "But, just to keep everyone up to date, that ride we're on just got a little bit more complicated.  I'm holding off on buying the Lister building for a while because of a possible bump in the road."

"Why would you do that, Tom?" his dad asked instantly.  "I thought you wanted to take possession of that building as soon as possible so you could start using the warehouse."

"Well, you'll have to keep this between us, but it looks like Lister and his agent may have been trying to pull a fast one," Tom started, then explained the suspicions he had and the advice he'd received from Sergeant MacDonald.  "So I'm waiting for him to show up, then I'll see what he has to say before I do anything more."

"Well, knowing Sheridan like I do, that's just the sort of thing he'd try to pull off, just to be vindictive," Sandy said quietly.  "The only thing I don't understand is what this Somerset fellow could do to hurt you or me."

"Reestablish the drug supply line for one thing," Ann said quietly.  "I'll bet there are still drug dealers in town, but they may have a supply problem now that Lister is out of circulation.  I can't see how a real-estate agent would be a good cover for a supplier though."

"I don't either, but he might just want the building, since it is divided up to be used by two businesses," Sandy answered, then frowned.  "Actually a real-estate agent drives all over town, as well as out in the country, so he could easily act as a drug courier.  Then if he had a second business like a video arcade in the other half of the building, he'd have a setup that would draw in teenage customers for his drug business."

"Sorry to interrupt, but I see an RCMP car coming our way and I imagine it's being driven by Sergeant MacDonald," Tom said, looking up the street.  "I see he's not alone though, so I think I'll step outside, then I may end up going next door to keep Charlie and Adam in the loop.  Besides, he may not want to have too many people know what he's discovered and Charlie has rooms that give some privacy."

"Now just a second, I think …" Jack protested.

"Dad, don't argue," Ann interrupted him almost instantly.  "Tom is right, this really isn't our business, so let him handle it his way.  If he learns something we should know, I imagine he'll pass it on just as soon as he can."

"Thanks, Sis," Tom winked at her and he stepped outside just as the car pulled up.

Sergeant MacDonald did have a passenger with him, a grey-haired lady who looked up at Tom with a smile as he opened the door for her.

"Hello young man.  You must be Tom Dunn.  My name is Anna Morgenstern and this kind police officer thought we should meet so that we might solve a problem that could affect all of us."

"Hello Mrs. Morgenstern," Tom offered her a hand, both as a greeting and an offer to help her out of the car, then he looked across the car at Sergeant MacDonald.  "We have a choice of offices where we can go to talk.  The one behind me has half of my family and my fiancée crowded into it, but next door we can have some privacy in my lawyer's office.  Of course both of my lawyers and my real-estate agent are in the main office there."

"I think we should go next door," Sergeant MacDonald smiled.  "I believe you and Mrs Morgenstern may be able to reach a solution to your mutual problem, but you may need the assistance of a lawyer and a realtor."

So Tom guided Mrs Morgenstern next door and asked Charlie if they could use the back office, but that he and Adam should come along.  Once in the office, he introduced everyone, then looked at Sergeant MacDonald.

"Okay Sergeant, it's your show," Tom said quietly.

"Actually, it's partially Mrs Morgenstern's show and partially your show," Sergeant MacDonald smiled.  "It might be best if you told her what you know and what you suspect, then you can sit back and let her tell her side of the story."

So Tom repeated his suspicions and hunches a third time that afternoon which drew nods, frowns and surprisingly, a few smiles from Mrs Morgenstern, then it was her turn.

"Mr. Dunn, you are quite an intelligent young man and you have some very intelligent companions," Mrs. Morgenstern smiled at each of them.  "Unfortunately, I believe you have been mislead concerning the ownership of the Morgenstern building, but to explain I must go back to early last week.  My husband died late on Monday evening and following our religious customs, interment was completed prior to sunset last Tuesday.  My family and I were still in deep mourning until today since we are Jewish and Shiva, our period of intense mourning, lasts for seven days.  Therefore, we have done no business in the past week.

"However, on Thursday of last week, which is a week ago tomorrow, a neighbour was kind enough to intercept a man named Calvin Somerset on my driveway before he could disturb us.  It was only this morning that I learned Somerset was intent on making an offer of purchase the building where Mr. Horowitz has his business.  Somerset and my neighbour had a discussion concerning that building and during that discussion, my neighbour mentioned to him that I also desire to sell the property where Abe and I have lived for the last few years.  You see, my daughter lives in Phoenix, Arizona, and I wish to move there to be nearer to my grandchildren, but I have no desire to live with the family.  However if I sell both my home and my store, I shall have sufficient funds to live in a very pleasant retirement home which is near my daughter's house.

"Unfortunately Somerset only wished to purchase Abe's former store, not my home.  Even more disconcerting, he wished to make the purchase in the form of a large down payment and then several smaller payments stretched over several years.  Of course my neighbour knew that I would turn that down, but he did suggest the option of returning in seven days with the full amount I am asking for both properties.  I believe he also warned the man that I would insist that payment must be in cash or a certified cheque.  I was certain that was the end of the situation, at least until this kind police officer came to my home and advised me of what the man had done.

"Mr. Horowitz, since you are one of my tenants I apologise for not having warned you of that individual's endeavours, although I cannot see how I could have foreseen his uncivil actions.  However, I want you to know that he had neither right nor reason to act in that manner and I believe I shall be forced to withdraw the option my neighbour proposed to that individual."

"So you're implying Somerset hasn't paid you any money at all?" Tom asked quietly.

"No, not one red cent.  Why, are you going to make me an offer?" she snapped right back, but with a smile.

"I might, but I'm a prospector and live out in the bush most of the year, so I don't have any idea what either place would be worth," he winked at her.

"Oh, I knew that, but I also know that you come from a rich family."

"If you know that much, you must also know that I and my family parted ways when I was sixteen.  I've been making the effort to try to reconcile with them recently, but you'll notice none of them are standing here with us right now."

"Yes, I had heard that too," she nodded.  "At least you seem to realise that family is important.  Now since you got rid of that shmuck, Lister and helped clean up this town, I'm of a mind to offer you an extremely low asking price for both the house and the business.  I want appraised value, plus 5% for each of the properties, which is almost 10% less than I think they're worth, considering their location and condition.  However, I will not complete the sale on either property for thirty days after Abe's passing, since I wish to observe Schloshim.  But, we could write up an agreement of sale which would take effect thirty days from now, just so long as money does not change hands at this time."

That offer surprised Tom since he wasn't really interested in property ownership for it's own sake, but his mind went into overdrive as he considered the situation.  He had purchased the airstrip as an adjunct to White Out, giving them a permanent base of operations.  Then he'd bought the Lister building because he could use for the warehouse and Sandy needed the larger office space, but this was different.  He knew she really was offering him a bargain, but he had no real use for her properties.  Wait a minute!  Ann needed a house.  Laura needed a house.  Adam needed a place of business.  Tom could pass on the bargain to any or all of them.  The property was certainly worth what she was asking because appraisals were done in the summer months.  Lister had still been in town and property values were falling then, but they were rebounding now.  Even if he had to lease or rent the property until he could sell it, he wouldn't lose by buying at the price
she was asking, so he nodded and smiled.

"Done, but with two provisions.  First, you don't announce the agreement of sale on either property for those thirty days and second, while I am the guarantor of the sale, the properties may be purchased by one of my friends or family," Tom held out his hand for her to shake.

"What if the shyster comes back with cash in hand tomorrow afternoon?" she asked.

"Oh, I doubt if that will happen.  I suspect he and his buddies are trying to use money I'd be paying for the Lister building to buy your property, but I plan to delay payment until the agreed date of completion.  Besides, if we negotiate an agreement of the sale today, then you can just tell Somerset that someone made you an offer that you preferred more than his.  Of course if he does happen to come by, I'd ask that you not tell him who the purchaser was," Tom shrugged.  "That way we might find out if anyone makes the effort to trace the change of ownership at the land registry office."

"Oh, I can virtually guarantee that anyone making a request of that sort will be investigated quite thoroughly," Sergeant MacDonald said quietly.  "Actually any request for information made to any provincial office which concerns both Bear Creek and Tom Dunn is being closely scrutinized.  We received a notification of that from the BC Law Society, which explains why I came to see you, Mrs Morgenstern."

"There was no need to explain your actions, Sergeant," Mrs. Morgenstern smiled at him, then turned to Tom.  "Now, you are agreeing to a guaranteed sale at 5% greater than my taxation appraisal, is that correct, Tom?"

"Yes," he nodded.  "But, as I said I'll only be acting as guarantor for the person who makes the purchase.  I have no desire to own either property, but I know Laura Preston is looking for a house and so is my sister Ann.  I'm not certain, but I think either Adam, in the realty office, or John West, in the insurance agency next door, would love to own that building.  So what I'm proposing is that I put up the cash as a bond of some kind, then have Adam act as my agent and make an offer to purchase both properties from you.  We can register that agreement with the land registry office today and everyone will be covered from the possible actions of anyone trying to apply undue pressure on you or anyone else.  Not only that, but what we are doing is perfectly legal."

"Then I think Adam and Charles should write up an agreement, don't you?" she smiled at him

So Adam called the local tax office to get the assessor's evaluation of Mrs. Morgenstern's two properties.  Next he called his office to arrange to have some forms sent over to the lawyer's office, but that led to a complication.  It seemed that Lister's agent had been calling every half hour to see if the sale had been completed, supposedly so he could get the cash to Lister as soon as possible.

"If he calls again, just tell him that I'm out of the office," Adam snapped.  "Tell him that I'm trying to chase down Mr. Dunn, who is extremely busy handling more important business than Somerset's whimsical attempts to rush the closing date of a written contract."

That triggered chuckles from everyone around him, then after he'd hung up, both Adam and Charlie had questions for both Mrs Morgenstern and Tom, but that didn't take long.  In less than an hour they had an agreement written out, signed by Tom and Mrs Morgenstern and witnessed by Charlie and Sergeant MacDonald.  Not a penny had changed hands, but a legally binding document was now in place that locked up those two properties as tightly as if they had already been purchased.  Once they had that agreement stamped by a notary, then had it registered at the land registry office it would be official, but once it had been signed it was a binding agreement.

Before she left, Tom made arrangements with Mrs. Morgenstern so that Tom and his prospective buyers could come see the property sometime during the next week or two.  She did ask that they not discuss the sale while they were there, but she'd send him all the information she had on recent repairs to the house. She even agreed to allow an inspector to check the house before the actual date of the sale.

"Well, that was different," Tom sighed softly after she was gone.

"I agree and I have to say Mrs. Morgenstern's wish to add the thirty days of Schloshim after the seven days of Shiva is a bit strange.  Shiva is usually the first seven days of the thirty days of Schloshim, but then I'm not as familiar with some of the older folk's observances as I could be," Adam frowned and spoke quietly.  "Not only that, but the idea that she won't conduct business during Schloshim seems somewhat unreasonable to me, since I'm not acquainted with that tradition in any Jewish sect that I've ever heard of."

"Well, you've got me beat, because I'm not familiar with any Jewish traditions at all," Tom shrugged.  "I really don't mind one way or the other, since I'm willing to let others worship any way they please.  In this case I'm quite happy with the result, since it gives us thirty days to line up buyers."

"Well, you have a buyer for the commercial building right now, because I can definitely arrange for a mortgage, but I'm unsure whether it will be for me or for John West.  In either case, it still leaves us with the problem of two growing businesses in a building which is only large enough for one.  I don't really want to move, but John West's insurance business has been in the building longer than mine."

"You aren't the only one with a problem," Tom snorted.  "I've sort of cut off my nose to spite my face, because I could use that darn warehouse in the building I'm buying.  I have all the funds available at my broker to complete the purchase, but now I won't be able to get into the building for another ten days since I've told Somerset to back off."

"Actually you told Adam to pass on that he'd try to complete the purchase sooner.  However, now that we have the building Somerset wants all sewn up, you could go ahead with the deal," Charlie winked at him. "If you complete the deal now, but he does approach Mrs. Morgenstern about it, we could ask her to tell him she isn't going to entertain any offers of purchase for thirty days.  That would allow you to have access to your new building, yet block him from even attempting to purchase Mrs. Morgenstern's property until after our deal with her is complete.  We could do that today and have both agreements registered, since we have almost two hours before the land registry office closes."

"Hmm, I have an idea," Adam grinned as he glanced at his wristwatch.  "It's Wednesday, so none of the local banks are open after five p.m., but Tom still has over an hour to get to his bank before it closes and can arrange a bank transfer from his stock broker to the bank.  However, transfers aren't instantaneous even after all the paperwork is done.  The transfer will take an additional hour, so the bank and the broker won't actually be able to complete the full transfer until tomorrow morning.  I'm sure the bank will be willing to give you a certified cheque against that transfer today, but the cheque will be post dated, so the money won't be available to Lister or Somerset until the bank opens tomorrow morning.  That way we could make the purchase of the Lister Block and still register the agreement of sale on the other two properties today, but I'd like to complete the Lister purchase first.  I might be a little mean about it, but I'd like to see Somerset's facial
expressions change when we hand him the cheque for the first purchase, then register the Morgenstern agreement."

"Oh, I like the way you think, Adam,"  Charlie laughed.  "Let's do that, Tom.  Adam can have his office contact Somerset and arrange for him meet us at the land registry office at a quarter to five.  Before we do though, I want to double-check everything on that sales agreement for Lister's building and we still need that certified cheque from the bank, as well as another signature from the notary.  Besides, I should call Mrs. Morgenstern to let her know what we're doing."

"Well, so long as it's legal, let's get on with it," Tom grinned.

"Okay, but I won't contact Somerset until you have that certified cheque in your hands, just in case," Adam returned the grin.

"Gotcha," Tom gave him a thumbs up, then hurried out the door and down the street to the bank.

Everything at the bank went smoothly, but it was an involved arrangement, so it took slightly longer than Tom expected.  He had to explain what he wanted to do to the bank manager, then they made an extended three-way phone call which included Tom, his broker and his banker.  During the phone call, they also interchanged three separate faxes.  Tom's broker sent a fax to the bank for Tom to sign giving the broker permission to liquidate some stocks and transfer the funds to a bonded account.  Tom signed that form and it was sent back to the broker, then broker sent the bank an official notification that the funds were available for transfer to the bank.  However, everyone knew the actual funds wouldn't be transferred until the stocks could be sold and they also knew that the stock market was closed for the day.  As a result the certified cheque which the bank gave Tom was made out for Thursday morning, which is just what he'd expected.  So Tom was soon headed back to
Charlie's office with the certified cheque in his pocket, then he noticed that MacDonald's police cruiser was once more parked in front of the building.  He sighed softly, almost certain that something had gone wrong and that he was heading toward another problem.

"I just knew things seemed to be going too well and looked too darn simple," he muttered to himself.

He didn't rush, but he didn't dawdle either -- he just squared his shoulders and walked steadily toward whatever indignities fate had in store for him this time.




Chapter 14

As Tom walked into the door of the offices of Preston and Jamison, he was met by a smile from Laura Preston and a gesture toward the hallway.

"Everyone is waiting for you in our conference room, such as it is," she said cheerfully and winked at his serious expression.  "There's a minor complication, but it won't affect you to any great amount.  In other words, they still haven't caught you at anything illegal, so I won't need to represent you in court."

"I sure hope not, since I have a couple of lawyers who are supposed to be keeping me out of trouble," he managed a small smile, but felt a wave of relief for the fact that his feeling of foreboding was wrong.

"Well, whatever you're doing, go get it done so I can get some peace and quiet.  Your father has been calling me every ten minutes, trying to find out what's going on and he doesn't like the idea that I can't tell him anything."

"Make him happy and tell him that what we're doing won't affect Dunn-Redding in any way, but stonewall him on anything else," Tom grinned at her.  "Hopefully everything should be cleared up in an hour or two, then we can satisfy some of his curiosity."

"Is he always like this?" she asked as he turned away toward the back room.

"Nope, usually he's worse!" he said over his shoulder, but he still heard Laura chuckle as he walked away.

He was met by three frowning faces though, so he asked, "What's wrong now?"

"Oh, we don't have a problem," Adam hurriedly reassured him, "at least not if you've got a certified cheque?"

"Yeah, I got it, but why all the sober faces?"

"Well, Mrs. Morgenstern asked me why you were so worried about Somerset, so I told her that he had filed some sort of agreement at the land registry office that he was buying her property.  Only she said she hadn't signed any such agreement, which leaves us with a situation that could be a bit touchy," Sergeant MacDonald explained.  "My guess is that there might be a case of forgery involved, but I think that would require collusion with one of the clerks at the land registry office.  I was just checking with these gentlemen to see if they'd heard any hint of that possibility and we were discussing the situation when you came in."

"Well, is all our paperwork okay?" Tom asked Charlie and got a quick nod.  "Then, I'd say we have no problem, but Somerset might have one.  You see if we handle the purchase of the Lister property first, then register my guarantee of sale for the Morgenstern property, anything Somerset has registered will show up on their records.  Since Mr. 'Officer of the Law' here signed our form as a witness, he has a right to be there, but as an RCMP officer he can also check Somerset's form for any discrepancies, such as forged signatures.  At the same time he can check to see which clerk signed off on Somerset's form and if he thinks there is a forgery, he can request that Mrs. Morgenstern be consulted," Tom paused and frowned, then smiled.  "Adam, have you called Somerset?"

"Nope, I was waiting to be certain of the financing, but since you have a certified cheque, I'll call him right now," Adam smiled and started to dial the phone.

Somerset was almost ecstatic to be called, even though it was late in the day, and he readily agreed to meet Tom and his representatives at the land registry office.  His face took on a concerned expression when he saw Sergeant MacDonald in the group, but he didn't cause any fuss during the transfer of title for the Lister Block.  However, once Charlie brought out the guarantee of sale for the Morgenstern properties, Somerset tried to slip away.  Unfortunately for him, he tripped over one of Tom's big feet and fell to the floor right in front of Sergeant MacDonald, who graciously helped Somerset to his feet.  Of course by that time the clerk had discovered the record of Somerset's prior claim and was already pulling the file.

A cursory examination and a quick comparison to Mrs. Morgenstern's real signature were all that was required for Sergeant MacDonald to make a snap decision.  Moments later Calvin Somerset and a clerk named Willard Franklin had been charged with forgery, attempted grand theft (real-estate) and collusion to defraud.  As well as that Willard Franklin had been charged with malfeasance of office, which automatically cost him his job.  Calvin Somerset, the owner of Cariboo Prime Realty, was in even worse trouble.  He had set up the quick sale and the plan to purchase the Morgenstern property without Lister's full knowledge.  Tom suspected that Somerset wasn't only in trouble with the law, but he might also have problems with Lister, a man who skirted the fringes of the law.

It took over an hour before Tom was free to leave and go home.  However, by that time he was in possession of the keys and the title to the Lister Block and was also registered as the guarantor on the sale of the two Morgenstern Properties.  He'd had a long day and was very tired, so he wasn't looking forward to telling the whole story to his family.  As result, when Charlie mentioned that his wife and kids were visiting her parents, Tom invited him over for supper.  Then he called Sandy and suggested that he could pick up some pizza, some pasta and some wine for their evening meal.

"Oh man, you're read my mind," she raved. "Thank you!  None of us were looking forward to making a meal tonight, since the office has been swamped ever since you left.  On top of everything else, your dad has been driving us crazy and he's been badgering Laura, who ordered him out of her office a few minutes ago.  Did you get everything straightened out?"

"Yeah, things went even better than we had hoped, but I'm not going to explain over the phone.  I'll talk to everyone about it at home.  Oh, and I'm bringing Charlie along because his wife is out of town, besides, he can help explain all the legal rigamarole that we went through."

"So, do you have legal possession of Sheridan's old building?"

"Yes dear and a lot more, but I already told you that I'm not explaining anything right now," Tom sighed.  "Just have patience, please?  Charlie and I will explain everything to you when we get home, but right now I'm wasted, as well as starving."

"Okay, Tom.  I'll see you at home," Sandy laughed as she hung up the phone.

Charlie and Tom slipped out of the fray at the land registry office then, with Charlie off to the beer and wine store and Tom headed off to a local pizzeria, then both of them met at Sandy's house.  By the time they got there Sandy, Laura, Ann, and Tom's parents were waiting for them.  Then as all seven of them sat around Sandy's kitchen table, Tom and Charlie briefly explained what had happened during their hectic afternoon.  However, Charlie hadn't been there all that long before he got a call on his cellphone from another customer and had to rush off, far too soon to satisfy the curiosity of those who hadn't been involved.

"So you're saying that this guy Somerset was ripping off the lawyer who used to be married to Sandy and possibly this woman, what was her name, Mrs Morgenstern?"  Tom's dad asked in astonishment.

"I don't know that for sure, Dad," Tom laughed softly.  "It does look like it, but it could be that he was just following orders and royally screwed things up.  All I know for sure is that Charlie has his hands full with even more legal crap and I'm trying to keep as far out of it as possible."

"How can you say that when you've acted as a guarantor for the sale of Mrs. Morgenstern's property?" Ann demanded.

"Well, Mrs. Morgenstern has a guaranteed sale for the commercial building already, because I'm sure either Adam Horowitz or John West will grab it," Tom grinned.  "Then all I'll have to do is drop a bug in Adam's bonnet that you and Laura are each looking for a house in Bear Creek and …"

"Oh no you don't!" Sandy snapped instantly, interupting Tom.  "I know that house and I like it more than this one, so since you're already involved I've decided that I'm selling this place and we're moving in there."

"What!" Tom spun his head to stare at her in astonishment.

"You heard me!  I never did like this house, but when I divorced Sheridan, I took it over just to spite the bastard.  There's nothing wrong with it, but it was Sheridan's house and his choice of a place to live, not mine.  It's too damn fancy for you and me, besides we aren't the sort of people who suit this neighbourhood.  The Morgenstern property suits our needs much better, so since you've already agreed to buy Mrs. Morgenstern's acreage, this one is going to go up for sale."

"But …"

"Tom, in the present market this house is worth more than that place, so we can even turn a profit and we'll be living closer to the airfield you're buying tomorrow.  The Morgenstern house is on an acreage just beyond the town limits, so you'll be living half way between your two commercial properties," Sandy almost pled with him.  "I don't care if you buy it, I buy it, or we split the costs, but I want to live in that house, not this one."

"Tom, I'll gladly buy this house from Sandy," Ann winked.  "I'm sure Dad will help me arrange financing, won't you, Dad?"

"If he won't, I will," Tom's mom said instantly with a big grin.

"Face it, Tom, we just got bulldozed by the women in our lives," Jack chuckled.

"Okay!  Okay!  I'm not arguing," Tom broke into a laugh.  "I really don't mind one way or the other, because I plan to spend more time out on my lease than I will here in town.  The only negative I can see about the whole thing is that we'll have to move all our belongings."

"Umm, will I still have a place to live, or do I need to find a house or an apartment for myself inside of the next month?" Laura asked quietly.

"Laura, I'll honour whatever agreement you had with Sandy," Ann grinned and winked at her. "Of course you might have to put up with my crazy relatives visiting us, but then you know what to expect from most of us already."

"That wouldn't be fair, since you'll have a mortgage and Sandy didn't, so she was giving me a real break on rent,"  Laura shrugged.  "I guess we can work that out though."

"Well Laura, if you still want to live with us, you'll certainly be welcome," Sandy offered.  "The Morgenstern's main house has four bedrooms, so we'll certainly have room for you.  However, there is a second option, because the property is actually an acreage up on Bear Paw Road and there's a two-bedroom cottage separate from the main house.  You could move into that, which would mean you would have a house all to yourself.  One way or the other, I want someone living on the property while I'm up on the lease with Tom and if that's you, I think you should have free rent to compensate for the responsibility."

"I don't think I can turn down that offer," Laura smiled at her.  "I mean, free rent in a separate house, just to keep an eye on the place?  That sounds almost too good to be true."

"Well, you will have to pay your own utilities," Sandy grinned.

"Oh, whoopee, ding, ding," Laura grinned back.  "I'm fairly certain that I'll be able to afford those."

"So you've seen the Morgenstern place then, Sandy?" Tom asked.

"Oh yeah.  I'd met Rachel, the Morgenstern's only daughter while we were both attending University, which was even before Sheridan and I first came to town.  She was taking accounting too, but she was two years ahead of me, so we didn't share classes or anything.  We became quite good friends though, close enough that I was invited to be part of Rachel's wedding party when she remarried," Sandy chuckled.  "It was rather strange in a way, because they wanted me to be involved, but I'm not Jewish and on top of that she was marrying for the second time.  I felt uncomfortable with that and explained how I felt, so although we were invited to the wedding I wasn't in the wedding party.

"Come to think of it though, my knowing Rachel and the Morgensterns might be the reason Sheridan decided he wanted to hang out his shingle in Bear Creek.  I'm sure Sheridan thought he'd get a lot of work from Abe Morgenstern, because he really pushed me to be involved in the wedding, but I begged off and Rachel didn't press me about it.  In the long-run Sheridan's ambitions came to nothing anyway because Old Abe already had a lawyer and he really didn't like Sheridan.  I doubt if Sheridan made a dollar off of him.

"Whatever the case, I was out at the Morgenstern's quite often, just visiting Rachel and she showed me the whole property from one end to the other.  The acreage was originally part of a farm and has a two-story house that was built in the early 1900s, but when Abe and Anna bought the place ten years ago they had the interior gutted and redone.  It had no insulation, the wiring was all bad, so was the plumbing and the plaster was all cracking.  So, the house was completely stripped and totally redone; insulation, dry wall, heating, plumbing and wiring, but they salvaged all the original woodwork and had most of it reinstalled.  As a result although the place looks old and lived in, everything important is almost new.  The kitchen and the four bathrooms were the only rooms that were completely redone to look modern and were fitted with all new fixtures and appliances.  I loved the house from the moment I saw it, both inside and out, so living there will be wonderful, even if
it is five miles outside of town."

"Well, what is the cottage you've offered to me like?" Laura asked.

"Oh, that was built when Rachel bought her first pair of racehorses.  She hired a groom or a wrangler, or whatever you call the guy who cares for horses, but he needed a place to live, so Abe had the cottage built for the guy and his family.  It isn't fancy or anything, just a small two bedroom place that was built well, but not dressed up in any way.  It looks like a little starter house that you'd find in almost any new development."

"Was there a barn for those horses?" Ann asked then.

"Yes, a fairly big one, but it was built about the same time as the main house, so other than paint, the exterior looks quite old fashioned.  Abe had the barn wired for lights and plumbed for water for the horses, but didn't do much else to it.  Besides the barn, there's a workshop and a pump house for a well.  Then there's a corral for the horses, along with a fenced pasture for them.  There are a couple of other small buildings there too.  I know one building was rigged up for the guy to shoe the horses, but I think it had only three walls and an open front.  I remember watching him using a forge to heat the horseshoes and bending them to fit, then nailing them onto the horses hooves."

"Considering all that, are you sure this house is worth more than that place?" Tom asked.

"Oh, heck yes.  The Morgenstern place is classed as a mini-farm and even with all the work that was done to the interior, the house and most of the buildings are old.  Besides, it's outside of town limits and only has service for electricity and telephone, while this house is right in the middle of the most expensive part of town, so this place is fully serviced.  I recall Rachel telling me they had to drill a new well for drinking water and put in a septic system with a drainage field that runs under the pasture.  There isn't any natural gas service out that far either, so the main house is heated with propane, but I think the cottage is heated by baseboard heaters, so they must be electric."

"I wonder if the fact that you knew Rachel had anything to do with the reason Mrs. Morgenstern was so cooperative today?" Tom mused.

"That could be one reason, I suppose, but I wouldn't know," Sandy shrugged.  "I did send Rachel and her mom a condolence card last Tuesday when I heard about Abe's passing, but I don't expect any response.  I know Jewish people have a period of mourning after a death in the family and they withdraw from contact with most people, which might be the reason for Mrs. Morgenstern's time limit on the sale of the place."

"Sorry to interrupt your train of thought, but now I'm wondering about the cost of this house, could you give me an idea of what I'll be paying for this place?" Ann frowned slightly.

"Well, why don't we use the same formula that Mrs. Morgenstern used, 5% over the most recent tax assessment?" Sandy smiled.  "I can guarantee that there will be a greater discrepancy for this house than the 10% Mrs. Morgenstern quoted between real-estate value and assessed value though, so you'll be getting a bargain."

"Grab her hand and shake on the deal, Ann.  She's just offered you the best bargain I've heard of in years," Jack broke in.

"Well, I have to treat her right, after all she wants to be involved in my business," Sandy winked at him.  "And I really want her to do that, because I do need another chartered accountant."

"Umm, I was sort of thinking about that," Ann frowned.  "I've agreed to buy into Tom's airfield and I want to buy this house.  Then if I buy into your business, I'll have an awful lot of my capital tied up in one small town and I'm not sure that's such a great idea."

"Well, if you're worried about income, I have that additional job that I mentioned before," Tom grinned and winked at Ann.  "I'm going to have to hire a manager for the new building and a purchasing agent for the times when I'm out on the lease, but need some supplies purchased and shipped out to me.  Even with two titles it won't be a full time job though, so you could probably fit it around Sandy's job quite easily."

"Besides, you don't have to buy into my business if you don't want to," Sandy smiled.  "To be honest, if you only want to work for me instead of being a minor partner, you could do that.  I won't be offended if you take both Tom's job and mine, then work part time at each of them."

"Oh, that's another option.  Now I'm wondering how I can stretch my time to do both."

"Easily," Tom grinned at her.  "I'd make you my Chief Purchasing Agent for the Bear Creek office of Sunrise Mineral Exploration and Development as well as Building Manager for my new building.  I can give you a few stocks in Sunrise Mineral and signing authority for purchases, then turn you loose and pay you a wage for whatever work you do.  There'll have to be limits on what amounts you can spend without my authority, but that's a normal precaution with almost any business.  Sandy can do what she wants about hiring you for her company, because it's totally separate from mine.  Even the few times you become busy with my company, it won't take that long to do my jobs.  You can even hire a gopher to do what running around needs to be done."

"What about the airfield?" Ann asked.  "How involved will I be with that business?"

"Hardly at all, you and I will each own a quarter section of scrub land, which we're going to lease to White Out Wilderness Services.  I'm buying out Harry Guildford's share of the property and you'll be buying out Dave Farmington's share."

"So as it stands now we won't be involved in day to day operations out at the airfield?"

"Nope, that's White Out's business.  We'll own the permanent hangers, the main office building, a couple of storage buildings,one plane, the runways and the surrounding property.  White Out will own several temporary buildings as well as all the other aircraft and equipment that they'll be moving here this spring.  There's one small hanger, an unfinished kit airplane and a rebuilt helicopter that I'll own separately, but I'm even leasing the copter to White Out, or I will be leasing it to them when it's repaired.  I'll be able to use the chopper, but I'll work my jobs around White Out's flight schedule, then it can make deliveries to the lease without screwing up their plans and needs."

"So the building in town is completely separate from the airfield and the flying service?"

"Yep.  I bought it using White Out's name as a cover, but it will actually be owned by T F Dunn Investments Ltd., Property Division, which is a separate section of a completely separate company.  I imagine the warehouse will be used as a convenient delivery and drop-off point for shipments being handled by White Out as well as Sunrise Mineral though, so I imagine we'll have to work out some arrangement for that.  I haven't thought out that part yet, but … wait a minute!  I'll tell you what, why don't I hire you to work for TF Dunn Investments instead of Sunrise Minerals.  Then, since TF Dunn is the parent company, you'll be able to handle purchases for any of the other businesses as well."

"Well now, that's more like it!  If I'm not involved in the day to day operations of the airfield, I'll take your job, but I'm going to want a separate office with my name on the door," Ann grinned at him.  "Sandy, I'll buy into your company too, but I'm going to have to insist that we have at least two people like Sid working for us.  That way we can keep the office open all year long, but each of us will be able to take a break once in a while."

"Great!" "Wonderful" Sandy and Tom said, almost at the same instant, then they looked at each other and grinned.

The problem was that Tom's grin turned into a huge yawn and he shook his head.

"Darn, I think I'm getting too tired to think straight," he said quietly, then yawned again.

"Well, I don't doubt that a bit," Jack snorted.  "You've been going steady since about six this morning, which was fourteen hours ago.  In that time you've worked for several hours, flown a plane about six hundred miles, including taking off and landing twice, then negotiated one sale and set up two others.  After that you've sat here and explained what you've done during the rest of your day for another two hours.  Then as a final effort you've hired yourself a purchasing agent.  It's no wonder you're tired."

"Okay, Dad, you talked me into it, I'm off to bed," Tom said quietly.

Sandy went with him as he headed for the bedroom, but after a hug and a goodnight kiss she returned to the dining room and the quiet discussion the others were having.  Thankfully Jack was almost as tired as Tom had been, so their voices were never raised.  Unfortunately there were many questions asked, but no definite answers given since most of the questions involved Tom's decisions and even Sandy wasn't certain of those.  Eventually though, they all headed for bed even though it was early for many of the group.



At 9:00 A.M.  Thursday morning Tom's whole family were in Laura and Charlie's outer office when Tom and Ann went into the back office to sign the papers and buy the airstrip.  Charlie had everything ready and the process took only a few moments even though the bank transfer, land registration and other details were somewhat involved and wouldn't be completed for hours.  As soon as they had shaken hands all around, Tom grinned and headed for the door to the outer office.

"Now, since we've just straightened out the purchase of the airstrip and I have the keys to the gate, I need to get to work, so I'll catch up with everyone later," he winked at Ann and Sandy.

"Hey, wait a minute, you can't run off yet," Ann squawked.  "You've been gone for days and I need to find out more about my new job.  Besides, we need to talk, just to catch up with each other."

"Okay, let's all go over to the new building, then you can explain what you want in your new office while we're catching up.  If Sandy and Laura come along, they can decide where their new offices are going to be too," Tom suggested.  "Or if you aren't all coming along, I'm going to go to one of the car dealerships to see about buying a used pickup truck with a canopy, then I'll have something to haul supplies from place to place."

"Well, I need to talk to your father and the Farmingtons for a few minutes about Hawaii, so we won't be coming with you," Tom's mom interjected quickly and took his dad's arm to steer him away.

"Well, I have to stay here this morning," Sandy stated firmly.  "There were just too many customers in here yesterday and we have to catch up on the details, but I could meet you at your new building at noon.  Sid and I can handle the office work until then though, so if you two want to go take care of essential business I'm okay with it, Tom."

Actually by one that afternoon the two of them had visited the new building and had drawn up a sketch of a new floor plan of the front section on the main level.  Then called in a contractor that Sandy knew and Tom's first request was to ask the contractor to remove the 'Lister' sign.  Next the contractor was shown the sketch and gave them an estimate on the job that they agreed to, then Ann and the contractor set off to obtain proper drawings and permits to have the work done.  Meanwhile Tom went shopping for a used pickup truck.  Tom bought a four-year-old Chevy 4X4 with an extended cab, complete with a canopy and a 'snowplow' front bumper, and before he left the lot he had the pickup licensed and insured.  That afternoon set the pace Tom followed for the next few days.

During that time Tom had Ann arrange to have all the building's services transferred to his company.  After that he negotiated a long term lease of two forty-foot-long containers and had them delivered to the airstrip, to be set up near the building where his kit plane was kept.  Following that he sat at a spare phone in Sandy's office and called around to arrange for bulk purchases at several local businesses.  Next he took his pickup truck in for a full check-over and service, but while it was in the shop he had snow tires mounted on four new wheels and had them installed on the truck.  When he picked up his truck later that day, he had a few bags of sand loaded in the box for extra weight, knowing that he could open a bag and use the sand for extra traction in icy conditions.  Along with the mini- snowplow on the front bumper he didn't think he'd really have a lot of problems getting around town that winter.

That evening he asked Ann down to his basement office and had a long conversation with her, discussing the responsibilities, wages and benefits of the job he wanted her to do.  She would be responsible for maintenance around his new building when he wasn't there and at the same time she was going to have to keep an eye on the airstrip, helping out with details there.  The job definitely wasn't all that complicated and he'd be within daily radio contact if she had any questions, but at the same time she was going to have to use her judgement quite often.

"Damn, are you sure you're any relation to Dad?" she asked him once.

"Pardon me?" Tom stared at her in surprise.

"Well, you're trusting me to make decisions that could be costly.  Dad would want me to check every detail with him before spending any large amount of money."

"Well, I think you know that Dad's opinions and mine seldom fall in the same city, let alone the same ballpark," Tom laughed.  "I think disagreements with Dad started out as teenage rebellion on my part, but as I've gained a few years of experience, I've found that I have valid reasons for my opinions and actions.  Now I'm not pretending to be right every time, but I do my best to consider all points of view before making up my mind concerning any situation.

"In your case, considering what I'm asking you to do, I can't hamstring you by being a despotic boss or by keeping the purse strings too tightly in hand.  I'm depending on you to use common sense and make up your mind on each situation as it arises. You're bound to make some decisions that I might find to be less than perfect, but I'm not despotic.  I'm not about to take your head off over a minor difference of opinion, but I might ask you to explain your reasoning for some of your decisions.  If you've thought out what you did and can explain why you did things I probably won't even comment, but I'm not about to turn you loose with an unlimited access to my bank accounts either.  Heck, I'm even limiting my own spending for a while because in the last few days I've had to look at my finances quite closely.  Between yesterday and today I shifted almost a tenth of my capital from the stock market into physical assets, but all of those stocks were in the exploration field and mostly
for nonrenewable resources, like the oil and coal."

"Are you dumping all your stocks in the oil and gas sector?"

"No, not all of them, because I can see a possible spike coming in the near future, but I am being careful about what stocks I am keeping," Tom frowned.  "What I'm looking at is mostly political opinion and that means I have to do a lot of research on people's opinions, especially opinions of the general population of the US, China, India and a few other countries.  I'm not only looking at the opinions of politicians, but also at the findings and opinions of various researchers, as well as the opinions of the  general public.  I'm also considering what Dad would call 'the lunatic fringe,' in other words the people talking about climate change and global warming.  Now don't get me wrong, even I think some of those people to be a bit over the top, but there's a lot of smoke there and I'm wondering if there isn't a fire that we just aren't seeing clearly.

"You have to remember that I inherited the majority of my stock portfolio and Serge had amassed a lot of it during the 1950s though the 1990s when oil and gas exploration and development was booming.  Since that time the oil market has fluctuated a lot and his later investments were mainly in precious metals and manufacturing, but a lot of that is based out of the Orient now.  As a result I'm going over my inheritance with a fine tooth comb, but like I said I'm looking at several factors that aren't exactly the norm for investors."

Then Tom turned the conversation away from the stock market and  back toward a discussion of his local plans for purchasing and preparation.  Mainly he was doing his best to explain how he prioritized his purchases so his mining operation could run smoothly.  There was nothing really complicated about his preparations, but there were some supplies and materials that had to be purchased prior to certain deadlines so his planned projects wouldn't go awry.  Their discussion went well and Ann walked away from their discussion with several notes and reminders of what to do and when it had to be done.

Friday morning Tom arranged to purchase a few bulk materials which would eventually be shipped out to his lease, but he also planned how to use the warehouse as a temporary storage area.  Most items would be dropped off at the warehouse, and only items that wouldn't be damaged by frost would be sorted from those deliveries, then stored in the unheated containers at the airstrip.  As a result he had to set up a method of sorting the various supplies, so one of his first purchases was a huge white board which he mounted on the wall of the warehouse near the main doors.  Then he spent some time working out a flowchart which Ann would be able to use as a guide for sorting the supplies and materials needed on various jobs.  That not only gave her a guide toward purchasing supplies prior to his needs, but also the dates he would need to have materials at hand, that way she could arrange to have his airlift deliveries made on time.

As he worked on the flowchart, he realized that the complexities of the purchasing, sorting, storing and shipping of materials were going to be more involved than he'd first thought.  As a result he bought a looseleaf binder, page dividers and paper, then set out to preplan his needs at the lease for the next six to eight months.  There were complications of course and as he worked on resolving possible problems he realized that the job he was giving to Ann wasn't as simple as he'd first thought.  She was going to need a part-time helper, someone who could act as a shipper/receiver for the supplies she bought and passed on to the people at the airstrip. Not only that, but he was going to have to spend a day or two just making sure he had as many eventualities as possible covered by his plans.

The problems arose when he considered the complexities of supplies which might be needed by any possible visitors.  That was a headache that he couldn't tackle on his own, so he called Sandy and Ann to ask them out to lunch.  Unfortunately that's when he discovered that he was going to lose his weekend to a time-consuming activity planned by someone else – his mother.

She had decided that Sandy had to meet the rest of Tom's family so they were going to fly to Calgary that afternoon and they'd spend the weekend there.  So on Friday afternoon the whole group flew back to Calgary.  Ann went along because she wanted to arrange to have her furniture and belongings packed and shipped to Bear Creek.  Before they left Bear Creek Tom had detoured to the bank and had returned with a small case, when they boarded the plane he'd handed it to his dad.

"Dad, I was wondering if I could fly us to Calgary, but in the left seat this time?  My license for single engine and float plane are in that case and so are my log books.  If you count the time I've put in flying this plane in the last week, I'm coming close to having enough hours to go for my multiple engine endorsement and I'd like to add to those hours," Tom spoke quietly.  "I know you were under the impression that I didn't have a pilot's license, and after the argument we had about that Murphy Moose, I didn't want to say anything.  Sorry about that."

Jack frowned and opened the case, then stared at Tom's license and log books as he leafed through the pages.

"My god, you must have well over a thousand hours of flying a float plane alone, so why did you bring up licensing when we were talking about the Moose?"

"I was worried about licensing the Moose as a float plane, not about getting my license as a pilot," Tom chuckled, hoping his dad would see the humour in the situation.  "You just assumed that I didn't have a license to fly and I didn't get a chance to explain before you jumped in and started planning how I could get a license as quickly as possible."

Jack looked at Tom blankly, but his face twisted into a smile, then a grin and after a second or two he broke into laughter and Tom joined him after a few seconds more.  The laughter didn't last long though.

"Okay, Smart Ass, you fly, while I go over your log book to see just what you have flown," Jack snorted.  "Next time I'm not about to jump to conclusions quite so quickly."

Tom carefully didn't comment, instead he did the preflight check, then fired up the engines of the KingAir and readied it for takeoff.  Jack watched him closely until they levelled off and frowned slightly, then flipped open Tom's flight logs.

"Ah ha, now I know why you seem so familiar with the controls of the KingAir, you flew one of these before, just a little more than two years ago," Jack said just as Tom made contact with the air traffic controller out of Kamloops, so Tom just nodded since he was busy.

A moment later he looked over at his dad who was frowning again.  "What's wrong, Dad?" he asked quietly.

"Do you realize you've flown sixteen different models of planes, built by a total of five different companies?"

"Really?  I'll be honest, I'm most familiar with DeHavilland and Cessna, but after that I think I've flown a KingAir more than anything else.  I only flew in a Lear a few times when I was chauffeuring my former boss around, mostly when he had a hangover, so that hardly counts.  What other planes did I fly?"

"You flew a twin Beech floatplane between Yellowknife and Dawson Creek."

"Dad, Beechcraft became KingAir, so that doesn't count.  That was the second half of the flight I made to deliver that KingAir to Yellowknife as a newer company plane.  They had me fly as copilot from Vancouver to Yellowknife, then the next day I delivered the old Beechcraft to the company agent at Dawson Creek.  That afternoon my boss flew into Dawson Creek with his Learjet and I deadheaded to Vancouver."

"It says here that you were the copilot on that trip."

"Hah, that was bull.  I had the controls for about ten minutes in the whole flight and even then we were on autopilot.  It was just so he could take a break and drain the bilges, so I was just a live body who could scream if a problem came up," Tom snorted.  "I didn't want that in the book, but the boss was adamant about it.  That was the spring of the year I flew all over the Yukon and Northwest Territories, evaluating about fifty different claims that other prospectors had discovered.  It's also when I put on most of my flight hours and almost all of it was spent in Cessna 185s, DHC Beavers, or a DHC Twin Otter.  I loved flying that Twin Otter, but I really shouldn't have flown it at all, since I didn't have an endorsement for multi-engine.  The only reason I got away with it was because I was flying with a pilot who did have his endorsement, but he logged every hour of my time on the stick and cosigned it."

"Well, you still flew another plane built by someone else," Jack grinned.  "This logbook tells me you spent a lot of hours in a Piper Cub when you were learning to fly in Vancouver."

"Oh yeah, you're right about that.  That was before I went for my floatplane endorsement," Tom chuckled.  "I'd forgotten that one."

"Well, I may not have said it in so many words, but I'm proud of what you've done, and in a perverse way I'm even more proud that you went your own way and did your own thing,"

"Well, thanks, Dad.  I'm rather astonished that you feel that way."

"Well, in a way you're following my lead.  I became a Canadian citizen and renounced my American citizenship because of ideological reasons.  I was living in Canada and earning my wages in Canada, but the US was demanding taxes that I hadn't earned in that country.  Since they were fighting a war that I didn't feel I could support, I decided I didn't want to pay them any taxes.  What you did is almost that same thing – if you look at it from my viewpoint."

"If you say so, Dad."

"I do, and I think I know why Serge Potemchin made you the heir to so many of his assets too."

"You do?"

"Yes, I do.  Remember, I met Serge years ago and he was a tough old goat.  He admired men who could set themselves a goal and go after it no matter what.  So when you told him the story of reading about a lost prospector, then not only puzzling out the clues in the tale, but proving that your deductions correct, he saw you as a real go-getter.  Not only that, but you went your own way, got a degree in geology on your own and established an excellent reputation while doing it.  Then on top of that you did two more things that I think impressed him a lot.  First, you found gold where he'd come up empty handed and you'd earned a pilot's license, as well as getting a degree in geology.  By making you his heir he was passing on his wealth to assist you to do what he would have done in your place,"  Jack paused for a second, then his face twisted into a grin before he spoke again.  "Not only that, but he thumbed his nose at me, because when we originally met we
didn't exactly see eye to eye.  Dunn-Redding was doing a survey for a customer and Serge held a mineral lease right in the middle of the area the customer wanted us to survey.  He refused us access through the area, even though we wouldn't do any real damage and the road we would have made was something he could use afterward.  Unfortunately that section included the only pass to the higher end of the area the customer wanted surveyed.  There was nothing we could do to mollify the man, but we tried everything, including bribery, but it did no good at all.  The customer finally cancelled the survey of that upper area, which pissed me off, so Serge and I got into a shouting match one night.  I think he even won that."

Tom got a chuckle out of the story and wished Serge had told him his version of the story so he could have compared them, but his dad was smiling, so he didn't say that aloud.  Quite surprisingly the two of them got along well during the whole flight, but as they approached Calgary the older version of Jack came out and he insisted on landing the plane.  That actually suited Tom since he didn't recall the normal landing routine at Calgary and he most certainly didn't know where to taxi or how to find the hanger where his dad kept his plane.

They didn't have any problems with the landing and were soon on the ground.  JJ and Jesse met them at the airport, then drove everyone out to Tom's grandparent's acreage, which was south of town near Bragg Creek.  There Sandy met Tom's grandparents, Sid and Gladis Redding, as well as their son, Tom, Kelly's brother and the uncle that 'her' Tom had been named after.  She'd hardly met them before Tom's brother, Don appeared along with his wife, Emma and teenaged daughter, Brenda.

Tom's grandparents had cooked a homecoming meal for him and the whole family sat down to eat, then talked the evening away.  Admittedly Tom and Sandy did much of the talking as they spoke about Bear Creek and their lives, but it was a family gathering and the subjects ranged far and wide.  Sandy was made to feel at home, while the whole family caught up on each other's lives.  Late that night Tom and Sandy were shown to a spare bedroom in his grandparent's sprawling, ranch style home and settled in for the night.

The next morning Jack called, having decided Tom should try to clear up the rest of the company's debt to him while he was in town.  So, JJ drove Tom to the Dunn-Redding 'overflow' building and they met Don there.  It was a huge warehouse on the outskirts of Calgary, filled with equipment and materials that the company classed as surplus.  Much of what was there had been bought for a job, sometimes used only once, then set aside as unsuitable for the company's long term purposes.

"This is far from all the surplus material for the year, since we're still sorting," Don sighed.  "By April, when we have the company's yearly surplus auction, there'll be twice this much to dispose of since we've changed our job profile and we're cutting back on our inventory.  Everything in the building is slated to be sold off and a lot of it won't even draw used equipment prices, so we'll be writing off anything you take at less than scrap price.  In other words, anything you buy will be charged by weight and I'll charge you about 70% of the equivalent weight of scrap steel.  Oh, just so you know, almost everything on this side of the building was moved here since September and most of it was operational at that time."

"We've cut back on some of our less profitable sidelines," JJ looked quite serious.  "This recession looks to be getting worse, so we've decided to hunker down and pull in our horns a little bit.  Last summer we backed off on site clearance and road building, so there's a variety of that sort of equipment here.  After hiking in with you on that trail you used, I thought you might be interested in some machines of that sort.  There are a couple of those little bobcats here and even a small bulldozer.  Then there must be ten or twelve chainsaws and I know you use those."

"Well, I won't be hauling much in by mule train anymore," Tom snorted.  "Since you were there I've inherited a company that has a couple of helicopters and bought another one.  It will actually be much easier and far faster for me to fly in material than it would be to move everything in by mule train.  Eventually I may improve that trail, but it'll probably be a few years before I tackle that mess.  Right now what I'm faced with is digging in a water supply and a septic system, then probably some roads or trails up and down the long slope in front of the cabin.  I'm going to need to move both dirt and rock for those jobs, but don't forget, I'm primarily there as a miner.  I doubt if you have one, but what I'd really like to have is a big air compressor, as well as an air drill or two.  Then I'm thinking of backup generators for electrical supply during the times when the wind generator I've bought won't work because the breeze died."

Don lifted a clipboard he had been carrying and checked it, then nodded his head.  "Let's head down this aisle, Tom.  I've got two diesel powered air compressors, several jack hammers, a couple of rock drills and even a rock saw.  Then just past that there are a couple of diesel powered generators and on the outside aisle there's even a small electric generator connected to a water turbine.  On the facing aisle I've got the little John Deere crawler tractor with a bulldozer blade that JJ mentioned and three different bobcats, but one of those was bent up a bit in a rollover.  The engine runs okay, but the attachments are twisted and bent, so that one is really scrap."

"Damn, this is better than a supply store," Tom shook his head as he gazed around.

"And your cost is going to be way less than any discount store, besides you've already paid the bill," JJ laughed.  "As far as we're concerned you could take half the stuff in this building and we'd be happy to just write it off, load it up and get it out of here."

"Getting darn generous, aren't you?" Tom asked as he looked at JJ and frowned slightly.

"Not really, at the prices we normally get at auction, anything you take off our hands will end up saving us money.  You see at a disposal auction we have to pay a lot more in wages and handling fees than if we just pack things up and ship them out," JJ shrugged.  "Besides, both Jessie and I loved it when we were up at your lease last year and we'd like to make it a regular thing, so I'm offering you a bribe.  I'd like to arrange a sublease with you, so we can have a place of our own up there for our summer holidays.  Jessie and I were thinking that you might let us lease one of your copters to bring in a small prefab cabin in sections.  I was thinking that we could set it up down on that area you used as a mule pasture when we were there last year.  If we set it there, we wouldn't be crowding you or living all that near your mine, so you'd still have some privacy."

"Well, as far as I'm concerned you can bring in a prefab cabin and set it up if you want, but I won't let you build it on the area I was using for pasture while you were there.  That's the tail end of an area hit by snowslides coming down the mountain, so your cabin would probably be crushed the first winter it was there.  I've seen twenty feet of snow and rubble in that open field and I've only been there for a couple of years.  Not only that, but I think I'll need to get government clearance before I start bringing in many more buildings and spreading them around.  I imagine I'm going to need to keep most of them relatively close to the mine for now or some officious mine inspector will start asking me a lot of questions."

"I wouldn't worry about that!" Don snorted.  "I checked on your lease as far as I could without your permission and the area you have under lease is so big that you could have buildings scattered all over the place.  I asked directly and as far as the government is concerned you're still in the exploratory stage, with only one operational claim.  Since the lease is so large they are going to expect more development than that and of course that means more buildings and a few roads.  By the way, can I send in a seismic crew and a drill rig to help you check things out?  Just looking at the geology of the area, I'm willing to bet we could drill a test hole and find gas up there.  That way your heating problems would be reduced to buying a pressure reducer and running a pipeline to your cabin."

"Don, ask JJ just where my lease is and how hard it is to get in and out of there, then ask him about land contours and ground cover," Tom heaved a heavy sigh.  "On top of that just imagine the stink the provincial parks board would kick up if I invited in a drilling company, for cripes sake!  After all, they wanted to turn the place into a park not long ago.  One of the reasons I retained my lease is that I swore up and down that I'd keep my mining footprint relatively small.  I want to retain the area as a wilderness, not turn it into a damn oil field."

"I wasn't talking about a major development, Tom.  I was just suggesting that we run in one or two wildcat wells and if we struck natural gas you could use it to heat your home and run your equipment.  Since that place of yours is so far away from civilization and so damn far from a pipeline, there's no bloody way it could be developed into a profitable gas field anyway."

"Then why is BP so interested in the place?" Tom demanded.

"Well, right now those idiots are trying to grab any possible areas they can get their hands on with high hopes that they can strike it lucky somewhere.  They have a huge area in the Rockies under tentative exploration lease, but they aren't pursuing those explorations right now.  Actually they're focussing most of their attention on exploring the Gulf of Mexico and they're into deep water drilling for now.  Talking about that, I think developing the Gulf area as a deep water oil field is totally stupid.  One day a big hurricane is going to come along and wipe one of their deep water rigs off the map, then there will be pollution you wouldn't believe because they'll end up having a blowout in deep water.  Hell it wouldn't even take a hurricane, just one screw up of any sort could result in a blowout and they could be in deep shit."

"And what's to prevent something on a smaller scale from happening up on my lease?" Tom snapped then.  "Don't forget, I've seen blowouts and polluted areas where an accident happened, not to mention places where a whole rig was burnt to a crisp.  One oilrig fire up on my lease would trigger a massive forest fire, which would wipe out everything I'm trying to build.  I just can't see any way that the gamble would be worth the risk."

"Don, would you drill an oilwell out on your farm?" JJ asked quietly.

"Oh, don't be stupid, JJ,"  Don snapped.  "My hobby farm is only twenty acres and there's no way I want a drilling rig sitting there for months, let alone have to run in a pipeline afterward."

"JJ's not being stupid, he understands how I feel," Tom growled.  "He's been up to my lease and he's seen what it's like, so he can understand some of the feelings I have for the place.  I'm not planning to go in there and turn the area into a carbon copy of some tourist town or industrial development.  What I want is a home in the wilderness where I may have to work a little to live peacefully, but I don't have to worry about some asshole mugging me, or breaking in and ripping me off.

"Hell, when I'm away from home I don't even lock the doors.  My nearest neighbours may live twenty-five or thirty miles away, yet when I left the cabin I only latched the door to keep out wild animals, but that door isn't locked.  If some hunter gets caught in a blizzard, he could take shelter in my house and he'll find a fire laid in the stove, as well as enough food stored there to live for a few days.  Actually when I left I still had enough food stored to last me the rest of the winter, only I wasn't happy about being away from Sandy or about the fact that my radio didn't have a reliable source of power.  It gets damn lonely up there on your own with only a couple of cats for company, but I still wouldn't trade it for life in the city."

"That's quite enough arguing, you two!" JJ snapped.  "We're here to clear up a debt we owe to Tom, and that's all.  Don, you might want to remember that the stocks he sold us were what saved our jobs and kept the company under family control.  Now, from what I heard at the office, he's also going after BP on another front, which ought to make them back off even further."

"Really?"  Don frowned and looked at Tom in surprise.  "Why would you want to tackle anyone as big as BP?"

"Because one of their subsidiaries was up to their necks in the illegal financing of the guy who was harassing one of my companies.  At the same time they were trying to sneak in the back door of my mining company by offering me financing, probably as a set up to get me into debt so they could take over the whole lease," Tom shrugged.  "I think you might remember how I've always felt about crooks, bullies and sneak thieves."

Don's face flushed and JJ laughed.

"I remember that,"  JJ crowed.  "Don borrowed something of yours without asking and ruined it, then refused to buy you a replacement, so you put dye in his shampoo.  I thought he looked good with purple hair."

"It didn't just dye my damn hair," Don couldn't help laughing, even if he was embarrassed.  "He used blue food colouring in my shampoo, and that's a permanent dye, so it turned my skin blue.  The only reason my hair looked purple is because I have red hair."

"Well, I was only twelve and a lot smaller than you, so I had to think of something that I could do that was equally upsetting for you as what you'd done to me," Tom grinned.  "I remember dosing your shampoo bottle just before going on a school trip, so you'd have a few days to cool down afterward or I think I'd have taken a beating."

"Oh no, it wasn't a school trip, but I was on a school trip when I screwed up your sleeping bag.  Instead you and Dad were flying out to a bush camp for two weeks, but you took along a crappy old sleeping bag, not the new one that Mom had bought for you.  Dad bawled you out about bringing it at first, then wormed the whole story out of you.  Not only did I have to get my head shaved just before the school took graduation photos, but Mom had to take me to a beauty salon to see if they couldn't bleach the dye from my hands and face.  Then on top of that when Dad came back into town he handed me a bill for a brand new eiderdown sleeping bag he'd bought you to replace the one I ruined.  He marched me right down and made me pay the bill the next day, which really p'd me off because that darn sleeping bag cost a lot and I was trying to save money to buy a motorcycle."

"Well, I still have that sleeping bag and although I don't carry it when I'm camping now, it probably saved my life a couple of times while I was using it.  So if I didn't say thank you then, I'll say it now,"  Tom grinned and winked.  "Thanks for buying one of the best sleeping bags I ever had."

"All right you two, enough reminiscing about the past.  We've got a job to do and only one day to do it in.  So Tom, get busy and start picking out what you want to take and we'll tag it for shipment, then sometime during the next week we'll load it out and have it delivered to Bear Creek.  Don, your job is to tag it out and I'll keep a running tab on what we'll be charging Tom," JJ ordered.  "By the way, since you saved our asses on that BP deal, I'll make sure delivery is part of our cost, so we won't worry about that in your total."

Tom was a bit tentative to start with, then after being chided by JJ about his slow speed, he became more involved and even felt he was growing greedy.  In the long run he selected two big diesel powered air compressors and a pair of jack hammers, a rock drill and a rock saw, then added a pair of diesel powered generators for backup electrical power.  Next he picked out a four-wheel ATV, a trailer that fit behind it and a spare snowmobile.  Then he went through the chainsaws and picked out two made by Stihl, since they matched the ones he already had.  After that he chose a cement mixer and a pair of rubber tired wheelbarrows.  When he tried to decide between taking either the small crawler tractor with a bulldozer blade, or a bobcat with both a front end scoop and a backhoe attachment, JJ just waved his hand.

"Either one of them will only bring scrap price, so take 'em both," he snorted.  "I figure those two and the other pieces you've picked out add up to about a quarter of what we still owe you.  Do me a favour and calculate what you're picking out by weight, not by what you think you should be paying.  What you're taking is just scrap steel to us, and what you've picked out so far is mostly bulk, so instead of individual items, pick out enough weight to load two or three forty-foot flatbed trailers to capacity.  Actually all the smaller crap you've picked out will go into normal containers, so we won't even have to worry about tarps, except for the dozer.  Now come on, get moving and choosing stuff.  We don't want to waste the whole day doing this, because I have an airplane to show you."

"Okay, where's that water-powered generator you mentioned?  I have a waterfall only about two-hundred yards away from the cabin, but since it flows year around I might be able to use a generator."

"Are you sure?" JJ questioned.  "That damn thing is pretty bulky and needs to be mounted darn solidly to work right, but it doesn't produce all that much power.  I don't think it's a very good design."

"Well, I'd like to see it, then I'll make up my mind, okay?"

"Well, I'll let you guys go ahead and finish off," Don growled.  "I'll go write this crap up and start the ball rolling for shipment.  I want to get a couple of forty foot containers over here as soon as possible, then we can load Tom's stuff out and clear some space for more junk Dad wants to dump on us."

"Okay Don, thanks," Tom nodded to him, then he and JJ headed toward the back of the huge warehouse, but Tom paused by the mangled bobcat and looked at it thoughtfully.

"How would you like to toss that on the load as well?" he grinned at JJ's puzzled look. "We've got a welder up in Bear Creek who built a hydraulicly operated snowplow and mounted it on the pickup I just bought.  He did a real good job on that and I think he could turn this wreck into a forklift quite easily.  I'm going to need one at the mine to handle all the junk I'm going to be loading and unloading."

"Why didn't you say something about that, we've got a small battery powered forklift you can have along with all the other stuff you're taking," JJ frowned.

"That might be fine at my warehouse where I can plug it in, but since I don't have a source of electricity out on the lease, a battery powered rig won't be much use there, now will it?" Tom grinned.

"You've got a point there.  Two points really, so I'll send you this hunk of junk to be rebuilt for use out at your lease and that dang battery powered one to use at your new warehouse," JJ shrugged.  "Now let's have a look at that generator you were thinking about taking."

When Tom saw the supposedly portable water powered generator setup, he laughed.  The turbine and generator were both mounted on a solid frame, then that frame had been bolted to a secondary frame which was at least four times as massive.  That second frame not only held the generator unit and the turbine, but it had been extended to mount the control unit used to manage the electrical output.  On top of that, the whole setup had been enclosed in a tin shed that just added mass and contributed nothing to the way the unit would perform.  There was even a substantial wall separating the turbine from the generator which did little, but make the whole unit more unhandy.

"Whoever built this setup didn't know what he was doing," Tom snorted.  "I'd like to have the turbine, the generator unit and the controls, but I don't need the shed, and I don't want the secondary underframe.  I just want the original unit and the primary frame, as well as the controls.  Undoing a dozen bolts and a few connections will separate the generator unit and the control unit from each other, as well as from the underframe, then they can be moved as two pieces.  The shed and the underframe are just waste material as far as I'm concerned."

"To be honest, I never bothered to look at it closely," JJ chuckled.  "You're absolutely right though, it is a nightmare, but I can get one of our crews to strip it down for shipping.  Now with the other stuff you chosen, let's say that fills out one load and part of a flat deck.  What else would you like to take because you've got at least two more loads coming to you."

"Actually there isn't a lot more here that I want unless I start taking doubles of things," Tom sighed.  "If I did take anything more, I'd probably end up having to store it at Bear Creek and possibly selling it off.  You were mentioning having a cabin up on the lease, so why don't you figure on filling a forty-foot container with things you want to have up there?  You might pick out tools and things that I haven't thought of, then once we have it all up on the lease, we can swap things back and forth between ourselves.  Other than that, White Out has a helluva move coming up in June, so if you have a few tractor trailer units that aren't doing much then, I could sure use them as a loan for a few days."

"Good point!" JJ smiled and nodded.  "But, if we're done here, I have a plane I want you to see."

"Your Beaver?" Tom grinned.  "I own one of those you know."

"Well, actually I traded the Beaver in on a Twin Otter with amphibious floats, so it has wheels and can land on either a regular airstrip or on water.  It's still classed as an STOL, so I thought it would be perfect for up at your lease, since I can take off from the Bear Creek strip, then land on your lake just as easily."

"You know I should have a look at that float setup, I might be able to put something like that on my Moose."

"A Moose?  What's a Moose?" JJ frowned.

"A Murphy Moose is a kit airplane which looks and acts much like a Beaver, but since it's classed as an experimental it can't be used commercially, so I'm keeping it for myself.  The Moose is slightly smaller than a Beaver and has a bit less payload, but it's still a worthwhile small plane.  It's a tail-dragger, so I imagine there will have to be some modifications to mount a set of pontoons and that might affect the plane's carrying capacity, but the idea is certainly worth checking out."

"So you plan on getting your pilot's license then?"

"Well actually, I've had one for several years and just told Dad about it on the flight back here," Tom chuckled.  "I got my license by joining the university flight club and was even able to use that course as credits toward my degree.  Then I flew every summer while I was prospecting for various firms, so I have well over a thousand hours on various single engine planes.  I gained enough hours on float planes to have an endorsement on that too, but I'll need to update that through White Out.  I haven't bothered to go for multi-engine or commercial, since I'd rather work on the ground, but since I own an air service now, I suppose I should get both.  I think I want to go for a rotary license first though, then I can fly a chopper, or at least be able to fly second seat in the big bird I just bought."

"All that, and you hadn't told Dad until yesterday?"

"Nope, he jumped to the conclusion that I didn't have a license and as usual he bulled ahead, deciding that he'd be the best guy around to teach me how to fly,"  Tom grinned.  "I don't mind logging hours on multi-engine though, since I'll write that test eventually, and I'm well on the way to having the hours to get the endorsement when I do.  When we were going to come down here, I handed Dad the case I have for my license and flight logs, then asked him if he'd mind my flying his baby back here."

"You smart ass!" JJ snorted.

"Those are exactly the same words Dad used, and almost the same tone of voice," Tom laughed.

"Well, for once he was right about you," JJ laughed even louder.  "Now, let's go to the airport."

So Tom and JJ drove to the airport and even took JJ's new plane up for a short flight.  Tom was impressed with the floats, so he took down the manufacturer's name and details, so he could contact them about floats for his little Moose.

They had just put JJ's plane back in the hanger before their dad called on JJ's cellphone.  It seemed there was a weather system moving into BC from the coast and Jack wanted to be back and on the ground at Bear Creek before it hit, so he was trying to round up everyone.  Since JJ and Tom were already at the airport, it was no problem at all for them to get the KingAir fuelled, checked over and warmed up, ready to fly.

Less than twenty-four hours after they had landed in Calgary the whole crew that had flown down was leaving, flying over the Rockies and back toward Bear Creek.




Chapter 15

Once more Tom had the stick and as soon as they hit the Rockies he knew they were flying into a storm because they started to run into minor turbulence.  He'd flown through far worse though and he was in a plane that handled extremely well.  In fact it handled so well that Tom was grinning as they bounced and jittered, bumped and rolled through the heavier turbulence over the mountains.  He even glanced over and winked at his dad after one particularly rough sequence.

"I take it from the grin that you've flown through crap like this before?" his dad growled softly.

"Lots worse, Dad, but never in a plane that handled as well as this one does.  This is one sweet bird and one day when I'm rich and famous I hope I can afford to buy one."

That struck his dad as funny, so he chuckled, then tried to relax and quietly watch Tom, who almost seemed to anticipate the gusts that lifted or dropped the plane erratically.  As far as Jack could tell those gusts and sharp shifts of the wind seemed to come without rhyme or reason, yet Tom appeared to react the instant each gust struck, even seeming to anticipate some of them. The flight took much longer on the return trip because they were battling a head wind, but then Tom wasn't pushing the plane as hard either.  It wasn't until they were through the interior mountains and turned to follow the Fraser canyon that the bumpiness eased somewhat and Jack was able to relax enough to actually watch the scenery or study the scudding clouds.

The KingAir flew the last few miles into Bear Creek airstrip through light snow flurries, but that was the first precipitation they'd seen since they'd flown out the day before.  It was fortunate that they returned when they did though, since a storm was forecast for that evening and was expected to dump almost a foot of snow on the area.  Actually by the time they had moved their vehicles out of the hanger and pushed the plane into the space where the rental car had been parked, the snow was falling quite heavily and the wind was rising.  As a result they drove back into the town of Bear Creek in a rapidly developing blizzard.

When they arrived back at the house they had a moment or two of excitement because Sandy discovered that the folding door to the closet in her bedroom was partially open.  She knew it had been shut when they left, because she kept a small safe in that closet and she'd locked some important papers in the safe just prior to leaving the house.  It hadn't been a break-in or an intruder though, not unless you counted Ebony, Sandy's female cat, who had decided that closet was the perfect place to hide and give birth to four kittens on one of Tom's old shirts.  How and why she had pulled that shirt down from where it had hung was anyone's guess, but Sandy seemed to feel that the cat was traitor for choosing Tom's old shirt over one of her fancy blouses or expensive skirts.

Of course there was a great fuss made over the cat and kittens, but it didn't last all that long, then everyone split up to do their thing.  Tom's mother and his sister, Ann, decided to cook a 'comfort' meal for everyone.  Since they weren't going to have to cook, Sandy and Laura chose to do some laundry and a few other chores.  Meanwhile Tom's dad turned on the TV to check the weather and news channels.  Tom headed for his basement office to write a few notes as reminders of tasks he needed to do, that way he could make up a schedule of jobs to be done over the next few weeks.  He didn't get a chance to do that right away though, instead he noticed that he had messages waiting for him on his answering machine, so he flipped it to replay.

"Tom, it's Harry.  Just calling to let you know your Chinook is here already, so I've put it into hanger number two and fired up the heater in there.  You might want to call the Blue Roof Inn so you can talk to the two pilots, Russ and Liz.  They tell me they want to live out near me on the other side of the lake from the airstrip, which would put them close to the operation, but not too close, if you know what I mean.  Since you've got thirty acres on that side of the lake, I think you might be able to set it up, but you'd have to talk to the county about that.  Call me, would ya?"

There was a double beep and then a second message.

"Tom, it's Jim from White Out.  Have you looked over your big chopper yet?  Give me a call when you do, because Ron and Travis want your okay to make some changes in the instrumentation and they want to repaint the whole thing before you use it very much.  Oh, yeah, Russell and Liz are staying in one of the local motel's down there until the movers bring their trailer down to Bear Creek.  I think they want to talk to you about setting it up on your property out near the airstrip - they did say something about being near Harry if possible.  Call me and let me know about everything that you plan to do so we aren't working at cross purposes, would ya?"

Another double beep and a third message began.

"Mr Dunn, it's Russ Smith.  Liz and I brought the Chinook down as soon as the inspector gave us clearance to fly, so it's out in one of your hangers at the airstrip.  We dropped off Ron, Donna and Travis on the way and met the whole White Out crew while we were there, then we met Harry when we landed here.  All of them seem to be great people and we're really impressed with what we've seen of the business.  As you know we've got wheels on this bird and Harry soon had a hanger set up for us, so we towed the Chinook into the biggest one for now. It was close, but there was just enough room for the blades to fit, but only if we have them all swung the right way.

We did salvage a lot of that other Chinook, even our old wrecked engine.  In fact we loaded a half-size container with all the bits, pieces and parts that we salvaged. We worked out that it was cheaper and easier to load everything into a container, then hire a truck to haul it down, rather than try to load it all into the Chinook, just because of fuel costs.

"Oh, you should know, we have some of our furniture, kitchen stuff and other belongings sitting in the chopper for now.  We own a forty-foot trailer in Fort St. John and we're going to have it brought down as soon as we can, but for now we'll have to arrange for a place to store our stuff, but maybe we'll rent an apartment.  Harry said we might be able to close in a corner of the hanger and use that for storage until we get a place, but that's up to you and him.  I hope we aren't in any trouble for loading it all in the chopper and bringing it along, but we just couldn't see much sense in paying for shipping when we had an empty bird making the trip.  What we brought don't weigh that much so Ron and Donna figured it would be okay, so they helped us load it on Friday afternoon.

"Harry gave us a ride to a motel called the Blue Roof Inn and we're in room 127, so let me know what you want us to do.  I can go to work tomorrow or Monday and so can Liz, just as long as the weather hangs in there, but it don't look so good.  Of course we don't have to fly, we're ready to work at anything you need us to do.  Anyway, talk to you later and thanks again for helping us out."

There was even a fourth message on the machine.

"Hi Tom, it's Charlie, give me a call would you?  I was talking to Harry, the guy from your airfield and he was asking me if I'd heard anything from you about the land you own on the other side of your lake.  Did you want me to see what you can do about renting or leasing that out to some of your new people?  No rush, but if you want me to check anything about that sort of thing, let me know would you?"

When Tom got done listening to all the calls he had to shake his head because he hadn't expected the Chinook to be ready so soon.  In turn that meant he hadn't anticipated all the complications that were involved with having a big helicopter ready to fly and based at Bear Creek.

He called Harry first, explaining that he really didn't know what he wanted to do about leasing the property on the far side of the lake and wanted his opinion.

"I'd do it if I were you, but only if it was okayed by the county," Harry said quietly.  "I'm living on an acreage across the road, but I have a boat that I moor on a little dock on the lake, so I use that to get back and forth on nice days.  That way I can sit at my kitchen window and watch what's going on over at the airstrip, but I can still be there in a short time if I need to.  What I'm saying is that I can be over here and avoid any frustrations, but even on days when I'm not flying I still feel involved, if you know what I mean."

"Well weren't you saying that area by the lake is quite swampy though."

"Not up near the road it isn't, but the part down near the lake is pretty wet in some places.  I wouldn't recommend the area as a place to build a subdivision or anything like that, but you could lease out some of the solid land nearest the road for folks to set up double wides and trailer homes.  The only thing you might have to worry about is percolation for a septic system.  I don't know how good that would be and I think you'd have to get permission from the county land-use board for septic."

"I think you just mentioned the killer to the idea, because I'm not about to have the lake polluted by sewage," Tom sighed.  "What about up on the Farmington place, since the road carries on up that way and there's lots more room for housing up there?"

"That might be a better idea, but isn't that your sister's portion of the property?"

"Oh, I think she's more interested in the idea of owning half of the airstrip than she is in fussing about housing," Tom chuckled.  "You should have heard her teasing Dad about using her half of the landing strip and the extravagant fees she was going to charge him for running one wheel of his plane on her side.  She had Sandy giggling and Mom laughing aloud, but then I was even grinning at her nonsense.  By the way, she says she wants to talk to you about taking flying lessons."

"I'm surprised, since I thought you'd be the first to ask for lessons," Harry chuckled.

"Oh I intend to ask you for help to get my commercial license and update my float plane endorsement, but I've had my single engine license for several years.  That's what put the bug in Ann's bonnet, because I flew Dad's plane to Calgary and back."

"But … when you were talking to Dave about the Moose, I thought you said that you …"

"Dave mentioned putting floats on the Moose so I could land on the lake, so I said something about possibly needing a license or approval for that, referring to the plane,"  Tom chortled, "but I didn't say anything about not having a pilot's license."

"I should have known, because you were always so familiar around the airstrip and aren't the least bit nervous around planes.  I'll bet Serge knew you had a pilot's license, didn't he?"

"I'm not sure if he did or not.  I don't remember mentioning it to him, but we did talk about a wide range of subjects, so I could have said something.  I do know that he was annoyed with Dad over something, only he never told me much about that, at least not that I can remember.  I've heard Dad's side of the story, but he made Serge out to be the villain and I rather doubt if he was.  I wish I'd made time to talk to the old geezer more than I did."

"I recall Serge mentioning you and I know you impressed him by staying up at your claim for so long and establishing yourself there.  I know he was happy that you visited him as much as you did, so I wouldn't worry about that."

"Well, I lived through that one bad winter in the old cabin even before I ever met him.  Anyway, to change the subject, what do you think of Russ and Liz?  Do you think you can work with them?"

"Oh yeah, I can't see any problems there!  Right about now they think you walk on water and they're certainly willing to dig in and go to work.  They're nice folks who've gone through a rough time and since you dug them out of a hole, you've hired yourself two more very loyal employees."

"Well, I didn't really hire them, I sold them part of the company and I wouldn't have done that if they hadn't impressed both me and the crew I had along when we met. Have you got anything else I need to know about?"

"Nope, not really." Harry chuckled.  "I'll bet you have a ton of calls to return, don't you?"

"Yeah, I do have a few calls to make, so I'll talk to you later.  Call me if you need me for anything."

"Ditto.  Be seeing ya." And Harry hung up.

Tom dialled Jim next.

"Hello?  White Out Wilderness Services."

"Hi Jim, it's Tom and before you ask about the copter, it was snowing and blowing quite a bit when we landed, so we headed straight back here to the house.  I did talk to Harry, but I haven't talked to Russ or Liz and I didn't see the Chinook.  In fact I didn't know it was here until I heard about it from everyone who called my answering machine."

"Okay, thanks for calling.  I wanted to talk to you about the chopper, since I understand one side of it looks like a patchwork quilt, but it flies okay and responds well.  Ron got the air worthiness certificate from the inspector quite early on Friday afternoon and did a test flight, but with a weather system expected today, they decided to try to beat it here.  They managed to get to Dawson Creek by late Friday night, then came the rest of the way this morning.  Ron and Donna are really impressed with Russell and Liz as pilots and they like them as people too, so I think they'll work out fine.  We've got them signed onto the books as employees and Angie post-dated that to Tuesday when you bought them out.  You'll have to arrange for your lawyer to talk to them about the stock transfer because they aren't too certain how that works.  Hell, to be honest I'm not too sure of that myself."

"I have to call both Charlie and Russ later anyway, then I can straighten out the stock transfer thing with them.  I'm glad Ron and Donna think Russ and Liz will work out well.  I don't imagine that giving up their dream of having a business sits too well, so we'd better watch for any sort of resentment.  The only real question I have is to ask you is who is paying their motel bill right now?"

"Oh, Angie charged that to the company, is that okay?"

"Hey, you're running the company and I trust your judgement," Tom laughed shortly.  "That also means that it's your decision about the instrumentation and paint on the Chinook.  Consider me to be your backer or the guy you lease the airstrip and a couple of machines from, but mostly I'm a customer.  The day to day decisions about maintaining things and running the business are your headaches, not mine."

"Well, okay, but that copter is yours, so you need to be the guy who makes the final decisions about what to have done with it."

"Okay, my decision is that you'll have to decide what that machine needs to have done to it and how it gets used, at least when I don't have it booked.  As far as I'm concerned I'd say you should paint it to match the rest of the planes and copters at White Out, because you folks will be using it most of the time."  Tom grinned, even though he knew Jim couldn't see him.  "I'm not a businessman, I'm just a prospector who got lucky and made friends with a millionaire.  I may make suggestions, but you and your crew make the final decisions about what gets done, just like you did when Serge was alive.

"As far as putting any trailers or other double wides on the property out there, you'll be arranging that with my sister, Ann.  I'm hiring her as the manager of the property I own around Bear Creek and she'll be working with Laura Preston and Charlie Jamison to set that up.  While I'm thinking of that, you might make a note that Preston and Jamison are our real-estate lawyers as well as our business lawyers.  Just so you know and won't worry about it, I'm in favour of the idea of having folks live onsite, but I'm not sure how much of that we can arrange while the ground is frozen.  Harry tells me that we'll have to get permission from the county land-use board to do that, and I imagine they'll want to check and see if a septic system will percolate.  Since I won't be here in April or May when the ground melts, I'm going to toss that hot potato to Ann and Charlie, then let them handle it.  Actually it might be an idea if you come down and meet Ann, Charlie and Laura sometime
soon, so you know who you'll be working with on a regular basis.  Besides that, the whole crew needs to talk to Charlie about that inheritance of stocks thing, so everyone knows where you stand."

"Well, since there's a blizzard blowing in up here at the moment, it won't be today or tomorrow." Jim sighed.  "Actually I don't dare leave the area right now.  When we have weather like this I'm always on edge, because too many people take chances and if they get into trouble we often get called out to rescue the damn fools."

"Well, I won't tie up your phone any longer then.  If you need help though,  you know how to get hold of either me or Harry."

"Well there wouldn't be much you could do without equipment or training, but thanks for the offer.  I'll talk to you later."

"Okay, and I hope you have a quiet Sunday with no rescues in the offing."

As soon as Tom heard the click of Jim's phone disconnecting he began to dial the number for the Blue Roof Inn, and when the call was answered he asked to be connected to room 127.

"Hello? This is Russ."

"Hi Russ, it's Tom Dunn.  You and your wife took me by surprise since you arrived in Bear Creek so soon.  I expected the repair of the Chinook to take a lot longer than it did."

"You aren't the only one who was surprised.  Those mechanics of yours are fantastic and they work extremely fast, but they sure know what they're doing.  Then what really surprised me was how cooperative the airframe inspector was when he came to check the machine.  You guys must have a really good relationship with them because Ron called him about noon and he was there inside of an hour."

"Well, that doesn't really have anything at all to do with me, that's all to do with the people at White Out.  I'm just a stockholder in the company."

"Oh come on, Boss.  Ron and Donna told us all about you."

"Well, in the first place, I'm not your boss.  I'll leave being the boss up to Jim for the overall company business and up to Harry when it comes to fixed wing business and the airstrip down here.  I plan to leave the running of the company up to others, because I'm really just an old-time prospector and gold miner with a lease up in the mountains.  I own one of the Beavers and half the airstrip here in Bear Creek, but I lease them to the company.  Only now I guess I've added the Chinook to that list, haven't I?  But really, all I'm interested in is having a reliable company handling my supply problems, so the real reason I bought your helicopter was so the company would be able to handle more heavy loads.  I'll admit my sympathy for your problems played a part in the deal, but really, if I couldn't have seen a profit for the company and a gain for myself in what I did, I wouldn't have bought you out."

"Oh, I know that, and I don't blame you for thinking of the company first, but it was you that made the deal.  We're going to be the ones who benefit from the shares that you're paying us with and I know they came out of your portion of the company."

"Well, I inherited those shares, so they don't seem to be worth any real money yet, at least not as far as I'm concerned.  If I can use those shares to make my supply problems at the lease simpler, I'm certainly going to jump on it.  This year I need to move several heavy loads up to the lease to make my life easier and the SkyCrane is already under contract for much of the year.  That meant I needed to find something like your Chinook to do a lot of my work," Tom explained.  "Say, while we're talking about money, have you got enough cash for a few days, or do you need a draw on your future salary?"

"Oh we're fine.  We weren't completely broke when you showed up, but we were headed that way.  We certainly didn't have enough cash to repair the chopper, but we had enough to pay off all our other bills and still live for a month or two.  Then just before we left town I sold the big truck that I had been using to haul loads to the chopper, so we're in good shape for the time being.  I think we need to find an apartment if we can though, because I don't like living in a motel and trying to move our trailer down here in winter weather would be stupid.  As well as that I want to buy a car or a pickup, but I can afford a used one easily enough."

"Well, that's good news, but you do have jobs and you're being paid, so as soon as the weather cooperates I'm going to see if I can get you and Liz together with Harry and arrange a meeting with my sister.  I've hired her to manage my interests here in town while I'm up at the lease, which is where I have my gold claim and my cabin.  Besides the airstrip, which I co-own with Ann, I have an office building and warehouse in town.  Once I'm out of town Ann will handle purchasing materials which will have to be brought from the warehouse to the airstrip, then loaded and flown up to my lease.  I imagine that most of those will be flown up there in the Chinook, so you'll be working with Ann quite a bit.

"As well as that, Harry was saying that you want to set up your trailer out on the land near the airstrip. Unfortunately before you can set it up out there, we're going to have to arrange for power, water, septic and so on.  Ann will probably be the person who will have to handle the county land-use people and have a percolation test done for septic, then arrange for all the other utilities.  That percolation test can't be done in the winter though since the ground is frozen solid, so I'd say your idea of renting an apartment in town would be a wise move for now."

"Man, oh man, I'd hate to play chess with you." Russ laughed softly.  "Ron warned me that you thought quick and covered a lot of questions in a hurry.  I'm glad he did though.  Otherwise I'd be lost about now.  As it is I scribbled down notes just to keep up and I'll bet I'll still be asking you a lot of questions on Monday."

"Hey, if you find I think quickly, wait until you talk to Ann.  She's the bright one in the family, her and JJ, my older brother," Tom chuckled.  "Anyway, welcome to Bear Creek and the White Out crew who work here.  Now I have more phone calls to make, so I hope to see you Monday, if we aren't all snowed in by then."

"Okay, Boss.  We'll see you then," and before Tom could say anything, Russ hung up.

Tom just shook his head and dialled Charlie's number.

"Hello. This is Charles."

"Hi Charlie, it's Tom.  Sorry to call you on your time off, but you did say to call when you left your message.  I was just talking to Harry and he was mentioning the idea of leasing land to the employees of White Out, just like he did you, but he added a twist for me.  It seems we'll need to get permission from the county land-use board and to do that we'd need to have a percolation test for each trailer that needs to run in a septic system.  Could you run a check on that for me?"

"I already have, and although Harry had to have that done on his acreage, you are under no such limitation on your property since it doesn't fall under county regulation.  The road between those two properties is the dividing line between Bear Creek County and the unregulated provincial lands which border the Fraser River.  Your property and the airstrip are fully outside of the county and fall under provincial regulation.  That regulation only limits you from building any permanent structure within the high water level of any body of water, but that distance is now under review.  At the moment all you really have to worry about is staying a hundred metres from the lake, but you'll also have to worry about the possibility of sewer effluent.  If your tenants were to pollute the lake and the provincial government could prove it, they'd come down on you and your tenants like a ton of bricks."

"Are you telling me that even though that lake is completely surrounded by land that I own, the provincial government can regulate what I do with it?"

"Yes they can. because it is a fresh water lake which is spring fed and drains into the Fraser River system.  Not only that, but the lake has fish in it, which is why the regulations are so strict," Charlie chuckled. "You're lucky that Harry's father was a flier and had an airstrip on that site before the regulations were toughened up or that business would never have been allowed.  As it is your airfield is operating under a grandfather clause, but I will warn you that they'll look at you extremely closely concerning pollution.  For goodness sake be careful about fuel and oil from your planes, because if any large amount of any petroleum based pollutant was spilled and seeped into the water, the government might shut down the whole operation."

"Thanks for the warning," Tom frowned.  "Now I suppose I should ask you if you or Laura can try to do some research on the area, because I'd like to have a soil survey done.  That way I'd know what we have to worry about, at least in the way of pollution."

"I already have done some work on that since I knew this problem was coming." Charlie laughed softly. "I'm surprised you thought of it though, but then you were a geology major in university.  Anyway, the soils near the lake are quite heavily clay based, but those further away and higher up have a sandy texture.  By the time you get two or three-hundred feet from the lake, the percolation should be decent for an individual home septic system."

"So it might be possible to lease small acreages across the road from Harry's place then?"

"I believe so, but it might be an idea to run a percolation test on each area you were considering leasing to anyone.  I take it you were considering this as a place for those employees whose homes were portable, such as trailers and double wide mobile homes?  I wouldn't advise leasing property to those wishing to build permanent homes, not only due to the possibility of polluting the lake, but also considering the noise level from the airfield."

"You're absolutely right, and I think we should hold off on those leases until late April or May, so the frost will be out of the ground.  Even then I think the water used on the percolation tests should be coloured with a dye, then we can check to make certain there is no possibility of polluting the lake."

"Good point and I've made a note of that.  Now is there anything else you wanted to talk about?"

"Not at the moment, but I imagine Ann will be in talking to you about construction permits and such for the old Lister building.  Besides that I'll be bringing in folks from White Out to meet you and Laura sometime in the near future because all of them want a rundown on how company shares work.  Oh yeah, one last point, who do I talk to about insurance on my new chopper?"

"Well, Ann has already approached me about the main building and I'll check out insurance for you, but you might try the people who insured your truck before you try to find another agent.  I believe they insure airplanes too, since I know Harry was using the firm.  That reminds me, you need insurance on the buildings at the airfield, or have you already arranged for that."

"Good point on my present agent, but actually I might already be covered on that, since they transferred Harry's insurance on the business into my name when I bought him out.  The Moose and the Chinook might not be covered though, because both of those were separate deals.  Anything else you can think of?"

"Not at the moment, but I'll give you a call if I run across a problem."

"Okay, have a good evening, Charlie," Tom said as he hung up.

After that he leaned back and sighed softly, then looked down at the notes he'd made as he was speaking to the four men.  Once he'd rewritten those notes into a semblance of order he stood and left the office to go upstairs.

When Tom walked into the kitchen, Ann and his mother were sitting at the table, having coffee while keeping one eye on what they were cooking.  He paused and drew in a deep breath, then grinned at the two of them.

"Hi, little Bro, want a coffee?" Ann asked

"Sure, but what are you cooking?" Tom asked.  "Whatever it is, it sure smells good, only there's a muddle of odours."

"Well, if you look outside, we're having a bit of a blizzard, so Ann and I decided we needed to cook some comfort foods," his Mom smiled.  "I started a moose stew, using one of the hunks of moose meat you brought down from your lease and while I was doing that Ann whipped up some baking powder biscuits."

"Then Mom had me mix up a second batch of biscuit dough so she could use brown sugar and cinnamon to make some of those quicky cinnamon rolls you always used to like," Ann chuckled.  "Since she did that I used the bones from her stew meat and I started a soup pot, which will cook all evening and be ready to eat by tomorrow."

"I see," Tom grinned as he poured himself a cup of coffee.  "You two are playing chef and the rest of us get to enjoy the results.  What are Sandy, Laura and Dad up to while you two are on KP duty?"

"Oh they're all in the living room.  A few minutes ago Sandy was asking Dad about his background and how he started the company.  You know where that will end up, don't you?" Ann grimaced.

"Yeah, he'll end up telling them his whole life story.  I suppose I should be polite and listen in, but first, I want to talk to you," Tom smiled weakly.  "I have a little better idea of what your job is going to entail, at least for the next few months."

"Oh, good.  Lay it on me, Bro."

So Tom sat down with Ann and his mother and told them the details of his recent phone conversations.  From there he began to add his ideas concerning the issues Ann was probably going to have to contend with and giving her his view of how they'd have to be handled.  The notes he'd written were handed back and forth and discussed, but Ann rewrote them after several modifications were made.

"So, let's get this straight," she sighed and shook her head,  "First, I work for TF Dunn Investments, as property manager and part of my job is looking after the warehouse and airstrip for White Out Wilderness Services.  Another job I'll have is office manager for the TF Dunn building.  Then on top of that I'm purchasing and shipping agent for Sunrise Mineral Exploration and Development, right?"

"I guess," Tom grinned at her.  "I suppose you want to paint all that on the door of your office, do you?"

"You're damn right I do, but I want to add another one.  I want you to form another company, let's call it TF Dunn Ltd for now.  Then I want to be listed as Chief Accountant for TF Dunn Ltd. and I want to buy shares in Sunrise Mineral and TF Dunn Investments."

"Un uh, not gonna happen.  Sandra is my chief accountant, and while a few non-voting shares in Sunrise Mineral come with your job, TF Dunn Investments is my speculative branch, so I'm the only shareholder.  I'm insisting on that, just to be safe in case I screw up and lose my shirt with a stupid investment, that way no one else will get hurt."

"But, that means as an officer of the company I could be classed as partially liable and without any shares in the company I don't have any say about where you make investments.  I really don't like that."

"Sorry, Sis, but that's why it's called a limited company."  Tom said firmly.  "As an employee your butt is fully covered, unless you manage to screw up something behind my back."

"Ann, your brother is right and it is his money, so settle for what you have," Tom's mom said just as firmly, then she smiled and got to her feet.  "I think your problem might be slightly inflamed by hunger and that stew smells like it might be edible.  I think it's time for me to go break into Jack's monologue while you two set the table."

Meanwhile in the living room Jack had been holding forth about his personal history to a polite audience and his wife entered the room at an opportune moment.

"… I was met at the airport by a young woman named Kelly Redding, who said she worked as the office receptionist, but really was just a 'general all round gopher.'  My first impression was that she was cute and very curious because she asked a ton of questions, but I'm afraid I was feeling rather groggy.  We'd run into air turbulence on my flight from Vancouver and on top of that I hadn't slept well the night before.  As we drove to the office she was trying to make me feel at home and give me some background, but she was far too cute to be the person explaining anything to me!  How could any young guy concentrate on a job description when talking with a red haired vixen with green eyes, a cute ski jump nose, freckles and more curves than a bowl of spaghetti?  In fact her looks distracted me from even thinking about anything else for a brief period," Jack said with a smile.

"Oh, your distraction wasn't all that brief, dear.  It's forty-four years later and I think I can still make you pay attention to me quite easily," Kelly broke into his monologue with a smile.  "Now you've bored these poor girls silly, but while you've been doing that Ann and I have cooked up a meal.  Not only that, but Tom has had time to explain Ann's responsibilities in her new job, but we've decided we want to eat now and I'm here to get you three to the table.  So is anyone else hungry?"

Since they'd been bombarded by the welcome odours from the kitchen for over an hour, the reaction of the two young women and the older man was easily predictable.  All three of them were on their feet and heading for the kitchen table almost instantly.

The stew, the baking powder biscuits and the 'quicky' cinnamon buns were a hit and the whole group were able to relax afterward.

After that the only real excitement that afternoon was brought on by the antics of some of the neighbourhood teenagers while Tom was shovelling snow from the driveway.  The local teens decided he was a great target for snowballs, until he decided to return fire and proved to have astoundingly accurate aim, even at moving targets.  His main problem was the fact that he was numerically outnumbered, by about ten to one.  Unfortunately Tom's attackers hadn't counted on Sandy, Laura and Ann sneaking out the back door, slipping around a neighbour's house and launching a surprise attack from behind.  As a result of that ambush, as well as the fact that the snow was too cold to be easily packed into snowballs, the small teenage army was soon calling for mercy.  However after the teenagers accepted defeat, Sandy called a truce and invited the whole group inside for hot chocolate.  Once they were inside, Kelly even sacrificed the last of her homemade stew and the last of Ann's baking
powder biscuits to the impromptu party that had seemed to develop spontaneously.  Tom and Sandy were undoubtably the center of the young group's attention, but no one was left out.  Jack and Kelly were surprised to find that the neighbourhood kids all knew Tom and Sandy quite well and most of them even knew Laura.

Jack was even more astonished to learn that most of those teenage boys regard his son as a hero.  They regaled him with tales of Tom stopping armed robberies, or saving little old ladies from purse snatchings and other sneak attacks, swearing that all their stories were true.



Later, after all the teenagers had left and Kelly had slipped off to have a long relaxing bath, while Tom had gone down to his office with Ann and Sandy to talk business, Jack asked Laura if there was any truth to the boys' stories.

"To be honest, I think the only person who could tell you that would be Tom and he just laughs off the whole idea.  There has to be some truth in the legend that seems to be developing around his actions, but there is no way it can all be true.  I did talk to his friend in the RCMP and the first day he was in town he did walk into an armed robbery at the motel where he was staying and there's no doubt that he broke that up.  Then just a short time later he interfered with a purse snatching, but other than that I really don't know how much truth there are to the stories," she grinned.  "I'm not the person to ask though, because he's my hero too.  Two months ago I was working in an office in a job that was dragging me down, then Tom came along and in about two weeks he totally rearranged my life.  Now I'm the senior partner in a new law firm which is growing by leaps and bounds and I get up with a bounce in my step each and every morning."

"But those kids were saying Tom chased all the crooks out of town," Jack frowned.

"Actually he is partially responsible for that, but then so are you, only Tom was visible because he was here and folks know about his actions.  You and my former boss did just as much or more, but it was Tom who got everyone else riled up about Lister's activities and when the cops caught Lister, it caused the backlash that cleared out the crooks.  When Lister was arrested the cops found enough evidence to implicate a whole slough of crooks and shysters who were preying on local people.  Those crooks were either arrested or fled town before they were caught, but even the ones who ran are on borrowed time because of the evidence the cops have against them.  Eventually I imagine they'll all get caught," she paused for a second then continued.  "I don't believe some of the rumours I've heard about Tom, but that doesn't mean there isn't any truth behind many of them, instead I think his part in things has been exaggerated.  I know he's caused a difference in this town in other
ways though and part of that difference is in people's attitudes.  They know what it felt like to live with break-ins and robberies on a daily basis, so they're willing to work to prevent those feelings of insecurity in the future.  In my opinion, Tom caused that willingness to cooperate against lawlessness and he's partially responsible for the friendlier attitudes around town too,  because people are learning to trust others again.  Those kids you met aren't the only folks who think your son is a hero, a lot of the mature citizens of this town feel the same way."

"Somehow I find it hard to think of my son as a hero."

"Well, he's a hero to me, but that's because of his personal involvement.  As far as Bear Creek is concerned, he's more of a catalyst.  He's investing in the community, so he and Sandy, and now Ann, are going to cause the town to grow and improve.  I'm involved too, but I don't count myself for much because I'm here due to them, however I've talked to several people who were considering moving out of town before Tom showed up.  Only now those same people are talking about taking advantage of business opportunities that they see springing up all over.  Just by spending a bundle of cash here, Tom has made a difference in the town, let alone the increased activity in other fields."

"Has he really done that much in such a short time?"

"Jack,  Tom first appeared in town almost a year ago and in less than a week he had dropped about forty-thousand dollars into the economy.  Then he disappeared for two months, but when he returned, he spread another sixty-thousand dollars around town through purchases and rentals.  He was here for a short time, then disappeared again taking Sandy with him, but like a bad penny he came back and that's when the shit really hit the fan.

"First of all Tom, then you and my former boss got going and kicked all the crooks out of town.  That was about the time when old Serge died and not long after that everyone found out that Tom had inherited several million dollars.  The repercussions of the cash influx he's made in the local economy has caused a huge change in the whole community, because suddenly business is booming.  For instance he's bought a local airfield, two commercial buildings and a local mini-farm as if they were peanuts.  Now everyone is learning that he's bringing in White Out Wilderness Services, which has an excellent reputation in this part of the country.  It's a well known and fully established business which will inject several million dollars worth of commerce into the area on a yearly basis.  Not only that, but the people involved in White Out are well liked and everyone in town knows that they'll be spending most of their wages in the area," Laura chuckled softly.  "Right now, the
bankers in this town think Tom Dunn walks on water and so do all the members of the Chamber of Commerce.  I'd be willing to bet that this town will become twice as large inside of ten or fifteen years, but I'm not an economist, just a lawyer.  Only I'm sure glad I'm here right now because I'm in on the ground floor of a growth spurt in a revitalized economy, which isn't something most communities can say right now."

"Hmm, I wonder if JJ would be willing to move here."

"Pardon me?"

"Oh, sorry!  I was just thinking out loud," Jack apologized rather weakly, then began to speak very quietly and thoughtfully.  "I was thinking that my oldest son might be interested in taking advantage of this local economic boom.  You see at the moment the economy isn't being very kind to petroleum support companies such as ours and on top of that he has had some problems in his life recently.  I was thinking that JJ might be able to use some of our company assets to diversify and in some way …"

Jack's voice gradually faded out as his face twisted into a deep frown.

"Excuse me, Jack," Laura said after a moment.  "Are you alright?"

"Oh, I'm sorry, Laura.  I was just thinking rather deeply," Jack sighed.  "I was just realizing that I owe my youngest son a very large apology.  I am beginning to see that I have a certain degree of tunnel vision and I may well have done him something of a disservice in the past.  You see, I have always felt that the oil patch was an almost limitless source of funds and I couldn't seem to convince Tom that he was wrong in disagreeing with me.  Now I realize that he may have been the wiser of the two of us because it almost seems as if we have explored ourselves out of a job."

"Well, that's really none of my business," Laura smiled.  "As far as I'm concerned, both of you have a pretty fair grasp on reality, but you do approach life in different ways.  Now you were mentioning your son, JJ, and that he had visited Tom recently.  Then you were saying something about diversifying and after that you just drifted off, so I was a bit worried that something was wrong."

"Well, JJ is my oldest son and his life was turned upside down almost two years ago when his wife was killed in a car accident.  Since that time he and his son Jesse have both been acting somewhat subdued and reserved, which I suppose is quite natural considering their situation.  However, both of them came up here to help Tom last summer and since that time both of them are displaying a decidedly better attitude toward life.  I was wondering if there might be a business which JJ could establish in this town that would bring him some satisfaction, because he certainly doesn't seem to be finding it in his present job."

"Well, you could mention the idea to Tom, only I'd be leery of trying to promote the idea too much if I were you.  I've noticed that Tom doesn't like being pressured, but I imagine you know that by now," she paused, then smiled.  "There is another way of drawing it to his attention that might be more assured of success - you could mention your idea to Ann or your wife and see if they agree with you.  If they do, you might let them approach Tom with the suggestion."

"I've noticed that he grows tense when I make a suggestion, but then that's probably an automatic reaction after all the years of disagreeing with my views," Jack looked at her and smiled rather sadly.  "This whole trip has been something of an eye opener for me.  It seems my son has a very guarded attitude toward anything I say and after consideration, I can't blame him.  I'm having some difficulty in admitting that I am wholly at fault though."

"Oh, you don't need to blame yourself all that badly," Laura smiled.  "Tom has often said that both of you are quite similar and he even admits that he's just as opinionated and stubborn as you are.  The first time I heard that was when I made that initial phone call to you regarding Sheridan Lister.  Tom had me sit near him and told me to kick him in the shins if he started to grow too annoyed over something you said because he was afraid an argument would break out."

"I can believe that," Jack's face twisted into a wry grin.  "Actually that phone call astounded me.  Kelly and I had been discussing Tom only a day or two before that.  I'd been wondering if he was ever going to give up on his dreams of finding a gold mine, get some sense and come to work for Dunn-Redding.  Then you placed that call and I discovered Tom owned 'Sunshine Mineral Exploration and Development' - a company I hadn't heard of in twenty years.  Seconds later Tom was on the phone, talking civilly and asking for advice, then he astounded me by knowing which of my buttons to push to get me on his side.  Not only that, but he had all his dominos in a row with that shyster lawyer in his sights.  All he really needed was someone to show him where to push and the dominos started falling.  After that everything fell into place and only weeks later I'm sitting here talking to you, but I still don't understand how Tom did everything he's done.

"I mean, he got a university degree, earned his pilot's license and established himself as a respected prospector without my being aware of almost any of it.  Then he researched a hundred year old legend and deduced a way to find a lost gold mine, then parlayed that into an extensive mineral lease and an established mineral exploration company.  While he was doing that he befriended a millionaire who wrote him into his will because Tom impressed the man by surviving in a situation that would have killed anyone but an established woodsman.  Now he lives in a town where everyone seems to know him by name, teenagers respect him enough to tease him, gossips create legends of his exploits and the police think the sun rises and sets on the crack of his butt!"

"Well, you do know that his nickname is 'Lucky Dunn,' don't you?" she laughed.  "Only I'm not sure just how much of his 'luck' is happenstance and how much is preparation, knowledge and intelligent deduction.  The hundred year old mine he discovered was actually found by following the clues in a death bed statement left by a dying man.  Then a lot of preparation as well as a ton of sheer guts and gumption kept him alive through a winter spent in an isolated shack on the side of a mountain.  There was probably some luck involved in the fact that Serge Potemchin was in an old age home here at Bear Creek and held the lease on the area where Tom's claim is located.  Tom's personality and attitude were what swayed the old man into selling him the business though.  From what I've heard old Serge was impressed by Tom's methods and intentions and he seemed to think Tom was almost a reincarnation of his younger self.

"My mother handled Serge's business letters, so she wrote to Serge after Tom tracked down her office and came to see her.  Now Mom didn't realize that Serge was dying about then, but the nurse who had cared for him knew about Mom and about Tom, so she wrote back.  That letter described what Tom had gone through and how he had treated Serge.  Reading between the lines you could virtually feel the admiration and respect both the nurse and Serge had for your son.  Now for some reason I got the feeling that Serge wasn't impressed with you, but he literally loved Tom, which is probably why he was made the principal beneficiary in Serge's will.  I'm almost certain that Serge felt Tom was the perfect person to put in control of 'White Out' - someone who would help the people there to improve on their already glowing reputation.  I think Tom is doing that, but at the same time he has absolutely no sympathy for those who take advantage of others."

"Oh, I agree with you there.  I think Serge Potemchin must have seen the compassion Tom has for the underdog from the actions Tom had taken here in Bear Creek when he first came.  Now that I've been around him for the last few days I've seen that too, and the new couple he hired are an illustration of that.  Tom recognised the fact that they were skilled as pilots, but lacked the essential skills needed to run a successful business, so he virtually rescued them from an untenable situation.  I was extremely impressed with the way he handled that situation because he covered all his bases before committing himself to any action.  First he asked all the right questions of everyone who was involved and he made judgements that included the various skills and personality traits of those people in the equation.  After that he took my wreck, their wreck, his mechanics and a relatively small investment, then combined everything in a way that provided a benefit for everyone involved,
including himself.  That rescue operation impressed me more than anything else that I've seen that he has done."

"Well, I think you should tell him that.  Besides that I think you should talk to Kelly and Ann to get their thoughts on the idea of promoting your son, JJ as another venture capitalist in the area before going any further with the idea.  They may have another take on the situation."  Laura got to her feet.  "Now if you'll excuse me, I've had a very full day and I'm in drastic need of sleep."

"Oh, I'm sorry if I've kept you up, but thank you for listening to my rants and thank you for your advice.  I think some deep thought and a few hours of sleep may be what I need as well."



Meanwhile down in Tom's basement office, he was showing Sandy and Ann the notes he had made about the new office building and warehouse.  As well as that he was asking Sandy for help with an estimation of their needs out on the lease.

"My main problem is trying to set this up so it will be relatively simple for you to handle, Ann.  You see I'm not certain of who is going to be out on the lease at any specific time and I'm having a tough job estimating the supplies we'll need to have on hand," he sighed.  "I can do it for myself or for a couple of others, but when I'm doing that I know I'm limiting my demands, because I can make do.  Others don't do that so well."

"Let me explain a bit about the sort of limits he has," Sandy grinned at Ann.  "He spent a year out there and even he says he had it a 'little' rough.  His first cabin wasn't even half as big as this office and made of logs with finger wide cracks between one log and the next.  He'd stuffed those cracks with moss, but the wind and birds and mice and other varmints kept stealing the moss.  His window was a sheet of plastic which let in light, but of course you couldn't see anything through it.  The door was made of split logs, overlapped and fastened together with pegs and hung on leather hinges.  He was cooking on the top of a pot bellied stove, so the flat cooking surface was about as big as a pie plate.  Then his bed was a pile of furs spread on top of some sapling logs to keep it off the floor, but the floor was just hard packed dirt.  So you can imagine what he means when he says he limits his demands."

"You've got to be kidding me!" Ann stared at Sandy.

"Nope, he spent a whole winter in that hovel," Sandy broke into laughter.  "When I first saw the new cabin I was upset with the whole thing, because he wasn't finished building it and I thought it was really rough.  Then he showed me his old place and suddenly that new cabin with only half a floor and a boxy looking space heater for a cook stove looked like a palace.  What floor there was might have been rough wood, but it wasn't dirt.  There were real windows, a real door and the logs in the walls were fitted tight against one another.  I could see that it could become a real house, not a shack that pigs wouldn't live in.  By the time we'd lived in that cabin for two months and both of us had worked our butts off, I became proud of that place.  It had a full floor, a bed, a kitchen counter, shelves, a table, chairs and so on - it had become a home and I'd helped to build it."

"Well, that old cabin was enough to keep me alive through a hard winter and after living at survival level for a while, my judgement of what I need for comfort took a major evaluation.  I have a good idea of what I really need and I know that I can get by quite well with far less than most people require.  That's why I need your help to make out a list of absolute essentials for people with what I call more normal standards," Tom grinned at Ann's expression since she still looked horrified.  "I'm making arrangements to install running water, an indoor toilet, a decent cook stove and even electricity, but there are limits to the amount of luxuries I can provide.  For instance, I can't think of any way that we can install things like telephone, television and internet service.  In fact I think a decent road is going to be an improbability, which is why I bought the Chinook and why I'm pressing so hard to get things done quickly.

"I'm going to be depending on you to help me, Ann.  I'll be up there most of the year and you're going to need to arrange to buy and ship everything I need, but I doubt if I'm going to be alone.  I expect that there may be anywhere from two to twenty people up there during the summer months and you're going to have to be our supplier.  We'll need food and clothing and all the various supplies that people feel are essential to be relatively comfortable.  Not only that, but we're going to have to house the people who are going to be there and this summer is going to be a real pain in the butt because of the amount of improvements I want to make.  Every improvement is going to take labour, material and time, so I have to try to plan out not only supplies, but also assistance, because I'm not going to be able to do everything by myself."

"Okay, I've worked on this sort of thing for dad," Ann nodded.  "I'll tell you right now, if you're going to be having people working on your projects, you're going to need housing of some kind.  So the first thing you might want to do is to phone JJ and Don to see if the company has any of the old 'Atco' crew trailers going spare.  Dunn-Redding is cutting back on the big crew thing, so you might be able to swing a real good deal on those and they're designed to be portable and meant to be used in rough conditions.  You could have them cleaned up and refurbished before they were trucked in.  Oh, that's another point, where is the closest area that you can get a semitrailer with a full load?  Trucks are a lot cheaper to run than helicopters."

"Good points!  I knew there was a darn good reason for hiring you, besides having a pretty face that could wheedle favours out suppliers,"  Tom winked.  "You're already earning your wages."

"We might need to talk about that," she winked back.  "I might want to talk about a raise."

"I think we'll wait and see on how things go before we jump that hurdle," he grinned, then frowned as he glanced at a detailed road map he had pinned on one wall of the office.  "Crap!  For now I think the closest all weather road is right here.  Both Bowman's Bluff and Misery Flats get socked in solid for several months of the winter, but of the two, Misery Flats might be closest later in the year.  It certainly looks like it might be the easiest road to travel in the summer months and on top of that, there isn't a lot of space available for offloading at Bowman's Bluff.  Besides the road into town follows the edge of the Mirror, so it's as crooked as a dog's hind leg and I doubt if a forty foot long tractor trailer rig could make it around the tighter corners."

"That's too bad, because you could barge things up the lake," Ann pointed out.

"Well, it doesn't show on the map, but there's a huge cliff between the lake and Tom's claim," Sandy snorted.  "Our cabin is probably almost a thousand feet higher up the side of a mountain than the lake, and there isn't an easy way down the last half of that distance."

"Not only that, but there's a marsh, or maybe a better word is a swamp, at the closest end of the lake.  There simply isn't an easy way to get anything bigger than a canoe close to solid ground there," Tom shrugged. "The trail in from Misery Flats isn't much better.  JJ called it a goat trail since it's extremely narrow and winding, with steep grades and in several places it follows ledges that overhang sheer cliffs.  No matter how you try to get to the lease, the last twenty or thirty miles you have to travel are a pain in the butt."

"Unless you fly in, then it's only a hike of two or three miles through thick brush and a stiff climb to get to the cabin from the upper lake, which is the closest place that a plane can land." Sandy grinned.  "I think the idea of hopping out a helicopter and being able to walk across a gentle slope to get to the cabin is going to be a dream compared to what we've done in the past.  The first time I went there we hauled a ton of food and building supplies from the upper lake to the cabin and Tom had to find a trail uphill while I kept the bears and beasties away from our food."

"Cripes Sandy, you're almost as bad as he is," Ann snorted.  "I'm starting to think I leaped out of the frying pan and into the fire when I left Dunn-Redding and came to work for Tom."

"Hmm, aren't you the same gal who went nuts over my gold nugget earrings and said she wanted to go up to Tom's lease and pan for nuggets so she could have a set of her own?" Sandy teased.

"Don't remind me," Ann snapped, then grinned sheepishly.  "I guess the only thing to do is to make sure that I do a good job of getting the supplies shipped in that Tom will need to bring that place up to snuff and relatively liveable, isn't it?  So lay it on me, Bro.  What do I need to do and what sort of time frame are we talking about?"

"Well, I plan to be in town for another month, but I'm trying to make arrangements for all my initial supplies to be here and available when I ship out.  I've already made arrangements for the purchase of supplies to add most of the improvements to the cabin, but part of that will be coming from as far away as Calgary, Vancouver and Victoria.  Brian and Linda Welch from Victoria are shipping in a specially fitted wood burning stove and a special water heater arrangement, as well as a wind powered generator and all the controls for that lot.  JJ and Don are shipping in a lot of the equipment I'll need to do the ground work and the preparations.  That stuff is all used, but they've assured me that it works, other than the things I picked out that need to be modified for the jobs I want them to do.  I still have to figure out my needs for food, clothing and what not, but that's not a big deal.

"I've had to face the fact that I'm not going to be able to do all the necessary work by myself, so one of my initial problems is going to be finding and hiring people I can trust to take into the area.  Not only that, but I need to hire people who will be able to get along with me, my family and my friends in an isolated situation for an extended period of time.  I've spent enough time in bush camps and I've heard enough of Dad's horror stories to know that not everyone is suitable, so I'm going to be fussy about the people I hire.  I'd much rather have a pair of phlegmatic workers that need to be pressured into working rather than two amazingly skilled and frenetic workers with flighty personalities.  I want to hire people who can take orders, work steadily and not be frightened by a visiting bear or wolf, but so far I'm coming up empty handed.  Right now I'm thinking of seeing if the Dumonts, who helped me build the cabin, might be available, but I'd really like someone with
more mechanical skills than they have.  So if you happen to run across someone that you think might be suitable I'd like to talk to them, but please, don't make them any promises until I've checked them out.

"I know the two of you are going to be up to your eyeballs in preparing tax forms until the end of April, so I'm trying to arrange for everything I need until the middle of May.  After that though things will get much harder for me to be prepared for because that's when I expect to have visitors starting to show up.  By then I need to try to have a lot of things done.  For instance I think the plumbing needs to be roughed in by that time and I'm going to need to have accommodation available for extra bodies.  I'm also going to need to have food and other supplies for all those visitors and I don't have any idea what all will be required.  It's going to be stupid things like toothpaste, toilet paper and tampax that are going to screw us up, because sure as hell someone will raise a bitch over something they've forgotten."

"Can I hire a helper?" Ann asked quietly.

"I already said you could have a gopher to help you around the warehouse.  Why, did you have someone else in mind?"

"Yeah, I'm going to need someone besides a warehouseman and pickup guy.  I was thinking of a young woman that Dunn-Redding is going to let go in a few weeks time since the company is cutting back on work crews.  She's been helping to handle purchasing and supply for the road and site clearance crews for the last couple of years, so she knows that sort of detail inside and out.  Now before you say anything, I should warn you that she's handicapped and needs wheelchair access, but she's got a brain like a steel trap and if you need anything, she can find it.  She's a nice kid, but independent as heck, only her needs aren't the same as ours."

"Well, your office in the new building is on ground level and half the warehouse is too, so what's the problem?  Call her and ask her if she's willing to move here and if so, ask her what she needs to have for a wage and accommodation.  Tell her she's getting first dibs to interview for a brand new job, but that I'll need to do the final interview, which might be by telephone.  You can even tell her that until we hire her or someone like her, it'll still be your job."

"Damn, I like the way you think," Ann shook her head.  "I'd have had a fight with Dad and Don to get them to agree to something like that.  In fact I did have a fight over hiring her in the first place."

"Sis, you ain't workin' for Dad no more," Tom grinned.  "Now, it's getting late and I'm getting tired.  Let's call it a night and you can think about all of this, then we'll talk more in the next few days, okay?"

Twenty minute later the house was silent except for the blizzard winds howling around the eaves, soft snores from sleeping people and a prowling cat hunting for nonexistent mice.




Chapter 16

The next few days were somewhat of a muddle for Tom and his family.  In the first place most of them were somewhat housebound by the blizzard.  In the second place Tom really wasn't prepared for Russ, Liz and the Chinook to be available so soon.  He definitely wasn't ready for them to be so enthusiastic about going to work on the weekend or during a blizzard.

However at 8:01AM, Sunday morning, the phone in Tom's office rang.  Luckily he was sitting at his desk, adding to a list supplies he wanted to buy and the duties that Ann was going to have to handle, so he was there to answer it.

"Hello?"

"Morning, Mr. Dunn.  It's Russ here.  Liz and I were wondering if you had anything for us to do today?"

"Oh, good morning, Russ.  I didn't expect you to call, after all it's Sunday and I doubt if there'll be any work for you to do today, especially not in this weather.  I'd suggest you grab a book or turn on the TV, something of the sort that will let you relax.  Besides, I'm not your boss, for now I guess that would be Harry, but I doubt if he's got much work to do out at the airstrip, not while this blizzard is blowing."

"But, Sir, you bought the Chinook and hired Liz and me to fly it …" Russ protested.

"Yes, I bought your bird, but I'm leasing it to 'White Out' and Harry represents the company here in Bear Creek, so he's your boss, not me.  I doubt if he'll have anything for you to do today though, not in this weather."

"Well, okay, I guess.  Thanks anyway, and I'm sorry I bothered you."

"I'll forgive you this time," Tom chuckled into the phone. "It's nice to know you want to work and if I do happen to think of anything you can help me with, I'll give you a call."

Tom expected that Russ would accept that and spend the day relaxing, but half an hour later Harry was on the phone, asking if Tom had anything for Russ and Liz to do.

"He's called me twice suggesting that he come out and shovel snow and Liz has called me once to offer to clean up the office.  Shucks, my neice would shoot me if I let someone else do that, since I won't even let her clean my office.  Besides, it's like I told them, there's no sense in going outside and freezing for no real reason.  We can't fly in this weather and no one is going to be landing at the airstrip either.  There's no point in trying to plow the runway until this wind eases off, because we'd just build up a ridge of snow to the edge of the runway and it would drift back deeper than before.  I've never seen such a pair of eager beavers," Harry laughingly bellyached.

"Sorry, but I can't help you," Tom chuckled.  "I've already told them to take the day off when they called me, but I did tell them that they work for White Out, not me and that you were their boss when Jim isn't around.  To be honest I'm trying to think of a make work project for my family, because none of us are used to sitting around for long either.  I'm thinking of getting Ann and Sandy down here in the office later today, then going over my ideas of what needs to be done in the next while, but Russ and Liz can't help with that.  Why don't you call Jim and Ron, then ask what work still needs to be done on the Chinook, just to see if there is anything that the kids can do?  Or maybe you could have them clean up one of the hangers or a storage building or something?  Actually I think tomorrow is going to be worse, because I think the blizzard is going to last for at least one more day, maybe two.  If those two are eager now, they'll be twice as wound up tomorrow and
even more on the next day."

"What about your Moose?  Is there anything I could get the two of them to do on that for you?"

"No way!" Tom growled.  "I plan to work on that plane myself when I have time, that's unless I get into a bind and have to hire someone to do the job.  Then the only people I'd be willing to have work on it are people that I trust implicitly and I don't know those two kids all that well.  In fact, Russ said straight out that he wasn't a mechanic, so until I have a chance to see his workmanship I don't want him working on anything like that.  You know how fussy aircraft maintenance can be, so without someone I trust being there to watch over the work being done, I don't want to gamble on his ability."

"Yeah, I guess I agree with you on that one." Harry sighed.  "I'll be honest, I don't know what to do with Russ and Liz though.  It's Sunday and I don't open the office on Sunday, not unless I know there's a reason for it, especially not at this time of the year.  After all, this is a private airstrip, not a fully operational airport like the one they were at."

"Yeah, I know, Harry," Tom grinned, then looked thoughtful.  "Say, you could suggest they see about renting an apartment.  If they need a real-estate agent they could call Adam Horowitz, the guy who handled the sale of the office building and warehouse I bought.  They could even use my name as a reference if they want."

"You know, that's a good idea.  Thanks, Tom, I'll get them thinking about that and talk to you later, but if you do come up with anything to keep them busy, don't hesitate to put them to work," then Harry hung up.

Those two calls started Tom's day and it didn't get any better, so he didn't get much paperwork or planning done.  He fielded phone calls for the next few hours as he heard from the real-estate agent, then Jim, followed by Charlie and finally a long distance call from JJ.  In fact he spent most of the morning on the telephone so when Ann called him for lunch he was glad to take a break, only it didn't turn out to be a real break.  Instead, he walked into a series of heated discussions over some investment or other.  Ann and his dad were going at each other hammer and tongs and each of them tried to drag him into their kerfuffle, but Tom simply refused to get involved in their dispute.

After lunch he went outside and shovelled the snow off the driveway and sidewalk in front of the house, but he still heard their loud voices on occasion.  After an hour of shovelling snow he went back inside, only to find that Sandy was sitting in her bedroom close to tears while the argument between his sister and father raged on.

"I'm sorry Tom, but I just can't stand the way those two are always arguing," Sandy sniffled.  "Can you do something to make them stop, please?"

He looked at her for a few seconds, then turned on his heel and left the bedroom, closing the door behind him

"That's it! I've had enough!" Tom growled as he marched out into the living room.

Only Ann and his dad didn't acknowledge his angry comment, instead they raised their voices.

"You two need to SHUT UP!" he bellowed loudly, then when the two of them stared at him in shock, he carried on in a normal tone of voice.  "Ann, this is still Sandy's house and right now you've driven her into her bedroom in tears, so I'm giving the two of you one last chance.  Either you start treating everyone in this house civilly, including each other, or you leave.  To be honest, after the way you've been acting, I'd prefer the second choice!  So make up your minds, and take your pick, either keep your discussions civil and in a quiet tone of voice or get out.  No matter what you do, the arguments stop one way or the other and they stop NOW!  I'm not above calling the police and having you both arrested for creating a disturbance."

His dad scowled at him, then protested, "But Tom, we were just discussing …"

"Shut up, Dad!  You were both bellowing at the top of your lungs - which is an argument, not a discussion.  Since you are still being argumentative, you've obviously made the choice that you can't treat people civilly, so your only other option is to leave, NOW!  The next argumentative word out of your mouth means I'll be calling the cops and having you arrested."

"Tom, please, he didn't really mean to upset anyone and we're stuck here in a blizzard," Tom's mother said as she came into the room.  "You wouldn't really kick us out now would you?"

"Oh, I'm not kicking you out, Mom, just that argumentative old man over there.  He seems to think that his opinions count for anything, no matter how many times he's proven wrong.  I put up with his bullshit for eighteen years and Ann has put up with the same crap for even longer, so I have some sympathy for her, but not a lot.  Now, I know you've put up with it for far longer than that, Mom, but as far as I know you've never even tried to put a stop to his opinionated blather.  However, I will not have members of my family ruining the pleasant atmosphere of my fiancée's home.

"Dad, just for your information I remember the letter you gave me on the last day of high school - basically it said I had a choice, either your way or the highway.  Well today I'm giving you that same message, only here in her house, it's Sandy's way - or you can go find yourself a motel room until the weather has cleared enough for you to fly out.  We did quite well before you came along and we can do just as well now - without you disrupting our lives with your combative attitude."

Just then he was interrupted by the ringing of the doorbell, so Tom stomped off to answer it.  It was Sergeant Lance MacDonald.

"Hello Tom.  I'm sorry to bother you, but one of your neighbours called the police station and said she thought there was a fight happening here.  Since I happened to be in the neighbourhood, I thought I'd drop by and see if …"

"Come on in Officer MacDonald.  You are just the man I was thinking of calling.  I want you to meet some members of my family who are visiting from Calgary.  They were having what they call a discussion, which is what you and I would call either a loud argument or even a disturbance of the peace.  I just finished telling them that crap of that sort doesn't go over well around here, and that if they kept it up I'd call the cops.  Now thanks to my neighbours, I don't have to make that call."  Tom winked at his friend while his back was to the others.  "Would you like to come inside and explain the local laws with regard to disturbing the peace to my father, who is the instigator of the fracas - as usual.  At the moment I am afraid I need to go calm down my fiancée, so unfortunately I'll have to let you handle your own introductions."

With that Tom stomped off to Sandy's bedroom, closing the door behind him.

"I heard that," Sandy snorted, then sniffed into a tissue.  "Weren't you just a bit hard on your family?"

"Hell no!" Tom snorted, then grinned as he flopped down by her side and wrapped her in a hug, then whispered in her ear.  "Besides, I figured having a cop back up my rant was a perfect ending to my stance that the house is yours and they had best live by your rules, or else."

"Do you really think it will do any good?"

"Maybe?  But I'll tell you what, the next time they raise a ruckus just grab the phone and warn them that you're calling the cops.  I'll bet you'll have dead silence almost instantly," he grinned.

She chortled at that, but clung to him as well.  They had lain there for several minutes when there was a light knocking sound at the door.

"Yes, what is it?" Sandy asked, sounding slightly annoyed at the disturbance.

"It's Laura. Can I come in, please?" Laura asked very quietly.

"Okay, I guess," Sandy sighed, then both she and Tom sat up and swung their feet off the bed.

Laura came in and closed the door, then came over to stand near Sandy and Tom before breaking into a grin. "The cop gave both Ann and Jack an official warning for disturbing the peace and he even wrote each of them some sort of warning ticket.  He informed them that if he was called back they'd both be charged and fined.  Kelly let him out, then she and Ann went to their bedrooms and Jack is sitting in the livingroom looking like he got kicked where it hurts.  I didn't know what to do, so I thought I'd ask if you guys had any ideas on how to pass the time without disturbing anyone."

"Just do what you would normally do," Tom snorted and spoke loudly, knowing that his father could probably hear him.  "Just because my father is a pain in my ass doesn't mean that you have to kowtow to his nonsense.  Simply ignore his tirades and carry on as if you were deaf to his rants.  If he gets Ann all wound up and they start to scream at each other again, call the cops.  I refuse to play his stupid games anymore.  I do not for the life of me understand how he can expect people to treat him with any dignity when he carries on like a willful child, constantly demanding his own way.

"I got told to either tow his line or leave when I was eighteen years old and I made my choice then.  I'll be damned if I'll let him tell me how to live my life now, not after being out from under his thumb for seven years.  As far as I'm concerned he may have provided the sperm when I was conceived, but he isn't a person whose advice I follow now.  I'm not saying that I won't listen to his opinions, but there are other people I listen to far more when I want advice."

"You know your dad can probably hear you, don't you?" Sandy said quietly.

"Yeah, probably.  Who cares?" Tom growled, then rolled his eyes and became much more quiet.  "Oops, sorry, I'm really not angry with you, but the man gets under my skin and my tone of voice gets damn near as bad as his does."

Just then the phone on the bedside table rang and Tom snapped up the receiver, then paused and took a breath before he answered, "Hello"

"Tom, it's Harry.  Sorry to bother you, but we've got a problem out here.  Dave Farmington was out trying to shovel the snow off his driveway and we think he had a heart attack.  He's back in the house now, but he's complaining of chest pains and he looks terrible.  I got him to take a couple of aspirin and he's sitting up in an easy chair, but I'm worried about him.  I'd like to get him to the hospital, only we haven't got a vehicle I can use to take him in.  This blizzard has really screwed that up, since we've got drifts about two or three feet deep across the road out this way."

"Damn, that's not good news!  Have you called emergency and the cops?"

"Yeah, but we live a few miles outside of town limits and they tell me they can't take the risk of getting an ambulance stuck out here in this weather because the roads are so bad.  I don't have a four wheel drive that's licensed for the road, but I was thinking of your new pickup with the canopy and that little snow plow on the front.  I was wondering …"

"I could try," Tom interrupted. "The trouble is I think it might be an idea to have some muscle along in case I get into trouble, and I'm not trained to deal with a heart attack.  We'd need an EMT or something like that along with us."

"I was thinking about that too and thought you could swing by the motel and bring along Russ and Liz.  Russ for muscle in case you get stuck and Liz because she was a field medic when they were in the services.  From what Russ said, I think she was the one who kept both of them alive when they were hurt over in the middle east, so I'm sure she could help."

"Well, it sounds as if it might be worth a try," Tom frowned at the thought.  "I'll give them a call and see if they're willing to help before I do anything else.  I know the streets in town aren't too bad, because one of the local cops just drove over here in an SUV, but the roads out your way are what I'm worried about."

"Well as far as the road is concerned, I could go across the way and get the snowplow started, then head toward town.  We'll meet somewhere along the road.  If I don't meet you along the way, don't forget that Dave's place is just opposite the entrance to the airstrip when you get out here.  We've got him resting fairly comfortably for now, so don't take any stupid risks.  Okay?"

"Actually I'm thinking of calling the RCMP, since they're still supposed to be helping folks outside of town," Tom was already getting to his feet.  "No matter what happens I'll get there as soon as I can and Harry, I don't want you to take any silly risks yourself.  Hold off on that snowplow for now, at least until I see what else I can do."

With that Tom disconnected from Harry, then called Russ and Liz, who jumped at the chance to help and would be waiting in the motel lobby for him to arrive.  Next he phoned the local RCMP detachment and told them who he was, what he was going to do and why he was involved, then hung up, not waiting to listen to any comments or protests.  After that he dressed warmly, tossed his snow shovel into the box of his truck in passing, climbed into the cab and drove down to the motel to pick up Russ and Liz.

In less than fifteen minutes they were on the way out of town and hitting the first of the unplowed roads.  Tom found that using the snow plow attachment on the truck was relatively simple since it was hydraulicly operated and had a lever on the dash he could use to drop it into working position.  He just had to be going fast enough to break through the drifts, then he was able to use the truck's momentum to shift the snow.  He didn't even have to worry about the blade dragging on the ground since it rode on skids, so it never dropped all the way to road level.  The only problem he had was that since the plow threw snow off to one side, when the leading edge of the plow bit into the drift it had a tendency to pull the front end of the truck in that direction.  It took two or three drifts before Tom learned to compensate for that pull, then it was relatively clear sailing.  As a result it was only about half an hour after they hit the first unplowed snow drift before they were
pulling into Dave's driveway, but by then there was an RCMP cruiser and an ambulance following Tom's pickup.

It was lucky that the plow on his truck had worked that well, because Harry had been unable to get the airstrip's plow started.  He and Tom were standing in the driveway discussing what might have been wrong with it when Sergeant MacDonald approached.

"You don't do things exactly by the book, do you?" Officer MacDonald commented with a slightly amused look on his face.

"Not when a friend's life is at stake, and certainly not when a few miles of drifted snow is all that's standing between that friend and a hospital bed, " Tom snapped.  "At a time like that I'm going to grab anything in my way and shake hell out of it."

"Well, you certainly shook up our dispatcher," MacDonald said quietly.  "She called the ambulance service and ordered them out, then called me and told me to come take care of the guy she calls 'my pet hero' and warned me about what was going on."

"Sorry 'bout that," Tom said shortly, then sighed.  "I suppose this is going to add to the damn rumours flying around town about me, isn't it?"

"You can count on it," MacDonald answered just as shortly, but he was grinning.

The local EMT's were carrying Dave out of the house then, so Tom led a parade of vehicles back to town.  Once he hit the town's plowed roads he pulled over and let the others go past, then he turned and looked over at Russ and Liz.

"Sorry about disturbing your Sunday afternoon," he smiled.  "It turns out I had more help than I counted on.  Now I should probably go to the hospital and make sure Dave is alright, but there won't be much I can do for him, so I don't plan on staying there for long.  Do you want me to run you back to the motel now, or would you prefer to hang around with me for a while?"

"Actually it was kind of fun," Russ grinned. "And we sure weren't doing anything important, so anything is better than staring at the walls of the motel room.  I guess we've probably been a bit of a pain in the butt for you and Harry and I'm sorry about that.  It's just that we want to be involved if there is anything we can do, but you just showed us that we will be."

"Russel is right, and since we've been accustomed to being very busy most of time, the idea of sitting around wears on us a little.  The fact that we could be useful to you in some way is quite gratifying, even if we weren't really called on to do any work," Liz broke into a wide smile.

"Well, I can understand that, but I think you should try to appreciate times like this when nature makes us all slow down," Tom paused and frowned, then smiled.  "If you aren't busy, why don't we go to the hospital so I can check on Dave first?  After that we can drive by my new building and later we can drop over to Sandy's house, if that's okay with you?  That way I can give you a quick rundown of what you'll be doing and you can meet some of the people you're going to be working with - well, in one way or another."

"Oh, that would be wonderful!" Liz said with a smile while Russel nodded enthusiastically.

"The new building is empty as yet and all you'd really see in there would open space, so we'll just drive past the place.  Then we can drop by Sandy's house, but it is Sunday so don't expect too much to happen today," Tom sighed as he drove a few blocks to the hospital.

As he expected, all the nurse at the front desk would tell him was that Dave Farmington was now a patient.  Tom wasn't about to stick around because he knew there wasn't anything he could do, so he was soon back at the truck.

"Just as I expected, there's nothing I can do here and there's no information on his condition yet," he said as he got back into the truck.  "I'm going to have to be patient, but while I have this break I might as well explain what I expect you two to do for me and the company.  Once the weather cooperates we're all going to be hopping to get things done, because this year is going to be hectic for everyone at White Out.  This spring you folks are going to have to help look after several contracts and perhaps some emergencies, but on top of that everything White Out owns has to be moved down to this airstrip.  Besides that you're going to be hauling most of the supplies, materials and people I need to have moved to my lease in the mountains.  Not only are you going to be busy, but the whole deal isn't going to be a cakewalk.  It's going to be a lot of hard work," Tom paused and frowned, then smiled slightly.  "I need to explain a few things before we go to Sandy's, so
could you folks stand a coffee?"

After the two of them had nodded he carried on, "You're going to be working in a situation that is going to call for some diplomacy on your part too.  In the first place I want you to hang onto the fact that Jim Burke is going to be your ultimate boss, not me and not my sister Ann.  However at the same time you're going to have to understand that Sandy, Ann and I control a majority of the finances of four companies, only we're trying to blend them into a cohesive group.  Now in most cases you won't be working much with Sandy, since she's my chief accountant and I doubt if you'll be involved in that end of things.  However, I'm going to be trying to establish a standard policy for all my supplies and materials which might be a touch confusing in some ways.  Ann will be my local contact for purchasing and shipping, but Jim will implement the actual shipments and do the flight schedules, with Harry, Ron and Travis as the foremen who work with the crews."

"Just like the military," Russ chuckled as they pulled up at a coffee shop.  "We've already mentally placed all of the folks we've met in a comparative position that I think we can handle."

"We look at you as the commanding general, because you're the guy who swings the biggest stick, or in this case, the most money," Liz explained with a grin after they were inside and had ordered coffee and donuts.  "It sounds like your sister is your subordinate, but she carries some clout too, so she'd be somewhere in line, but probably staff.  Jim Burke is like a major and in command of our overall group, which includes the whole of the White Out operation.  Harry would be like a master sergeant who sees that the orders are carried out in the local situation but he may get his hands dirty as well.  The two of us are just privates who do the real hands on work and are out in the field."

"Not a bad analogy in some ways," Tom laughed softly.  "If that works for you, I won't argue with your mental view of the situation.  As long as you remember that Jim is the guy you really have to listen to for normal operations I'll be quite happy.  Your chopper is under Jim's overall control, but either I or Ann will be working deliveries into his schedule, so you'll be seeing a lot of one or the other of us.  In most cases you'll be doing the actual ferrying of supplies to cover my needs, except for small shipments which might go by floatplane, or huge loads going in by skycrane.  That sort of thing isn't going to be my worry.  You two are going to be my preference for medium to large deliveries, but really who delivers the loads and what birds they fly will be Jim's decision."

"What will happen when I can no longer fly because of my pregnancy?" Liz asked.

"That isn't my concern," Tom said quietly.  "I know there are regulations that the safety board puts out about pregnant pilots and I'm sure White Out will have a say in that as well, so I can't say much about that right now.  Even after you're grounded you might be able to work in the office if you want, but that's up to Jim and the others on the job.  The only problem I might become involved with is finding someone to take your place when it would be unsafe for you to fly any longer."

"Well, we know a couple of pilots who are out of work, but I'm not sure if they'd be what you want," Russ said tentatively.  "One is a slightly disabled, but can still do almost anything a normal guy can do and the other suffers from a mild case of PTSD."

"Well, choosing a pilot isn't going to be my call."  Tom stated flatly.  "Heck, I even asked the guys from White Out to be involved in making the decision about you and that involved both the chopper and you two as pilots.  I wasn't about to saddle a good crew with someone who might cause problems, so you might keep that idea in mind before you recommend anyone to Jim and Ron.  I know that your recommendation is going be taken seriously, so I'd think you might want to consider whether the person can do the job as well as get along with the people at White Out.  I know you have friendships and loyalties outside of the company, but we have a reputation to maintain and our pilots have people's lives in their hands.  We aren't a rehabilitation facility, but at the same time I'm not against hiring people with a disability, just as long as it doesn't hurt our operation."

"That's fair," Russ nodded.  "I wouldn't recommend anyone that I didn't think could do the job and I can understand your concerns about maintaining stability in the operation at White Out. It has an excellent reputation and I wouldn't want to damage that either, especially since I'm a new recruit."

"While we're talking about hiring people, are you looking for workers up at your mine?" Liz asked.

"Wow, that came out of left field,"  Tom turned and looked at her closely.  "I really hadn't planned on asking anyone about finding anyone for that job.  You have to understand that I don't have a huge operation and don't plan on expanding the mine very much because I want to continue to work it on my own for now."

"Oh, I see," she sighed.  "Well, just to explain the myself, the fellows that rescued us were injured as well and while we were in hospital we got to talking to one of them a lot, so we learned about his background.  His parents were gold miners, so he knows quite a bit about small mining operations.  His dad was killed a few years ago in a mine accident, but his mom still lives in a tiny town near where their mine was located.  The strange thing is, it's somewhere in this part of the province.  He just mustered out a few months ago and wrote us a letter that he was going to overwinter in Bear Creek, then hike in to see his mom once spring came."

"You don't happen to recall the name of the town his mom lives in, do you?"  Tom asked quietly.

"Umm, it's a funny name.  I think it was something like Heartache Valley, or something similar to that?" she frowned.

"Was his mother's name Hattie, and his last name Armstrong, by any chance?" Tom grinned.

"How the heck did you know that?" Liz stared at him in astonishment.

"I've met his mom," Tom grinned.  "The town is called Misery Flats and it's only about thirty or thirty-five miles from my lease.  I hiked out there the first summer I was up at the mine because I ran short of supplies.  Hattie Armstrong runs a bed and breakfast of sorts just up the street from the general store where I bought my supplies, so I spent a night in her house."

"Holy crow, small world ain't it?" Russ broke into laughter.  "You know, since Alvin said he was going to stay in Bear Creek over the winter, we should see if we could find him.  I think it would be a nice surprise for him to find that he has folks he knows in town."

"Well, you could start by asking the police, I guess, but they probably wouldn't know anything unless he's gotten himself into trouble.  Or, since he's an ex-serviceman and if he's the sort of person who would join the Legion, you could ask there," Tom suggested.  "Other than that I don't have any ideas."

"Oh, if there's a branch of the Legion in town, we should go join the local since we're already members and while we're there we could ask about Alvin.  We joined when we were in Fort St. John because we thought the folks there might be able to steer us toward jobs for our copter, but we need to transfer our membership down here.  Are you a member, Tom?" Liz asked.

"An associate," Tom shrugged.  "My grandfather is the only living member of my family that ever served in the forces.  My dad left the US because he disagreed with the war in Vietnam, but he wasn't a draft dodger as such.  He was a student, so he transferred to Calgary after getting a job up here. Later he rescinded his US citizenship and became a landed immigrant here in Canada.  He's a full fledged citizen now, but he's not a Legion member."

"He's not a member, but you are.  That's kind of strange isn't it?"

"Nope, it's just one more way that Dad and I differ in how we see things," Tom shrugged. "Anyway, let's go.  We can still drive by my new office and warehouse building, then we can drop over to Sandy's house and meet the folks there.  If we don't get moving soon we might be plowing snow on any side streets we need to travel and I don't really want to do that."

So they trooped out to Tom's truck and he drove down the street a few blocks, then gestured toward a two story building on their right.

"That's the new TF Dunn building.  There are offices on this side and a warehouse on the back.  I just bought the place this last week and I'll have a contractor in there as soon as possible to make a few changes to the offices.  I've already arranged for two businesses to move in and maybe a third, but I'll have an office there as well, which is where Ann will probably hang out part of the time."

"Will White Out have an office there?" Liz asked.

"I don't know, but I haven't really heard of any plans in that direction, although I suppose the idea needs to be considered," Tom frowned.  "However, the airstrip isn't really all that far from town and the company needs to have an office right where the action is taking place.  I think if there was an office in town it would split up the crew and spread their duties between two places, which isn't a good idea.  Besides, White Out isn't really into bulk freight or passenger handling, since it operates on a contract basis."

"Well, what will the warehouse be for then?"

"Oh it's not part of White Out's operation.  I bought it so I'd have a frost free storage area to stockpile the supplies I'll need up at my mine next spring and summer.  I'm having two shipping containers set up out at the airport for things that aren't damaged by frost, but the warehouse is heated and allows me to stockpile food and things of that sort.  I can explain better by telling you that two of us were there for a little under four months last year, but we went through over two and a half tons of building materials, food and other supplies.  This summer there might be as many as ten or twelve people on the lease at various times, which increases the load factor by a heck of a lot.  On top of that I'm planning some major improvements, which is going to mean hauling in tons of materials and equipment.  You might just be able to earn your wages as pilots just flying my supplies to the lease.  I'm just starting to wonder if what I've envisioned is all worthwhile, but
it's a dream and I have the funding to do it, so I'm going for the brass ring.  Only in my case I'm establishing a gold mine, so I guess I'm going for the golden ring, aren't I?" Tom chuckled.

"So, you really do have a gold mine?" Liz asked almost disbelievingly.  "I thought that was just a way of saying you were doing well."

"No, I really do have a gold mine.  When we get back to Sandy's house in a couple of minutes, you can ask her to show you her engagement ring.  There's a tiny piece of the raw ore from my mine in it and the gold in the ring is from my mine too.  I even provided the diamond the jeweller used, so the only material in the ring that I didn't supply was the silver he alloyed with the gold to make the ring strong enough to wear.  He used the pure gold nuggets in her earrings though and I found those on the lease as well."

"Where did you get a diamond, or is that a secret?"

"No secret, I got it for a job I did at a diamond mine up north.  I flew a survey over an area and noticed an anomaly - something that just didn't look right, so I reported it.  Then I happened to talk to a pair of guys who were looking for diamonds.  When I described what I'd seen, they wanted me to show them where it was and I flew them there, then later I heard they'd found a Kimberlite pipe loaded with diamonds.  As a reward they gave me a few shares in the company they formed and I got the diamond I gave to Sandy from them as well."

"Jeez, gold and diamonds too.  You really are a prospector then, aren't you?"

'Guilty as charged,"  Tom chuckled as he pulled into Sandy's driveway.  "This is where my fiancée, Sandy lives and I live here with her when we're in Bear Creek, but you'll be meeting several other people who are staying here right now.  You've met Dad, but my mom and sister are here as well.  So is Laura.  She's a close friend of Sandy's and one of the company lawyers."

"Nice house."  Liz said quietly as they got out of the truck.

"Yeah, but it sounds like Sandy is going to sell the place," Tom snorted.  "I got involved in a rather convoluted real-estate deal the other day that includes an acreage just outside of town and Sandy wants us to live there when we aren't out at the lease.  I think Ann wants to buy this house, so one of these days you may be drafted to help us move, if that doesn't interfere with work for White Out."

"Somehow I don't think finding help will be a problem for you," Russ chuckled.  "We've only talked to a few people, mostly Harry and the clerk at the motel, but we've already been told about how much you've helped the people in this town.  Nobody we talked to had any trouble believing how much you helped us, so I think if you asked around you'd have oodles of folks willing to help you move."

"Well, when that move happens I'll probably be up at the lease already, so I'm sure not going to worry about it right now.  However, at the moment I think we should get inside so you can meet these folks."

Actually everyone in the house was impatient to know how Dave Farmington was doing, but all Tom could tell them was that he was in the hospital.  Then he introduced Russ and Liz to everyone and Sandy invited the two of them to stay for a light supper in an hour or so.  While they were talking to everyone else, Tom excused himself and went down to his office to see if he had any phone messages.  He wasn't disappointed.

There was a call from Adam Horowitz asking him to call in the morning about the sale of the commercial building and the cost of lease space in Tom's building.  The second call was from John West, again asking about the building, and also inquiring about rental or lease prices for space in Tom's new building.  Next was a very short call from Mrs Morgenstern asking him to call her soon.  And finally there was a call from Harry, letting him know that Dave Farmington was in relatively stable condition for now.  The doctors were talking about installing both a stent and a pacemaker, but only after they had fully stabilized his condition.

He'd just shut off the answering machine and leaned back when there was a light knock on the office door, so he called out; "Come on in."  He looked up and saw his dad, who was looking like a kid who'd been caught breaking a window.

"Tom, I'm really sorry about that ruckus Ann and I caused before.  It was all my fault and I knew better, but I got carried away."

"Dad, I'm not the one you should be apologising to, that would be Sandy and maybe even Laura.  I gave up on hoping to see you change about seven years ago," Tom shrugged.

"Oh, I've apologised to both Sandy and Laura.  I've even apologised to Ann and Kelly for being so judgmental and opinionated.  I'd like to say thank you to you for being as patient as you are because I didn't treat you very well when you were younger.  I'm very proud of what you've done since then and even prouder of what you're doing now," Then before Tom could comment, his dad turned, walked out of the office and closed the door.

Tom was going to follow him, but just then his phone rang and he automatically picked it up.

"Hello.  Tom Dunn here."

"Hello Tom, it's JJ.  I have a question for you, if you have a few minutes."

"Yeah, what can I do for you?"

"Well, Dad called me and apologised to me.  Then he called Don and apologised to him.  We were just wondering what was going on up there."

"Well, right now I'm not exactly sure myself, because he just apologised to me too.  I've been out of the house for a while, but earlier, I'd just broken up an argument between Dad and Ann when the cops showed up at the door.  Their argument had gotten so loud that Sandy was in tears and the neighbours called the cops because they were afraid someone was being killed.  I was so disgusted with the pair that I walked away and left the cop talking to them, so I don't know for sure what the cop said or did.  Then before I could find out anything about that, I got a phone call and had to go help out a friend who'd had a heart attack, so I haven't been here for a while.  I don't know exactly what happened after I left, and since I've just gotten back to the house, I haven't had a chance to find out anything either.  I came down to my office to check my answering machine and had just finished listening to my calls when Dad came in, apologised, then left, but before I could even get
up from my chair, you called."

"Oh, okay?" JJ sounded rather tentative.  "Just one more dumb question, and it might not have anything to do with this, has he said anything to you about renting an office in your new building?"

"No, and I really don't think I want Dad to have an office in my building either," Tom snorted.  "If Dad wants an office up here in Bear Creek he can bloody well buy a building of his own, because I don't want him in my hair all the time."

"Oh no, you got me wrong!  The office wouldn't be for Dad, it'd be for me.  He knows that Jesse and I haven't been very happy here in Calgary since the accident and besides that, Don and I haven't been getting along that well at work.  I think Dad might be giving me a nudge to push me out of the nest."

"Hey, if you want a job, I could use another geologist.  I have several thousand acres under lease and it all needs to be prospected."

"Huh, you know darn well I studied petroleum geology, so I'd have to take a crash course in mineralogy before I'd be much use to you," JJ chortled.  "I was thinking more along the lines of becoming a commercial pilot or could you use another one?"

"Well, actually you'd have to talk to Jim Burke at 'White Out' about that, but we're definitely going to be needing another chopper pilot in a few months.  I know you already own a decent plane, but have you got your commercial ticket?"

"I have single engine and multi-engine, as well as a float plane endorsement, and I'm working on getting my commercial.  I have the hours for the commercial, but I need to write the exam.  Only since the Twin Otter is a turbo-prop, I need my jet engine cert first, so I've been working on that and planning to write for both tickets at once.  This Jim fellow, isn't he the manager at White Out and do you have his phone number at hand?  I was thinking I could lease the plane to the company in return for lessons for a chopper license.  Not only that, but Dad mentioned that Ann might be willing to sell me her share in the airfield so she'd have the money to buy a house."

"So do you want to buy into 'White Out' or just the airstrip?"

"Just the airfield, because that's a lease arrangement.  I don't want anything to do with management at this time.  I've had my fill of management with 'Dunn-Redding' for now and I want to take a break.  I own my house and my plane and all my other toys, but on top of that I have a decent percentage of the stock in the company.  Jesse and I can easily live on the dividends of my stock, so it's not as if I need a huge wage.  What I need is a job that isn't driving me nuts!  I've had it up to the eyebrows of coming to work and trying to tweak another dollar out of a failing economic situation.  I think more than anything I need a change of scenery and a chance to prove I can still work with my hands as well as my head."

"Well, I can't see how you could have all that much work to do for the company at this time of year, so why not come out here and talk to people in person?  Get that buddy of yours with the Learjet to fly you up here, but you'd better wait a few days since we're in the midst of a blizzard right now.  Not only that, but it's the middle of term at school and Jesse wouldn't miss much in only a week or two, so bring him along with you, then you could even check out local schools."

"You know, that's a helluva good idea.  Have you got room to put us up, or should I reserve a room at a local motel?"

"Well, with Ann staying here, as well as Mom and Dad, the main floor bedrooms are all taken.  We do have a room down here in the basement, next to my office that has a couple of folding cots, but I usually come down here early each morning to check my calls and the fax machine.  If you don't like to be wakened early or you want to be more comfortable, the Blue Roof Inn isn't all that busy at this time of year, so I doubt if a reservation would be essential."

"If both Dad and Ann are staying with you, I think I'll reserve a room at the motel," JJ snorted.  "Those two argue too much!"

"Well, they've been warned, the next time they get into an argument, we'll be calling the cops."

"Really?"

"Yep!  I told you, they were so loud that they had Sandy in tears and I won't put up with that sort of nonsense," Tom sighed.  "I think when the cop came in the door and laid down the law, Dad finally got the point, which might be why he's so darn apologetic to everyone right now."

"If I'd known that would work I'd have called the cops years ago.  Heck, I might even have tried bribing one!" JJ laughed.  "Anyway, I'd better get off this phone and talk to Jesse to see if he would like to come see more of Bear Creek.  Then I'll call Don and tell him that he might be the boss for a while, but I won't tell him I'm looking for a new job just yet."

"Well, I'll give you one piece of advice, don't plan on making the flight in your Otter, not at this time of year.  I think I gave Dad the thrill ride of his life on the way back, because we ran into some turbulence that bumped the KingAir around a fair bit.  I can tell you one thing, Dad would never make it as a bush pilot," Tom chuckled.  "I think the right hand seat of his plane has his fingerprints permanently pressed into the fabric, because he was grabbing for leather like a greenhorn cowpoke on an unbroken bronc."

"Damn, I'd have loved to have been a fly on the wall," JJ laughed.  "But, I've got to go, so I'll see you in a few days, okay?"

"Okay, but give me a call when you know you're coming.  I'll be there to give you a ride into town."

"Will do, Tom,"

Then JJ hung up, so Tom did too, but after a second he lifted the receiver and dialled Jim Burke at White Out.

"Hello, White Out Wilderness Services, Jim Burke speaking."

"Hi Jim, Tom Dunn here.  Are you busy?"

"Not really, what's cooking?"

"My sister's home made soup, from the smell of things, but I'm wondering how we're going to be for planes and pilots during peak times this year?"

"Right now, we're fine, but come summer, who knows.  Why, are you thinking of buying another plane?"

"No, but I just got a call from my older brother.  First off I'll tell you that he's a pilot, and has his single engine, his multi with float plane endorsement and enough hours to go for his commercial.  He plans to write that quite soon, then he wants to get his rotary license. He's talking about buying into Ann's half of the air strip because she wants to buy a house, as well as shares in Sandy's accounting business.  JJ also owns a DHC-6 Twin Otter and is considering the idea of leasing it to White Out.  He's talking about flying for you, but was wondering if his lease costs for the Twin Otter could be charged against rotary lessons.  I didn't tell him yes, no or even maybe, because I didn't think it was any of my business, but I thought I should warn you that I suggested he fly up here to talk to you about his ideas."

"Well, let's break this down so we're talking about one thing at a time.  First off, we haven't done anything about formally signing the lease yet, but I know you're the majority owner and I trust you on that.  Whoever your partner is doesn't matter much to the company, it'll be no more than a different name on the cheque every month for us.  The second question is about your brother's ability, but since he has single, float and multi, as well as ready to write his commercial, I'm not too worried about his skills.  I'm quite sure Harry can teach him to operate as a bush pilot and how to land safely in tight situations.  What I'm really interested in is that Twin Otter.  Have you seen it and if so, what shape is it in?"

"It's almost new, one of the first of the new version made by Viking Air out of Victoria.  I understand the fellow who bought it from them ran into a money crunch and JJ picked it up with only a couple of hundred hours on it.  He has it fitted with removable seats and amphibious floats.  Those floats impressed me so much after a ride with JJ, that I got the details from him and hopefully, I'm going to order a set for my Moose, if they make a smaller version."

"Well, we could sure use a Twin Otter, especially a new one, but …  Well, I'm not sure how to say this politely, but after meeting your father and discovering how different the two of your personalities are, I have to ask - what is your brother like?  That brings up the sixty-four-thousand dollar question, is he the sort who might try to get pushy when you aren't around?"

"If anything JJ takes after Mom more than Dad, so he doesn't get along so well with Dad, or with Don, my next oldest brother.  I get along quite well with JJ and find he's not the pushy type at all.  In fact he's got a good head on his shoulders and thinks things through before he makes up his mind.  As for the rest, he told me that he wants to get out of management, and I take that to mean he wants to work for someone else for a while," Tom smiled to himself then.  "I think JJ got spoiled when he was out here last summer.  He and his son, Jesse came out here to give me a hand to throw up a cabin and we hiked to the lease with a mule train owned by Sam and Will Dumont.  When we got to my claim, I soon discovered that the Dumonts knew a lot more about building a log cabin than we did, so JJ, Jesse and I let them boss the job.  I told the Dumonts what I wanted, then they showed us how to do it, and we all worked on the job.  I think you'll find that JJ is quite
cooperative, but he's planning to come to talk to everyone anyway, so you'll get to meet him and you can judge for yourself.

"There is one other thing about JJ that you should know, about a year and a half ago his wife was killed in a hit and run accident and that might well be part of his reason for leaving Calgary.  He took her death really hard and then just before Christmas this year, JJ, Jesse and Ann were out shopping and they had a run in with one of Ann's old boyfriends.  That wasn't a major fracas or anything, but I think the way it happened added to the reasons why both Ann and JJ want to move out of the big city.  I think since Bear Creek is a lot smaller place, along with the fact that I'm well established in the town has a lot to do with both of them moving here.  It's somewhere they can learn to feel comfortable, but they have someone to lean on if they need help."

"Well, that sounds good, but I think the whole crew will need to talk to him.  I really hope it works out though, because we could definitely use that plane and having another pilot around would be handy at times.  Oh, there goes the other line, do you have anything else to tell me right now?"

"Nope, you go ahead and I'll give you a call when I know more."

"Okay, so long for now." Jim said and hung up the phone.

Tom had just got off the phone to Jim when someone else knocked on his door, this time it was Ann.

"Hi Bro," she smiled a bit tentatively.  "I'm really sorry about that stupid argument Dad and I had.  I've apologised to Sandy and she said she understands, but she sat Dad and me down and read us the riot act.  Then Mom got into the act and I can't blame anyone except myself, so I'm sort of asking for a second chance."

"Well, to be absolutely honest, I wasn't surprised that it happened, but I was somewhat taken aback that you two were so vehement and so bloody loud when you were both guests in someone else's home.  One thing you might want to realize is that this is NOT my home, it belongs to Sandy and I'm really a guest here too.  We're engaged, but we aren't married, so this isn't the home of a member of your family, not yet.  All of us are guests here and if we offend her badly enough, Sandy could very easily call off the engagement."

"You don't really think she'd do that, do you?" Ann stared at him in shock.

"I don't know for sure, but I do know you drove her to tears and I'm not going to stand for that happening again.  I'll forgive you this time and I'll give you another chance, but I'll be a long time forgetting that you made her cry, or that it was all because you and Dad are so damn argumentative.  I simply will not put up with that bullshit any more," Tom frowned heavily.  "If you do buy this house you can holler and yell at each other as much as you want, but if you're going to do that, you might want to remember that the neighbours were the ones who called the cops, not me."

"Damn, I've really screwed up this time, haven't I?" she asked, then not waiting for an answer she wheeled around, walked out and closed the door behind her.

Tom just shook his head, wondering if he'd been too hard on both her and his dad, but then he sighed and looked at the telephone.  He took several deep breaths to calm himself, glanced at his watch, then picked up the phone and dialled Mrs Morgenstern's number.

He heard the phone ring three times before anyone picked up.

"Morgenstern residence, Rachel speaking," the woman's voice sounded rather cold and distant.

"Good afternoon. Tom Dunn here.  I was returning Mrs. Morgenstern's call.  Would she be available now?"

"Oh, good afternoon, Tom.  Just hang on for a second, I'll get Mom for you," Rachel's tone of voice changed and now sounded quite friendly.

"Hello, Tom," Mrs Morgenstern came on the line only a few seconds later.  "I called you earlier for two reasons.  The first reason is that I realized that you are engaged to my daughter's good friend, Sandra Watkins, and that puts a somewhat different light on our business dealings.  Then secondly we received news from my realtor in Arizona that a prime unit has come available in the retirement village I wish to inhabit.  I hate to ask this of you, but do you suppose we could culminate our sales agreement somewhat earlier than I had originally proposed?  I realize that this situation could place you in some financial stress, since you have been making some rather large purchases recently, but I could certainly make some accommodation to assist you.  I was hoping that you could see fit to make the majority payment as a true sale by the end of the upcoming week.  If you did that, I could shave an additional point or two off the final price of this property,
but I can't really reduce the price of the commercial property any further right now."

"Well, actually you've already quoted me a very good price and on top of that, Sandy has decided she wants to live in your house.  My problem is that it's Sunday, which means I can't sell any of my stocks until the brokerage opens tomorrow morning, however I'm certain I can have the funds to you by close of business tomorrow," he glanced over at his computer screen where he had Friday's closing figures for the American stock exchanges showing on screen and he smiled.

"Oh, there isn't really that much rush, Tom.  I have the funds to make a deposit on the unit now, but I couldn't commit myself to a relatively imminent finalization date without asking for your cooperation.  If you are relatively positive you can meet a completion date of say … Thursday or Friday, then I can give my realtor in Arizona the green light on my transaction."

"Oh, I can guarantee that," Tom chuckled.  "Since this concerns Sandy's happiness, I'll go as far as shaking the family tree if necessary and I can guarantee that I can shake loose the necessary funds there.  Of course I won't do that unless I absolutely have to, because payback would be a real B … bear."

That drew a laugh.

"I have heard the word you were going to use many times, and sometimes it was even referring to me," Mrs Morgenstern chuckled.  "Now I have your business phone number and Sandra's business number, but Rachel has asked me if you would give us Sandra's home number.  She wishes to call her and discuss the various happening in their lives."

Tom passed on Sandy's home phone number and they agreed to meet at Adam Horowitz's office on Friday morning, but Tom did suggest he might be able to complete the deal even earlier.  He could hear the smile in her voice as she said that would be wonderful if it was possible, so he told her he'd see what he could do.  Then they wished each other a pleasant afternoon and ended the call.  After hanging up the phone, he shut down his computer and headed upstairs to see how long it would be until they'd be eating.  He smiled as he anticipated the look on Sandy's face when he told her what he'd done.

Ann and Laura were in the kitchen heating the homemade soup and making sandwiches, so he didn't even ask about supper since he knew it wouldn't be long.  His mom, Sandy and Liz were sitting in the livingroom, talking quietly, but he was surprised to look out the window and see Russ and his dad outside, clearing snow off the driveway and the sidewalk.  As he watched he realized they were doing more talking than shovelling, but then there wasn't all that much snow for them to handle right then and even the wind seemed to have died down a lot.

"Well, it looks like the blizzard is easing off for now, but they're forecasting another dump of snow and more winds either tonight or tomorrow morning," his mom said from his side, surprising him slightly since he hadn't heard her approach.  "You look worried, don't be.  He does the same thing every year in Calgary, only there he hires a kid to help him and spends half the time talking.  He paces himself, but shovelling snow is one of his ways of staying in shape in the winter.  I think he misses working out in the field and tramping through muck and mud to settle on an exploration site."

"Well, to me that was the only time I enjoyed being with him, because that was the only time he was civil to everyone around him," Tom said quietly.  "He and I really are a lot alike, but at the same time we're a lot different."

The ringing of the telephone interrupted their conversation then, but Sandy picked it up on the second ring.

"Hello."

…

"Hi Rachel, I heard about your dad and I did send a card, but I didn't expect a call."

…

"Well, nevertheless, you have my sympathy.

…

"Oh, yes, I heard about that.  Tom seems to have an unerring ability to catch crooks at their game.

…

"He did what?"

…

"No, he hasn't said a word to me."

"Oh, crap, and all I was trying to do was be polite," Tom muttered, so quietly his mother barely heard his words.

"Okay, I'll talk to you later then.  Bye for now," Sandy said, then hung up the phone and looked at Tom as he spun around.

"Well, do you have something to tell me?" she asked.

"Yeah, your friend is a fink," Tom said in a monotone.  "I wouldn't have given her your phone number if I'd have known she was going to stab me in the back like that.  I came upstairs to surprise you, but you we're in a conversation with Liz, so I tried to be a nice guy and didn't interrupt your conversation.  Only the dang phone rang and you grabbed it, then Rachel told you my news.  She stole my thunder and took away the surprise I had planned!"

"I don't think she meant to beat you to the draw, Tom.  She was just excited for me."

"Oh, I know that and it doesn't matter anyhow.  It'll all be the same in a hundred years," Tom shrugged and headed for the kitchen.

"What was that all about?" Laura asked quietly as he came into the room.

"Oh, Mrs Morgenstern has a chance to buy a place in Arizona, so she needs the cash for our deal earlier than she'd planned.  I agreed to rush through payment for her acreage and was going to surprise Sandy.  Unfortunately Mrs. Morgenstern's daughter, Rachel decided the news was too good to keep to herself, so my surprise became stale news.  I'm not angry about it, just disappointed that circumstances happened the way they did," Tom shrugged and headed for the stairs to the basement again.  "Call me when supper is ready, please.  I have a phone call or two that I need to make."

Tom called Adam Horowitz's office to let him know the deal for the Morgenstern properties was going through early and the reason he'd have to jump the gun.  He even had time to call his broker's office and leave a message to sell enough stock to cover the purchase of both properties in the next day or two.  Then he had a moment to make some notes about the deal before he was called upstairs for a light supper, but by that time he was over his little snit and back to his normal even temper and a relatively calm mood.

Sandy met him at the top of the stairs and wrapped him in a hug then leaned back and looked up at his face.

"Before you say anything, Rachel called back and she must have read between the lines of what I'd said.  She is very sorry for calling and spilling the beans like that, and she was wondering if we could go out and visit, because you haven't even seen the house yet.  She knows you bought it because I like the place and she'd like to make sure you like it too."

"Sandy, it doesn't matter if I like it or not.  It's going to be your house and I only went through with the deal because you like the place.  I agreed to the early closing date because I like Mrs. Morgenstern and she needed the money early, but at the same time I knew you'd have a hard time raising the funds that quickly.  I'm going to have the title put in your name anyway, because I have my name on too much real-estate now.  All I'm doing is converting a few inherited stocks into a gift to you and doing it in such a way that it can confound my accountant," he winked at her.

"Hey, I'm your accountant and I know I'd end up having to pay income tax on that gift," she squawked.

"Yep, and I'll have to pay gift tax, then you'll have to work that out on my income tax form too," he grinned.

"No way am I doing it that way.  I'll only accept the money as a loan until I've sold this house, then I'll pay you back."

"Now you're the one who's stealing my thunder," he winked at her.

That made her laugh, so they were both smiling as they walked into the big country kitchen to join the others for supper.




Chapter 17

The pace of Tom's life shifted into a higher gear in the next few days, in fact it had begun to accelerate from the moment he agreed to purchase the Morgenstern properties.  Following an early supper late afternoon, he drove Russ and Liz back to the motel.  He returned home, only to have Sandy run out of the house and hop into his truck the moment he parked.

"Rachel called again and her husband used a snow blower mounted on a Jeep of some kind to clear their driveway and their side road, so she'd really like us to visit.  Besides, I could use a break away from your family for a while.  They're nice people, but right now they're not acting like themselves and I think they deserve to be alone for a bit, just to clear the air."

"What about Laura?"

"Oh, she's visiting Charlie and his wife.  I'm not sure why, but he came around to pick her up in a brand new Jeep and she rushed off with him."

"Oh, okay.  So Ann, Mom and Dad are here, but no one else?"

"Yep, I think they need to talk," she shrugged.  "I imagine they're going to clear the air and make a few decisions, but I'd really like to see Rachel and it sounds like her husband went to a lot of trouble just to make that possible.  Besides, you need to see the place we're buying."

So Tom followed Sandy's directions and they drove about five miles from the center of town, climbing half way up Bear Paw Hill on a narrow road that had been recently cleared of snow.  Actually since the road they had turned onto was flanked on both sides by trees and scrub brush, only the last few hundred yards showed any signs of heavy drifting.  There were signs that a few large drifts had been cleared right near entrance of  the driveway to the property, but other than that the road was remarkably clear, so they had no problems at all.

The Morgenstern house sat at the end of a long driveway, on the high side of the road and faced south, so the front windows had a clear view of the town of Bear Creek.  Two stories tall and built in the style popular at the turn of the previous century, it looked totally different from the modern house Sandy and Tom had just left.

Somehow Tom felt an affinity for that house the moment he saw it, but part of that feeling might have been brought on by the delighted look on Sandy's face.  He had hardly pulled to a stop before Sandy was diving out of the truck, racing toward the front porch of the property and up the steps, into the arms of a tall, flaxen haired woman dressed in black.  They had both turned to face him by the time he had gotten out of the truck walked toward them.

"Rachel, this is Tom, my intended.  Tom, meet Rachel, my best friend from my university days," Sandy introduced them.

The next few moments were awkward as Rachel tried to apologise for her error in timing and Tom did his best to make her understand that he had only been momentarily disappointed by her actions.  After that though, Tom met Rachel's husband, Sheldon and greeted Mrs. Morgenstern, then was given a quick tour through the century old house.  He was definitely impressed.  The house had been virtually rebuilt from the ground up only ten years previously, so although it appeared to be old, everything inside the outer walls was new.  He was even more impressed when Mrs. Morgenstern gave them a summary of all the things she and her husband had done to the building.

"We bought this acreage twelve years ago because I loved the view and I liked the looks of the exterior of the house.  I even liked much of the interior design, but the place was cold and drafty, the interior walls, ceilings and floors were in terrible condition and the foundation was crumbling into the cellar.  We didn't pay a great amount for the house, so once we took possession we had the whole place renovated," she waved a hand in a sweeping motion, then explained what had been done to the house.

Since the foundation was bad they'd had a new basement dug, then poured concrete walls and a concrete floor before having a house mover shift the house to its present location.  Next they had the whole interior stripped out, only saving the wood trim, the doors and a few built in cupboards that could be resurfaced.  Everything else was gutted out of the house and buried in the former cellar - after anything that could be was burnt - later the hole left behind was backfilled and landscaped over.  Once the interior of the house was stripped to bare studs, they had an architect redesign the interior to change the many small rooms into larger ones and to add bathrooms, which the old house had lacked.

With the plans firmed up, they had all the old windows removed and replaced with modern triple pane units.  Next they installed a propane furnace and heat pump system using forced air for warmth in the winter and air conditioning in the summer.  Then they had new wiring, new plumbing and insulation installed before covering the interior walls with a vapour barrier and gypsum wallboard.  Next they had modern bathrooms and a modern kitchen installed, then had all the flooring redone, with tile in the bathrooms, kitchen and utility room, but hardwood throughout the rest of the house.  Lastly they had the old trim, doors and built-ins reinstalled and finally, ten years ago, they had moved into their 'renewed' old house.

After the tour of the house, Sheldon grabbed a flashlight so he and Tom could look around the rest of the acreage and the buildings on it.  First they went through the little house where the former wrangler for Rachel's horses had lived, then they glanced through a couple of small sheds and next the big barn.  Lastly they approached a large steel building that Tom hadn't even heard about before.

"According to Mother Morgenstern, this building was Abe's domain for the last four years." Sheldon grinned at Tom as he opened a small door inset into the huge rolling door on the front of the building.

Once they were inside with the lights were turned on, Tom could only stare in amazement.  The whole building seemed to be full of older cars and one old trailer, but most of what was there looked to be in showroom condition.

"This was Abe's hobby, although he farmed out most of the restoration work," Sheldon waved a hand at the display.  "We will be taking the five finished cars, the unfinished Cord and the restored Airstream trailer with us.  My job will be to drive the '56 Chrysler Imperial, and tow the trailer.  Mother Morgenstern loves the old '37 Cadillac LaSalle convertible, but she won't be driving that in this weather.  If we can crowd them in, it'll be shipped to Arizona in a forty foot shipping container along with the '24 Doble sedan and the partially rebuilt Cord.  Mother Morgenstern will be driving her '67 Jag and Rachel will follow us in the '57 T-bird hardtop.  I understand Abe bought the Chrysler Imperial  and the old Airstream trailer planning to make the trip down to Arizona in them, so I can't argue my way out of the drive.  I'm not looking forward to driving that distance in the winter, but the two women are insistent that they want to do it in Abe's memory. 
I'll be damned if I'll sleep in the trailer every night though.  I feel they make motels for a reason and they'll be a lot more comfortable to sleep in than a tin can on wheels."

"What about all the other cars?" Tom asked.

"Well, starting on the far side, the two old Model 'T's and the old Model 'A' pickup are junkers, so we're just abandoning them.  You won't have any trouble selling them though, because people are always looking for parts for those things," Sheldon turned to the three vehicles near the wall on the side of the building nearest them. "These three vehicles are gifts to you folks.  Rachel wants to give the old '52 Chevy convertible to Sandy - it's the car the two of them ran around in while they were going to school together.  Then she wants you to have the old '40s military Jeep as a gift for 'stealing your thunder' by telling Sandy about what you'd done before you could.  Then for helping Mother Morgenstern sell out so quickly we all thought you could use the Mercedes made Unimog either here or at your airport, after all, it's so ugly it won't fit in with our lifestyle in Arizona.  Not only that, but it's the only machine around that can use the snow blower and snowplow attachments,
so you need it more than we ever would."

"We can't accept all these as gifts.  This whole place is a bargain as it is and being given these cars on top of that is just too much," Tom protested.

"That's an argument you're going to lose," Sheldon shrugged.  "The three on this side are gifts and the three old Fords would cost us more to ship to Arizona than we could sell them for when we got them there.  If I were you I wouldn't bother arguing about it, because you'll never win."

When Tom and Sandy were driving back to town later, she dropped another bombshell on him.

"They aren't just giving us those cars," she said quietly. "They're leaving that huge bedroom set in the master bedroom behind, along with all the leather covered chairs and sofa in the living room.  Then on top of that, they're not taking a stick of furniture out of the little cottage.  I tried to argue with them about it, but that's like arguing with a brick wall.  They won't take anything for the furniture, or for the cars."

"We'll see about that," Tom snorted.  "I can give gifts too."

That evening the family had hardly finished eating when the office phone rang and Tom rushed downstairs to answer it.  It was JJ and he said he had a proposal he wanted to run by Tom, Ann and his dad, so he asked Tom to invite the others to sit in on a conference call.  Once the others were there and they were all listening in on the speaker phone, JJ explained that he wanted to leave Dunn-Redding and join White Out as a pilot, but not as a manager.  He explained that he'd already talked to Jim, Ron and Harry of White Out and had discussed their needs and concerns, but felt he had a solution that would satisfy them and his family as well.

It took some time to settle all the details, but in the long run, JJ would no longer be involved with Dunn-Redding, except as a shareholder.  Jack readily agreed that might be for the best at the moment and with that part of his proposal accepted, JJ forged ahead with the rest of his idea.

Since he knew Ann was somewhat cash strapped at the moment, JJ offered to buy out her share of the airstrip, leaving him as co-owner of the airstrip with Tom.  His offer would leave Ann with enough cash to be able to buy into Sandy's business, yet she'd now have the ability to buy Sandy's house outright and she wouldn't be saddled with a mortgage.  As soon as she heard JJ's commitment for the purchase of the airstrip, Ann jumped on the offer, then rushed upstairs to tell Sandy the news.  At that point JJ made sure to mention to Tom that since he'd be working at the airstrip, he'd be on hand in case there were any emergency decisions that had to be made concerning the property lease, but that Tom would still be making any final decisions.  At the same time he made sure to stress that he was only talking about the land, not the operation of White Out, since he only wanted to be an employee, and didn't want to be involved in management decisions concerning the business operation.

Next JJ brought up Jim's concerns about JJ working for White Out as a pilot, but actually owning one of the planes.  His solution was to sell his Twin Otter to Tom for a 5% share in White Out, leaving Tom still owning 51% of the firm, but making JJ an equal partner with the other eight main shareholders.  Only Russ and Liz owned a smaller share, since they split 4% between them.  That way Tom would own all three of the leased aircraft that White Out would be operating.

That offer almost became a sticking point though because Jack pointed out that even a new Twin Otter wasn't worth nearly as much as the old Chinook.  He felt the deal wouldn't be fair to Russ and Liz, but he offered an alternate solution.  He would give JJ two of Dunn-Redding's used tractor trailer units as a parting gift and JJ could include those in his deal with Tom for the shares.  That way White Out would have more available transport for their upcoming move and after the move was done, Tom could sell the two semitrailer trucks if he wanted to.  Tom knew full well that those two semitrailers were a gift to him, probably as a form of apology and he expected that JJ knew it as well, but the way the offer was couched, Tom couldn't very well turn it down.

In the long run Tom and JJ agreed that the proposal was a go and that they'd get their lawyers on it as soon as possible, then they wished each other a good evening and hung up.  Actually Tom was extremely happy with the whole idea.  The deal still left Ann holding the reins concerning supply and shipping, but shifted day to day responsibility concerning White Out's lease to JJ.  At the same time it cleared up any apprehensions Jim and his crew had about JJ working for White Out and gave Tom some relief about managing the actual airstrip.  Not only that, but Tom was going to end up requiring less money for the real-estate deal with Mrs Morgenstern, which meant he wouldn't deplete his stock portfolio as much as he had expected.

As far as Tom could see it, everyone came out on the winning end of the deal, everyone but Jack, who had lost JJ's services.  Still his dad was smiling and seemed quite happy with the situation.  That didn't make sense to Tom unless JJ hadn't been pulling his weight for the company, either that or perhaps his dad actually wanted his kids to be happy.  Stranger things had happened, but for now Tom decided not to ask any questions for fear of stirring up a subject that was better left alone.

Just then the phone rang again and when he answered it, Tom found it was Jim.

"Did your brother talk to you?" Jim asked immediately.

"Yep, the deal is complete.  Are you happy with the whole idea?"

"Unh huh, a lot happier with this deal than I expected to be.  After talking to him I found out that your brother is more like you than your old man, so I'm certain he'll work out fine.  I'm a lot happier with you owning the Twin Otter than having him own it while working with us as a pilot.  Besides, having him there onsite as part owner of the airstrip makes a lot of sense and will make life a lot simpler for you because we won't be driving you or your sister nuts with little details.  Anyway, I won't hold you up, I just wanted to know if the whole deal went through so I knew where we stood."

"Okay, Jim.  We'll chat later." Tom said, then heard Jim's phone disconnect.

"Jim Burke?" his dad asked and Tom nodded.  "Good man that.  He stays on top of things."

"Yep, that's why he's the boss at White Out," Tom nodded.  "I think the whole crew is darn good."

'Well, I'm favourably impressed." Jack smiled.  "I think JJ will fit right in and Jesse will be in seventh heaven.  He'll probably split his time between your gold mine and the airstrip, but who knows?  That kid is a lot like you, independent as hell and stubborn as a billy goat.  Both of you make mules look cooperative."

"What you're saying is he sounds like a member of our family, Dad." Tom broke into laughter and even his dad had to smile.

Then the phone rang again, so Tom was still grinning as he grabbed it.  This time the caller was Adam Horowitz.

"What's up, Adam?" Tom asked.

"Well, it looks like I'm going to need a new office, so I hope you'll rent me one in your new building." Adam sighed.  "John West was just here and he's offering you what I estimate to be market price for this building and I can't afford to get into a bidding war with him."

"Market price?  You mean what I guaranteed to pay for it?"

"Nope, I'm here working because both you and Mrs. Morgenstern left word you'd bought both her properties, so I was writing out the final papers when John walked in with his offer.  He's offering you 10% over assessed value, which is close to market value, so you'd be stupid not to sell it to him.  Even at that, he's getting a good deal because prices around town are skyrocketing and I'd be willing to wager that it will be worth 10 or 15% more in six months."

"Adam I haven't even paid for that building yet, so how can I be making a profit on the sale?"

"Oh no, according to the rules of real-estate, you are the present owner because you guaranteed the sale of the property and registered that fact at the land titles office.  As a result the land titles office preregistered the deed in your name and even though the moneys are outstanding, you are listed as the owner of record.  Essentially it's the same as if you had already bought the property and Mrs. Morgenstern held the mortgage."

"Well, in the next few days I won't own either of them." Tom sighed softly.  "My sister Ann has made a private deal with Sandy to buy this house, so Sandy is going to be buying the Morgenstern acreage.  As for a lease of office space in my new building, I think we can come to an agreement.  I imagine we can even find space on the ground floor, so you can have the normal real-estate ads in your windows, but I'm going to pass the buck and let Ann handle that deal."

They chatted for a moment or two more, then after the phone was free Tom placed another call to his stockbroker to cancel the sale of stocks that he'd planned to have him make.  Afterward he sighed deeply and leaned back in his chair to relax, only to have his dad chuckle.

"Since this is Sunday night and there's a blizzard blowing, just think what the rest of your week is going to be like." Jack laughed.

"That thought isn't even funny." Tom sighed again.  "My head is spinning and I'm going to have to cross off a lot of the jobs on my to-do list, because several of them are already done."

"Well, while you update your records, I'll head upstairs to make sure there's some coffee on the stove so you can relax for a bit before the next flurry of phone calls," his dad grinned as he got up and left the office.

Tom finished making a few notes, then went upstairs and found everyone sitting around the kitchen table, drinking coffee or tea and snacking on some oatmeal cookies that his mom had just baked.  Of course the general chatter was about the deal with JJ and how it would affect everyone.  One good thing about it was that Laura was Tom's lawyer and he could give her a heads up about what was coming down the pike in the next few days.  Thankfully, the phone didn't ring again that evening and Tom was quite happy that there was no further excitement.  Still, when he went to bed that night he fell asleep almost instantly and slept like a baby.

That was probably a good thing, because the next day was a real humdinger!



Tom woke early, had a shower and was down in his office with a coffee in hand by 7 A.M. and had hardly taken his seat before the phone rang.  It was his stock broker, calling to check on the messages he'd received on Sunday.

He'd hardly dealt with his broker when he got a call from JJ, who had found a message on his desk from Ann asking if Dunn-Redding was thinking of selling any of their 'Atco' camp-trailers.  After Tom explained what he needed and why he wanted them, he found that the costs wouldn't be as much as he'd expected, so he arranged to buy a half dozen of them, including a cookhouse trailer.  If nothing else they could use two or three of them at the airfield as temporary accommodations during the move.  Not only that, but the trailers were designed to be moved easily by either truck or helicopter, so they suited his needs on the lease to a 'T' and would give him some leeway in case of surprise visitors.  Tom arranged to have the six trailers shipped to Bear Creek, but told JJ there was no rush on delivery, since he wouldn't need them for a few weeks.

While he was talking to JJ, he asked for a list of the exact make and model number of the various purchases he'd made on Saturday when they were clearing out surplus equipment.  JJ said he'd have his secretary fax the full list to Tom later that day.  Then he told Tom that the truckloads of equipment would be leaving Calgary sometime that morning, but not to expect them to arrive in Bear Creek until late Thursday, or more likely, sometime Friday.  Since nothing he'd chosen would be damaged by frost, Tom asked that the trailers be delivered to the airport and left near his two containers.

That's when JJ dropped the bombshell that he already had his house in Calgary listed for sale and that he expected to be flying the Twin Otter to Bear Creek inside of a month.  Jesse was planning to stay in Calgary until the end of the school year, then would be finishing his last year of high school in Bear Creek, but he was hoping to spend the summer working for Tom.  Of course Tom said he was welcome to do that, but was surprised that Jesse wouldn't want to be around the planes and copters out at the airstrip.  That's when he learned that Jesse would rather have his feet on the ground, because he said flying was boring.

"Are you sure he's a Dunn?"  Tom laughed.

"Yep, when you consider the colour of his hair he couldn't be anything else." JJ laughed just as hard.  "Anyway, the clock here reads ten to nine, so I'd better get to work and put in one of my last few days for Dunn-Redding."

"Well as excited as Ann was about your deal yesterday and since Mrs. Morgenstern is cramped for time, I expect we'll be talking later today about trades and purchases and such.  From what I understand Mrs. Morgenstern's deal has to be completed by Friday and to complete that, Sandy has to sell this house.  I think you'll be hearing from Ann before long, so don't count on getting much Dunn-Redding work done today."

"Well, in order to pay Ann, I should sell you the Twin Otter and those semi-trailer rigs first, just to keep my accountant happy."

"We can easily do that, but I'll have to get my lawyer and Ann involved in that, because we'll have to work out the stock transfer.  This whole deal is starting to get damned involved."

"Tell me about it.  You should see things from my end." JJ broke into laughter.  "Look, I've got to run and get some of this mess in hand.  If I don't talk to you before, I'll call you this evening about some thoughts I have about making some more money for White Out.  I'll talk to you then."

Then JJ hung up, leaving Tom wondering what sort of scheme he had come up with now.  Still pondering that question, he headed upstairs to get some breakfast and ran into a heated discussion between Sandy and Ann.

Sandy wanted Ann to pay less for her house than the amount she'd originally suggested, since she felt she was getting a bargain on the Morgenstern house.  In her mind if Ann only paid the exact amount she needed to buy the Morgenstern house, then Ann could invest more in the business.

Ann on the other hand wanted to go with the original agreement.  She couldn't believe that Sandy had just pulled a number from the air when she'd first suggested a price and she didn't want to cheat her future sister-in-law.

Since his dad wasn't getting involved and the disagreement wasn't getting loud, Tom just sat down and began to eat his breakfast, completely ignoring the dispute.  He did wink at his dad and got a grin and a wink in return, but other than that, neither of them were having anything to do with the discussion.

Then Sandy turned to him.  "Alright Tom, what do you think?"

"I think you're being exceptionally generous, but at the same time I think Ann is trying to cheat herself."

"What?" "Explain that!" Ann and Sandy both spoke at once.

"Okay, real-estate prices are dependent on two things, the economy and the old supply and demand bugaboo.  A business is dependent on the economy and on the business owner's reputation.  You're both math whizzes, so you know that if a factor appears on both sides of an equation, you eliminate it, right?"

"Yeah, of course!" Ann snapped.

"Ah, but not in this case.  This case is the exception that proves the rule.  When the economy is strong, people consult accountants because they can afford it, that way they can be lazy and let the accountant burn skull sweat.  However when the economy is weak, people come to their tax consultants because they can't afford to lose any more money than they've already lost.  In other words people need accountants no matter what the economy does, unless the whole bottom drops out and the country falls into a full depression.  Even then you're going to have people with money socked away that they want to hide from the tax man, so they're going to need advice." he winked at Sandy.  "Besides Ann, I think Sandy would sell you up to 49% of the company, if you could afford it.  Then as an accountant you must know that since the money is being effectively 'laundered' through the company, she'd pay less taxes on it than from money brought in from the sale of a house.  Of
course I'm not an accountant, so what I'm spouting might be pure bullshit."

"Damn, you are right.  As smart as you are, why the hell did you ever come to me to have your taxes done?" Sandy snapped.

"Well, I happened to glance in a window and saw this pretty lady sitting at a desk looking bored and I didn't have a date that night, so …" he grinned as he paused and winked at her again.  "But mostly, I hate doing fiddly little math problems and the instructions the government put out with their tax forms is like reading a foreign language, so you can class me as one of the folks who got lazy."

That made Ann giggle and even Sandy had to work to hide a smile.  Tom was happy as well,  he was quite certain that he'd prevented a disagreement from becoming an argument.

Unfortunately that meal was the longest period of time when any one of the three of them had time to waste until five o'clock that afternoon.  They weren't the only people busy that day though.

Laura and Sandy got involved with Tom's transfer of shares to JJ, meanwhile JJ had his lawyer involved with the transfer of a fax of the title of his Twin Otter to Tom.  Then Ann had to send a fax of title for her half of the airstrip at Bear Creek while JJ made a deposit to Ann's business account in Calgary.  After that transaction was complete, Ann had to transfer those funds to her bank account in Bear Creek.  Next Charlie was involved in the sales of both Sandy's house, which she had gotten in her divorce settlement from Sheridan Lister and 33% of the shares in Sandy's business, both of them going to Ann.  Once that was complete, Sandy could deposit that full sum into her bank account and everyone could move on to the next step of the convoluted sale.

That afternoon both Charlie and Adam Horowitz were involved in the four way sale of the two properties between Mrs. Morgenstern, Tom, Sandy and John West.  In the long run Mrs. Morgenstern ended up being paid for the sale of both her properties.  As a result she had the cash to purchase the place she wanted in Arizona several days earlier than she'd expected.  John West ended up owning Mrs. Morgenstern's former commercial building, but now owed Tom's investment company for a large mortgage.  Ann sold her share in the airstrip and dug into her savings, but she ended up buying Sandy's former house, as well as one third of Sandy's tax consultation business.  Of course Sandy ended up with the money from her two sales, but she'd spent more than half of that for the former Morgenstern acreage.  Meanwhile Tom got back his original deposit, but as well he had earned almost 15% on the sale of the commercial property to John West.  Even after paying all his legal transfer fees and
taxes, he had come out of the final agreement with a marginal profit, not to mention the future interest on John West's mortgage.

That evening over dinner, Sandy, Laura, Ann and Tom discussed the convoluted series of sales.  They knew they were all going to be extremely busy in the next while because each of them were involved in a move.  However, they all felt that they had swung a fantastic deal because each and every one of those involved seemed to feel they had done exceptionally well that day.  Sandy was happy that she would no longer be in the house she had 'inherited' from her ex, but instead would be moving into a home that had been owned by former friends.  Besides that she now had a partner in her business, which would free her from quite so much responsibility.  Laura was happy to be moving into a separate house where she could feel independent.  Ann was ecstatic that she would not only own a home in a good neighbourhood, but she was now an independent business woman.  And Tom(?) – well, Tom was simply satisfied that everyone else was happy with their new purchases and
situations.

Then Tom noticed that his mom and dad were both being very quiet, so finally he asked them if anything was wrong.

"No, not really," his dad shrugged.  "Kelly and I have been quite busy today and as soon as this weather clears up we're going to have to fly back to Calgary.  For the time being we've been on the phone a lot, so your phone bill is going to be outrageous this month."

"I expected that." Tom smiled.  "I imagine since JJ is leaving the company you've had to make quite a few changes."

"Actually, it's not all that bad," Jack frowned slightly.  "Your uncle Tom and Don have things quite well in hand, but that's not surprising, you see we've been easing back on our support functions lately.  JJ was in charge of site clearance, road construction and drilling site support which are some of the things we've been walking away from whenever possible.  The only thing he's been handling that Don and the crew are going to need to worry much about is the survey site supply business, but we have a man we can promote into that job."

"I spent some time talking with the supply end of the accounting section today and your uncle Tom has a handle on that as well.  I understand that you have an eye on one of the people I was worried about having to let go." Tom's mom broke in.  "Lillian Samuels is her name and I think Ann spoke to you about her?"

"Oh yeah, Tom, I forgot to mention that."  Ann looked slightly uncomfortable.  "I talked to Lil on the phone yesterday and she's been working closely with JJ, dealing with the supply for all the camps.  I'd really like her to come work for me, especially now that I'm fully involved in the taxation business and she's extremely enthusiastic about moving out of Calgary."

"Didn't you say she was confined to a wheelchair?" Tom asked.  "If she is, won't she have a hard time getting around in this town?  Bear Creek isn't exactly the most wheelchair friendly place in the country."

"Actually the downtown area is quite well set up for handicapped access." Tom's mom smiled at him.  "Almost all streets and sidewalks accesses are graded for wheelchairs and most stores in the downtown area are easily accessible.  Besides, Lillian has a van which is set up for hand controls and we've found her temporary accommodation in the same motel where Russ and Liz are staying.  She is going to drive out here to meet you, because she insists on talking to her new boss face to face before she is willing to commit to taking the job."

"Well, although I may be contacting her quite often, I won't be her boss, that'll be Ann's job.  Ann, you'll need to make sure the office is set up for her to have easy access.  Then set aside a parking spot for her van, and it would probably best if she parked just outside of the door to the warehouse, then she can come through that entrance as well as the front door.  I'm sure you can find a couple of those automatic door opener things that work with a key and have them installed so she can get in and out easily." Tom nodded to her.  "Oh yeah, while I'm thinking of the new building, I guess you'd better talk to Adam Horowitz too.  He needs to move into our building and I suggested he talk to you about a ground floor space, but he says he needs more room than he has in his present office."

"I was already buttonholed by Adam today and he'll be taking over the space on the right as you enter the main door of your building.  The accountancy and tax office will be on the left and the T F Dunn office will be almost straight ahead, but on the left side of the open area - that way Lil and I can have access to both the tax office and the warehouse.  Between the TF Dunn office and the real-estate office there'll be a door to the stairway access to the second floor offices.  All we have booked to move in up there for now are Laura and Charlie's law office and your private office - other than that the second floor is empty space."

"Okay, but I want a label on my door too." Tom grinned.  "Mark it 'Bear Pit' and add 'Beware of the Bear' in very small letters.  Hopefully I won't get too many visitors that way, especially when I'm hiding out and trying to get work done.  Then I want a cheap kitchen table, a pair of old wooden chairs, an old floor lamp, a dial telphone and tin dust bin set up out in the warehouse.  If anyone gets pushy when they come in and insists on talking to me, that's where I'll meet with them."

That brought either a chuckle or a frown from everyone as Tom got to his feet.

"Now excuse me, but that just reminded me that I'd better check my office for phone messages." he stood, grabbed his briefcase, then headed off downstairs.

All Tom found was a pair of faxes and one short message.  The message was from Jim Burke, just letting Tom know that most of the crew were out trying to find a lost snowmobiler, and that he'd call if and when they had news.  The two faxes were from JJ, one was a list of all the equipment items Tom had selected from Dunn-Redding's surplus, the other was a record of the recent maintenance done on the Twin Otter.

Tom put the fax about the equipment into his 'to do' file in his briefcase. He started a new folder for the Twin Otter, adding both the fax from JJ and the bill of sale for the plane to that, then slipped the folder into the filing cabinet.  After that he just leaned back and relaxed for a while, but he'd intentionally left the door to his office open, certain that he'd either have someone come talk to him or his phone would ring before long.  He was right, it was only a few minutes before his phone rang.

It was Jim Burke, calling Tom to let him know that they had found the missing snowmobiler, only they had gone out looking for one kid and had come back having rescued two young guys.  It seemed the snowmobiler was out looking for a friend who had set his helicopter down because he'd run out of fuel.  Only he'd set the helicopter down on the edge of a slope, but it was actually a snow drift, which had caved away under the chopper, so the chopper had rolled onto its side and was now a wreck.  Luckily he'd managed to call a friend and pass along his GPS position.  However instead of letting the RCMP, White Out, or the kid's family know about the wreck, the friend had hopped on his snowmobile, planning to rescue his buddy on his own.  Then the snowmobiler had gotten into trouble by hitting a stump, breaking a ski and running over it, which tore the track off the snowmobile as well as rolling the machine.  The guys from White Out found the snowmobiler quite soon because he was
carrying an emergency beacon, but they'd had to hunt for the helicopter pilot.  Both of them were now in the hospital and neither of them were in danger, but both of them had minor injuries, some frostbite and a few other exposure problems.

"What in hell was the guy doing flying a helicopter in a blizzard?" Tom asked.

"Huh, he's only sixteen, and hasn't even got a license to fly, so the RCMP think he was hauling marijuana from some grow-op hidden off in the bush somewhere," Jim said.  "Ron and Donna will be guiding the cops to the site tomorrow - if the weather cooperates - then they'll see if there are drugs in the chopper or hidden somewhere close by.  If there are any drugs, the cops will probably confiscate the bird and we'll probably be hired to fly the wreck out.  Actually after checking the coordinates of the wreck on the map, we expect that Wildlife Services will soon be demanding that we lift it out before it can leak oil and pollute a local salmon stream."

"Won't hauling that out be a pretty tough job at this time of year?"

"Nah, after all it's only a Bell Jet Ranger, so even if it's loaded it'll only weigh a ton and a half.  We'll just send in a small crew to rig the little bird in a sling and then lift it out with the SkyCrane." Jim made the job sound as if it was nothing new.  "Other than that job and regular maintenance, I've got everyone going through our inventory, sorting through the duplicates that were kept 'just in case we might need this.'  I figure we can either ship the extras down to Bear Creek and store them there, or we can do like you suggested and have an auction, then we'll have less to move come June."

"Sounds good to me."  Tom paused a second, then asked.  "What will happen to that little Bell chopper?"

"Well, that depends on what the cops find when they get there and whether the bird was insured or not.  From the sounds of things, it's a wreck that might not be easy to repair, so it's likely to become scrap.  Another piece of junk that we could get stuck with, then have to dispose of it before we move.  I hope the cops find dope in it, or discover that it was stolen, then it will go to their impound yard and we won't have to worry about it.  Otherwise it'll be dropped here so the insurance agents can inspect it, which usually ends up being a pain in the ass."

The two of them chatted over that possibility and other business for a few minutes, then wished each other good night and hung up.  Tom was expecting a call from JJ, but in the meantime he pulled that fax about the inventory coming from Calgary and checked it over.  He spent a while making notes about the make and model of various items so he could check with the businesses in town for availability of parts and repairs.  A quick check of the yellow pages in the phone book was all he needed to do - every piece of equipment, except the water powered generator, was handled by one local dealer or another.  Eventually he went upstairs, and not too long after that everyone in the house headed for their bedrooms.

As they snuggled together in bed, Sandy sighed softly.

"Problems?" Tom asked quietly.

"Nope, not really, but Rachel asked me a question today that I couldn't really answer.  She wanted to know when we were getting married."

"Any time you want." Tom grinned, then kissed her nose.

"You're not much help." Sandy snorted.  "The problem will be finding a time that suits both of us, because I want to have a honeymoon, preferably somewhere warm and exotic.  I can't possibly take time off from my business until mid May and by that time you're going to be up to your eyeballs in work out at the gold mine.  That means it will be October or November before the two of us can get away."

"Okay, early November is fine with me." Tom shrugged.  "I think Australia or New Zealand would be good places to start a honeymoon, don't you?  After that we could chase around South East Asia for a bit, that way we could still be back here by the first of the year, which is when your business starts to heat up."

"Unh uh, we've got to be back here for Christmas, but I like the rest of the idea."  Sandy snuggled, then she proved that she really liked the idea.



Even though Tom hadn't gotten to sleep as early as normal the night before, he was down in his office by seven the next day and had a call from JJ before he'd had his first sip of coffee.  JJ's 'brilliant' idea was to use the Twin Otter as a passenger shuttle between Bear Creek and other airports since they were half way between two small cities.

"JJ, we can't do that, not right now and not in the foreseeable future.  To start with, what you and I own is an airstrip, not an airport, so we don't have the staff or the facilities to handle a regular passenger service.  Actually, White Out isn't really in the passenger business at all, even though we do handle some passengers, but we only do that under contract to individuals or corporations.  Mostly we're in the business of performing rescues or supplying goods and equipment to people in out of the way places.  In other words we run a bush pilot service with both planes and choppers, so it would take millions of dollars to upgrade our equipment and facilities to the point where we could run a regular passenger shuttle service."  Tom sighed heavily.  "Besides, we only exist because we fill a specific niche in the local flight business, but when it comes to shuttling passengers from place to place we can't possibly compete with CHC.  They bracket us, with bases in
Prince George to the north and Kamloops to the south, so the minute we started to cut into their bottom line, they'd put us out of business.  The only reason we exist is the fact that we cover short term or one time jobs and can provide service by land, water or air, but we're able to combine any or all of our service facilities at any time."

"Then why in the world were you so happy to buy the Twin Otter?"

"Because it's a lot cheaper to use than the Chinook, but can haul a lot more than a Beaver." Tom chuckled.  "During the summer months I expect to have as many as twenty or thirty people, and probably several tons of food and supplies that will need to be hauled to my lease.  I'm quite certain that there will be many times when the Twin Otter will be perfect for that job since it's amphibious.  One of the first things I plan to do when I go up to the lease is to build a good dock on the upper lake and a decent trail from the lake to the cabin.  That way I can unload supplies from the plane safely, then use one of those ATVs I got in Calgary to pull a small trailer up the hill.  But I won't be the only one using the Twin Otter, it'll be leased to the company the same way the Beaver and the Chinook are.  As far as I'm concerned I'll be just another of White Out's customers."

They chatted for a few more minutes, then JJ excused himself because he had another call on a second line.  Looking out the window Tom could see there was still some blowing snow and mild blizzard conditions, so he got dressed in his winter gear, then shovelled the driveway and sidewalks before breakfast.  At the breakfast table he learned that all four women wanted to go in to work if possible, so he suggested that they had two choices.  He could make two trips and take two of them in each time with his truck, or he and his dad could hop in the truck and Sandy could follow him to her office with her car.  Since the weather forecast said the blizzard was due to break by noon they opted to take the car, so it wasn't long before they were all leaving the house.  Once they were downtown Tom had to clear the parking lot by Ann's office so she could park and the women could get to work, but that didn't take long either.

"And what are we going to do now?" his dad asked Tom.

"I thought you might enjoy spending time with me while I take care of a few details." Tom shrugged.  "All I'm really doing is arranging for supplies and buying a few things, but I want to go around to some of the shops that sell parts and do maintenance on some of the equipment I got from Dunn-Redding.  I had JJ fax me a list of the make and model of all the different machines and I thought I'd at least get a jump on finding out if I can get parts locally.  I'm just hoping to be one step ahead of the game by establishing a few local contacts that Ann can ask to help out when I have something break down and need to make repairs."

"Good planning." his dad nodded.  "I'm not sure if we had records on what we had for repairs on those machines or not, but JJ or Don might know.  My experience has been that if a part breaks once, it might break another time, so for some things we kept a stock in hand."

"Yeah, that works well for some parts, Dad.  Only sometimes one operator will have one sort of breakages and another one won't have any of those, but will have different problems.  I try to ask the mechanics who fix machines for several different operators what they find are the most common parts that break on a particular model of the machine."

"Actually in this case that might be an excellent idea, since our policy was usually to move the equipment and operator from job to job, so one man might operate a single machine for months."

"That's a perfect example of what I was thinking and I suspect that information of that sort would really only be useful to the company, but not to me."

"Ah, but since you bought used equipment, that record might tell you which parts might have been stressed by the former operator."

The two of them continued the discussion until Tom pulled into a John Deere dealer's lot.

"Did you buy a tractor from us then?" Tom's dad asked in surprise.

"Yeah, a small John Deere crawler, with a bulldozer blade, but this dealer also sells the same type of chainsaw that I already have.  He also has the local dealership for Bobcats and I've got three of those coming from Calgary, but one of them is busted up a bit.  I intend to have it converted it into a diesel powered forklift to use up at the lease, so I'll probably need some parts for it."

As they walked inside the dealership they found the owner dressing down a salesman about two used ATVs and a pair of trailers that had obvious been outside until a short time before.  They were quite large and took up much of the showroom floor, but what annoyed the dealer was the snow and ice that was melting and dripping on the floor.  Tom had seen ATVs before, but never machines like these two and he proceeded to study them closely.  They were six wheel machines, with a small open topped box on the rear and a complete cab over the seat, but that seat was wide enough to take two people.  Not only that, but they had headlights, CB radios and were set up to pull small trailers, indeed those trailers were still fastened on the rear of the ATVs.  Both machines were used, but not abused, so he walked over to the dealer.

"If I offered to take these two machines off your hands right now, what sort of price would you give me on both units?  Looking around I can see that they're taking up too much of your display space, only they aren't going to sell for months since folks will want snowmobiles right now, not ATVs.  That means you can either store them or sell them.  I'll buy them as is, where is and park them outside for now, then I'll have two people here inside of ten minutes to drive them away and they'll be out of your hair.  I'll even mop the dang floor afterward, if you give me a good enough deal."

The dealer stared at Tom and broke into a smile and spun around to his desk to grab a sheet of paper, then after glancing at it, he handed it to the salesman and pointed toward the back of the building.

"You're Tom Dunn, right?" he asked.  "So this would be a cash deal?"

"Yeah - well a bank card, which is a lot more secure." Tom snapped.  "Dig out you scissors and cut the price to the bone and I'll see that you get more business.  In fact I'll give you more business, first in parts and maybe in some new stock in the near future."

"Well, these two six-wheel Gators were new last fall, bought before moose season and you can see they haven't been heavily used.  I'll bet there isn't fifty hours on either one of them, so they aren't even due for their first service.  We just took these two machines in as trade-ins on a pair of snowmobiles, so I can let you have them for two thirds of last year's book price."

"Let's go Dad.  I hate to admit it, but I guess you were right and I'll have to go to Kamloops for my machines.  This guy doesn't understand that he needs to cut his losses and run when he's screwed himself with a bad deal." Tom turned toward the door, but winked at his dad.

"Wait a minute, wait a minute.  Let me see what I can do to better that price," the dealer pulled out a calculator and started to twiddle with the keys, then sighed.  "The very best I can do is about half of last year's book value."

"Well, that's better, but how about you throw in that old chain saw over there?  I can see the bar is bent and the spark plug is cracked, which means it was dropped, and that would probably have cracked the carb, so I'll need replacements for those parts.  If you'll add that saw and the parts I need to fix it, we've got a bargain."

The dealer shot out his hand so fast that Tom knew he'd still made money on the deal, but he shook anyway.  Then as soon as they had made out the paperwork and run Tom's bank card through the machine, Tom pulled out his cellphone to call Russ and Liz.

"Hi Russ, I hope your not too busy, because I've got a little job for you and Liz today.  There's a John Deere dealership about a block and a half toward town from the motel and I just bought a couple of ATVs that I need you to drive over to the warehouse for me.  I'll give you the keys to the door when you get here, then you can park the ATVs inside to let them warm up, but park them near the floor drain.  When all the snow has melted off the ATVs I want you to clean them up and look them over for any minor problems.   While you're there you can have a look around the building since I know the builder is there already. I'll be over there before lunch to talk about finding you two more work to do."

"Yes Boss, we'll be on our way just as soon as we pull on our boots and throw on our coats," Russ said enthusiastically then hung up the phone.

Tom was still talking to the dealer about the availability of parts for various other machines when the pair burst in the door and stood near the machines waiting for him to be free.  Ten minutes later the machines were gone and Tom asked the dealer for a mop and bucket, which drew a laugh, but no offer to find the floor cleaning supplies.

The rest of the morning went somewhat similarly as Tom and Jack visited several other businesses that spanned a wide variety of services or supplies.  They drove around town dropping in at a jewellers, a hardware store, a butcher shop, then a machine shop and finally just before lunch, they pulled up and backed into Tom's warehouse.  Both Gators had been cleaned up to the point where they shone and Tom noticed the whole floor of the warehouse had been swept.

"You two have been busy," he grinned at the couple as he opened the canopy over the pickup box.

"Not hardly," Liz answered.  "We even had to go next door and talk to the carpenter to find enough to do to keep from being bored.  We helped him carry in a load of wallboard and some studs while we were waiting for all the snow on the machines to melt.  He offered us jobs."

"No way!" Tom snapped, but grinned.  "I'll be darned if I'm going to have my pilots work as construction labourers for someone else.  Before the year is out I'll wear your energy down to a nubbin, I promise.  You'll wish there were twins.  Now after we unload the bits and pieces I've got in the truck and stack them out of the way, where would you like to go for lunch?"

"Well, if you remember we said we had a friend here in town?" Liz asked.  "We asked around yesterday and found out where he was staying.  Then we called him and agreed to meet him for lunch today at the café near the motel, but you said the other day you had met his mom.  Why don't we all go there, then you could meet him too?"

"That sounds good to me.  What do you say, Dad?  Do you want to come with us or do you want to go eat with Mom and the gals?"

"We can eat with our family anytime.  Let's go meet these kid's friend."

Liz scowled at Jack for some reason, but she didn't say a word, so Tom just winked at her and took her arm to lead her out to the pickup.  She and Russ both hopped into the little 'jump seat' in the back of the extended cab while Tom and his dad climbed into the front, then they drove down the street to the little café.  They had hardly come to a stop when the little old Chinese who owned the café came rushing outside and up to Tom's door.

"Big Tom, you got big new truck with snowplow.  You plow parking lot, I give you and friends free lunch, okay?" he rattled off quickly in his sing-song accent.

"Oh, I'll do that for nothing, Ming, but we're meeting someone here for lunch, so can I do it after we've eaten?"

"I can do it now, Tom," Russ offered.  "You go ahead and go inside.  There's no one parked there now, so I'll just push all the snow to the back of the lot.  That way I'll have it all done in five or ten minutes."

So Tom let Russ plow the parking lot as Liz led them inside to meet their friend.  Master Sergeant Alvin Armstrong was a very large man, in fact when he stood up to shake Tom's hand, Tom felt small and Tom was no midget.

"Are you the gold miner that stayed at my Maw's house a couple summers ago, Tom?" Alvin asked after shaking hands with Tom and his dad.  "I think she called you Lucky Dunn, and said that if any young guy was gonna find a gold mine, it'd be you."

"Yeah, that was me, how is she doing anyway?"

"Toughin' it out like always." Alvin chuckled.  "She's got gold fever as bad as that crew that hang out at her place on Saturday nights.  I don't know how she's gonna make it after this summer though.  The guy that owns the store says he's givin' up - which is a shame, since his Granddad started that place about ninety-five years ago.  He just don't have enough customers to keep the store open, so he's losin' money.  All that's left around there are old-timers and every year a few of them kick the bucket.  I think you must be the only guy within fifty miles that's makin' any money out of mining.  Actually I was thinkin' about hitting you up for a job."

"I don't think you'd fit down the drift in my mine." Tom laughed softly.

"Hell, I can make it through a dang small space if I've gotta." Alvin laughed right back.  "Actually I've got a friend who needs a job as well, and I think he could fit down a gopher hole, so he could do the mining and I could do the mucking and breaking outside the drift.  Let us build a cabin and we'll bring Maw out to cook for us, then we'll work for you for a 5% cut of the yield during the summer season."

"Hell man, I could hire ten guys for that much." Tom snorted as he took a pouch out of his coat pocket and took out a little piece of quartz infused with seams of gold.  "Since you've been around gold mines and have seen what raw ore looks like, what do you think of that?"

"Holy shamolly!  Damn, that's rich ore!  You musta found the bloody mother lode!  No damn wonder you're buyin' helicopters and hirin' these kids to fly you 'round."

"Well, that piece is right out of the heart of the seam and it isn't all like that, but more importantly I have to keep my mining imprint down, so most of the work has been done by hand.  However, I have a lease on about fifteen thousand acres of land and I found out recently that I can have several claims all working at the same time.  So, I'm looking to hire a few prospectors who can see if they can find any more rich claims up there.  If they do, then they can become miners, which is when we can start talking about shares.  Until then I'll provide them with wages, food and tools, while they work for me to improve my cabin and whatever other jobs I need to do.  Now, if they want to build a cabin in their off time, that's their business, but I know there are some darn nice places to put one.  I'll warn you right now though, I've had to protect myself from wild animals because that group of six valleys is real honest to gosh wilderness.  I killed one bear right on my
doorstep after he pulled a three little pigs routine on me.  He not only killed my cat, but he smashed in the door of my cabin with one blow of his paw."

That brought a gasp from Liz and Russ, but it didn't seem to bother big Alvin much, instead he reached a ham sized hand across the table and shook hands with Tom.

"Since you're still here I take it that bear died.  That means two things to me; number one, you keep your rifle handy at all times and number two, you shoot where you aim.  I can respect that, because up in that country you have to be careful all the time and ready for dang near anything."

"Yeah, I agree." Tom nodded."Before you jump on the bandwagon though, I'll warn you that the bears, wolves and wolverines up where I live have absolutely no fear of men.  I doubt if the animals around Misery Flats are anywhere near as numerous or as wild."

"Well, after hearing about what you did for Liz and Russ, I know you're a darn fair boss.  I know you're trying to be fair and honest with your warnings too, but since both I and Arnie, my buddy, have lived through what the Taliban can do to folks, a few bears don't scare us much.  One thing you should know is that these two kids you've got herding your helicopter saved both our lives and that's while they were hurt worse than we were, so the way you've treated them means a bunch to me.  One dang IED and a sniper put us out of the game, since we were all mincemeat, that's worse than any dang bear woulda done," Andy paused and shook his head slightly.  "What I'm trying to say is that I can see how you've treated Liz and Russ, so if you'll give Arnie and me a chance, we'd like to work for you as miners, or prospectors, or whatever else you need."

"Dammit, will everybody quite saying that Russ and me are kids."  Liz growled.  "Hell, we've got a kid of our own on the way, so I think we deserve to be treated like grownups."

"Bossy lil thing ain't she?" Alvin leaned over and slipped an arm around Liz, who was sitting beside him and having him lean toward her made her look really tiny.

She swatted him in frustration, but then she giggled as she looked up at the huge man beside her.  "I don't know for the life of me why I ever bothered trying to keep you from bleeding to death, you big monster.  You've been a big pain in the butt ever since."

"Well folks, this has been a productive lunch, but I was thinking that Russ and Liz need to find themselves a vehicle to get around in.  I was wondering if you'd like me to take you around to a few of the local dealers to see if they have something you like?" Tom asked.

"Actually that's a wonderful idea."  Liz bounced to her feet.  "I think we need a four wheel drive SUV, if any dealer in town has one for sale."

Alvin and Tom exchanged phone numbers and talked for a bit more, but Liz was excited to find a vehicle, so they were soon on their feet and ready to leave.  They hadn't been given a bill for their meal, so Tom picked up the menu, did a quick calculation of what they'd eaten, then slipped a fifty dollar bill under the edge of a plate.  He waved off the owner's protests that the meal was free because Russ had plowed out the parking lot.

"I'll tell you what, Ming, Russ did the job, so the next time he and his lady come in, you can give them a discount, how's that?" Tom winked.

That brought a protest from Russ and Liz until Tom said, "Didn't you two say you wanted to find a van or something?"

That silenced the two of them and brought a chuckle from Andy and a smile to Jack's face.  Andy slipped away then, but everyone else climbed into Tom's pickup and went looking for a used car lot.

It took over an hour to find the vehicle Liz wanted, but they did find one at a Chrysler/Dodge dealership, a two year old Dodge SUV with all the bells and whistles.  In another hour they had it licensed and insured, so they were mobile again, then Tom waved them over to talk to him.

"I'm sure that when you swept out the warehouse this morning you must have noticed that there are two small rooms at the back of the warehouse that can be locked, didn't you?"

"Yes, why?" Liz asked.

"Well, just in case we need the Chinook in the next few days, I was thinking you could move your possessions into town and store them in one of those rooms for now.  I'm not using either room right now, so it wouldn't bother me if you want to use one and it might save all of us from having problems if we need the Chinook in a hurry.  Besides, your belongings would be here in town and in heated storage so they won't be damaged by the cold or condensation.  Besides if you decide you need something, you could just slip over and get it."

The two of them thought that was a great idea, but they didn't want to load furniture into their new SUV, and they didn't want to interfere with any jobs Tom could be doing.  In the long run they called up Alvin and his friend, who were quite willing to help and offered to rent a cube van to handle the move.  They did ask Tom to plow the road for them and, after calling Harry to make sure the hanger would be unlocked, they headed for the airstrip.

The snowdrifts on the road were packed a little harder than they had been the day before, but Tom's truck still handled the job quite easily.  By three o'clock in the afternoon Russ and Liz were unloading their possessions from the helicopter while Tom and his dad headed back to town.  They met Alvin and his friend driving the cube van on the way and Tom had to widen the plowed area of the road so they could pass each other, but that was no major problem.  The only holdup to the meeting came because Alvin wanted Tom to meet his buddy.

"Tom, this is Arnie, Arnie Anderson, so together we're the 'A' team." Alvin chortled.  "We've known each other since we were kids and Arnie would like to come up to your place and work for you too.  Both of us grew up in and around Misery Flats, so we know what to expect up your way and we've worked around gold mines, so we're willing to tackle the mining and prospecting end of the job too."

The two men were a study in contrasts, Alvin was well over six feet tall and looked almost half again as wide, while Arnie wasn't much over five feet tall and thin as a post.  There was something about Arnie's grin as he held out his hand to shake Tom's that reminded Tom of someone and it took a minute for him to think who it was.

"You're related to old Hank up at Misery Flats aren't you?" Tom couldn't help smiling at Arnie's contagious grin.  "I met him the same day I met Alvin's mom, Hattie."

"Yep, he's my Pop an' I think since Alvin says he asked if he could bring his Maw up to your lease, I'd better ask if Pop can come too.  I figger if they was split up they'd both pine away since they've been close friends for so long."

"That's up to you two."  Tom shrugged.  "I'll arrange to help you and your folks move and I'll even bring in some sort of temporary housing, but if you want something permanent, that's your problem.  I've got my hands full doing the improvements on my place, so if you want a cabin or two you'll have to build those yourself.  I've got all the tools to do the job, including a chainsaw mill, and there are a few thousand acres of trees there that could be felled and used.  I'll even help you arrange to bring in materials, but any part of the actual building is going to be your job.  I will be a bit fussy about pointing out areas where you can build though, because the government will get on my butt if we do any major damage to the environment.  I'll tell you what, why don't we all get together in the near future and talk out all the details?  So far it sounds like we might be able to strike up a deal."

"Sounds good to me." Arnie grinned again.  "Now we better get our butts in gear and go help our friends move their stuff.  We don't want the move to carry on too long, because we've got a jam session to go to at the Legion tonight.  That starts at eight and I don't want to miss the fun."

"Yeah, we'd better get moving too." Tom said as he glanced at his watch.  "I've got an appointment with my insurance agent in half an hour, and I definitely don't want to be late."

Once they were back in town Tom dropped his dad off at Sandy's office, telling him he'd be back in an hour or so, then drove down the street to John West's office.  In the first place Tom had to get insurance on the plane he'd just bought from JJ.  Then for almost a full hour he and the agent talked over Tom's other insurance needs and made a few changes in his coverage, but when they were done, Tom felt everything he owned was as well insured as possible.

Actually he had a strange feeling of relief while he was there though and he decided that it was because he was just a bit tired of 'family matters' and needed a break.  He recalled Arnie's comment about a jam session at the Legion that night, then grinned to himself and called Sandy on the private line in her office.  They arranged to go out that night without his family, but he warned her that he probably wouldn't be home until almost supper time.  She just laughed and said she'd pick up pizza on the way home.

After that Tom hopped into his truck and drove down to the local Legion, thinking he should drop by and join the branch, but when he got there he saw that the parking lot hadn't been plowed, so he did it.  He cheated and did the same thing Russ had done at the Chinese restaurant, plowing the snow to the back of the lot and piling it there.  He was almost done before anyone came out of the building and came over to say thanks.

"No problem." Tom grinned.  "I'm a Legion member, but this is the first time I've had a chance to drop by this branch.  I was coming down here to see about transferring my membership here and saw that the parking lot needed to be plowed.  I thought I'd do that before coming inside so I could give your membership folks a hard time."

"Well, I'm glad I heard you out here, I'm Matt Devons, formerly Sergeant Devons of the PPCLI and I'm the guy you want to talk to about a transfer.  Who are you and where did you serve?"

"Well, I'm Tom Dunn and I was never in the forces, but my grandfather Sid Redding was a Lieutenant in the army.  I don't know what branch he was in, but he fought in Korea, so he sponsored me and the last place I was registered as an associate was in Vancouver."

"Now that I know who you remind me of, I can understand why and I'm damn proud to make your acquaintance.  You look something like your grandad and considering what you've done for this town, you act a lot like him too," the old guy grabbed Tom's hand and shook it vigorously.  "Come inside, I'll introduce you to a few folks, then buy you a beer for plowing this mess for us and maybe a couple more while I tell you stories about your grandad."

"I can't really stick around right now, but I wanted to be sure I'd be welcome to drop in tonight.  I understand you're going to have a jam session here and I thought I'd bring my fiancée around to hear a couple of fellows play since I'm planning to hire them to work for me."

"I already know your lady friend, because she does my taxes and she's a crackerjack, but would I know the two fellows?

"I'd be willing to bet on it." Tom grinned.  "They call themselves the 'A' team, Alvin and Arnie.  One of them is huge and walks with a bit of a limp and the other one is small and wiry, with a grin that makes you smile.  Both of them were injured in Afghanistan and just retired out of the service in the last while.  I imagine they'll be joined by a pair of pilots, a married couple that I hired last week, but I'm betting they'll be here tonight since all four are good friends.  I think they were all injured by the same IED and all of them have spent some time in rehab."

"I know the two men a little, but I've never heard of the couple before, unless the gal was the field medic that saved Big Alvin's leg when it was damn near blown off.  Little Arnie wasn't hurt in the initial blast though, he got shot by a sniper when he was trying to rescue the other three, so I suppose you could call it the same incident.  Damn stupid war for us to be in anyway, but then as I've gotten older I've decided all wars are stupid."

"You sound almost like you have the same opinion my grandfather does."  Tom nodded.  "Now I'd better come sign in or whatever I need to do, but I'll have to get home soon if I want to come back here tonight, so I'll have to pass on that beer for the time being."

"Oh don't worry about signing in for tonight.  I'll be here and I'll make sure that you're welcome whenever you drop by.  If I'm not around when you drop in and anyone tries to give you any trouble, just tell them to find Sergeant Devons and that I vouch for you," the old guy grinned.  "Even the grouchiest of this lot know better than to tangle with me."

So Tom finished plowing out the parking lot, then headed for home.  He had time clear the driveway of snow and put his old guitar into a hard case, then slipped that into the back seat of his truck before Sandy and the others got home.  Tom didn't get the chance to announce that he and Sandy were going out that night because she did it and since she sounded annoyed, no one wanted to question her.

As they were dressing to go out Sandy looked at Tom and winked; "I hope you don't mind, but Laura is coming along with us.  She's feeling a bit wiped out by your family too and says she finds them all too intense."

"No problem," Tom shrugged.  "I think Dad and Ann have been disagreeing with each other for so long they can't stop.  I have no idea how Mom has been able to stand it for all these years.  I think the only reason I can take it is that I've put Dad off his normal routine so he isn't exactly sure what to say or do.  I'm kind of enjoying the sensation though, because right now he's in my town and he's finding that people ignore him to talk to me, which might be rattling him even more.  I know it's rather petty of me, but I'm enjoying it all the same."

Sandy just looked at him, shook her head and spoke softly;  "You told me before that you're a lot like him, but I can see that similarity in only few things you both do.  In other ways the two of you are completely different.  While he demands that he have his way, you persuade people to accept your viewpoint.  The two of you could use the exact same words to say the same thing, yet the way each of you use those words would have almost exactly the opposite reaction from people.  For instance while he expects assistance as his due, you appreciate any support given to you and show your appreciation.  The two of you are like night and day, so I can imagine what he's put you through and I can understand why you'd enjoy seeing him get a bit of comeuppance.  I'm certainly not going to blame you for feeling that way, because I think your dad deserves what he's been getting around town."

"I think Dad was more like me when he was younger, but over the years he's been spoiled by having money and power,"  Tom shrugged.  "But, let's forget all that crap for now.  Tonight we're going out to meet some of our neighbours and have some fun.  Oh, and as well as that I'm going to introduce you to some fellows I'm thinking of hiring to work up on the lease."

"You're already hiring people to work up there?"

"Yeah, if you check the calendar, Saturday is the first of March and I plan to move up to the lease by the first part of April.  I've already ordered a lot of the supplies I need to have and some of them are even ready to be picked up, so things are on the move for the year."

Just then there was a knock on the bedroom door.  It was Laura and she asked quite loudly if she could catch a ride downtown with them when they left, but winked at Tom as she asked.

"Sure, we'll be ready to go in a moment or two." Tom grinned and winked back.

Once they were in the truck and on the way Laura asked where they were going.

"The Legion." Tom chuckled.  "They're having a jam session there tonight.  I heard about it today and thought it would be fun to go."

"Oh, you should have brought your guitar and your harmonica along with us." Sandy sounded almost disappointed.  "I've been hearing bits and pieces when you've been playing the guitar down in your office and I'd love to hear you play with others."

"Check the jump seat beside Laura." Tom laughed softly.  "I think the two guys I was talking about hiring might be playing and if they do, I'll ask to sit in with them."

"You mentioned them before and I was wondering if by any chance we might know them?" Sandy asked.

"I doubt it, since both of them are new in town, but Liz and Russ know them quite well and vouched for them.  In fact I understand all of them were injured in Afghanistan at the same time and they spent time together while they were recovering.  I thought we'd have a chance to get to know them a bit better tonight," Tom smiled.  "So far I'm impressed with what I've heard and seen."

Bringing up Liz and Russ's names had been a good choice, because the conversation shifted to a discussion about them and lasted until they reached the Legion parking lot.  Tom smiled slightly at the sight of several cars parked there and then sighed in relief when he saw Liz and Russ's SUV.  If nothing else, Sandy and Laura would have someone roughly their own age to talk to so they wouldn't be totally bored.

As it turned out, that really wasn't something Tom needed to worry about.




Chapter 18

When Tom parked he made certain that the plow blade on his truck wasn't blocking anyone by backing into an outer parking spot, then paused and looked over at the two women.

"I've brought the guitar, but I think I'll leave it in the back of the truck for now, after all I don't know what the people here like and I really haven't played in public for a while.  I can always come out and get it if they're playing something that I can play along with, but if I take it inside, people are going to expect me to join in," he said explained.  "So please be sure your door is locked, would you?"

As they clambered out of the pickup, Sandy paused and reached back inside to grab Tom's guitar case, then turned to him with a defiant look in her eye.  "I didn't buy you a guitar for you to leave it sitting in the back seat so some crook could come by and smash a window to steal it.  I don't care if you play or not, but this thing goes inside with us so we can keep an eye on it."

Tom wasn't in the mood to argue, so he rolled his eyes, shrugged his shoulders and took the case from her hand.

"Tom, are you sure you're related to Jack, since you gave up so easily?" Laura chuckled, walking gingerly on the hard packed snow.

"Ann asked the same thing the other night," Sandy chortled.  "But, after living in the same house with Tom's dad for a few days, I can see why."

"You should ask Mom about that," Tom laughed.  "I've heard her brag that she knew exactly where each of us kids were conceived because in each case she and Dad were totally isolated and they had no other form of entertainment.  I remember Mom saying that I was conceived in the Yukon, during a blizzard that lasted for something like six weeks and they never saw hide nor hair of another human in the whole time they were stuck there."

"That would be almost indubitable proof," Sandy nodded.  "And I don't have the gall to question your mother."

"Indubitable?" Laura snorted.

"Would you prefer the word irrefutable?" Sandy grinned.

"Good Gosh!  What did you do, swallow a dictionary tonight?" Laura teased.

"Maybe," Sandy answered with a grin and a wink, just as Tom opened the door.

As a result they were all smiling and chuckling as they stepped inside and the first person Tom saw was Sergeant Devons.

"Well, if it isn't my favourite accountant, our town's new lawyer and the man that I caught plowing our parking lot today and all of you are smiling.  Welcome to the Bear Creek Legion," Matt Devons greeted them and pointed off to one side.  "Tom, the 'A' team and their friends are seated at the long table by the stage and I warned them to save a couple of seats for surprise guests.  I hope you don't mind?  You go ahead and grab a seat and I'll see that the bartender sends you a couple of jugs of beer and a few glasses."

"Thanks for the offer, Matt, but I'm a pilot, so since there's a slim chance that I might be flying tomorrow,  I won't be drinking at all. Oh, and since this is our first night here, I'd prefer to pay for the ladies' drinks too, but it's not that I don't appreciate your offer or anything.  It's just that I wouldn't want to give anyone the impression that I'd sponge off a veteran," Tom winked at him.  "I'd like to buy you a drink though."

"What I said about your grandfather before, Tom?  You just proved it!  Independent as hell, but a gentleman to the end," Matt laughed.  "You folks go enjoy yourself and I'll talk to you later."

No one was playing on the stage yet, so they were the centre of attention as the three of them walked across the floor and Tom noticed several people nudge their partners.  A few leaned over and made a comment to others, but a lot more either waved a hand or nodded in their direction.  Tom was used to that by now and acknowledged the nods and waves by nodding his own head at people he recognised.  Sandy and Laura weren't used to that much attention though and he knew it was making them a bit uncomfortable.

"All those staring eyes make you feel like a plucked chicken surrounded by coyotes, doesn't it?" he whispered softly, making both Sandy and Laura break into giggles.

Then Arnie noticed them and hopped to his feet.  "Hey, guys, the boss is here and he's brought his axe.  Gonna play us a song, Boss?"

"Aww gee, I was hoping you'd give me lessons, Little A," Tom grinned and answered him in the same tone.  "I heard you were the maestro of modern music and I came hoping to pick up a tip or two."

By that time Liz and Russ had turned to look and Alvin was grinning widely, then Liz did the honours of introducing Sandy and Laura to their two friends.  It was only a minute or two before they had found seats, then Tom had opened the guitar case to let the guitar warm up, so Sandy saw the guitar he'd brought that night.

"Hey, that isn't the guitar I bought you!" she said sharply.

"Nope, this is the guitar my Granddad bought me and I brought it because the guy who met us at the door was in the service with Granddad in Korea.  I don't know why, but I thought it was more fitting to play it tonight, rather than the newer one."

"But this one looks so old and plain," she commented.

"Excuse me, Sandy, but that plain old guitar is worth a mint.  It's a Martin, an old Martin," Alvin said almost reverently.  "How old is it Tom, do you know?  I'm not sure, but from the colour of the wood, I'd say it was one of the old Hawaiian specials from the mid 20s."

"Close," Tom nodded.  "Granddad found it in a pawn shop in Calgary and bought it for a couple hundred bucks, then gave to me when I turned sixteen.  He took it to a music store to have them check it out to make sure it was a decent guitar and the guy went nuts over it.  When they cleaned and restrung it he checked the serial number, so we know it was made in 1928.  I'm not sure, but Sandy may have picked up a more valuable guitar in Victoria recently though, and that's the guitar she was mentioning.  My problem is I like them both, but they each have a very different sound, so one night I feel like playing one and another night I prefer the sound of the other."

"Well, if you don't mind my asking, who made the other guitar?" Arnie asked.

"Sandy found a Gibson J-45 Legends guitar in a junk store and gave it to me for Christmas."

"No wonder you like them both," Alvin laughed.  "Not many guys have a choice of playing two different guitars worth about ten grand apiece."

"Not very many guys would bring a ten grand guitar to a jam either," Arnie shook his head.

"Arnie, that's a damn selfish point of view," Tom frowned.  "Why have something that you enjoy if you aren't willing to share it with others?  I simply can't see any sense in buying something special, then hiding it away.  If I locked this guitar in a vault I couldn't enjoy playing it and you couldn't even see it, let alone hear it, so as far as I'm concerned it'd be a waste of money.  Things like this guitar are just objects that should be used and enjoyed.  This guitar was built by a craftsman and it was meant to be played, not hidden away in a closet somewhere and regarded as a treasure, but never used."

"I suppose," Arnie said quietly with a slight frown on his face.

"Look, I just saw an illustration of that sort of attitude the other day," Tom sighed.  "The old guy who owned the house Sandy is buying, died a week or two ago, but he had built up a fantastic collection of rare cars that he never drove.  There are about half a dozen of them, hidden away in a fancy building, all perfectly restored, but they were seldom if ever started and driven, let alone used.  Now his wife, his daughter and his son-in-law are going to drive three of those cars to Arizona to try to honour the old man's dreams, so they're going to make the drive he planned to enjoy.  Old Abe spent all those years working on those cars and dreaming of that trip, but now instead of him and his wife enjoying a great summer trip, his family is in for a sad drive in the middle of winter.  I find that very depressing and I can't help but think it was a waste of years and years of work, and thousands and thousands of dollars."

Tom hadn't been paying attention to anyone coming up behind him, so he jumped slightly as someone standing at his shoulder cleared her throat.

"Hi folks, I'm Linda Devons, the grand-daughter of the guy you met at the door and I've been asked to be the entertainment director for the jam sessions.  I try to go around and get groups together, then get them on the stage in some semblance of order.  Now this is a Legion post, so we start our night with 'Oh Canada,' but after that we like to have a new group get up to start our evening's entertainment.  Since I know you folks aren't regulars, I was wondering if you could do the next song?"

"Well, I'm sort of a stranger to the others, at least musically," Tom shrugged and smiled.  "I don't have any idea of what anyone plays or even if they have instruments.  All I brought was my guitar and I usually play backup.  I don't sing, because I sound like Johnny Cash with a bad cold and a touch of laryngitis."

"Well, I sing and play the keyboard, Linda," Liz offered.  "My husband, Russ plays drums and Andy plays just about anything with strings, but I see he has his guitar along tonight.  Arnie is almost as talented, and he has his fiddle and banjo here, so I think they must have figured on playing and singing country tonight.  I don't know what Laura and Sandra do, since we only met them yesterday."

"I just plan to listen tonight and I think Sandy may have the same idea," Laura grinned.

"Well, Laura can at least sing, but I can't carry a tune and I can't play anything," Sandy laughed.

"Well can I list you five as a group then and ask you to start out the evening?" Linda asked.

The other four all looked at Tom, but he just shrugged, so Andy was the one who nodded.

"We'll give it a whirl and ask Liz to sing an oldie to start us off, how's that?" Andy smiled at her.

"Could you do two songs, because oldies are usually short?" Linda winked at him.

"Sure, we'll do 'Tennessee Waltz' first.  Then since Tom says he sounds something like Johnny Cash having a bad night, we'll get him to try 'Ghost Riders in the Sky' and see if we agree," Liz grinned.

"Well, I'll give it a try, but you'll be sorry," Tom rolled his eyes.  "I'd like to let my guitar warm up for a few minutes though, since it was sitting in my truck for about an hour, so it got cold and I don't want to stress it by playing it too soon."

"Don't worry, we don't start until eight, so you've got half an hour to warm up your baby," Linda grinned at him and made a note on a pad she carried.  "I'll introduce you after the anthem, which will give you time to get set up onstage."

When they did get called up, Linda introduced them alright - in fact she gave the audience a quick history lesson about each of them.

"To start off the evening we're going to have a new group come onstage to entertain us.  Last night I met two of these guys who call themselves the 'A Team' and they mustered out of the army only a short while ago.  Alvin Armstrong is the great big fellow holding the fancy guitar and Alvin Anderson is the skinny character with the fiddle and the grin.  Both of them were injured in Afghanistan and they spent time in rehab with the next couple, Russ and Liz Smith who were pilots of a Chinook.  They were both injured by the same IED as the 'A Team,' and Liz, who is a field medic as well as a pilot, saved all of their lives, including her own.

"Liz and Russ mustered out almost two years ago, got married, bought a Chinook helicopter and were leasing it out to the oil exploration folks up around Fort St. John until recently.  Unfortunately the oil business has tanked in the last while, so they were having a hard time making ends meet, then their copter ate a bird as it was landing and blew up an engine.  Now you all know those engines are expensive and they were in a pretty pickle until a white knight came flying into town," Linda paused and winked at Tom.  "I imagine by now you've guessed who the white knight was - the same fella who chased the crooks out of Bear Creek and he even plowed our parking lot tonight.  Not only did Tom fix the bird, but he bought it from the Smiths by trading them for stock in White Out Wilderness Services, then hired them to fly it as well.

"Of course we all know Tom Dunn doesn't do anything by halves, so it's no surprise that he's also trying to hire the 'A Team' to work for him up on that gold lease of his.  Then to top things off Tom brought a guitar tonight and is going to play backup as Liz entertains us with 'The Tennessee Waltz.'  So put your hands together and invite a brand new group that I think should call themselves 'Done Did It,' because between the five of them, I think they have."

There was hearty applause after that intro, then Liz began to sing and the room fell silent - that young lady could sing and Tom could feel the energy pass through the rest of the group.  Somehow they all clicked and fed off each other so the song sounded as if they'd done it a thousand times before.  After the last note there was a second or two of silence, then a roar of applause at least twice as loud as the sound they been greeted by when they were introduced.

Then it was Tom's turn to step up to the mic.

"Wow!  Can that gal sing or what?" he turned and bowed slightly to Liz, which got another short round of applause for her and he waited politely for it to ease off.  "Unfortunately the next singer isn't quite so good.  You see I told them I couldn't really sing because I sound like Johnny Cash with a head cold and a sore throat, only Liz doesn't believe me.  She wants me to try to sing 'Ghost Riders.'  To be honest, I'm not sure I remember all the words, so I've got a favour to ask of all of you folks.  How about all of you sing along with me?  If you sing loud enough, you might drown out my off-key bellowing, so the neighbours won't think we're stringing up a cat."

And with that, he strummed the first notes of the song.  With the whole audience as a backup, he didn't do all that badly and miracle of miracles he even remembered all the words.  He was sure the audience was applauding for each other afterward because he knew he didn't deserve the applause he received and was quite glad to get off the stage.

As he walked back to the table Liz moved to his side and looked up at him, then frowned;  "Don't take this wrong, Tom, but if you'd open your mouth and sing - instead of mumbling the words, you'd be a pretty darn good singer.  Even now you aren't all that bad, so quit saying you can't sing, because that's a lie."

"You tell him, Mighty Mite," Andy said from Tom's other side, "And, Boss, you need to remember tempo too.  You did a good job of leading that song, but you played and sang it a little too fast, other than that you did dang good."

They didn't actually convince him that he'd done the song well, but half a dozen requests from the audience did sway him into singing 'Folsom Prison Blues' later that night.  He still wasn't very comfortable about singing, but he wasn't feeling quite as lost either, so he suspected he might do it again - in a few years - maybe.  It wasn't going to be that night though.  He did get up and accompany the group again, but he hadn't had much sleep the night before and he'd been up early that morning, then he'd had a busy day so he began yawning about ten o'clock.  It wasn't a surprise to anyone that Laura, Sandy and Tom left for home shortly after eleven.

The house was quiet when they got home and Tom slipped downstairs with his guitar, then even ignored the flashing light on his office answering machine.  He felt too tired to make any decisions regarding business right then and was soon back upstairs, getting ready for bed and was asleep seconds after resting his head on the pillow.



Wednesday morning Tom awakened to a very quiet house, there wasn't even any wind noise, so he hoped the blizzard had broken.  Instead of worrying about the weather right then though, he dressed quickly, then made his morning coffee and headed for his office.  There were two messages on his answering machine, but thankfully neither one was urgent, so he felt a lot less guilty about not listening to them the night before.

The first call was from Anna Morgenstern, asking if he and Sandy could drop around Thursday evening or early Friday morning to pick up the keys to all the buildings on the acreage.  She said she'd arranged to have movers to come and pack her possessions on Thursday, then her family planned to leave sometime Friday morning.  She was quite effusive with her thanks for the speed with which their business arrangements had been completed and apologised for all the hustle and bustle she had instigated.  Then she said he needn't call back that evening, but that she would appreciate a call the next day to arrange a time to turn the property over to Sandy and that she would prefer it if he could be there as well.

Tom just shook his head, almost unable to believe the speed with which the whole bargain had been completed and how everything had seemed to fall into place so easily.  However he was definitely finding it hard to comprehend how Mrs. Morgenstern had made all the necessary arrangements to move away so quickly.  Just arranging to have the movers there on a specific date and on such short notice was a minor miracle at any time, but doubly so now, since she'd managed to do everything during a blizzard.  He left the message on the machine for Sandy to hear, just in case Mrs. Morgenstern had left more info on this machine than the one upstairs, but he was certain there was a message there as well.

The other message on Tom's machine was from Jim Burke and was only a short statement that he'd call back.  Tom just deleted that message, then pulled out his notes from the day before.  He'd just drained his coffee cup and was thinking of going upstairs when there was a tap at his door and he looked up to see his dad standing there with a tray in his hand.

"Good morning, Tom.  I thought I'd bring you a second cup of coffee, but I wasn't sure how you take it, so I brought a bit of milk and sugar, just in case.  I see the weather has broken and we have a few good days forecast, so I could fly out, but I answered the phone last evening and took a message from Mrs. Morgenstern who said that she is leaving on Friday.  So, I was wondering if you and Sandy would be moving this weekend and if you might need a hand."

"Good morning, Dad and thanks for the coffee, but I've learned to take it black since cream and sugar are a bit scarce out in the bush.  I don't have a clue what's going to happen with the move, because originally we weren't even going to be buying the house until Friday.  I suppose Ann is in a hurry to take possession of this place is she?"

"You can say that again!" his dad laughed.  "Since everyone else was out of the house last night, Ann did her best to wear both Kelly and I to the bone.  I think we measured every room and every closet at least twice and we measured every door and window at least once.  Then we got to the kitchen and laundry room and she had us measuring every darn drawer.  Ann must have fifteen or twenty sheets of paper covered with drawings, sketches and measurements that she doodled while she was making plans of what she wants to do to this house.  Finally about ten o'clock I complained that I was getting a sore back from all the bending and stretching, so I went to bed.  Kelly came in a bit later, but I didn't hear a darn thing after that."

"Well, Sandy and I went down to the Legion so I could introduce her to Alvin and Arnie, and Laura tagged along with us.  Then we found that Liz and Russ were there as well, so we spent the evening with them," Tom grinned.  "Hey, did you say the forecast was for clear weather for a few days?"

"Yeah, the weatherman said it should last about a week or maybe even ten days, why?

"Well, I have a crew now and a flight worthy copter, so I could start hauling in the supplies I'm going to need up at the mine, at least we could fly in the ones that aren't going to be damaged by freezing.  Heck, you could even come along with us and see where I spend my summers.  If we got our butts in gear we might even be able to fly in a load today."

"So why are we sitting here?"

"First off it's not even seven in the morning and secondly I'm waiting for a phone call from Jim Burke.  He left a message last night and said he'd call back today, but he sounded a bit lost and tentative, so I think he has a problem of some sort and I'd like to be here to catch that.  Maybe I can help him out in some way, but besides that I think he should know that I'm planning to use the Chinook."

Just like clockwork, the phone rang then and when Tom checked the call display he saw it was showing White Out's office number, so he winked at his dad as he picked up the phone.

"Good morning, Jim."

"Hello, Tom and how are you today?"

"I'm fine.  How are you and what's up?"

"Well, to be honest I'm a bit pissed off.  You know that Bell Jet Ranger that I told you was rolled and wrecked?  Well, it's gonna be a pain in the ass.  We hauled it out of the bush and brought it back here, but there were no drugs on board or hidden nearby, so the cops washed their hands of it.  To make it worse, the insurance people aren't even going to touch the wreck, since the idiot that owned it screwed around with the antennas to the radio and the GPS, which is what really caused the accident.  Not only that, but his kid was flying it without his permission and the kid hasn't got a license of any kind, not even a driver's license for a car.  So we've ended up with the bloody chopper sitting here and the idiot father hasn't got the money to repair it," Jim sighed heavily.  "We can't even drop it off at his hanger, because the damn fool was flying out of a residential area and is being charged for that, as well as a whole load of other crap.  He's
one of those idiots who doesn't think the law applies to him or his family, but the cops have finally caught up to his shenanigans, so he's going to have to pay the piper."

"So the guy is broke and up on charges, but we're going to get stuck with storing his junked machine?"

"That's about it.  The whole dang thing is turning into a major pain in the butt."

"Cheer up, Jim, because I don't see a pain in the butt, instead I see a way that you might be able to make a buck," Tom laughed.  "Doesn't CHC fly a bunch of Jet Rangers?"

"Yeah, so what?"

"Then why don't you act as an agent for the doofus whose bird is wrecked.  He can't afford to repair it, so convince him to sell it, then flog it off to CHC as a parts machine and collect a handling fee, maybe even a delivery fee."

"I thought of that.  The problem is CHC already has a couple of wrecked Jet Rangers that they'd love to unload on us since their mechanics are up to their eyebrows in their own repair problems."

"Well, that sounds even better," Tom chuckled.  "You'll have to talk to the guys before you tackle it, but you might be able to buy the wreck from the doofus for peanuts and one of the wrecks from CHC for even less, then haul them both down here.  Stow each one in one of our empty 'T' hangers for now, then after the move and over the next year you could have Ron and Travis spend their spare time restoring one of the two wrecks.  Once it's done you can either sell it as a rebuilt machine or use it for the company.  You'd just be doing the same thing Serge did when he started the company, or something similar to what we did with the Chinook."

"Yep, you're like old Serge was alright, that might even work," Jim snorted.  "So what else are you going to do today that will make my life more interesting?"

"Well, Dad and I were discussing the idea of taking the Chinook out to the lease with a load of supplies that won't be damaged by being frozen.  That'll give me an opportunity to show Russ and Liz the best passes to fly on the route and it'll give Dad and the two men I'm going to hire to work up there a chance to see the place.  Besides, I'm homesick for my mountain valley and would love to go back for a short visit, just to be sure that the cabin is still there."

"So are you planning to use the Chinook to take one of your shipping containers up there?"

"No, the two containers I've got on lease aren't well braced, so I'm just using them as storage at the airstrip.  I'm not going to try to haul a container up there until I can set it level and that's a bit hard to do with all the snow and frost.  Besides, I thought the SkyCrane would probably be better for that job than the Chinook."

"Where are you going to put the things you want to haul up there today?  Will everything you're flying in fit inside your cabin?"

"Most of it will, since a lot of it is flooring for the cabin and sheathing for the ceiling.  I've also picked up an old aluminum scaffold and some ladders that will make working on the ceiling a lot easier and we'll be taking that along.  Nothing that I'm thinking of taking up there now will be hurt by the frost."

"Well, I'd like very much to have all of our people to see your valley and your cabin, but I think we should do it with two or three people at a time.  We have a pair of shipping containers here that we purchased, but we seldom need them.  If you'd like I could send one down there in the near future, then you could load it with material and you could guide the pilots to your lease."

"Well actually I have a pair of reinforced containers coming in from Dunn-Redding on Thursday or Friday and they're already loaded with equipment that I got from Calgary.  Unfortunately they'll have to be unloaded and sorted here before going to the lease, because some of the items are going to need to be worked on.  However there's a small bulldozer and a bobcat coming on a flat-deck in the next few days, so I'll have the Chinook take those up to the lease, then I'll be able to level an area for the containers.  Once I have that done, I was thinking of asking you to have the SkyCrane fly the containers into the site."

"That's a good idea.  I think I'd prefer to keep Ron and Donna as the regular pilots on the SkyCrane, but I'd like both Russ and Liz to be familiar with the controls on it too.  It wouldn't hurt at all to have the two couples make a few flights together, then they could train each other on both machines and this time of the year is a good time to do it.  In fact I'd like to cross train all our pilots for all the different machines we have, since we've been adding to our fleet lately."

"I agree with you that all the White Out people should see the lease and check out landing sites just in case there's a time when they need to fly there for one reason or another.  As far as training or piloting is concerned, that's your job, you chose which pilots fly at any time and which machine any of them fly, not me.  It does make sense to cross train them though and not just on the choppers, but the planes too.

"Just so you know, I have a dozen plastic drums going up there on an early load and one of my first fair-weather projects will be to use those drums as floats to build a dock on the upper lake.  A decent dock will make loading and unloading a float plane a lot less risky.  With a dock in place and a decent trail running from the lake to the cabin, I'll be able to use either an ATV pulling a trailer or a snowmobile towing a toboggan to get my supplies shifted.  I'm going to set up a landing area for the helicopters near the cabin as well, but the cabin has a shake roof and I can't have that landing area too close or the downdraft will damage it.  Let's face it, I started from scratch up there, but everything snowballed over the winter, so I'm not set up for all this stuff yet."

"Now, that surprises me." Jim chuckled.  "As organised as you are, I was thinking that you had a lot more done at your lease and cabin than you do.  I was forgetting that it's not even two months since Serge died and you inherited the funding to do this.  I think the only way I'll get a handle on it will be to see for myself, so if you don't mind, sometime in the near future I'd like to make a trip out there with you.  In fact I was thinking of bringing Travis down there next week so he could do some work on the Chinook and the Beaver - how would it be if we spent a few days with you, just helping out?  Maybe we could even fly out to your lease and look over your setup, then we'd be able to have some idea how to help you with any problems that crop up?"

"You'll be made welcome, but I might put you to work," Tom laughed.  "Sandy is going to be moving to a new house and once my new office building and warehouse is remodelled she'll want to move her office too.  I'm hoping that by the time I pull out of here and move to the cabin for the summer a lot of changes will be made, but in the meantime I'm quietly going nuts.  I have too many things to do and too little time to do them in."

"Well, I won't hold you up any longer, but thanks for your advice on that Jet Ranger.  I'll keep you up to date on that and I hope you have a good day."

"You too, Jim," Tom frowned, then sighed as he hung up the phone and looked at his dad.  "Well, I think I may have just convinced myself not to fly up to the cabin today."

"Oh, why is that?" his dad asked.

"Well to start with I have a whole load of things I have to do in the next day or two," Tom shrugged slightly.  "First off I have a building being renovated that needs some attention, just so things don't go sideways.  Secondly, Sandy is buying a different house and I'm already involved in that up to my ears.  Third, I have a new manager that I really can't turn loose to run things because she has to learn my system of management.  Only she's my older sister and thinks she should be telling me what to do, so working with her is like pushing a rope.  Fourth, I've recently hired four people that I have to knit into two different crews, but I need to have them work together.  Fifth, I have at least two or three tractor trailers pulling in here in the next day or two from Dunn-Redding.  There are two containers in that delivery and they both need to go up to the lease, but before that there's also a small bulldozer and a bobcat that I need up at the site to clear a place to
set the containers."

He didn't get a chance to say any more because the phone rang again and he automatically grabbed it.

"Hello, Tom here."

"Hi, Tom.  It's JJ, just calling to let you know that Don managed to get three loaded semi-trailers on the road to you yesterday and they called in last night from Kamloops.  They should be up in your area sometime today quite easily."

"Oh, wonderful!" Tom grinned and winked at his dad.  "Just what all is on those trailers, JJ?"

"Pretty well everything you picked out of our scrap is on those three trailers, Tom.  There's only one that needs to be unloaded right away.  It has your John Deere dozer, one bobcat and the two forklifts loaded on it and before you worry about them, they're under tarps.  That tractor and the flat deck have to be back in Kamloops by tomorrow so they can bring a load back to Calgary, which means you'll have to unload your machines today.  The other two semi-trailers and the containers loaded on them are yours as part of Dad's and my deal with you, so you can park them and unload them whenever and wherever you want.  I had our mechanics check over the two trucks and trailers and while they aren't new, they're both in decent shape.  The drivers have the transfer papers with them, so all you need to do is sign for them, then get licenses and insurance, because they're road-ready." JJ paused and chuckled.  "On the home front, I must have priced my house too low
when I put it on the market because there's a three-way bidding war going on over that.  I've insisted that the closing date is by the fourteenth of March, so I have the movers coming on the thirteenth.  Jesse did some checking into the high schools and the hockey teams up there and changed his mind about his schooling.  He writes his last mid-term in Calgary two weeks from today, then he's transferring to Bear Creek Central High, but he has two weeks off, since he won't start there until after Easter break.  My last official day with Dunn-Redding is the seventh, then I'll have a week to clear up personal crap around the city before we plan to leave.  I talked to both Ann and Sandy yesterday and for the time being we'll be staying with Ann, but I know that won't last long.  Jesse and I both love her, but she drives us crazy."

"Welcome to the crowd," Tom snorted with a grin.  "So when can we expect you to arrive?"

"Well, I want to fly if I can, so if the weather is decent on the day Jesse leaves school and the house sells, I'll sign off on the house and run to the airport to get into the plane.  We'll fly to Kamloops to top up on fuel before heading up to Bear Creek, but we should still be there in less than a day.  The movers are hauling our cars out there on a trailer, which leaves a couple days before we do, so they should already be there when we arrive," JJ paused once more.  "Dang it, there goes the phone again, so I've got to go now.  I'll talk to you again in a day or two."

"Okay, JJ.  So long for now,"   Tom answered, then hung up and looked at his dad.  "Well, that changes things again."

"Oh, how so?"

"Well, it sounds like the equipment I'm getting from Dunn-Redding's overflow is coming this morning and so are the two tractor trailers I'm getting from you and JJ.  Don loaded my containers on those two, so they can just be parked for now, but the bulldozer is on a semi that has to haul something back to Calgary from Kamloops.  I think I'd better call Harry and set the deal up with him so there will be a cleared space for the trucks to park.  I suppose I'd better check to see if there's an unloading ramp out there too, then I guess I'd better get my butt out there to do the unloading."

"JJ didn't tell you when the trucks would get here?" his dad asked.

"Nope, just sometime today.  He said they called in from Kamloops last night, so I'm betting that they're on the road by now and I hope he told them the loads went to the airstrip, not the warehouse."

"I'll give Don a call.  He handles the shipping and delivery for the company, so he'll have a better idea of what's going on," Tom's dad pulled out his cellphone.  "I think you'd better go ahead and get Harry in the loop though."

So, while his dad called Don, Tom called Harry, who was already at the airstrip just waiting for the engine on the snow blower truck to warm up.  While Tom was talking to Harry, Tom's dad found that the trucks should be there around ten o'clock and that the bulldozer was on a lowboy trailer so they didn't really need an unloading ramp.  Meanwhile Harry was planning on clearing the snow from the entrance to the office building anyway and said it wouldn't be any trouble to clear space near Tom's containers for the incoming trucks.  He also said there was a useable unloading ramp at the airstrip.

"Oh that's great Harry.  One other thing, since you're the local White Out representative I'd like to use the Chinook today, which means you get to phone Russ and Liz, so they can get it ready to fly."

"What?" Harry sounded astonished.  "You want to go flying today as well?"

"Yeah, I do," Tom chuckled.  "There's a little bulldozer that we have to unload off one of the trucks coming in today and I need that dozer up at the lease as soon as possible.  If we can, I'll get Russ and Liz to take it up there today, but if it's too big for the Chinook I'll have to get the SkyCrane down here fairly soon.  If that's the case I'll still fly up there today, but we'll be taking some of the supplies I have stockpiled in the containers instead."

"Well, the weather forecast looks good and you'll sure make Liz and Russ happy." Harry said quietly.  "Damn, I was hoping to be the one who guided them to your place the first time, but I need to clear the airstrip as soon as I can, just in case your dad wants to fly out today."

"Actually, you'll have lots of time to clear the strip.  First off, Dad won't be flying out in his plane today, instead he'll be flying with us to the lease and secondly, we'll be quite a while loading the chopper.  Besides I've hired a couple of other guys that I can get out there to help us.  Say, talking about extra guys, what ever happened to that kid who came down from White Out, did he quit or something?"

"You mean Ben?  He's still around, but I haven't had much for him to do until this storm came up.  He's already out running the regular plow today and I'll be using the big snow blower, but it takes a while before the gearbox on the blower warms up."

"Okay, I'll let you go Harry, but don't forget to call Russ and Liz."

"Will do, Tom."

Tom had just hung up from talking to Harry when the phone rang again, so he grabbed it, "Hello, Tom Dunn here."

"Hi, Tom, it's Alvin.  I'm sorry to bother you, but Arnie and I have a little problem.  We've been renting a basement suite on a week by week basis and our landlord just told us that he'd like us to move out this weekend, so we're in a bind.  It seems the landlord's kid just lost his job in Vancouver, but he has a wife and a kid himself, so he's moving back home and the landlord really needs us to move out.

"The problem is rentals in this town are slim to none.  Saturday is the first of the month, so everything that was available is gone and with this blizzard even the motel is full right now.  I can't even find a decent camper for sale or I could toss that on the back of this piece of garbage pickup truck I bought, then we could live in that.  So it looks like there's no way we're going to be able to find a place to stay and I was wondering …" Alvin sighed heavily.  "Well, you and I were talking about jobs up at your lease, so I was wondering if we could move our gear into your warehouse and doss on the floor, just until we can find a way to get to Misery Flats.  It's not like Arnie and I haven't lived rough before or anything, and we wouldn't be there for all that long.  I mean if the cops asked us why we were there we could tell them we were night watchmen or something …"

"Unfortunately I can't let you stay in that warehouse overnight because it would invalidate the insurance, but I'm sure we can come up with an alternate option or two," Tom said quickly, thinking of a suggestion or two right away.  "Actually, since the forecast is for good weather for several days I was going to call you and ask the two of you if you'd like to start that job up on the lease a few weeks early.  There's my cabin to live in for now and we can fly in all of your belongings as well as any supplies you need, so that's no problem.  A second option would be to fly you to Misery Flats so you could stay with your folks.  If neither of those options suit you, I'm sure we can find a place for you to stay for the next while."

"Well to be honest I'd rather work and so would Arnie, but are you sure you can fly us in today?"

"I probably could," Tom grinned.  "Only since I need to start getting supplies, equipment and other gear up there, I think I'll get Russ and Liz to fly us all in using the Chinook.  I'm taking in a load of material to do some finishing touches on the cabin, but if you want to go up there and work, I'll throw in some food too.  It's up to you, but I want to be out of here before noon."

"Give us an hour and we can be ready to go, with all our gear packed and ready to load into the chopper." Alvin said shortly.

"Okay, I'll meet you at the airstrip then."

"Gotcha, Boss.  See ya there." Alvin snapped, then Tom heard him say four more words before the phone disconnected,  "ARNIE - BUG OUT!  NOW!"

Tom was grinning as he hung up his phone and his dad looked at him questioningly.

"I'm not losing it, Dad," Tom's grin widened.  "I just hired two guys to work up on the lease and they sound excited to do it. The two of them know what they're getting into too, because they both lived up in that area before they went into the army.  Only they clued me in to another problem that could crop up, so now I'll have to make another phone call or two."

Tom's grin faded as he dialled the phone.

"Bear Creek Realty.  This is Clarisa, how may I help you." a woman's voice answered.

"Hi, Tom Dunn here, I'd like to talk to Adam if I could, please?"

"Right away, Mr. Dunn," and just seconds later Adam was on the line.

"Good morning, Tom."

"Hi, Adam.  I was just talking to some friends about the rental situation in this town and as you know I'll have half a dozen families moving here this spring, so I thought I'd better see what I could do about temporary housing for them.  I noticed that there's a condo development being built on the west side of town and I was wondering; have all of those units been sold already?"

"I don't think they have, but I can check if you want.  Just a moment, please." Adam said and Tom could here him quietly talk to someone else, then papers being shuffled.  "It seems there are still five units available.  Are you interested in buying some of them?"

"Yes, we'll buy all five, probably through TF Dunn, Property Division, but title may be switched to White Out at a later date, I don't know which is better at the moment.  Set it up with Charlie and Ann would you?  I'm tied up today and maybe tomorrow, but I'll be here on Friday for sure since Ann takes over the Morgenstern property then and Mrs. Morgenstern insists I have to be there for some reason.  Do me a favour and see about a mortgage on those condos with no more than a quarter down.  In fact I'd prefer less, then it won't tie up so much of my available cash."

"Okay, I can do that."

"Thanks, Adam, I'll check in with you soon, but by Friday at the latest.  Now, I'm sorry to run on you, but I'm under the gun today.  I'll talk to you in a day or two."

Tom barely waited for Adam to say goodbye before he hit the disconnect on the phone, then began dialling again.

"Galliards' Groceries.  This is Martin English, may I help you?"

"Hi Martin, Tom Dunn here.  I need you to have your people gather up some groceries for me and I'll drop by to pick them up.  I've got two men going up to my lease and I need to provide them with provisions for a couple of weeks.  I think you know the sort of things I order for up there and I do apologise, but this is a rush."

"Yes, Tom." Martin chuckled.  "Why don't I just get together a quarter size order of what you usually purchase?  I can have that all packaged in boxes or containers and have it ready for you inside of thirty minutes."

"Wonderful, I'll see you shortly," Tom smiled as he hung up the phone again, then turned to his dad.  "Let's go eat, then we can let everyone in on the plans for our day."

During breakfast Tom told Sandy about Mrs. Morgenstern's call and explained what she wanted and he explained that he'd prefer if the meeting was on Friday morning.  Then he told everyone what he was planning to do that day, but he didn't expect the fuss that his plans created.  For some reason his mom wasn't certain the Chinook was safe because it had been built from the parts of two wrecks and she didn't care if it had been okayed by a government inspector.  Meanwhile Ann was upset that they were planning to go on a hundred mile flight just the day after a blizzard had blown through the area, so she didn't trust the weather forecast.  What seemed to disturb those two the most was that Sandy and Laura weren't worried once they found out that Russ and Liz were flying the chopper and that Alvin and Arnie were going to be along.  In fact it was Laura that shot down their reservations.

"Kelly, weren't you the one who commented that the cops in this town treated Tom like he was royalty?" Laura asked quietly and at a nod from Tom's mom, she smiled.  "Well, the four people Tom and Jack will be flying with probably rate Tom to be about twice as important as the cops do.  Alvin and Arnie think Liz walks on water, but Liz feels she and Russ were rescued from bankruptcy by Tom and Jack, so she regards them the same way the two army guys regard her.  So the four people they're going flying with won't let anything bad happen to them since Liz wouldn't like it and her word is law to those folks.  But, what's most important is that Liz is pregnant and she wouldn't do anything to risk the health of the baby she's carrying, so if she's flying in that helicopter, she's darn sure it's safe."

"Not only that, but after the chopper was repaired they flew it over six hundred miles to get it here and she was saying that she felt completely safe in it.  After all she had the mechanic who did the repairs riding with her and on top of that, it had been certified airworthy by a safety inspector who is qualified to federal government standards," Ann added.

That was the end of that discussion!

Of course there was more discussion when Tom told Ann about buying the condos and even more talk when he told Sandy that he wanted to take the male cat along and leave him at the cabin.  Actually she was glad to get the cat out of the house, since she'd heard that some tomcats liked to kill kittens and she didn't want that to happen to Ebony's brood.  Only the cat didn't want to be caught, so it took all six of them to corner Stripes and put him in a cat carrier.  Then Tom had to stop at the grocery store on the way to the airstrip, which wasted a little more time.

The only problem with all those minor details was the time it had taken, so Tom and his dad didn't get to the airstrip until almost half an hour later than he had planned.  At least they had beaten the delivery of the semitrailers which was really the only important consideration.  When they did arrive Tom was pleased to see that his crew were self starters.  The area in front of the shipping containers and hangers had been plowed and any snow the plow had missed near the entrances and doorways had been shovelled away.  The Chinook had been moved out of the hanger, then parked near the containers and Russ and Liz were in the chopper, idling the engines to warm them up.  Alvin and Arnie were shovelling snow away from the doors of the office building and Tom assumed that Harry and Ben were driving the snow blower and snowplow, clearing drifts from the airstrip.

As soon as Tom had parked, Russ came hurrying over to him.

"Hi, Tom.  What all are we hauling today?  Just so I know how to balance out the load."

"Well, the first thing is a bulldozer.  Just a second and I'll give you the specs on it, because if it's too heavy we'll have to get the S64 down here to do the job," Tom smiled and opened his briefcase.  "I think you can haul it.  It weighs sixteen thousand pounds and it's nine feet high, but that height is because of the rollover protection cab."

"We can sling that underneath and still have over four thousand pounds of leeway," Russ said instantly.  "How many of us are flying up there?"

"Counting you and Liz there'll be six or seven, depending on whether Harry flies with us or not, why?"

"Because that's another twelve or thirteen hundred pounds off the payload."

"Damn, I forgot to take passengers into account and that's stupid, because I used to be a bushpilot," Tom frowned, then scratched his head.  "Okay, I guess that means we'll take a different sort of load today and fly the dozer in tomorrow.  By the way how are you doing for fuel?"

"We topped up the beast this morning," Russ grinned.  "Harry had a fuel truck waiting for us when Liz and I got here this morning.  I understand he and Jim made a deal with the local Shell dealer, so all we have to do is call and he'll have a truck out here in an hour.  To be honest, I was astonished that they had jet fuel available here at Bear Creek."

"That's what you get when you work for White Out, top of the line service," Tom winked at him, then grew sober.  "Okay, we'll be making a round trip of under two hundred miles each time, but only loaded on the way in, so how many trips can you make on a fill up?"

"One easily, but it depends on how high we have to fly, what the flight conditions are like and how heavy we are.  I doubt if we could make two return trips on one fill,"   Russ frowned.  "We can easily make the first return trip and then work out a decent estimate from that."

"Well, our load might be a bit lighter load than normal this time, but we also have a detour we need to make, which means an extra landing and takeoff.  Alvin and Arnie want to see their folks and we fly within a few miles of their folks' place, so I figure we can spend a few minutes there on a beautiful day like this.  If nothing else it'll give the whole darn town of Misery Flats something to gossip about for weeks," Tom grinned.

"Liz will like meeting their folks, but that doesn't tell me anything about the load we'll be carrying," Russ gently chided.

"Honestly the most I can tell you is that we'll be carrying supplies and materials.  I can give you an estimate of weights, but nothing close to exact measurements," Tom sighed.  "For instance there are forty sheets of 3/8 plywood that needs to be installed over the subfloor of the cabin.  I don't even know what one sheet weighs, probably thirty to thirty-five pounds, so I'd estimate the pile weighs roughly fifteen to eighteen hundred pounds, say a ton at the outside.  Then I've got another forty sheets of birch panelling for the ceiling, probably another eight hundred pounds, but the ladders and scaffold would bring it up to a thousand.  You could add another hundred pounds for nails and screws, but that's just guessing.  Because I wasn't planning to take any building materials out to the lease this soon, I haven't had a chance to measure any weights, but I can't expect Alvin and Arnie to stay cooped up in the cabin with nothing to do either.  My original plan was just
to have you fly the dozer out there with the bunch of us along so everyone could see the place.  I planned to throw a tarp over the dozer and we'd all come back to town.  Unfortunately that plan got scrapped because Alvin and Arnie were virtually evicted this morning and when I offered them a job out at the lease, they jumped at the chance."

"Ahh, now I understand,"   Russ nodded.  "By the way, where is this bulldozer?"

"It's coming in by truck and was supposed to be here about now,"  Tom looked up the road toward town and pointed.  "There it is, right on time.  The two rigs with containers on the trailers are mine, but I'll add the tractors and trailers to White Out's fleet for the big move, then I might sell them.  The loads are all mine and most of that needs to be shifted to the lease, but it needs to be sorted first, then containers and all will need to be shipped.  The lo-boy trailer with the load under tarps has to be unloaded right away, because the truck and trailer belong to Dunn-Redding and the driver has a load to pick up in Kamloops to go to Calgary.  Now, I'd better get down there to show the drivers where to park."

Half an hour later the two trailers and containers were parked next to the other containers and the trucks were unhooked, then parked in one of the T-hangers for the time being.  While Tom and the two drivers were doing that, the driver of the third unit was unloading the dozer, a bobcat and two forklifts from the Dunn-Redding trailer with the help of Alvin and Arnie.

"Two forklifts, Tom?" Alvin asked.

"Yeah, the battery powered unit will be used at my warehouse in town and the diesel powered unit stays here at the airstrip.  That bobcat should have both forks and a bucket stowed somewhere, so that's what we'll be using up at the lease instead of a forklift."

"Unh, Boss, that bobcat can't weigh much more than a couple of tons.  The chopper could handle it and seven tons of supplies in one load," Russ said quietly.  "It has decent tread on the tires and if you've got a blade or a bucket, it should work okay in the snow, shouldn't it?"

"Yeah, my little plateau is usually windswept and relatively snow free, so that might work.  Good idea, Russ, but let's see how the two containers were packed because the forks and bucket may be stowed in them," Tom said thoughtfully.  "In any case I think we'll take along some shovels just to be on the safe side, because we might have to shovel a path and carry everything to the cabin."

As soon as they were unloaded, the guys parked the dozer and the two forklifts in one of the hangers, then the last machine off the lo-boy trailer was the bobcat.  As soon as the lo-boy trailer was unloaded, the rig had driven away with all three Dunn-Redding drivers on board, then Tom's crew set to work deciding how to load the chopper.  The first job was to unlock and open both of the containers that had come from Calgary.  They found the forklift attachment and a small removable front end scoop for the first bobcat in one of the containers.

Ten minutes later they had those bobcat parts out and fitted, then rigged the machine to sling it under the Chinook.  After that they loaded the containers and boxes of groceries Tom had bought that morning.  Then they loaded 40 sheets of 3/8 inch fir plywood to cover the subflooring in the cabin as well as another 40 sheets of prefinished birch panelling to use on the ceiling.  Next they loaded all the parts for a sectional aluminum scaffold, a 24-foot aluminum extension ladder and an 8-foot stepladder.

Russ estimated they were still well below load limits, so Tom opened the second container he'd had at the airstrip.  The first item everyone saw was a pallet loaded with a dozen new 12-volt car batteries in their original boxes, several solar panels that were also boxed and a few rolls of wire along with several boxes of switches, fans and lights.  A second pallet was loaded with a brand new portable generator, various electrical tools and a new short wave radio.  Beside that was new short-wave antenna, plus the parts for a 40-foot high bolt-together tower, both in unopened boxes.  Behind those they could see a cement mixer, wheelbarrows as well as various other tools and supplies.  Then there were sixteen 45-gallon plastic barrels that Tom planned to use to build a dock.  In fact there were probably more supplies and materials stored in that second container than there had been in the first one, but Tom just stood looking at all the items in front of him with a slight
frown.

"What's wrong, Tom?" Alvin asked quietly.

"Well, I have all these supplies and tools that need to go up to the cabin, and we have space for most of them in the chopper, but I don't have anywhere to store them safely.  Now the place is isolated and the few people I've met up there seem to be trustworthy, but it only takes one bad apple to ruin things and I'd hate to haul all this stuff up there just to have it stolen.  I know it's only a few thousand bucks, but having it ripped off would really annoy me.  My insurance agent was quite specific that if no one was living at the cabin and things weren't locked inside the cabin or a secure shed, my insurance for theft is no good.  That's why I bought a prefab shed which is stored in the first container we opened and was supposed to be on the first load.  Only we can't build that until we can set it on a solid foundation, so I didn't plan to load it today."

"Well, Boss, you offered us a job starting today so we plan on staying up at your mine to work for you," Arnie grinned.  "Tiny and I aren't about to run off, so you''ll have someone there to look after your property from now on, no problem!"

"Arnie's right, Tom.  The only thing I would ask is that we detour by Misery Flats on the way so I can say 'Hi' to my maw for a few minutes and tell her we're going to be neighbours.  I imagine Arnie would like to see his old man too.  We decided a week or two ago that it was taking too much money to stay here for the winter, so up until we met you we were thinking of buying some better tires for the truck and driving to Misery Flats.  As far as the work is concerned, I've installed flooring and panelling before and I know Arnie can do all the electrical and radio stuff for you.  All you have to do is tell us what to do and we'll handle the job.  We don't need a babysitter."

"Oh, I'm sure you two can take care of yourselves.  That's not my problem at all," Tom chuckled, then sighed softly.  "I could definitely give you enough work to keep you busy, but there are a lot of things that I want to do myself - well, at least I'd like to be on hand to plan out some of the work.  Now before you get upset, I'm not questioning your ability, I'm just admitting that I'm fussy about some things and want them done in a specific way.  In other words I'd like to be there so I can be sure of how some jobs are done, then they won't screw up things I plan to do in the future.  My two main problems are time and circumstance.  Unfortunately I can't afford to go up there and stay for a week or two right now, because I have too many irons in the fire here in Bear Creek.  So, what we'll do is load the solar panels, the 12 volt batteries, the containers of battery acid, the rolls of wire, the boxes of switches, lights and fans, the portable generator, the electrical
tools, the new shortwave radio, the antenna and the parts of the antenna tower.  Oh, add those two snow shovels and a pair of scoop shovels to that as well, we may need those if the snow has piled up near the cabin."

"If we stop at that, then load those batteries and acid containers at the front and shift the rest of the load forward, we can load the bobcat in the back of the chopper instead of hauling it on cables," Russ said quickly.  "That would make landing and taking off at Misery Flats a lot easier to do."

"Good, lets do it that way then," Tom nodded and glanced at his watch, then frowned.  "Dang, it's going to be lunch time before we get all this stuff loaded."

"I'm not able to help much here, so I could go to town and pick up some sandwiches and drinks while you're loading the last of this stuff, then we could eat on the way," Tom's dad offered.  "I noticed the local Subway restaurant was open as we drove by on the way out here."

"That's a great idea, Dad!" Tom smiled at him and reached for his wallet.

"Forget it, Tom, lunch is my treat for giving me a ride in your new chopper," Jack waved him off, then asked loudly.  "Anyone have any special orders for their sub or drinks?  I'm buying."

It took a few minutes for Jack to work out what everyone wanted, but even while he was doing that, Russ was giving orders about what he wanted loaded next and where it was going to go.  At the same time Liz was inside the chopper shifting and strapping down the items that were already in place.

Then Russ glanced at the bobcat and frowned heavily.  "Dammit, boss, this thing is too tall to fit inside.  The roll cage just won't fit."

"So, let's take the roll cage off for now, there are only few bolts and a half dozen locking pins holding it in place.  we can load it separately, then we'll put it on when we get it to the site," Tom shrugged.  "Arnie, there's an air wrench over in the main hanger, why don't you take this bobcat over there and strip off the safety cage?  Make sure nothing is too high or too wide to drive it up the ramp and into the chopper.  Oh yeah, take the forks off too, please.  We'll load both the scoop and forks separate for now and install whichever one we need when we get there."

"I'll give him a hand," Harry offered.

With Tom and Alvin shifting things, Russ packing them in place and Liz tying them down, loading went very quickly.  In fact they had the chopper all loaded, including the stripped down bobcat, and the containers and vehicles were all closed and locked up before Jack was back from town with their lunches.  They all took a short break to eat and have a bathroom break, then it was time for everyone but Ben to climb aboard for the trip.

All Tom could do was grin.  His crew had done far more than he expected in much less time than he had thought possible.  Besides, he was going back to visit his little slice of paradise, his home 'beyond the mirror' beside 'the wall of gold.'




Chapter 19

Even with all the shifting and shuffling they'd had to go through, the chopper was loaded and everyone was aboard for the trip shortly after noon.  Russ lifted them tentatively and rose about five or ten feet, then set the chopper back on the ground so they could unstrap the bobcat, shift it and part of the rear load forward a couple of feet, then strap it back down again.  He gave a thumbs up on the second lift though and they were on their way.

"Sorry about that, Boss.  The old gal was loaded a bit tail heavy and that makes these beasts a bitch to fly," Russ grinned and winked at Tom who was sitting in the navigator's seat right behind Liz for the moment.

"I thought you did a marvellous job of balancing the load since I wasn't a lot of help with my estimate of weights," Tom grinned back.  "I can see you've done this sort of thing before though."

"Yeah, Liz and I have handled some dillies," Russ sighed, then looked a little guilty.  "But Boss, what I did is really frowned on and if it ever got back to the powers that be, I'd be in deep doo-doo, so please forget what you just saw happen.  What we're going to have to do in the future is work out the weight of our cargo before we bring it on board, then we can balance the load properly."

"Well, I doubt if we'll have too many inspectors around, but I'll do better with weights the next time, especially since Harry does have a set of scales we can use," Tom said, almost apologetically.

"You mean White Out has a decent set of scales at the Bear Creek airstrip that will handle anything up to a ton and we can use those scales whenever we need them," Harry corrected him with a grin.

"Okay, I stand corrected, boss," Tom grinned and winked at him.  "Remember, I'm just the customer today, but I seem to be having a hard time getting across the idea that I'm not acting as a shareholder in the business right now.  All of you White Out people are going to have to get accustomed to the idea that I don't run the business, Jim and Harry do, depending on which airstrip we're using that day."

"Yeah, we know," Russ sighed, "but it's going to take some time to get used to the idea."

"This whole friggin' outfit is gonna take some gettin' useta," Alvin bellowed from the jump seat behind Tom.

"Yeah, the chopper and the weather reminds me of Afghanistan, but the scenery is sure nicer," Arnie added.  "The company is a whole lot easier to take too, and a guy could get spoiled flyin' like this, but not worryin' about stray bullets zingin' by near your ears."

"So who's going to be navigator today?" Liz asked, "And why don't you all put on a headset so we can chat without yelling?"

"I guess I'll be navigator, if Tom doesn't mind," Harry said, getting a nod from Tom.  "He'd probably have you following his route along a mule trail, but instead of that, why don't you aim for that pass you see about ten degrees off to the right."

Tom did try to pick out the trail he and the Dumont's had used and succeeded in finding one section to point out to the others, but even as he pointed to the area an avalanche roared down across it.

"I wonder if we caused that?" Jack asked.

"It's possible, I suppose," Russ answered. "We're a bit high for the sound of the chopper to set off avalanches, but I've seen it happen before.  There are times when the snow is just barely hanging on and the repetitive sound the chopper makes when we're flying over is enough to set one off.  That's something you learn to watch out for when you're landing and taking off in an area where there's a danger of slides.  It's just one more thing that makes flying in winter a touch more exciting than normal."

Since five of the seven people on the chopper were pilots, that comment led to a discussion about winter flying and as a result the trip to Misery Flats seemed to pass very quickly.  When they did arrive over the town, Alvin had Liz land on the roadway that led through town instead of in the deep snow of the field behind his mother's house.  That set off quite a circus though, because no one had thought to call ahead to let anyone know they were coming until a few minutes before they landed.  Even then the only people Alvin talked to on the CB were his mom and Hank Anderson.  Several of the locals must have been listening in on their CB radios though, because only moments after they landed the chopper was surrounded by people.

Since they'd agreed that they couldn't stay in town very long, Tom slipped away from the main group after saying 'Hi' to Hattie and Hank, then walked over to talk to Harvey Bartlett.

"Hello Harvey, how are you doing?"

"Hello Tom.  Health wise I'm doing fine, but my business isn't doing so well," Harvey nodded toward the chopper.  "It looks like you're doing well though.  That helicopter can haul quite a bit more than your two mules did, so I guess you found a gold mine after all?"

"Yeah, I've got a small mine and a mineral lease up above the Mirror, so I might be bringing in a few people, but I heard a rumour that you might be thinking of closing your store."

"Well, I'm barely hanging on," Harvey sighed.  "Between high shipping costs and fewer customers every year, the business isn't doing well at all."

"That's not good, but since I've inherited some trucks, planes and choppers, I could probably cut down your shipping costs if I could lease some property nearby.  It would be a lot cheaper for me to bring in the supplies I'll be needing by semi-trailer, then transfer them to choppers here, rather than flying everything in from Bear Creek.  The ideal would be to have lakefront property, so I could land a floatplane here as well though.  I can almost guarantee that you'll have more business if I do set up something of that sort."

Harvey grinned at that and shook his head;  "I suppose you know that my grampa homesteaded a quarter section of land that borders Lonesome Lake, don't you?  That's only a few miles out of town and I could probably be talked into either leasing or selling a section of the lakefront and an easement for an access road.  I don't think I want to sell the whole place though, since the lake provides water for the whole town and I have a fellow raising beef cattle out there too."

"I've never even heard of Lonesome Lake.  Where's that at?"

"Well, when you hiked in from the Mirror with your mules, you had to hike along the edge of my place on Lonesome Lake for a short distance.  You'd have been on the north side of the lake since the trail leads along the edge of my property, which is about four miles out of town.  Do you remember seeing a big fenced meadow up there?"

"Not at the moment I don't, but then that was a couple of years ago and my mind was probably on other things," Tom grinned.  "For one thing, I was fighting off a bad case of gold fever about that time.  I didn't say anything at the time, but I'd already staked a claim, only I hadn't registered it yet so I was being secretive."

"Well do you remember when the trail widens out a bit and becomes a road?  There's a big gate in a barbed wire fence and you'd have been walking on a fairly well travelled dirt road the rest of the way into town."

"Oh, I know where that is," Tom nodded when Harvey mentioned the gate and the fence.  "That area sounds promising, but how about acreage nearer town as well, at least for the time being?" Tom asked.  "Do you know of a place where I could park a couple of semi-trailers within the next week or two?  I'd need to be able to land a chopper there though, and with this much snow I'd want to be fairly close to town, but I don't want to have to land on the street like we did today."

"Huh, since half of the town is abandoned, you could find an empty lot or two in just about any part of town," Harvey snorted.  "This is an unincorporated area, so you could pick up a small acreage near town for peanuts, which would probably suit you better.  Hattie has about ten or twelve acres right here for instance, but there are several other places with easier access for trucks.  In fact the next piece of land up the road from Hattie's is abandoned."

Tom really didn't want to be landing helicopters too near any houses on a regular basis though, since their noise disturbed people, so he suggested they head even further out to have a look at property.  About half a mile further on they found a large lot sitting on a knoll which was somewhat wind swept and had less snow than was covering the acreages nearer town.  Tom arranged to lease that acreage as a place to park the two semis as soon as the road was plowed, but he steered clear of owning the property for the time being.  After all, he might not need it for long because as well he made a tentative offer to either buy or lease part of the quarter section of land that Harvey Bartlett owned bordering on Lonesome Lake.  Finally just before they left town he swapped phone numbers with Harvey so they could keep in contact.  That way Harvey could warn Tom about weather and road conditions or he could call Tom if anyone in the community needed help.  As well as that Tom could
let him know when a truck was coming in, then they could include a few supplies on the incoming load, which would top-up Harvey's stock while reducing his shipping costs.

When they lifted off out of town and flew toward the lease, Tom had Russ overfly Lonesome Lake, then asked Harry to look it over and see if the little lake could be used to land a float-plane.

"I think it would work for a ski-plane even now," Harry said tentatively when he saw the small lake.  "To be honest though I'd like to see the lake when it isn't covered with deep snow to be sure if it would be safe to land there.  There might be trees, bushes or some other problem hidden under the snow and ice in the winter.  By the way, is that a farm I see down there and is it occupied?"

"Yeah, Harvey has a guy living there who raises a few cattle and some hogs, then a few times a year they butcher one or two of the animals.  I don't think he sells that meat in his store though," Tom shrugged.  "I think any meat he sells in the store has to be inspected and I doubt if he'd get an inspector to come out here for only one or two animals."

"You're probably right there," Harry agreed.  "Now we're a bit off of the course I usually use to fly in to your lease, Tom.  Would you like to take over the job of navigation for the rest of the trip?"

"Actually I'd like it if we could fly along the trail that I use when I hike out to Misery Flats or Bear Creek," Tom nodded.  "I know there are probably avalanches along there in the snowy season, but I'm wondering if we might be able to widen the trail enough to be able to use ATVs on it in the summer."

"Actually you could widen almost any trail that an ATV can use until it would be wide enough to take a jeep and a trailer, Tom," Arnie suggested.  "All you'd need is another foot or two."

"Only if you disregard weight and turning radius, Arnie," Tom frowned.  "Eventually we might have to cut in a road, but I don't want to get carried away and spend a lot of time building one this year.  Instead what I was thinking of doing was looking at the trail I used before to see how much work it would take to widen it just enough to make it easier to travel.  If we can work out a way to get a road wide enough for an ATV through that would be great, but even improving it enough to make an easier trip with a mule-train would be good."

Tom told Russ and Liz where to head, but the attempt to see anything worthwhile from the Chinook was a waste of time.  In the first place the Chinook wasn't built to be an observation platform and the view out of the round side windows was extremely limited.  Then too, if they flew low enough for Tom to make out where the trail ran the downdraft from the chopper stirred up too much of the fresh snow for him to see any detail.  Then if they flew high enough not to disturb the snow, Tom had a hard time even seeing the trail.  In the end Tom told Russ to fly through the pass at a higher and safer altitude and didn't bother wasting any more time looking for signs of the trail.  As a result it only took a few more minutes for them to fly through the pass and they came out just upstream of the top end of Mirror Lake.

Tom pointed out the fault line that formed legal boundary of the lower end of his lease so everyone had a good view of the cliffs near the end of the lake.  Then he had Russ fly upstream above the river gorge that drained from the upper escarpment and led to the main part of his lease.  After pointing out the small lake where Harry normally landed, Tom had Russ gain even more altitude so they could see the plateau where he lived and the cliff behind his mine.  Finally Tom was able to see his log cabin, but Liz saw it first and drew in a sharp breath at what she noticed.

"Tom, it looks like you might have trespassers in your cabin, there's smoke coming from the chimney," she said sharply.

"Oh dang, I forgot about that.  Before I left here last December I gave Johnny Bowman permission to stay in the cabin so he could do some trapping this winter," he said just as Liz commented on the smoke.  "I doubt if that's going to cause any problems though.  He's a nice guy and I'm sure he'll get along well with everyone."

"Well, looking at how big the place is, there's sure room for more than three of us there, Tom," Alvin commented. 

"Yeah, Boss.  That ain't a little cabin, it's a two-story log house!" Arnie agreed.  "I like the idea that you built it back against the cliff that way.  With the trees on one side and the rock face at your back you're sure sheltered from a lot of the winds."

Tom didn't comment on that, since he was looking at the two snowmobiles parked near the front door of the cabin and watching as two figures came rushing outside when they heard the chopper.  One was definitely Johnny, but the other was obviously a woman and Tom didn't recognise her.  The next few moments passed in a flurry as Tom had Russ and Liz land the chopper on the plateau, but well away from the cabin.  However, as they swept in over the area all sight of the couple and the cabin disappeared in the miniature snowstorm stirred up as the downdraft blew around the top layer of freshly fallen snow.  The two pilots set about shutting down the bird then, beginning by lowering the ramp at the rear of the chopper to allow Harry, Alvin and Arnie to start preparing to unload the cargo.  Meanwhile, as soon as the mini-blizzard had settled, Tom and his Dad headed toward the cabin.

"I'm not sure if I agree with Arnie about the way you've positioned your cabin," Jack said with a frown.  "Aren't you worried about a snow cornice building up on the edge of the cliff, then having it break free and fall on your roof?"

"Nope, in the first place the roof has rough cut 2x12's on twelve inch centers for rafters and those were sheathed over with two-inch lumber so the roof will take a huge snow load.  Secondly, the snow doesn't seem to build up on that section of cliff for some reason - I think it's the shape of the rock face, but if you look at the other end of the cliff you can see the snow built up above the entrance to the mine.  I don't even go close to that area for most of the winter," Tom was going to say more, but just then Johnny interrupted their conversation.

"Klahowya Tillicum, big Tom!" Johnny shouted.  "Wha'd'ya do, draft t'army ta fly ya in?"

"Hiya Johnny, you might not believe it, but I own that machine.  It's a long story, but to shorten it up a lot, I bought the mineral lease on this area, then the old guy who originally owned the lease died and left me a lot of shares in a flight business," Tom answered as he grabbed Johnny's hand to shake it as they 'man-hugged' and slapped each other on the back with their other hands.

When they parted Tom introduced Johnny and his father; "Johnny Bowman, this is my dad, Jack Dunn, but who's your friend."

"Hiya, Jack," Johnny said as he and Jack shook hands.  "Ya got yerself one helluva a son an' a bloody good neighbour.  Now, I'd like ya ta meet my gal, April White Stone from Manitoba.  She come out here ta check out our backgrount fer da Métis Council last fall, but her an' me hit it off - big time.  We got hitched at New Years, so dis trappin' trip has bin our honeymoon.  T'be honest, we was just cleanin' up an' packin' up, gettin' ready ta head back ta da Bluff cuz trappin' ain't bin so good, too dang many wolves an' wolverines what robbed our traps.  Den dat last snow storm put a cap on it, so we wuz out dis mornin' pullin da last o' our traps.  If you'da come tomorra we'da prob'ly bin gone."

"Hi, April," Tom shook her hand, but to his surprise she wasn't satisfied with a handshake and she hugged him as well.

"I made you a gift for being so nice and letting us stay here," she grinned and blushed as she pulled back and looked up at his face.  "I hope you don't mind, but I used a bunch of the quills off your porcupine skin and some of your moose hide too.  If that's a problem, you can blame Johnny for telling me that it'd be okay."

"Hey, April showers, are ya tryin' ta rain on my parade and git me inta trouble?" Johnny teased her.

"Well, you got me into trouble," April patted her belly and teased right back.  "But at least you made an honest woman outta me - after you knocked me up."

Jack and Tom looked at each other and rolled their eyes, not exactly sure what to say or do, but just then Arnie started up the bobcat and backed it part way out of the chopper.  That little disturbance saved them from having to comment in any way since everyone looked to see what made the sound.

"What da blazes?" Johnny stared in surprise.

"Oh, I brought in a couple of guys to work here as well as that machine, some material, some equipment and a few supplies," Tom grinned, then noticed Liz coming their way, carrying the cat cage.  "April, meet Liz, one of my pilots.  She's pregnant too, so you two have something in common to talk about.  She's got my cat, but he's not an outdoor cat, so we'd better get him into the cabin before he freezes."

"Oh boy, this could get fun, because Johnny brought you a ferret as a gift," April rolled her eyes.  "I dunno how the two of them will work out."

"Aw, if'n they don't git along we kin take Houdini back wit' us," Johnny shrugged his shoulders.  "He kin take care o' hisself anyway an' besides, he's always got along wit' da cats at home.  But, if'n da two'n 'em kin live wit' each uder, Tom'll have a mouse proof cabin.  By t'way, Hiya Liz an' howdya git tangled up wit' Tom anyways."

While Johnny, April and Liz got to know a bit about each other, Tom took the cat carrier and headed inside with Jack, but the others followed along.  The cat was happy to get out of his carrier, but he'd hardly taken a step before there was a rustle from the pile of packs and other belongings Johnnie and April had stacked along the wall near the door, then the ferret appeared.  As soon as he was fully out of the cage, the cat took one look at the ferret and charged, but Houdini was even faster than the cat.  He waited until the cat was ready to pounce, then leaped over the cat and spun to face him again.  For the next few minutes they leaped, bounced, raced and prowled all over that cabin from end to end and top to bottom, but to Tom's surprise it was the cat who finally called a halt to the action.  He leaped up onto the moose-hide sling chair that Tom had made for Sandy and settled down there, but his eyes never left the slinking ferret who appeared to be trying to tease the cat
into playing even more.

"Well, that was entertaining, but I think it's time to unload the chopper, which means we need some space to stack the building material and supplies that need to come inside," Tom announced, glancing around the room and noticing that it was clean and neat.  "April, I'm impressed with how clean and tidy the place is.  You've done a good job of looking after the cabin while you stayed here."

"It wasn't hard, we just cleaned up after ourselves if we messed things up a bit.  We had three whole days of blizzard though, which made cleaning up easy. We didn't dare go far from the house, so we had to do something to keep busy.  That's when I finished making you a pair of kamiks, which are almost the same as what most folks call mukluks," April smiled and handed Tom a pair of native style, knee-high mocassins that had been decorated with chevron beading made from porcupine quills.  "These are made with moose-hide soles, and meant for hunting in the winter, but they won't last too long if you wear them once the snow is gone.  They ain't fancy or nothing, so they're meant to be worn."

"Wow.  I'm impressed.  Thank you.  They look something like the ones I saw in the Yukon in the Dene villages when I was up there," Tom smiled as he looked them over closely.  "The style is similar, but the beading is a lot different."

"That's probably because one of my grannies is an Inuit and that's why I call these kamics." April grinned.  "I did the shape and the beading more in granny's style than in Manitoba Cree style.  I don't think I've ever seen Dene beading."

"Well, I have a parka done in Dene style, but it's still in storage.  I got stuck in a Dene village by a whiteout a few years ago and I lived for a while with a Dene family.  During the time I was there, an old granny made me a parka out of a caribou hide with wolverine skin trim on the hood.  That has to be the warmest parka I've ever had, probably because she had cured the caribou hide with the fur still on it and she put that on the inside.  I'll show you that parka when I move up here and bring in all my stuff that I've got stored.  You and I are going to need to have a long talk about the different ways the elders did things like that, but for now we need to unload the chopper, so we need to make space for the material we brought along."

Then Tom walked over toward the wall opposite the entrance and began to move things to make some room, but while they were busy inside, the other half of the crew were hard at work outside.  There had been a foot or so of snow on the plateau, so the first thing Arnie had done was to put the front end scoop on the bobcat.  Next he cleared two paths to the cabin, one to the main door and one to enclosed area in former breezeway near the cliff.  Then he and Alvin swapped jobs and after changing the front end bucket for the lifting forks, Alvin began moving pallets from the chopper to the cabin.  In the next hour the whole group worked like beavers and unloaded everything from the chopper.  Supplies and materials that could be damaged by the frost went inside the cabin, but items that wouldn't be hurt by the cold were stored under the roofed area in the back or were stacked near the cliff and out of the way, then covered with tarps.

Of course having the doors to the cabin opening and closing as things were carried inside cooled the cabin a lot, but once the foodstuffs were carried inside Liz and April began putting them away.  At the same time they added wood in the stove, then put the coffee pot and tea kettle on to heat up.  By the time everything was unloaded and put away, the kitchen area was warm, both coffee and tea were ready to be served and everyone was glad to take a break.  That's when Tom was finally able to take the time to show his dad and the others around the cabin.

While he was doing that Tom showed Alvin and Arnie the improvements he wanted made and explained exactly how he wanted the jobs to be tackled and finished off.  As he said, he knew he was being fussy, but the cabin was his home and he didn't want to create any future problems by being hurried or slipshod on the projects that were being done now.

"Ain't so much that you're bein' fussy, boss.  Instead you're tellin' us how to do the jobs well and I take it as a compliment that you're trusting us to do them the way you would," Alvin shrugged.  "If you think you're fussy, you ain't never been in the Canadian military, or worked with Brits, who are even pickier.  That's when you learn what fussy really means."

It wasn't long before Russ mentioned that they should head back soon though, since he didn't really want to land at Bear Creek after dark.  By then Tom had been thinking about the whole situation and he suggested that since they were planning to come back the next day, Johnny and April might appreciate another night alone.  The two of them indicated that they'd rather have company.  Then Arnie threw Tom a curve ball by mentioning that both he and Alvin had airbrake experience and were licensed to drive semi-trailer trucks.

"That's great, but we don't know when the snowplow will clear the road to Misery Flats," Harry said instantly.

"Not only that, but we've got no way to clear a parking spot there to park the trucks when you get them to town," Tom added.  "I was thinking that we'll need to keep a second bobcat there in the future, then we'll have it available if we need it either in town or out at the lake, that is if we end up using the lake to land float-planes.  Right at the moment I'm not to sure if that's a good idea or not, since it means an additional investment of time and money with little benefit."

"Well, the first thing you should know is Lonesome Lake ain't natural," Arnie said quickly.  "A bunch of miners built the dam there not long after gold was discovered in the area, but they did it so they could set up a set of flumes to use the water in their sluice boxes.  That was done at least ninety years ago and it's only an earth and rock-filled dam, made by dynamiting a cliff into Misery Creek.  With the dam being that old and darn poorly maintained for the last few years, you can't expect it to last forever."

"Oh, do you know if all the trees were cut from the area that would become lake bed before it was flooded?" Harry asked.

"What trees?" Alvin snorted.  "My grandad said that area was a swamp before, so all they did was raise the water level until it would run out through a rock cut they dynamited into one bank.  There's no sluiceway, just a gully in the side of a hill, but the water does flow over solid rock.  There might have been some willows around the outside of the swamp, but there wouldn't have been any big trees there."

"Yeah, but I still think the water has had a lot of years to erode its way through the fill in the dam," Arnie argued.

"Arnie, nothing will happen on that deal before spring, but I'll have someone check the dam out before I sign a lease, okay?  Thanks for the heads up on it though," Tom sighed.  "Right now I'm trying to modify my shipping plans to take advantage of that acreage I've leased in Misery Flats.  It'll be a lot cheaper to truck our supplies in that far and transfer them to the chopper there, rather than flying everything all the way from Bear Creek.  By the way, Russ, how much fuel do we have left in the Chinook after flying here?"

"Oh we have enough that we could haul in a light load from Misery Flats and still have a decent reserve to fly back to Bear Creek safely," Russ shrugged.  "Remember though, we weren't heavily loaded this time and I do have to stay within safety guidelines.  All it would take would be one strong headwind to screw us up, so having the same amount of fuel left at this point isn't guaranteed on all future flights."

"Okay, but what that means to me is that we could haul a light load from Bear Creek and then top up the load at Misery Flats before unloading here.  Then there'd be a good chance of having enough fuel to make a second trip back and forth from the Flats before heading home safely, wouldn't there?" Tom asked

"I think so, but I'm not sure and I'm not about to make any guesses on that score.  Remember, landing and taking off again takes a lot more fuel than flying straight through," Russ shook his head slowly.  "Let's make a few trips first and see what we find out about fuel consumption, okay?"

"Oh, no argument there," Tom nodded his head in agreement. "What we'll be bringing in tomorrow is a fairly heavy load, because we're going to bring in the little bulldozer and that's about eight tons.  I'll have the fuel topped up on the Chinook after each trip, so we'll have an idea of where we stand for fuel consumption.  Once we have that dozer here we can scrape out a level base for those two containers we have on the trailers at Bear Creek, then we can truck those to Misery Flats and shift them the rest of the way later."

"Umm, boss, we stored most of our gear in Liz and Russ's lockup at your warehouse this morning, so eventually that has to all come up here too," Arnie said quietly.  "Besides that we've got more stuff stored down at Misery Flats from before we went into the army.  All we really brought along from there today was a couple of rifles and some cold weather gear."

"That's probably a good thing because you two might be heading back to town with us tomorrow and staying for a few days.  You may be helping Sandy and I move next week, but more importantly you might be driving the trucks over to Misery Flats too," Tom nodded, then he paused and turned to face Johnny and April.  "Johnny, are you two busy for the rest of the winter and if not, how would you both like to stay here for a while?  I'll pay you to live here for a few weeks and act as caretakers.  I can see that I'm going to keep Arnie and Alvin bouncing from job to job for a while, but I want someone here to keep an eye on the place.  Since you're newlyweds, we can rig you up a bedroom on the other half of the top floor and hang some curtains or something for privacy so you'll have a bedroom of your own.  I don't want to put in any solid walls on the side that opens onto the main floor though, because we need to keep the place open for airflow.  I'll even make sure to bring
you a foam mattress like the one on my bed when we fly back tomorrow," he grinned and winked at April.

"No problem, we was plannin' ta stay here for another two, mebee t'ree weeks anyways, but dat was before the big blizzard blew t'rough," Johnny grinned.  "We've gotta go out den dough, 'cause April needs ta see Millie an' have a prenatal checkup, but dat trip'll only take a couple days.  After dat I ain't sure, 'cause it depends on when Dad an' me finds work.  I know CanFor is lookin' ta open a site in May, so I t'ink we'll prob'bly hafta leave here by mid April at da latest."

Once he knew the facts Tom was able to make a few decisions about who was doing what.  Arnie and Alvin were staying at the cabin that night, but only because the roll cage had to be reinstalled on the bobcat, then it needed to be tarped down properly in case of another snow storm.  Johnny and April would use the radio to call home later and let the Bowman family know they were staying at the cabin for a bit longer instead of heading back the next day.  Meanwhile the rest of the group headed for the Chinook and were soon on their way back to Bear Creek.



During the flight back Tom and his father spent much of the time talking about the various problems that Tom and his crew faced concerning supply and transportation.  Jack's main concern seemed to be the mound of mine tailings that Tom and Sandy had built up over the last two years when they had cherry picked the raw ore from the mine by hand.  There were several tons of broken rock there already, all of it loaded with traces of gold, but Tom insisted that he wasn't about to build a recovery plant on the lease because of possible pollution problems.  That meant the tailings had to be shipped out, which meant he needed to have a road and a haulage system of some sort.  It was unfortunate, but building a road and hauling away the relatively small amount of tailings that were produced by Tom's mine just weren't financially viable at that time.

Jack simply couldn't understand Tom's stubborn refusal to expand and develop his mine to it's full potential, but as Tom tried to explain, he simply didn't want to cause pollution in the area.  Not only that, but considering how isolated the lease was, there was no way to bring in the necessary electrical power to run a recovery plant.  After years of being involved in the servicing of oil wells and drill rigs at Dunn-Redding, Jack could understand the problems that Tom faced, so he really couldn't argue too hard.  Bringing in portable generators and fuel to run them was one more logistical nightmare and both Tom and Jack had seen the lack of fuel at an isolated site create major problems at one time or another.

However Tom was adamant that he wasn't willing to develop anything along those lines, so he tried to change the subject and almost stepped into a minefield.

"Well, other than the problem with the mine tailings, what do you really think of everything else I'm trying to do, Dad?" Tom asked.

"I'm not exactly sure," Jack said quietly.  "Just what are you setting out to do?  When I first spoke to you, I was under the impression that your mine was the main point of your operation up on your lease, but now it seems to me that you're reducing that to a secondary position now.  Are you planning on setting things up to have a semi-permanent residence there instead?"

"Yup.  If we could, Sandy and I would like to live up there for eight or nine months of the year and thanks to Serge's generosity we may be able to do that.  The collateral I inherited from him has changed our whole attitude toward life.  We love living up on the lease, but we enjoy our time in Bear Creek almost as much.  What we're trying to do now is to set up each of our businesses to be relatively independent of our input, then they should operate without our daily supervision or guidance," Tom paused and frowned slightly.  "I'll be honest, I can't help having the suspicion that old Serge set this whole thing up and made me the chief benefactor in his will to pay me back for my friendship toward him.  On top of that I firmly believe he set me up, then arranged things so I would have to tackle a lot of the problems that I've run into since he died."

"I'm sorry, I don't think I understand, why would he do that?" Jack snapped, frowning heavily.

"Well to understand that you'd have to understand the situation between the two of us from day one.  You see when I first met Serge in the old folks home, I took one look at the man and knew I'd run into a guy who had worked hard all his life and called a spade a spade.  So just minutes after I met him, I told him flat out that I had already established a gold claim on his lease, but I needed his permission to develop it." Tom grinned.  "Of course he drew me out and asked me about my experience and my background, so I gave him the two-bit version of my life.  I didn't hide anything, but nothing I told him that day was all that detailed because our that conversation took place while we walked to a café and had a single cup of coffee.  By the time we were done our coffee, he had not only given me permission to establish a claim and work the gold mine, but he also sold me the lease.  Then, since the lease was the last asset the company owned, he decided he might as well
sell me the company as well."

"That was just before you got JJ and Jesse involved in hiking to your lease and building your cabin wasn't it?" Jack asked quietly

"Yeah, it was." Tom broke into a wide grin.  "I think at that point old Serge was gambling on me because I mentioned that I'd had stay up on the lease in a two-bit cabin over the winter.  That probably impressed him more than anything else I told him that day.  Anyway, I left town a day or two later, but word must have gotten back to him about who I was with and what I was planning to do.  I'm fairly certain he hired someone to check up on my background then, because when I came back that fall for a week long stay and visited him, he told me that he'd already arranged to have my name included in his will.  Of course I didn't realize then just how much he was leaving me or the strings that were attached to the inheritance."

"Well, I know he checked up about you through Dunn-Redding and I imagine if he went that far he more than likely contacted your other employers and the university as well.  From what little I've heard about you in the last while you certainly have a reputation for fairness and honesty, and from what I remember of Serge Potemchin, that would have impressed him." Jack smiled slightly, then shook his head.  "I'm not sure all your opinions are right, but you've proven to me in the last few days that even if you might be heading off at a tangent to my thinking, you are being careful.  I admire the amount of thought you put into your various projects and you certainly act decisively when you need to make a choice.  I just can't see how old man Potemchin could have set you up to do the things you've done though.  That simply doesn't make any sense to me no matter how I look at it."

"Oh, it all makes sense if you look at the individual pieces instead of the end result," Tom said as he shrugged shoulders.  "The more I find out about Serge, the more I realize that he was an excellent judge of people and that he used that talent to give an advantage to both himself and others that he cared for.  For instance he knew that Sandy was going out with me and that I was friends with a local RCMP officer.  I'm fairly certain that he already knew Sandy had been married to Lister before and that Lister was crooked.  I'm relatively positive that he knew I'd bump heads with Lister eventually, so he gave me the means to put Lister away.  Serge knew I had a temper and that I have inherited your stubborn will to win, so he knew that once I became annoyed by Lister I'd bring my best game forward.  He also knew I had a contact with Laura through her mother, who runs the Victoria office of Sunshine Mineral, and he knew Laura worked for Frank Jamison's law firm.  Of
course he also knew just how big Dunn-Redding's footprint is in the resource industry in Western Canada as well and I imagine he suspected that I'd ask you for advice, which would get the company involved.  When you add all those facts together you can see that Lister's days in this town were numbered, and that was even before Serge died and left me a fair chunk of his fortune.

"Well, when you put it like that your theory makes some sense, but what does that have to do with all the other things you are involved in?" Jack frowned again.  "Just look at yourself, you have your fingers in all sorts of pies now.  For instance how did you get involved with White Out so heavily?"

"Well, the first thing you need to realize is that if Serge investigated me he would have known that I often flew while I was prospecting up north, and that meant I could fly a plane to the lease, then land on the lake up there. Secondly he knew that I had befriended Harry out at the airstrip and he probably thought I knew Harry sometimes leased planes from White Out.  As well as that, Serge would have heard about Dave Farmington's heart problem and his desire to sell out his half of the airstrip.  Now add in the fact that he was making me the majority owner of White Out and you can get an idea of what I saw once I knew all the facts.  White Out was teetering on the verge of major financial problems due to the change in their lease ownership, but since Dave Farmington was eager to sell out there was an easy solution.  Jim Burke and his crew only needed to move to Bear Creek and make that their permanent base to change the company's whole financial future.  When you take the time
to think about it, you can almost see it as a jigsaw puzzle and all the pieces are there.  They just had to be put together in the right order."

"Either old man Potemchin was a genius, or you are," Jack snorted, "Maybe both, because I can see all of that now that you've explained it, but I'll be damned if I was able to see all of it before.  Now the question is, have you bitten off more than you can chew by getting involved in all these things at once?"

"Oh, I think I'll okay, Dad.  I may have to be involved with the nuts and bolts of the move down here until June or July because that White Out move is going to be a major effort, but after that they'll be on their own most of the time.  That's one of the reasons why I encouraged JJ to be involved with the business though, because while White Out moves to Bear Creek, they'll need someone available to get the local airstrip into shape.  JJ has a good head on his shoulders and he'll be able to deal with the local authorities, but at the same time he's the sort who can make the kind of decisions I can live with.  Between JJ, Jim and Harry, the whole operation is bound to work out fine once they get set up down here," Tom chuckled.  "The only thing I'm going to have to watch out for is JJ wanting to expand the fleet, because if we're not careful we'll have too many planes and choppers, but not enough pilots to operate them.  In fact right now it looks like we'll be short one or
two pilots this summer.  JJ hasn't got his commercial ticket yet and neither do I, but even worse than that we'll be losing Liz sometime in early summer, so we'll soon be short a chopper pilot."

"I see," Jack frowned slightly.  "What about Ann and your other businesses?  How do you think she'll work out?"

"Hah, Ann only needs to have a little more explanation before she's going to be able to handle it all quite easily.  She could oversee Sandy's accounting operations right now and I think she could handle our supply needs during the summer, but she'll need some help with that.  Mostly I think she'll be working in Sandy's office and hardly any of her time will be tied up in work for my business.  As I see it she'll be a supervisor with a couple of helpers to look after relatively repetitive work, so she may need to spend an hour or so a day on that.  She'll need a driver who can do pickups and deliveries for her.  Theoretically the driver might also work in the warehouse to store things in proper order so they can be found easily and shipped when necessary, but I'm sure we can hire someone local for that job.  Then she'll need a person who can act as her 'expediter' and see to it that purchases and deliveries are made on schedule, but I think she's going to bring in someone
from Calgary to do that, isn't she?"

"Yes she is, a young woman who worked for Dunn-Redding and was doing the same sort of thing for us," Jack agreed, then he frowned.  "Do you really think Ann is capable of handling all the responsibilities you're giving her though?"

"I think Ann's going to be in seventh heaven because she's going to be the boss around the office when we aren't in town and will love having the responsibilities.  She'll be in charge of overseeing the accounting office and the warehouse work, but as well as that she'll have to arrange to collect the rent, pay the bills and keep an eye on the maintenance of the building.  At odd times she may have to act as our local representative for some reason or another, but she's going to have Sandy there to lean on during the first month or two.  Even later, when Sandy is out of town, we'll still be in radio range, besides JJ will be here, Jim Burke will be nearby and she has our lawyers available, so she'll have support if she needs it.  She wouldn't have worked out as well if she was supervising construction at White Out as JJ will though.  He's going to be asked questions that she wouldn't have had quick answers for, but she'll do fine handling the accounting office, the building
rentals and the warehouse.  She may make a few decisions that I'll question, but I have complete faith in her doing an excellent job in the long run."

"Well, I hope you're right, but she does have a hair-trigger temper," Jack sighed.

"Dad, so do I and so do you," Tom laughed softly, then sobered quickly.  "Ann will work out just fine.  JJ is the one who is going to be in a sink or swim situation, but he asked for the job, so I gave it to him.  He's expecting to come out here and work for someone else, but I don't think he's fully realized just what's going to be involved in being a partner in the ownership of the airstrip.  Inside of a few months the flight service using that airstrip is going to quadruple in size and function, but I'm not sure JJ knows how much effort he's going to have to put into getting the place ready for them when they arrive.  He's going to have to arrange for men to build footings, pour floors and set up utilities for all the buildings that will be brought in.  Then I think we need a new main building for offices, storage, freight transfer, customer service and general business, because that converted house we're using now is just too cramped.  Just laying the buildings out
to be relatively efficient is going to be a job in itself because he'll be dealing with both fixed wing and rotary, so he needs to take handling, loading and flight patterns into account.  Now, I've worked out a rough plan of how it can all be accomplished, but it was just a general outline, he's going to have to implement that plan and modify it to suit the situation.  Of course I fully expect to fly back and help out on the move, but JJ and Harry will have to be the people who need to handle all the prep work as well as liaise with Jim Burke's crew before and during the actual move.  In order to do the job he's going to have to be able to delegate authority because there are simply too many projects happening at the same time for any one person to handle.  That will be one time when you definitely don't want to be around town."

"Why?  Don't you think I could help him if he runs into trouble?" Jack frowned.

"You might be of some help Dad to him, but it would do more damage than good to have you standing by and looking over his shoulder.  JJ needs to do that job on his own.  You have to remember, he quit working for Dunn-Redding and I'm fairly certain that part of his reason for doing that was an act of independence.  He wants to be responsible for his accomplishments, but at Dunn-Redding he probably felt he was hanging onto your coat strings and to some extent, I guess he was.  I'm giving him a chance to stand on his own and I'm getting to hell out of his way so he can do the job in his own way.  He's going to be working with a great crew and they'll support him to the best of their ability, but he has to be the final decision maker concerning the property and how it will be developed.  I'll give him guidelines of my vision for the site and the advice that he should listen to the opinions of Harry, Jim and the rest of the White Out crew, but I'll leave him to make the daily
decisions.  If you or I were here, we'd be interfering with his methods and I think he needs to find his own way of handling problems.  Let's face it, both you and I have our methods that work for us, but JJ has always had you, Don and Uncle Tom to lean on.  I think this time he needs to stand on his own and win one for himself, so I'm giving him that chance and I'd really like it if you did the same.  He knows that if he gets into a bind all he has to do is call and we'll come running, but I don't think he'll need us and I think doing the job on his own will help him to be a better person."

"I'm not so sure you should depend on him so much.  I've always noticed that he's rather tentative about making commitments or endorsing final decisions."

"Dad, that's partially because of your attitude and partially due to the overall operational philosophy at Dunn-Redding." Tom snorted in annoyance.  "You and Uncle Tom always insist on making the final decisions on anything important, so both JJ and Don have grown accustomed to asking you for your opinion.  I left home at the age of eighteen because that was your attitude toward me at the time and I refuse to force JJ to face a similar situation now.  In fact I'm not going to be available and the guys at White Out are going to give their opinions, but they will expect JJ to make the final decisions.  He's going to have to step up to the plate and do his best.  If he does screw up it won't be the end of the world, but I intend to load him down gradually, so he eases into the full weight of the situation.  However, inside of a year he'll be handling almost all of the local property decisions for White Out.  I'm going to be out of town for most of the year so I'll be
leaving almost all of the decision making concerning the local airstrip and White Out's operations up to JJ and the rest of the crew.  I'll probably put my oar in the water up at Misery Flats if we do establish some sort of operation there, but down at this end I want JJ to handle the whole setup."

"Well, it is your business," Jack said quietly.  "I won't interfere then, not unless I'm asked to help out."

"Thanks, Dad, I appreciate that," Tom nodded, then both of them fell silent as they watched out the window during the chopper's final approach to the airstrip at Bear Creek.

For once Tom and Jack's discussion had never reached the argument stage, but it had served to keep them entertained on the trip back from the lease.  Jack did develop something of an appreciation for Tom's reasoning about his mining efforts.  Not only that, but Jack had spent too many years working in wilderness areas not to appreciate the pristine nature of the lease and he could understand why Tom would love living there.  Meanwhile, Tom felt that for once he and his father had actually come close to seeing those things on the same page and that they might have actually grown closer to understanding each other.  All in all he was extremely happy with the day's developments, at least so far, but he knew that could change at a moment's notice.

They arrived back in Bear Creek shortly before five in the evening and after helping to push the Chinook into the hanger, Tom used the phone in the office to make a few phone calls.  His initial call was to the fuel supply business because he wanted to have the helicopter refuelled the next morning so they could have an accurate measurement of how much fuel they had burned that day.  Then he called several other businesses about various items he needed to pick up either that evening or early the next day.  Lastly he called Sandy to tell her they were back and asked if she wanted him to stop at the store for anything before he headed for home.  He warned her that he planned to stop downtown for a few moments anyway, so it would take some time before he'd be getting back to the house.

She laughed and told him they were still at the office so there was no need to rush.  She did warn him not to be too late, but that she had a pot roast cooking in the slow cooker, so they could eat whenever Tom and his dad got home.

As a result Tom was grinning as he came outside and wished the rest of the crew a good evening, then he and his dad headed for his truck.  As they drove toward town Tom pointed out the road which lead up Bear Paw Hill to the Morgenstern house, then mentioned that he was going to stop downtown.

"I have to pick up that foam mattress for Johnny and April as well as a couple of other things here, Dad.  I called the stores before we left the airstrip, so I'll be running through both places that have what I want.  There's no sense in you even hopping out, because I'll be back in a minute or two,"  Tom said as he pulled over and parked on a downtown street.

Jack had hardly had time to find a different station on the radio in an attempt to hear the news before Tom came rushing back with a large roll of foam and tossed it in the back of the truck.  Then they both listened to the radio as Tom drove to Sandy's house.  The only comment either of them made was a comment from Jack about the stupidity of a politician who seemed to have been caught in the wrong place, doing the wrong thing, with the wrong woman.

"Now let's go have something to eat and find out what happened around the tax office today.  I hope the ladies' day went as well as ours did," Tom smiled at his dad as he parked the truck.

"Yes, I agree," Jack nodded.

They went inside to find the table set and supper ready to serve, so once Tom and Jack had washed up, everyone sat down to eat.  Talk flowed freely though and the first few questions were about Tom and Jack's day, so they explained what they'd done and what they saw.  Then they asked about how the day had gone at Sandy's and Laura's offices, which was when complications arose for Tom because both offices had received calls concerning his business concerns.

"First off Mrs. Morgenstern called and was wondering if we could sign off on her sale and pick up the keys tomorrow, instead of Friday morning," Sandy shrugged.  "She wants to be in Vancouver as early as possible, by Friday evening at the latest.  I'm unsure of her reasons, but she's been so nice to me that I'd like to help her out if we can."

"I guess we can do that," Tom frowned.  "The thing is, you were the one who bought the house, so other than the fact that we're engaged, is there any real reason I need to be along with you?  It's not that I don't want to support you, but unfortunately if I have to do that I might not be able to fly out to the lease tomorrow and that screws thing up a bit for me."

"Actually as the guarantor of the sale you need to be there to witness and sign off on the final transaction," Laura said quickly.  "Besides, Charlie really needs to meet with you tomorrow as well.  He's managed to swing a deal on those condos you were interested in buying, but the firm handling the sale needs your signature and the down payment as soon as possible.  Until you do that the deal is still tentative, and theoretically they could sell those condos to a higher bidder, if one happened to come along."

"Okay, it sounds as if I'm going to have to make some changes to my plans," Tom sighed.

"Well, if you're going to be in town tomorrow, the contractor at your office building would like to see the two of us as soon as possible," Ann joined in next.  "I'd like to sit down with you as well, because I have a few questions about your shipping firm, but I didn't bring my notes home.  Oh yeah, as well as that, Lillian Samuels is in town and staying at the local motel, but she wants to meet you.  Even though she'll be working with me, she says you'll be the person who makes policy and she needs to know more about you.  She really likes my description of the job and the office building so far, but she says she needs to know more about you and what you feel her duties will be before she jumps on the band wagon."

"That sounds to me like tomorrow is already shot in the foot and I haven't even listened to the messages on my answering machine yet," Tom sighed.

"That's what you get for trying to start half a dozen businesses at once, Tom," Jack frowned at him.  "I think you may be spreading yourself a little too thin to be really effective."

"Dad, I refuse to argue about that.  Right at the moment I'm exactly where I expected to be business wise and within limits of what I expected to be doing, except for two real-estate deals I've made recently.  Those complicated matters, but they'll be handled inside of a week or two.  As for the rest, I'm miles ahead of where I planned to be on my lease problems and I've found several excellent people to handle my future needs, so I'm working on problems that I wasn't expecting to tackle until late March or early April," Tom sighed softly and held up a hand when his dad opened his mouth to argue.  "Dad, we just went over all of this on the flight back, so I refuse to repeat myself.  All I am doing right at the moment is wiping up the splatter from the splash I've made by diving in with both feet whenever good luck or good management provided an opportunity."

"But, Tom, you're bouncing around from job to job like a crazy jackrabbit," his dad scowled.

"Dad, we had this argument that day you arrived.  You heard my answer then and it hasn't changed one bit.  I refuse to justify every action I make to you, because you always start to argue about my methods and waste my time," Tom held up both hands, palm forward.  "In the meantime I've solved almost all the problems that you saw me working on when you arrived and I've gone on to problems no one could foresee were coming, so just leave it alone, please!"

"But, Tom, I could easily step in and …"

"Dad, what you've already done is more than enough!  I do appreciate the help you've given me, but please back off now!  Your methods just won't work for me!" Tom snapped.  "Right at the moment I don't have the time or energy to waste listening to your opinions of how I should live my life or run my businesses.  Over the last few days I have tried to be nice to you and when we are away from family that seems to be working.  Unfortunately now that we're back with family you seem to argue with all my methods or attempt to interfere in my business decisions.  I don't want to do it, but if you continue to be so obstinate, I will explain to everyone involved with me in any way that you are not to be included in any discussions that concern my affairs.  If I have to, I could quite easily make that a legally binding condition of employment for anyone working for me, which would leave you completely in the dark.  Just to make it perfectly plain to you, I do not want you
interfering in my personal or business affairs in any way.  If I ever do need your help or advice, you can be certain that I will ask for it."

Tom got to his feet then, leaving his unfinished meal on the table and headed down to his office.  As soon as he opened the door he saw from the flashing light on his answering machine that there were at least half a dozen calls he would need to listen to, so he flipped it on.

The first call was from Mrs. Morgenstern, who was asking Sandy and him to meet her Thursday to pick up the keys to the property because she wanted to attend the Synagogue in Vancouver on Saturday.  Since he knew Sandy had already talked to her over that, he decided to postpone returning her call for the time being.

Then next call was from his brother Don asking if he'd mind if the delivery of the ATCO trailers was delayed for a few weeks, preferably once the weather was better, which suited Tom just fine.  Since it was after office hours in Calgary though, Tom put off returning that call until the next morning.

The third call was from Charlie and was about the purchase of the condos, but Laura had told Tom about those and he couldn't do anything about them that evening anyway, so that call went on hold as well.

The fourth call was from Lillian Samuels, but Tom felt that Ann should be the go-between on that score, so after listening to the message he pressed the button to advance the machine.

The fifth call was from JJ who was just updating Tom on the happenings in JJ and Jesse's lives, so that was another call that didn't need to be returned right away either.

The following call was from Jim Burke, who wanted Tom to call him back and according to the time stamp on the call it had come in only half an hour previously.  So Tom planned to call him as soon as he could or rather as soon as the answering machine finished spouting out more incoming calls.

The last call was from Harvey Bartlett, who was only calling to let him know that the snowplow would probably be clearing the road into Misery Flats the next day.  He did ask if Tom could call him back before sending the trucks out though, so Tom thought Harvey might want them to pick up a delivery for the store when they did make the trip.

"Hell, if I'd known that plow was on the way so soon I'd have brought Alvin and Arnie back on the chopper," Tom grumbled to himself, then shook his head and snorted at his own annoyance. As soon as the answering machine began to rewind, he hit speed dial on his phone to call Jim Burke.

"White Out, Jim Burke here."

"Hey, Jim.  It's Tom. You called."

"Oh, Hi, Tom, I was just calling to chat and to warn you that a few of us are coming down to see your lawyer tomorrow so we can get an explanation about those shares.  We'd like to talk to you as well, if that's okay with you?"

"Oh yeah, I can certainly find some time to chat, since it looks like I'll be around town, but I don't know how much time I'll have to spend with you.  I have to see the lawyer myself, but that's because I'm arranging to buy some condos in town for you folks to use - just in case moving your homes down here and getting them set up takes a while.  Finding a short term residence in Bear Creek is rather difficult right now, so I thought I'd get a jump on things.  Then I guess I have to meet the woman that Ann is hiring to handle my purchases and shipments for my mining firm and Ann wants to chat as well.  On top of that it looks like I need to talk to the woman who sold her house to Sandy," Tom sighed softly.  "First thing in the morning though I have to get out to the airstrip and help Russ and Liz to sling a small bulldozer under the Chinook to transfer it up to the lease.  I want them to leave here early because I hired a pair of guys yesterday and flew them out to the lease,
but now I need them back here so they can drive a pair of eighteen wheelers to Misery Flats as soon as possible."

"Cripes, you don't sit around, do you?  How the hell did you get eighteen wheelers and drivers who were licensed to drive them so dang fast?"

"Well, the eighteen wheelers are part of the deal I made with JJ for his plane and the loads on the trailers are part of the deal I made with Dunn-Redding over the stocks I sold them.  The two drivers are friends of Russ and Liz, but I know both guys' folks.  Both of them previously lived in Misery Flats and know a bit about gold mining, so they're going to work for me up on the lease.  We flew them up to there today with a load of supplies, but we stopped over in Misery Flats so they could see their folks for a bit.  While I was there, I made a deal for a place to park my trucks because it's a lot cheaper to haul stuff to the Flats by truck, then transfer it to either a chopper or a plane to fly to the lease."

"Is there an airstrip at Misery Flats now?  I flew over the place a few years ago and I don't recall seeing one there."

"Nope, for now I'm going to use an acreage on the edge of town as a transfer point, but there is a lake just a few miles out of town that might work for float-planes.  I can arrange to lease for access to the lake which might work for landing float planes.  If I do that I suppose I'm going to have to make some sort of arrangement to have fuel delivered up there though, because I can see where it might be darn handy to be able to top up the tanks at that point."

"I'd say you'll need jet fuel for the choppers, avgas for the planes and maybe even diesel fuel for your trucks.  Besides that you'll probably need some sort of storage shelter and transfer facility, then it might be an idea to build a T-hanger or two for planes as well."

"Well to be honest I was only thinking of using the place temporarily," Tom frowned, wondering if Jim was doing a bit of mental empire building.  "Why would you suggest doing anything extra?"

"Because you're going to need it for a while and not only that, but according to my contour map of that area, Misery Flats seems to be about eighty miles from the next closest airstrip.  As well as that, the town is thirty miles into the Cariboo Mountain Range, but it has a road, telephones and electricity, so it's almost a perfect spot for an auxiliary landing area.  All it seems to be missing is a landing strip of some sort and from what I see on my map there's a huge level pasture or hay field near the lake that might do to land on in an emergency."

"Jeez, I don't think I want to do all that much, since that could get expensive," Tom frowned.

"Oh, I wasn't thinking of you doing it all on your own.  Having an airstrip there would give White Out a secondary base a short distance into the mountains, so to my way of thinking the company should share the cost.  Since you're developing a gold mine in that general area, I'm almost certain that we're going to hear about other people prospecting in the nearby areas who plan to try to get rich quick.  Sure as hell some bloody tenderfoot is going to head in there, get into trouble and need to be rescued.  If we already had a secondary base there, we might be able to save some damn fool's life.  You never know, but we'll probably pick up some extra business as well, because some of the folks checking out the area won't be stupid tenderfoot idiots."

"Damn, I never even considered idea that folks would be chasing around after me, but I guess you're right," Tom frowned again.  "I suppose I'm going to have to watch out for trespassers on my lease now, but it's too damn big to even think about patrolling the area."

"Just how big is your mining lease then?"

"Almost twenty-four square miles or if you think in metric, it works out to be over six-thousand hectares.  I have a lease on almost all the land draining into the upper end of the Mirror.  In fact the watershed of the surrounding peaks is the basis for the boundaries of my lease, other than a couple of small valleys that come in at the head of the lake."

"Holy crap!  How much does that mean to a guy who thinks of land in acres?"

"I think it works out to be something in the neighbourhood of fifteen-thousand acres, but I've never done the math on it myself.  You said you had a contour map handy though, didn't you?  If you do have it handy, you can work out the size of the lease by checking out the contour lines of the area at the upper end of the Mirror, only on the map it will be listed as Bowman Lake.  Most of that area at the end of the lake to the top of the watershed is registered with the Federal Government as my lease.  There are some tweaks to that area concerning the upper reaches of the two streams that run in from east and west near the headwaters of the Mirror, but other than that you can roughly work out the area knowing those limits."

"Good lord, just following the valleys, it looks like a huge hand, but with six valleys as fingers, or rather five fingers and a thumb."

"Yeah, I guess it does, sort of like the imprint of a giant right hand with the wrist at the head of the lake," Tom chuckled.  "If you use that as a description, then my mining claim and cabin are up on the thumb, but they're back against a rock face and on a small raised plateau that faces south, toward the Mirror."

"Well, one thing about that area, it's dang hard to get to, unless you fly in.  The only three ways that are at all passable are by boat up the lake, or half way up the lake past Bowman's Bluff then around a mountain, or lastly, the trail from Misery Flats end.  That means you aren't going to get a lot of visitors and you'll know about them long before they get there."

"Wait a minute, you mentioned a trail coming in from part way up the lake, roughly where is that at?"

"Well, there's a small river or large stream that comes in a few miles north of Bowman's Bluff.  If you follow that river upstream about eight miles east, then swing left, there should be a pass through a valley that meanders between two mountains in that area.  Didn't you know about that route?"

"No, I didn't, but I'll have to check it out.  When I first headed in there, I came in past Bowman's Bluff and was guided along the side of the cliffs above the Mirror by a local woman and that was a dang rough trail.  My guide was raised in the area, so I think she'd have known if there was an easier way to get the lease.  Not only that, but I've talked to several older guys up there who have hunted all over that area and none of them have mentioned an easier trail," Tom frowned slightly.  "I've got a local couple who come from Bowman's Bluff taking care of my cabin and doing some trapping on the lease right now, I'll ask them about it the next time I see them.  That'll probably be Friday or Saturday, since I'm going to be in town tomorrow."

"Okay, we'll see you tomorrow then," Jim answered.

"Yeah, I'll be around, but I might be a bit busy, so let me know when you're going to get into town and we'll arrange to get together.  If you can't get me on the phone, call Sandy at her office and she'll get hold of me.  I have to help Russ and Liz with that bulldozer, then meet with the Morgensterns, then my lawyer and after that I've got to meet the woman Ann is hiring to work at the warehouse and office building."

"All right then, but it sounds like you're dang busy, so I'll let you go for now," Jim said, then he hung up.

Tom looked at the clock on the wall and decided to call Mrs. Morgenstern.

This time she answered the phone; "Morgenstern residence, how may I help you?"

"Hi, Mrs. Morgenstern. Tom Dunn here.  I thought I'd call and ask what time you would like us to drop by tomorrow?"

"Hello Tom, and thank you for calling.  Sandra didn't seem to know for sure if you were going to be able to come out tomorrow and timing does make a significant difference to our plans.  You see I am hoping to attend a service at a synagogue in Vancouver on the weekend, but if I could I would dearly love to have some time to spend with some friends on Friday.  However, in order to do that we would need to leave here before noon tomorrow.  I realize that may be somewhat of an inconvenience for you, considering how busy you are, but I thought perhaps you just might find a way to assist us in achieving that goal."

"Hmm, I'd have to talk to Sandy first, but what would you think of having us come out to see you tonight instead of tomorrow?  I really don't understand what all needs to happen or anything of that sort, because the only real estate deals I've ever been involved with are the three I've done here in Bear Creek.  First I bought the airfield, then the office building and warehouse, and lastly I guaranteed the sale of your two properties, but as far as I'm concerned all the hard work was done by my lawyer and my realtor.  All I did was transfer some stocks or sign a couple of cheques, then sign a few deeds, so I'm really just a real-estate neophyte."

"Oh Tom, you are such a wonderful breath of fresh air!" Mrs. Morgenstern laughed, seeming to be delighted by what he'd said.  "I can certainly understand why Serge Potemchin made you the primary heir to his fortune, because you are simply not spoiled by riches.  You are one of the few people I know who use your wealth as a tool, not a weapon or a prideful possession in and of itself.  I would imagine you work harder than anyone you employ, just making certain that others in your circle of friends and family are well cared for and relatively secure."

"Oh please, I'm no altruist.  I try my best to swing the best deal I can when I'm bargaining, but at the same time I do try to be fair and honest with others and I try to leave a little bit on the table on any deal.  My grandfather used to tell me that a good trade was one where both the buyer and seller walked away from the table feeling they got the best of the deal, and I try to live by that credo," Tom smiled as he spoke into the phone.  "Now you haven't answered my question about trying to have this visitation thing tonight instead of tomorrow.  What do you think of the idea?"

"Oh, I think that would be a wonderful idea, since all the legal and financial details have already been handled.  All we really need to do is to hand over the keys, then give you and Sandra a rundown on all the little details and operating instructions for the various appliances and utilities in the house and outbuildings.  Actually that task will be relatively easy, because toward the end of his life Abe no longer trusted his memory concerning finicky details.  As a result he compiled a book of instructions for all the little quirks and idiosyncrasies of the various gizmos he'd had installed around here.  I'll be leaving you that book on the desk in Abe's old office in the basement," Mrs. Morgenstern rattled off rapidly.  "Why don't you go speak to Sandra and I'll await your answer?"

"Well, I'm in my basement office and Sandy is upstairs," Tom chuckled.  "How would it be if we both hang up and I'll call you back after talking to Sandy?"

"Okay, Tom, I'll await your call," Mrs Morgenstern answered, hanging up the phone.

When Tom went upstairs again, he found Sandy, Laura and Ann in the kitchen cleaning up the last of the supper dishes, but his mom and dad weren't there.  He was surprised to have all three women turn and face him.

"Are you okay?" Sandy asked almost instantly.  "I covered your plate and put your unfinished meal in the refrigerator, so I can heat it in the microwave if you want to eat it now."

"Mom and Dad are in their room, having a discussion about his attitude," Ann winked at Tom.  "I think you may have finally gotten through to him, but you definitely got through to everyone else."

"Oh heck, I didn't mean to start a fight between Mom and Dad," Tom sighed.

"Hey, as Mom told Dad, he's an interfering old know-it-all and he needs to think before he sticks his nose into someone else's business.  Don't you dare start worrying about getting annoyed with him.  Why do you think JJ and I are so eager to move up here and away from Calgary?" Ann responded almost instantly.  "I think you may be finally getting through to him though, which is a bloody miracle."

"Okay, I'll keep my nose out of their business," Tom nodded, then turned to Sandy.  "The reason I rushed upstairs wasn't because I was hungry though.  I was talking to Mrs. Morgenstern and we were wondering if you'd be willing to go out there this evening and accept the keys to the property.  She and her family want to be in Vancouver sometime on Friday to meet with friends, so they'd like to leave town early tomorrow if possible.  We need to call back and let her know one way or the other, but I think getting that done early would be helpful to everyone concerned."

"Sure, we could do that," Sandy paused to wipe her hands, then reached for the phone.

"Umm, would it be okay if I came along?  I'd really like to look at that little house that you said I could live in," Laura spoke up instantly.

"I think it might be better if only Tom and I went there tonight," Sandy said with a frown.  "I have an idea that this may be a rather emotional situation for Anna Morgenstern.  That house was her dream home and I don't think she'd appreciate having a crowd around when she parts with it for the last time.  If I'm right, you'll be able to see everything tomorrow afternoon and it's better if you check out a new residence in the daylight anyway."

So Sandy called Mrs. Morgenstern who was extremely happy with the suggestion that they come out that evening.  Then she surprised both Sandy and Tom by suggesting that they bring along both Laura and Ann since a few close friends had dropped over to her house to say goodbye.  The unspoken comment that Tom and Sandy understood was that there were business advantages for all four of them to meet the Morgenstern's friends.  Of course that meant the three women instantly felt they needed to dress more suitably and they all insisted that Tom had to change his clothing as well.

Tom didn't argue, since he was dressed in work clothes and he'd worn them all day.  Besides he knew he'd have lots of time.  In fact he shaved, showered and changed his clothes, then had time to listen to the weather forecast before the ladies were dressed and ready to leave.




Chapter 20

Rather than try to crowd everyone into Tom's pickup, Sandy decided to use her car for the drive to the Morgenstern's.  So, along with the time they'd taken to dress, it was almost an hour later before they arrived at the Morgenstern home.  When they got there, they were surprised to find that the driveway was nearly full of cars.

"This looks like a full-blown party, but I understood we were just coming over to pick up the keys and meet a few of Anna's close friends," Sandy said quietly as she pulled her car into an open spot.  "Something tells me this meeting is going to be a bit strange since there are so many people here."

"Well, as long as they don't party hard enough to wreck the house, I don't think it matters much to us," Tom said as he undid his seat belt.  "Mrs. Morgenstern definitely said they were having a few friends drop by, but this looks like a much larger gathering than I expected to be here.  Besides, I thought she wanted to leave here early tomorrow morning, so isn't this a strange time to have a party?."

"Hmph, that's funny because just this afternoon Rachel was saying something about sticking around for a week or more and helping us move in," Sandy frowned at Tom.  "I know Anna was planning on staying in Vancouver for a few days and then in Seattle for a day or two, so I suppose Rachel was hoping to spend any extra time here, then catch up later on.  Do you suppose there's been another change in their plans?"

"Well, we aren't going to find out anything about what's going on by sitting out here," Ann said impatiently.  "Besides, I want to see what your new house looks like on the inside."

"Me too," Laura chuckled.  "I wasn't going to say anything, but since Ann brought it up I'll throw in my two-cents worth."

"Yeah, yeah, the pair of you sound like two impatient kids in the back of the car hollering 'Are we there yet.'  I think we have to find you two a pair of boyfriends so you'll have something we can bug you about, then maybe we can get some peace and quiet," Tom teased.

"You know, maybe that's why Anna had us drag them along tonight?  She probably has some eligible bachelors in mind that she wants to introduce them to," Sandy added to the tease as they all got out of the car.  "She always seemed to have someone she wanted to introduce me to when we first met, then I got involved with Sheridan and she gave up on me as a lost cause.  It's too bad she's leaving town or she'd have these two married in six months."

Tom and Sandy were still teasing Laura and Ann as they approached the front door.  Tom was just reaching out to knock on it when the door was thrown open, then Rachel greeted everyone with a smile and a quick hug for each of them.  Once they had all taken off their winter coats and overshoes in the front entrance, she led them into the kitchen portion of the house and over to her mother who greeted them just as warmly.  It probably looked unplanned to everyone who wasn't expecting it, but in the next few moments a few people slipped out of the crowd to join them and Tom knew them all.  Adam Horowitz, Charlie Jamison and their wives were the first to join them, then Matt and Linda Devons appeared.  Seconds after they all joined the group, Anna Morgenstern unlocked the door to the pantry off the kitchen and led Sandy, Adam, Charlie and Matt inside, leaving Tom with Rachel and the rest of the crowd of women.

"Okay, what's going on with that deal?" Tom very quietly asked Rachel.

"Well, the final papers need to be signed and Mom has to give Sandy the keys and the deed to the property," Rachel said just as quietly.  "Why else would a lawyer, a realtor and a notary public be involved?  I imagine you'll be called in there shortly, because you need to sign off on the deal and Mom wants everything to be legally binding.  Not only that, but she's planning to explain a few other details to Sandy and you as well."

"But, this is Sandy's deal, I still don't see why I need to be involved?" Tom protested.

"Oh you were the guarantor of the sale, so your name is involved and your signature has to be on the final papers.  On top of that there's a complication or two that cropped up today," Rachel sighed softly.  "First off the movers arrived here a day or two early and since Mom is moving out of the country they refused to handle some of Dad's toys, so she wants you and Sandy to have them."

"I don't understand."

"Well, to start with Dad used to make and bottle kosher wine and it can't be moved across the border without permits, but legal details like that can't be arranged quickly.  Secondly, Dad was a registered gun collector and I guess the movers wouldn't even consider the idea of taking Dad's collection into the US because of previous problems on other moves.  Luckily Matt Devons was one of Dad's closest friends, as well a notary public, so Mom called him and he called your grandfather, who is not just an old friend of Matt's, but he's also another gun collector."

"Sorry for breaking into the conversation, but according to my granddad, your grandfather must have a helluva lot of political clout, because inside of four hours he faxed us a copy of your permit," Linda Devons broke in.  "You are now legally your granddad's agent, capable of buying, handling, storing, transporting or testing rare and collectable firearms including shotguns, rifles and pistols.  Not only that, but he faxed Granddad a legal application for you to become a certified collector of firearms, all you need to do is sign it, then Granddad can witness it and send it off to Ottawa."

"My grandfather got involved?" Tom stared at Linda in surprise.

"Yup, according to him you need extra protection when you're up on your gold claim," Linda grinned and winked.  "Granddad had him on the speaker phone and your granddad was telling us about you having to shoot a bear as it came through the front door of your cabin.  He thinks you should carry a pistol whenever you're up at your claim, something with some stopping power too, something like a Colt 45 or a nine mil."

"There is at least one or more of each of those in Dad's collection, Tom," Rachel said quietly.  "Sandy told me that story and the one about her having to shoot a moose when she was on her way to the outhouse too, so I agree with your grandfather.  You should have some of the guns from Dad's collection up at your claim and you should carry one of them whenever you're outside."

"If I carried a pistol when I was out working around the claim I'm fairly certain that I'd be breaking the law," Tom frowned.  "Openly carrying a pistol is just not allowed in Canada, not at any time.  In fact I'm bending the law while I'm up there because I carry a rifle whenever I'm out of the cabin."

"I don't think open carry is all that much of a problem, not if you're on your property and officially your gold claim is regarded as your property," Linda said quickly.  "Granddad has an acreage just up the road and we have a firing range in a gully on the acreage.  The RCMP officers from town come out to use the range quite often and they've never given us a hassle about having weapons around or carrying them openly.  Why don't you ask your friend Officer MacDonald what he thinks?  He's here tonight, but only as a friend so he's wearing civies, which is noticeable because it happens so rarely."

Tom didn't get a chance to answer her right then, because Charlie appeared at his side and hustled him into the big walk-in pantry to join the four others who were already there.

"We need your signature on several forms, Tom," Adam said as soon as Tom came into the crowded room.  "As guarantor of the real-estate transfer, you have to sign before the transfer of ownership is legal.  Officially the transfer of ownership will take place on March 1st, but unofficially Sandra will have possession when Anna leaves here tomorrow."

"Okay, let's get this done, where do I sign?" Tom nodded as he moved forward and took the pen and Adam had him sign the first document on the next line down from Sandy's signature.

Next Adam handed him the titles, registration papers and insurance details for a 1952 Willys Jeep CJ-2A, with a trailer, and a second set of documents for a 1961 Mercedes Unimog 404.  The titles were already made out and the vehicles had all been licensed in his name, even the trailer.

Then Matt Devons joined Adam and they had him sign two additional forms.  One gave Tom the right to 'buy, handle, store or test rare and collectable firearms' as an agent for his grandfather, Sid Redding.  The second was a 'pre-application' form to allow the legal research necessary for him to make application for a 'firearms collector's permit' and both forms had been filled out, all but for his signature.

"I don't know about this," Tom sighed, holding the pen in his hand as he read the details on both forms.  "I really don't want to flaunt the law by openly carrying a handgun."

"You don't have to, but your grandfather has already bought the collection for more than twenty grand, so you need to sign the form allowing you to act as his agent," Matt shrugged.  "What you do with the handguns afterward is your business, but if it was me and I'd shot a bloody bear trying to come in my door, you damn right I'd start carrying a loaded pistol on my hip.  All you have to do is set up a little shooting range on your claim and even the RCMP will look the other way.  Hell, I'll bet when I give this pre-application form to your buddy MacDonald he'll just ask me to lend him my pen and hand the form back to me once it's signed.  Once a serving RCMP officer has signed the form, your permit is virtually guaranteed.  It becomes a rubber stamp situation when the form gets to Ottawa, so if you've never been convicted of a federal offence and aren't under treatment for a mental illness, you're clear."

"If Sandra and your sister will be spending time up in your wilderness hideaway, Tom, you will need to protect them," Anna Morgenstern entered the conversation.  "In fact it would be wise for them to learn how to handle a handgun themselves.  Abe had both Rachel and I learn how to use one and both of us are decent shots, so I'm sure Sandra and Ann could do just as well."

"Most of Abe's rifles and shotguns were practical equipment, hunting tools if you will, and meant to be used.  Only one or two of those are what you could call specialty or collectable rifles, but when it came to handguns, he bought quality and class.  He had several top-of-the-line pistols and one revolver that I've often drooled over, but even then he insisted that they were all common calibers and completely reliable," Matt said quietly.  "If you want to try shooting any of them you're welcome to come up and use our range, but we might ask to try firing some of them when you do."

"Why thank-you, Matt.  I do appreciate the offer, but with all the snow on the ground right now and considering how busy I'm going to be for the next while, I think I'll have to take a rain check on that visit," Tom nodded to him.

"Well, legally all the items I needed to have signed are done, so I'm going to go rejoin my wife and enjoy the party," Charlie smiled as he slipped several documents into folders, then into his briefcase.

"All right gentlemen, if that is all of the legal rigamarole, I really need to have a short chat with Sandra and Tom in private.  We won't be long and we'll see you in a few moments," Anna said quite candidly.

None of the men even commented and soon the small room felt a lot less crowded.  Anna checked that the door was closed, then turned to face Sandy and Tom.

"I'm sorry to have to ask this, but circumstance dictates that Rachel will need to return to Bear Creek for some time.  Since she was a close friend of yours in college, Sandra, we were hoping it would be okay for her to stay with you," Anna said quietly, after glancing back at the door.

"Sure," Sandy smiled.  "Rachel was talking to me on the phone this afternoon and already told me that she was planning to come back to town for a week or two, so I invited her to stay here."

"Yes, she mentioned that, but I felt you should know a little more about the situation," Anna sighed softly.  "A complication or two have arisen in the last few hours.  It seems there are problems with her marriage, which were compounded today at the reading of Abe's will.  Neither she nor I was aware until then that Abe had lent funding to Sheldon, or that Sheldon had made no attempt to repay those loans.  Even worse, there is a possibility that Sheldon was actually working with Sheridan Lister to some extent, since he did have mutual contacts."

"Oh boy!" Sandy snorted, then shook her head.  "So is that why we didn't see him when we arrived tonight?"

"Yes, to add insult to injury, Sheridan left this morning with Abe's old Chrysler and the Airstream Trailer following the reading of the will.  He was supposedly going to meet us in Vancouver, but the car and trailer were found abandoned at the Kamloops airport earlier this evening, so we really don't know what is going on with him.  I have contacted friends in Vancouver and Rachel's older sister in Arizona, as well as our contacts in California and of course the RCMP.  At this time however, we are in the dark as to why he would flee or where he would go," Anna sighed much more heavily.  "As you know Sandra, this is Rachel's second marriage, so she took some precautions with her personal finances this time, however there is some question about her home, since that is jointly owned with Sheldon.  She has also been in contact with lawyers, Charles Jamison here and her personal lawyer in Los Angeles, but as you can imagine, things are up in the air."

"Yeah, I can understand," Sandy agreed and Tom nodded.  "With all of this going on, I'm surprised that you're having a party here tonight."

"Well, it wasn't meant to be this large and it had been arranged earlier in the week, mostly by the Devons, who have been extremely fine neighbours, so we couldn't really cancel it.  Instead we decided to put on the best front we could and carry on, because after all, I am leaving tomorrow and I do need to say goodbye to all my friends.  Rachel is really the one who is under pressure and so far she seems angry, but somewhat relieved, so I don't think the marriage was going as smoothly as she and Sheldon tried to make things appear."

"Well, once you've gone to Vancouver, she can lean on us," Tom said quickly.

"Actually she's going to Kamloops tomorrow, then we'll see if we can regain possession of the Chrysler and the Airstream.  If we can, she'll be driving it to Vancouver and will fly back after we make some arrangements to store the two vehicles for now."

"Oh boy, the flight back here from Vancouver is a milk run, with two or three landings and at least two transfers to a smaller plane," Sandy snorted, then frowned.  "Tom, do you think you could talk your dad into flying to Vancouver and picking her up?"

"Actually after what I said at the supper table I'm not sure, but that might be a great idea," he grinned.  "After all, I did say that if I needed his help I'd ask him."

"But you have business commitments," Anna protested.

"So what?  Friends and family come first with me, but then most of my business enterprises can be left in safe hands with the people I've hired anyway.  Besides, it takes time to drive to Kamloops so you can call Sandy from there to let her know what's going on and she can pass that on to me whether I'm working or not.  Even if Dad can't fly down there, I do own a lot of shares in a flight service, so getting Rachel back here isn't a major problem.  Dad's KingAir is faster and more comfortable than anything we have at White Out though, so it would be my first choice.  Of course seeing that Ann has a house because of you and Rachel, he's liable to be sympathetic," Tom shrugged, then reached in a pocket and pulled out a small package.  "However on a different note, you have gone over and above our agreement concerning the sale of the property by giving us gifts of cars and furniture, so we'd like to give you a small gift in return."

When Anna opened the package, she saw a strangely shaped gold nugget attached to a fine gold chain to make a necklace.  The nugget was an isosceles triangle with a bite taken out of the bottom and a slightly off centred hole above it forming a rough representation of a letter 'A.'  The only change made to the nugget was the small loop added to the apex of the triangle, which allowed the chain to be fixed in place.

"Oh, this is too much," Anna protested.

"Nonsense!" Tom scoffed.  "It's just a hunk of metal I found in a stream up at my claim and when the jeweller found out who it was for he only charged me for the chain.  There's hardly any monetary investment in it at all, but it is an original, one-of-a-kind gift from us to you for your generous nature."

"But the old car was a gift from Rachel to Sandy," Anna protested.

"Ah, but Rachel has pierced ears, so I have another gift for Sandy to give her," Tom winked and handed Sandy a second package.

When she opened it up to look, she saw two very similar, but quite lumpy little gold nuggets mounted on a pair of studs meant to hold them in place on someone's ears.

"Oh, she'll like those, probably enough that she'll squeal," Anna grinned.  "Lets go see if they give her a lift, which is something she needs right now."

So they went to find Rachel, which wasn't that hard since she was waiting in the kitchen for them to emerge from the pantry.  Anna was right about her squeal too, and Sandy got a huge hug, then so did Tom, which actually made him slightly uncomfortable because Rachel mashed her whole body tightly against his.  What astonished him was that Sandy appeared to make sure he knew she saw his body's natural reaction to having Rachel grind her body against him, but she only grinned and winked.  He wasn't exactly sure what to make of that, but he planned to ask her about it later.

Of course when Ann saw the nuggets in Rachel's ears she tried to tease Tom about the fact that he'd told her she had to pan for hers, he just shrugged.

"Well, where did you get the fancy green studs you're wearing in your ears, Ann?" Sandy asked, even though she knew they'd been gifts from Tom.

"Tom gave them to me a couple of years ago, but they're just jade."

"Nope," Tom grinned.  "They're a bit rarer than that and they probably cost a hundred times as much as Rachel's nuggets did, because I had to have them cut to eliminate flaws before they were mounted on studs.  Those are emeralds and come from the Pelly Mountains in the Yukon, but although they look pretty, the tiny seam I found there had been affected by the exposure to extreme weather.  The intense cold had actually shattered the whole seam into tiny pieces, barely larger than the ones you have and the gem value of the outcropping I discovered is relatively low.  I doubt if the company I was working for even laid claim to the discovery since I was supposed to be looking for metal ores, not gemstones."

He chuckled slightly then at the expression on Ann's face, but just winked at her, "I saw the green colour of the seam from a distance and thought I'd found copper ore until I got closer, so I wasn't too happy about finding shattered trinkets instead of an ore pocket.  After all it was cold as blazes and I'd been wandering around the mountains for days without finding much of value.  I took a few samples and sent most of them to the company, but they always let me keep a small sample of my finds to show the professors of my mineralogy courses at the university.  Actually that sample of emerald I brought back created quite a stir because it was the first evidence of Canadian emerald that had been seen at UBC.  When they checked the records it turned out someone else had discovered emeralds in the same area a year or two before that though, so I hadn't been the first person to find emeralds on Canadian territory."

"So that isn't the first find of that sort you made is it?  I mean finding something odd or unusual?" Rachel asked quietly.

"Actually Tom's nickname is 'Lucky' Dunn because he seems to have a knack for finding interesting minerals in whatever areas he happens to be searching," Sandy said quietly.  "Not long after I'd met Tom, Corporal MacDonald was talking to me about his reputation as a prospector and I first learned Tom's nickname.  Then I was in Victoria with Tom and we dropped into a club to listen to live music.  The drummer of a band that was playing called out to him from onstage.  The guy explained to the whole crowd that he'd been lost out in the bush, but Tom had seen him from the plane as he was flying overhead, so he landed and flew the guy back to town.  Tom just rolled his eyes about that rescue like it was nothing, then changed the subject."

"Yeah, he doesn't have to be on the ground to find precious minerals either," Laura laughed.  "His mother was telling me that he noticed something strange about an area when he was flying over the tundra, told some guys about the anomaly and when they checked it out, they found a diamond mine there.  That mine is where the diamond in Sandy's ring originally came from."

"Enough already," Tom held up both hands. "I come by my talent for finding minerals naturally.  My grandfather ran a seismic company, while my father and my siblings run another resource-based company, even Ann worked there until recently.  I've just gone into finding ores and minerals instead of petroleum.  If anything, what I do is easier because finding petroleum means you look for signs of whatever is hidden underground and I do my searching on the surface."

"And once more my little brother changes the subject to steer attention toward someone else," Ann grinned and winked at Tom.

"Yes, I did, because there are people here tonight that I'd like to meet," Tom said, taking Sandy's hand and steering them away from the crowd in the kitchen.

Finally, with a drink in his hand and Sandy at his side, Tom was able to meet and take stock of all the people who were saying 'so-long' to Anna Morgenstern that night.  He wasn't all that surprised by the variety of people he saw and met in the next while, since he'd attended several farewell parties before.  Even if the farewell parties he'd been at had been in areas that were far from central BC, the sort of people who came to an event of that sort was quite typical.  Most of the people who had come were usually actual friends of the departing family, the next largest group were always business associates and finally there was the 'political' crowd.  He usually disliked the last lot - they were often schemers - people who were there to be seen or were looking for a last handout from the old residents and a chance to 'put the make' the new people.

Unfortunately the first person to approach him was a local politician who had been a close associate of Sheridan Lister and when the man held out his right hand, Tom paused after shaking it.

"Sorry, but I have to ask, should I wash my hands now?  With the advent of AIDS and other diseases of that sort I've made it a policy to wash my hands after being in contact with people who are suspected of being heavy users of recreational drugs," Tom said quietly so no one else would hear.

"Why, you can't possibly believe that vicious rumour, can you?" Randal Scherer tried to sound astonished, but didn't succeed.

"Yes, I do, since I understand that your name was mentioned in the files that were left behind in Lister's old office building," Tom paused for a few seconds.  "You did know that I bought the building and that I'm having some of the walls torn down so the place can be renovated by a well-known local contractor, didn't you?  I understand the police have all Lister's old files now, but I see Officer MacDonald is here tonight, so we could ask him what they've discovered if you'd like?"

"Um, uh … No I uh … I just remember another meeting, so … Umm,  I'd better … Umm … Excuse me, but I have to go," and without a word to anyone else, the politician headed for the door.

"That was sneaky!" Sandy whispered quietly, trying to hide a grin as she pressed over against his side.  "Now what are you going to do about him?"

"Oh eventually I'll talk to Officer Mac and pass on my suspicions.  I might even tell him what I did, but I'm not sure of that," Tom looked at her and winked.  "I was fishing and the sucker bit on the first cast, so he took all the fun out of the game."

"So you didn't know anything?"

"Nope, just suspected, but at least one of the local politicians had to be on the take.  Since that dork has about as much charisma as a wet sock and the political acumen of a toadstool, he was high on my list of suspects.  I just baited him with a possibility and he reacted to it, but I'd say his reaction was telling, wouldn't you?"

"Yeah, and here comes someone who was watching it all happen," Sandy tossed her head to the side, toward Officer MacDonald.

"Hello, Lance, fancy meeting you here and dressed in normal clothes too.  Everyone tells me that's a rarity," Tom smiled and held out his hand.

"Oh, thanks," Officer MacDonald sighed softly.  "Just for your information the Morgensterns are long time friends and I'm going to miss them.  However, that isn't why I rushed over here right now, instead I was wondering what you said to Councilor Scherer to make him scurry off like a rodent looking for a hidey-hole?"

"Well, I sort of asked if he had aids, implied that he was known to use recreational drugs and mentioned that I was having walls ripped out at the old Lister block as it's being renovated.  Then I think I mentioned the fact that you folks had collected all the files from the building and that his name was one of those mentioned in those files.  That shouldn't have been a surprise though, since I understand Lister had a file folder mentioning almost everyone who worked downtown," Tom's face was frowning as if he was in deep thought, then he winked and grinned slightly.  "I just can't understand what I could have said, but he got all flustered and took off like his britches were burning."

"Oh, you sneaky S-O-B!" MacDonald chortled.  "You know damn well that he thinks you found more files in the walls of that building and turned them over to us.  I suppose I'd better let the night crew at the detachment know that he's probably running scared right now.  We have enough on him to pick him up for questioning and who knows, under questioning he may let something slip that will help our present investigations, but he's small potatoes.  However, Scherer isn't the only reason why I came over here. I was just talking to Matt Devons and I understand you've just purchased Abe Morgenstern's weapons collection?"

"Well, my grandfather did, but I understand he thinks I need more protection up on the lease, so he arranged for me to have a legal way to keep the weapons."

"Actually, I agree with him and because I do, I signed your form," Officer Mac nodded and smiled slightly.  "In the first place, everyone and his uncle knows that you have a gold mine up there and because it's isolated, half the crooks in the country are probably dreaming and scheming about robbing it.  In the second place you're in an area where wolves, bears and other predators abound, not only are they prevalent, but they've attacked you and your animals, so you need the protection.  In the third place you have hired ex-forces personnel as a security force and they will need to be armed.  Take Matt's advice, move that collection to your lease and apply for a security permit for the two ex-servicemen working on your mining site.  You can do that through our office."

"Wow, you're surprising me," Tom frowned slightly.  "What are your thoughts about the handguns?"

"As long as you are on your claim, near your mine or even within your lease, most RCMP officers will try their best to ignore the fact that you carry a handgun as long as you carry it openly.  As well as that I think I'll unofficially pass the word around the detention cells that you have and will kill any varmints that attack you and I'll tell the story of you killing the bear that smashed in the door of your old cabin.  Of course I'll probably also mention that you've hired several retired military people, one of whom qualified as a marksman and a sniper during his military service.  Circulating a few of those rumours will probably destroy any thug's dreams of an easy smash and grab attempt on your mining operation," he paused and frowned slightly.  "There is one other thing, would you please warn us the next time you plan to move several thousand dollars worth of gold through the streets of Bear Creek?  We only heard about your last shipment after it was being readied to move
out to the foundry to be cast into bullion."

"Well, there's a reason for that," Tom grinned.  "You see I was taught that the best kept secrets are those that are known by less than two people and at the time I was bringing gold into town there were too many crooks around to trust anyone.  You can ask Sandy about it, I didn't even tell her about that gold until it had been shipped out of town and the money was safely in my bank.  Oh, and while you're passing around rumours, you might start one that I keep my raw gold in my mine and that area is constantly in danger of being buried by an avalanche.  In fact from early fall until late spring I don't even approach the mine, since that part of the plateau is so dangerous.  Hell, right now there are fifteen to twenty feet of snow burying the whole dang thing, so I can't even get there."

"Well, I had better go contact the detachment about a politician, but I want to hear that you've talked to Matt Devons about using his range to do some practising.  Then I'd love to hear that you've moved those guns out of town as soon as possible."

"Okay, I'll let you know when I take possession of them and ship them out," Tom nodded, then turned to Sandy as Officer MacDonald moved away.  "Well, that was interesting.  What do you think of what he said?"

"Well, when I'm up at the cabin, I'll still be carrying a rifle.  I won't ever forget that damn moose and I want to know that the gun I'm shooting can kill whatever is attacking me.  Besides, I know I'm able to hit what I aim at with a rifle, but I've never even handled a pistol, so I doubt if I could hit the broad side of a barn with one."

"Well, the Devons do live close by and they both invited us to use their rifle range, so I think it might be an idea if both of us take the time to do some practise after we get moved up here."

"Yeah, I suppose, but for now I'd like to meet some more of these people.  I think several of them are our new neighbours and I think this a fairly tight knit little community, so we should try to be friendly."

So for the next while Tom and Sandy spent time schmoozing with the people at the party, but since both of them knew they had a busy day coming the next morning, their group slipped out before too long.  On the way back at Sandy's house Tom mentioned having to talk to his dad about Rachel's problem and Ann offered to help him, so they approached their dad only minutes after they came back to the house.

"Dad, remember I said I'd ask if I needed help?  Well, Ann and I have a friend who has a problem," Tom said quietly.

"Yeah Dad, Tom could use one of his planes, but yours is a lot better for this job," Ann joined in.  "You see Rachel, who is Mrs. Morgenstern's daughter, just got shafted by her husband.  The bastard stole a car and a trailer after he heard that he was cut out of Rachel's dad's will.  The son of a bitch drove it to Kamloops, then abandoned it at the airport.  If they can, she and her mother are going to drive there tomorrow to try to regain possession.  If they do get it, Rachel will drive it to Vancouver and put it in storage for now, but if they can't, she's going to need a ride back here.  To complicate matters, if she does get the car and drives it to Vancouver, she still needs a ride back, because she inherited another antique car that she won't abandon."

"To add to that, Dad, I need to talk to Frank Jamison about another chapter in that damn BP crap, because I just ran across another crooked politician who seems to have been involved through Lister.  I'd like to introduce you to Frank anyway, so I thought we might be able to tie the two problems together," Tom shrugged as if it wasn't important.  "I mean your company and mine are involved in this BP deal up to our ears and I'd love to clear the deck on that, if nothing else.  Now I have things I need to do tomorrow morning and we won't know where Rachel will stand on getting back that car until at least noon, but she might need a ride as soon as tomorrow afternoon.  If she does get the car back she won't need a ride until Friday, but one way or another I'd like to talk to Frank soon and I'd like you to be along with me when I talk to him."

"So you may want to fly to Kamloops tomorrow, but you definitely want to fly to Vancouver on Friday?" his dad asked quietly.

"No, to be honest, both options are a pain in the ass.  I've got several things here that I'd rather be involved with, but in the short time I've known them the Morgensterns have treated all of us extremely well and helping them is the least I can do," Tom shrugged.  "If that screws you up, I'll use the Otter Harry brought here to fly down to Kamloops and back, but I won't fly that plane all the way to Vancouver.  By the way, if we do head down to Vancouver with your KingAir, the whole cost is mine, fuel, landing fees, the whole bit.  I think that'll probably include a night or two in a motel as well as a car rental, because I need to take care of several details while I'm there."

"Don't forget that Sandy will want to move into her house soon, Tom," Ann said quickly.  "I think she was planning on moving most of her furniture and other belongings this weekend."

"Damn, another complication!" Tom sighed, then he grinned at Ann.  "That's one reason I hired you though, you can remind me if I don't recall anything important."

"Ah, but in this case Ann has an ulterior motive, she wants to move her furniture and belongings in here just as soon as you and Sandy move out," their dad said with a wink at Tom.  "On the original subject though, why do you have to go along if we need to bring Rachel back from Kamloops tomorrow?  I'm quite capable of flying there and back without company."

"Actually it wasn't my intention to insult your flying ability, instead it was a rather blatant attempt on my part to get a few more hours of flight time.  Only sixteen more hours at the stick of a turboprop and I can apply for another advance in grade of my pilot's license.  That last flight from Calgary gave me enough hours for dual engine and instrument, so all I need to do is take the test and write the final on those, so another sixteen hours and a couple more tests and I'll legally be able to fly the plane I bought from JJ," Tom shrugged and smiled.  "After that I think I'll go for my commercial, then rotary, but that may be a bit harder to do since we don't have a small chopper in our fleet.  I might have to lease a small chopper from CHC in Kamloops and hire Jim to teach me how to fly it though, because I don't think I want to try to take flying lessons in one of the big birds we have."

"Well, you do have a Huey," his dad protested.

"Unfortunately, the Huey is the most popular chopper of the lot, Dad.  It's usually does more commercial work and flies more often than the SkyCrane.  Then too, I imagine it's going to be called on to do an occasional flight for me this year.  Besides that, I think inside of two or three years I may want to have a small chopper of my own."

"What was that you said about buying a small chopper?" Sandy said then, having just come back into the living room.

"I was just saying that in a few years I might want to own a helicopter.  We flew in there today with almost eight tons of supplies and equipment, then landed within two or three hundred feet of the cabin.  That's quite a difference from having to pack a ton of supplies uphill for a half a day or more, which is what we'd have done if we had landed on the little lake in a plane," Tom shrugged.  "I'm not saying that I definitely want to do it, but it sure sounds like a good idea right now, so I'm not writing off the idea either."

"Oh, well while you were all talking about that, I was on the phone to Rachel and she told me not to worry about bringing her back from Kamloops.  She has a friend there who will gladly give her a ride back if she'll introduce him to you after they get here - you see he's a pilot and he's tired of being on standby for CHC, but seldom getting to fly," Sandy frowned.  "She told him you already had several pilots, but he knew that already.  In fact he knows Russ and Liz, because he was one of their instructors when they were in the forces and he knows Jim Burke from several years before that."

"Well, did she tell you his name?" Tom wanted to know.

"Dave, something, I think," Sandy looked slightly flustered.  "Sorry, I didn't really pay much attention to her talking about the pilot right then.  Instead I was thinking about what she had told me about that politician you were talking to at the party, the one you thought might be involved with Lister?"

"Yeah, so?"

"Well, she was saying that she thinks the guy might be dangerous.  She was in high school with that Randal guy, but a few years behind him and she said he had a real problem with his temper.  In fact she thinks he had a juvenile record for fighting and stuff of that sort, but that can't be right, can it?  Don't politicians have to have a completely clean record?"

"Well, maybe they should have, but I doubt if some of them do," Ann joined in then.  "I know that some people I went to school with had juvenile troubles, but they cleaned up their act when they turned eighteen.  Then, because their juvenile records were sealed, they were able to work at jobs that required a clean record.  I know one guy who was caught with alcohol when he was only sixteen, but he's a city cop in Calgary now."

"I think that Randal guy's problems were a bit more serious than that," Sandy sighed.  "From what she said I think he attacked somebody with a knife, or at least threatened them with a knife.  I don't know, but I was thinking that Tom might have set him off, because from the sounds of what Officer MacDonald said, he was going to report what had happened to the local police."

"I doubt if there was any danger from what I said," Tom snorted.  "You were there, I didn't say anything that could be construed as a threat.  I fact what I said might have been considered a warning and from the way he reacted, I think he was more interested in running than anything else.  I think Lance felt the same way and probably believed that Scherer has some drugs stashed somewhere and is worried that they might be found, so he was rushing off to hide them in a more secure spot.  I'd say he was calling the other cops to have them keep an eye on the guy, probably thinking that they might be able to catch Scherer in the act of shifting his stash."

"Actually, that makes sense," Sandy nodded.  "Officer Mac certainly didn't hurry about warning them about it either, in fact he was more interested in making sure you were going to move your new gun collection up to your claim.  He seemed more worried about you protecting yourself from crooks up there than down here."

"Gun collection?  What gun collection?" Jack asked sharply.

"Oh, Mr. Morgenstern had a gun collection and the movers wouldn't load them to take them to the States, but one of the neighbours knows Grampa and he bought the collection for Tom."  Ann broke in.

"But … do you have a permit to own a gun collection?" his dad asked Tom bluntly.

"I do now, I guess," Tom shrugged.  "Well, right now I have a permit to act as Granddad's agent, so I can possess, transport and test-fire collectable weapons, but he had Matt Devon fill out a permit application so I'll soon have a collector's permit of my own.  Officer MacDonald insists that I should move the collection to the cabin so the people I've hired can use the weapons for our protection.  From what he said it sounds as if he is going to pass the rumour to the local crooks that I've hired some sharpshooters as guards and now I'm arming them.  He thinks that rumour, in combination with a full description of the wilderness area where the mine is located will make things safer for us."

"So this collection, is it all rifles and shotguns?"

"No, that's the thing that bothers me most," Tom sighed.  "There are some handguns in the lot and he seems to think I should carry one whenever I'm up there.  He figures I'll be safer that way, but I think the idea that I shot a bear right at my door is colouring his thinking.  I thought all cops were supposed to tell people that handguns were strictly for cops to use."

"Not all the time," Jack snorted.  "I've often carried a handgun when I was in the roughest areas we were surveying.  Having seen the territory where your mine is located, I think I agree with your RCMP buddy.  It is extremely isolated and you do have a working gold mine there, so there isn't anything to stop someone from coming in there to attack you.  Then too, you have been attacked by predators while you were there, several times in fact, so having a backup weapon makes complete sense to me.  In fact since you do have a collector's license now, I have a gift for you; a 'Dirty Harry' special, in other words a Smith and Wesson .44 magnum revolver.  That is one pistol which definitely has enough stopping power to put down a bear."

"You have to be kidding me," Tom rolled his eyes.  "I shot one of those monsters once when I was in Alaska and when it kicked back I thought it'd broken my wrist."

"Oh, I know!" his dad chortled.  "You should probably use a two-handed grip, with the left hand holding your right wrist.  Well actually you use your left hand to hold your right hand and wrist in order to brace it from moving and you take up the recoil with your elbows, but at the same time you don't try to completely stop the recoil, you just control it.  The one thing you don't do is to get your fingers anywhere near the joint of the cylinder and the barrel, because there is always blow-by at that joint, just like there is on any other revolver.  Only on a .44 magnum the blow-by is far more powerful."

"Dad, why don't you keep it, because I doubt if I'd ever carry something that big.  Besides, I dislike revolvers because of the blow-by you mentioned, so if I was to need a handgun, my preference would be a pistol," Tom sighed.  "I'm not trying to look a gift horse in the mouth or anything, but if you do give it to me, that revolver will probably just sit in a drawer and collect dust."

"Actually I don't know why we need handguns at all," Sandy stated sharply.  "I'd much rather have a gun I know I can use and one I know will do the job, which means I plan to carry a rifle when I'm up at the cabin - just like I did before."

Of course that started a discussion about handguns versus rifles that Tom didn't want to get involved in right then, so after a few minutes he pointedly lifted his arm and looked at his watch.

"Excuse me, but it's getting late and I need to be up and around fairly early tomorrow, so I'm going to bed," he broke into the discussion before it became too intense.  "If you're going to argue about this for long, could you keep it down to a dull roar?  I really do need to get some sleep."

"Yeah, now that I see the time, me too," Sandy said quickly, then looked directly at Jack.  "We can take up this discussion another time, because I think you're wrong.  Give me a few days and I'll have some facts and figures to prove my point."

Tom was already walking away, so his dad couldn't see the grin he had on his face, but then Tom couldn't see the surprised look he expected was on his dad's face either. Once he and Sandy were in the bedroom and the door was closed, he scooped her into his arms and gave her a big hug and kiss.

"Not that I mind, but what was that for?" she asked quietly once she was free to talk again.

"For not backing down from Dad and for frustrating the heck out of him by saying you'd get back to him on the subject, but that you were going to be prepared next time," Tom grinned.  "He doesn't really like it when people throw facts and figures at him to win an argument.  I know, because that's what I always used to try to do and it frustrates heck out of him."

"Hmph, that's just like Rachel used to be when I first met her.  Oh, that reminds me, we need to have a long chat about her very soon."

"Oh, why do you say that?" he asked as he began to take off his clothes and get ready for bed.

"Well, you know the two of us met at UBC don't you?"  Sandy said quietly as she hung up the dress she had worn to the Morgensterns.

"Yeah, so?" Tom nodded as he slid into bed.

"Well, I was at UBC for a total of five years to get my degree and I met her during my first year there, but then she got married and I didn't see much of her for two years.  Then in my fourth year she reappeared and had just gone through a divorce.  I was looking for a room, she was looking for a roommate and we were taking some of the same courses, so I moved in with her.  The first few months she was almost a basket case when we weren't in class, but she's brilliant, so she managed to keep her grades up.  Then she went into the manhunt stage and she dragged me along some of the time, mostly on weekends though.  During those last two years I met her parents and I also met both Sheridan and Sheldon, all of them through Rachel," Sandy paused as she slipped into bed and snuggled into Tom's arms.

"So are you saying that you blame her for meeting Lister?" Tom asked quietly.

"No, all she did was introduce us, the rest is my fault," Sandy snorted.  "Actually I think I saw you at UBC about the same time I met Sheridan, but I think you were in first year and playing soccer at the time."

"Nope, I didn't play soccer the first or fourth years, just the second and third years." he shook his head.  "I was getting my pilot's license the first year and I was doing research in the library on campus or the archives in Victoria whenever I had any free time during the fourth year."

"Okay, I guess you and I were there closer to the same time than I thought, but that wasn't what I started to talk to you about," Sandy sighed.  "I was going to warn you about the way Rachel might act, because she might be moving back here.  She's definitely going to be here for a few weeks because she owns a couple of pieces of property around here and she's trying to decide whether to sell them or not.  She's definitely not happy about living in Los Angeles and since Sheldon just pulled this last stunt she may be getting a divorce, which would mean she'd have no reason to live there."

"Wait a second," Tom frowned.  "I thought she lived in Arizona and had kids.  Isn't that why Anna is moving to Phoenix?"

"No, Rachel has a half-sister in Phoenix who has kids.  Rachel doesn't get along very well with Agnes and she can't stand Agnes's kids.  You see Agnes is twelve years older than Rachel and was a child of Anna's first marriage.  Agnes' father was in the army and got killed in Vietnam when Agnes was a baby.  Then Abe married Anna and they moved to Canada about the same time your dad did, so Rachel was born here.  If you want to know more than that, you'll have to ask Rachel, because I'm not sure I'd be able to explain that muddle," Sandy sighed.  "All I know for sure is that it involves religion and that Agnes's husband is a Rabbi or something, but I don't know much more than that.  Well, I know that Anna is caught in the middle and isn't happy about it, but there's nothing we can do for her on that front."

"Well, I'm not about to dig into it," Tom snorted softly.  "I've got enough family problems of my own to deal with."

"Yeah, it's times like this when I'm glad, Mom, Dad and Martin are relatively easy to get along with, but even in our case there are idealogical differences," Sandy snuggled close.  "You know we have to go to Manitoba one of these days so they can meet you.  Dad wrote to tell me he'd met a guy who had run into you out in the bush though, so I'm not the only person to tell him about 'Lucky' Dunn."

"Oh, did he mention a name?"

"Nope, just that a trapper showed up at the store and was telling him about a prospector he'd run into a few years before.  When Dad mentioned your name, the guy's face lit up and he wanted to know how Dad knew you, because he'd camped with you for a while one summer."

"Well, that doesn't tell me much," Tom chuckled.  "While I was prospecting up north, I know I camped with several dozen different people.  When you've been out on your own for a while just meeting someone can be memorable though, so I do remember most of the people I met out in the bush."

"Well, I think the guy was native, but that probably doesn't help much either.  Besides, I think Dad only mentioned it because he was surprised that someone in Northern Manitoba would know my fiancé."

"Well, maybe we'll fly out there one day.  Are they on a lake or is there an airstrip close by?"

"To be honest, I'm not sure if you could land there at this time of year, but they are on a lake.  Next time I write, I'll ask," Sandy said quietly, then yawned.

"Good idea," Tom mumbled, then both he and Sandy fell silent.



Tom was awake early the next morning, quickly dressing, then making a small pot of coffee before he went down to his office.  He knew JJ would be awake by that time - since it was after six in Bear Creek, it would be seven in Calgary, so Tom dialled JJ's home number.

"Hello Tom, you don't usually call me this early, what's up?" JJ answered after the first ring.

"Well, I know you've only got a few more days to work at Dunn-Redding and I know Don will probably have you running in circles.  However while you're running around doing your final jobs there, you might be able to help us by getting a line on some equipment that White Out is liable to need in the near future.  Now we don't have a definite use for the equipment yet, so don't make any solid commitments, but if you run across any bargains, we should probably jump on them."

"Okay, what do you think we're going to need and why will we need it?"

"Well, the first thing that comes to mind is that we may need a mid-sized tanker trailer and some bulk fuel tanks.  The reason we might need them is that it takes more money to move heavy loads with a helicopter than it does with an eighteen wheeler and I'll have multiple loads that will need to be hauled to my claim this year.  Primarily what we're thinking of doing is establishing a landing pad and perhaps a landing strip at Misery Flats so we can transfer loads from an eighteen wheeler to a chopper or float plane there.  Secondly, both Jim Burke and I think that since I've established a producing gold claim in the area and I'm starting to develop it, a mini-goldrush is almost bound to happen and both of us are pessimists," Tom sighed softly.  "We expect a whole hoard of amateur gold prospectors will flood into the area and some of them are bound to get into trouble.  That means White Out is going to get called on to help find the ones who screw up and we'll have to save their
butts, so we might as well get the jump on the idiots and have a base we can work from in the area.  I was out there yesterday and I've leased a spot on the outskirts of town that will work as a truck depot and landing pad for a chopper so we can transfer loads there already.  Then too, I have a tentative deal on a lakefront area that float or ski planes might be able to use.  We'll have to wait for the spring thaw to know for sure if the lake will work as a landing area, but there's already a road most of the way into the area we're hoping to use.  We could put in a temporary fuelling depot there for both avgas and jet fuel, as well as some sort of temporary storage and perhaps even a T-hanger or two."

"Holy moley, you guys don't let the grass grow under your feet do you?"

"Nope, you don't make money if you do," Tom chuckled.  "If we can move a forty-foot trailer and its load two thirds of the way to the claim by road before we fly the load the rest of the way, it will certainly save money in the long run.  The idea that we'd have an emergency landing strip at Misery Flats makes sense too, because there isn't another decent landing area for eighty miles in any direction.  Now while you're looking at trailers you might see if you can find a relatively cheap box van too.  Only we might need it to be insulated, because eventually we're going to have to haul in loads of foodstuff in cold weather.  Now we have funds for this stuff, but don't jump too fast, we need to try to keep costs as low as we can."

"Well, I'm glad you called now, because as you know, one of the things Dunn-Redding is doing right now is getting out of the supply end of things.  I know we have a three-section tanker trailer going into the disposal sale and I'm fairly sure there are some box vans as well, but how about a forty-foot reefer? I know we can get one of those fairly cheap and it's in decent condition too.  I can grab those at a bargain price if you want them?"

"If those are cheap enough, get one of each, then either I or White Out will pay for them."

"They'll set you back about a third to half of new cost or there about, because that's what they'd bring at the disposal sale."

"If they're in good shape and have good tires, I'll take 'em," Tom said making up his mind instantly.

"Do you need anything else?"

"Well, fuel tanks, stands, fuel pumps, hoses, and stuff like that too, if you have it," Tom frowned.  "Hell man, you're the guy who handled setups like this for Dunn-Redding and you know what equipment you need to have at an airstrip.  The only difference to what you're going to be setting up at Bear Creek is that the one at Misery Flats is going to include haulage while the one at Bear Creek has things like fuel delivered to the site.  Since you're going to be doing the actual setup of the hangers, storage, airstrip and landing pads here at Bear Creek, I guess I'd better take on the setup of the airstrip at Misery flats.  I just wanted to get you involved now on the off chance that you could swing a deal to keep the basic costs down."

"So I'll be doing all the planning and construction of the new setup at Bear Creek then?"

"Yep, it's going to have to be your baby because you're my partner in the property and I'm going to be up at the claim by the time frost gets out of the ground, which is when construction can start down here.  I can give you the rough plan I worked out, but you'll need to work out all the details with Jim and Harry, then come up with a final plan.  You'll have about two months before the move gets underway to pour all the footings and floors as well as run in electricity, water and whatever else they need to have in each building." Tom paused, then carried on.  "I'm already hiring people to work for me up on the lease and we're already shifting material and equipment up there.  Like I said before, we flew in a load yesterday and there'll be at least one load going in today.  Then two of my guys will be coming back to help Sandy and I move to the new house this weekend.  By Monday the two semi-trailers you dropped off here will probably be on the road up to Misery Flats."

"Cripes, you sound busy as blazes."

"Oh you haven't heard me bitch about half of the things that are bugging me." Tom snorted.  "I'm still getting Ann settled into her job at the new office and warehouse building, which is being renovated, but isn't finished yet.  Besides my realtor just swung a deal on some condos so the folks from White Out will definitely have a place to live when they get here, so I've got to complete that deal today.  Then just last night I ended up being the recipient of a gun collection that Granddad bought from the woman who sold Sandy her new house, only the local RCMP officer gave me orders to shift it to my claim.  Of course there is one good thing about Sandy buying that house right now, in order to do it she sold this house to Ann, so that means Mom and Dad will be able to stay with her.  Oh, there's a second good thing out of that deal, the new house has four bedrooms, so we'll have lots of room, which means you and Jesse can stay with us if you want to."

"Actually Dad has to be back here before I leave the company, which is next week, on Friday, March 7th, then both Jesse and I head for Bear Lake the following week.  Oh, did I tell you, the house sold for more than we listed it at.  In fact we got enough extra to pay most of the taxes and real-estate fees on the sale, so we can easily afford to buy a house when we get there."

"Maybe, but the price of local houses has shot up in the last little while.  Only a few hundred thousand bucks thrown into the economy seems to have created a boomtown atmosphere here.  That's why I bought those condos for our people who are moving here.  Rentals are almost nonexistent and people are jacking up the prices they want on houses or businesses that they have for sale."

"So I can blame you for the escalating house prices, can I?"

"Not really, although I'll admit that I had a hand in the cause, but I wasn't the only person who was involved in that.  First off you should place a lot of the blame on old Serge's will, since that was the source of most of the money that's being thrown around.  Then you can blame Lister for being a total numbskull by keeping complete records of who pulled what crooked stunt, as well as when and where things happened.  His records made it possible for the RCMP and local cops to clear most of the crooks out of town.  Then once all the crooks bailed out of town, people who were thinking of bailing out decided they could safely invest instead and local economy picked up.  After that you can blame Dad and Frank Jamison for getting involved and throwing their weight around all the way to Ottawa and back.  All I did was holler for help and people began to work together, but once the ball got rolling everyone jumped on the bandwagon, including Ann and you."

"Well, I don't see it the way you do, but then I'm not living there yet.  Now I'd better get Jesse out of bed, then get ready to do some work, since I only have a few days left.  I'll give you a call tonight and let you know about those trailers and things."

"Okay JJ, have a good day," Tom said as they both hung up.

After a quick trip to the kitchen for another cup of coffee, Tom sat down at his desk again and dialled Jim Burke's number at White Out.

"Hello Tom, since I'm coming down there shortly, I didn't expect to hear from you this morning.  What's up?" Jim greeted him.

"Hi Jim.  Two things, what's the word on that wrecked Bell Jet Ranger and have you any knowledge about a guy named Dave something or other who is working as a chopper pilot for CHC in Kamloops?  I may be interested in something like the little Bell for myself and this Dave guy is a friend of one of Sandy's friends, but he's not working steady at CHC, so he's looking for a steady job.  The word is he worked with Russ and Liz in the service and supposedly he knows you from a long time ago."

"So you're thinking of getting a rotary license are you?" Jim chuckled.  "I was wondering how long that would take and this Bell 206 would suit you well since it will handle light loads or several passengers.  If it was in good shape it would be worth well over half a million, but it's almost twenty years old and needs to be repaired now, as well as needing maintenance.  The owner is stupid, broke and faced with some pretty hefty fines, so if it was me, I'd offer him seventy-five or a hundred grand and see what he said.  After all it's going to cost over a hundred grand to get it back into flying condition and that's not counting wages."

"Do it, and I'll settle with you, but see if you can get it for less than a hundred and a half," Tom said firmly.  "There's no screaming rush on the repair if we do get it though, because I think it'll take me a couple of years to get a rotary license."

"Oh, I doubt if it'll take you that long to get your ticket," Jim chuckled, then quickly sobered.  "Now on that other subject, the only person named Dave who is presently working for CHC isn't someone I'd recommend hiring I'm afraid.  If it's the guy I'm thinking of, he's developed a drinking problem in the last while, which is the reason he hasn't been flying much.  CHC started a breathalyser program a year or so ago and he got caught on it, but alcoholism is just something we don't want to deal with.  Now I'm not positive that I have the same guy, but the fellow I'm thinking of is David Wilson and I know he was in the service.  I knew him when he was a kid, and he's about the same age as Ron, maybe a year or two older.  I understand he went through hell in the service, because he was shot down at least twice and lost some of his crew once, which might be why he drinks now.  I liked him as a kid, so if he approaches you, send him around to talk to me. 
I'll let him down easy and try to steer him to AA, so he can get some help."

"Well, I expect you to do the hiring and firing for White Out, but you might consult with Harry and the rest of the crew.  I'd prefer it if folks had a chance to meet any new hires before we made a final commitment, something like I did when I hired Russ and Liz."

"Yeah the way you handled that whole deal impressed the whole crew.  Now I've got people coming in the door and we're going to be flying in your direction in a short while, so I'd best do some work now, then we'll see you in a while."

"Okay Jim.  I'll see you later," Tom hung up the phone, then looked at the list of people he had to call or see that day and sighed heavily. 

"Screw it, I'll talk to Ann so she can arrange for a meeting with her buddy, Lillian Samuels, but I'll call the others later in the day," he said quietly to himself, then headed upstairs.

It took another hour before he'd had breakfast and he'd left the house, but his dad had asked to go along once more and he'd agreed.  He'd remembered to speak to Ann about her friend and he'd told Sandy what Jim Burke had mentioned about Dave Wilson so she could pass it on to Rachel.  He was quite sure that if the guy was an alcoholic, Sandy wouldn't want Rachel accepting a ride back to Bear Creek with him.  That had caused a slowdown in his hurry to leave the house because she'd had him call Russ and Liz, but Liz had confirmed that Wilson was suffering from PTSD and was using alcohol as a crutch.  She seconded Jim's feelings about him being unsafe to pilot a helicopter and told Sandy that she didn't think anyone should ride in a car with him either.  As a result Sandy was dialling the phone to call Rachel when Tom and his dad had finally been able to leave.

When they got to the airstrip, the gate was wide open and some snow had drifted around the buildings since there had been a light wind overnight.  As a result Harry was outside, showing young Ben how to operate the big truck and the snow-blower.  Tom just waved at them as he grabbed a shovel and headed toward the building where they had parked the little John Deere bulldozer, planning to clear the snow from the doorway.

Tom had just picked up the shovel and swung it to his shoulder when he heard the sharp crack of a rifle shot, then almost instantly he was spun around and knocked to the ground.  He heard his dad call his name, then Harry shouted to 'GET DOWN,' but mostly Tom was busy wondering why he didn't hurt anywhere.  He was lying flat on his back, staring up at the sky, and his right shoulder felt slightly numb, but he didn't hurt, not at all.  Then there was another shot and a third one, followed instantly by the sound of breaking glass, but at the same time he heard the engine of the snow-blower rev up and he could hear it move.  After that he could no longer see the sky overhead, all he could see was a cloud of flying snow.  Seconds later he heard a muffled scream of frustration, but at the same time he could hear the roar of the snow-blower growing louder and louder as it came closer and closer.

Then suddenly all the loud noise stopped and the flying snow cleared.  He wondered if he dared to move and try to find out where he'd been shot.  Was the guy with the rifle still out there?  Just what was going on?

Only seconds later young Ben was kneeling over him and asking; "Are you hurt, Tom?  Should I do something for you?"

For several seconds Tom didn't know what to say, but he did have enough presence of mind to try to shake his head from side to side, trying to indicate that he didn't think he was badly hurt.  Only shaking his head seemed to be extremely hard to do and for some reason trying to move it made him feel queasy.

"Call the cops," was what he finally managed to say, and even that was barely more than a whisper.  Then the world just seemed to fade away.




Chapter 21

Tom wasn't surprised to awaken in the hospital and he wasn't surprised to have a headache, but he was surprised to be alone in the room when he awoke.  He wasn't alone for long though because a young nurse appeared momentarily.  The nurse was only there long enough to take his pulse and his blood pressure, then she stepped away.

"The doctor will be with you shortly," she said with a smile and a wink.  "Just so you know, you're a very lucky man.  If you hadn't swung that shovel when you did, you would probably be dead.  So if I were you, I would no longer try to play baseball with a pitcher who is using a rifle and live bullets."

Then she was gone and he was alone again.  Tom was left staring after her because of her attempt at humour, but she'd hardly left before Sandy came into the room, accompanied by his mom.  They'd only had time to say 'Hi' and ask how he felt before an officious older doctor came in and shooed them out again.  Then he turned to Tom with a slight frown on his face.

"Good morning, Tom.  You are certainly popular, and although you've been here for a day, I doubt if you will be here for much longer.  You see there really isn't much that we can do for someone in your condition, except to recommend that the patient rest and take things easy for a while, usually for a week or two," he said rapidly.  "Oh, I should tell you that I am Doctor Samuel VanBrunt and in case you wondered, you are almost certainly going to survive this attempt on your life.  From what we have discovered you have suffered a minor concussion, but aside from some bruising near your right ear and a minor bruise on your right shoulder, you appear to be quite healthy.  Are you suffering any nausea or having blurred vision?"

"Hi, Dr. VanBrunt. I only woke up a few minutes ago, but other than a minor headache, I feel okay," Tom said, then tried to lift his right arm, but found it was held down. That's when he noticed that he had sensors and wires taped to his body and saw that he had a needle in his arm which was connected to an IV bottle hanging on a stand near the bed.  "What's with all the wires and stuff?"

"Those are there to verify that you're going to live and as far as we can tell, you will," the doctor smiled.  "I suppose I could have those all removed, but we will keep you here and under observation overnight.  The fact is that you were struck by an object which had been hit by a round from a high-powered rifle.  It's my understanding that the object was a shovel that you were carrying over your shoulder.  Had it not been for that shovel, you would probably be in the morgue.  Your assailant is just down the hall and is also lucky to have survived, because he was buried under a snowbank for some time. As a result when he arrived he was suffering from hypoxia and hypothermia, but he will also survive, although in his case I understand he will be facing a charge of attempted murder.  Now I have other patients who need my attention more than you do, so I will see you later, but remember, take things slowly and easily."

"Thanks, Doc," Tom managed to say to the doctor's retreating back before the door closed behind him.

He had a few minutes to himself then, but not long.  His next visitor was Sergeant Lance MacDonald, who looked as if he was both annoyed and apologetic.

In fact his first words to Tom were; "I'm sorry, but the city cops didn't take my warning seriously.  Scherer had time to go home, grab his drugs and a rifle, then torch his own house before those idiots even started looking for him.  Meanwhile he was on his snowmobile and knew enough to look for you at the airstrip in the morning."

"Hey, you tried," Tom shrugged his shoulders, then grimaced because his right shoulder didn't like that move.  "Ouch, I guess my shoulder is a bit tender, but the doc says I'll be fine."

"You're bloody lucky.  You should see the shovel," Sergeant Mac snorted.  "Scherer's shot hit the metal section that wraps around the wood handle so the slug entered through the metal on one side, expanded in the wood and almost escaped the metal on the other side.  The metal is swelled out and split open, but we managed to dig the slug out, so we can match it to Scherer's rifle.  He won't get away with this one, not like he did as a juvie!  If I'd seen his juvie records, he wouldn't have had this chance."

"I hear you caught him though, so what's all the fuss about, Lance?"

"Hah, we didn't catch him.  Ben Jacobs, your young helper out at the airstrip did that.  He buried the bugger under a couple of tons of snow using the big snow blower.  Scherer was caught between the side of the hanger and an old fence, so he couldn't escape and was knocked down, then pinned there while he was buried by snow.  We had to dig the stupid bastard out, but if his rifle barrel hadn't been sticking out of the snowbank we probably wouldn't have found him until spring," Lance grinned, then sobered.  "I'm going to have to through all the local crooks records though, because Lister and some Oriental shmuck from Vancouver have put out a hit on you.  Scherer told us your head is worth a quarter of a million bucks if it's delivered to a guy named Sung Yee in Vancouver.  That means I'll have to keep an eye on every two-bit crook still around town for fear one of them gets their hands on a rifle and comes after you."

"Holy shit!" Tom gasped.  "They want me dead?"

"Yep, but every dollar either Lister or Sung Yee had is already being seized, thanks to fast action by your Dad and his political buddies.  They kicked some judge in the butt and he put a hold on every dollar Lister has access to, then stuck him in solitary confinement.  Then the Vancouver police raided Sung Yee's residence and his business.  They found a huge stash of drugs in both places, so they shut him down as well.  On the way here I just heard that Sung Yee tried to skip across the border and was stopped by Canadian Border Services.  Somehow he escaped from them though, then was shot and killed by FBI agents as he was crossing the border into Washington State on foot.  The problem is there's an Oriental gang of drug smugglers involved, so you're still in danger."

"Cripes, all this because I talked to Randal Scherer and made a wise-ass crack about finding more of Lister's files?"

"It might be.  I don't know?  I'm wondering if there isn't some secret hidey hole in your new building that we didn't find, so if I can have your permission, I'd like to go check it out a lot more thoroughly.  I suspect there might be something up in Lister's old office that will have some bearing on this whole mess."

"Hey, as far as I'm concerned you didn't even have to ask, just go down and tell the contractor what you want to do and that you have my permission.  In fact if you want, you can have him help you to rip Lister's old office on the second floor to pieces, because it will all have to be torn out anyway.  Eventually the second floor will be almost totally stripped, so unless it's structural and holding up the roof or something, just go for it.  As far as I know the contractor has stripped the main floor and he's started to rebuild that already, but I don't think he's done much on the second floor.  I'll clear it with Ann, but you might want to talk to her as well."

"I did talk to her and she said to talk to you, but like you, she has no problems with me looking things over or opening things up," Lance smiled, then grew serious again.  "Before I leave, there is one other thing I need to talk to you about.  I'd really appreciate it if you and Sandra would move up to your lease for a while, because I think both of you are in danger right now."

"You might have an argument with Sandy about that, since she's just bought that house from Anna Morgenstern and she's going to want to move there as soon as she can."

"Tom, you were knocked out for over twenty-four hours and in that time your father, your sister and the people working for you went nuts.  In the first place they did everything you had planned to do during that time, unless it was something requiring your personal participation.  I'll let them explain what they did, but amongst other things most of Sandy's and your belongings are already moved to your new house," he chuckled.  "Your sister and your dad had a hand in arranging that, as well as most of the other things that were done."

"Wait a minute, did you say Dad got involved?"

"Well, yes and no.  I mentioned that he got the politicians and legal people involved, but he also rattled the sabres locally and shook up some of the local bigwigs.  He and Ben Jacobs were standing over you when I arrived on the scene and he rode in the ambulance with you, but most of that time he was on his portable phone, raising the roof.  Your brother JJ is flying out some time today and there's a possibility your second brother and your nephew may come out as well," he paused and smiled.  "It was your sister, Ann who took time off work and went through your notes to find the things you had scheduled to do yesterday.  She's a whirlwind when she gets involved and had your crew organised in no time flat, but they aren't exactly lazy either. I think I'll let them explain all the things that they've done, because I have a building to check out and you have family members who want to talk to you."

"Okay, Lance and thanks for all you've done."

"It's not as much as I would like to do.  Now I almost had to hogtie Sandy and your mother to keep them from breaking into our discussion, so I had best let them in to talk to you.  I'll be talking to you later today," and with that he left.

Only Sandy and his mother weren't the next people Tom saw, instead it was the nurse who had been there before.

"Good morning again, Mr. Dunn.  I have orders to remove your IV and the monitoring pickups before we let in the crowd.  Once I have you all disconnected from the bells and whistles, I'll stand by at the door to keep folks out, since I imagine you need to use the washroom," she smiled.

"Oh thank you!" he said emphatically.  "The bathroom has been calling me since I woke up and I don't seem to have been fitted with a catheter.  By the way, could you call me Tom, please, and what should I call you?"

"My name is Myrna Gorman, and you were fitted with an adult diaper when you were admitted," she chortled.  "And before you protest, we do that with most patients now, especially those we admit via the emergency room, because it is faster and less traumatic than a catheter.  In your case your injuries were so mild that we expected you to awaken momentarily, but you remained comatose much longer than we expected.  According to your fiancé you were probably catching up on your sleep, since she claims you've been burning the candle at both ends."

As they had been speaking, she had also been busy removing all the sensors and wires, then she stepped back with a smile; "There you go, Tom.  In case there is any adhesive left on your skin from the sensors, you can mention that to any nurse who happens to be on duty or you can use one of the wet wipes in the washroom.  I would imagine you're probably hungry, so I've arranged for a snack to be delivered in a few moments and you are now free to get out of bed to use the washroom.  Please don't leave this room or wander the halls however."

"Thanks Myrna," Tom said as he sat up, then frowned at the hospital gown he was wearing since it was quite short and open down his back.  "I don't suppose I could ask for some shorts or pyjama bottoms, could I?"

"Sorry, Tom.  We don't supply those, but I could get you another diaper if you want?" she answered with a grin as she headed for the door.  "I'll allow your visitors to come in shortly, but you'll have at least ten or fifteen minutes to yourself.  If you need anything or if you have any feelings of distress, there is an emergency call button on the end of that cord by the head of the bed."

Tom was sure he had longer than she had said before his visitors arrived, in fact while he was in the washroom, his snack had been brought in.  He'd had time to eat that and had drunk the weak tea that came with it before Sandy and his mother appeared once more.  When they did come in there was a short time while hugs and kisses were exchanged, then Sandy checked the bruise that ran from his jawbone and up past his right ear.

"It's already turning green around the edges," she commented.

"Well, it doesn't hurt unless you press on it," Tom pulled his head away from her fingers slightly.  "As far as I'm concerned, I just slept for a day, so other than a slight headache and an appetite that would match a grizzly fresh out of hibernation, I feel fine.  But, I'm curious about what happened after I got clobbered yesterday.  Sergeant Mac gave me a few hints, but I want to know the details."

"I don't think either of us can tell you everything, but we each know some of what happened," his mom sighed deeply.  "Jack said he saw you go down and after shouting at you when you fell, he dove for cover.  He said Harry did the same thing, so the only person who was still in the open was young Ben Jacobs, who jumped into the cab of the snow blower truck, then turned the nozzle so it was aimed toward the shooter.  I understand Ben buried the guy under a ton of snow, then dashed to your side.  He said you were awake and talked to him, telling him to run to the office and call 911.  Meanwhile your dad ran over and checked that you had a pulse, but you didn't answer him, so he dialled the RCMP to say you'd been shot.  Once he had raised hell there, he called me and I told Sandy, so she and Ann headed over here to the hospital.  The two of them were in such a rush that they left me behind."

"I'm sorry about that, Kelly.  We were so worried about Tom that I never even thought about you not being with us until we were in the hospital parking lot," Sandy's face flushed slightly.  "Anyway, we beat the ambulance here, but by then we could hear the sirens coming our direction.  So we ran in through the emergency entrance with Ann shouting that her brother had been shot and was being brought in by the ambulance.  Because of our warning the emergency staff were outside waiting for the ambulance when it got here and they zipped you away in no time flat.  Once I saw your dad getting out of the ambulance with the EMTs I thought about leaving your mom behind.  Ann did too and grabbed my keys out of my hand to go get her.  Meanwhile your dad and I were sent to the waiting room and he told me that the EMTs hadn't found any open wounds, so although he saw you fall, he didn't understand what had happened.  It was only after they found the bruises and x-rayed your
skull that they discovered you had a concussion, but by that time Sergeant Mac had seen the shovel you'd been carrying and they had found that little piss-ant politician buried in the snow."

"That's when Jack heard about the hit-money out on your head, because the RCMP officer was telling us what that Scherer asshole had said, thinking he had killed you.  He was pissed that he hadn't gotten your head to take to Vancouver so he could collect the hit money.  Your dad virtually grilled the RCMP officer about who had put out the hit and where Scherer had said he was going to take your head to collect the money, then he headed outside.  We found out later that he called several lawyers, some high ranking cops and a provincial politician.  In turn they got on a judge's case about Lister setting up the hit by working with the leader of a drug gang.  Somehow the judge discovered that the drug gang was tied in with Lister's efforts here in town, so he tied up the last of Lister's and the gang leader's funds," Tom's mom explained.  "Then just a while ago we heard that the drug boss had been killed while trying to get over the border into Washington State.  That
doesn't make sense to me, unless he was trying to run away and hide down in the states, but I can't see how he thought he could get away with that."

"Your dad didn't stop there either," Sandy snorted.  "Sergeant Mac had said that you and I would be safer if we were up at the cabin, so when Harry came driving into the parking lot in your pickup, your dad had him turn around and they headed back to the airstrip.  They got Russ and Liz to fire up the big chopper and had them deliver that bulldozer out to the claim, then bring Arne and Alvin back to town.  Meanwhile Jim, Ron, Donna and Travis from White Out arrived at the airstrip in one of the helicopters and carrying another helicopter in a sling underneath it.  I guess you talked to Jim about buying a wrecked helicopter yesterday morning, so they went ahead and bought it, then brought it down with them.  Oh, and he said to tell you he cut your upper limit in half, whatever that means."

"I imagine that means he bought a bent-up Bell Jet Ranger for about seventy-five grand or thereabouts, but even as a wreck it's probably worth well over two hundred grand," Tom explained.  "That machine is worth more than what they paid for it even if we took it to pieces and sold it as parts."

"Well, he didn't stop there, but instead he explained to your dad what you were planning to do.  Then Jim told your dad that he'd talked to CHC in Kamloops about a similar wreck they had that he could buy for about the same price and that it had most of the parts he needed to repair your machine.  Jack added two and two, then called Rachel Morgenstern and told her to get her butt down to the airstrip.  He loaded Rachel and Jim into his plane and flew them both to Kamloops, that way Rachel could reclaim her car and trailer, while Jim was looking over the other helicopter.  Rachel managed to prove ownership of the car and trailer and took possession of them, but waited in Kamloops and followed as her mother drove the second car to Vancouver.  Jim checked out CHC's wreck and dickered the price down by quite a bit, then bought it and made arrangements to have it trucked up here," Sandy explained.

"Meanwhile we had heard that you were in a mild coma, but in no danger, so Ann and I talked Sandra into the fact that there was no sense in all three of us remaining here.  The doctor explained that when you did come out of the coma they'd call us immediately and since we're all living within such a short distance we could be here by the time you were fully awake.  Besides that they said you wouldn't be released for at least eight hours after you awakened, so we played rock-scissors-paper and I won the job of waiting here.  I know Sandy didn't like it much, but I told her I'd call as soon as there was any change, so she and Ann went back to the office," his mom added.

"When Ann and I got to the office, it was a madhouse," Sandy rolled her eyes skyward and shook her head.  "From the sounds of things everyone in town had heard about the shooting, and half of them wanted to know if you were dead or not, so I told the people in the office the truth and told them to pass it on.  I'd hardly gotten that out when Charlie burst into the office with the news that the developer for the condos had received an offer on two of the condos and you could lose them if something wasn't done right away.  Now I knew you had given Ann signing authority for anything to do with TF Dunn Properties or whatever it is, so I sicced Charlie on her and she handled it.

"Then the woman showed up that you were supposed to interview yesterday, Ann's friend, the one who is stuck in a wheelchair.  What's her name, Lillian Samuels or something?  Anyway that was Ann's business as well, so I explained the situation, but I think I was a bit brusque, so she wanted to know who I was and why I was so grouchy.  Now I hadn't seen them come in, but Matt and Linda Devons were standing right behind her, and I guess Linda works part time at the hospital or something, because she knew what was going on.  She laid into that Lillian gal like she was a witch for suggesting that you were anything but a great guy and told her that I was all but your wife and that you were in the hospital after being shot.  Luckily Ann came back from Charlie's office about then and managed to calm both of them down before a real screaming match broke out."

"Actually I think you and your friend Linda handled Lillian perfectly.  She is excellent at her job, but she can be a real bitch at times and she's nosy as blazes, so she can be a pain in the butt.  Having two people sound off when she stuck her nose into other people's business was more than likely the best thing that could have happened," Tom's mom commented, with a slight grin on her face.  "Not only that, but after Ann got Lillian calmed down, she told her that you'd arranged to have the new building wheelchair friendly and had bought a condo that suited her needs before she was even hired.  I guess one of the condos is designed for wheelchair access and has covered parking right near the door.  I think Ann said Lillian wants the job and likes the condo so much she wants to buy it, not rent it, but Ann left the final decision of hiring her up to you."

"Well, if she's too feisty, she won't work out, but she does need some backbone to do the job.  I suppose it might be an idea if I do interview her after all, but tell Ann she did good to step in and prevent an all out screaming match in the office," Tom frowned slightly.  "It sounds to me like she stepped up and filled in for me, which is what her job is going to involve, at least to some extent."

"Oh she stepped up to the plate in more ways than one," Sandy smiled slightly.  "For one thing Linda and Matt Devons reminded me that we should take possession of the former Morgenstern house.  That got Ann going in another direction and since she'd met Jim, Donna and Travis while she was over in Charlie and Laura's office, she got them involved too.  She virtually chased me out of the office and sent me home to do the final packing for the move, but when the White Out crew were done their meeting with Charlie, she sent them to help me.  Between the Devons and the White Out crew, then Harry, Russ, Liz and the 'A-team,' once they arrived back in town, we had the essential items packed and moved to the new house by eight yesterday evening.  We didn't get everything moved, but Laura and I slept in the new house last night and she's working with Arne and Alvin this morning to move her belongings to the little house.  We haven't touched your office in the basement yet and we still
have most of the food and kitchen things to move, but we've made a huge dent in the job already."

"What blew me away is the fact that the telephone company has already swapped your phone lines, so calls for you go to the new house and Ann has a working telephone line at the old house," Tom's mom broke in.  "I can't believe the service.  In Calgary it took two weeks for some friends of ours to get a number switched to a new house."

"I think Matt Devons swung that.  He has a close friend working for the telephone company," Sandy grinned.  "On another subject, I think Ann, Laura and I are going to be doing some furniture swapping though and I can see that there's going to be a lot of things left over.  Mrs. Morgenstern left us most of the furniture in two bedrooms, as well as the master bedroom suite and she left the leather chesterfield and chairs in the living room, not to mention the dining room suite.  We might need to have a garage sale when the shifting and shuffling is all over with."

"I wouldn't rush that," Tom sighed.  "We're a little short of furniture up at the cabin and from the sounds of things, Arne and Alvin will be moving up there too, so they'll eventually have cabins to furnish."

"Yeah, that brings up another subject," Sandy sighed heavily.  "From what Sergeant MacDonald said, you and I may be in danger from that gang from Vancouver and he'd like to see us move to the claim for now.  I'm not sure that I can though, not right now, since my heaviest work period of the year is still coming up.  At the rate things are going at the office now, the next two months are likely to be crazy."

"Sandra, Tom was attacked and shot at by a man sent by your ex-husband and he has placed a price on my son's head," Tom's mom barked.  "I would imagine you're also included as a target and if you remain in Bear Creek you'll be an extremely easy target.  If you were attacked and perhaps killed, my son would be inclined to retaliate, in fact he would probably become careless in his desire to revenge the attack on your life.  Is that what you want to happen, because that's easily what could happen, or don't you think your ex-husband knows where you live and where you work?  I'd be willing to bet he knows when and how you drive to work and almost all of your habits, so it would be easy for him to tell a hit man where he could arrange an attack on you and get away with it."

"Mom's right you know," Tom said quietly.  "Besides, didn't you say that Rachel took several accounting courses at UBC while you were there?  Since she's going to be spending some time here anyway, there's no reason you couldn't offer her a job in your business is there?"

"Actually Jack flew to Vancouver this morning and plans to pick up both Rachel and JJ at the airport, then they'll fly back here early this afternoon," Tom's mom said enthusiastically.

"JJ is coming out now?"  Tom sounded surprised.  "I thought he was still doing the wrap-up of his job at Dunn-Redding for another week and wouldn't be here for another two weeks."

"Oh, your dad talked to JJ, Don and your Uncle Tom yesterday and they decided he'd be more useful out here.  He can be your hands and feet while you're laid up and on death's door."

"What do you mean, the doctor said I might be released as early as tomorrow morning?" Tom protested.

"Oh, but the general public only knows that there was a shooting out at the airstrip, then you were rushed to the hospital and that you were in a coma at that time.  Since then the people treating you have been told not to say anything about your condition to anyone outside of the family.  In fact the RCMP has asked them to either say nothing at all or else to put out the impression that you've slipped into a deeper coma and might die," she smiled slightly.  "It'd be extremely easy to put over the idea that you died of your supposed wounds, because half of the town is already convinced that you were shot and killed yesterday."

"Well, you certainly look different now, because they had to cut off part of your beard and trim the hair on the right side of your head to check out the area that was injured.  I'm sorry, but after I saw that I had them trim the rest to match, because you looked so strange with a bushy beard on one side and almost bare skin on the other," Sandy looked apologetic, then winked.  "Besides, this is the first time I've ever seen you with shorter hair and a very short beard.  I've always wondered what was hidden under all that hair."

"Oh brother, I'll freeze when I go outside," Tom snorted as he ran his left hand up the side of his face.  "I don't think my beard has been this short since I left home and started working up north."

"Well, you certainly look different," his mom looked thoughtful.  "Now you look more like your father, so if you dyed your hair in a darker shade, I think you could walk downtown and people would think you were one of his other sons.  They don't know what colour Don's hair is, because he's never been here, so we could get away with saying you were him."

"Oh, I'm sure he'd just love having me masquerading as him," Tom snorted.  "I'm not so certain I want to hide away in any case.  The whole idea just gets under my skin and makes me upset."

"Hah, if you think you're angry, you ought to have seen your father when he stormed into the local police station and demanded to see the police chief.  Then he ripped into the police chief about his men ignoring Sergeant MacDonald's warning that Scherer was scared and on the run.  He was almost arrested for disturbing the peace and if I hadn't been there, trying to calm him down, he might have been," his mom grinned, then sobered.  "You are the only one of his sons who has never backed down and who is always willing to argue with him when you think he's wrong and that has really impressed him.  He considers you to be more like himself than either Don or JJ, so he's extremely proud of you, even if he has a strange way of showing it.  The idea that you could be shot right in front of his eyes absolutely infuriated him and I think if he could have gotten to Scherer or Lister right then he'd have torn then apart, limb for limb.  Since he wasn't able to do anything like that, he
took his frustration out on the local police chief."

"Well, I've always said he and I are a lot alike, but unlike him I try to control my temper," Tom shrugged his shoulders, but grimaced at the pain in his right shoulder.  "Damn, that hurts."

"Well, don't do it then," Sandy snorted.  "The doctor said you have a bone bruise there and another on the outside of your skull, but it was having your brain bruised and shaken up that caused the coma.  You're just bloody lucky the bullet hit the shovel and not your skull."

"Yes, Dear.  I know that and I am thankful that things happened the way they did.  By the way, I want you to tell young Ben that he just earned himself a permanent job for thinking clearly and acting quickly."

"You're too late," Sandy chuckled.  "Ann, Jim Burke and Harry got into a three-way argument over who was going to hire him permanently, so they left it up to him.  Ben said it didn't matter much, because in the long run he felt you paid his wages, so he felt he was working for you and would work wherever you said he was needed.  As a result they're going to transfer Ben's employment details to TF Dunn Investments, Property Division and he'll be a floater, but either you or Ann will write his cheques."

"Good enough, that'll do for now, but this summer I may shanghai him to work up on the lease, after I get some of those Atco trailers shifted up there and set up.  I think having Ben there will help keep some control of Jesse, as well as David and Jenny Welch, otherwise we could have our hands full.  He's been out in the workplace and he knows that teenage hi-jinx need to be kept under control, otherwise someone could get hurt," Tom said quietly.

"I think that's an excellent idea, although Jesse is showing much more control and discipline since he started playing hockey and taking that Kung-fu stuff or whatever it is.  He was extremely impressed with the time he spent with you on your claim as well though and I noticed that he seemed much more aware of his surroundings.  His hockey coach said he's learned to use his peripheral vision during the hockey games and Jesse credits his time up on the claim for that," Tom's mom grinned.  "Jesse discovered that he could watch birds and other animals for hours if he didn't look at them directly, so he learned how to do it.  He just loved it up on your lease and it didn't hurt that he made excellent wages by panning for gold either."

"Well, the problem is that he's a teenager and he was there just long enough to start to grow overconfident in his abilities.  He's just at the point where he could get himself into trouble and not be able to get out of it without getting hurt, which is something I don't want to happen," Tom frowned slightly.  "Now I don't really know too much about young Ben, but I know he worked for White Out as a part-timer for two summers and he's worked there this winter, a least until a week or so ago.  That means he's had some experience in the bush and he's had some excellent teachers whose job is to rescue people who have gotten into trouble, which means he knows what can go wrong and how easily it can happen.  On top of that I was impressed by how quickly he reacted to danger and did his best to take control of the problem.  That takes a very special talent and he showed it in spades.  He was the only one there who was in position to do anything and if he hadn't reacted the way he
did, we could all have been slaughtered."

Just as he finished speaking Dr. Van-Brunt stepped in the door.

"Excuse me for interrupting your conversation, but one of our technicians was running a final check on a sample of your blood, Tom and he discovered an unexplained anomaly.  Have you recently been ill or injured in some way, because your white blood cell count is somewhat elevated and we can't explain how that could be caused by your present injuries?"

"Well, I haven't been sick and other then a few bumps and bruises I can't think of any injuries that I've had," Tom frowned as if in deep thought.  "Wait a minute, I did scrape my leg up a bit when I was looking at some old machinery in Calgary a week or so ago, but that's almost healed over.  It does itch once in a while though, but I often itch when I'm healing so I didn't think anything of it."

"Hmm," the doctor looked at the sheet in his hand, then nodded.  "Well, it's almost time for your lunch, but right after lunch I believe we had best run some tests and I think I should have a look at that injury.  So Ladies, I would suggest that you could both use a break and I think Tom will be back here by … oh, probably by three this afternoon or shortly thereafter."

So Sandy and Tom's mom each gave him a kiss and a hug, then left.  Tom was alone for about five minutes, then a nurse came in to collect both blood and urine samples and she'd only been gone for a few minutes when his lunch arrived.  What he was served wasn't enough to satisfy his hunger, but someone in the kitchen had decided to send him two desserts, so he polished them off as well.  He was sipping a cup of weak tea and wishing for a cup of coffee, when the door opened and Sergeant MacDonald stepped inside.

"Hello Tom, I was hoping to catch you alone, because I just got off the telephone with a friend of mine who is on the gang squad of the Vancouver Police.  He doesn't have a decent estimate on the overall size of the gang who were led by Sung Yee, but he said there are four groups in the gang and they're set up like a business.  Those groups are responsible for supply, finance, distribution and enforcement and each group is led by one of Sung Yee's sons.  The enforcement group is quite small, less than two dozen men, but they seem to have disappeared from the local streets, so he's worried that they may be on the way up here.  That means I can't take any chances and I want you and Sandra out of town as fast as possible, so what has your doctor told you?  How soon will you be free to leave?"

"The doctor just found another problem about an hour ago and I'm scheduled to have another examination of some sort in a few moments.  It seems my white blood cell count is too high and he wants to know the reason."

"Oh, I see," Sergeant Mac sighed.  "That isn't the news I wanted to hear."

"Yeah, you can argue with him if you want to.  I mean I feel okay.  Heck, even the little headache I had when I woke up is gone, so I'll go along with the idea if he releases me, but somehow I don't think he will."

"You don't think who will do what?" Dr. Van-Brunt said as he came in the door.

"I was hoping that you would release Tom early, Doctor.  There is some danger that some of the members of the gang who financed the original attempt on his life are on their way here from Vancouver and I would like to get him and his fiancé out of town as soon as possible."

"Well, there is a good possibility that I could release him this evening, because he seems to have recovered well from his concussion, but first I wish to see that wound that you said you had,Tom.  I believe that minor wound might be infected, which could very well be the cause of your high white cell count."

"Okay, Doc.  It's on the back of my right leg, just under the cheek of my butt," Tom carefully rolled over and felt the cool air as the hospital gown flipped open.  "I've been treating it myself with an over-the-counter antibiotic ointment."

"Hmmph, it looks like it," the doctor growled after ripping off the bandaid.  "What did you do, use a mirror?"

"Well yeah, what else was I supposed to do?"

"You could have had your fiancée look after it, or your mother would have probably have been willing to help you.  Either one of them would have seen the little sliver of metal that you left in the wound, so it's no wonder it itches or that your white blood cell count is high.  Don't move!  I'll be back in a moment with a scalpel, a pair of tweezers, some decent antibiotic and a proper bandage."

"Oops!" Tom sighed as the doctor slammed out of the room.  "I guess I'd better sound properly apologetic when he comes back, huh?"

"Yes, I would think so and you'd better expect to have a tetanus shot too," Sergeant Mac was trying to be polite and fighting a chuckle.

"Thanks for reminding me," Tom sighed.  "Two to one he'll jab me right in the sore spot."

"No bets on that, I've dealt with pissed off doctors before."

"Yeah in your job, I just bet you have," Tom chuckled.  "Do you realize this is the first time I've stayed in a hospital for any length of time since I was about ten, which was when I had my tonsils out?  Even then I was only in the hospital for a few hours, so this is extremely unusual for me."

"Huh, I've been treated for a dislocated shoulder, several broken bones, frost bite and appendicitis, as well as numerous scrapes and cuts.  Come to think about it, the only times I've spent long in the hospital were for frost bite and appendicitis, the other medical procedures were simple outpatient treatments."

"Say, since you've had the treatment, you'd know how the hospitals treat frostbite, after they've done the slow warm-up thing that is.  I've wondered how regular hospitals treat it ever since I ran across a Dene woman who treated her grandson with a mixture of mashed willow sapwood and goose grease.  I understand that frostbite usually itches real bad."

"What they did to me sounds like a modern version of the same thing.  They used a mild analgesic in a salve on my fingers, then they wrapped a loose bandage around my whole hand so I wouldn't accidentally rub the salve off.  Even then it itched, but before they put the salve on it, it hurt like blazes, almost as if my fingers had been burnt in a fire."

"Actually we're treating a case of frostbite right now, the fellow who tried to shoot you, Tom," the doctor said, surprising both Tom and Sergeant Mac, since he'd come in quietly.  "Now hold still.  This may hurt a little bit."

Tom managed to bite back the squawk he wanted to voice by gritting his teeth, but the grunt of pain escaped.

"Oh yes, here comes the pus, so I'm going to have to palpate the area, but I'll be as gentle as possible," the doctor said then as he gently squeezed and massaged the area, but Tom's groans let the doctor know he didn't agree that he was being treated gently.  "Hmm, that looks quite good and now I need to ask a few questions, because we don't seem to have a copy of your medical records.  When was your last tetanus injection and are you allergic to any of the common antibiotics?"

"You're entering into new territory, Doc, because as far as I know I haven't been treated by a doctor since I was ten years old and had my tonsils out.  Other than that the latest medical procedure I went through was peeing in a cup for the doctors testing for performance enhancing drugs when I played soccer at UBC, but even that was more than three years ago.  Oh, I'm wrong about that, I've also had yearly medical exams for my pilot's license, but I've always passed those with flying colours.  I don't usually get sick."

"Well, one thing is for sure, I know another reason why old Serge Potemchin liked you so much, but you've got a long ways to go to catch up to his record.  He went over fifty years between doctors' visits," Doctor VanBrunt chuckled.  "He was given a medical exam when he was discharged from the army in 1946.  Then the first I saw of him was when he came to see me with the bad case of the flu in 1998, but he hadn't seen the inside a doctor's office at any time between those two dates."

"Gee, I feel like a piker," Tom managed a grin and a slight chuckle even though his leg was still uncomfortable.  "I only managed to avoid needing a doctor to treat me for anything for fifteen years."

"Well I don't think concussion caused in an attack by a criminal or a tiny sliver of steel could be called a normal reason for a visit to a doctor or a hospital, but I don't recommend that you stay away for another fifteen years either.  In fact I would like to keep you in here overnight, but I suppose we could release you early this evening.  Or is that bad time for you to see to his safety from further attack, Sergeant MacDonald."

"Actually moving Tom this evening might work out best for everyone, just as long as you're sure Tom's future health isn't endangered by leaving that soon.  I'll see if I can arrange for safe transport about seven or seven-thirty then," Sergeant Mac nodded at the doctor, then before either Tom or the doctor could comment, he slipped out the door and was gone.

"Sergeant MacDonald must think a lot of you, since he seems to be going out of his way to protect you from those gangsters," the doctor said quietly while preparing a syringe for the first of Tom's injections.

"Actually I think he's trying to prevent a shooting war," Tom sighed.  "You see I've hired a few ex-servicemen who fought in Afghanistan and Sergeant Mac knows that they would be willing to shoot back if I was attacked.  Hell, if someone was shooting at me, I'd probably shoot back, but I'd probably aim to injure, not kill."

"Somehow, I believe that.  In fact I believe you would probably fire a warning shot or two before that," the doctor chuckled, then he moved next to the bed.  "Now, this may sting a little."

The injection didn't hurt that much, but the after effects felt like a small fire had been ignited inside Tom's leg.

"Crap, that feels like you injected liquid fire into my leg," Tom said through gritted teeth.

"I've heard that complaint before and usually when I was administering a tetanus injection, but I'm unsure why.  The second injection should cause much less discomfort, since it's only penicillin.  I'm administering penicillin because it has the least possibility of causing an adverse reaction, so there's less chance that you will be in the hospital any longer than absolutely necessary.  As well as that since you don't end up in a doctor's office very often there's very little chance that your body has built up either immunity or allergens to penicillin.

"Now, you can return to lying on your back, but before I leave you I have to ask again, have you had any periods of dizziness or nausea?"

"Nope." Tom answered as he rolled onto his back.

"What about the headache that you said you had previously?  Has it worsened or changed in any way?"

"Actually, it seems to have disappeared.  I've had headaches before when I was quite hungry though, so that might be what was causing it."

"Oh I think you had a rather more obvious reason for a headache this time," the doctor chuckled.  "Do the bruised areas feel any different, are they feeling more tender or different in any way?"

"No change really, they don't seem to hurt at all if I don't press on them.  Well, if I flex my shoulder, I can sure feel the bruise then, but I expect that's normal for a bruise."

"Yes all things considered I would say you are doing quite well and in case I don't see you again before you slip away, I would appreciate it if you would drop in for a checkup in a week or two.  For now, I want you to refrain from drinking alcohol, get lots of sleep and don't over-exert yourself."

"Well, I'll try, Doc, but if those goons from that gang are around here for long, it may be impossible for me to do those things, not because I don't want to, but because it would be unsafe.  I just don't want to put others at risk over some stupid crook's vendetta," Tom said quietly.  "Just the idea that others are pressing me to run from a fight annoys me, but frankly, the idea of being involved in a fight that could be injure or kill innocent people upsets me even more."

"Having met you and having heard some of the tales about you, I can understand that," the doctor chuckled.  "But, your friends and family certainly are supporting you and they make up a rather formidable force in the whole, so I somehow doubt that a small group of city-bred gang members is going to be able to last long in a dispute with your supporters.  As well you're considered to be something of a hero in this town, so they'd be invading hostile territory where every hand is against them.  I'd be surprised if they could even buy a meal in Bear Creek, let alone receive any cooperation in finding where you live or work.  I expect things will be back to normal around here in a week or two and the gang members will either have fled or will be in confinement and behind bars.  Now while being here with you is entertaining, I have work to do."

"Thanks for all you've done, Doc," Tom held out his hand.

"Oh, you'll get a bill for services rendered, but good luck in whatever you do next," Doctor VanBrunt said, as he shook Tom's hand, then left the room.

Tom was left alone for a while then, longer than he really expected.  Three o'clock came and went, but neither Sandy nor his mom appeared, so Tom was beginning to worry.  Then he heard a disturbance in the hall outside of his room.  Reacting to the unusual sounds, he slipped out of bed and was heading toward the door to see what was going on when the door began to open.  A young Oriental appeared to be trying to slip into the room unnoticed and seemed surprised when he saw Tom was so close, yet he attacked immediately, brandishing a knife in his left hand.

Tom reacted to the threat instantly, so his right hand grabbed the wrist of the punk's knife hand to twist it out and away from his body even though that made his shoulder hurt like blazes.  Then he threw a left uppercut to the punk's chin and since he was fighting for his life, he drove his knee into the attacker's groin, to hell with the Marquis of Queensberry rules.  As the kid began to collapse, Tom twisted his wrist until the knife dropped, but as it fell to the floor it barely missed Tom's foot and for some reason his temper fully kicked in then.  Perhaps he realized that he could have been killed, or perhaps it was the fact that he'd been attacked with a knife?  Whatever the reason, he grabbed the falling punk's loose clothing with both hands, then he heaved his attacker out of the room, throwing him back out into the hallway.  After bouncing off the opposite wall, the punk slid to the floor and lay there without any sign life.  That made Tom pause, until he noticed
the kid's chest expand and relax as he took a breath, so Tom felt slightly better since he obviously hadn't killed the little s-o-b.

Tom stared down at the punk kid and almost wished he hadn't hit him so hard, because he wanted the answers to a few questions.  How the hell had the little bugger gotten into the hospital in the first place?  Then how had he known which room Tom was in?  Was he alone, or did he have any helpers?  That last question was answered when he heard a loud male voice with an Oriental accent coming from down the hall.  Dammit, obviously the kid had help and it sounded as if his helper was threatening or injuring someone else.  Still keyed up from the original confrontation, Tom's temper flared even higher.

Then barefoot, with his hospital gown flapping around his thighs and his bare-butt on display to anyone behind him, Tom headed for the sound of the commotion at the nurse's station.  What he saw as he came around the corner was another punk standing in front of the counter at the nurse's station, waving a small pistol back and forth as he tried to keep two older nurses from sounding an alarm.  The kid was paying so much attention to the two women that he must not have heard Tom's bare feet approaching from behind.  Tom had time to consider the idea of grabbing the kid's gun arm, but instead, he simply reacted.  His left hand swung over the kid's left shoulder and slapped across the kid's eyes while he drove his right fist upward and into the kid's right armpit, but when Tom slid his hand up and along the arm to grab the kid's gun-hand it was empty.  The kid had obviously dropped the gun when he was hit, but was now trying to break Tom's grip over his eyes and nose with his left
hand while screaming in Chinese or some other Oriental language.  Instead of holding the punk, Tom let him go and stepped back.  When the guy spun around, Tom delivered a right cross to the guy's chin followed by a left driven into the little prick's solar plexus.  It was only after that second punk had collapsed that Tom was able to take in the rest of the room.

He hadn't even noticed the guy who had been standing guard in the doorway with his back to the room, but one of the older nurses had seen the other guy.  When the punk had dropped his little pistol on the counter, she had scooped it up, then took a two-handed grip and a steady stance with her eyes on the guard in the doorway.  When the goon at the door tried to spin around and threaten them with the Uzi he was holding, she pulled the trigger and the little automatic she was holding went Br-r-r-r-r-r-rt.  The goon screamed, then dropped to the floor.  As he fell, the Uzi bounced once when it hit the floor, then skittered away.  At the same time the glass panel that separated the intensive care wing from the outer hallway shattered, showering the floor with glass.

That's when all hell broke loose throughout the whole hospital because the alarms began to blare, then people began to holler or scream and run around in panic mode.  The same woman who had just used the pistol, spun toward Tom and pointed at him.  "Back to bed with you, this is not the place for a man with bare feet," she barked, but she was wearing a grin when she said it.

Since Tom knew security would be on the way, he threw the two women at the nurse's station a quick wave.  Then he slipped back to his room, closed the door and lay back on the bed, but once he was lying down the adrenaline dump hit him and he started shaking so hard that his teeth were chattering.  Okay, part of that was because he was chilled by the draft from that stupid hospital gown, but he knew most of the shakes were caused by his body's reaction to the close calls he had just gone through.  Hell, he could have been killed, at least twice, but the danger was past now, so he knew his body was trying to return to normal and it was burning off the excess adrenaline by shivering.  Maybe he'd feel better if he got into bed properly, but he'd barely managed to pull the covers over himself when his friendly nurse opened the door and peeked inside.

"Oh, thank goodness you're okay.  I was worried since one guy got clobbered right outside your door," Myrna Grogan said breathlessly, then without waiting for Tom to say anything, she closed the door again.

Tom had to grin at her excitement and her assumption that he had been in bed all along, but not more than a minute or two later another nurse opened the door looked in, waved and left. In fact it was over an hour before anyone else spoke to him, and that was when Sergeant MacDonald opened the door, peeked inside, then entered when he saw Tom was awake.

"Well, I was right, we got hit by that damn gang from Vancouver, but at least those little bastards didn't get you.  One of them managed to slit Scherer's throat and we know they were coming after you as well, because somebody knocked out one of them just outside your door.  A second one got the hell beat out of him down at the nurse's station.  A nurse grabbed the gun that second punk dropped and shot the guy who was guarding the door when he threatened her with an Uzi.  Security caught one more at the back door, which is where they'd broken in and we arrested another one sitting in a getaway car in the parking lot.  Altogether we arrested five of them here at the hospital.  Two of them have been taken downtown and booked, but the other three are under guard here in the hospital while their injuries are being treated.

"Meanwhile we had another five of those punks in town and heading for Sandra's old house, but they rear-ended Sammy Bowman's car.  The damn fools were following too close on an icy street and couldn't stop when Sammy braked for some kids playing street hockey.  Sammy and a friend of his stepped out of the car to see how much damage had been done, but those damn fools from Vancouver pulled guns on them.  Sammy and his buddy were smart enough to back off and let the punks go, only they didn't get far.  One of the kids who had been playing hockey saw all the guns, so he ran to his van and backed into the punks' car as they drove past his driveway.  His van is big and quite powerful while their car was one of those Korean economy models, so it ended up rolled over onto its top and crammed into a snowbank.  When the gang members started crawling out of the wreck they found themselves surrounded by Sammy Bowman and his buddies armed with shotguns and hockey sticks, with the police
on the way," Sergeant Mac paused and sighed heavily.  "Altogether the city police have arrested ten gang members, confiscated two cars and eighteen illegal weapons.  We're still looking for the huge guy that beat the hell out of the punk who was threatening the two nurses at the nurse's station, but we know he was a patient because all he was wearing was a hospital gown.  We're assuming that he's also the guy who knocked the punk outside your door for a loop and we're still hunting for the knife that was used to kill Randal Scherer, but that seems to have disappeared."

"Well, you might want to check the knife that the kid dropped when he came in the door and attacked me.  I think it got kicked under the table in the scuffle we had," Tom said quietly.

"Which table?"

"The one you're leaning on."

"You were the one who had the fight with that kid?" MacDonald's mouth dropped open and he leaped away from the table as if it had burned his bottom, then spun to look.  "Well, I'll be damned.  Have you touched the bloody thing?"

"Nope, the kid dropped it when we were fighting, but I hate guys that attack people with knives, so I got a tad excited and pounded on him a bit.  Then with everything else that happened, I forgot it was there until you mentioned it was missing."

"And the guy out at the front desk?"

"Well he was screaming and hollering, waving a gun around and terrifying those two nice little ladies, so I made him stop.  He didn't want to listen, so I got a bit forceful," Tom lifted his hands and showed Sergeant Mac the bruised and split skin on his knuckles.  "See, all I have are defensive wounds, which is easy enough to prove since one goon had a knife and the other one had a gun."

"Haven't you ever heard the old adage that you should never use fists in a knife fight or a knife in a gun fight?" MacDonald snorted.  "Besides, you're supposed to be confined to your bed with a concussion and shouldn't exert yourself."

"Sorry about breaking your rules, but I didn't have any choice in the matter.  The first guy brought the fight to me and I defended myself.  Then I got annoyed with the other guy because he was terrifying the two harmless ladies minding the nurse's station, so I defended them."

"One of those nice harmless ladies put six bullet holes in the guy who was at the door, including one that grazed the side of his head and ripped away part of his ear lobe.  The other little lady was found standing over with the guy you'd knocked out, holding a broken chair leg in her hand, she said it was just in case he tried to run off.  But, after the way they were treated I don't blame either one for over reacting," MacDonald shook his head.  "By the way, I thought I knew how much people in this town liked you before, but people's reaction to this gang from Vancouver has brought a whole new level to my feelings about the situation.  When a kid worked a year to buy a van, but he willingly backs it out into a car full of thugs just to protect your family, I'd say they are willing to do most anything for you and yours.  Just wait until people find out what you did here in the hospital for those two women at the front desk."

"Well, unless you're legally compelled to say something, I'd rather you didn't tell anyone."

"With the amount of damage that was done to the three punks, you've got to be kidding?"

"Well, if I hadn't said anything, would you have thought I was involved?"

"Honestly, no I wouldn't, but then I was under the impression that you were still in rough shape from that concussion.  I mean both of the punks you fought with have broken jaws and the one who was out at the front desk has broken ribs and a dislocated shoulder as well.  Of course the one the nurse shot has six separate bullet holes in him starting in his side just above his waist, then up his right arm and ending at his ear.  She must have just held the trigger and run through whatever rounds were in the magazine.  Come to think of it, I didn't know one of those little plastic pocket pistols could be made to shoot full auto."

"So is she going to get charged for shooting him."

"Oh, the city police have already charged her for discharging a firearm, but since she was defending herself against a punk with an Uzi, the judge won't be hard on her.  She'll get off with a slap on the wrist," MacDonald snorted.  "Hell, I'll be witness in her defence when her hearing comes up.  Now, I'd best get this knife down to the city police station, but once I do, you can probably expect a visit from one or more of the city detectives."

"Do you have to tell them you found that damn thing in this room?"

"You wouldn't expect me to lie for you, would you?"

"No, not really, but if I'd have even remembered that the damn thing was laying there, I'd have kicked it out into the hallway," Tom sighed heavily.  "Say, since all those gang members are under lock and key, do you still think I need to get out of town right away?"

"Yes, but with everything that has happened today I won't be able to provide any protection for tonight, it'll have to be tomorrow," Sergeant Mac said with a frown.  "I'll talk to you in the morning and we'll see what we can arrange, but I'd better take this knife down town right now."

"Umm before you go, there's a couple of questions I'd like you to find answers to.  How did the punks know which door to use to get in and how did they know which rooms Scherer and I were in?  Oh and why wasn't Scherer under guard?"

"Shit, I don't know the answer to those myself.  Dammit, I'll talk to you later," then he rushed from the room.

Once he had gone, Tom had time to wonder why Sandy and his mom hadn't shown up and he began to worry that they might have run into more gang members.  Luckily, before he could work up the nerve to head down to the front desk to ask them to phone Sandy and find out what was going on, a nurse popped in, one Tom hadn't seen before.

"Hi Mr. Dunn, I'm sorry to be late delivering a phone message, but things have been a little crazy around here," she grinned and winked.  "Your girlfriend phoned earlier to say she couldn't make it this afternoon, but that she'll be here this evening."

"Thank you."

"Oh, you are very welcome.  How are your hands?  Dr. VanBrunt said I was to ask."

"Cripes, how did he know what happened?"

"Pretty well all of the hospital staff do, at least now that cops have eased up on the questions and the nurses out front told us the truth," she giggled.  "The woman who took out the third thug with the other guy's gun is Dr. VanBrunt's wife, which is how he knows what you did and why I was sent to see to your hands.  Now let's see what damage you've done to yourself, because if I don't do something and your hands need attention, nobody who works in the hospital will ever forgive me."

Tom just rolled his eyes, but he did show her his sore knuckles.

"That's what I thought, bruising and minor abrasions, but no major damage," she nodded and pulled a tube of ointment out of a pocket.  "We'll use this ointment for now, because if you leave your hands exposed to the open air it will absorb right into the skin, then it will reduce the pain as well as the swelling."

As she worked, she grew steadily more sober, then paused.  "Did you hear what happened upstairs?"

"You mean that the politician was attacked?"

"Yeah, but he wasn't just attacked, he was killed because that dumb cop that was watching him was a dope.  If he hadn't fallen asleep that dirty bugger would have gone to trial for trying to shoot you.  Of course Scherer was so stupid he'd probably have been killed in prison anyway.  But instead he got his throat cut and probably died without even waking up.  Maybe he knew something about that crooked lawyer that would have been damaging or something and he had to be silenced before he talked.  I don't know what will happen to the cop, but he should be canned.  Imagine, falling asleep while you're supposed to be watching a guy who had already attempted to murder an innocent man.  What a dope!" she prattled on, then patted Tom's left hand.  "Well, there you go, those should heal up in no time and I had better run because I have a lot to do to catch up on everything that happened."

"Thank you," Tom managed to say to her retreating back, but she waved hand over her shoulder just before she scooted out the door and closed it behind her.

For the next while Tom was left alone.  He was too wide awake to doze off and there was absolutely nothing on TV that interested him, so he spent most of the time considering various problems that might crop up in the near future.  Mostly though he was planning how he could stay out at the claim while accomplishing his plans to be ready for the summer.  The problem came down to communication via radio.  Although he wasn't exactly secretive about what he was planning to do, the idea that anyone could discover his plans by listening in on his conversations didn't sit very well.  Of course he didn't expect his involuntary seclusion would last all that long and he could fly back to Bear Creek almost any time he wanted, so it wasn't as if he was being kicked out and kept away.  At the same time he found that the whole idea of running away from trouble went against the grain, yet he didn't like the idea that anyone else might be put in danger, especially Sandy.  No matter how
he looked at it though, he couldn't seem to think of a way that everyone he liked and loved would be safe around him if he remained in Bear Creek and that just plain sucked.

The irony of the situation was that he'd been responsible for Lister being removed from Bear Creek, but now it looked as if Lister was the person responsible for him having to leave town.  If anything he decided that sucked even worse, in fact it was more than ironic, it was an insult.

On the off chance that there might be some mention of the crackdown on Sung Yee's drug empire on the six o'clock TV news he fired up the television again.  Perhaps if that had gone public the gang members might become more cautious and it might scare off anyone else that had thoughts of collecting the price on his head.  Unfortunately though, while Sung Yee's death was reported there was little other mention of the case on the news.

Then just shortly after news had switched to another subject a pair of nurses came into the room, wheeling a covered dolly and carrying a folding table.

"Hello, what's this?" Tom asked.

"Your evening meal, sir, courtesy of the hospital staff in appreciation for your afternoon's activities," one of the pair winked at him.  "Dr. Van Brunt and his wife felt that you deserved a proper sit-down meal after your efforts today, so they made some calls and set something up to show their gratitude."

"And, not that those who were witness to it didn't appreciate the free show today, but the rest of the staff felt that your discomfort with normal hospital apparel could be easily remedied.  So we arranged for you to have an outfit that will probably feel more comfortable," the other nurse grinned and handed him the small valise.  "Now we wouldn't mind if you changed in front of us, but you might prefer to use the washroom, while we'll finish the arrangements and serve your evening meal."

"Thanks," Tom commented, taking the valise and heading for the bathroom.

What he found inside surprised him.  All the clothing was his, but it wasn't the clothing he'd been wearing when he'd been attacked, instead the moccasins in the bottom of the bag had been stored in Sandy's bedroom closet and everything else had been in his dresser drawers.  He just shrugged and assumed that all the clothing he'd been wearing had been cut from his body in the emergency room and that Sandy had brought in spare clothing for him to wear.  As a result when he walked out of the washroom he wasn't all that surprised to see that two chairs had been placed by the little table and Sandy was sitting on the edge of the bed.

"Well, you're a pleasant sight to see," he said as he gave her a hug.

"I'm glad you appreciate me being here, now sit down and eat.  We've only got a bit less than an hour to be dressed and ready to leave," she snapped, but gave him a quick hug and kiss before pulling back and sitting at the table. "Things are not quite what they seem around here.  For instance this meal wasn't prepared in the hospital kitchens because there is some suspicion that both Scherer and the cop guarding him were drugged at lunch.  Actually the police took away the lunch which had been meant for you, because it had been set aside and a special lunch prepared when your doctor sent down last minute orders of what you were to have."

"Holy crap!  That means the gang would've had to have somebody working in the hospital kitchen, which means the whole darn thing was planned ahead of time."

"Well maybe, the police suspect that there might have been a contingency plan in place for some time, just in case you ever ended up in the hospital.  Thanks to their warning we set things up so I could come in and eat with you, but what they don't know is that you and I are leaving right after we eat."

"Oh, and how are you planning to sneak me out of here?"

"Well, there are several doors to the hospital and we will use the safest one, then we'll go cross-country in a pack of snowmobiles.  Most of the snowmobiles will split off, but we'll head for the airstrip."

"You're planning to fly from an unlighted airstrip at night?" Tom looked at her in astonishment.

"Oh, Jim and Ron tell me they fly at night quite often and the Huey is fully equipped for night flight.  Russ and Liz said they used to take off and land after dark as well, so we could count them in.  Then too, your dad's plane has landing lights and Harry knows that airstrip like the back of his hand, so both the KingAir and the Beaver can do a night takeoff and landing.  To make it safer though, JJ and Laura are going to park a few vehicles along the edge of the runway with the lights pointing down the flight line.  As well as that Linda and Rachel have lined up a few volunteers to act as you and me, so those couples will climb into different planes and choppers to confuse the issue."

"So which chopper or plane do you plan on taking and where have you planned to go?" Tom asked with a slight frown on his face.

"Oh come on, dummy!  For all we know whoever is working with that gang has this room bugged, so I'm not going to say a word about who we'll be leaving with while we're anywhere near this place.  Now eat, so we can get dressed and leave here on time."

When he lifted the cover off his plate, it was obvious that Sandy had ordered the meal because it was his favourite from one of the local restaurants, beef stroganoff.  Tom picked up his fork and dug in, then since Sandy didn't comment on anything as she ate, neither did he.  Instead he began to think about what she had told him of her 'escape plan' and he simply didn't like it.  For one thing he didn't like the idea of sneaking away and secondly he felt it was too elaborate.  More than that though, he didn't like the idea that so many people were involved and that many of them were being put at risk.  The more he thought about the idea, the more he disliked it, but he didn't say anything yet.

"You're not talking and you're frowning, Tom, what's wrong?" Sandy asked when they were almost done their meals.

"Well, as much as I appreciate everyone being willing to get involved, I think what you've got planned is too damn dangerous.  First off the idea of slipping away on snowmobiles is rather chancy because the hospital is surrounded by small businesses and people's homes, so we'd have to go through people's yard or down the street.  The only area near here that's open enough for snowmobiles is through the school yard, and to get there we'd have to cross the street.  And, it's fenced with a chain link fence, which has only two gates, so blocking them would be easy.  Then even you mentioned that the airstrip has no lights along the runway, so that's unsafe.  On top of that the planes and choppers just aren't well rigged for night flying and no matter what the pilots are saying, they know there are hundreds of problems they could run into.  I think we'd be putting far too many people at risk for no real reason and I just don't like the idea of doing that.  We're talking about
the possibility of a dozen or more people being killed in an avoidable accident, not to mention the possibility of destroying millions of dollars worth of equipment.  It's just not worth the possible cost," Tom said quite firmly.  "That gang has virtually failed in their first attack on me, but that attempt has stirred up the RCMP, the city police and the private security here at the hospital.  Right now this building is like a hornet's nest that's been poked with a stick and everyone is on edge.  So this room is probably the safest place I could be right now.  By the way, whose idea was this?"

"Umm, I think it was your mom or dad who thought about getting you to the airstrip and flying you out of town," Sandy sighed softly.  "There were about twelve or fifteen of us there though and things just sort of snowballed.  It all started out being planned for tomorrow morning, but then someone said it would work better at night, after that things changed and got more elaborate.  I guess we got carried away."

"Hell, getting me out of here without anyone knowing about it could be a lot simpler than that.  You know how that delivery guy down the street from your office is always complaining about not having enough drivers, don't you?"

"Yeah, so what?"

"You could have Arnie and Alvin drop by to see him sometime tomorrow morning and tell him they'd be willing to drive for him for half a day if they can pick their route.  Then have them draw three of his deliverymen's suits instead of two and arrange to have them make a delivery to the hospital.  The two of them would show up at receiving and I'd meet them down there, get into the spare suit and three guys would leave.  It wouldn't even have to be our guys or the delivery outfit.  It could be any outfit that has two or more people entering and exiting the hospital, EMTs, guys from the morgue, an independent supplier, anyone, even the cops," Tom shrugged his shoulders, then grinned.  "I'm not so sure that I have to run anyway, after all the gang members must know by now that the hit isn't going to pay off, because the guy who was going to pay for it is dead.  But, if it turns out that they're doing it as payback and I really do have to get out of town, Alvin and Arnie could
definitely be the solution to the problem.  I could just join one of them when the two of them head for Misery Flats with a pair of loads in the eighteen wheelers.  You have to remember that the 'A-team' were in Afghanistan and fighting the Taliban not long ago, so a gang of street thugs aren't going to intimidate them and a pair of eighteen wheelers would be darn hard to stop."

"So you really don't like our idea at all?"

"No, because it not only endangers people, but it makes me look like I'm frightened by a few hoodlums and I'm not.  Oh as a group armed with guns and knives, they worry me, but I've already proved that one on one, they're pushovers.  They're just a bunch of punks who depend on weapons to appear to be strong, but can't take care of themselves as individuals.  Their only strength lies in superior numbers and superior weaponry, but take away one or the other and they become pushovers.  I'm not a real fighter by any means, but I took away one guy's knife and another guy's gun and beat them both, one right after the other.  I was damn near naked and in my bare feet while they were fully dressed, had weapons and took me by surprise, yet I was able to defeat them.  Heck a little old lady took out a third guy all by herself."

"I wonder what those punks would do if they were faced with a grizzly bear?" Sandy grinned.

"Or a bull moose in full rut?" Tom winked at her.  "But all kidding aside, Sergeant Mac said he was going to see about moving me tomorrow morning and to be honest I'd rather he did the job.  Once I'm out of here though, I'm not so sure I want to run and hide."

"Okay, I guess we don't want to offend the police," Sandy sighed.  "What I'm really worried about is that there may be other members in the gang that are smarter than the bunch that we've seen."

"Well, the ones I saw were able to get in here and killed Scherer.  They might even have killed me if I had been asleep, but I agree, it was rather stupid of them to create a fuss out at the nurse's station," Tom said.

He might have said more, but just then the door to the room opened abruptly and Sergeant MacDonald stormed into the room.

"What is this wild-ass scheme I've just heard about?" he snapped.  "I told you I was going to help you move and do it safely, so there's no damn reason for you to be roaring around in the dark on snowmobiles or flying planes from an unlighted airstrip.  Didn't you think people would talk about it and the rumour would get around?  And what the hell are you doing here, Sandra?  Don't you realize that you're in just as much danger as Tom is?"

"Well, are we leaving now then?" Tom grinned.  "I imagine it's safe now, since any gang members left in town will be out at the airstrip waiting for a whole herd of snowmobiles to come roaring that direction."

Sergeant MacDonald paused then and scowled at Tom.  "You S-O-B, you set me up," he accused.

"Nope, we just didn't have a chance to warn you yet," Tom grinned, then sobered.  "If I do have to leave town because you don't catch the rest of the gang members out at the airstrip tonight, I have a lot safer method to leave all lined up and ready to put into action.  Did you really think I'd allow all my friends and family to be put in danger just so I could run away and leave them to face those punks without my help?  Come on Lance, you've known me for long enough to know better than that."

"Yeah, now that you explain things and I've had some time to think about it, that screwball plan doesn't sound like you at all," Sergeant Mac snorted.  "And yet it is the sort of red herring you'd come up with."

"Don't blame me, ask Sandy if you want to know the names of the people who were involved in dreaming up the idea," Tom rolled his eyes skyward.  "I'm just the guy who said it was nuts and vetoed the whole thing, but I wasn't consulted until a while ago.  To be honest it sounds like the sort of plan that a committee would come up with, but you have to admit that it's the sort of scheme that might sound reasonable to a bunch of city punks."

"Well, I really don't care who it was, but you might want to let them know that we caught another four guys in a car and that they were headed out along the road toward the airstrip.  When the officers caught them, they tried to use the excuse that they were headed for the 'airport' and were planning buy tickets to fly back to Vancouver.  Unfortunately for them, they were carrying automatic weapons in the car and as you know, those are illegal.  So the car and the weapons were impounded and the four young men were taken in for questioning.  About now there is probably a call out to Vancouver Police to see if any of those guys have any outstanding arrest warrants."

"You're remarkably up to date about what's going on," Tom commented, "which means you've been in radio contact with the detachment, or else you phoned in just before coming to see us."

Sergeant MacDonald just rolled his eyes then turned to Sandy.  "How did you get here, Sandra?  I didn't see your car in the parking lot."

"I'm riding in Jack's rental, but I didn't come alone.  Alvin and Arne are keeping an eye out for any danger while I inside the hospital."

"I should have known.  Did you happen to bring along any outdoor gear for Tom?"

"I didn't need to.  The emergency people didn't ruin his outer clothing when he came in because he wasn't bleeding externally, so I claimed them and brought them along when I arrived with his supper.  His clothes are right there, laying on the bed along with my coat and hat," she pointed.  "Are you implying that he can go home with me?"

"Yes, I think that might be safest for everyone for now, but even though you've brought along a pair of guards, I'll follow along just to make sure that you get there in one piece."

As a result it was almost exactly thirty-six hours after leaving Sandy's former house on his way to the airstrip that Tom walked into the 'new' house and was met by a crowd of his family and friends.




Chapter 22

Tom was astonished at the number of people who were waiting at Sandy's new house that evening, people of all ages and several that he had never met, but all of them seemed to know him.  His family was certainly well represented.  His mom and dad were there, along with Ann and JJ, so they were the first to greet him as he and Sandy walked in the door.  Laura and Charlie greeted him right after that and Rachel wasn't far behind, then the whole White Out crew that were in town were next.  After that there were friends, neighbours and people he knew from around town, but there were still another group that he'd never met before, friends of friends, or whatever.

Everyone seemed to want to know how he felt and what he planned to do next, so he felt almost compelled to say something to the whole group.  Since there were conversations going on all around him, he walked over to Sandy and they moved to one end of their new living room, then faced the whole crowd.  It only took a moment for everyone to notice and gradually silence descended on the room, then Tom took a deep breath before starting to speak.

"First of all I'd like to say thank you to everyone who has gone out of their way to help me in any way since I was injured.  Secondly I'd like to say thanks to all those people who are here because you were going to help sneak me out of town this evening, but that risky night operation will not happen.  I vetoed it, because I felt it was too damn dangerous and I don't want you to risk your lives over something that I don't feel is necessary.  However, you will be happy to know that because of the rumours concerning what you had planned, Sergeant Lance MacDonald and members of the local RCMP detachment arrested another group of gangsters.  That group of thugs were on their way to the airstrip, probably intending to finish the little job that Randal Scherer failed to accomplish.  Now if you want to know more about the whole gangster thing you're going to have to talk to Sergeant Mac, because I'm not certain of all the facts and I don't want to mislead anyone.

"As for me, I've been released from the hospital, but I do have a mild concussion and a bruised shoulder.  I'm not supposed to drink alcohol and I'm limited concerning the amount of physical work I can do, however my brain still works and I still intend to keep improving the businesses that we've started.  That means everyone else is still going to be working and some of you will be doing a bit more than you were before I was injured, because you're going to take my place for now.

"Now concerning that, there are some people who need to be thanked for stepping in when I was hurt.  First off, Dad, I owe you a big thank-you for stepping in and kicking butt, then for pulling JJ out of Calgary and tossing him into the job earlier than he had planned.  Mom, thanks for being there and for keeping a lid on things so they didn't boil over.  JJ, I owe you for grabbing the reins and hitting the ground at a run, but you may think you stepped into a war zone in the next few days since I'm going to keep you hopping.  Ann, thanks for stepping in and doing what was needed when it concerned the TF Dunn and Sunshine Mineral companies.  Another big thanks to Laura and Charlie for what they've done to keep things on the right side of the law.  Harry, Jim and the rest of the White Out crew deserve my thanks for joining in and keeping our operation improving.  Russ, Liz, Alvin and Arnie, all of you have done a good job for Sunrise and you have my thanks.  Sammy,
way to go with that carful of gangsters and let me know what the repair bill is on your car, because I'll cover the cost if ICBC doesn't.  Oh, do me a favour and look up that kid who backed his van into the punk's car, and tell him if ICBC won't cover the repairs, I will.  Rachel, Matt, Linda and everyone one else who is here to help get me out of town, thanks for what you've done and for being willing to step in to help, even if what you'd planned will never happen.

"Now there are a few others that need special mention.  First, Sergeant Lance MacDonald has gone over and above the call of duty with what he's done for me and for all of us in the last day or two.  Thanks, Buddy.  If I can help at any time in the future, just call.

"Next, Ben Jacobs, without your quick wits and decisive actions, I'd probably be dead.  I owe ya, but I'm going to repay you by keeping you busy and using those wits to the advantage of both of us.  From today on you have a steady job and a good wage with Sunshine Mineral, either here in town or out on the lease, but we'll discuss that another day.

"And finally, I'll mention Sandy, the lady I plan to marry.  There just aren't enough words I could say that would have any more meaning of thanks than that willingness to be with her for the rest on my life does.  Of course we're still discussing the date, but as far as I'm concerned, even yesterday wouldn't have been soon enough," and with that Tom gave Sandy a big hug and kiss.

Of course there were cheers and clapping after that, then a lot of hand shaking and hugs, but it wasn't long before Tom was feeling a bit tired.  So he found a seat in one of the huge leather recliners that Mrs. Morgenstern had left behind, but to his surprise his talk seemed to break up the party.  Before anyone left though, Almost everyone of them took the time to come over and talk to him for a moment or two.  Finally only Rachel and Sandy were still there and it wasn't long before Rachel said she was tired and was going to bed, so she wished them goodnight, then Sandy came over and slid onto his lap.

"That doesn't hurt you, does it?" she asked quietly.

"Nope and you're leaning on the left shoulder, so you can even snuggle."

"Reading my mind, huh?' she teased.

"When you crawl up on my lap I figure you want a pet just like your cat would."

"Hmph, Ebony didn't like the move at all, probably because I've banished her and her kittens to the back porch for now, it has a tile floor, so if the kittens have an accident it can be cleaned up.  Until she's been here for a week or two there's too much danger she might try to haul her kittens back to the old house and that would be a death sentence in this weather."

"Yeah, cat's are damn near as territorial as people." Tom smiled slightly.  "In fact I'm feeling a touch out of my depth right now.  I've had too many changes happening in the last little while and it's finally caught up to me.  I'm just glad you're still around to act as my anchor."

"Hmm, talking about anchors or things that have long term holds on folks, I had a long discussion with Charlie and Laura about marriage licenses.  It seems that British Columbia doesn't have a waiting period between the time of getting the permit and having the marriage," she grinned.  "So if you consider that, in combination with the fact that you and I have been warned that we're in danger if we stay in town right now, I was thinking that tomorrow would be a good day to get married.  We could have a civil ceremony and go on a honeymoon for two weeks without feeling that either one of us were ignoring our jobs and without really affecting our long term plans.  Now I know it's sudden and I know that neither you nor I really want to take the time away from our work right now, but to be safe we do have to leave town, so let's use this as an opportunity.  In a way we'd be killing two birds with one stone."

"Are you going to be satisfied with a civil ceremony on such short notice?" Tom asked.  "I thought all women wanted a huge wedding with all the bells and whistles."

"I've gone through one of those fancy ceremonies and look what I got out of it.  The bastard I married then is trying to have me killed now!" Sandy snapped.  "You are a thousand times the man he will ever be, without even trying, and it isn't the ceremony that makes the marriage work.  In fact as far as I'm concerned we're as good as married already, but I still have that feeling we should make it official, even if it's just to please our families."

"Well, I don't think we can do it quite that soon, but not because I don't want to," Tom sighed.  "You see I'm sure marriage licenses are only issued by the Provincial Government and all the Government offices will be closed for the weekend."

"Oh sheee-ite!" Sandy swore quietly, then giggled.  "I never even thought about that."

"Well, we could always take the honeymoon now and get married when we get back," Tom kidded her.

"You know, that's not a bad idea," Sandy surprised him.  "Of course if we wanted to go anywhere distant we'd pretty well have to go to Vancouver first and that's where the gang that's after us is based.  I'm not sure I like that idea."

"We could probably get around that by having Dad to fly us to Calgary," Tom paused and looked thoughtful for a moment, then smiled.  "You know that's not a bad idea.  If we flew to Calgary, I could do the piloting and that would give me almost enough hours to pick up my jet and multi-engine endorsements, then I'd be legal to fly the plane JJ sold me.  That plane is nearly new and in great condition, so if I had my ticket for multi, we could fly out to see your folks in Manitoba."

"Yeah, that would be okay I guess, but that I never feel comfortable flying up in that part of the country during the winter since blizzards and whiteouts seem to blow up in no time flat.  Even pilots that have flown up there for years can become disoriented, at least briefly, so at least once a year you hear of a pilot who was caught in a brief storm and flew into a hill.  I know you've flown in that country in the summer, but in the winter it's totally different.  From the air, all you see is snow, even the trees and lakes seem to blend together, so the whole darn country looks the same, almost as if you see the same scenery everywhere you look.  It's just too damn dangerous for someone not completely familiar with the area to fly up there in the winter, besides I really wanted to go to somewhere warm," Sandy pouted slightly.  "I was thinking more along the lines of Hawaii or Mexico."

"Not Mexico!" Tom snorted.  "Where do you think all the drugs that gang in Vancouver sells come from?  Mexico or Columbia, that's where, which means they have connections down there.  Going there on a holiday would be like jumping out of the frying pan into the fire.  Actually I don't have a passport, so we can't really leave Canada right now anyway."

"We don't need a passport to go to Hawaii, it's US territory and they haven't changed that law yet, although I really thought they would after 911."

"Well to be honest I'd rather not have to go through the hassle of buying tickets out of the country right now.  As soon as we do, our names might be noticed and that just doesn't feel safe at the present time.  I know that's a little paranoid on my part, but I'd rather be safe than sorry."

"Well, couldn't your dad fly us there in his plane?"

"It doesn't have the legs," Tom shrugged.  "In other words, it doesn't carry enough fuel to fly that far."

"But, when they first came out here, he and your mom were on their way to Hawaii and I know Kelly said that he'd be the pilot on the trip."

"Well, he must have made arrangements to rent or lease a different plane then, because the KingAir definitely wouldn't do the job."

"Well, if we're going to be stuck in Canada, I'd just as soon go out to the lease and spend a week or two there as anything else.  Before we go though, I want to buy a couple of pairs of those insulated long johns with the flap at the back and one of those insulated plastic toilet seats that your friend in Victoria mentioned," Sandy grumbled, then slapped Tom's good shoulder lightly when he grinned.  "It's not funny!"

"Well, maybe we should get you a thunder bucket too," he grinned even wider, but shifted to get more comfortable.

"What in heck is a thunder bucket?" Sandy frowned at his grin, then she slipped off his lap and moved to another chair."

"Well, you take a twenty litre oil bucket and remove the top, then fit a regular toilet seat to sit over the bucket, and you build the whole thing into a frame to stabilise the setup.  Before you use it, you put a half litre or so of some sort of deodorant mixture in the bottom to keep the whole thing from smelling too badly," he shrugged his shoulders and grimaced, then touched his right shoulder lightly as he frowned.  "We could set it up beside the firewood in the covered area between the cabin and the cliff, then you wouldn't have to walk all the way to the outhouse every time you had to go."

"You mean out in the breezeway, with the wind whipping through there the way it does?  You've got to be kidding!  Besides, the smell would creep into the house."

"Well, it's not a breezeway any longer, not since I closed in the ends with slab lumber and the log walls of the cabin are solid with any gaps sealed by oakum.  It'd be easy enough to put up a curtain of sorts to give you some privacy, keep out the drafts and still prevent the odour from getting into the cabin, that way the enclosure would be vented outside."

"Darn, I forgot what a pain in the butt that outhouse and all the song and dance of being at the cabin without modern conveniences can be," Sandy complained.  "Don't get me wrong, I love the solitude and the scenery, but just cooking a decent meal can be a pain in the butt."

"Yeah, I know," Tom shrugged again, then complained softly to himself.  "Dang it, I've got to stop shrugging my shoulders like that because it hurts when I do."

"That'll get better in a day or two, but in the meantime the pain from your shoulder is a reminder that you need to take it easy."

"No, the doctor said I wasn't to get too energetic and not to drink alcohol, he didn't say I was to take it easy and sit around on my butt.  I couldn't do that if I had to," Tom snorted.  "I'm not really an invalid, just injured, but I definitely don't feel energetic.  The only thing I really feel right now is a bit out of touch with everything, because things have been happening and I haven't been around to watch over them."

"Well, as far as your crew is concerned, they're all self starters.  They knew what you were trying to do and they just kept busy at what you had told them you'd planned.  By yesterday evening Russ and Liz had talked to Charlie and Ann, then had gone over to see those condos you bought.  There were three of them that were complete and move-in-ready, the handicapped one, another single bedroom unit and a two bedroom unit.  Ann rented them the two bedroom unit, but they want to buy it and put their double wide up for sale.  I think they've already moved in, because they hated the motel and they said they'd moved most of their furniture here anyway. The guys you call the 'A-team' helped them with that last night and I think the boys are staying with them for now.  Either that or the guys are staying at the motel, I'm not sure which, but I offered them a room for tonight and Arnie said they had taken care of that, so I didn't ask too many questions."

"Wow, they sure moved fast, but if Russ and Liz want to buy a condo that'd be fine with me, in fact that's what I hoped would happen.  If you're talking to Ann before I do, tell her to set up a mortgage for them with the company.  Of course if they have the cash for a down payment, they might want to take over the mortgage that Charlie arranged for TF Dunn when we purchased the place," Tom smiled at that development.  "I didn't buy the place to sit empty and if they want to buy a condo, more power to them."

"Well, since you don't want them to sit empty, you might want to talk to Lillian Samuels about that job.  She came into the office this afternoon and apologised profusely for being a bitch yesterday and she impressed me with the knowledge she already has about this town.  She must have talked to your dad about all the places he knew you dealt with, because she's already spoken to most of them.  Not only that, but she likes Ann and they've worked together before, so you know you'd be getting a working team.  Besides, even if I ignore Ann and your mom's glowing recommendations, I'd say she could probably do the job for you, and when you hire her you can sell her that handicapped condo."

"Okay, that apology makes a difference," Tom nodded, then grinned.  "I imagine Ann probably is at the bottom of both her apology and the research though, because my big sister knows me quite well, even if she hasn't seen much of me in the last few years.  She knows I try to treat everyone fairly and try not jump to conclusions, so I'll bet she chewed on her buddy's ear over losing her cool with you and told her what might happen if she didn't play nice."

"Yeah, I guess that's possible," Sandy nodded.  "Only it might have been your mom who did that, because I think she likes Lillian as well."

"Yeah, Mom would definitely have said something, which means I could act like 'Mister Nice Guy' and thoroughly confuse her, but I won't.  What I will do is explain what I want, tell her what I need her to do and give her an idea of how to handle the different suppliers I use.  The one thing I will try to get across to her is that I expect her to give people a chance and not to jump to conclusions."

"Yeah, that sounds about right," Sandy smiled slightly.  "To be honest, I think I could learn to like her, because she has a drive to work and right now she's feeling lost since she doesn't have a job to keep her busy."

"Okay, I'll need to talk to her tomorrow then," Tom nodded.  "Now do you know what else has been going on?  For instance what have Arnie and Alvin been up to, or Russ and Liz for that matter?  I'm also surprised that the White Out bunch are still in town.  Do you know what they've been up to all day?"

"Well, your bunch, Russ, Liz and the 'A-Team' have been sorting and shuffling all the things in your containers.  I guess you talked to Russ and Liz about some of the things that you got in Calgary and told them that some of them needed to be modified before they were to be shipped up to the site.  I think they spent most of the day on that, but I know they've been sorting things out, then weighing and labelling everything.  They pretty well took over the one storage building for the job, the one where the scales are, but Harry gave them permission to do it and helped them get started.  I know they came into town with a battery powered fork lift and parked that in the warehouse, then took your two new ATVs back out to the airstrip," Sandy grinned.  "Then your two prospectors went over to the guy who sold them to you and made a deal to buy two snowmobiles.  Ann told them to buy them using the company name to get your discount, then they paid her for them and she used that
money to buy furniture and equipment for her new office in your building.  Oh yeah, she bought you a fancy used desk for your office at the warehouse, which I thought was a neat trick, because that desk used to be Sheridan's."

"Oh man, I'd better have Lance look that desk over to see if it has any secret compartments in it, because he thinks Lister left some more files behind."

"He already did, because I told Ann and she told him," Sandy laughed, then quickly sobered.  "But more than that he's going to go over to the new building tomorrow and work with the contractor to see if there are any trap doors or hidden cubbyholes in Sheridan's old office.  Ann told the contractor to strip the whole office down to bare wood and to open up anything that looked the least bit suspicious.  I think she has a touch of a vindictive streak when it comes to protecting her 'baby brother' and the rest of your family.  Your mom is even more protective though and your dad can be just plain scary.  I swear he was almost crazy yesterday morning, at least until he found out you were going to live and even then he was a bit wild.  Once the doctor had told us that you only had a mild concussion and were resting comfortably, your dad started making phone calls.  I know he called lawyers, judges, politicians and anyone else who might rattle Sheridan's cage.  Then he
called your brothers in Calgary and told JJ to be in Vancouver this morning and to be ready to go to work out here.  He was like an angry bear."

"Yeah, I've seen him like that, but there was really only one time when I thought he was really wound up.  That was when Mom got sick and we had to fly from Yellowknife to Calgary.  I was only about ten at the time and the whole thing scared heck out of me.  Actually, that might have been the time when Dad changed and his personality got a lot harder.  I know it wasn't long after that when he and I started to have nasty arguments, but part of that was the difference in our educations.  He was raised in what I call the 'grab and go' generation and I was being taught to conserve and recycle, so we didn't see eye to eye on almost anything," Tom snorted and grinned.  "I still think the two of us are a lot alike though.  Neither one of us has much patience for what we each consider to be sheer stupidity and both of us are stubborn as hell, so when we clash it's bound to be tumultuous."

"Yeah, I've noticed that," Sandy grinned.

"So what about the guys from White Out?  What have they been up to all this time?"

"Well, they've stripped all the busted and damaged pieces off that new small helicopter and I understand Ben has been working with Travis and Ron on that.  I think the other wreck from Kamloops was delivered late this afternoon, but it was brought in on a semi-trailer truck.  Harry and Jim were going over your notes and drawings about the new layout at the airstrip and once JJ was here, they went over them with him.  From what they said to me, they don't agree with everything you wrote down, but they do like the idea of separating the rotary traffic from the fixed wing operation.  I think their argument had something to do with how incoming and outgoing supplies and materials were to be handled, but I'm not sure exactly what they meant.  Oh, Harry mentioned that he wants to hire his niece sometime later in the year to help out around the office, but that won't be until just before the big move."

"Huh, I don't care how they set up the buildings or who they hire," Tom snorted.  "I was just trying to do a layout that I thought would work, but I'm not an expert on designing loading facilities for air traffic.  I just wanted something on paper to get a general idea of the amount space and money we'd be laying out to do the job.  Heck, one of the reasons I drew things up the way they were is no longer a problem, because it looks like we're going to be flying the heavy loads going to the lease out of Misery Flats.  At least I hope we are."

"Oh, good thing you mentioned that.  Harvey Bartlett called and talked to your dad, then to Russ and Alvin.  They made arrangements for Alvin and Arnie to pick up a few supplies for Harvey's store before they drive the semis over to Misery Flats.  They're going to do that tomorrow morning - unless you have other ideas, but Harvey said the supplies aren't going to be essential for a few weeks, so if you have something else you want them to do first he can wait a week or two."

"Actually I just might have another idea," Tom looked at her and grinned.  "I was thinking that since I'm laid up, maybe we really should take a few days holiday, but if we do that I'd like to take our private army along."

"Our private army?" Sandy stared at him with a frown.

"Umm hmm, Alvin, Arnie, Russ and Liz."

"But, why?"

"Because I was thinking of using Dad's plane to fly the bunch of us to Victoria, which is a lot warmer than it is here and it gets us out of Bear Creek in a way that can be made public.  Now our supposed destination when we leave here could be announced as Calgary, but I might just head the wrong direction, which would send any remaining gang members on a wild goose chase.  However, since Victoria and Vancouver aren't all that far apart and just to cover our butts, I'd like to take along some protection - in other words, our private army," Tom grinned again.  "If we work it right we can take along a few instruments and plan to play on Blues Night at Herman's."

"If I know you, you've got another reason for going there, haven't you?"

"Yeah, I do," Tom winked.  "I was thinking of talking to Brian and Linda Welch about a couple of our problems up at the lease."

"Okay, what problems are those, or is that a secret?"

"Well, a few days ago I heard someone talking about composting toilets and I wondered if there were any new ones on the market that actually worked.  I know the first ones to come out were a complete flop, but if anyone would know about them, I thought Brian would."

"Wouldn't those stink pretty badly?"

"Yeah, the bad odour was one of the problems with the early ones.  Another problem with them was that they just didn't compost worth a darn, so you ended up with a terrible mess.  The third problem was that they need a source of heat to get rid of the fluids, usually electricity, which we don't have.  But, I understand the Provincial Parks department is installing them in out-of-the-way places now though, so maybe there have been some improvements."

"Hah, both you and I know the parks department has screwed up before," Sandy snorted.  "Look what they tried to do to you and your lease?"

"Yeah, there is that," Tom nodded.

"Okay, that's one thing you want to see Brian about, but you said you had a couple of questions for him, so what else were you thinking about?"

"Oh, you got me to thinking about cooking up at the lease and I was considering the fact that we have a private delivery service up at the lease now.  How would you feel about having a small propane stove to cook on in the cabin?  We'd still be using the wood stove for heating and slow cooking of some things, but for cooking meals we'd have a normal stove, with an oven," he grinned at the surprised smile on her face.  "Not only that, but tomorrow is the first of March and I'll bet the early spring flowers are appearing in Victoria's parks and gardens.  It's a bit early for the cherry blossoms to be showing up, but there'll be crocuses and daffodils coming into bloom, so you'd get a taste of spring."

"That sounds great, in fact the stove sounds wonderful, but don't they make refrigerators that run on propane as well?"

"I don't know about that, but I suppose we could ask at an appliance store.  I was thinking that we could spend two or three days down there and get a lot of little details done," Tom said quietly.  "I know Mom, Dad and JJ want to be back in Calgary next Friday, so I think we'd probably have to be back here on Wednesday or Thursday at the very latest."

"Okay, you've convinced me," Sandy grinned.  "First off I need to run upstairs and talk to Rachel, then I'll make some phone calls before it's too late to call anyone."

And with that Sandy was on her feet and rushing off, leaving Tom alone with his thoughts.



Over the rest of that evening and the next morning Tom had a perfect illustration that Sandy was extremely good at organising events because late the next morning they were leaving town.  By two o'clock Saturday afternoon Tom had landed the KingAir at the Victoria airport near Sidney, just north of Victoria, and they had rented a pair of adjoining cabins and three cars for the next five days.  The cabins were each two bedroom units and sat right on the waterfront, looking out onto the strait.  Tom was told in no uncertain terms that he wasn't to handle any of their luggage, so he grabbed the phone and tried to set up meetings for the next few days.  Unfortunately, most of the people he was trying to call weren't answering, so he gave up for the time being.

Saturday evening all eight of them ate at a local pub, then they visited an Army, Navy & Air Force Unit in Sidney, where Tom and his 'private army' joined in on a jam session.  That was the first time his mom and dad had ever seen Tom perform in public and it virtually left them speechless, at least for a short while.

"I knew you could play the guitar, but you can sing too!" his mom sounded astonished as Tom and the others came back to sit down after their first session onstage.

"Yeah, that's what others tell me," Tom shrugged, then made a face.  "Personally I think I sound like a bullfrog with a sore throat.  Liz is the gal I like to hear sing, but Alvin and Arnie can do pretty darn well on a duet, a lot better than me.  To be honest I think the only reason they let me get up there and play with them is because I gave them all jobs."

That brought a snort from Alvin, while Arnie laughed aloud.

"Big A does it so he can swap guitars with the Boss every once in a while and he bullies the rest of us into going along with his decision," Arnie teased both Alvin and Tom.

"Listen to you talk, you're the guy who drools every time you even see Tom's old Martin guitar," Alvin snorted.  "Say do any of you recognise that guy over there with the cane, the younger guy?  He looks familiar somehow."

"Well, since he's in here, he was probably in the service at one time or another," Liz commented.  "I don't recall meeting him before though."

"Well, he just noticed that we were looking at him and from the look on his face he's trying to place where he saw at least one of us before," Arnie said quietly.

"Actually, he's getting to his feet and it looks like he's headed this way," Russ commented.  "Alvin, I think it's you he's grinning at."

"Oh damn, I recognise him now, but I thought he'd bled to death.  He had part of his left leg blown off over in Afghanistan a few years ago," Alvin got to his feet.

"Oh wow," Arnie said quietly to Tom as Alvin and the newcomer greeted each other. "I remember this guy too, but he's sure changed a lot from when I last saw him.  Good guy though, but he's another one who got clobbered by an IED.  We were out on patrol and he was leading the bunch of us, but he was one of those guys that lead from the front.  All I really remember is the blast and three or four guys being hit, then we had a bit of a fire fight before our medic could do much for the injured.  I know we eventually sent this guy out on a chopper, but he'd lost so much blood I didn't think he'd make it."

"Do you remember his name?" Tom asked.

"Art Reynolds I believe, but I'm not sure of his rank, maybe Sergeant or Warrant Officer, something like that.  I do know he was from the prairies - Saskatchewan, I think, but don't put money on that either.  It was my first tour over there, Alvin's too, so it was a while ago," Arnie said quietly, then he was getting to his feet to join Alvin and the newcomer.

After the 'A-team' had spoken to him for a few minutes they brought him over to meet the rest of the crowd.  Soon Art Reynolds, his wife, Josie and Josie's father, Joe Archer joined the Dunn group at their table and they learned a little about each other.  Art was working for a freight company, running the warehouse and acting as dispatcher for all the drivers.  Josie was a nurse, but since she was heavily pregnant with their third child, she wasn't working at the moment.

Meanwhile Joe explained that he'd been retired for years and spent most of his time working in his basement as an amateur machinist and was actually involved in something he called 'Model Engineering.'  At the moment he was finishing the details on a working miniature steam locomotive, which Tom and Jack both thought was fascinating.  In turn Joe was intrigued to be sitting at the same table as four pilots, but then someone mentioned that Tom was the major stockholder in a flight service and several other companies, including a gold mine.  Tom countered that by explaining that Jack and Kelly were major stockholders in Dunn-Redding.

"We all still pull on our britches one leg at a time though," Tom winked at old Joe.

"Joe, you're talking to a guy who spent a whole damn year living out in the wilderness in a shack that was about ten by twelve, built hurriedly out of green logs.  He got snowed in, damn near froze, bloody near starved to death and only gave up to come out to civilization when a grizzly broke down the door to his cabin.  Tom killed the grizzly, packed up the gold he'd mined over the year and hiked ninety miles through the mountains to get to the town of Bear Creek.  When he got there he found out his gold mine was on an old mining lease, so he hunted up the owner of the lease and bought it, which impressed the crotchety old geezer so much he put Tom in his will," Jack said quietly.  "Even in my prime I don't think I'd have been able to do what he did, so I'm damn proud of my youngest son."

"Hey, he might be tough as snot and lucky as horseshoes, but he's also a great guy who dug Russ and me out of a helluva hole," Liz piped up.  "We're good pilots, but not so hot at running a business.  We had a helicopter with a blown engine, but no money to repair it when Tom and his crew hit town.  He bought our wreck and another wreck that Jack had been saddled with, then had his guys use parts from both wrecks to make one working chopper out of two useless pieces of junk.  Then to top it off he gave us jobs so we can still fly old 'Betsy.'"

"Betsy?" Joe asked.

"Yeah, the chopper," Liz grinned.  "She can be a real cow if she's not loaded right, but both Russ and I would have been lost if we weren't fighting her idosyncracies, so we owe Tom - big time."

"Hey, don't make me out to be a hero, because I'm no darn different than anyone else," Tom laughed.  "I just look at life a bit differently, then I got a bit lucky and befriended an old grouch who thought I needed a boost and put me in his will.  On top of that I'm just too darn stubborn to give up when things go bad, so I look for alternate solutions to the problem.  Actually I figure you folks that were in the service and were injured while fighting for our country are my heros.  Besides, the Canadian government has spent several thousand dollars on training each and every person in the service, so I don't want to see that money go to waste.  I'm quite willing to let them tell me what they can do and if they can handle a job that I have open, I hire them and let them prove it to me and to the world.  Personally I think the government gives up on them too easily, so I get the benefit of all that training and none of the cost."

"Hmm, to change the subject, you said something about your mom and dad being major stockholders in that Dunn-Redding outfit.  When I was in Korea I knew a guy named Redding, a tall redheaded officer who saved my ass.  You wouldn't happen to be related would you?" Old Joe asked.

"That might have been my father," Kelly spoke up.  "His name is Sid Redding and after Korea he went into the seismic business, which is where Jack and I met each other."

"If you know Sid you might also know a fellow from Bear Creek who fought along with Sid in Korea that we just met the other day.  What was his name, Tom, Devlan or something?" Jack commented.

"Matt Devons," Tom grinned.  "He's our neighbour up at Sandy's new house."

"Well, I'll be damned, it is a small bloody world!  Those two guys were the first ones to get to me after I had my leg shot off in Korea.  They applied a tourniquet, then hauled me down the hill and shipped me off to a field hospital.  I'd have died out there if those two guys hadn't shown up when they did,"  Joe shook his head slowly.  "How are they doing?"

"Dad is fine, except that he's got arthritis pretty bad and he has a minor heart condition.  He's retired now and spends his time raising a few horses, but he still drops around the business once in a while," Kelly smiled.  "He'll be glad to hear that you're still around and still on your feet, in a manner of speaking."

"Good show, and Matt Devons, how's he doing?  I think he was a sergeant while Redding was a lieutenant," Joe looked over at Tom.

"Well, we just met him, so we don't know him too well, but he's a going concern.  He's got a granddaughter who is probably a little younger than Josie, but surprisingly she's a nurse too," Tom grinned.

"Well, Josie was a real pleasant surprise, since she's fourteen years younger than her next older brother and sixteen years younger than her half brother.  I was forty-eight when Josie was born and I wasn't sure I'd live to see her graduate from high school since I was in poor health at the time," Joe snorted.  "I quit smoking, then changed my eating and drinking habits because of Josie coming along when she did.  Now I'm seventy-six, feeling fine and looking forward to the birth of my seventh grandchild.  Anyway Kelly, the next time you see your father would you say hello for me, and Tom, I'll ask the same of you when you see Matt Devons, if you would?  Before you leave town I'll give you both my contact numbers, phone, address and e-mail.  I'd sure like to hear from those guys so I can thank them in person for saving my ass in Korea."

Both Tom and his mom assured him that they'd pass on his greetings and his contact information, then Tom changed the subject back to Joe's steam engine project.  That led to an invitation to come over to his home to see his basement workshop the next day.  The conversations at the table split up about then, with Tom, Jack and Joe were talking about engineering, flying and various other projects they were involved with.  Meanwhile the four women talking about houses and children and the four former servicemen were talking about adapting to life after leaving the army.  Besides that Tom and the other musicians were asked to play again, so the evening passed quickly and very pleasantly.  However after the rush they'd gone through that day, the Bear Creek group were soon quite tired and it wasn't long before they left to get some rest.

It was over breakfast the next morning that Tom found out things weren't quite as rosy for their new friends as the picture Joe had painted.  To start with Joe had developed deteriorating heart problems in the last few years and his wife had been diagnosed to be in the early stages of Alzheimer's disease.  Not only that, but Art was working for a firm that looked as if it was being forced out of the local market and Josie wasn't going to be able to work as a nurse for at least six months or more.  At least Josie's two brothers were doing relatively well and were able to help both Joe and his wife, but Art and Josie weren't about to ask either of them for help unless they became desperate.

As he sat there listening to his 'private army' discuss Art and Josie's situation, he had an idea what was about to happen, but Tom was surprised that Russ was the one who broached the subject.

"Boss, you know all that sorting and shuffling that Liz and I was doing out at the airstrip on Friday?  You need to hire somebody to do that, because once we get busy we ain't gonna have time to do that crap," Russ said firmly.  "You need someone who can do it at your warehouse and the airstrip needs someone as well, but young Ben don't suit the job, meanwhile Art is already trained to do that sort of thing.  He runs the warehouse and does the dispatching at the joint he works for now, but from what he says their treating him like shit and paying him peanuts."

"On top of that almost half of your workers at White Out are women, who are either pregnant or thinking about getting pregnant, so you're going to have to start thinking about child care," Liz spoke up then.  "Josie is a nurse and just talking to her, I'd be willing to let her look after my kid after he's born and old enough that I'd be ready to go back to work.  I think you should offer them both jobs."

"Now we know you've got a deal with White Out that you want all the shareholders to have a say in who you hire, but you could hire those two to work at TF Dunn for now." Arnie grinned.  "The four of us are the majority of workers you've got working under that banner, but we think Art and Josie will soon convince the folks at White Out that they should work there instead."

Alvin just looked at Tom and winked, so Tom shrugged his shoulders and looked over at Sandy.

"What do you think, Sandy?" he asked.

He wasn't surprised that she gave him the thumbs up signal, so he looked over at his mom and dad.  His mom just smiled and nodded, but as he'd expected his dad had an opinion.

"Knowing you, what I say won't mean much, but for once I agree with the everyone else that you should hire him," Jack said quietly.  "Not only that, but I think you'll score points with young Lillian, since Art is handicapped and has only one leg.  She won't feel as if she's the token disabled person in your crew.  Of course I do wonder if you aren't borrowing trouble in the long run by hiring people who have mobility problems."

"Oh for fucks sake, Jack, get your head out of your ass!" Alvin snapped.  "I've lost half of one foot myself, but I don't let that stop me.  The only difference between me and Art is that I don't have to use a sympathy stick to get around very often because I've learned to balance on what I do have.  I'll bet Art pushes himself so hard on the job that he overtires himself, then he tries to compensate to ease the pain, which throws off his balance, so he has to grab that damn cane.  Maybe we hide it well, but all four of us were badly injured, which is why we aren't in the service any longer.  Arnie has an artificial hip joint and both Russ and Liz have problems as well, but I'll bet you a thousand bucks we can all leave you sucking a hind tit in any race you care to mention.  Handicapped and disabled, my ass!  You've got a much bigger handicap, because you see problems, not potentials and you let prejudice rule your tongue."

Then he got up and stomped away.

"Sorry about that, Tom, but someone had to say it," Arnie spoke quietly, but emphatically.  "Jack, just so you know, all four of us were injured badly enough that we couldn't serve in the military any longer.  Tom knows that, but he didn't even ask about it.  All he cares is that we can do the job he hired us for.  He did make sure we could do our jobs, but he doesn't give a damn if we do those jobs in a slightly different way than most people would.  His main worry seems to be that we're comfortable in the jobs we're doing and that we can take care of ourselves, but if we did have a problem I know damn well he'd be the first to offer help.  Now, if you'll excuse me, I've got to go calm down my friend, who is probably pissed at himself for losing his cool and telling you the truth."

Then Arnie got to his feet and followed Alvin outside.

"We'd better go with them to help Arnie.  We'll see you back at the cabins," Russ said and Liz nodded as they both got to their feet, then they were gone as well.

"Well, are you going to chew me out too?" Jack glared at Tom.

"Nope, I've given up on that, because I think it's a waste of time and effort," Tom answered quietly.  "You can do things your way, and I'll do things my way.  Now before you try to start an argument, I need to make one short statement about those four people who just left.  As I told Joe last night, the Canadian government invested thousands and thousands of dollars and countless man-hours in training each of those people.  I knew there had to be a strong reason for the government to allow them to return to civvy street and it had to concern their health because the government wouldn't have let them go otherwise.  All four of them quite openly told me that they had been badly injured, but I didn't ask what those injuries were because I didn't feel it was my business, instead I believed them when they said that could do the work I wanted done.  If they're willing to work around their individual health problems, I can live with that.  That means I have a crew of people
who can accept suggestions and work with my ideas as if they were orders, yet they're intelligent enough to tell me if I'm screwing up.  Basically, I've given them a chance to have pride in what they do, because I'm not giving them anything much, just the chance to earn their living.  The rest is up to them."

"Hmph, that sounds good in theory, but what happens when one of those people has a health problem on the job?  What will you do then?"

"If something bad happens, we'll handle it, probably the same way we'd handle things if Sandy or I had a problem," Tom shrugged his shoulders.  "Dad, if you want to look at it another way, I'm recycling the government's rejects and you can bet your bottom dollar those rejects are the people who will make this recycling program work.  I have faith in those four people because they want to work.  For them, just being able to do their job is a matter of pride.  Those four people will push themselves far harder than I ever would.  In fact I've already had to tell Russ and Liz to slack off and take a break because they were pushing too hard."

"Jack, before you say anything else, you should know that you're pissing me off as well!" Tom's mom said sharply.  "I just don't understand you at times.  Two days ago you were a wild man because someone had attacked Tom and damn near killed him, but now you're attacking what he has done and how he's done it.  Last night you were bragging to Joe about how tough and resourceful Tom is, but now you sit here and put him down for the people he hires.  You simply have to take Tom as he is.  He is not you and he doesn't approach problems the way you do, he never has and I doubt if he ever will."

"But, Tom is gambling his safety on people who aren't in the best of health and …"

"Jack, stop right there.  Alvin, Arnie, Russ, Liz and Lilian are not unhealthy, nor are they unable.  They have problems that they have learned to work around so they can live relatively normal lives.  Those personal problems do not put others in danger," Tom's mom interrupted him.  "You screwed up and insulted them to their faces and you owe them all an apology.  In fact you owe Tom an apology for doubting his intelligence for hiring them."

That silenced Jack, but he was still frowning heavily as he reached out and grabbed the bill for everyone's breakfast.  "I need to do some thinking, so I'll walk back to the motel," he said stiffly as he got to his feet.

"Do you want company?" Kelly asked.

"No, I need to be alone to do some thinking, but thanks for the offer," he said as he walked to the front counter to pay the bill.

Once his dad had gone outside Tom asked; "Mom, is it just me or is he getting touchier than ever and … well, he seems to be even more judgmental?"

"Perhaps to some extent, but he has always had a temper and he was always opinionated, as well as quite judgmental.  I think right now he has a problem with the way the world is changing around him and at time he feels lost and somewhat helpless.  You've shaken the very foundations of his world because he always expected you to come back begging for help.  He was convinced that you were wrong to walk away from the company and to have you show up after discovering a gold mine and inheriting a fortune just threw him for a loop.  The fact that you sold back all the stocks you'd inherited in the company for less than market price actually scared him.  He's afraid that the company he and Tom worked so hard to build will fail and that company is like another child to him."

"Oh crap!" Tom snorted.  "I guess he sees me as the child who walked out on him and when I reappeared, he thinks I treated the stocks in his company as if they weren't important.  Actually I was treating the company with respect, but not the reverence he seems to have for it.  What he doesn't realize is that I needed cash right then and I knew something about the company which he didn't know, not until I told him.

"You see when Serge put out a buy order on Dunn-Redding stocks, he used a strange parameter for his buy orders to his broker.  He used a comparative value system, so when any of the stocks he held in other petroleum based firms fell to or below the selling price of Dunn-Redding stock, he had his broker swap them dollar for dollar.  In other words Serge's actions were artificially inflating the value of Dunn-Redding stocks.  By offering all of those stocks to Dunn-Redding in a private deal, I was able to do three things.  In the first place I sold off several million dollars worth of overinflated stocks at close to the amount that I felt was true market value.  Second, by making it a private deal I allowed the stock market value of all Dunn-Redding stocks to remain where they had stood at the time I sold out.  Third, I gave Dad and Uncle Tom control of a large block of stocks that could have been used against them if they'd been sold on the open market.  In fact if I had
sold them on the open market, BP might have succeeded in their takeover bid last month.  Now what I did was legal, just barely, but if you tie it in with what Serge had done, it stinks to high heaven."

"So you actually protected his baby?" his mom looked surprised.

"Yeah, but at the same time I proved to Dad that his baby was much more vulnerable than he had thought it was," Tom sighed.  "When I dropped the proof on table in front of the management of the company I think I shocked every darn one of them, but it shook up Dad and Uncle Tom the most.  They didn't know that any one person outside of the family controlled as large a block of stocks as Serge had managed to amass, but then there hadn't been a stockholder's meeting for almost a year.  All they had seen were several smaller purchases being made by the same stock brokerage firm and probably didn't realise that those stocks were all being bought by one individual."

"Hmm, that stock situation explains why your dad and Tom were both so willing to allow Ann and JJ to leave the firm," his mom said quietly.  "The jobs they were working at are being fazed out, but since they're leaving now, new jobs don't have to be created to absorb them anywhere else in the company.  I think I'm going to have to become somewhat more involved in the company business though.  After all, this is the first I've heard about your friend manipulating our stock prices through a stock brokerage firm.  Do you think your friend did it intentionally?"

"I don't know, but he and Dad did tangle at some time in the past and Serge knew that I'd had arguments and fights with Dad.  He virtually gave me the opportunity to hurt the company quite badly, but I'm just not that vindictive.  Maybe it was a test on his part, I don't know, and I guess we never will."

"Oh, I think Serge loaded it a little bit by making you responsible for paying all the fees and duties for everyone involved in the White Out inheritance," Sandy said quietly.  "If the same tax charges that were levied in the 60s were in effect now, you'd have had to pay a lot more than you did, something like ten times as much."

"Wow, I didn't realise it was that much, but I doubt if he was that vindictive.  I think he was only doing that to protect the people who were already working at White Out and he did leave me a huge chunk of stocks and bonds, so I could afford to do it.  But, like I said before, we'll never know now because Serge is dead."

"Well, you could always ask his lawyer and see if he'd say anything," Sandy countered.

"No we can't, he's dead.  He died the same week Serge's will was read."

"Reinhardt Koch is dead?" Sandy stared at him.  "He can't be.  He wasn't much older than Sheridan.  In fact Sheridan said they took classes together at University and we stopped to see him in Kamloops when we were on our way to Bear Creek."

"Sheridan knew Serge's lawyer?"

"Yeah, they were quite close and … OH SHIT!" she paused.  "Do you think he knew about the changes in Serge's will through Reinhardt?"

"Maybe, but wait a minute, how could Sheridan have gone to school with him?  He was almost as old as Serge and he'd been Serge's lawyer for years?"

"Umm, the Reinhardt Koch I knew was named after his grandfather and joined the old man's law firm, which is based in Kamloops.  It's now listed in the phone book as Koch and Koch, Barristers and Solicitors."

"Oh boy, another twist in the case.  Frank Jamison is going to either love me or hate me, because he and the law society have been searching for a link that tied Lister to Serge in some way or other.  Of course they knew about the elder Reinhardt Koch, but I don't think they realised that Lister and the grandson went to law school together.  I'm positive they didn't know about the friendship between the two of them,"  Tom paused and glanced at his wristwatch.  "No, I refuse to ruin another of Frank's Sunday mornings.  I'll call him tomorrow.  Only I think maybe it'd be smarter to tell Charlie and let him call his dad tomorrow morning."

"Why on earth would you do that when we're already in the Victoria area, which is where Frank lives?" Sandy sounded astonished.

"Well in the first place, Laura and Charlie are my lawyers now, so they should be the people handling that sort of thing.  In the second place, if you remember correctly, we're supposed to be in Calgary right now.  And in the third place, Charlie should to be the one to score points with his old man on this one, not me."

"Excuse me, but why is this so important?" Tom's mom asked.

"I'm sorry, Mom, but I can't give you a full answer to that, but from day one, Frank Jamison has said that more than one lawyer had to be involved in the case.  Only they've never been able to discover any clues as to who it could be.  I don't know how important it might be or even why it was emphasized to me, but it's been a puzzle that just needed to be solved.  You see Franks group has been slowly working backward and searching out all of Lister's contacts and henchmen, then having them arrested and charged.  The legal discipline society, or whatever that bunch is called, takes a very dim view of lawyers who break the law, so Frank is much more vigilant than I am and much more vindictive too."

"Yeah, but you're the guy who got shot at," Sandy snapped.

"Which means I should do what I can to put an end to the situation, at least as far as I'm concerned," Tom replied calmly.  "That means I'm going to be cautious and keep a low profile, but I'm not about to run scared and hide away any more than normal caution dictates.  I have things I want to do here in Victoria and although I could rush through things, I'd much rather take my time and be thorough, because it might be months before I can be back here.  I do want to see Frank Jamison though, since he said he had some sort of gift he wanted me to have, so I suppose I should give him a call.  I just don't want to appear at his office, since that's one place Lister's bunch might be looking for me to appear."

"Why not call Muriel and ask her if she has Frank's home phone number?  She might have it, since Laura worked for him for a couple of years," Sandy suggested.  "Otherwise I guess you could call Charlie, since we know he'll have Frank's home number."

"Excuse me, but are we waiting here in the restaurant for a reason?" Tom's mom asked.  "I think by now Jack will have had time to walk back to the cabins and I'd like to be sure he's okay.  I need to talk to him and he probably wants to talk to me about now, after all I've been his sounding board for years."

"Sorry Mom, we got a bit carried away," Tom apologised as he got to his feet and slid a $50 bill under the edge of his plate, which made Sandy look askance, so he winked at her.  "Hey, we had darn good service and we overstayed our time here."

Once they were outside they found that Alvin had walked back to the cabins with Jack, but the others were waiting for them by the cars.

"Alvin walked back with Dad?"  Tom looked at Arnie in disbelief.

"Yeah, the two of them apologised to each other, sorta," Arnie snorted.  "We talked it over a bit before your old man come out and kinda come to the decision that Jack is older than us by quite a bit and uses words that have a different meaning to his generation than to ours.  He wasn't tryin' t' be mean or nothing, but Alvin is pretty darn touchy about his leg and it set him off, so he went a bit overboard.  I dunno what you said to your old man after we left, but he and Alvin seem to have picked up the peace pipe and walked off talkin' about you an' what you're doin' at Bear Creek."

"Oh, that's good," Tom sighed.  "I'm glad they settled things between themselves, but you're right about Dad, he's pretty hide bound when it comes to his views of the world."

"You might not believe it, Tom, but he's changing," Tom's mom piped up.  "The last few weeks have shaken up his attitudes in several ways and it's about time, because you're right, he did have a few perceptions that needed to change."

"Well, that's good news, Mom.  It's about time he had a good look at his opinions about things," Tom sighed.  "Anyway, I have some phone calls to make, then we have things we need to do, so let's head back to the motel."

When they got back to their seaside motel they saw that Alvin and Jack were sitting on a driftwood log near the seashore, still talking.  Tom decided not to interfere, so he sat down and began making his phone calls, making notes as he talked to various people.  He called Charlie first, then Muriel, Frank Jamison was next, after that he called Brian Welch and finally he called Joe Archer.

That afternoon Tom and Sandy went to see Frank Jamison to discuss Reinhardt Koch and his association with Sheridan Lister.  While they were there Frank showed Tom a photo and spec sheet of his gift - a twelve foot wide and thirty-two foot long catamaran, actually a jetboat with dual engines.  Truthfully the thing was more of a powered barge than anything else, with a large flat deck, three foot high bulwarks around the outer edge of the hull and small wheelhouse at the stern.

"The boat was built a few years ago, but has never seen the water and I bought it for a song when a marine engineering firm went bankrupt.  I took delivery of it just before you inherited your private air force," Frank grinned and looked slightly sheepish.  "At the time I thought it would be a wonderful addition to the small boats on Bowman Lake and might provide you with an easier method of resupply for your mine.  I'm not sure if you want it now or not, but at the time I felt it was a wonderful idea.  The whole thing is quite an engineering marvel and will supposedly operate in twelve inches of water while carrying a ten ton load and only draws about six inches when empty, but it will also handle fairly heavy seas.  I understand it was built for a forestry company and was meant for service on some long lake up in the interior of Vancouver Island.  Only the forestry company went bankrupt, which in turn triggered the marine firm's bankruptcy."

"Well, it's not a bad idea in some ways, but there are a few problems with it, at least for me," Tom chuckled,  "In the first place it's twelve feet wide, which qualifies it as a wide load for overland transport, so hauling it from here to there would be a pain in the butt.  Second of all, there isn't a workable access between our cabin and the lake, since there's a five-hundred foot high cliff that we'd have to climb.  Third, there's simply nowhere to store the darn thing overwinter and fourth, the road to Bowmans Bluff is so narrow and crooked that I doubt if a large semitrailer rig could even get there."

"Actually, I did a little research into that," Frank said quietly.  "In the first place the boat is really a dual hulled catamaran, which is designed to be split into two sections for overland transport.  Next I looked over some aerial photos of the area, then I contacted a surveyor who is based at Bowmans Bluff by the name of Henri Michaux, who says he knows you by the way.  Anyway, Henri said that it would take some blasting and bulldozer work, but he thinks a road could be built from your mine all the way down to the lake by following a stream that flows in on the western end of that bluff you mentioned.  Oh and he said to say 'Hi,'and mentioned that you've hired his son and daughter-in-law to look after your cabin this winter."

"How in the world did you find out about Henri?" Tom frowned.

"Oh, I had a long chat with Charles and your father the other day, shortly after you were injured.  You were in a coma at the time and we were trying to make sure all of your enterprises were legally protected from Lister and his minions.  By the way, that Oriental gang in Vancouver has been fairly well decimated by the combined actions of the RCMP and the Vancouver police.  Approximately a third of those gang members are illegal immigrants from China and many of the rest are wanted criminals, not just here, but also in either the US or China," Frank chuckled.  "Because of you, I've come to know the Police Chief from Vancouver on a first name basis."

"So are you saying we can carry on our lives in a normal manner?" Sandy asked.

"No, I wouldn't say that exactly, but I think the threat has been greatly reduced.  If I were you however, I would probably stay away from your normal situation, which has become quite highly visible, at least recently," Frank frowned slightly.  "Now if this revelation about Reinhardt Koch proves to be true and he did have recent contacts with Sheridan Lister, that may lead to a further reduction in your problems.  You see, Koch is associated with a group of lawyers who specialize in immigration law and if we can find a tie-in to the present situation, I hope to be able to reduce the ongoing problem with illegal immigration."

"Hah, that will take a change in the law and in the judgements made on immigration cases, which involves both politicians and judges," Tom snorted.  "I'll believe in any improvement when I see it, but not any sooner.  Right now our borders are sieves and our immigration policy is an open door, but even worse our judges are soft hearted and give in too easily to a sob story."

That statement lead to a lively discussion, but they didn't come to any agreement, because Frank steadfastly defended the legal system, while Tom felt there were too many failures.  He contended that judges were often influenced to be too liberal because of outside pressure groups.  It was Sandy who finally brought the dispute to an end by comparing Frank and Tom to Jack and Alvin, which brought on laughter from all of them.

In the long run they shifted their attention back to the boat and while Tom didn't turn down the gift, he did ask for time to make up his mind.  Frank agreed that if Tom couldn't build a roadway of some sort from the lake to his cabin, there wasn't much sense in shipping the boat up to Bowmans Bluff, so he would leave it in storage for now.

It was supper time before Tom and Sandy got back to Sidney and they had to hurry their meal, because the whole group had been invited over to see Joe, Art, Josie and their families at Joe's house.  That was one of the quietest meals Tom had ever eaten with his father.  The others talked up a storm, but both Jack and Tom seemed to have their minds on other things, so they were extremely quiet.

In Tom's case he was busy trying to think back over the layout of the land near the drop-off to the lake at the bottom end of his lease, but try as he might he couldn't visualize that area.  Since he hadn't explored that streambed or even looked it over closely, he had no idea what the grades and conditions near it were like.  The only portion of that pass he had seen was much higher on the sides of the valley and he'd been interested in finding his way to Misery Flats, not in getting down to the Mirror.  He knew he was going to have to talk to Henri and Johnny though because if there was an easy way to get to the lake, it gave him an alternate transport route, one that might handle fairly heavy loads.  If nothing else that might give him a means to transport the less valuable ore from his mine because he could use small trucks to ship it out and have it processed. If nothing else, just reducing the size of the pile of broken rock and having it refined was definitely worth considering
because there was still quite a bit of gold in that pile.

"You were certainly quiet during supper,"  Jack said to Tom as they walked to the cars after they'd eaten.

"Yeah, but so were you," Tom smiled.

'Well, in my case I was thinking, you see I'd been talking to Don earlier, there's a meeting with one of our suppliers on Tuesday afternoon that I should attend if possible.  Don was trying to get the meeting rescheduled for Friday morning, but he hasn't called me back so I'm not sure what's happening.  As it sits I was considering flying back to Calgary tomorrow, then returning here on Wednesday morning in order to fly you home to Bear Creek."

"Well, Dad, if you've got a problem that you need to handle in Calgary, we can certainly manage to get back to Bear Creek on our own," Tom offered.

"Hold it you two, I think we could do better than that," Sandy broke in.  "The only things Tom and I really have to do in Victoria are see Muriel and talk to Linda and Brian Welch.  Other than that we were going to do some shopping as well as some sightseeing, but we can do that in Calgary just as well as here.  In other words we could easily leave here tomorrow afternoon or early Tuesday morning, so you could be at your meeting in the afternoon, Jack."

"Dad, if I flew your plane back to Calgary from here, I might just have enough hours to get my jet and multi-engine endorsements, then if the weather holds, I could fly the Twin Otter back to Bear Creek," Tom said thoughtfully.  "Both JJ and I would prefer to have it there and it would help White Out when the spring rush comes and the company gets busy."

"That all makes sense," Jack nodded.  "I'd better call Don and let him know that we'll be there on Tuesday afternoon."

While Jack was calling Don, Tom called both Muriel and Brian Welch to talk to them and arrange times when they could visit.  Meanwhile Sandy explained things to Liz, Russ and the 'A-team' to keep them in the picture.  Once all the calls were made they set off to see the Archer and Reynolds families.




Chapter 23

The visit to the Archer/Reynolds home that evening was a series of surprises for the whole group from Bear Creek and they were met with eyeopeners in more ways than one.  The first of those began shortly after they entered Joe Archer's home and were being introduced to his wife, Rita.  She seemed quite disinterested as she was introduced to Sandy, Kelly and Jack, but the moment she caught sight of Tom, her eyes lit up and she smiled from ear to ear as she moved toward him.

"Lieutenant Redding, what a pleasant surprise.  Where on earth have you been hiding all these years?" she said loudly as she grabbed his right hand in both of hers.  "You remember Joe, don't you?  He and I finally got together and got married.  We have a nice house too.  Do you want to see it?"

For the next few moments she simply refused to believe that Tom was Sid Redding's grandson and she was quite animated as she told Tom and Sandy about her house.  Then suddenly it was as if a switch had been thrown and she didn't recognise anyone else except Joe and Josie.  Needless to say that short episode put something of a damper on the feelings of the whole group, because they weren't sure what to say or do.

However while Josie took her mother off to have a rest, Joe explained that he was quite happy that she had seemed animated for a short while, since recently his wife had become quite depressed.

"She lives almost totally in the past and the doctors tell us there's not much we can do about it.  She can remember every word of a conversation we had years ago, but not much from last week or at times even from earlier on the same day.  The disease is progressive and eventually she'll deteriorate until she'll be little more than a vegetable.  It's a damn shame too, she was a wonderful woman and a fine nurse.  She was part of the crew that saved my life and nursed me back to health after that debacle in Korea.  We lost track of each other for a few years and when we met again she was a single mother raising a child on her own, then we married and added two kids to our family."

"Joe, I can't stick around Victoria for long, but if there's anything I can do to help, just ask," Tom said instantly.

"That's the whole problem, there isn't anything anyone can do," Joe turned and faced away, looking at the door his wife and daughter had just closed behind them.  "Right now the doctors don't have a clue how to stop the damn disease or even how to slow it down, so we're helpless.  Thanks for the offer, but all we can do is hope and pray that she doesn't get worse.  If she does, I think she'll have to be moved to a care home, because we've almost reached the point where she's more than we can handle.  Josie's pregnancy is advancing and it won't be long before I'll have to hire someone to help out around the house, or else move Rita to a care home."

"Do Art and Josie live here with you as well?" Kelly asked.

"Well, not right in the house.  You see Art and I converted the old double garage behind the house into a two-bedroom cottage and they live there with their two kids," Joe sighed.  "Honestly, with Josie off work on maternity leave and Art's job somewhat up in the air, the added pressure of caring for my wife is something Josie really doesn't need.  Josie and Art had planned to move out of the little cottage, but then Josie got pregnant and Art's job isn't all that permanent now because the business he works for has just been sold.  Otherwise they were going to move to Victoria to be nearer their work and David and Linda were going to move into the cottage to help out with Rita.  Not only that, but my son, David and his wife are both stretched a bit thin right now as well.  Ideally they should be the two who are helping me to care for Rita, because they're both involved in health care and David is already working in a care home.  Unfortunately they're living in an
apartment, but the building is being converted to condos and they can't afford the buy-in costs."

"Well, I may be adding another complication to their lives, because I was going to offer Art and Josie jobs up in Bear Creek," Tom said quietly.  "My business needs someone like Art to run a warehouse and shipping job, and in the near future we're going to need someone like Josie to set up a small child care facility.  By the way, where is Art?"

"You have to be kidding me!" Joe spun to face Tom.  "Art got a call from work about an hour ago and I doubt if it was a rush shipping job, not on a Sunday.  I have a suspicion the business he was working for has been sold again, which might mean he'll be out of work in only a few days.  If you have a steady job for him now and a job for Josie when she's recovered from having a baby, I think they'd be silly not to take it.  That would actually help our whole family."

"Well, I can offer them a good job, a decent wage and a place to live, but they'd have to move up to Bear Creek.  I'll offer them a hiring bonus and I'll even cover their moving expenses," Joe smiled.

"I overheard part of that, but I don't understand, what would a prospector or a miner need with a dispatcher and a very pregnant nurse?"  Josie said as she came into the room.

"Oh, Tom only wears a miner's helmet part of the year," Sandy grinned.  "He also owns an office building, a warehouse, an airfield, a few semi-trailer trucks and he's the major shareholder in a flight service that handles a lot of freight.  That means he has several people working for him and some of those are women who happen to want children, which means he'll need to have childcare."

"He also seems to have a soft spot toward hiring ex-military people," Liz added.  "He hired me as a pilot, even if I am pregnant.  That is where you come in, because six months or a year after our kid is born I'm going to want to fly again.  Now I wouldn't trust just anyone to look after my kid, but a nurse, especially one who has kids of her own?  I couldn't ask for anyone better than that, could I?"

"You have a job for Art and one for me too, after I'm able to work again?" Josie wheeled to face Tom.

"In the first place I need a warehouseman who can act on his own to stock, weigh and ship a wide variety of materials - either by truck, or plane, or even helicopter.  He's going to have to work with a female purchasing agent at the warehouse and a variety of pilots or truckers, some male, some female, especially when he's working out at the airstrip.  He'll have a helper who can do the pickups and deliveries as well as handling most of the heavy lifting, so his job won't include much in the way of lifting and carrying.  However the person I hire is going to have to be very accurate with his weights and measurements because almost everything is eventually going to be shipped by air.  Basically I need someone who understands the limitations of air freight." Tom said shortly.  "I'm also going to need a second person to set up a daycare for all the kids who are going to be born to people who work for me.  One of my pilots is pregnant, one of my support staff is pregnant and it
looks like one of my office people is thinking about getting pregnant.  I'll need that daycare to be up and running inside of eighteen months at the most."

"So you're talking about a small, in-house daycare then, are you?" Josie asked.

"Yes, I was," Tom nodded.  "I don't really know how that would work, but I do think one will be necessary."

"I happen to be involved in leasing part of Tom's commercial building and I know of at least four other young women there who may have children in the near future, so I think the daycare may need to be somewhat larger," Sandy smiled as she joined the conversation.  "What I'm saying is that all of our businesses are involved in one way or another.  Tom's sister and I run an accounting firm and both of us are within the child bearing age.  One of my best friends is a woman lawyer and there's also a real estate firm in Tom's building that employs several young women.  Now I doubt if we want a daycare right in that building, but if Tom's business has a daycare I can easily foresee a time when our people might be customers as well.  Actually my friend Rachel has a house that she's having renovated that might just be ideal for the job."

"Whoa there, I was thinking of covering seed costs and the wages for perhaps two people running a daycare, not a whole darn preschool, but I can see this thing is going to snowball," Tom sighed.  "I'm not going to want to be involved with it very much, so I'm going to toss that ball to Liz, who started the whole thing and you of course, since you'd be doing the job.  My whole idea was an attempt to make life simpler for the people working for me, not develop a full preschool complex."

Just then the outside door opened and Art came in, looking like someone had kicked his dog and not like a person who was going to want to talk to strangers.

"Just the man you were looking for, Tom," Josie headed for Art and gave him a hug.  "Well, did those skinflints lay you off or what?"

"No, but I'm thinking about quitting," Art said quietly.  "The new owners want me to take a pay cut, but still do just as much work and on top of that I'm going to have to put in more hours to train a helper.  I just can't see any way I can do it and still stay healthy."

"So they're literally forcing you to quit, are they?"  Tom asked quietly.

"More or less, I guess." Art sighed.  "I'm sorry to be bellyaching about my job when you're visiting, Tom."

"No problem, I was rather hoping that you'd been fired, because I need a man like you to work for me, but if those idiots are forcing you to quit, I know a damn good lawyer.  Not only that, but I'll still offer you the job."

"What?  Back up, please, did you just say you want to hire me?"

"Well, my private army does and I try to listen to them," Tom pointed to his crew and winked at them.  "These guys knew I need to hire someone to run my new warehouse as well as set up the freight operation at our new airstrip and you've impressed them.  They're the folks who recommended that I offer you the job."

"But, you don't even know me."  Art protested.

"Alvin and Arnie do though.  They tell me you saved their bacon on the day you were injured and they have a fair idea of what it takes to handle a freight operation, so they made the suggestion," Tom smiled.  "Not only that, but I have a job for Josie as well, if she wants it.  Of course it does mean you'll have to move to Bear Creek, up in the Cariboo country.  I even have a place for you to live, a condo for now, but if you want one, we can find you a house.  In fact Sandy seems to think she knows of a perfect place for you to live."

Josie got into the act then, so Tom and everyone else held back as the couple moved few feet away to talk over the dual offers.  As a result Joe took everyone else down to see his workshop in the basement.

The group from Bear Creek was surprised by that basement.  They weren't expecting to see a well laid out metal working shop and a nearly complete working model of a steam locomotive sitting on display.  Joe had a small lathe, a small milling machine and a drill press as well as hundreds of hand tools hung on the walls.  The whole place was clean, neat and well laid out.

"The loco is a one-eighth scale model of one of the logging locomotives that worked on Vancouver Island." Joe said proudly.  "I worked from scale drawings and this is a working model, not a static display, so almost everything works exactly the same way the full-sized version did.  I fill the boiler with water, stoke the fire with coal and run the engine the same way the engineer of the big one did, everything is just smaller.  Of course the controls are slightly oversized, but that's because I don't have scale-sized hands."

"What do you do with it then?" Jack asked in astonishment.

"Oh, I'm a member of a local club that has a track where we operate our engines and give members of the public rides on special days, usually once a month.  I can haul as many as four miniature rail cars, each loaded with three or four people and I can easily make a lap on the track without stopping, even loaded with a full train of people.  I sit on a cushion that fits on the tender and operate the controls from there, that way I can add water and coal on the run."

"Wow, how long did it take you to make it?" Alvin asked.

"Altogether, I spent about four years building the engine, but that was with Art's help.  His father was a blacksmith, who became a mechanic, then branched out into machining parts he couldn't buy easily.  Art is extremely good with machine tools and once he started helping me things went rather quickly."

"So you're letting me know that I might be hiring someone who is a lot more than just a simple dispatcher?" Tom smiled at Joe.

"Oh, quite definitely.  He's a decent draughtsman, a good machinist and an excellent mechanic.  He can work well with sheet metal and knows a lot about casting metals like brass, bronze and aluminum.  I think he's also a good blacksmith, but I've only seen him working on small things,"  Joe paused and frowned.  "I don't think he was ever formally trained, but I do know his youngest brother runs an autobody shop and his older brother runs a machine shop."

"So what in hell is he doing working as a dispatcher?" Arnie demanded.

"That's what I have asked both Art and myself many times," Joe snorted.  "One problem is the job market, because there are a number of retired naval people in Victoria and many of them were oilers or mechanics of some sort.  Besides that Victoria isn't really an industrial area, which means that job openings in almost any industry are quite scarce.  On top of that Josie had an excellent job in Victoria when he met her and with Rita's failing health, she wanted to remain in the area to help me, so Art took the best job he could find."

  "And what's changed since then?" Tom asked quietly.

"Well, they've been married for six years and have two kids, with one more on the way, which has meant Josie hasn't been able to work for almost two and a half of those years.  Meanwhile Rita's health has gone downhill and the rest of the family has had some problems, so financially none of our family is as well off as we were a few years ago.  My stepson is out of work and has just gone through a nasty divorce, but he'll survive quite easily since he's an electrician who works on those alternate power setups.  Our next oldest son has had his workload cut back and the apartment building he and his wife have been living in is being converted to condominiums.  They can't really afford to buy a condo right now, which means David, Linda and their two daughters will have to move.  They could both get better jobs in Vancouver, but they'd like to stick around Victoria, not just because of Rita and me, but because their oldest is going to university here and the youngest is still in high
school.  If Art and Josie take your job offer, I imagine David, Linda and the girls will gladly move into the cottage out back, which will mean I'll have even more help for Rita."

"Wow, that sounds like your family has been kicked around a bit in the last while." Tom frowned.  "I'm a bit curious, you mentioned that your stepson is an electrician who works on alternate power setups, are you referring to wind turbines or do you mean something else?  The reason I'm asking is because I have a couple of contacts involved with that sort of thing and besides that, my gold mine is twenty odd miles from the nearest hydroelectric line."

"Oh, Mike works on just about anything.  He has worked on wind turbine setups, tidal current designs, solar cell installations and even those low flow water turbines.  If you have a stream or creek nearby with a decent flow, he can probably come up with solution to your problem." Joe frowned then.  "Are you thinking of giving him a job as well?"

"I'm not sure.  I'll be honest, I'm going to be talking to some people tomorrow about a wind turbine and I recently bought a generator setup that was used on a stream, but I don't know much about the unit.  I do use solar power and batteries to power my radio and low demand things of that sort though, so I'd definitely like to talk to him."

"I'll tell you what, if you folks can hang around for a while, why don't I call both Michael and David to see if they can drop by?  I should probably ask Josie and Art if they'd mind, because I think they're still hashing out whether to take those jobs you offered them, but I have an idea you might like to talk to the other boys as well."

"Yeah, I think I would, especially your stepson, the electrician, because if nothing else I want to ask him about harnessing small waterfalls to produce electricity."

"Well, while I'd like to listen in on that discussion, I absolutely have to talk to my son, Don in Calgary about that meeting on Tuesday," Jack said quietly.  "If that meeting has been postponed, we won't be in any rush to leave town, but if it's still on I'll have to leave Tuesday morning at the latest and it would be better if I left tomorrow evening.  The problem is I don't like to fly if I'm tired, but I need my wits about me when I'm in a business meeting, so flying out Tuesday morning might be a bad choice."

"Well Jack, even if we leave here Tuesday morning, you won't have to be either pilot or copilot," Liz snapped quickly.  "Tom wants the hours to get another endorsement on his license and either Russ or I can ride right seat.  That way you can sit in the back and snooze, play footsy with Kelly, talk to others or whatever else you want to do on the way to Calgary."

That got a chuckle out almost everyone, and a snort out of Tom's dad, but he still wanted to go back to the motel, so Jack, Kelly, Arnie and Alvin left in one car, leaving Tom, Sandy, Liz and Russ behind.  Jack and the others had only been gone for a few moments when David, Linda and their oldest daughter, Penny showed up.  They all came directly down to Joe's shop where they were introduced to Tom, Sandy, Liz and Russ.  Penny only stayed for a moment or two before excusing herself and headed next door to take over baby sitting at Art and Josie's in order to let her sister, Jennifer meet everyone.  Moments later David and Linda's youngest daughter, Jennifer bounced in holding the hand of a tall thin man.

"Okay, Uncle Mike and I are here, so what's up, Gramps." Jennifer grinned as she dropped Mike's hand and hugged Joe.

While Jennifer and her grandfather were chatting, David introduced Mike to Tom, then while Tom and his group were talking to Mike, David and Linda slipped away.  That suited Tom, because he wanted to talk to Mike about low-flow hydroelectric generation and wind turbines.  It wasn't all that long before Tom had talked Mike into coming to Bear Creek for a visit, as well as meeting with Brian Welch the next day to discuss alternate methods of generating electricity.  Eventually everyone drifted back upstairs and over the next while Tom tried to convince Art and Josie to move to Bear Creek as well.

"Look, Art, I really need to hire more than one person for what work I have up at Bear Creek and a couple of other places.  I need one to handle the shipping and receiving at my warehouse, but I also need a metal worker who can help out on a variety of jobs in town, as well as out at the mine.  I understand you're darn good at both jobs, but what I need right now is a warehouseman, so if you want the job of setting up my warehouse and training someone to run the place, you're hired.  However there are mechanical jobs I'll be needing help with too, for instance I have an aircraft mechanic who is being run off his feet right now and he may need help.  Also I have a hydroelectric generator that I know has to be repaired and I have a pair of skid-steer machines that need work.  I'm definitely not going to pull my guy off the repair work on planes to do those.  Besides that I always seem to be finding bargains that almost fit my needs, but may be in need of repair, so who knows
what else will pop up out of nowhere and need work," Tom grinned.  "So what do you say, do you want the job?"

"Well to be honest, this thing screws up my work in the warehouse because I can't lift heavy weights," Art used his hand to lift his pant leg and displayed his prosthesis, "but I do have a young guy I was training as a helper on my present job.  I don't suppose you'd be willing to hire us both, would you?"

"Is this young guy any good?"

"I think so and I think the present outfit I'm working for is expecting me to quit, then I'm sure they'll be offering Bobby the job."

"Wait a minute!" Tom frowned.  "Let me get this straight, your bosses want you to take a pay cut at the same time as increasing your work load, but on top of that they're asking you to train another guy to take your place?"

"Well yeah, but the increase in workload is going to be shared with the guy I'm training," Art sighed.  "It's rather complicated.  You see I do the dispatching too, which is really what I was originally hired to do and at that time they had a guy handling the warehouse work, but he quit and I ended up with his job as well.  I did get a small pay raise for that.  What they're doing is having me train this new guy to take over some of the extra work, but even after the new guy is trained the changes will still add to my workload.  You see the new guy will only be working part time for now and I'll have to cover for the hours he isn't there."

"So you'll be working longer hours and doing more work, for less money?"  Tom shook his head in wonder.  "From what you're saying I'm not exactly impressed with your bosses, but let's change the subject for a minute.  What would you like to do, if you could have a job doing exactly what you want?"

"Well, I guess what I'd like is a job in a machine shop of some sort," Art sighed.  "I mean, I know how to set up a warehouse or handle shipping and receiving and do any dispatching, but I spent most of my school years helping my folks around the machine shop back home.  When I went back home after I was out of the service everything had changed.  Dad had retired and my oldest brother had taken over the machine shop, but the work load had dropped off, so there wasn't enough work for another person.  My younger brother has started an autobody shop, but that's just not my thing, because most of what he does is dent repair and painting, which would drive me nuts.  I'm really tempted to take your job, but it's just that I'd be taking Josie and the kids away from their family."

"And what does Josie say?"

"Well, she's worried about her mom and dad, but she knows David, Linda and the girls would look after them, so she isn't upset about moving.  I think she's a bit uptight with the idea of running a daycare though, because she trained as a nurse, not a teacher."

"But Tom isn't asking her to look after a preschool.  Instead he's talking about a daycare for really young kids, just babies and toddlers," Liz broke in.  "I know that after my baby comes I'd sure like to have someone who was trained as a nurse to be looking after him when I can't.  Besides, there are a lot more unemployed teachers than nurses, so hiring someone to help her when the kids get older won't be all that hard.  I'll go talk to her if you want me to?"

"I'd rather you didn't, at least not right now," Art sighed.

"Well, I'm not going to pressure you or Josie," Tom smiled, then shrugged his shoulders.  "Here's my card and if you want to talk to me about the job, just call me or call either one of my offices and leave a message so I can call back.  Just remember, if you do decide to move up to Bear Creek to take the job, I'll give you a hiring bonus, cover the cost of your move and arrange for a place for you to live."

"Well, thanks for the offer and I'll definitely let you know in the next day or two.  If it was just me, I'd jump on the offer, but I'll be darned if I want to upset Josie and I refuse to abandon her family."

"I can definitely appreciate that, Art." Tom held out his hand toward Art.  "No matter what you decide I'll wish you all the best, but right now I think we should go so you and your family can discuss things."

So after they shook hands, Tom rounded up his crew and thanked Joe for having them over for a visit.  Only minutes later they were on the way back to the motel.



Back at the motel they found that Jack was almost livid.  He had called the service department at the local airport to quick check on what the charges on his plane would be and discovered that his plane had been moved to another hanger.  That normally wouldn't have a problem, however the man operating the little tractor unit that moved planes had taken a short cut during his hookup and hadn't locked in one of the tow pins.  That pin had dropped out and the leading tire of the plane had been slashed open when it had run over the fallen pin.  The airport admitted that it was liable for the damage and was quite willing to replace the damaged tire – only it seemed there wasn't a spare tire of that size and type available anywhere in western Canada.  As a result it might take as long as three days for a replacement to arrive from the factory.

That had Jack up in arms because he had to be in Calgary on Tuesday afternoon and he'd have to fly commercially, which he felt was a waste of time and money.  It didn't matter that the airport was willing to cover the cost of his flight, he had made up his mind that he wanted to fly to Calgary in his own plane.  The fact that a commercial flight meant screwing around in Victoria to get on a small jet to Vancouver, then disembarking from that plane in Vancouver and waiting for a connecting flight to Calgary just annoyed him to no end.  He even tried to contact a friend who owned a GulfStream G400, but his friend happened to have flown it to Hawaii that week.

Tom and the rest listened to him rant for a few minutes, then Tom signalled to Sandy, Liz and Russ to follow him as he went to the second cabin.

"The two of you can fly a LearJet, can't you?" he asked Liz and Russ.

"I've flown one and Russ can certainly act as a copilot, but from what I've heard, so can you," Liz grinned.  "Don't tell me you know someone who has one here in Victoria?"

"Yep," Tom winked at her.  "The guy I used to work for has one and I saw it in the hanger when we landed here on Saturday.  I'd be willing to bet he'd lease it to me for a few days if I ask nicely, but I wanted to be certain I had a qualified pilot along before calling him.  Although I have flown that bird, I'm not qualified to fly it by myself, so you'll be the listed pilot."

"They're a fun machine, but I think you're going to get some hours.  Have you taken off and landed the plane or were you just flying it at cruising altitudes?" Russ asked.

"I flew half way to Calgary and all the way back one Christmas, then the next summer I flew from Vancouver to Yellowknife and back a few times.  On the Vancouver to Yellowknife trips, I was listed as copilot, but Jack had me handle the whole thing from preflight and startup, to landing and tie-down.  Why do you ask?"

"Well from the sounds of it you've flown a Lear more than both Russ and I have," Liz grinned.  "Are your hours on the stick logged?"

"Yeah, why?"

"Because you're well on your way to being able to get a jet endorsement on your license," Russ chortled.  "Not only that, but since the Lear has two engines, those hours count toward your multi-engine endorsement.  Since you have a DHC-6 in Calgary, I'll bet you can do the oral, the written and the check-ride for both your multi-engine and your commercial inside a couple of days - that is if we can get a DOT inspector off his duff to do the tests.  After that all we have to do is train you to fly rotary and get you a few more hours on a jet, then you'll be able to handle any bird we have at White Out, as well as small jets."

"Well, let's not count our chickens before they hatch." Tom snorted as he pulled out his cellphone.  "First, let's see if we can borrow a LearJet."

In the next few minutes he called Jake Stern of NorEast Mining and talked to him about the plane.  The phone call took a while since Jake was an old friend as well as his former boss, but in the long-run Tom arranged to lease Jake's LearJet.  Actually, Jake agreed to meet him at the airport the next morning so they could finalize the deal and take the LearJet up for a short flight to familiarize Tom, Liz and Russ with the controls.  Once he'd made that arrangement, Tom went back next door to tell Jack what he'd done and told him they'd fly from Victoria to Calgary on Tuesday morning.

It took Tom a while to get away from the discussion that followed, but eventually he went back to join Sandy and they called back to Bear Creek to let JJ and Ann know what was going on.  JJ was quite pleased with the idea that they might be hiring Art and Josie Reynolds because he felt Tom's ideas about a warehouse manager and a child care facility sounded good to him.

Tom was thinking of making a couple more phone calls, but Sandy soon convinced him that he should relax and take the rest of the evening off.  That's when Liz and Russ asked if he had his logbook of his flight hours with him.  Since he'd recently started carrying it with him in his attache case, he dug that out and the four of them looked over his flight hours.  As they looked through the book, Tom told them about a few of the 'interesting' flights he'd made.  While he was talking about the various adventures and thrilling flights he'd had, Liz and Sandy were busy scanning through the log to find how many actual hours he had listed for his flights.  Over the five years that Tom had worked for NorEast mining, he had logged over sixteen-hundred hours in single engine planes as well as over two-hundred and forty hours in multiple engine planes.  Not only that, but he had logged fifty-six hours of flight time in the LearJet with seven takeoffs and six landings to his credit in
the jet.  Then in the last few weeks he'd added another twenty-four hours as copilot of his dad's KingAir and since it was a turbo prop, those hours counted toward his jet engine experience as well as his multiple engine time.

"Cripes Boss, do you realise you have damn near two-thousand hours of flight time logged in total?" Liz interrupted one of Tom's tales about a flight when he'd been caught in a blizzard and had to land near a native village, then stayed there for two days while the storm died out.

"Really, that seems to be stretching things a bit," he frowned at her.  "Somehow there are a lot more hours there than I thought there were, but to be honest I've never added it all up."

"Well, you've definitely got enough hours for your commercial and your multiple engine endorsements, so all you have to do is pass the written test and take a check-ride," Liz frowned at him.  "Are you familiar with all the rules and regulations you need to know to write the test for your commercial endorsement?"

"No, but I've got a booklet in my briefcase about the things the DOT wants a commercial pilot to know and I've glanced through it a few times when I was bored, but not a lot." Tom shrugged.  "To be honest I'm more interested in getting my jet and multiple engine certification rather than the commercial endorsement.  I think JJ is the guy who needs to pick up his commercial, not me, because I'm not really interested in flying paying customers into the boondocks.  That's what I hired you guys to do, that way you can handle all the fussy customers while I go out and mine for gold or explore more of the lease."

They had a relatively heated discussion over that, but Tom really wasn't interested in becoming a commercial pilot, so it wasn't all that long before they headed for bed.



Early the next morning Tom, Sandy, Liz and Russ were standing on the tarmac in front of the hanger where the LearJet was parked, waiting for Tom's friend, Jake Stern to show up.  When he did, it was a very friendly greeting and they were surprised to find that Jake knew all about the fact that Tom now owned a goldmine and a huge mineral lease.

"Hell man, you're a legend in the business.  Everybody knows all about Lucky Dunn and how well he's doing," Jake laughed as he swatted Tom on the shoulder.  "Do you know we're even mining those damn emeralds you found in the Yukon?  Anyway ignoring that, how long do you need the Lear for, 'cause we might need it back by April first?"

"Oh, we only need it for a few days, just to fly out Calgary and back, because Dad's KingAir is grounded until the airport gets a tire to replace the one their guy ruined while towing it.  Dad has a meeting out there on Tuesday afternoon, so we'll probably be back on Wednesday or Thursday.  This thing will take eight of us, won't it?  Liz has flown Lears before and both Liz and Russ flew jets in the Air Force, so they'll be the official pilots although I may hold the stick if they want to take a break."

"So you haven't got your ticket on jets yet?"

"I never really had the chance to build any time in one, well except for the times I flew with you.  Heck, I'm just going for my multi and maybe my commercial in the near future.  I'm part owner of a bunch of birds, but the only plane I've flown in the last two years is Dad's KingAir," Tom laughed apologetically.  "I haven't had the time to play pilot with anything else and I'm surrounded by professional pilots now, so I've been lazy and get them to fly me around."

"So you aren't doing any gold mining or prospecting now?"

"Oh, I'm still mining for gold, but I've got an airstrip and a bunch of people working for me that fly planes and choppers as well.  Surely you've heard of White Out Wilderness Services, haven't you?  I'm the major shareholder, but both Liz and Russ own shares in the company as well.  They're my pilots for the Chinook we just bought."

"You bought out White Out?  I heard they were going out of business and some guy from Ontario was taking over their airfield, all their buildings, their planes and even their helicopters."

"I've heard rumours that he and a couple of other guys think that's what will happen, but the truth is somewhat different," Tom snorted through a big grin.  "Instead of having a bankruptcy sale, White Out is moving to a different airstrip, but since all the buildings are temporary structures, we're taking almost everything with us.  We've already added more planes, as well as another big chopper and we're building better facilities that are more easily accessible.  Heck, the majority of our customers are happily following us when we move because we'll be bigger and better than ever."

"Well, I'll be damned.  I had a pair of brothers come into the office in Vancouver and tell me that they owned the airfield White Out was using and that they were taking over the whole setup on the first of July.  They wanted me to sign up with them for any work we had for choppers."

"I hope you didn't sign anything," Russ snorted.  "I happen to know the guy who is coming from Ontario and the last I heard all he had for equipment is an early Bell Jet Ranger and a pair of poorly maintained DHC-2 Beavers.  He's running a pipsqueak outfit in comparison to White Out, so I haven't any idea of where he'd get the money to buy anything much."

"Jake, there is a lot more to the story than just that," Tom frowned.  "I don't want to start any rumours, so please, don't mention my comments to others, but I think the Beacon brothers are little more than shysters.  From what I can find out they seem to be under the impression that White Out is in financial troubles and they were planning to take advantage of that.  In the first place they went behind our backs to purchase the land that White Out was leasing.  Now we've had unofficial notice that they want to make changes since we did have a phone call to tell us that they're planning to double the cost of the lease for the airstrip on the first of July.  However the Beacon brothers couldn't have read the lease agreement fully before they acted, because we haven't received an official warning of a rent increase.  You see the original lease had a renewal option that included a clause requiring a written notification six months in advance of any major changes.  Since
they've been cashing our cheques, our lawyer says that we need to act as if our old lease is still in effect, but we should accept the phone call as notification of possible eviction.  All we've heard is that phone call a few days ago warning us about a new lease and that it would be more expensive, but a phone call is simply not acceptable as legal notification of anything!  Any knowledgeable lawyer will confirm that.

"Since they've effectively broken the old lease, which runs out on July first anyway, we're moving our business.  Not only that, but the majority of White Out's buildings are temporary structures, which means they're portable, so they can be legally moved to an airfield that my brother and I own.  By the end of June there won't be much left on the former site because all of our equipment will be moved and so will all of the portable buildings.  The only items that will be left behind after we've moved are the old office building and a couple of cheap steel buildings that were bolted to the concrete floors they sit on.  Not only that, but the two brothers may well have a lawsuit on their hands over the cost of our move.  Then on top of that they've been lying to our customers about White Out's fiduciary situation, so they may be facing a lawsuit over that as well."

"So you're saying that the Beacon brothers aren't purchasing the Huey and the SkyCrane that White Out owns now?" Jake frowned deeply.

"No, not a chance, that Huey is Jim Burke's baby and the SkyCrane is one of our main moneymakers," Tom snorted.  "There's no way we'd part with either one."

"Well, I'll be damned.  They were trying to sell me that Huey, with delivery in July." Jake shook his head.  "Originally they wanted to try to trade it for a LearJet, in fact this very machine.  They said they needed the Lear for the end of this month and I was thinking of leasing it to them until July, then making the trade.  In fact they're the reason I was saying that I might need the Lear back for the first of April, but if they're shysters I'd rather it was in your hands.  I think you guys may have saved me a whole pile of trouble and a bunch of money."

"Well, I don't think either one of the brothers has a pilot's license, so they'd need to hire someone else to fly it."  Tom grinned.  "Anyway, are you willing to lease the jet to me for the next few days?"

"Lease it hell, I'll lend it to you for nothing, providing you look after it and fill it with fuel when you bring it back.  I think you just saved me a bundle of money and I owe you a favour for that.  Besides that, NorEast Mining owes you two years back pay for the finder's fees and residuals on the minerals you discovered on at least three claims that we're developing now and a couple that we've sold to other developers.  We would have paid you before, but we haven't been able to contact you for a couple of years."

"That's probably because he didn't have a permanent address until a few weeks ago.  He spent most of that time blasting holes in solid rock or playing hide and seek with the bears and wolves out in the wilderness," Sandy snorted.  "He's a hard man to find when he heads out to the claim because he hides out in one of the wildest areas left in BC."

"Well Tom, since we couldn't get hold of you and since we couldn't let the money simply sit in outstanding accounts, we bought more company shares in your name.  In other words we converted it to stock certificates and added it to the shares you'd earned previously, but if you want it in cash, we'll buy the shares at market value," Jake explained, then grinned.  "Of course since I don't have them with me, I'll need an address in order to send you the stock certificates."

"Well, that's no problem." Tom smiled and handed Jake a card that had the Victoria address for Sunrise Mineral, Exploration and Development.  "If you send it to that address, Muriel will get it to me.  She runs the local office, which handles the company mail and takes all the calls for now.  Once the TF Dunn building up in Bear Creek is operational, Sunrise Mineral will have a second office which is much closer to the mine site and the mineral lease.  Unfortunately we haven't finished construction and moved into the building, so I haven't had cards made up listing the new address."

"While all this is interesting, I thought we were here to check out a plane, Tom?" Sandy broke in with a wink.  "After all, you were the one who reminded me that we had a lot to do today."

While they'd been talking, the LearJet had been moved out of the hanger, so they did the walk-around and exterior check, then climbed aboard and did the other pre-flight checks.  Liz and Russ both insisted that Tom was going to be in control, so he was the person who contacted the tower, got clearance for a familiarization flight and handled the plane as they took off.  Russ sat in the copilot's seat first, but after they'd flown past SaltSpring Island he took the controls for a few minutes, then Liz took over for a few minutes more.  Tom was once more in the left seat a short time later as they landed back at Victoria International.

Jake reached inside his jacket and pulled out an envelope as they tied down the plane.  "Here you go Tom, I made out a lease agreement last night, so all you have to do is sign it and the plane is yours until the end of the month.  All I ask is that you bring it back in one piece and top up the fuel," he grinned.  "I know you said you only need it for a couple of days, but I was talking to Sandy during the flight and she was saying that she hadn't seen her parents in five years.  Since you're going to marry the lady, I think you should go meet them and this baby could fly you there."

Tom opened his mouth to protest, but caught the look on Sandy's face before he said anything and instead of protesting, he accepted the envelope.  He chuckled when he looked at the lease agreement and checked the line about payment. "A dollar, plus services rendered?"

"Yeah, in fact if it was up to me, we'd sell you the dang plane for the same amount as we owe you in stock certificates," Jake winked at him.  "We've made profits of several hundred times what the Lear is worth just on the copper lode you discovered in northern Manitoba, not to mention the two or three dozen other strikes you found."

"Hey, I was paid for what I did and you said that you're giving me more stocks as a bonus, so I'd say I did okay working for you even before this," Tom grinned and dug in his pocket, "but I guess I owe you a buck don't I?"

"Nope, Liz paid me a loony already," Jake laughed.  "She said she'd collect from you by insisting that she should fly the plane some of the time while you have it.  Now, I have to rush off to catch the ferry to Vancouver as soon as possible.  First I want to make certain you have no problems here, so we should go into the local flight office and list you and Liz as temporary pilots of this plane."

That little chore took another fifteen minutes, then Jake said "So long," and left to go to work.  Before they left the airport, Tom insisted that they talk to the head mechanic about the repairs to Jack's plane, but as well as that he wanted to discuss any recent repairs to the LearJet.  The news on both was very good.  The tire for Jack's plane was already on the way from the manufacturer and was being shipped by air, so it should arrive early that afternoon and the mechanics would install it immediately.  As for the LearJet, it had only been flown for about sixty hours since its annual inspection, so there shouldn't be any major worries about mechanical problems.

"Oh boy, that means we'll have two planes at our disposal this afternoon," Tom snorted.

"Yeah, and when we get to Calgary, the Twin Otter will be a third plane you'll have available to play with," Sandy grinned at him.  "Actually this makes life simpler in a way, because your dad will have his baby back, but we'll no longer be dependant on his plane to get around for the next month."

"Yeah, there is that," Tom frowned, then nodded his head.  "Actually that could simplify things in some ways, but I need to talk to Dad about it."

"How does it simplify things?"  Sandy asked.

"Well, both JJ and Ann need to go back to Calgary to have an official 'retirement party' from Dunn-Redding on Friday and JJ really had his heart set on flying the Twin Otter out to Bear Creek.  If Dad and Mom flew to Calgary from here, while we flew up to Bear Creek before flying on to Calgary, we could accomplish the lot in one go."

"The problem is that pulls Ann out of the office at the same time I'm away." Sandy frowned.  "That would mean we'd fall even further behind on the tax returns."

"Well, it is early March and you do have a couple of other accountants in the office, so when we flew down here you said you could afford to take the time to be away for a few days.  While we have the jet available, I was wondering if we could squeeze in a few other details as well, like going to see your folks and maybe even having a wedding?"

"Oh cripes.  Do you know what airport in Lynn Lake is like at this time of year?  Well I can tell you, it's damn cold and there's a helluva lot of snow!  As far as I know, the airport is only open for wheeled planes in the spring and summer months, about May to September.  Landing there in the winter months is limited to ski equipped planes and they usually land on the lake, not at the airport." Sandy snorted.  "I think Prince Albert, Saskatchewan is the closest all-weather airport, and that's about four-hundred miles from Lynn Lake as the crow flies and at least twice that distance by road.  Hell, Lynn Lake Airport doesn't even have any hangers, so planes are just tied down and covered with tarps if they sit for any length of time."

"Well, since I was going to university when I worked for NorEast Mining, I only flew up in that country from May to September.  Besides that I usually flew planes with floats because the lakes were so numerous."

"Yeah, in the summer that's fine, but not in the winter," she snorted.  "Now as for the other stuff, I'd like to get married in Bear Creek if possible, but I'd like all of your family to be there too.  Do you suppose we might be able to have the wedding while we still have the lease on this plane, because that would make getting them up here from Calgary a lot easier?"

"Why not do it this month?" Russ grinned at Sandy.  "I happen to know that Lynn Lake is listed as an official airport, so I'd bet they have snowploughs up there and I'll bet they'd plow the airport if you were to call them.  Of course they might charge you for that, but I doubt if it would be very expensive because they could use it as a publicity stunt of sorts."

"How do you know that?" she demanded, but she had a deep scowl on her face, something Tom noticed and wondered about.

"I know because I flew some fishermen into Lynn Lake a couple of years ago.  The whole town is trying to build up a tourist base and I'll bet if I were to call them and tell them I'm working for White Out now, they'd be quite happy to plow the runway for us," Russ grinned.  "Heck, they brag that they've got the northernmost asphalt airport in Manitoba, so having a White Out plane fly in at this time of year would be a feather in their caps.  The only problem I can see might be the weather, because I wouldn't want to fly up in that country in a snowstorm."

"Okay then, I think it's something worth considering, but I'll leave the final decision on that trip up to Sandy," Tom said quietly.  "Right now I need to talk to Dad and find out what he thinks.  I'm not sure what he and Mom will want to do, since they'll have the option of flying to Calgary in either the Lear or the KingAir.  I suppose it would be better if Dad and I talked face to face, wouldn't it?"

"Well, since they've seen us and they're already walking over here, that won't be a problem," Sandy gestured toward Tom's parents and the 'A' team as they approached across the tarmac.

In the discussion that followed, Tom's mom and dad decided they were going to fly back to Calgary and would leave either that evening or early the next morning.  Once they were home, they planned to stay there for the time being.  Since Tom and the others now had the LearJet at their disposal, they planned to stay in Victoria for a day or two, but would fly up to Bear Creek after that.  Then they'd park the Lear in a hanger and use a chopper to fly out to Tom's claim and back later in the week.  Then early on Friday morning Tom and Sandy, along with Liz and Russ would fly to Calgary, bringing both JJ and Ann with them.

At that point they split up for the rest of the day.  Jack and Kelly were heading for Duncan to see some friends, but planned to be back by six and would meet everyone for supper in Victoria.  Tom and Sandy would take Liz and Russ with them as they went off to see Muriel, then later they planned to visit Brian and Linda Welch.  Meanwhile Arnie and Alvin were planning to go see a friend first, then head into downtown Victoria to check out a sporting goods store and a music store.  After everyone agreed where and when they'd meet up later, they all headed off in different directions.

When they arrived at Muriel's office, Tom immediately noticed the change to the sign beside the front door which listed the companies she represented.  When they'd been there in January, there had been at least a dozen names on that sign, but now there were only three.  That set off mental alarm bells for him, but when they stepped inside Muriel looked just as chipper as ever and the place looked spotless.  The only real difference Tom notice was a tiny fridge, a hot plate, a coffee maker and a microwave sitting on a small counter near Muriel's desk.

"Well, hello there strangers!" Muriel greeted them with a big grin.  "I see you're look quite fit Tom, considering what you've been through in the last few days, and Sandy looks just as gorgeous as ever.  But who are these other folks?"

"Muriel Preston, I'd like you to meet Liz and Russ Smith, the two pilots I hired to run the big helicopter I bought," Tom introduced the three people to each other.

Of course Liz had to go into her song and dance about Tom being her hero who had saved her and Russ from starving, but Tom just looked at Muriel and shook his head, making her grin.

"I'm not surprised, Liz.  Tom has a tendency to do that sort of thing, just like the guy he inherited his money from, old Serge Potemchin, who is the man who got me started in this business.  Not only that, but Serge must have been able to see the future, because I inherited enough from him that I don't have to worry about the fact that my business is dying off.  I just can't compete with cell phones, fax machines and computers, so the answering service and record management business is dropping away like it fell off a cliff," Muriel shrugged.

"Darn it, I didn't want to hear that, because that sounds like you're ready to pack it in," Tom said as he took a seat opposite Muriel's desk.  "I like the fact that my main office is listed here in Victoria, because it keeps the nut cases off my back."

"Oh, I'm not packing the business in yet," Muriel laughed.  "Just keeping track of you and all the shenanigans you get into is too darn entertaining for me to quit and I kinda like giving those nut cases you mentioned the good old run around.  Besides, every few days I have a new surprise coming from Bear Creek about whatever you've done, then some outfit or another will often contact me about you and your activities.  I must have had a dozen people, including several cops, call me about your health just in the last couple of days.  From what I heard though you're still supposed to be in the hospital, aren't you?"

"Oh, I'm actually hiding out, because most people are probably under the impression that I'm still in a coma and stuck in the hospital," Tom grinned.  "Sandy and one of the local cops sneaked me out of the hospital after dark and we slipped away, but my doctor knows why, so I'm probably still listed as a patient of the hospital.  Heck, we even left town on the sly and the plane we were on was supposed to head for Calgary, but we ended up here instead."

Then it took Sandy and Tom the next hour and a half, along with a cup of tea, to explain what had happened and what was going on in their lives.  It seemed almost as if Muriel wanted a blow by blow description of everything that they had done since she had seen them last, even if she'd heard it before.  Still, it was an enjoyable session for both Sandy and Tom, but eventually they had to leave so they could meet Michael Skinner, have lunch with him, then go see Brian and Linda Welch.

Once they were out in the car Tom tried to apologise to Liz and Russ, thinking that they must be bored with the rehash of all the happenings that had taken place in Bear Creek.

"You don't need to apologise," Russ laughed.  "A lot of what you told Muriel involved facts that we weren't aware of because we weren't involved in the action.  For instance I didn't realise that you'd had to fight for your life when you were attacked in the hospital.  I think if Alvin or Arnie had known that earlier, they'd have been following us in the other car."

"Actually that impressed me, Boss," Liz chuckled.  "I'd probably have grabbed something to hit him with if I could and I'd have been screaming for help and you have to remember that I've been trained in unarmed combat.  I certainly wouldn't have tackled him bare handed, not when he already had a knife in his hand and was coming at me."

"I was right there when the door opened, so we were almost nose to nose when I first saw the knife, and I didn't have time to hunt for a weapon," Tom snorted.  "I guess I've spent too much time out in the bush and on my own to holler for help when I need to protect myself.  Sandy is almost the same way, just ask her to tell you what she did to the bull moose that tried to keep her from using the outhouse up at the cabin.  I don't think I could fire three shots out of a lever action rifle that fast or that accurately, but I'll tell you one thing I learned that day, never get in her way when she needs to have a piddle."

"Oh you asshole!" Sandy laughed.  "You were the guy that insisted I had to carry a rifle with me whenever I was outside and that damn bull moose was charging at me, so I didn't have a choice."

"See, it was the same thing as me and that punk in the hospital.  I didn't have a choice either, but I wasn't carrying a Marlin to shoot him with," Tom chortled.

"Yeah, but you broke the punk's jaw with your bare fist."

"Sure did, and I knocked him out, but you killed the moose," Tom grinned.  "Not only that, but you raved about how good his liver tasted when you fried it up for supper."

"Well at least I was standing up when I shot the moose, not sitting at the breakfast table, like you were when you shot the bear that politely knocked on the door of your old cabin."

"Politely knocked?" Tom snorted.  "That dang bear was pulling a three little piggies routine on me, only I didn't like the idea of being his breakfast bacon.  As it was, he killed my cat and ruined my door, not to mention that he spilled the last pot of coffee to be found in twenty miles.  Because of that bear I had to hike out the next day, of course I guess in a way he was responsible for me meeting you, wasn't he?"

"Stop it … you two!' Liz was gasping and laughing so hard she was crying by then.  "I didn't realise … you two were … stand-up comics … until now."

"Did all those things really happen?" Russ said speaking through a chuckle and a grin.

"Every darn one of them," Sandy turned and grinned at the couple in the back seat of the car.  "One thing about being around Tom, life isn't often boring.  Just about the time you start to feel at ease, some darn thing will jump up and try to take a bite out of someone, then he bites back.  Either that or it'll be a situation that looks like bad luck for someone, but Tom looks at it and decides he can fix the problem, help the people who were in trouble and make money at the same time.  They don't call him Lucky Dunn for nothing."

"Don't bother telling us about that one," Russ grinned at her.  "Look at us as a prime example of people he bailed out when we were in trouble.  And now he's trying to do the same thing for a whole family."

"Hey, wait a minute, I'm not the one to blame on this one.  You two and the 'A' team were the ones who told me I should hire Art, but we don't know if he'll take the job or not," Tom glanced at Russ's face in the mirror.  "I think it all depends on the rest of the family because of Josie's mom."

"Hey, we've got to turn off just ahead, the restaurant where we're meeting Michael is just down the next street and you're in the wrong lane," Sandy interrupted.

"Crud, I hate city traffic," Tom complained, but managed to change lanes and turn off at the right corner.

Moments later they were pulling into the parking lot where they were headed and Tom saw Michael who was just getting out of his car, but he had someone with him.  Since there was a parking space nearby, Tom parked and hopped out just in time to see Michael help Josie out of the passenger side of his car.

"Hi Michael, Hi Josie," he said as he walked over to them. "You remember Sandy, Liz and Russ don't you?"

"We sure do, Tom," Michael smiled.  "I brought Josie along because she wants to talk to you as well and by the way, when I'm not around Joe or Mom, I'm just Mike, okay?"

"I think I can remember that," Tom grinned and winked.  "Lets go grab a seat before the normal noontime crowd gets here, then we can chat over lunch."

"Fine, but let's see if we can get a table for eight, please.  Art is planning to be here as well and he was going to try to bring his helper along, because he thinks you should meet him," Josie said then.

"No problem," Sandy headed for the door with Russ and Liz at her heels.

"I imagine you've guessed that Art and I are hoping that job offer still stands, but we wanted to be sure of a few things before we jumped into the deal," Josie smiled tentatively.

"Both jobs are still open and I'm willing to pay a hiring bonus, as well as moving expenses."

"That was what we came to see you about," Josie's smile grew much wider, then she sobered.  "Right at the moment we're living from one pay cheque to the next, so if you weren't willing to help us with moving costs, we couldn't afford to take the job.  Our whole family is living on a lot less than we'd like, but if we move, then David, Linda and the girls can live in the cottage where we're living now.  That'll straighten things out for them and it'll help Dad too."

"That sounds like a winning combination to me, because I think Art will be just what the doctor ordered for my business and I think you might be just what we need in a year or two when we get overrun by a herd of new babies."

"Hey, I think I can handle three or four more kids, if I have the right setup and some help, but I'm not sure about a herd."

"Well, as far as I'm concerned, anything more than one is a herd," Tom winked at her then.

As a result she was laughing when they went inside and joined the others at a big round table.  They managed to keep the conversation fairly light while they waited for Art to arrive, but when he came in alone, Josie frowned.

"Bobby didn't come with you?" she asked Art instantly.

"Nope, he quit this morning because he found another job that pays better," Art shrugged.  "I haven't told the bosses anything about the fact that I might be leaving yet, but I may be fired anyway, just for coming here for lunch."

"So quit and come to work for me," Tom winked.  "I'll write you a cheque as a hiring bonus and pay your moving expenses.  Not only that, but I'll arrange to have a place for you to live."

"Rachel has a big old house on the west side of town that she wants to either sell or rent, Tom.  Do you want me to phone her and see what she wants for it?" Sandy asked instantly.

"You did mention that before, didn't you?  Is it in decent shape?"

"Yeah, she was just having the place renovated and her dad was looking after the job before he died, so you can bet the renovation was top notch.  She was saying that she plans to sell it, but that's only if she moves away.  If she decides to stay in Bear Creek she's planning to rent it out and buy a smaller place."

"Give her a call then.  If she wants to sell it, but Art and Josie don't like it, I can probably flip it because of the housing market in Bear Creek right now.  I was thinking that they could move into one of the condos I bought last week, but a house would be better for them anyway," Tom smiled at the surprised look on Art's face.  "That way you folks can rent either a condo or a house, whichever you want.  In fact if I buy it, we can probably arrange a rent to own deal, if you want to do that."

"But you don't even know us," Art said quietly.

"Oh, but you have some excellent references," Tom grinned.  "First of all Arnie and Alvin said you were a hell of a soldier who led from the front.  Next I met Joe, Josie's father, who gave you a glowing recommendation without really meaning to.  Then I saw the work you and Joe did on that train he has in his basement, which told me a lot about your skills with metal.  Then finally, you have a wife who thinks about all the angles and possible problems before she even puts a toe in the water.  The combination of all of those opinions tells me a lot about you and I'm impressed, because I think you'd fit in with my guys."

"Excuse me, Tom," Sandy broke in then.  "Rachel is thinking of staying around Bear Creek for now, so she'll rent that house to Art and Josie.  Not only that, but she told me that the house has a ground floor entrance to the basement, which is full height, but undeveloped.  She thinks that would make a perfect daycare centre and since the house is on the way to the airstrip, it sounds almost ideal."

"There you go.  They've even found you a place to live." Mike slapped Art on the back.  "If I was you, I'd grab the job and run with it."

Art looked at Josie, who nodded her head so he turned toward Tom.  "I still have to quit my present job, but I imagine when I tell the boss there that I'm leaving I'll be fired, otherwise I should give them two weeks to find a replacement.  If that's what happens, when do you want us to be in Bear Creek?"

"As soon as possible and remember, I'm hiring a moving company to make life easy for Josie and you.  Let me know later today what happens at work and we'll work from there," Tom said quietly, then turned to Josie.  "I imagine you're the person who handles your family's household finances, but whose name do I write on the cheque to cover the hiring bonuses?"

"Either one, since we both have signing authority at the bank, but for now you'll just be hiring Art.  I'm in no shape to run a daycare right now," she patted her bulging belly.

"Actually I think you might be called on long before that," Sandy smiled.  "In the first place I'd like you to take the time to look at other daycare facilities and get some ideas of what works well for others.  Then I think Rachel will probably want to be consulted about what sort of renovations need to be done to the basement of her house to turn it into a daycare.  Knowing her, she'll want her builder to work with you to come up with a design or a plan for the reno work.  Since you'll be involved with most of the prep work, I think you should be paid for it, don't you?"

"I suppose so, but …" Josie sighed.  "Well, it feels like I'm taking money that I haven't earned."

"Oh if I know Rachel and Sandy, you'll earn it in the long run.  I'm going to throw another comment in on this as well," Tom looked directly at Sandy.  "I've been thinking about this and I've decided that I'm hiring Josie to look after the children of people who work for me, which means child care can be classed as part of their benefit package.  I'll even cover the basic costs for the initial setup of the facility as long as it's only basic costs, not fancy frills.  However, I'm not about to pay for Josie to look after the children of people who work for others, so I think there's going to have to be some discussion over that issue."

"Actually that's fair." Sandy agreed instantly, "but I think I should kick in part of the start-up costs then, because I'm certain that one or more of the people working for me will eventually be involved and my company will definitely pay for them.  Not only that, but if Josie hires helpers and expands her business to include other individuals or companies, they should pay their way as well."

"We can settle that later." Tom shrugged.  "I just wanted to know whether they wanted one cheque or two so I could give them the hiring bonus today.  If they have the money now, Art and Josie will have some cash to clear up any small debts before they move, and it should still give them a cushion in order to pay any costs they incur during the move.  Now all we need to know is when Art will be finished with the job at the trucking company, then we can set things up at Bear Creek."

"I'll call you later today, but the latest it would be is two weeks from now." Art said quickly.  "However like I said before, the boss is going to be pissed that I left to have lunch, even though I warned him when I went in this morning.  For all I know I might be fired the moment I arrive back at work."

That short speech seemed to remind Art that he should hurry and only a few moments later he had polished off his meal and excused himself to go back to work.

"There are times when my husband makes me wonder what makes him tick," Josie said quietly.  "He absolutely hates the job and he despises his new bosses, yet he'll probably work late tonight to make up for the time he spent here with us."

"I think I can explain," Russ said very quietly.  "He is doing that because he feels responsible, not to his boss or to the job, but to himself.  He's a man who wants to go home feeling that he did a fair day of work for the pay he receives.  I admire men who act like that."

"So do I, but if the company he's working for doesn't appreciate his ethics, it's a bloody waste of talent and ability," Tom frowned slightly.  "However if he has that sort of personal ethic he'll fit in well with the guys at White Out, which is where I think he'll end up working.  I envision him working along with Travis on maintenance of our equipment in the long run, but first I'll have him train someone else to handle our warehouse needs.  I think he'll enjoy working with our people out at the airstrip more than at the warehouse in town."

"Could I ask why you think that, Tom?" Josie asked.

"Because I saw the work that was done on that steam engine he helped your dad build," Tom smiled.  "Your dad loves that locomotive, so I would expect his work to be nearly perfect, but Joe pointed out parts that Art had made and they were just as good or even better than what your dad had done.  That tells me that Art is a person who loves to work with his hands and that he insists on turning out fine workmanship.  That's the sort of person I want to work on the planes I fly."

"Amen to that!" Liz said enthusiastically.  "That's what impressed me about your mechanics when they worked on Betsy.  Good enough just wasn't satisfactory for them, they wanted to make sure everything was as close to perfect as possible."

"Yeah, they know that their lives depend on their machines, so they do good work," Tom nodded, then glanced at his watch.  "Oh boy!  I think we'd better eat up folks, we're supposed to be out at Brian and Linda's place in just over half an hour and it takes about twenty minutes to drive there from here."

"Well, you're the one who must have been talking the most, because you're the one with the most left on your plate, boss," Russ teased.

Tom just rolled his eyes and dug into the remainder of the meal.  Meanwhile Sandy signalled the waitress to bring over their bill, but Tom intercepted that when it arrived and handed the waitress his credit card.  As a result they were only a few minutes late when they arrived at the Welch's house, but that didn't worry either Brian or Linda.  They greeted Tom and Sandy as if they were long lost cousins and made the whole group welcome.  Then while Linda invited the three women into the house, Brian suggested the guys might want to see some of the latest items he'd agreed to try to sell and led them into his workshop cum warehouse.  That's when Tom mentioned that Mike was an engineer who worked with alternate energy installations.  Brian acted as if he had just met Santa Claus and in no time flat the two of them were deep in a discussion that left both Tom and Russ feeling completely lost.  That lasted a few minutes, until Tom managed to squeeze in a question about
composting toilets.

"Oh God!  Don't touch those damn things with a ten-foot pole!" Mike snapped instantly.

"He's right, Tom.  They're absolutely useless!" Brian added.  "I know a woman over on one of the gulf islands that tried one.  She followed the instructions the company recommends, then tried everything she could, but the one she bought just didn't work.  She's actually going to sue the company because even after they sent out a representative to show her how to use it, it still didn't work right.  It ended up costing her a fortune because she had to have a septic sucking company come in and pump out the sludge, then haul whole unit away.  In fact she had the whole thing ripped out and disposed of it in a landfill, so now she's back to using an incinerating toilet.  Those work, but they use a tremendous amount of electricity and the fumes from the exhaust reeks, or at least the one she has does.  Unfortunately the simplest method of disposal still seems to be the old-fashioned septic system which isn't perfect, but at least it works."

"I was hoping for some other answer," Tom sighed.  "Unfortunately my cabin is built on a rock ledge that only has about two or three feet of mixed soil and rock shards on top of it, so installing a septic tank and disposal field is going to be a major problem."

"Well, we had something of the same problem here, but our septic system works well now," Brian shrugged.  "We hired a sanitary engineer who brought in an excavating company to handle the job.  They came in and used jack hammers to cut the trenches away from the house, then further out they used shaped charges to blast the rock.  Then we had to haul in gravel, sand and soil to make a disposal field, but that area is now used as a pasture for the goats."

"That's not really what I wanted to hear." Tom frowned.  "I guess I'll have to go the same route, but living where we do, hiring a contractor to do the job is going to be a big problem."

"Actually I know a sanitary engineer who makes his living by advising people in out-of-the-way places how to handle their septic problems.  He even has a portable ground-penetrating radar setup that he uses at times and I'll bet he could set up a system for you." Mike spoke up then.  "He doesn't do the digging or installation, but he advises some very large companies on how to handle their sanitary waste and he has a darn good record of success."

"Does he come back and supervise the final installation?" Tom asked.

"No, but he does recommend plumbing companies that specialize in that sort of work."

"Okay, I'll want his name and phone number before too long, so I can have him do his survey as soon as the snow melts.  I'd like to get a septic system installed this summer if possible."  Tom said.  "Now I have one other question, fellows.  Where should Sandy and I go to buy a propane stove for the cabin?  I know you've got a wood stove for us Brian, but there are times when that just isn't going to be ideal for her.  Sandy would love to be able to cook on something that was quick, reliable, but won't overheat the cabin on hot days and she wants an oven as well.  I want something that's relatively compact though, because there isn't a lot of space available in the kitchen of the cabin."

"Well any appliance that burns natural gas can be used for propane, you just have to change the gas jets in the mixers to a different size and any plumber can do that," Brian shrugged.  "So just about any reliable appliance store can help you there, but if you want a compact unit, you might want to talk to the suppliers who handle appliances meant for RVs and campers."

"Be careful of those RV types though, some of those aren't all that reliable.  Could you possibly fit an apartment sized stove into your space since they're only about two-feet square?  If you buy one that size in a name brand, you should be okay." Mike added.  "Other than that, when you have that stove installed, I'd recommend that you have it done by a licensed plumber, just to be sure there aren't any leaks in the system."

"Yeah, I saw the results of a propane explosion and fire when I was about sixteen," Tom nodded.  "We think one of Dad's survey crews screwed up when they set up the cook shack and they had a propane leak. The original explosion blew the walls and roof right off the cook shack, then started a fire, so they never did find out exactly what had set it off.  Luckily, it happened after the cooks had gone to bed for the night and the original explosion woke them, or they could have been killed.  That's when I learned about using a soap solution to check all the joints in a propane or natural gas installation."

"The other thing you want to worry about is the couplings and connections inside the stove.  On a reliable appliance they're usually sealed, but if the stove has been repaired or refurbished at any time you'll want to check them closely," Mike added.

"Oh, I won't buy a used stove and you can be sure I'll buy a reliable brand as well."

"Since you're installing a wind generator and a bank of solar cells, I'm surprised that you're going to propane at all." Brian commented.

"There are times when the wind doesn't blow and the sun doesn't shine very bright, so at those times when you don't want to use any more electric appliances than absolutely necessary," Tom shrugged.  "Besides, it looks as if I have most of my supply and transportation problems solved and there may even be some alternate solutions coming in the future.  I'm not positive of it yet, but there seems to be a hint that I may be able to use ground transport in the future, and it might be possible to do it without going broke building a road to the lease."

Tom's comment about access included an explanation of Frank Jamison's idea of using a boat on the Mirror for transport, as well as possible road access up the escarpment below Tom's claim.  That branched into a discussion about the Mirror, Bowmans Bluff and the prospect of developing a road, which led into a description about the planned freight transfer point at Misery Flats.  Somehow Brian had obtained a drawing of the land contours in the area near the Mirror, so they were able to consult that and even though the drawing lacked detail, it was enough for Mike, Brian and Russ to follow Tom's descriptions.  Since Russ had flown in and out of the claim three different times he was able to add some comments about the terrain that even Tom hadn't noticed.  Nothing he'd seen was earth shattering, but it did make Tom even more hopeful about a road of some sort that would lead down to the Mirror.

Eventually the group decided that they should go join the ladies, but before they had a chance to do that, the women came outside.  Josie wanted to return to Sidney so she could start packing and Sandy wanted to look at propane stoves.  Linda had shown her the small stove she used when her wood burning stove wasn't fired up and Sandy thought it would be ideal answer for the cabin.  Since Linda also had a 'camper style' refrigerator, which worked on either propane or low voltage electricity, Sandy wanted one of those as well.  In other words, Sandy had shopping in mind and she wasn't about to be put off, so it wasn't long before they headed back for town.

That afternoon they visited five different appliance stores and an RV supplier before they found just what Sandy wanted.  While they were at it though, Liz and Russ asked them to detour to a furniture store and they bought some things that they wanted for their new condo, but couldn't find in Bear Creek.  In each case they asked for rush shipping, arranging to have the items delivered to Tom's warehouse as soon as possible.  Finally they headed back to Sidney and the motel.

Once they were there, Tom had to call Ann to warn her that the shipments were coming and that they'd be in town to pick them up by Thursday at the latest.  Almost as soon as Ann answered his call she laughingly told him that the RCMP had caught another carload of gang members from Vancouver who had come to town looking for the first lot.

"Lance said you've started something that has single handedly decimated a whole gang of thugs," she teased.

"Ohh hoo!  So you're on first name basis with him now are you?" he teased right back.

"Well, yeah kinda," she giggled.  "In fact we went out for dinner last night.  He's been offered the job of police chief by the mayor of Bear Creek, which means he wouldn't be transferred out of town or anything."

"Wow, I thought the police chief had just been hired last year."

"Hah, after Dad got done ripping both the mayor and the city council new bung holes on the day you got shot, the police chief either got fired or quit.  Then since the RCMP officers have been the ones who caught most of the gang members, the mayor decided to try to hire a real pro for the job, so he offered it to Lance."

"Well, I like Lance, but do you really want to get involved with a guy who has such a dangerous job."

"Hey, just listen to the guy who is telling me that!" she snapped right back.  "You're the one who was shot at and you're the guy who has had to kill bears and wolves to stay alive.  Meanwhile Lance has been the one who has come along behind you and picked up the pieces.  Don't you dare tell me about danger, lil bro, besides, it's my life and I'll make friends with whoever I want to.  Thank goodness Mom and Dad left town before I went out with Lance though, or I'd have had to put up with another series of lectures from Dad."

"Okay, short stuff," Tom chuckled at her reaction.  "How is everything else going up there?"

"Oh, JJ is having a ball because he has some real authority.  I guess he started out hemming and hawing to Jim and Harry about something on the plans for the new buildings, but they virtually demanded that he make a decision.  Once that happened and he was able to explain why he felt that was the best option, they accepted what he decided and moved on.  Having them accept his decision boosted his ego though, so I think he's going to work out just fine, but then he's got a good crew backing him up."

"Yeah, that's why he got the job.  I know darn well he has a tendency to overanalyse things, but Jim and Harry have the experience to back him up or set him straight.  I doubt if he'll ever make snap decisions like Dad or I might do, but that's all to the good."

"Well I'm glad it's not me, because I've got my hands full with the jobs I have.  There's no way I'd have been able to handle the airstrip work too.  As it is, I'm thankful I have Lil around to handle your business and look after the new building, because I'm up to my eyebrows with the accounting and tax business right now," she said quickly.  "Oh, talking about your building, the contractor tore out all the panelling on the second floor and he found a removable panel on the wall that backs up to the warehouse, guess what Lance found there?"

"More of Lister's files and other crap?"

"Well yeah, but also some records of some of the deals he and others had made and a letter from the guy who runs BP's Canadian operation, but it's about the lease you bought.  There was a report that went with the letter about a petroleum survey that had been done there ages ago, just weeks before Serge Potemchin bought the lease.  According to that report they believe there is a small natural gas field in that area.  Lance thinks you should have control of those items though, so I'm holding them for you for now."

"Well, that survey isn't really anything surprising," Tom sighed.  "I thought there had to be a reason for BP to be interested in the lease, but thankfully I have control of it now.  While I think of it though, I think you should send copies of those to Frank Jamison, they would give him even more ammo in the case against Lister.  Have you any other earth shattering news to pass on before I run off, because we have to meet Mom and Dad for supper?  Oh, before I forget, did I mention that we'll be flying you to Calgary on Friday morning for a party at Dunn-Redding that afternoon?"

"Oh yeah, Dad and Mom have been keeping JJ and me posted, speaking of which, your big brother is extremely jealous of you because you've gotten your hands on a LearJet."

"Tough, that makes up for a few of the times I was jealous of him for all the neat motorcycles and fancy cars he had when we were younger," Tom laughed.

"Okay Tom, I'll be sure to tell him that and we'll see you in a few days," Ann said with a chuckle.

"See ya, Sis," Tom replied, then both of them hung up their phones.

As soon as he got off the phone Sandy asked him what Ann had told him, so he told her, making special note that Ann seemed to be enamoured with Lance MacDonald.

"That's not surprising," Sandy smiled.  "He's handsome and he seems to me to be a rather interesting person, so she could choose a lot worse men to be involved with, but what will she do if he gets transferred by the main office?"

"Well, from the sounds of things he may be retiring from the RCMP and taking on the job of Police Chief for Bear Creek.  He's been offered the job and I know he's filled his original commitment to the RCMP, since he's been with them for at least eight or ten years.  I think he could do a good job as Police Chief as well, because his head is screwed on right."

"You know him quite well, don't you?"

"Yep, I first met him about seven years ago on my first trip north with NorEast Mining.  He met the plane when I landed in Yellowknife and the guy I was partnered with on that trip introduced us.  I ran into him several other times after that, then when I hiked into Bear Creek from the lease for the first time, he met me a few miles out of town and gave me a ride the rest of the way."

"Oh, I remember that, because the rumours about the two of you ran rampant for a day or two," she laughed.  "He brought you into town and the first thing you did was break up an attempted holdup at the motel where you were staying, then you were involved in a few other arrests and no one knew just what to make of you.  I was just going through the last of my divorce about then and I heard Sheridan wonder if you were a plain clothes cop in disguise.  He said nobody else would come into town looking like that, but then you did look like a wild man, you know.  There was a picture of you in the newspaper and you had bushy hair, a bushy beard and clothing that looked like you'd worn it for years.  Then a few days later you just disappeared, at least until the day we met."

"Yeah, the good old days, before life got complicated," Tom sighed softly.  "Anyway, we need to get going so we can eat with the folks and see them off at the airport.  Then the bunch of us have to decide what we're going to do for the next few days, because I've done everything I have to do here in Victoria."

"Well, we could get married and make this a real honeymoon," Sandy suggested with a wink.  "Of course if none of your family was here when we did it, that would probably piss them off to no end, wouldn't it?"

"Yeah, it's going to be bad enough that your folks can't be here.  I'd like them to be involved as well, just so we can say they knew what was going on."

"I thought I told you that Mom and Dad were out here for my big wedding to Sheridan, but they're strong Catholics, so my divorce was tough for them to accept.  Needless to say a second marriage would be even worse!  I'll write them a letter to let them know I've remarried, but that's about it." Sandy sighed, then leaned close and spoke very quietly.  "Now don't shout or anything, because Liz and Russ are in the next room, but if you want your first kid to have your name we're going to have to get married before fall.  I threw away my pills when you gave me the engagement ring at Christmas and I just missed a period last week, but I haven't seen a doctor yet."

"So you think you're pregnant, but you aren't sure?" Tom whispered as he stared at her in surprise.

"Yep, and you're the first one to know.  I haven't told Ann, or Rachel, or Laura or even your Mom, but then my period is sometimes a day or two late, so I may be wrong."

"Tomorrow you are going to see a doctor, because this could change a lot of things!"  Tom said shortly, then wrapped Sandy in his arms and held her in a tight hug.

"You're not angry with me?"

"Of course not, but you did take me by surprise.  I just never thought about having kids before now - well, not after you told me you were on the pill when we first got together."

"Actually I told you that sex was safe.  I had an IUD then, but I started spotting, so my doctor recommended I have it removed and I switched to the pill."

"So are you going to tell anyone else, like maybe Mom or Liz?"

"Not until after I know for sure," she shook her head.  "Now lets go see your folks off, then we'll talk about kids."

Just then the phone rang and Tom rolled his eyes.  It was his dad.

"Tom, there's a small storm front coming in from the Pacific, so your mother and I are headed straight for the airport and skipping out on that dinner.  We're here at the motel and we've booked out already.  Alvin and Arnie are here and they insist on following us to the airport, but unless you're nearly back here, this may be so long for now."

"Actually we were just on the way over to your room to head out for supper.  As it is, we can head to the airport to see you off, then we can eat later."

"Okay, well get your butt in gear then, because we're almost ready to leave!" his dad snapped and the phone went dead.

"Change of plans, there's a storm coming in and Dad wants to beat it to Calgary if he can, so they're leaving as soon as they can get to the airport.  Grab your coat and lets go," Tom told Sandy, then warned Liz and Russ what was going on since they were in the second bedroom of the same suite.

As a result they rushed outside and were just in time to follow the other two cars as they headed for the airport.  It only took moments for Jack to return their car to the rental agency, meanwhile the rest of the crew carried their luggage out to the KingAir, which was repaired and ready to fly.  Kelly supervised the luggage storage, then hugged Tom, Sandy and Liz before shaking hands with each of the other men.  Jack's goodbye was even more hurried, but he did say goodbye to everyone and promised that he'd see them all soon.  Then both of Tom's parents climbed into the plane and in moments they had taxied away and taken off.

"That was abrupt!" Sandy sighed.

"No, that was about normal for Dad," Tom shrugged.  "Actually, his normal goodbye is often just a wave of his hand as he heads for the door."

"Okay, I've met guys like that before.  Some of them don't like to say goodbye and others just don't see any reason for it.  Either way it's no skin off my butt," Arnie shrugged. "Anyway, what's next on the agenda, Boss?"

"Now we can go have something to eat and while we're eating we can discuss what we want to do between now and Friday," Tom said as he took Sandy's hand and headed for the car.




Chapter 24

As the group was about to enter the restaurant that evening, Alvin approached Tom.

"Boss, I hope you don't mind, but Arnie and I invited a friend to drop in on us for a meal," he said apologetically.  "We'll pick up the extra cost, okay?"

"Oh, don't be an ass!" Tom snorted.  "I'll pay for the meal and you two can save your money, because if you want to build a cabin up on the lease, you're gonna need it."

"Well, that's sorta the other thing, Boss," Arnie joined in.  "You see we want you to meet our friend, who just happens to be a wizard with a bulldozer or backhoe and is just as good with a handsaw or clawhammer.  We got to talking and thought Sami would fit right in when we're all up on the lease."

"Ah, reading my mind about jobs I need to fill are you?" Tom grinned.  "By the way, are you talking about someone who was in the forces?"

"Yep, Lieutenant Sami Martin, a former US Navy Seabee, who was injured in Afghanistan and moved to Canada as a landed immigrant, but Sami is unemployed at the moment.  That's not a problem, money wise, but it'll soon be a pain in the butt for the lieutenant, because the government bureaucrats keep an eye on that sort of detail.  Immigrants pretty well have to have steady jobs or else a sponsorship, just to maintain their immigration status.  Alvin and me would do the sponsorship thing, but we haven't been working for you for long enough and you know how government officials are about those sort of details."

"Okay, I'll talk to your buddy and see if I'm as impressed as you seem to be, but I'm not quite ready to do much building or soil moving up at the lease.  Of course once spring breaks, I'm going to need someone up at the lease and JJ will need someone down at Bear Springs, so both of us will need a worker like your friend.  It's still too early in the year for us to tackle either job though."

"Well the thing is the three of us talked it over and we thought we'd go together to build a cabin.  The lieutenant was raised in the hills of Tennessee and went from living in a log cabin in the backwoods into the Seabees, so being in the wild is no problem for Sami." Alvin said as he held the door open for everyone to enter the restaurant.  "We figure we'd get started on building a place as soon as possible.  We already kinda picked out a spot that we thought would suit us and might be an advantage to you as well.  It's on the side of a hill and gives a view of the trail that Johnny Bowman was telling us leads out toward Misery Flats.  Since folks have heard about you finding gold up there, we figured you might need somebody in that area to act as gatekeepers or whatever you'd like to call it."

"Is this place still on the lease?" Tom asked as he held Sandy's chair for her to sit down at the table they'd been shown.

"Yep, and besides that there looks like there might be a bit of colour in the area, so we might be setting up your second mining claim there." Arnie grinned as he took a small pebble out of his pocket and handed it to Tom.  "When we was up there, Johnny took us for a ride on the snowmobiles and pointed out some quartz in that area.  If you look close, you can see a tiny bit of colour on this chunk I chipped off a ledge at the back of the little clearing where we were thinking of building."

"Johnny noticed that?"

"Actually I think he said April was the one who saw it when they were out on the trap line." Alvin shrugged.

Just then a waitress came to their table and handed out menus.  Tom took his, but as he glanced up at her, he paused, then smiled.

"Linda?" he asked.

"Why yes, that is my name, but should I know you?" she frowned.  "Your voice sounds familiar, but I can't place your face."

"Imagine him without the beard, or else with a full beard, depending on when you knew him," Sandy said with a chuckle.

"Ohmigawd, you're Tom, Tom Dunn." Linda said, sounding astonished.  "I haven't seen you in what, two years?  It was in the parking lot of a trail you took to throw off those creeps who were following you, and I know that worked out.  I thought you said you were going to keep my family posted on your whereabouts?  What in heck are you doing here in Sidney?"

"Well, I did call Dave and I wrote him a couple of times," Tom shrugged.  "The last letter came back marked 'address unknown' though.  We're just down here visiting folks in Victoria and taking a break from the snow in Bear Creek."

"Well, Dave got his degree, then took a job in Alberta and Dad had a heart attack that partially paralysed him, so we sold the farm and we moved out here.  I did manage to finish my teaching degree, but I was gang raped while under the influence of a date-rape drug and got pregnant, so I have a son.  Unfortunately grade school teachers are a dime a dozen here on the Island, so I'm working as a waitress and Mom is looking after my baby whenever I'm working.  Anyway, the boss is watching and I've got other customers, but my shift ends in an hour.  If you're still here, I'll talk to you then, okay?" she had been smiling, but then frowned slightly.  "Oh yeah, I'm supposed to mention that the beef steaks are all Alberta Angus and the chef does a great job of grilling them however you like them cooked.  Right now though, I should take your drink orders."

Linda took their drink orders, but just as she had stepped out of hearing range Sandy leaned over toward Tom.

"Is that one of your ex-girlfriends?" she whispered.

"Well, I guess to some extent, but it was casual.  We weren't really close or anything."

"You did have sex though, didn't you?" Sandy whispered again.

"Yeah, we did, a few times, but we were never a serious couple in any way.  Why do you ask?"

"Because she trusts you and virtually laid her life out like a book for you to see, but as well as that she wants to talk to you again.  Not many women would admit to a man that she'd been raped or would raise a kid who was a result of that rape.  I think there's a lot more to that story than we've heard."

Sandy might have said more and Tom might have responded, but Linda was already headed back to the table with their drink order.  She quickly distributed the drinks, but paused as she served Tom and Sandy.

"That's a lovely ring, Miss.  Are you Tom's intended?" she asked quietly.

"Yes I am, Linda.  My name is Sandy," Sandy offered her hand to shake. "Tom and I plan to be married very soon."

"Good, hold onto him, because he's one of a kind and one of the few men in the world that I'd even think of trusting.  I screwed up and let him slip away, so don't make the same mistake that I did," she barely touched Sandy's hand with hers, then turned and quickly walked away.

"Oh shit," Sandy said, watching as Linda hurried toward the washroom.  "Excuse me, but I think she needs a shoulder to cry on."

"I think I'll tag along," Liz announced, then joined Sandy as they got to their feet and followed Linda.

"Oh friggin' hell!" Tom snapped as he stared at the other guys, especially Russ.  "Do you have any ideas of what I can do, because this time I'm lost?"

"I don't think there's much you can do, Boss," Russ shook his head.  "I think you should let the women handle this one."

"Yeah, and if they do something I don't like, then what?"

"Then you do what all married men do, you grin and bear it," Russ grinned.

"It's kinda nice to know that you're human and don't have all the answers to all the questions," Arnie winked at him.  "Like Russ said though, let Liz and Sandy handle this one, because it's out of your hands."

"Yep," Alvin said and was just nodding his head in agreement when his cellphone rang.

He got to his feet and moved away before answering it though, then Tom's phone rang.

"Hello?" he said.

"Hi, Tom, it's Art.  Those bastards waited until I was done work today, then fired me, so I didn't have to quit and we can move now, not in two weeks.  Josie says we can be packed and ready to move in two days, so we were thinking of renting a U-haul and moving ourselves to save you some money."

"Bullshit!" Tom snapped.  "Josie is six-months pregnant and she doesn't need all that work on top of everything else, but neither do you.  Just pack up enough clothing and personal belongings in your car, enough to survive for a week or so and we'll arrange for a mover.  You might want to pack any family treasures and important papers as well, but you'll have to move those with you because most movers don't like handling things they haven't packed.  I'll call a mover and have him there in a day or two, then they can handle all the heavy packing and moving, so all you have to do is drive to Bear Creek.  Hell for that matter I've leased a Learjet for the next month, and I could fly you there if you don't have a car that can make the trip right now."

The resulting discussion lasted for several minutes, but Art and Josie finally agreed to let Tom hire a mover.  They did want to talk to him and Sandy again before they moved to Bear Creek though, so Tom arranged to have them come over to the motel where he and Sandy were staying that evening.  He'd hardly gotten off the phone when Liz and Sandy came back to the table and Linda went back into the kitchen and service area of the restaurant.

"Is Linda okay?" he asked as soon as Sandy approached.

"She will be, but you may not be happy with me, in fact you might be annoyed with me.  She hates working here serving people food and wants to work with kids.  She's got her teacher's certificate, but she can't find a job as a teacher, so I hired her.  I want to see if she can work with Josie in the daycare," Sandy said in a rush.  "There's a lot more to my decision than that, but some of it is really Linda's business.  Let's just say that she saw you and it brought back a lot of memories."

"Hey, we parted as good friends, at least I thought we did, so why did my leaving upset her so much?"

"Oh, it wasn't you that caused the problems," Sandy sighed.  "She missed you a lot when you were gone, because I got the impression that you became very close friends toward the last.  Anyway, you left town and things around her seemed to fall apart for her, so she has this weird idea that you were almost like a good luck charm.  I don't understand just what she was saying, because she was bawling pretty good at that point, but it sounded almost as if she wanted to go along with you or something."

"Oh quit pussy footing around, Sandy!" Liz growled.  "Tom, the week after you left town, a little old lady drove through a red light and banged up the car Linda got from you in a trade for some mules or something.  It wasn't totalled or anything, but it was bent up and it cost her some money to get it fixed.  Then just a few weeks after that she was out with some friends and two of them got separated from their friends, but they were given drinks that had been spiked with one of the date rape drugs.

"Whatever drug they used didn't wipe out Linda's memory like some of those drugs do though.  She remembered being raped and she remembered the rapist's faces, so she called the cops as soon as she could and they took her and her buddy straight to the hospital.  Not only did the hospital get the rapists DNA from their semen, but Linda had scratched two of the bastards, one with her left hand and another with her right and she remembered where she scratched them.  That meant the cops even had the skin cells and minor wounds to identify the two ringleaders of the gang.  As a result the cops charged the five guys who did it within twenty-four hours.

"But, when their case went to court, it turned out that the arresting officers had made an error in procedure during the arrest of one of the ringleaders, so he got off on a technicality!  Even worse than that he showed up here in the restaurant last week and he not only recognised Linda, but he pointed his finger at her while making motions as if he was shooting a pistol.  The poor kid is terrified to be out in public, let alone come to work, but her boss doesn't want to let her take any time off."

"I suppose that's when you made her a job offer, is it?" Tom asked Sandy.

"Yes it is," Sandy snapped.  "And I think you'd have done the same thing."

"Probably, but that proves that I'm not the only one who goes out their way to help someone in trouble," Tom grinned. "Now since Art got fired today and since he and Josie are coming over to the motel to talk to us this evening, I think we should invite Linda as well, don't you?  That way we can see if Josie and Linda strike sparks or if they can get along."

Just then a tall, dark-skinned woman walked in the door, glanced around and waved to Alvin, who came to his feet and pulled back the chair next to him almost instantly.  Arnie, who had been sitting on the other side of the empty seat stood as well, then both of the men received individual hugs before the tall, curvaceous woman turned toward the rest of the group.  Then Alvin held her chair as he introduced her to Tom.

"Tom Dunn, I'd like you to meet Sami Martin, the former US Navy lieutenant I was telling you about before.  She's a graduate civil engineer, who was in the Seabees over in Afghanistan when she was injured.  Arnie and I were on the extraction team that hauled her out of the firefight because we happened to be the closest Allied unit.  Once we saw that we had injuries we called in an evac. chopper.  Liz, I'm not sure you remember, but you were on that chopper, so you were the first medic on the scene and Sami probably owes you her life."

"Just doin' my job," Liz waved it off with a grin.  "Hi ho, Sami, glad you made it out."

"Thanks, Doc."

Tom stood and reached across the table to shake Sam's hand.  "Here I was expecting a burly man whose name had been shortened from Samuel to Sammy," he grinned and winked.  "Instead I see that the 'A' team has dug up a gorgeous woman whose name was probably something like Samantha, so it was shortened to Sami.  Now they tell me you're another wounded warrior as well, but also a former US citizen and I have to ask, why move to Canada?"

"Because I think Bush number two is an ass and he's being advised by idiots.  We had no real reason to go into Iran and we have no real reason to stay in Afghanistan," Sami snapped.  "Not only that, but the people that the Democrats are pushing to run for President will be about as effective as wet toilet paper.  Then on top of everything else, the US banking system is being run by crooks and the whole country is up to its eyebrows in debt to the Chinese.  Need I go on?"

"Nope, have a seat and once you've met the others here, you can tell me about yourself and try to convince me why I should hire you," Tom smiled as he sat back down.  "By the way, the lady on my right is Sandy, my fiancée, and don't get between her and the outhouse when she has to take a leak.  A bull moose tried that and he died.  You've met the lady on my left.  Liz is a chopper pilot as well as a medic.  The guy next to her is her husband Russ, another chopper pilot who works for me."

"And you are?" she asked.

"Oh, I'm just Tom Dunn.  I piddle around at this and diddle around at that, but right now I'm spinning my wheels because a gang of thugs is looking for me and I've been convinced to hide out for a few days.  I understand there was a price on my head at one point, but a few cops put a stop to that by arresting gang members and a judge confiscated their boss's funds.  By now I think the gang might have realized that they barked up the wrong tree."

"I think the two guys that you put in the hospital might be the first ones to tell the others that," Russ snorted.  "Sami, you should know that Tom was in the hospital after a guy shot at him and gave him a concussion.  The next day a different guy attacked him with a knife, so Tom got out of his hospital bed, took the guy's knife away, busted his jaw and knocked him out. Then he heard a noise down the hall and investigated, but ran into a guy with a pistol.  The rumour going around town is that he took the second guy's pistol away from him and threw it to a sharpshooter, who took out a third guy that had been covering everyone with an Uzi.  Meanwhile Tom was busy dislocating the second guy's shoulder, as well as busting his jaw and knocking him out.  Not only was Tom supposed to be restricted to bed with a concussion, but he was bare handed the whole time."

"Russ, you're the sort of guy who goes fishing, catches a minnow, then loses his fishing rod in the river, but tells his wife that he hooked a fish that was so big it tore the rod out of his hands," Tom said as he rolled his eyes, then turned to Sandy.  "I wonder what happened to our waitress, Linda?  Do you think she quit?"

"She might have, she was quite upset about working here and I did offer her a better job," Sandy said softly as she got out of her seat.  "Excuse me while I go check on her."

"So Sami, while Sandy is hunting us up a waitress, why don't you tell me about yourself and why I should hire you?" Tom smiled.

"Well, as you can see I was born to an Afro-American family who were sharecroppers up in the hills of Tennessee.  I joined the Navy Cadets as a kid and managed to get an education as a civil engineer in College, then joined the Seabees since the Navy had paid for my education.  I ended up in Iran, then Afghanistan, which is where I was injured.  I can design a road or run the machines to build it.  I can do the same thing for a house, a barn or an aircraft hanger.  If you want something built, I can probably design and build it."

"Okay, I'll throw you a problem to consider.  My brother and I are moving an airfield more than a hundred miles, everything from planes and choppers to buildings.  Are you qualified to work as a civil engineer in Canada, or will that be a problem?"

"I thought these two guys said we'd be working up at a mining lease in the mountains?"

"They probably will be up there come summer, and if I hire you, you might be working up there as well.  However, I need a civil engineer in Bear Creek to plan and build a new airfield right now.  We have to move our operation to that new airfield by the first of July, but the business has to remain operational while we're moving.  If you want the quick and dirty truth of the matter, our old airstrip was bought out from under us by a pair of shysters, so my brother and I bought a less developed airstrip in a much better location.  Right now the design work is being planned by the people who will be working the place, but having an engineer who knew how to do the job properly would be a definite advantage."

"That sounds to me damn near like a military bugout," Sami frowned.

"Yep, the logistics of it are almost identical," Tom nodded.  "Not only that, but most of the buildings are ex-military and fully portable.  Come to think of it, you'll probably feel thoroughly familiar with a lot of the mobile equipment too because most of the choppers are ex-military.  The people you'll be working with are mostly bush pilots and rescue operators, well except for my brother who is the co-owner of the new site.  He used to run the supply side of the family business, but he also designed and built access roads, base camps or other things of that sort for oil exploration up north in the bush country.  He understands the ins and outs of moving industrial equipment, from place to place, but like me, he's a bit weak on the design end of the move.  I'll tell you what, why don't I call him?" Tom glanced at his watch, then hauled out his cellphone and called JJ.

"JJ, I've got someone I'd like you to talk to who might help out on the design of the airfield, a former Seabee and a civil engineer."

"Jeez Bro, that sounds great.  Are you thinking of hiring him?" JJ answered.

"Well perhaps, but I thought you might want to be involved in the interview.  Oh, by the way, it's her, not him," Tom grinned and winked at Sami.

"A Yankee and a woman too, would she know her way around Canadian building codes or our other rules and regulations?"

"JJ, she's a Southerner and she looks like she's in good shape, so if you call her a Yankee, she might just pick you up and throw you in the lake," Tom winked at Sami again, because he'd notice the slight frown cross her face.  "As for the rules and regulations, she can familiarize herself with those in a hurry, just like you're doing.  Remember, she's a former Seabee, which stands for 'construction battalion' and she has a college education in civil engineering, so I'd say she probably knows her stuff.  Now do you want to talk to Sami or not?"

"I could, but you're there.  You know better than I do if she'll fit in or not.  We're still hassling over the layout and the new building that Jim and Harry want for handling the supplies.  Ask her if she knows anything about shipping and warehousing arrangements would you?  Jim seems to think that may be a major hassle in the future."

"Well, I've already hired a guy to set up my warehouse in town and he can help to plan a setup for handling freight and supplies out at the airfield.  He'll be there inside of two weeks at the most."

"Now you're talking turkey.  Like usual you're one step ahead of everyone else.  Now, I've gotta run, I've got a date and I don't want to keep the lady waiting."

"Okay bro.  Call me later, or perhaps tomorrow morning might be better since you've got a heavy date tonight," Tom smiled as he closed the cellphone.  "Just so everyone knows, JJ is older than me and lost his wife a couple years ago, so hearing that he's going out on a date is very good news.  Now back to the problem at hand.

"Sami, I'll give you a chance to prove to me that you can hack it here in Canada.  You'll be working for me, just like the 'A' team, but you'll be on loan to White Out for now while you do up the plans for the airstrip at Bear Creek.  Then I may have you do a set of plans for an airstrip and freight transfer facility at Misery Flats, or rather just down the road at Lonesome Lake, which will be a somewhat similar setup, but a lot smaller and simpler than Bear Creek.  Those two jobs will probably keep you busy for at least a month and might take longer, but after that you'll move on to my lease and be working there, okay?"

"I suppose so, but I was hoping to work with Alvin and Arnie."

"Oh you will be, but not every day," Tom snorted.  "Your initial task will likely be helping to design the layout and facilities for two airstrips, but as well as that I may be shifting you to several other sites so I can pick your brains on various other projects.  You'll probably be involved with the design of roads, docks, bridges, dams, buildings and whatever else I need to have planned and built.  When you're doing the designs or supervising the construction of any project, you'll be paid as an engineer.  If you're working as an equipment operator or some other job, you'll be paid at the going rate for the work you're doing.  Now when you're out on the lease and working with the 'A' team on their cabin, or prospecting for gold, you'll be either on maintenance wages or perhaps not paid at all, depending on who the job is for.  When you're working for me, you get paid, but I don't pay people to do their own thing for their own benefit.  In other words, I don't sponsor
rabbits and I won't go along with double dipping, but I'll do my best to be fair."

"Well, I knew I wasn't in the Navy any longer, but you sound fair to me, so Mr. Dunn, you've hired yourself an engineer who happens to be a former Seabee and can handle damn near any job going," she held out her hand toward Tom and they shook on the deal.

"Just keep it to Tom, please.  If you call me Mr. Dunn I'll be looking over my shoulder to see if my dad is standing behind me." Tom grinned and winked at her.

"Just treat him the way you would a captain of a ship and you'll be fine," Arnie chuckled.  "Well, a very friendly captain, one who will back you to the hilt if necessary, but Tom doesn't like to waste a lot of time polishing doorknobs."

Just then Sandy and Linda came back, along with another waitress.  Sandy and Linda both sat at the table and the other waitress took everyone's order.  It took several moments for things to settle down after that, almost as if they didn't know how to include Linda in the conversation, but then Tom started to describe Bear Creek and the area nearby.  When Sandy joined in and added her comments to his, the conversation did pick up, but actually talk was somewhat subdued during the whole meal.  Later, once Sandy and Tom were in the car with Russ and Liz and headed for the motel, she described the scene she'd run into when she went looking for Linda, but her comments started with a question.

"Tom, do you own stock in the parent company that leases the franchise to that restaurant?" she asked.

"I rather doubt it, but why are you asking?"

"Because the manager of that place is an asshole and a chauvinist as well.  I overheard him browbeating Linda and telling her that being raped was no excuse for the way she was acting, that she should suck it up and get on with her life," Sandy snapped.  "Now I agree that she needs to get her act together, but she doesn't need some asshole berating her and forcing her into a situation she doesn't feel comfortable about.  I mean she should never have taken that job in the first place, but he had no right to chew her out for being frightened of someone who had attacked her in the past."

"Well, since she's quit, I doubt if there's much we can do about the situation."

"Oh, she didn't quit, she was fired."

"Then she should talk to Frank Jamison and perhaps the labour board, but I'm not sure how far that would go.  I can introduce her to Frank, but I don't think there's anything else I can do for her right now," Tom sighed.  "By the way, did you get her contact information?"

"Yeah, but she's dropping over to see us tonight anyway.  I hope you don't mind, but she's planning on bringing the baby along in order to give her mom and dad a break.  She said she could be there by eight."

"Great, because Art and Josie will be over about eight-thirty, so they'll be able to meet her."

"Well Liz and I are thinking of going over to visit with Alvin and Arnie, so we won't be underfoot and interfering with the discussion," Russ added.

"Actually we were thinking of moving in with them now that your folks are gone, then you guys will have the suite to yourselves," Liz joined in.

"Moving in with them seems a bit drastic, since we don't feel that you're interfering with our lives," Sandy argued.  "Besides we'll be heading back to Bear Creek tomorrow or the day after."

"Well, you may not feel like we're underfoot, but I do."

"Liz, if you guys would feel more comfortable staying with those guys, I don't mind at all.  If you do it, you might mention it to the manager of the motel though, since it might be something he needs to note on his books," Tom said quietly, then grinned.  "Somehow I had the impression that Sami might be visiting them tonight, so they might have plans for that second bedroom."

"No, I don't think things have developed all that far yet," Liz giggled.  "Besides, from the way Sami was talking, she wants a twofer, so they'd still only need one bedroom and one bed."

"TMI!" Tom snorted.  "That's something I don't need to know, especially not as their boss."

"Yeah, but you're more of a friend than a boss, at least as far as we're concerned," Russ said instantly.  "You have to be the most reasonable boss I've ever heard of, let alone worked for.  You take better care of your workers than we do ourselves."

"Hey, one thing I learned from my grandfather was that a happy worker is usually a good worker.  I like to think I give a fair wage for a fair day's work.  If that includes thinking of my workers needs in advance, so be it.  It's just part of my job."

"Okay, then we're moving because we'll feel more comfortable, okay Boss?" Liz giggled again.  "That way if Sami does come over for a visit, I can listen in and not feel guilty about it."

"TMI again, kid," Tom chortled.  "Russ, did you know that I'm now forced to suspect that your wife is a closet voyeur?  That's definitely something a boss doesn't need to know."

"You already know what I have to say about that, Tom," Russ laughed aloud.

Tom was pulling into the motel by that time, and their mood was much better than it had been when they left the restaurant, even Sandy was smiling again.  As soon as they were parked, Russ went to talk to the manager, who told him he didn't care who slept where as long as they didn't exceed the number of people the suites allowed.  So he and Liz shifted their suitcases over to the other suite, leaving Tom and Sandy alone for the time being.

"What was that all about?" Tom asked Sandy.

"I haven't a clue, but I did notice that they seemed quite uncomfortable about staying with us from the time we moved in here.  I suppose that's a leftover from the military where the officers and the enlisted men didn't fraternise," Sandy shrugged.  "No matter what Russ said, I notice they do treat you like you're something special, but I think you've noticed that as well."

"Yeah, and I can't seem to break them of that habit.  Now while we're alone, what's the full tale about Linda?"

"Actually Liz had it pretty well right, but she seems to think that Linda has a crush on you as well.  To be honest I think Liz has a bit of a crush on you herself and so do both Laura and Rachel, but I'm the one wearing your engagement ring, so I don't really care all that much," Sandy shrugged, then frowned.  "To start with I'm not overly jealous.  For instance I knew Sheridan had a couple of girlfriends on the side, but I didn't break up with him because he was a horn dog, I broke up with him because he was a mean sonuvabitch.  I could put up with him having a girlfriend or two, just as long as he didn't bring home a disease, but I refused to put up with being punched around.  He slugged me once too often and I put him in the hospital, then I divorced his ass."

"Oh, I would have loved to have seen that fight," Tom chuckled softly.  "There's something about the idea of you pounding on him that tickles me."

"Several others have said the same thing," she grinned, then sobered.  "To be honest I was too busy talking to doctors, cops and lawyers to think all that much about it.  I knew I had to get my anger out in the open while it was fresh, because if I didn't it would have eaten at me, so I started the divorce immediately.  It's a good thing the fight happened in the driveway though and that Mrs. Gallagher across the road saw it, because Sheridan tried to have me arrested for assault, so I countersued.  When we were standing in front of the judge and Mrs. Gallagher took the stand as a witness, Sheridan's face went white as a sheet.  Between my lawyer and that judge he lost out big time.  Not only that, but in the long run I got possession of his dream house.  I think that hurt his pride worse than being beaten up by a woman did and I know he took a lot of crap over that fight and how it ended."

"Well from what Frank and Dad have found out, that's when he had to mortgage his warehouse and office block, then got into drug trafficking, isn't it?"

"Oh, I think he was into that shit to some extent before our breakup, but it might have been when he got into it a lot deeper.  I'd had some concerns much earlier about his shady deals, but nothing I could prove, and he kept me rather isolated in some ways.  That's one of the things I love about you, we don't really have any secrets, because you're as open as a book.  I mean, you mentioned that you'd had lovers before, and you even mentioned Linda, so she was no surprise," Sandy shrugged, then frowned slightly.  "Unfortunately Liz has some concerns about Linda's story."

"Really?" Tom frowned.  "In what way?  I thought her story was quite straightforward and fully verifiable, at least the version Liz told us seemed to be something that could be checked and verified."

"Yes, but Liz said something that made me believe that there might be more to the tale than Linda told us today.  She thinks Linda was already pregnant when the rape happened, because the date of the rape and the date of the baby's birth just doesn't add up unless the baby was born as much as two months prematurely.  However, the date you left the Vancouver area and the date of the birth work out to be very close to a full term pregnancy.  Now I didn't tell Liz about my suspicions, but I thought you should know about them before Linda gets here this evening."

"Whoa there, are you saying you think I'm the father of her kid?"

"Yeah, it's possible, not that it bothers me all that much, after all as I already said, I'm the one you're going to marry," Sandy shrugged again.  "I am curious though, especially since she only agreed to come over to see us this evening after I suggested that she bring the baby along."

"Now that bothers me a bit," Tom frowned.  "Not only that, but your attitude about my being the father of her kid makes me wonder about what you're thinking."

"Oh come off it!  I'll bet my attitude isn't all that strange, because it's really nothing but curiosity.  If she did have your son, I want to see him, plain and simple," Sandy grinned at him and patted her belly.  "I may be carrying his half brother, so I want to see what Linda's baby is like, especially if he's your son."

"I still think your attitude is a little strange.  I mean she was one of my past lovers, even if it was a couple of years ago, but you don't seem to be jealous of her at all, which just doesn't seem normal to me."

"Hey, I told you before, I'm the one wearing your ring and the one who is going to marry you, besides I happen to like Linda.  She's a nice gal who has gone through hell.  Because she was raped, she's had to go through a battery of trials and tests that you might not even have thought about.  In the first place she's had to be tested for sexually transmitted diseases and then she had to go through the rape trial and relive the whole trauma all over.  Two years later she found a job, but when one of her rapists walked into the place, her boss, who is an asshole, laughed it off and told her to suck it up.  Then you and I walk into the place and she discovers that the one guy she's ever met who treated her well is getting married to someone else.  No damn wonder she broke down and bawled like a baby.

"I happen to be sympathetic to her plight, but more than that I like her as a person.  I'm almost positive that Liz is right and that Linda has a crush on you, but dammit, I don't care.  I may be a rarity, but I'm not selfish enough to try to keep you completely to myself even if I could, so I offered her a job.  At least then she can be close to you and if she trips you so you fall into her arms, I'm going to do my best to look the other way.  In fact if the situation is right, I might encourage it, just as long as you come home to me.

"Hell, you draw women like a magnet draws iron, so I'm positive that you're eventually going to have the opportunity to take a lover or two, but as long as you come back to me, I don't really care.  So far every woman that has fallen for you is someone I know and like or else someone I'd like to get to know.  For instance, one I really want to meet is the native princess who guided you into your claim when you first arrived at Mirror Lake.  I think she could be a really close friend if we had a chance to get to know each other."

"Native princess?  You don't mean Milly Bowman, do you?  She's Métis, not native."

"That's the gal and your comment is the reason I'd like to meet her.  I thought her actions were perfectly understandable and completely straightforward, because I'm sure she hated being called a half-breed.  So when you told her how easy it would be for her to register her whole family as Métis, which would give them official status, I think I can understand exactly how she felt.  She was so grateful that she decided you needed to be rewarded, but I think she snuck one in on you afterward by telling you she got pregnant in Vancouver.  I'll bet there's a little redhead running around up at Bowman's Bluff."

"You are one suspicious woman," Tom snorted.  "I'm pretty sure Johnny would have made some comment or other if there was any chance that I was the father of Milly's kid."

"Hah, don't be so certain of that.  You told me most young guys leave home, so the girls often go out of town to get pregnant and they aren't chastised for doing it, so the community has a basic understanding of genetics.  In fact it's probably a matriarchal society like a lot of the native communities used to be and the guys are probably taught from childhood not to talk about that sort of thing.  When you came to town, you were an ideal candidate since they thought you were just passing through.  Not only that, but I think another gal decided to try her luck later on as well, didn't you mention another gal who took you to bed on New Years Eve?"

"Yeah, Milly's cousin, but do you really think they'd do that, hide a guy's kid from him?"

"Oh quite possibly, but it may be unintentional.  Actually you haven't been back to Bowman's Bluff, have you?  In other words if her baby is your child, Milly may want to tell you, but doesn't know just how to go about it, probably because she hasn't had the opportunity to do it face to face."

Tom wasn't able to respond to that comment though, since he was interrupted by a knock on the door.  He didn't have any chance of getting there to greet whoever it was either, Sandy was on her feet and rushing to the door almost instantly.  He heard Linda greet her, but was hardly on his feet before Sandy was bringing Linda and her baby inside.  Then he was blocked by Sandy's body as Linda flipped back the covering so Sandy could look at the baby's face.

"Hi Linda.  Oh, he's beautiful!  What is his name?  Can I hold him?" Sandy prattled rapidly.

"Yes, please, this is David, and you can hold him for now since I have a few of his things I want to get from the car.  Oh, Hi Tom.  Excuse me, but I'll be right back," Linda answered almost as quickly, then wheeled to head out the door again.

"Well, I'd say we've had one question answered," Sandy grinned as she turned to show Tom the baby's rusty-red hair.  "Since Linda told Liz and me that the gang who raped her were South-East Asians of one kind or another, I don't think any of them could be this boy's father.  Besides, he has your nose and facial shape.  Oh, he opened his eyes when he heard my voice and just look at their colour."

So one pair of grey-blue eyes looked into another and Tom heaved a soft sigh, "But I asked her every time we had sex and each time she said she was protected, so I didn't need a condom."

"No, I wouldn't have said I was protected.  What I would have said was that I was safe, but I was a faithful Catholic at the time, so I was trusting to the rhythm method and I really believed sex was safe when we were together." Linda said as she came inside with her arms full of various baby things.  "I'm not sorry it happened though, because if I hadn't already been pregnant with David I would probably have gotten pregnant when I was raped.  I don't think I could have taken that, not on top of everything else that happened to me and my family around that time."

"So did you know you were pregnant when you were attacked?" Sandy asked.

"No, the doctors discovered that I was pregnant when I was examined after the rape.  I wasn't all that surprised though, because my period was more than a month late by then.  Of course I'd been in a car accident just about the time my period should have started and at the time I thought it might have thrown my body off its normal cycle.  Well, I suppose it was just a hope more than a conscious thought." Since the baby started to fuss a bit, she took him from Sandy and looked over at Tom.  "That was when I first tried to get hold of you, Tom, but no one knew where to find you, not your family, not the university, not the outfit you had been working for, no one at all.

"I didn't know what to do, so I decided to go to the church to talk to my priest.  I went to the church looking for sympathy and guidance, but what I got from the priest was a lecture about sex before marriage.  That self righteous son-of-a-bitch actually told me it was 'obviously God's will' that I was pregnant.  Basically he said I should suck it up and live with the problem, then he handed me a card with the address of a home for unwed mothers.  But besides that, he ordered me to do penance for 'willful fornication outside of the bonds of marriage.'  I looked the old bastard square in the eye, then told him that he and the Catholic Church were to blame for millions of unwanted children because of their medieval attitudes.  I spit on the floor in front of the confessional, then turned on my heel and walked out the door.  Even before I was half way to the door I was screaming at the top of my lungs that I'd never enter another Catholic Church because they are nothing
but a cesspit of lies and misinformation.

"Of course by the time I'd driven home that asshole priest had called my parents, so Dad was pissed off with me, but even more pissed off with the priest.  Dad and I weren't talking for a while, but Mom calmed the waters between us in a couple of weeks.  Then she started a campaign amongst her friends to get a different priest in the local church and darn if it didn't swell into a huge fuss that actually hit the papers.  It turned out that the bastard was a paedophile and the local bishop knew about it, so there was a hell of a stink over it.  Dad and I ended up apologising to each other afterwards, but that fight did taint our relationship for a while.

"That fall I took the final two courses I needed to complete my degree, but I was carrying the baby and growing bigger every day.  So, by the time I finished classes, everyone knew I was pregnant.  I was so glad to get out of school and so relieved when David was finally born that I never went to my final commencement exercises, so I got my diploma by mail.  Well, part of that was due to the fact that Dad had his heart problem and we were selling the farm about that time, then with a baby to look after as well, I was just too darn busy to go to the ceremony.  After the farm was sold and my brother Dave got a job in Alberta, we moved to the island.  Now Mom and Dad have an acreage where Mom can keep a few chickens and a couple of goats.  My folks spend a lot of time gardening and piddling around the yard, but basically both of them are retired now.  Of course I haven't been able to get a teaching job, but you knew that.  So that's basically my story." Linda paused
and looked at Sandy.  "Now you mentioned that you might have a job for me up in the interior, what was that about?"

"Well, we haven't even started the business yet, so for now I may be hiring you as part-time help around our other businesses," Sandy admitted with a wry grin, "By the way I'm hiring you, not Tom, but the business will be a semi-private daycare and eventually, a preschool.  You see Tom owns majority shares in White Out Wilderness Services and several of the workers there either have children now or will have children in the near future.  Meanwhile Tom's sister, Ann and I own an accounting business and tax service and we're closely associated with a realty business and a legal firm who are all moving into a building that Tom bought."

Tom sighed softly, then gave Linda a quick rundown of all the businesses he and Sandy were involved with and explained about hiring Art and Josie.  Then he went on to explain Josie's concerns about running the daycare and adding a preschool facility because her training was in the field of nursing, not schooling.

"Jeez, you guys plan for the future, don't you?" Linda grinned and shook her head.  "I can't believe you'd hire me when you won't need me for three or four years."

"Oh, I wouldn't say that," Tom snorted.  "Josie and Art already have kids, so does one of our lawyers and you've got a kid.  Josie is pregnant, one of my pilots is pregnant, so are one or two of the staff who work out at the airfield and even Sandy thinks she may be pregnant.  Within a year or two there are going to be eight or ten kids needing daycare and maybe more."

"Gee, I never counted them all up before and you could add another three or four to that total as well, just from staff who are in the offices that will be in your new office building," Sandy looked somewhat surprised.

"Yeah, and two potential parents that you probably missed are my brother and sister.  Ann seems to be interested in Lance McDonald, and JJ was talking about dating someone tonight, so if those two get involved with someone, they might be adding to the total," Tom shrugged.  "Not only that, but I can see the possibility that JJ may add to the staff out at the airfield, so I doubt if you'd be working at other duties for long, Linda.  However there is one other hurdle that Sandy may not be thinking about, you see I implied to Josie that she'd be heading up the daycare, and I think she'd appreciate having a say in who we hire to help her.  In fact she's coming here tonight, so you'll be able to meet her."

"Now don't worry about having a job either, because even if you and Josie don't see eye to eye I'll still hire you to work for me.  If nothing else I know I can get you a receptionist job or something similar, but definitely something that doesn't involve serving tables in a restaurant," Sandy reassured Linda.

She'd hardly finished speaking when there was another knock on the door, but this time Tom was there to answer it.

"Hi Josie, Hi Art, come on in.  I know you wanted to know more about your upcoming jobs and Josie, we have someone for you to meet, a possible helper at the daycare we're planning.  This is Linda Schmidt," Tom said as they came in.  "Linda is an old girlfriend of mine and a school teacher, but she hasn't been able to find a teaching job in this area.  She also happens to be the mother of a child that I didn't know I'd fathered.  Sandy has hired her to work for her at one job or another in Bear Creek, but we thought we'd give you first chance."

"Holy Hanna!" Josie laughed. "That's mostly what I wanted to talk to you about.  After talking to Sandy and Liz today about all of the businesses you folks are involved in, I was worried about being swamped with kids, but you two have already taken steps to handle that problem.  As for hiring Linda, I'll just say 'Heck yeah, we'll give it a try.'  If Sandy can get along with your ex, who also happens to be the mother of your child, I'm pretty darn sure I can, especially since she's a teacher and we need a teacher in our new childcare business."

Tom never had a chance to introduce the three of them to each other though, instead Josie immediately introduced herself to Linda.  Then the three women were immediately involved in a conversation about the baby, kids, the daycare, Tom, Tom's businesses, Sandy's business, Bear Creek and a hundred other things.

Tom just turned to Art and shook his head.  "I'll never understand women.  I expected a discussion and perhaps an argument, but instead they've got a hen party started."

"Well, they have the one essential item that seems to draw all women together, a baby," Art shrugged.  "I'm surprised at Sandy's attitude though, I mean your baby and your former girlfriend?  By the way, are you sure it's your kid and not someone else's?"

"Little David seems to have my face, my hair and my eyes, which are enough family traits that I'm not about to fork out a couple of grand for a DNA test, that's for sure.  The timing is right, the situation was right and I was stupid, well maybe not stupid, but trusting.  You see I didn't know she was Catholic and depending on the rhythm method for birth control, so when she said she was safe, I thought she meant she was on the pill.  As for Sandy, even I don't understand that fully, but for one thing, I'm her second husband and her first husband was a cheat, a liar and an all round crook.  In contrast, I've been fully honest with her, so she knew that I'd had a few girlfriends before meeting her.  She even knew about Linda, the only thing neither of us knew was that Linda had gotten pregnant when we were together."

"Yeah, but moving her into the same town and even hiring her?"

"That's strictly Sandy's doing, not mine," Tom shook his head.  "I don't understand that too well myself, but for all I know it might be like that old saying; 'Keep your friends close, but your enemies closer.'  Knowing Sandy's personality though, I doubt that, because she's one of the most open, kind hearted people I've ever met."

"More than you?" Art snorted.  "Not fucking possible!  Just from talking to people around you, almost all of them are people you've baled out of one hole or another.  Josie and I are just another example of that."

"Unh uh!" Tom shook his head.  "Some folks call me Lucky Dunn and I suppose I really am lucky, but I see that title somewhat differently than others do.  You see, I keep finding jobs that I need help to handle, then somehow or other I seem to have great luck at meeting people who can fill the job I was worried about.  I'm usually lucky enough to hire them to do the job.  Now I'll admit that the folks I hire may need a little lift of one sort or another, but that's neither here nor there, so you and Josie are perfect examples of my luck at work.  I needed three different jobs filled and you filled two of them, while Josie fills the third."

"Well, I can certainly handle the job of setting up a warehouse and training a man to handle the job, but you'll also need someone to do your purchasing and perhaps handle the orders for shipping.  Mostly though I'll need to have someone to train to do the warehousing and shipping.  I'm looking forward to getting that all set up so I can get involved with the mechanical work you said you had though."

"Well, we have a purchaser and shipper all wrapped up.  I've managed to hire a young woman who did that for Dunn-Redding in Calgary in their supply business and since we'll be handling about one tenth of what Dunn-Redding did, I doubt if she'll have many problems.  For the guy you'll be training, I don't have anyone in mind yet.  Originally I was thinking of hiring someone local, but if you have someone here in mind, I'm open to suggestions.  Actually when I do hire someone for the job I'll need your help during the interview process, because I don't have a clue what sort of person to hire."

"You didn't interview me." Art snorted.

"No, but then you were already doing the job for a shipping company, so why waste your time and mine, when it was a foregone conclusion that you could do the job?"

"Oh, I understand now," Art gave a short laugh.  "Do you have a powered lifting arrangement of some sort in your warehouse?"

"I've got a battery-powered forklift at my warehouse in town and a propane-powered forklift at the airfield, why do you ask?"

"Oh, I know an older warehouseman who can't handle heavy lifting any longer, but then with my leg I can't handle heavy weights either, not without mechanical assistance."

"Well, I have that covered, but when we're hiring someone else I guess age and health are factors that have to be taken into consideration aren't they, especially since I don't want to be looking for a replacement any oftener than necessary."

"Yep, the job requires someone in decent physical condition, who is reliable, honest and has good organisational abilities."

"Okay, you just convinced me that you're going to be the person who hires the men we need in both places, unless you think one guy could handle the two jobs.  Actually we'll probably use my warehouse as the collection point for White Out's freight, then transfer goods to the airfield when they're needed at least for now.  I'm not really in favour of that in the long run though, because it screws up my use of that area to stockpile supplies for the lease.  I was planning to build up stock there during the winter months, then have it shipped to the lease in the spring."

"Well, how big is your warehouse?"

"It's actually quite small as far as warehouses go," Tom reached for his briefcase and leafed through it for a few seconds.  "Here it is, the warehouse is sixty-four feet wide by a hundred and forty feet long, with a twenty-two foot ceiling.  About a quarter of the area has a second floor that is ten feet up and there are two small lockers underneath a portion of that.  If I recall correctly, those lockers are eight by ten.  There is street level access on one end and semi-trailer bed-level access on the side of the building.  If the building had to be widened, it would be on the side where the unloading ramp is now.  The overal building is a total of a hundred and twenty feet wide now, but the lot is a hundred and sixty, so we could change the position of the unloading ramp and add to the width of the warehouse."

"It's not all that small, but it's not that big either.  I'd say it was a decent size for a small to medium sized business, but not for anything larger, besides when it comes to the airfield freight, why handle it an extra time?  As it is, you'll have to take delivery at the airfield warehouse and store it, then you need to shift it and load it on the planes later, whereas the ideal would be to load it directly from the delivery trucks.  In fact that might be what the flight service was thinking of doing, let your warehouse do the receiving, storing, sorting and delivery, which would cut down on their labour and handling costs."

"That wouldn't make much difference since I own the warehouse outright, but I'm also the major stock holder in both the airfield and the flight service.  It would just be a shuffling the costs from one hand to the other."

"Ahh, but there might be an advantage to doing the shuffle, at least when it comes to tax time.  You might want to talk to your accountant or your tax man about the deal."

"Actually both jobs are held by Sandy, with the help of my sister, Ann." Tom grinned.  "I think if they saw an advantage one way or the other they'd let me know."

"Oh, talking about sisters reminds me, we have Jennifer looking after our kids and Penny staying with Joe, but both of them have school tomorrow, so we'd better be getting home soon."

Art glanced at his watch, then called Josie and pointed at his wristwatch.  They were gone in only a few moments and Linda suggested she should leave as well, but little David woke about then and decided he wanted a snack.

"Oh darn!" Linda sighed.  "He wants to be fed now, but I was hoping to be back home by the time he got hungry.  Do you mind if I feed him, because I'm breast feeding?  I do have a little blanket in his diaper bag, so I can cover up if you want?"

"It doesn't bother me any, I have breasts myself and I imagine Tom has seen you naked, so why worry about a blanket?" Ann laughed softly.

"Well I'm a little bigger now than I was then and breast feeding upsets some people," Linda giggled.  "Are you sure you want Tom to see me partly nude?"

Tom kept his mouth shut, but he was fairly certain that Sandy was going to shock Linda and he wasn't disappointed.

"Honey, you can strip completely if you want to because you've already given Tom a son, which puts you one step up on me, at least biologically," Sandy shrugged.  "However, Tom and I are getting married very soon.  I've been through one divorce, and I hope I never go through another.  At the same time I know Tom, and while he might want to give you a chance to have another child, he would never do it in secrecy.  Now you need to know that I've literally given him permission to have a mistress, but I do have a couple of limitations.  I don't want it to be obvious to outsiders and I don't want him bringing home a disease.  I'll be honest, I already like you, so I think we'll all be really good friends.  Who knows what the future may bring?"

"I'm not offended by anyone breast feeding a child, but I need to go for a walk," Tom said quietly, having stood up and moved to the door while the two women were intent on watching each other.

Tom probably wouldn't have admitted it to anyone else, but at the moment he was having problems reconciling his feelings about the overall situation that he was facing.  First off he didn't want to argue with Sandy concerning her ideas about sex outside of marriage, especially not in front of anyone else, so he thought it best to walk away for the moment.  Then as well he disagreed with her about his feelings toward Linda.  After all they had only been casual sex partners, and having sex had initially been her idea, not his.  Linda was definitely not a woman he would've chosen as the mother of his child, not that there was anything about her that was outrageously wrong, she just wasn't someone he would have chosen.  He preferred stronger women than she seemed to be, women like Sandy or come to think of it, women like Milly.

Thinking of Milly made him wonder about her pregnancy, had she 'snuck one in on him' as Sandy had put it?  No, if she had thought she was bearing his child, she'd have said something, not told him a story about a doctor in Vancouver.  Milly just wasn't the kind to be secretive, besides, the timing wasn't right, or was it?  Dammit, now he was going to have to visit Bowman's Bluff and ask her about that, just to be sure.

He sighed heavily as he sat down on a log well back from the incoming tide, then as he stared out across the waves that glittered in the moonlight, he let his mind drift.  For the first time in ages he had a problem he wasn't sure how to handle, so he decided to look at it analytically.

He had a son, but his son's mother wasn't a woman Tom would have chosen to marry or have raise his child, yet there was no real reason for him to think that Linda would be a bad mother.  In fact Linda would probably be a great mother, because she had been raised by a very good family, a family who had become his friends.  He liked Linda, he just didn't love her, but that wasn't a reason for him not to be her close friend, just not a lover.  Somehow he was going to have to explain that to both Sandy and Linda and he had to do it without offending either one of them because he definitely wanted to be involved in raising his son.

Wait a minute.  His son's name was David.  He was not an object, he had a name and Tom was going to have to remember to use it.  Did David have a second name?  Oh boy, had Linda registered David as David Dunn or as David Schmidt?  He had to know that, because amongst other things he was going to have to change his will to include his son and even his son's mother.

Oops, more problems, Tom was going to have to tell his mom and dad about David, which would not be fun!  There wouldn't be any problem telling any of the rest of his family, but he was going to have to find a way to tell them that although Linda was David's mother, he was still marrying Sandy.  Oh, oh, another problem, he was going to have to visit Mr. and Mrs. Schmidt, and he was going to have to tell them he was marrying Sandy, not Linda.  That was another session that probably wouldn't be very enjoyable, in fact that might be a ticklish detail to handle.

To make matters more complicated Sandy had hired Linda to work at the daycare, but the daycare wasn't even a working business yet.  Whoever started that enterprise would initially have to work with Josie as well as Linda, which wasn't a situation Tom wanted to be in.  Hmm, perhaps he could throw that into Sandy's lap and let her run with it, but no, right now she was extremely busy with her tax business.  He was probably just as busy though, but he was involved in multiple projects, all essential and all necessary to allow him to get out of town and back to his gold claim.  Nope, he had to pass this one off, he'd fund the initial costs of the daycare, but the job of setting that up wasn't going to be his problem.  He'd try his best pass that ball to Ann and Rachel and ask them to help Josie and Linda set up the daycare in whatever way they wanted to have it done.

So, after one last glance out over the peaceful waves, he got to his feet and retraced his steps, but as he walked back to the motel he was hoping that Linda hadn't left yet.  Now that he'd had a chance to think about the situation he wanted to talk to her.  He not only needed information about David, but he wanted her to understand how he felt about her and their relationship.  He was willing to be her friend and he would acknowledge that she was the mother of his son, but he didn't want to take matters any further than that.

He was relieved to see the Volkswagen still parked outside the motel room, and quickly went back inside to find Linda and Sandy talking quietly with David fast asleep in Sandy's arms.

"Oh, you're back," Sandy said quietly.  "Are you pissed with me too?"

"No, but I am a little upset," Tom admitted.  "We'll talk about that later, but basically I don't want you to make decisions for me concerning other women in my life, okay?"

"Yeah, we guessed that and I agree," Linda smiled.  "Like I told Sandra, I don't want to be your mistress.  We had fun those last two weeks when we were lovers, but that was then and this is now.  At the time I was thanking you for the car and saying goodbye all in one, so it was a matter of the moment.  I think you know that I want something else if I ever do get involved with another man.  You like the wilderness and I like the city, or at least a decent sized town, so we're just not compatible in that regard.  I want to marry a man who has a regular nine to five job and comes home every night, not someone who is involved with multiple businesses and spends a lot of time away from home.  That may change in the future, but I doubt it."

"Thank you," Tom smiled.  "Now I do have a few comments to make and a few questions that need to be answered.  Most importantly, I'm willing to pay child support and to help you in any way necessary, but in return for that I want to be involved in raising my son.  In addition I want him to share my last name, but along with that I'll include both you and him in my will.  If you are still interested in the job that Sandy has offered, I won't interfere, but like you said, I don't think we're compatible as sexual partners.  If you do take the job, you'll find that I don't want to be deeply involved in the setup, instead I think the women whose children will be there should be the ones involved.  However as far as money is concerned, I'm willing to help out on the setup, but once the daycare is established, it will be up to you to charge enough for your work to stay in the black.  In other words the companies or people using your service will have to be charged for the day
to day operating costs and your wages, not me as an individual.  Okay so far?"

"Absolutely," Linda smiled.  "By the way, at the time of David's birth I knew for sure that you had to be his father, so he was registered at birth as David Thomas Dunn, named after my brother and you.  I've always planned to let you know that you had a son and I'm quite willing to let you be involved in his upbringing.  Next, I do want the job and I do want to be involved in the setup of the daycare, but I've had a long hard day and I think David and I should head for home, so we can talk more tomorrow.  I'll tell Mom and Dad exactly what I've done and what I plan to do, but eventually they'll want to talk to you as well."

"Yeah, that's another conversation I'm not looking forward to having," Tom sighed.

"Oh don't worry about that.  They don't blame you for our little indiscretion, because I made it plain to them that it was all my idea and that I seduced you, not the other way around," Linda laughed as she quickly picked up all the baby things she had brought with her.  "Do you want to carry David out to the car, Tom?  Then I don't have to make two trips."

So Tom held his sleeping son for the first time, carried him outside and even put him in his car seat, then gave Linda a hug and wished her goodnight before she drove away.

"I'm sorry I screwed up," Sandy said quietly as they re-entered the motel suite.  "I guess we should have talked more, huh?"

"You did, but tonight is not the time to talk about it.  You know my opinion and I can forgive you for trying to interfere, but please, don't ever do it again.  Let's just say for now that I'm fussy and your tastes in women don't match mine, then leave it at that.  I'm not angry about what happened and it isn't something you need to worry about either.  As far as I'm concerned it was just a difference in opinion, okay?" Tom sighed.  "At the time Linda and I were involved we were friends, but nothing more.  She was saying thank-you for an old car that I gave to her and I accepted that gesture for what it was.  In a way my involvement with Milly from Bowman's Bluff was almost the same thing, even though Milly is a totally different person and the situation wasn't all that similar, the feeling was almost the same.  Now however, I would probably react much differently since I'm involved with you and my personal situation has changed."

"Yeah, I can understand that," Sandy nodded.  'To completely change the subject, did you mean what you said about the daycare, that you don't want to be involved in setting it up?"

"You got it.  It was my idea, but I think the planning and setup should be done by women, not men.  That's not because I think it's a woman's job, but instead it's mostly because women are the prime care givers for the kids who are involved, and in this case the men's jobs are away from town much of the time.  I'll cover basic costs, but once the setup is done, I want the daycare business to be independent of my other businesses.  I think we should consider Josie and Linda to be partners in a separate business.  We'll help them set it up and once that's done, operating it and charging for the business will be their concern.  I will ask that your business and mine be given preferential treatment concerning enrollment, but other than that I don't want to be heavily involved during business hours.

"I do want to be involved in my children's home care though.  Then when they're old enough to understand what is going on I will involve them in some business matters, but I'm not going to be like my father, who looked on us kids almost as slave labour.  Whenever he could, he took us along on his jobs and we worked with him, helping him whenever possible.  It was a marvellous education in wilderness living, but Dad never really gave us any sign of acknowledgement for the work we did.  That's not something I want for my children.  I do want my kids to know something about outdoor living, prospecting, flying and anything else I do, but if they are interested in other things I'll try to get them to have some experience at that as well.  I'm not out to try to turn them into carbon copies of myself like dad seemed to do and I'm going to insist that they're rewarded for their work, as well as praised for their accomplishments."

"So your dad was a little short on praise for the help you gave him when you were young?"

"Oh yeah, that would be putting it mildly," Tom snorted, then broke into a laugh that didn't express much humour.  " He was a little short on affection and a lot long on criticism, but it wasn't just when we were young.  Just ask JJ or Ann, they know what I'm talking about, but then you've seen him and listened to his opinions and complaints about others.  He's quick to critique and slow to praise."

"Well, I think he's had quite a change of heart while he was living with us for the last while," Sandy smiled slightly.  "I noticed a big difference in him, especially after you were injured.  It was almost as if he was the one who was attacked and he took it personally, then after he found out that you were going to be okay, he said something I would never have expected.  He said you'd inherited the best genes from each of your parents, his drive and your mom's compassion.  He said that was one more reason for him to be very proud to call you his son."

"Huh, maybe he's mellowing with age, but I haven't really noticed it much," Tom shrugged.  "Anyway, to get back to that daycare thing, I don't think either you or me, or even Ann should try to cram another project into our schedule right now, but it might be unfair to Josie and Linda to dump the whole thing in their laps.  Now you mentioned that Rachel owned the house and was willing to renovate the basement into a daycare, so I was wondering if she'd be willing to work with Josie and Linda on that project?"

"You know that's not a bad idea, but she's helping out at my office right now.  I'll tell you what, I'll give her a call in the morning and see what she has to say, okay?"

"Sounds good," Tom sighed, then yawned.  "Damn, I'm tired.  I think it's about time to hit the hay."

Unfortunately just as they headed for the bedroom, Tom's phone rang.

"Oh crap, what now?" Tom said as he grabbed his cellphone.  "Hello?"

"Tom?  It's Frank, Frank Jamison.  I thought you should know as soon as possible that Sheridan Lister won't be going to trial.  In fact he won't be going anywhere, but to his grave.  He was killed in prison."

"What?  How the hell did that happen?  I thought he was in solitary confinement?"

"I don't know about that, but from what I understand he was heading for the table in the prison dining room with his evening meal when there was a scuffle in the aisle.  When the guards cleared up the resulting fight, they found that someone had stabbed him in the back, then slit his throat.  Right now the guards suspect it was retaliation for Sung Yee's death and the decimation of his gang of thugs.  In other words the gang members couldn't get to you, so they killed him because he was the one who got them involved in their vendetta."

"Wow, that's something I didn't expect to hear."

"Well, I wonder if the guards might be on the wrong track, because the RCMP office in Bear Creek has come up with further leads on Lister's activities from some files they just discovered.  I suspect that those files could be a reason as well and I passed on my thoughts to the investigator who called to tell me about Lister's death.  I've only glanced at them, but it seems there was another tie-in of BP to your lease up above Bowman Lake."

"Oh great, that still involves me, because they found those files in the walls of the office building that I bought from Lister.  I have the originals in Bear Creek and told Ann to fax you the copies you have."

"Oh, that could be worrisome.  You are safe right now, aren't you?"

"Well, I'm out at Sidney in a motel and I have my 'private army' next door."

"Hmm, have you been keeping a relatively low profile?"

"Well, sort of, we haven't been hiding, but then we aren't supposed to be here either.  When we left Bear Creek on Saturday we were in Dad's plane and we were supposedly going to Calgary, but we flew to Victoria instead.  Dad flew to Calgary this evening though, but he should be there by now.  In fact he's probably at home and in bed at this hour.  Do you think I should phone him and give him a heads up about what's happened?"

"Well I would, but you might call your older brother in Calgary and let him handle the problem instead.  Your father will likely be tired from the flight home and he might not appreciate being awakened at this time of night.  I think you should also phone you family in Bear Creek, although they'll probably have been warned by the RCMP."

"Yeah, calling Don in Calgary is probably a good idea since he can call out security and have them check the whole family to be sure they're safe.  I won't worry as much about Bear Creek, since the officer who found those files is dating my sister, so I imagine anyone even sneezing in town is going to be checked thoroughly.  Thanks for the heads up, Frank."

"No problem, Tom.  Goodnight, and I hope you and your family have a peaceful rest."

"Night, Frank," Tom said, then frowned.

"What was all that about?"

"Oh, bad news of a sort," he sighed.  "I'm sorry to have to say this, but Sheridan Lister is dead.  He was murdered in the prison cafeteria, but Frank isn't sure if it was because the Chinese gang leader was killed, or if it was over the files that Lance McDonald found in my office building last week.  Either way it involves me and my family, so I'd better make some calls."

"I've been expecting that Sheridan would be killed ever since I found out he was dealing drugs, so that's no surprise," Sandy frowned as she shook her head.  "You make the calls to your family.  I'm going over to the 'A' team and give them a heads-up."

"Good idea, thanks." Tom nodded and smiled, but was already dialling his phone.

"Hello, Dad?" Don answered on the first ring.

"No, Don, it's your brother Tom.  Look, Sheridan Lister was killed in prison and we aren't sure who killed him, but it might be a long term problem for any or all of the family.  We expect that whoever did it might be pissed over some files that were found in my new building in Bear Creek.  Long story there, but Dad can explain that to you later.  I'm calling you as a warning that you might want to hire some security for yourself, Dad, Uncle Tom and Gramps for a few days.  You might even want to make sure Jesse and Brenda are okay at school, okay?"

"You mean call security tonight?"

"Yeah, I mean right now.  I was supposed to fly to Calgary with Dad, but I didn't.  The crooks may be after me, or Dad, or anyone else in the family, okay?  I'll be honest, I think there is someone real crooked in the local management of BP.  I just recently found out that they did some tests on my lease years ago and they believe that there is a big natural gas deposit smack dab underneath it, which is why all this fuss started.  It's been going on since Serge Potemchin first took out the lease for cripes sake."

"Okay, I'm on it.  The idea that those assholes might be involved makes sense in a dumb twisted way.  I'll talk to you later." Don said quickly, then hung up the phone.

Tom didn't waste any time before calling JJ to warn him as well, but he kept the message short since JJ sounded grouchy about being disturbed.  After that call Tom sat back and frowned, which is the expression Sandy saw as she came back inside with Alvin trailing her.

"What's wrong Tom?" she asked instantly as she came inside, followed by Alvin.

"Oh sorry, I was just trying to think of some way to put a stop to all this damn bullshit!" he said quietly.  "There has to be some method I can use to put pressure on whoever is responsible to make them back off, but right now I don't seem to be thinking straight.  It's almost as if my mind is running in circles, maybe it because I'm tired."

"Well, you're still fighting off a concussion, you silly ass.  Oops, sorry Boss, but what I said is true." Alvin said shortly.  "You're probably overtired and you need some rest.  Go to bed!  Your crew will watch your back and I guarantee there won't be any damn assassin getting through us to get in here and disturb your sleep.  The five of us can do rotating shifts all night long with no problem and all of us will still get lots of rest."

"Five of you?"

"Yep, Sami was visiting and she wants in.  She's got a cousin who's in the local cops too, so you've got coverage in depth.  The cops have got the streets.  We've got the motel."

"Holy Cow!" Tom said, then yawned.  "I am sleepy though, so I suppose I should say goodnight and thanks for guarding my back when I need it."

"Come on lover, bed time," Sandy grabbed his hand.  "Goodnight Alvin and thank you."

"Yeah, you're welcome and goodnight to you too," he answered and waved.

Tom waved back at him, but was yawning again.  In a few minutes the whole motel was quiet, except for the occasional footsteps as one of their guards walked around quietly, but Tom and Sandy didn't notice because they were already sound asleep.




Chapter 25

At ten after six the next morning Tom snapped wide awake, then disturbed Sandy by sitting bolt upright and throwing the blankets aside, saying; "That's it, that's exactly what I need to do."

"Mmm, whassat?" she mumbled.

"Oops, sorry dear," Tom couldn't help grinning.  "I just thought how I'm going to put an end to all this crap we've been going through."

"Mm, thas nice, now c'n I have the blanket back?  I'm freezin' here!" Sandy complained.

"Oh, I'm sorry for that, Love," he chuckled, pulling the covers back and tucking them around her, then kissing her on the forehead before pulling on his shorts and heading off to the bathroom.

It's a good thing he'd pulled on his shorts, because the bedroom and bathroom doors were both open to the living room and mini-kitchen of the motel suite.  Since Liz was sitting at the tiny kitchen table he waved to her with a grin as he moved between the two doors, drawing a grin and a wink in return.  Because she had seen that he was bright and chipper, Liz put on a fresh pot of coffee which was ready for him by the time he'd finished his morning ablutions and dressed for the day.

"Morning Liz.  I hope you had a quiet night, and thanks for letting Sandy and me sleep safely," Tom said as he poured his first cup of coffee, but glanced at her's.  "Wanna top up?"

"Naw, I just poured this cup, thanks and all I was doing was my job, but I got the shortest shift at that, I've only been here for a few minutes.  Alvin, Arnie and Russ did the hard shifts, we expected you to sleep at least seven or eight hours."

"No, I slept in as it is.  I usually only sleep about five hours, unless I'm really tired or quite sick," he said rolling his right shoulder and nodding.  "That feels much better, by the time I went to bed last night the bruise on my shoulder was hurting a bit."

"That's not the wound I'm worried about, instead I'm worried about aftereffects of the concussion.  Have you had any headaches or dizziness since you got out of the hospital?"

"Nope, not one, but if last night is any indication I might get tired a bit sooner than before.  Yesterday was a helluva tough day for me though."

"Well, I effing guess it was a tough day," Liz snorted.  "You rode an emotional roller coaster all day long.  You leased a jet, visited several people, hired a few others, made a few deals, saw your folks fly off home and you thought your day was done, but you were wrong.  Instead you walked into a restaurant to have a quiet meal and ran into an old girlfriend who broke down in front of you, mostly because she was a single mother working for an asshole.  Then your fiancée hired your ex-girlfriend, only to find out that you're probably the father of your ex-girlfriend's kid.  Then hours later you found out that your archenemy was dead, but your whole family might be in danger.  Like I said an emotional roller coaster!"

"You're absolutely correct," Tom nodded, "and I intend to do something about it."

"What do you intend to do?"

"I plan to go after the firm of S-O-Bs who are causing all the problems.  I intend to explain to the head office that they's best rein in the crooks on their payroll or I'll go public with proof of misdeeds that will cost the company millions of dollars and a lot of good will.  I intend to explain the true state of affairs, not the blatant fiction the crooks are trying to make others believe.  I can prove that their firm is tied to crooked lawyers, hit men, drug peddlers and murderous gangs by the unscrupulous individuals who want their hands on my lease.  I'm willing to go on television with enough proof to put those bastards behind bars, but if I do that, the company's stock values will fall through the floor," Tom grinned, a vicious grin.  "Now I might not like my old man's past actions much, but he is still my father and I don't like that fact he and my family had to hire security last night.  Of course I doubt if he liked the idea that he had to hire guards to ensure his
safety either.  On top of that I'm willing to bet that he has the phone number of the top man of the firm on his Rolodex, so I'm going to tell him what I plan to do to that business on Friday.  Then I'll offer to let him contact them to pass on a warning of my intentions.  I think he'd love that, especially since the firm I'm talking about tried a hostile takeover of Dad's company earlier this year."

"So when are you going to call your dad?" Liz asked with a grin.  "I'd like to be here to listen in to your side of the conversation and perhaps overhear your dad holler when he hears your plan, because he's the sort that would act on that."

"Actually I imagine Dad will be calling me soon, since he knows I'm an early riser.  I don't want to call him too early because he might have had a hell of a night, which happened to follow a bloody rough day.  If he hasn't called here before eight, I'll risk calling him," but Tom had hardly finished speaking when his cellphone rang.

"Hello?  Tom here," he answered it.

"Tom, are you and your folks alright?"

"Yes Dad, and I think it's time to put an end to this bloody nonsense by going after the rats at BP who are behind it all.

"I agree completely, but I want in!" Jack barked.  "Like you, I've lost my patience, but how do we go after a multi-billion dollar company?"

"We threaten them with publicity and I offer to arrange to cost them millions if they don't pull in their horns, Dad.  I have enough proof to tie several of their local management people to Lister since Serge was alive and along with what Frank Jamison and the police have, there's enough proof to lower the boom on the whole frigging mess," then Tom went on to explain to his dad exactly what he intended to do.

"I want to call the head man in their Toronto office and tell him what you're planning, if you don't mind." Jack's voice sounded as if he was grinning widely.  "I owe him a good kick in the slats anyway, especially since the bastard tried that hostile takeover of Dunn-Redding in February."

"Go for it, Dad.  Tell them he has until Friday afternoon to have his crooked underlings in police custody or I go public with proof that their firm is tied to crooked lawyers, hit men, drug peddlers and gangs.  Just tell him that if I turn over copies of everything I have to the TV and newspapers, their stock will drop in value so fast that the company will lose millions over the weekend.  If I do it right, we'll be on the twelve o'clock news in Toronto and the stock markets in China and Europe will have a whole weekend to chew up their stocks and spit out shreds."

"I love it! Are you planning to do it here in Calgary on Friday?  If you are, I'll have all the coverage you want waiting for you at the office?"

"Well, you'd better have lots of security there as well then, because the crooks might look at that as an opportunity to catch all of us in one place.  It might be better if you let him think I'll be making the announcement out here, probably in Vancouver, that way the cops may be able to rake in a few more gang members.  For gosh sakes don't tell him where I am now."

"Are you that worried about your safety?"

"No, not really worried, just cautious.  After all it turns out I have a son that I didn't know about and I'd like to watch him grow up," Tom winked at Liz, who had to cover her mouth to stop from laughing aloud.

"WHAT?  Did I hear you right?  Did you say you have a son you didn't know about?"

"Yeah, Dad.  It turns out that a casual girlfriend from my university days was a Catholic who said sex was safe, when it wasn't.  I trusted Linda and thought she was on the pill, but she was trusting to the rhythm method so she wasn't as safe as she thought.  Not only that, but Sandy may be pregnant and she's hired Linda to help Josie set up a daycare in Bear Creek, so I'll be involved in raising my son, David.  It's a long story, Dad.  Since Sandy thinks she might be pregnant I've made up my mind that she is going to see a doctor today and we'll get a marriage license as well.  That means we'll probably get married sometime next week or the week after."

"Your Mom and I had damn well better be invited to your wedding and while we're out there we'll want to see our grandson too."

"Well, Sandy just wants a simple civil ceremony, so our marriage won't be a big deal." Tom shrugged.  "Anyway, let me know what happens when you call that guy, would you?  Meanwhile I'll arrange to have copies of all my proofs put in a file and you can tell that asshole that he can contact Frank Jamison if he wants to see them.  I imagine Frank will be quite willing and probably eager to be involved in taking down those crooked pricks.  Anyway, nature is calling, so I've got to run.  I'll talk to you later."

As he closed the cellphone he looked at Liz and grinned, "Finally, I shook up my old man and hung up on him before he had a chance to holler at me, then hang up."

"What, are you out to one-up him?" Liz grinned.

"Nope, just out to let him know what it feels like.  Now I need to make sure the line is busy, that way he can't call me back right away," Tom winked at her, then dialled Frank's home number.

Franks was definitely willing to help out, but he had an alternate idea.

"I don't know if you are aware of it, but Charles and Laura are extremely busy in their new office and I have a young woman working here as an intern who has offered to move to Bear Creek to help them out.  If I were to ask her to handle faxing those documents, but she was to 'accidentally' fax copies to a Vancouver TV station, then you wouldn't have to be involved at all.  If anyone bothers to check with me, I could say that it was a simple mistake and that the young woman was let go because of her error," Frank suggested.

"Well, you'd be stealing my thunder, but call Dad and see what he thinks of the idea, then let me know what he says before doing anything like that."

"Okay, I can do that.  Will he be at the office this early?"

"Maybe, because he already called me, but come to think of it he was probably calling from home.  Do you have his cellphone number?"

Frank did, so he let Tom go and promised to call back shortly.  While he was waiting, Tom chatted with Liz and Sami.  Sami had come in while Tom was on the phone to Frank.  Tom felt this was a good time to get to know her a little better, but they didn't have much time right then, because his phone rang after only a few minutes.

"Hello, Tom here."

"Tom, it's your dad.  I had just gotten off the phone with that asshole in Toronto and got laughed at, so when Frank called I told him to go ahead with his plan.  But, I also gave Frank the fax numbers for CBC's main office in Toronto, BBC's main office in London and NBC's office in New York and told him if he was going to raise shit, to do it thoroughly.  Sorry to trod on your toes, but those bastards deserve to have their nose's rubbed in the shit they've caused.  You've got enough on your plate and there's no reason for you to give up your privacy and appear on television if you don't need to.  The stock markets will kick their butts for us and I'm going to see if a few politicians might like to get in on the fun as well," Jack said quickly.  "Oh yeah, call your mother.  She wants to know more about your son.  Oops, I've got another call, I'll talk to you later."

Before Tom could say anything his dad had hung up, but seconds later Frank called and told Tom the same thing, but he added the fact that he'd called the RCMP to warn them about what was going to happen.

"Oh man, how did that go over?"

"Actually we got asked to hold off on the faxes until noon today, because the RCMP are planning a raid on the company's local office about an hour from now.  It seems you weren't the only one to lose patience and decided to take action after that attack at the prison," Frank snorted, then sighed.  "It looks as if Lister's murder has caused all sorts of things to happen, so maybe the little twerp was good for something in death even if he was a pain in the butt while he was alive."

"Well, I'm going to forget you said that, but I do agree with the sentiment and I love the fact that the RCMP are getting involved with this issue."

"Yes, I'm pleased with that as well, however I should probably make sure that the files we are faxing out are accurate and don't include any suppositions that might be proven to be erroneous.  I suppose I should call your father about that and make sure he has all the facts straight, just in case he makes any statements to the press today."

"Good idea about calling Dad and thanks Frank, just bill me for whatever time it takes, okay?"

"You're welcome, but since we've been able to unmask at least two dishonest shylocks and expose the actions of an unethical company, you get a freebie, my friend.  It looks like all costs will be paid by the law society.  Have a good day and stay safe,"  Then Frank hung up the phone again.

Tom sighed then and set the phone down, which was probably a good thing, because just then Sandy came out of the bedroom and climbed into his lap.  As she sat down, she grabbed his coffee cup and took a sip, then made a face.

"Whooeee, that's strong!  How can you drink that without cream and sugar?" she complained.

"That's 'reveille' coffee, made to wake you up in the morning," Liz laughed softly.  "You can blame it on me.  I made it for myself, but I could water down a cup for you if you'd like."

"No, I think I'll make a pot of civilized coffee instead," Sandy shook her head as she got up and moved over to the counter where the coffee maker sat.  "That brew of yours could kill ya, Liz.  Doesn't it upset your stomach?"

"Nope and so far Junior isn't giving me morning sickness either," Liz grinned.  "By the way, how are you feeling?"

"Other than being sleepy, I'm fine," Sandy said, then yawned and chuckled.  "See what I mean?  I need coffee and a shower before I'll be fully awake."

"When you're fully awake I think you should call Mom," Tom grinned at her.  "I told Dad you were probably pregnant and I mentioned that you had hired Linda, who happens to be the mother of one of Mom's grandchildren."

"Your fiancé has been busy this morning," Liz grinned as Sandy paused and stared at Tom in surprise.

"We're all going to be busy today," Tom broke in.  "Sandy, we need to get you to a clinic to find out for sure if you're pregnant or not and we have to get a marriage license.  You should call Mom, Ann, Rachel and probably Laura this morning.  Meanwhile I need to call Muriel, JJ, Jim Burke and Art, then I need to arrange for movers for Art and Josie.  Besides that we both need to talk to Linda and her parents and make some arrangements for Linda to move to Bear Creek."

"Sami, do you have a vehicle?  If not, you can fly home with us later in the day, but then you'll have to make arrangements to ship any possessions you have to Bear Creek.  Liz, if you have any more shopping you need to do in Victoria, you'd better do it soon.  I'll let the two of you talk to Alvin and Arnie, but I'd like them to see if Art and Josie need any extra help today," Tom paused.  "Now does anyone have anything else planned that I haven't mentioned?"

"When are you planning to leave Victoria?" Sandy asked.

"I'd like to fly out this afternoon, but I don't have a concrete schedule at the moment.  Why do you ask?" Tom frowned slightly.

"Because I'd like to spend some time with Josie and Art to see if we can help them with their move.  Then I think we should spend some time with Linda and her folks, because they need to know a bit about what Linda is facing in Bear Creek and they are becoming part of your family – in a way.  As well as that it's Tuesday and I called Herman's yesterday to find out if they had a Blues Jam tonight.  I thought it would do all of us some good to take another break away from all the fuss by dropping in there tonight.  After all, you and the 'A' team brought your instruments with you and it would be a shame not to use them."

"You know, that might be an idea," Tom looked extremely thoughtful.  "Sami, do you sing or play an instrument?"

"Yeah, I play bass guitar and I can sing some, why do you guys have a band of some sort?"

"Not really a band, but we do jam a bit.  Liz plays piano or keyboard and sings well.  Russ is good on the drums, while Alvin and Arnie play just about anything with strings.  I muck around with a guitar a little bit."

"And what about you, Sandy?" Sami asked.

"I listen to everyone else and clap enthusiastically," Sandy grinned.  "About all I can play is a stereo."

"Actually I think she sings quite well, but she's stage shy," Tom teased, winking at Sandy.  "She certainly sings along with her favourite songs when she hears them around the house, but she doesn't like me to mention it."

"Honey, you've got a lovely alto voice and Liz is a natural soprano.  Since I sing contralto, the three of us oughta sound dang good together if we sang the right song as a trio," Sami smiled at Sandy.  "Now I ain't about to force you to sing, but we should try a song or two together sometime, just for the fun of it."

"I don't think so," Sandy laughed and shook her head.  "Besides, we've got a ton of things to do today.  Tom, please use my cellphone to call your mom and tell her about David and Linda, then I'll talk to her, that'll leave your phone free to call everyone else you wanted to talk to.  When I'm done talking to your mom I can call Ann, Rachel and Laura.  If we do it that way we can get our phone calls done before breakfast and we'll have the rest of the day to clear up our other errands."

Tom didn't bother to argue, so he and Sandy spent the next while on the phone, but by eight in the morning the whole group were ready to leave the motel for the day.  Then as they ate breakfast in a nearby restaurant they discussed where they were each going and what they were all doing that day.  The problem was that as the day passed both groups seemed to solve one problem only to add another to their list.

Sandy and Tom went to a medical clinic first and Sandy was told that she was likely pregnant, but was advised to call back later in the day for a definite answer.  After that Tom and Sandy had no problems getting a marriage license, but when they asked for the name of a marriage commisioner in Bear Creek, they were told there wasn't one.  That put a crimp in their plans, but they took down the names of those who lived in neighbouring areas and left it at that for the time being.  They split up then, with Russ and Liz heading out to do some shopping while Tom and Sandy drove out to Saaanichton to visit the Schmidts.

Tom and Sandy spent the rest of the morning with Linda and her parents.  As Tom had suspected, that became a very complicated session because Mr. and Mrs. Schmidt were not only Linda's parents, but also friends from his past.  As a result Tom felt he had to explain why he had disappeared from sight for almost two years and in the long run simply gave them a roughly edited history of his life during that time.  Then both Tom and Sandy were involved in explaining their need for a daycare and how they planned to establish it.  It soon became obvious that while Linda was excited about the opportunity to be involved, Mr. and Mrs. Schmidt were less enthused with the idea.  However, they made it plain that they approved of Tom being involved in raising his son and appreciated the fact that he was willing to provide child support.  In the long run Linda's parents decided that they would help her move to Bear Creek early in the following week and insisted that they wanted to help her
move.  In return Tom promised that he would arrange to have a place for her to live for the time being and that he would find her a small house or condo as a permanent residence as quickly as possible.

During the discussion with everyone over lunch Alvin, Arnie and Sami reported that they had packed most of Sami's belongings and had them ready to be shipped.  Sami was disgusted to find that in the short time she'd lived in Victoria she'd gathered more clothing and other gear than she could pack in her van, so some items had to be crated and would be shipped as freight.  Tom just shrugged that off and suggested that she should talk to Art and Josie about including it in the load they were moving to Bear Creek.  He was paying for that anyway and since Sami's goods were packed separately it shouldn't be a major problem, but they'd need to clear that with Art and Josie as well as the movers.

It turned out to be no problem at all because when they phoned Art, he asked if they could use a moving business that belonged to a friend that he'd made through his former job.  Because the business was bonded and insured, Tom was willing to let Art make the choice of using that company if he wanted.  That's when Art dropped the bombshell that they wanted to move out on Thursday morning so they could be moved into the new place and he could start work the next week.

Sandy got involved then, because she thought she'd best call Rachel and find out if the house would be ready for Art and Josie to move in.  Luckily the contractor was just putting the final touches on the house and the local appliance dealership would have the stove, fridge and dishwasher, as well as the washer and drier installed by Thursday.  Not only that, but Rachel had gotten tentative approval from the local planning authority to put a daycare in the basement of the house, then she asked to talk to Tom.  What she wanted from him was a guarantee that he would cover the cost of construction for the daycare.  Tom was quite willing to do that and told her he'd be back in town in a day or two so he could sign an agreement of payment then, but as well as that he'd buy the house if she wanted to sell it.  While he was on the phone with her he asked if she had any other houses for sale.  She did, she had two small two-bedroom bungalows as well, but she wasn't sure if she wanted
to sell either one of them right then, however she said if she did sell one he'd have first chance to buy it.  He told her he'd hold her to that, then passed the phone back to Sandy.

When Tom told Art that the house would be ready and that all the appliances were new, Art heaved a big sigh of relief because he wasn't looking forward to moving their old appliances.  Then Tom got the number of Art's friend, the mover and called him to arrange payment for the move and asked about Sami's boxes.  It turned out to be no problem at all, in fact he offered to pick them up, so Tom passed the phone to Sami to make arrangements to meet him at her apartment the next morning.

Tom barely had the phone back in his hands when it rang.  That call was from Mike Skinner who was letting him know that he'd be driving in convoy with Art and Josie when they drove to Bear Creek of Thursday.  He'd already made arrangements at a local motel in Bear Creek and would be staying at least a week to help them get settled in.  He also mentioned that while he was in town he'd be willing to talk to Tom or anyone Tom wanted him to meet about the possibility of a job.

Tom had hardly gotten off the phone to Mike when Frank called and told Tom to turn on the local TV news channel, then hung up.  When Tom turned on the TV, the newscast was featuring the RCMP's raid of two local businesses, showing officers carrying file boxes, computers and other paraphernalia out of a building in downtown Vancouver.  Then they went on to mention an 'anonymous' tip they'd received concerning the two companies that were being raided.  The commentator very carefully managed to skirt around the names of any of the parties involved.  What he did mention was that the tip had covered murder, attempted murder, harassment, drug smuggling, gang ties and several other possible charges.  When he mentioned that there would be further details on the evening news broadcast, Tom sighed heavily.

"Folks, I think we might need to leave town before that evening news broadcast airs," he announced quietly.

"Do you think your name is going to be mentioned?" Sandy asked instantly.

"Hell yeah!" Tom snorted.  "You know what news reporters are like, they're snoopy as hell and they'll eventually find that I'm involved.  I'm glad I warned Muriel, JJ and the others this morning because this could get crazy.  What you just saw was a tease, now that reporter and his mates are going to be digging for details and verification.  I think we need to get back to Bear Creek, then slip out of town and fly to the lease as soon as possible.  First though we need to finish anything we absolutely have to do before we leave Victoria, so what isn't done and still on our plates?"

"I need to call that clinic to find out what my test results are," Sandy said instantly.  "You should call Linda and we need some pictures of David, so we need to drop over to seem them again.  Besides that, we should really go see Art and Josie before we leave town, shouldn't we?"

"No problem, after all it's only three, so we have at least two or three hours before that newscast.  What do you other folks need to do?" he asked his crew.

"Russ and I can be ready to go any time," Liz shrugged.  "Anything we bought is being shipped home to your warehouse and Lil knows about it."

"All I bought was a new rifle and I'd like to take that in the jet with us, since it's sealed in a case," Arnie said, then frowned.  "The thing is … we was planning to help Sami pack an' load all the extra gear she's got."

"Don't worry about it," Sami snapped.  "It won't be the first time I've had to move out in a hurry and I doubt if it'll be the last time either.  Most of my stuff is packed up already anyway, so if the mover comes around in the morning, I can leave here well before noon, which easily puts me in Bear Creek tomorrow evening."

"Alvin, what about you?"  Tom said as he looked at the big man.

"I can leave right now if you want, boss," he grinned.  "I think we should introduce Sami to Art and Josie though and I was going to suggest she should hold off on leaving tomorrow, then they should all travel together on Thursday."

"Well I agree with you on that, but it's up to Sami, I'm not going to dictate how or when she moves," Tom shrugged.  "I think we should call Art and Josie, then all whip over there for a few minutes so we can introduce Sami to them and if she wants, they can discuss the move.  At the same time I can let Art and Josie know why we're leaving town.  After that Sandy and I will head off to the clinic, then over to see Linda and her folks.  That way you five will have a couple of hours free to do anything you want and we can meet back here at the motel about five o'clock or a little later."

"Boss, why don't you and Sandy do your thing while me and Alvin introduce Sami to Art and his lady?  While we're there we can let them know why we've gotta get outta town today," Arnie suggested.  "After all, we're the guys who introduced Art to you.  Besides, I think Liz and Russ might like a bit of time to themselves 'cause they've been around one or the other of us constant for the last few days."

"I'd rather Liz and I were travelling with you, Tom.  With this crap blowing up right now, I want to be sure you're safe," Russ frowned.

"Why don't I just phone the clinic, since that's the only place we'd be in the public eye?  I'll see if they'll tell me the results over the phone instead of having to drop by their office," Sandy snapped as she took out her cellphone.  "We'll be perfectly safe over at the Schmidt's house and I'd like some time alone with Tom anyway."

"Yeah, I'd better call Muriel and Ann to warn them that they might get phone calls or even visits by the TV paparazzi," Tom sighed as he dug out his phone as well.  "You guys can all go ahead over to Art and Josie's, but you might want to phone them first.  Otherwise you can do what you want for the next while, then we'll meet you back here at five to catch the local news and see if I was outed.  Okay?"

Neither Russ nor Liz looked happy, but they followed the other three out of the motel suite, leaving Tom and Sandy talking on their phones.  Tom called Muriel first and got a surprise.

"I got a call from Frank Jamison's law firm about an hour ago, warning me what was going on," she chuckled.  "Then about ten minutes ago I got a call from the local TV station, so I told them that I ran an answering service and mail drop for you, but I didn't have a clue where you were right now.  Oh, just so you know, I called Ann and Laura up in Bear Creek and let them in on what was happening as well, but Frank or someone from his firm had already called them."

"That's just perfect Muriel, thanks a lot," Tom chuckled.  "Just so you know, I'm going to be travelling a lot in the next while, so I don't even know for sure where I'm going to be.  I'm letting Dad and Frank grab the reins on this one."

"Right, well I've got two calls coming in, so I'm going to have to let you go, Tom."

"Okay, we'll see you Muriel and thanks a lot," Tom said as he hung up and dialled Ann's phone number.

"Sunrise Mineral, Ann speaking and if you're calling about Mr. Dunn, he is unavailable right now.  In fact he's out of town and we're not sure where he might be at the moment."

"Thanks Ann," Tom chuckled.  "I take it you're already getting calls from the paparazzi?"

"Oh, Hi Tom," she laughed.  "Yes, I'm getting phone calls from the various TV news services.  I even got one from London England, so I guess that was the BBC."

"Just tell them to call Frank's office."

"Frank?  Who is he?"

"Frank Jamison is Charlie's dad and Laura's former boss, but he's also the head man of the Jamison & Welsh Legal Group.  When they managed to kill Sheridan Lister we decided that we had do something to put a stop to all this crap, but I'm letting Frank and Dad handle the action.  Frank, because he was already deeply involved and Dad, because he insisted he wanted in to get back at the slime balls who tried that hostile takeover earlier this year."

"This is the same bunch that went after Dunn-Redding?"

"Yep, same barn, just different bulls, so they're spreading the same shit!  Dad wants to go for full castration of the whole herd, but Frank will keep it legal."

"Oh, you Ass!  You're the only guy I know who can make me chuckle at a silly line like that one," Ann snorted.  "Hey, while I've got you on the phone, Rachel wants to talk to you.  Here she is."

"Hello Tom?" Rachel said as she came on the line.

"Hi, Rachel.  What's up?"

"Well, my life just got complicated as hell.  I'll have to fly down to California next week in order to slap that stupid, soon to be ex-husband of mine with a huge lawsuit, but I'm going to need cash to do it.  I was wondering if you'd like to buy the house that I've just renovated and was going to rent to your new workers?"

"Well I will if you want, but I thought you wanted to hold onto it.  Would you prefer to have a loan instead?"

"Well, I would like to keep the house, but I had to mortgage it to do the renovations.  In truth I actually went into debt over the damn thing and now I'm short on cash, but I hate loans, so I'm stuck between a rock and a hard place.  The trouble is Sheldon is trying to sell the house that I own in California and he has no right to do that."

"Look, the house in Bear Creek has to be worth several hundred grand and no damn lawyer is worth that much money.  So why don't I give you a personal loan against the rental income you'll be getting on the house?  That way you can still keep up your payments on the mortgage and the money you've invested in the renovations, but still have enough to go to California.  Meanwhile I can arrange to be paid back for the loan out of the rent money for the Bear Creek house.  As and alternative though, I'm interested in buying a smaller house for my ex-girlfriend and our son."

"You have a son by another woman?"

"Yeah, she's a former girlfriend that I haven't seen in years, but my having a son isn't exactly common knowledge. In fact I didn't know he existed until yesterday, but I don't want too many rumours starting up about that, so mum's the word, okay?  Sandy was there when Linda explained what happened, so Ann knows about it and so do my folks.  Oh, you should probably know that Sandy hired Linda and she'll be working in the daycare with Josie."  Tom added.  "At least that makes being involved in raising my son fairly easy to manage, but it does add a few complications to our lives."

"Wow, I guess it will have complications!" Rachel answered.  "I was going to keep that little house just down the street from the Mallard house, but as long as I can stay with you guys for a while, I could sell it to you.  How do you want to go about it?"

"Well, I'll be back in town by tomorrow, can you wait that long?  If you can wait a day or two you could talk to Ann, Charlie and perhaps Adam about that sale, but just to warn them what's coming.  Oh, I just thought of a problem, since Adam is my real-estate agent you might want to talk to someone else about getting an appraisal on the little house."

"Oh, piffle, I trust him and I trust you too.  I'll talk to you tomorrow."

There was a very brief, but muffled conversation, then Ann came back on the phone.

"Hey Tom, did you say you'll be in town tomorrow?" she asked.

"Yeah and I'll need to spend some time with you and JJ in order to help you set things up for the new people I've hired.  Do me a favour and find out if Rachel is planning to move to California permanently or not would you?  I'm hoping we can keep her around town since the daycare will be in her house, but if she's leaving we'll need to work out a way to have someone else to keep an eye on that.  That thing has taken legs and is running away on me.  I don't really have time to look after it, but I don't want to add it to your jobs either since you're up to your eyeballs in work now, so I was thinking of asking her to handle setting it up as a business."

"Okay, I can do that, but I'll warn you, there are a few dozen things you need to clear up while you're in town.  For instance we've got people dropping in here looking for jobs now, so word has gotten out that you're planning to expand things.  We need to set up some sort of procedure, or a hiring policy and the details that go with that."

"Well, we will need people soon, but not instantaneously," Tom sighed.  "Why don't you have Lil take down names, phone numbers and résumés, then tell people we aren't hiring at the moment, but we'll file them for now.  That reminds me, I should talk to JJ or Harry out at the airstrip to make sure that they've plowed the runway."

"I think they have young Ben doing that every day it needs it, but I'm not positive if they did it today, so you'd better check.  Anyway, I'll see you tomorrow.  Have a good evening." she hung up before he could say anything more.

Tom just sighed and called JJ, letting him know that they were heading back that evening and that they'd be coming in a Learjet, so they'd need the airstrip plowed and hanger space for a few days.  Then he had to explain that they'd have new people coming in the next few days and who they were, so he was on the phone for several minutes longer.  Finally he got off the phone and sighed heavily.

"There , now folks in Bear Creek know we're coming back tonight," he told Sandy.

"Okay, Daddy," she grinned and winked.  "The clinic said they think I'm about six weeks pregnant, maybe a little less, so I arranged to have them send the final results of their test to my GP in Bear Creek.  Not only that, but I called Linda, and her Mom said to drop on over at any time.  Linda is already packing to move and they expect to drive to Bear Creek next Monday.  In fact her folks are thinking of moving up there, because they said they miss having snow in the winter.  Personally, I think they're nuts to trade a little rain for a lot of snow."

"Oh, thank you for arranging that visit and for the good news," he smiled and wrapped her in his arms to give her a hug,  "So are you happy, knowing that you're going to be a mommy?"

"Yeah, I am, especially since you're going to be our baby's daddy," she snuggled.  "I suppose I could have planned the timing a little better though, because I'm not sure about being pregnant in the summer.  What's the weather like up at the cabin in July and August?"

"Not that bad, because there's almost always a breeze in the area near the cabin," then he surprised her by chuckling.  "I know one thing."

"Well, what's that?"

"I know that as soon as I can, I'm going to have to arrange to run in plumbing or else buy a thunder bucket," he chuckled again.  "Every pregnant woman I've ever met has been very friendly with the nearest toilet."

"Oh you ass!" she broke into laughter.

"You don't believe me?  Just ask Liz," he bent and kissed her.  "Now, I'd love to celebrate, but I don't think either one of us wants to put up with interviews by the local news people, so we need to get all the arrangements made and get out of town."

With that in mind they talked to the crew before the group split up and headed off in different directions.  As a result Tom and Sandy spent over an hour with the Schmidts and since David was awake, Tom spent much of the time holding his son.  He even changed his diaper, which surprised Linda immensely.

"Hey, I babysat both my niece and nephew when I still going to school in Calgary," he explained.  "Not only that, but I've spent several months living in native villages while I was up north, either when I was with Dad or on my own.  Taking care of their little kids or fooling around with the older ones was one way I made friends with folks.  Dad used to say I was a pied piper."

"He still does that sort of thing," Sandy laughed.  "Before he moved in with me I thought all my neighbours were stuck up snobs, but inside of a few weeks of moving in he had the local kids dropping around to see him and things changed.  Suddenly the whole neighbourhood grew a lot friendlier and people suddenly started smiling and waving to me.  You should hear his sister rave about how friendly the neighbours have been since she bought the house from me.  She says it makes Calgary look like 'Snob City,' which surprised me, because Calgary used to have a reputation for being friendly, but I'm not sure if it does now."

Linda told them that she and her folks planned to arrive in Bear Creek early the next week, which led to a discussion about Bear Creek and what Linda could expect when she moved there.  In fact that discussion lasted so long that Tom and Sandy had to excuse themselves in order to be on time to meet their crew back at the motel.

They were just leaving and talking about driving through Vancouver when Tom's cellphone rang and without thinking he flipped it open and said hello.  It was a CBC reporter but Tom simply told him; "No comment at this time, because I don't know all the details myself.  I have yet to make a full study of all the relevant papers, so until I know just what I'm talking about I'm not about to make a statement."  Then he closed the phone and shut it off.

Tom, Sandy and the whole group watched the CBC's five o'clock news from Vancouver and Tom was happy to see that the reporter seemed to think he was in Vancouver at the time he spoke to them.  They even played a sound bite of what Tom had said and added that under enhancement you could hear two other people dicussing traffic patterns in Vancouver.  Of course there was also speculation that he might be in either Victoria or Calgary, but their attention seemed to be centred on both Frank and Jack.  Most of that attention was due to the fact that both Jack and Frank had made public statements about the actions of the men who had hassled Sunrise Mineral over the last few years.  Of course Jack also mentioned the attempted hostile takeover of Dunn-Redding earlier in the year and alluded to the fact that Sunrise Mineral's actions had been responsible for that takeover being blocked.  In other words Tom's name wasn't mentioned directly, but his company was mentioned several times.

"Well Dad laid that on pretty damn thick," Tom grumbled.  "I wasn't trying to save his company at the time, which is what he implied.  My whole intention was to get my hands on some cash, at the same time as baling out of anything to do with the oil exploration business."

"Yes, but like your mom said, Dunn-Redding is virtually your father's baby," Sandy smiled at him.  "You might not have intended to do it, but you can bet your actions sound good to all his stockholders, so he was being a politician about it and slamming BP at the same time.  Don't forget that because of the economy, he's had to pull back his services to some extent, so this gave him an excuse to lay a portion of his problems off on BP.  Not just that, but if he can make you look like the white knight who rode to the rescue, some of your brilliance rubs off on him."

"Yeah, but what he said isn't the whole truth."

"Oh come on, be reasonable.  Don't forget that his comments were being broadcast on television and the whole country doesn't need to know that you and your dad fight like cats and dogs," she grinned.  "Actually I'd be willing to bet that your mother had a hand in writing that statement."

"Yeah, probably both Mom and Uncle Tom, maybe even Grampa," Tom nodded then stood and stretched.  "Alright folks, the broadcaster did mention that Sunrise Mineral operates out of Bear Creek and by this time they know I'm the major stock holder and president of the company.  If they check flight records they'll find that Mom and Dad were visiting us, then they'll also know that Dad flew to Victoria before flying back to Calgary.  Since Ann and Muriel have been stonewalling them about where I am, they're going to suspect that I stayed here or went on to Calgary.  So I think we'd better move on before the broadcasters think to check local motels to see if we're staying in the area."

"Next time we'll use my business credit card, not yours," Sandy nodded.

"Nope, next time we'll use cash," Tom snorted.  "In fact I'm going to try to bribe the manager this time and get him to say we left at the same time my folks did.  Sandy, I'll get you to pay for the car rental, and we'll even have either Liz or Russ use their ID when we take off from the airport, then no one will know you and I are on the Lear when we fly out.  That way they'll probably suspect that we're either still here in the Victoria area or else we went on to Calgary."

Only moments later they had their luggage loaded into the cars and were saying so long to Sami, which took a few minutes longer than Tom had expected.  She'd decided to stay in town until Thursday after all, then would travel in convoy with the Reynolds family as they drove to Bear Creek.  Other than being a few minutes later than Tom had planned, they had no problems leaving town.

The motel manager had winked and accepted Tom's bribe, assuring him that his back was covered and that he hoped Tom and his group would be back soon.  They stopped at a local takeout and picked up sandwiches and drinks, then Sandy paid for the car rental at the airport on her card.  Liz spoke to the tower when they took off and Tom heaved a sigh of relief when he headed north above the Georgia Strait and climbed to cruising altitude.

"Why are we heading due north?" Liz asked.

"Because I had you give the tower Kitimat's call sign for our destination," Tom grinned.  "Only you'll be calling them in a short while and change our destination to White Out's private strip, but we can land at Bear Creek instead, since both of them are uncontrolled airstrips.  Meanwhile we'll do a short hop over the coastal mountains about three-hundred miles up the coast and approach Bear Creek from the north.  That way we can come in low and slow over the Fraser canyon and use the whole strip, because it's liable to be a bit slippery with all this snow on the ground."

"Okay, but I've gotta ask, have you ever landed a Learjet on snow?"

"Yep!" Tom chuckled.  "In fact it seems as if every time I've flown this baby there's been snow on the landing strip, so I do have a bit of experience to count on."

"Good, because I haven't landed a jet on snow," Liz sighed, then grinned at him.  "Sometimes, Boss, you blow me away.  Just about the time I think I have you pegged, you do something that I would never have suspected you could do.  This time it's not only that you've flown a Lear, but when we checked your log I discovered that you've spent more time piloting a jet plane than I have.  After all, I'd hardly learned to fly jets before I moved on to choppers."

"Well, I don't know what to say, other than that I do what I have to do in order to live the way I want to live.  When I flew this baby the first time I was with Jake Stern and he was short on sleep, so since he knew I could fly bush planes he let me handle it once we were up to cruising altitude.  He sawed logs most of the way from Vancouver to Calgary and only woke up in time to coach me as I landed in Calgary.  Every time I flew with him after that he had me pilot the plane," Tom shrugged.  "I've said many times that I wouldn't be here and I wouldn't be doing what I am except for the help of friends like Jake or old Serge.  In fact the inheritance I got from old Serge Potemchin is the only thing that made it possible for me to be involved with all the things that I'm doing now.  To this day I'm not sure what he saw in me to make him leave me several million dollars worth of stocks, bonds and shares, but I'm almost certain that part of it was driven by spite.  He
really disliked Lister and he actually had a fight with Dad once, but I'm sure he disliked BP, since they hounded him for years.  I think he left me the money because he saw that I was a lot like him, but had the energy and attitude to carry on his squabbles and settle them one way or the other."

"We've got time, how about telling me why you think that?"

So as they cruised along at three kilometres above sea level, Tom explained his thoughts of what he felt Serge had done from the moment they met until the day he'd died.  He smiled and talked of the hours they had spent together, explaining how Serge seemed to live vicariously through Tom's adventures and how they had seemed to agree on most philosophical subjects.  He mentioned how Serge and his father had tangled and he touched on Serge's opinion of Sheridan Lister, then reiterated BP's desire to get their hands on the lease and the gas reserves there.  After that he described White Out's troubles with the Beacon brothers, then mentioned how White Out's flight service tied in with his previous experiences.  He went on to explain how everything seemed to tie together, almost as if Serge had steered Tom into carrying out the actions he'd taken in order to help both himself and others.

"It's almost as if he gave me the money and the opportunity to slap some people upside the head while bailing out others that needed a boost," Tom chuckled.  "Yet at the same time he didn't place any real limits on my activities, so what I'm doing is based on my own decisions, but it's as if he's guiding my actions.  Sometimes I almost feel as if Serge is looking over my shoulder, even if I know that's impossible."

"No, I think you're wrong.  I think he found a nice guy and gave him a chance because he knew that whatever you decided to do would make other people's lives easier," she snorted.  "By the way, you mentioned that you inherited several million dollars, just how much was it, if you don't mind my asking?"

"I really don't know, because stocks and bonds fluctuate in value so much that you can't pin a number on them until you actually sell them.  Not only that, but I don't even have a decent estimate of what White Out is worth as company, do you?"

"No, but like you said, it's several million dollars.  Heck, the Chinook is worth well over a million on it's own now, but that's after it was fixed, not as it was when you bought it.  I don't have a clue how much everything else at White Out is worth and that's not counting the good will and reputation the company has built up.  All I know is that Russ and I own a percentage of the company and that I'm making money off of that stock as well as my wages," she sighed softly.  "I think selling out to you was the best thing to happen to us in years, because we now have jobs and security that we never had before."

"That was a mutually beneficial deal," Tom grinned.  "You gained the security that you wanted and White Out gained two excellent employees, not to mention a chopper we needed badly.  Now though I think it's time for you to call Harry and warn him that we're almost home."

The next few minutes were quite busy as Liz called the airfield, got clearance to land and Tom brought them down.  He did circle once, overflying the strip to see what conditions on the ground looked like, but the landing was smooth as silk even though it was late in the day and the airstrip wasn't lighted.  When he taxied over to the hangers neither Tom and Liz were expecting to see a large group of people waiting for them, but in a way it wasn't a big surprise.

JJ, Harry, Jim, Ron, Travis and Ben were all there, probably because they worked for White Out and wanted to see the Lear land there, but Ann, Laura and Rachel were there as well.  Neither Tom nor Sandy asked why they were there, they just accepted it and moved on, knowing that whatever the reason the crowd was there, they were amongst friends.  The first few minutes after they got of the plane were spent in greetings, hugs and handshakes which was all normal in a way, but was slightly overboard in Tom's view.  Within half an hour the Lear was parked in a heated hanger, all the luggage and other gear they'd brought had been unloaded and sorted, then deposited in the various vehicles.  As soon as they had their gear loaded in their vehicles, Liz, Russ, Alvin and Arnie headed for their condo, meanwhile most of the others followed Tom and Sandy as they headed home.

Once Sandy and Tom's luggage was taken inside the crowd broke into two groups, with the women heading into the dining room and the men into the living room.  While the women spent most of their time discussing Sandy's pregnancy, the upcoming marriage and the surprising revelation that Tom had a son by another woman, the men were more interested in the murder of Lister and the exposure of the villainy in BP's ranks.  The one thing Tom emphatically told everyone was that they could all expect to be approached by reporters in the next few days and that they should be very careful of what they said.

"Actually I'd prefer you to say it might become a legal case and that your lawyers have warned that you can't make any comment on the situation at the present time, then give them Laura and Charlie's names," Tom said quietly.  "Oh, would someone please pass that on to Ben in particular, because he was directly involved in saving my bacon and I don't want him to get into trouble over that."

"I can do that easily enough, since he's bunking at my place," Harry said instantly.

That led them to discuss the people who were involved in any way and discussing if any of them should be warned about what was coming.  Of course JJ, Harry and Jim were also interested in the people Tom had hired, especially Sami Martin, the engineer and Art Reynolds, the warehouseman, so Tom spent some time talking about them.  However it really wasn't long before the four women joined the men in the living room and the conversation became broader in scope, yet more detail oriented.  After about an hour all the visitors finally left, but it seemed to Tom as if he and Sandy had been quizzed about everything they had done over the whole of their extended weekend.

Since Rachel was still staying with Sandy and Tom, the questions didn't stop altogether, but Tom managed to shift the point of the conversation until he and Sandy were the ones asking Rachel questions.  First he wanted her assurance that the 'daycare house' would be ready for Art and Josie to move in by Thursday.

"The Mallard house is done, except for appliances and paint touch-up, which will be finished tomorrow,"  Rachel assured him, then Tom asked her about the smaller house they had discussed while on the phone.  "As for the smaller house, I was wondering which one you'd like to buy, because I do own two of them.  Both are two bedroom homes, but one of them is on a regular sized lot while the second is on the corner of a two-acre plot of land.  I would prefer to keep the one sitting on the regular sized lot because it's inside city limits and is fully serviced with sidewalks, electricity, sewer and water, and there's natural gas service to the property.  The second house is slightly larger and it's just on the outer edge of the city, so while it has water and electric service, the sewer service has yet to be connected, so it's on septic right now.  Because of the size of the acreage I'd have to ask more money for the second one, but the property could be subdivided into four
half-acre lots.  I checked into that today after talking to you and found that the lots in that area are limited to a minimum of a half-acre.  While I was talking to the city planner I was also told that the natural gas service would to be installed down that street next year and that a sewer connection had already been run to the property line."

"To be honest the second house sounds like the better deal for me," Tom said thoughtfully.  "Just where is it?"

"It's on the road back toward town from here, so Sandy and I drive right past it on the way to work.  Unfortunately it's been sitting empty for two months, because I was planning to renovate it right after the Mallard house was finished, only that cost me more than I intended to spend.  Then this crap with Sheldon whacked me between the eyes.  I'm going to California and slap that bastard with a lawsuit and divorce proceedings, but I'm also planning sell that monstrous big house I got talked into buying down there.  Then I'm coming back here and fixing up whichever house you don't want.  I've got a job here with Sandy's firm, I have a house here and I have friends in Bear Creek that I've known most of my life.  Bear Creek is home to me, even if Mom and my sister live in Arizona.  Hell, I'm closer to Sandy and Laura than I am to my sister and her rabbi husband, besides I can't stand their sanctimonious attitudes or their spoiled brats."

'That's good news," Sandy gave a thumbs up.  "I like having you working in the office because you're a darn good accountant and an even better friend.  Now I know you were talking about handling the renovation for the daycare, but I was wondering if Ann talked to you about acting as a business advisor to Josie and Linda until they get the daycare on a solid footing?"

"Well, the renovation of the daycare probably won't be finished before June at the earliest, so I could probably help them set up their normal business stuff.  I don't have any experience with a daycare though."

"Actually I think properly establishing the enterprise as a business is all they're going to need," Tom nodded.  "I'd gladly help them, but by mid June I'm going to be up to my ass in alligators.  I need to be working out at the claim by then, but I think White Out is going to still be moving down here, so between now and then I'm going to be running like mad and working my butt off."

"Not to mention all the other things you want to do this spring," Sandy snorted.

"Unh huh," Tom yawned.  "Dang it all, I'm already getting sleepy, but I was hoping to stay up to see if there was any change in the news reports about the bombshell Dad and Frank dropped in BP's lap."

"Heck, why didn't you say something," Rachel snorted.  "You've got cable here, so you can watch either CBC or CTV news almost any time of the evening.  Mostly though it's a repeat of the six o'clock news until the late night news comes on at nine or ten and even then they probably won't have added much, but we can check to see."

She was right, since the first channel they watched there was a virtual repeat of the broadcast they'd seen when they were in Victoria with a few minutes of conjecture added.  Then the other channel displayed a near duplication on the same core facts. The second broadcast did include some solid information about Sheridan Lister, as well as some information about Sung Yee and his gang, then several minutes of sheer speculation of cause and effect.  That segued into a discussion between two talking heads as they speculated how a gang of drug runners could possibly be connected to an oil exploration firm.  That meant they hadn't researched the connection to Bear Creek and Sheridan Lister very deeply yet, or at least they hadn't found a firm lead they could follow.  Tom was willing to bet they would though, after all they knew his name and they'd soon find his address and phone number.  As a result he expected that he'd need to be ready to speak to reporters in the morning because he
was almost positive they'd be in Bear Creek, wanting to talk to him.

"See, I told you it wouldn't be anything new, unless you count their guesses and opinions," Rachel shook her head.  "There probably won't be much change in their broadcasts until tomorrow, probably about noon or maybe even later."

"Yeah," Tom yawned again.  "I think I'll go to bed, because tomorrow is going to be another long day and I guess I'm still fighting off that concussion, because I'm sure getting sleepy earlier than normal."

So after giving Sandy a kiss and hug, then wishing both her and Rachel a good night, he slipped off to bed and was asleep in short order.  In fact by the time Sandy came to bed almost an hour later, he was lying on his back and snoring softly, but she knew enough to poke him gently so he'd roll over on his side and the snoring would stop.  That worked, so it wasn't long before she was snuggled at his side and sleeping soundly as well.




Chapter 26

Even though Tom had slept almost eight hours, he was wide awake by six-thirty the next morning and after a trip to the bathroom, he dressed, then went down to the kitchen.  After making coffee, he headed to the basement and his new office, but sighed heavily as he looked at the flashing light on his answering machine.  For the time being he ignored that flashing light since he suspected most of those calls would be from news reporters or snoopy people of one sort or another.  Instead he picked up his briefcase and sorted through the notes he had made during the trip to Victoria, then opened his computer and made a few entries to several of his spreadsheets.  He actually smiled at the fact that he hadn't bought a single thing for himself during his trip, but he'd bought several things for either Sandy or the cabin.

Next he wrote a long e-mail to Ann, listing off the people he had hired in the last few days, what they had been hired to do and how much they were to be paid each month.  Included in that was the fact that he'd be allotting a certain amount each month to Linda for child support, but that he hadn't reached an agreement with her for the amount as yet.  Tacked onto the end of the e-mail was the fact that he was negotiating with Rachel to buy a house and acreage, but that they hadn't agreed on a price for that either.  He sent that e-mail to Ann's office account with a copy to Sandy's office account, that way both of them could keep track of those expenses on his business accounts.

Finally he tackled the calls on the answering machine.  There were seven different calls from six different TV and radio personnel, one news anchor had called twice, but all of them asked for an interview.  He just sighed and deleted the whole lot for the time being, but he did make note of their names and numbers.  For the time being he planned to be elusive and hard to find, but if he wasn't happy with the developments by Friday morning he'd made plans to shake things up a lot more by speaking out publically.

With that plan clear in his mind, he checked the weather forecast and smiled, because the recent snow flurries were breaking up and the forecast was for several days of decent weather.  As far as he was concerned that was great news and just then his cellphone rang.

"Morning," he answered in a gruff voice, not recognising the number shown on his call display.

"Good morning, Boss.  It's Liz, even if you don't recognise the number.  Sami had a brainwave yesterday and the guys bought a half-dozen cellphones using their company cards, all with consecutive numbers, but they forgot to mention it to either you or me.  I knew you got up early, so I thought I'd call to tell you that and ask you what was going on today."

"Now those phones are a bloody good idea," Tom grinned.  "You guys are getting smart on me, so I'll definitely have to thank all of you, especially Sami."

"Yeah, she's a thinker alright.  Anyway just so you know the numbers; Sami's number ends in 01, mine is 02, Russ is 03, Alvin is 04, Arnie in 05 and 06 is a spare.  We thought that last one could either be for you or maybe for Art."

"I think we'll leave it for a spare for now, because it's given me a few ideas.  I think I'll set up Josie, Art, Linda and Ben with another series of phones, but along the same idea," Tom frowned slightly.  "Now to change the subject, the weather looks good, so are you up to flying that whirlybird today?"

"Hell yeah!" she laughed happily.  "If we're taking the Chinook out to the lease we'll need to load it though, but Alvin and Arnie need to know if you want to send another load or two out to Misery Flats with the trucks?"

"Well, we really need more storage space out at the lease before we take too much more out there.  I have to work that out before going much further.  What I'd like to do is get the dozer out there, but besides that we need to see if Sandy's stove and fridge have come in yet.  If they have, we need to get them shipped to the lease as soon as possible, but then we'll need propane tanks and whatever else we need for plumbing supplies to hook them up."

"Boss, I think you need to talk to Harry and Jim at the airstrip.  Don't forget, we've been out of town for a few days, so you might want to talk to them, then call me back.  If you get tied up for long though, we'll see you out at the airstrip," Liz chuckled, then she hung up.

Tom frowned at that, but he started to dial the phone at the airstrip right away.

"Good Morning, White Out Wilderness Services at Bear Creek airfield.  Harry here, and how can I help you?"

"Good morning Harry.  It's Tom and since when have you started answering your phone that way?"

"Since JJ got here and we had a chance to talk to everyone involved," Harry chuckled.  "He asked us what the final plans were and once he found out, he decided it was time to get moving.  As he said, at this time of year we're not really all that busy, so why not do a lot of the prep work for the move.  Between Ann and JJ going over your notes, along with what we already knew, we've been shifting and shuffling things around like mad for the last few days.  Actually your dad and Jim Burke started the whole thing rolling just after you got taken to the hospital.  That's when your dad convinced Charlie to slap the Beacon brothers with a lawsuit for breaking the lease."

"What?" Tom barked.  "How the hell did that happen?"

"Well, the Beacon brothers finally got around to sending out notification of the future changes to the lease for the airstrip White Out has been using.  It was just a hand written note, so it wasn't in legal format, but since it arrived just before the crew flew out that morning, Jim brought it along.  Your dad, Jim and me had a talk about it, then went to see Charlie, who had a copy of the original lease.  An hour later Charlie was talking to a local judge in order to have him check out the whole legal issue and get some additional advice.  Charlie and the judge sent the Beacon brothers a fax, telling them that they were effectively breaking the lease by not following the established procedure dictated in the lease itself.  Then an hour later, after Charlie talked to his dad, he hit them with a lawsuit which is meant to force the Beacon brothers to cover all the costs of the move.  An hour after that he hit them with a second lawsuit for defamation of character, slander
and liable because he'd heard about some of the things they've been telling White Out's customers," Harry chuckled.  "We've heard a rumour that they're trying to find a lawyer to countersue, but from what we understand most of the lawyers they talk to advise them to just pay up, because it'll be cheaper.  Of course I expect they'll eventually find some shyster or other who will be willing to take on the case, but according the Charlie they don't have a leg to stand on."

"Holy Crow!" Tom snorted.  "I suppose you guys have started moving the whole operation down here then, have you?"

"Well actually we've been doing a lot of prep work, but a lot of that is getting Sunrise Minerals stuff out of here and doing some preliminary work in order to set up a landing strip at Lonesome Lake.  Ron and Donna have been busy as beavers with the SkyCrane too.  First off they hauled your little dozer out to your lease, then once they had a spot dozed flat, they moved in the two containers that had been hauled to Misery Flats, parking them at the mine site," Harry paused for a moment, then continued.  "We've hired a couple of truck drivers yesterday and sent your tractor trailer rigs up to the old White Out airstrip to pick up another pair of loaded containers and bring them here.  For now they'll be working along with White Out's rigs to haul loads down here, at least until you need those rigs again.  Since Liz and Russ are back in town, Ron and Donna are planning to head back to the old White Out airstrip this afternoon with the SkyCrane.  That way we'll
have heavy-haul choppers and bush planes at both airstrips just in case an emergency crops up and they're needed."

"Wow, I have some catching up to do," Tom chuckled.  "It sounds like you guys are handling the whole deal quite well though.  Just how is JJ working out?"

"JJ has really impressed us!" Harry crowed.  "Once he had a handle on what we wanted to do, he just rolled up his sleeves, dug in his heels and got busy.  He may not be qualified as a bush pilot, but he knows how to manage a move, that's for sure.  Not only that, but he asks smart questions if he isn't clear on anything, then makes up his mind fairly quickly, so he's a damn good manager.  Don't tell anybody, but even Jim backs off and admits he's wrong once in a while.  In other words, JJ is a lot like you, just not quite as knowledgeable about airfield operations or flying a bush plane."

"Okay, let's leave that for now, because if you think JJ can handle the job, I'm going to back off and let him do it.  So what do I and Sunrise Mineral have left here that's in your way, besides those things that I need to have repaired and modified?"

"Not very much," Harry chuckled.  "Maybe one load for the Chinook, but a small one at that.  There might be half a load at Misery Flats though, and you should know that Alvin's Mom and Arnie's dad are chomping on the bit to move up to your lease. By the way, you have fuel for the choppers at Misery Flats now, because your brother Don sent out a couple of rigs and a cube van loaded with hoses, pumps and fuel handling gear.  They got there yesterday and Harvey Bartlett called to say that one of the rigs was a tanker truck, a second was a flatdeck full of fuel tanks and stands and the third was a reefer.  I'm not sure what you need that reefer for, but it's there."

"I think I need to get out of here and see things for myself," Tom sighed.  "It sounds as if you guys have jumped way ahead of me and I'll need to get my arse in gear to catch up.  I'll see you in an hour or two."

"Okay Tom, see you then," Harry said and hung up his phone.

Tom had just stood to head for the kitchen when his cellphone rang, so he paused to answer it.

"Hi, who dat?" he asked, not wanting to give away his name in case it was a reporter.

"Hi little brother, it's Don."

"Hi Don, what's up?"

"I just called to let you know that you should have the first of our old Atco trailers arriving in Misery Flats by noon today and we'd like to have it offloaded as soon as possible.  We need that heavy haul rig back in Kamloops by Friday."

"Oh, okay? I'll get someone working on that as soon as I can.  Thanks for getting the tanker truck and reefer here so soon.  By the way, what do I owe ya?"

"Just for tax purposes use twelve hundred bucks for the cube van, fifteen grand for the reefer and twenty-one for the tanker truck, but those are still coming out of your junk fund.  But, you will be getting a bill from our fuel supplier in Kamloops for three and a half grand, which is for the fuel they loaded in the tanker.  JJ said you wouldn't need either diesel or Avgas for the time being, so we just sent jet fuel for now.  I've let Ann know about all of the costs though, and she said she'd have you okay it and pay the bills right away."

"Wait a minute, back up to that cube van, tanker and reefer, why are those out of some sort of junk fund?"

"That's from your original deal of trading stock for some of the recyclable junk out of our yearly disposal sale.  Uncle Tom reamed my ass over that one because since it's being recycled for use we have to list it out at ten percent, not thirty, which is what JJ had given you on it.  If you want to argue about that, take it up with Uncle Tom and Mom."

"Oh crap, Sandy is going to be all over my butt on that one because she's going to have to redo my books for my taxes.  At least it's for this year, not last year.  What about the Atco trailer, what's that worth and why is it here so soon? I'm not really ready for the trailers yet."

"Unh, let's see … I think about twenty-eight grand will cover our cost, including delivery.  The reason for the rush on that unit is a request by Dad, forwarded from someone called the 'A' team.  I know you asked for a later delivery, but Dad was quite insistent that they needed a single unit now, not later," Don paused a second, then continued.  "By the way, Dad and I both want to say thanks for the heads up about security.  Our guys caught a couple of thugs trying to break into our offices last night, but I'm supposed to warn you to keep your head down.  BP is already screaming for mercy, but if you have a look at the stock market today you'll see why.  They're getting the shit kicked out of them already and I understand heads are rolling at the head office in Toronto and even more in BC.  There's a rumour going around that the guy who laughed at dad yesterday was fired this morning, then was arrested by the police as soon as he stepped foot out of
the office building."

"Wow.  I guess Dad's happy, huh?"

"Yes and no.  I think he's still pissed, because he's been on the phone ever since he came into the office today.  I think he's trying to get a couple of politicians involved or something.  To be honest I'll be keeping my nose out that mess, just as much as I can."

"Want me to call him and ask him to calm down?"

"Nope, right now he's been talking to Frank Jamison for about half an hour and that seems to be settling him down some.  I think your friend Frank is one hell of a lawyer, because from what I can understand after translating the legalise he uses into English, he has those beggars sewn up tight.  As a result I think there may be one helluva lawsuit pending on the whole deal."

"I hope not," Tom grumbled. "I just want all the shit to stop so I can get on with my life and not have to worry about protecting everyone from crooks and thugs.  Lawsuits are a pain in the ass."

"Oh, this won't last long, not since the cops are already making arrests and laying criminal charges, but keep your head down and pass that on to Ann and JJ as well.  Not only that, but I want you to let me know what time you'll be landing here on Friday, so I can have security standing by at the airport, just in case."

"Thanks, Don, I'll let you know when I have a better idea myself.  We'll see you then," he sighed as he closed the cellphone.

When he walked into the kitchen, both Sandy and Rachel were there and greeted him quietly.

"Good Morning.  You two are up early," he greeted them.

"Morning, Tom.  We decided to head in early so we could stop at the Mallard house, which is the semiofficial name of the house where the daycare centre will be.  If you follow us in, you can stop there and see what it looks like now.  Then I thought you'd probably like to drive by the little house on the acreage too," Rachel said as Tom was giving Sandy a hug.

"That sounds good," Tom smiled as he poured himself another cup of coffee.  "Sandy, we've been warned that we should all keep a low profile today, so perhaps you'd like to come with me.  I'm going to head off to the airstrip this morning, then fly out to the cabin.  I understand heads are rolling at BP and arrests are being made, so their stock has taken a tumble, but Don called and warned me that they had an attempted break-in last night."

"Have you called Lance to ask him what he thinks?" she asked.  "I would like to drop into the office if we could, at least for a few minutes."

"No, I've been on the phone with Liz, then Harry and finally with Don.  I've got to call Liz back and then I need to call JJ, but I'm really not too happy about tying up any of the police in any way.  Not only that, but I don't like the idea of you going in to work today, since it might be risky.  If you feel it's absolutely essential though, why don't you call Ann and see what she thinks about it?  After all she may well have talked to Lance since she implied that they were somewhat involved.  I don't know if it means anything or not, but I noticed she didn't follow us back here last night."

"You know you're right, she didn't come back here with us and that's not like your big sister," Sandy frowned and grabbed her phone.

While she was on the phone with Ann, Tom called Liz then told her he'd see her and the guys at the airfield in an hour.  Before he let her go, he suggested that she should check at the warehouse and see if their packages from Victoria had been delivered yet, then he dialled JJ.

"Morning, Tom," JJ said sleepily.  "What's up?"

"Nothing much, I just phoned to pat you on the back for taking charge out at the airfield.  Good job!"

"Well, we're just setting up for a move, which is something I know how to do, well mostly anyway, but there is a difference or two.  The biggest difference is that I'm dealing with planes, trucks and hangers, not drill rigs, bull dozers and housing.  Word has already gotten out around town, so I have contractors coming out to see me, asking what we'll be doing and how soon they can bid on any jobs we might have for them.  By the way, where is that engineer you told me you'd hired?  I need her and your warehouse guy to look over our rough plans and check that they'll work out for us before we have final drawings done and we start staking out building sites."

"She'll be here sometime on Thursday, so will the guy who is going to set up my warehouse and train my staff there, but once that's done I plan to use him as my local mechanic.  Both Sami and Art are going to end up working for me at Sunrise Mineral most of the time.  I may lend them to you once in a while, if you're desperate and if you ask nicely, but I found them and hired them to work for me."

"Game on, Bro!" JJ chuckled.  "By the way, I just hired two of local guys away from you on Saturday and I have them driving your trucks for me.  How's that for a double whammy?"

"That's not what I heard," Tom laughed.  "I heard you'd leased my trucks and hired a couple of unemployed drivers to wheel them.  By the way, which of my friends did you hire?"

"Which ones?  I hired Sammy Bowman and his buddy, Jimmy Proudfoot.  Come to think of it, they did say they knew you quite well," JJ laughed.  "Shit, I should know better than to try to beat you at your own game, especially in this town because the deck is stacked in your favour."

"Well, there's no way you could have known that Sandy and I celebrated New Years Eve by going to a party at Sammy's house," Tom chuckled.  "Anyway, in about an hour or so I'm heading down to the airfield on my way out to the lease, will you be around or not?"

"Yep, I'll still be here then, now I have another contractor coming by, so I've gotta go.  I'll see you later."

Since JJ had hung up, Tom closed his phone, but it rang almost instantly.

"Morning," he growled once more, because he didn't recognise the number displayed on his phone.

"Tom? This is Art, Art Reynolds."

"Oh!  Hi Art," Tom answered more civilly.  "Sorry to sound grouchy when I answered, but the news hounds are baying at my ankles and I'm trying to avoid them if I can."

"Yeah, Sami told us about it last night and we saw your dad and a lawyer on TV," Art chuckled.  "We've had a couple of changes down here.  First off we'll be there a little earlier than we planned.  We'll be leaving sometime today, so we might have to spend one night at a motel, but we'll definitely be there before noon on Thursday, maybe even by noon tomorrow.  Secondly I'm bringing along that young guy I was talking about before, Bobby Boyer, the young fellow I was training at my old job.  It turns out he didn't have a job after all, but he's willing to drive up and talk to you on the chance of getting a job with your outfit.  I like him, he's honest, real smart and he works hard, so I was hoping you'd give him a chance.  He's twenty years old, graduated from high school and has muscles like a bull, probably because he was a hockey player at one time."

"Art, I don't know what to say," Tom sighed.  "I'm glad you folks are coming earlier than you had planned, but I can't promise your friend a job without getting to know more about him."

"He knows that and he's willing to take the chance.  He does have references you can check and he doesn't expect to travel on your dime, so he's using his car and he'll be paying his own way.  I'll be honest, he's in a tough position right now.  Without any real training after high school, he's classed as a labourer by anyone who is hiring, and labourers are a dime a dozen.  In fact even a guy with training is having a rough time finding a job in the Victoria area, so he wants out.  He was saying that if he didn't get a job with you he'd head out to Alberta and see if he couldn't get into construction again."

"So you're saying he's worked construction before?"

"Yeah, he was trying to get an apprenticeship as a carpenter, so he's done a few years of rough carpentry - framing, roofing and things like that, why?"

"Well, we will be hiring contractors, labourers and various trades out at the airfield for a short time once the weather breaks," Tom sighed softly.  "Aw hell, bring him along and we'll give him a try and for now he'll either be working in the warehouse or out at the airstrip.  If that doesn't work out, I might even take him out to the lease and use him as a labourer out there, but for now he'll be under trial.  Just warn him that I'm not guaranteeing him a job, but I'll give him a chance to earn one."

"I'll pass that on and thanks, Tom.  We'll probably see you tomorrow."

"Yeah, thanks for the heads up," Tom sighed heavily as he hung up the phone, then turned to Rachel.  "I sure hope that daycare house is going to be move-in ready soon, because you're going to have tenants here by tomorrow."

"It will be," she nodded.  "The appliances will be installed by noon today."

"Well, breakfast is ready, so let's eat and get going," Sandy said shortly.  "I'm just as interested in that house as Tom is, but we've got several other things to do today as well."

"No problem, Sandy," Rachel answered.  "I'm interested as well because the contractor promised me the house would be completely finished today, but it was almost done yesterday.  All that was left was painting touch up and appliances."

Actually by the time Rachel led the way there in her car, followed by Sandy and Tom in his truck, the painters were doing the final touch up and the appliance people were unloading their truck.  Tom and Sandy were both impressed with the place from the moment they parked in the driveway.

It was a two-story home with four-bedrooms, three-bathrooms and a full height basement.  The basement had a door at ground level and toward the rear of the house, but opening off the driveway.  The roof had new shingles and the exterior had recently been painted.  The interior had been completely redone and was neat and tidy, but not overdone, so while it wouldn't be considered a show home, it was still very nice.  The kitchen was quite large and opened onto a large dining room, with a separate living or family room on the opposite side of the house.  There was even what Rachel called a powder room on the main floor, basically a half-bath with a toilet and hand basin.  Upstairs there were three decent sized bedrooms, two bathrooms and a master suite with a walk-in closet and an ensuite - basically another full bathroom that opened onto the master bedroom.

Tom was more interested in the basement than anything, but what he found was a pleasant surprise.  The main plumbing stack was off to one side and the heating and electrical services were all toward the front of the house where the outside ground level rose, so the exterior windows in that area were tiny.  The rest of the basement was wide open and had several large exterior windows, so the main area was relatively well lit.  Since there was an exterior door and a full height ceiling, he thought that the area could easily be converted into a small daycare.

The walk-through had only taken a few minutes, then Rachel led the way to the second house and acreage that she was willing to sell.  It was definitely not in anything near as good condition as the larger home, but it was on a two-acre lot which was fully fenced.  It was much nearer town and she explained that it could be serviced by both gas and sewer in the spring.  Even at first glance Tom was concerned about the condition of the house though.  He noticed that the shingles on the roof were curling and nearing the end of their life.  Then too, although the house was stuccoed, the trim needed painting and as well both the windows and doors were in bad shape.  After they went inside, he could see that it desperately needed cleaning, painting and a full upgrade.  At least the heat was still on and it had been lived in recently, so the basic structure probably hadn't deteriorated too badly.

"I think this is a complete gut and a full renovation," Tom said quietly, "and that's without even looking in the attic or basement to see what damage might be there.  The roof is about gone and probably starting to leak.  There isn't any visible venting on the roof, so there may be mould in the attic and the trim on the outside of the house needs to be painted or maybe even replaced.  The windows are wood framed, single pane units, so the insulation is probably substandard as well.  I'm sorry to say it, but it might be simpler to demolish this place and start from scratch, so I'm not thrilled with what I see here.  I'd need to talk to a contractor to see what he thinks the house is worth, if anything.  Does it have a basement or is it on a crawlspace?"

"There is a basement, but it's not full height, maybe six feet at the most," Rachel sighed.  "I'll tell you what, I bought this place for the value of the land because it can be subdivided down to half-acre lots.  I've thought about it and it's costing me money just sitting here, so pay me what the land is worth and it's yours, then you can do what you want with the house and the acreage."

"Done, let's go see our realtor and lawyer," Tom offered her his hand and they shook on the deal.  "I'll get a contractor in here as soon as possible to see if he recommends tear-down or renovation, but either way this little house is gonna cost me a bundle before it'll be liveable."

"My gosh, but I love being around a man who can make up his mind," Rachel grinned and winked as she headed for her car.  "Let's go to town and make Adam Horowitz's and my day.  He'll get a commission and my bank account with stop haemorrhaging money."

JJ was just dropping off Ann as they pulled up to Sandy's office, so they all went inside together, then Rachel and Tom went next door to talk to Charlie and Laura.  Inside of half an hour they had Adam there as well and in short order they had hammered out a deal for Tom to buy the acreage, completely disregarding the house.  Rachel heaved a sigh of relief when Tom handed her a cheque as soon as they'd both signed the paperwork.

"The next time I think about buying a house that needs renovation so I can resell it, kick my ass, please!" she said to Adam with a wry grin on her face.  "I'm going to have the other house fixed up to suit me and that's it!  Absolutely no more renovations unless I plan to live in the house afterward."

"Well, I'll try," Adam rolled his eyes.  "The problem is you buy things and then tell me about them, usually after you've stretched your finances so thin they sing like the strings of a harp.  You didn't lose money on that deal and you won't lose money on the Mallard property either.  In fact you'll have a nice rental income on that place, especially if they put the daycare in the basement."

"Actually I was wondering if you'd consider offering Art and Josie a rent-to-own opportunity on that house?" Tom suggested quietly.  "Or if you want to sell it outright, I'm willing to back them for the down payment?  If you did that I'll buy out your mortgage and they'll be buying the house from me.  That way you'll have the cash available to invest in something else and I'll be the one taking any risk, even though I think that risk will be minimal."

"You trust them that much?" Rachel stared at him in surprise.  "You just met them last weekend for cripes sake."

"Yeah, but I also met their family and saw their home, so I saw what they do and how they act when they're around friends and family.  Those two are salt of the earth and trustworthy as I am, so I have no problem backing them for a deal like that.  Besides, both of them will be working for me in one way or another.  That means I'm positive that any mortgage they take out will be as secure as their jobs and I wouldn't have hired them if I didn't expect them to work out in the long run."

"He's got you there, Rachel," Adam grinned and winked at Tom.  "Besides, the property is worth a lot more now that the house has been renovated and if you sell to him you won't have to go through the hassle of renovating the basement to turn it into a daycare."

"Actually I've already agreed to help him handle that anyway and I said I'd help his people develop a business plan for the daycare," she sighed softly.  "Both your ideas are definitely something to think about though, Tom, so I'll promise to do that much."

Tom nodded, shook her hand again and headed back next door to look for Sandy and to tell Ann about his latest purchase. 

As he walked in the door, he saw Ann on the phone and she winked at him, then held the phone away from her mouth, as she said loudly; "Hey Franky, you got any idea where your cousin Tom is now?  I've got a guy on the phone from the CBC wanting to interview him."

"How would I know that?" Tom answered in a loud voice.  "Tom's got his pilot's license for cripes sake and he's got friends who own jet planes.  I know he and Sandy got their wedding license while they were in Victoria and she was talking about a honeymoon somewhere warm, so how far south would a GulfStream take you?  They mighta even gone commercial and flown to Hawaii maybe, or they mighta flown to Australia for all I know?  They don't tell me where they're gonna park their butts next, but then I doubt if they'll tell anyone know right now, 'cause they're avoiding the news papa-rats."

"Did you hear that, sir?" she asked as she put the phone back to her ear.  "Hello, are you there?  Dang, he seems to have hung up."

"So did the guy from CTV that I was talking to," Sandy laughed as she hung up another phone.  "Tom, let's head for the lease before they call back or someone else calls here."

"Hang on guys.  I'm coming with you," Ann said as she quickly got to her feet, then spoke loudly.  "Hey Rachel, Lil and everyone else, we weren't here this morning and you don't know where any of us have gone, or when we'll be back, okay?"

All three of them were laughing as they hurried outside and hopped into Tom's truck, which is when he noticed that Ann was carrying an overnight case.

"What's up with the baggage?" he asked.

"It's got a change of clothes in it, because I figured you'd be off to your cabin and I expect we might get stuck there overnight," Ann grinned.  "I want to see this place that JJ, Sandy and Dad have all raved about."

"Well, you probably won't need that, because I don't really plan on staying there tonight," Tom frowned.  "We've got too many people coming here in the next few days, so I have to arrange housing for them and I want to clue them in on their new jobs.  Besides that I want to be here to watch the weather, because I want to be sure I can fly down to Calgary in order to be there on Friday."

"Oh darn.  I was kind of looking forward to being out of this madhouse for a day or two," Ann sounded somewhat disappointed.

"You do know that life at the cabin is like stepping back a hundred years as far as conveniences go, don't you, Ann?" Sandy grinned.  "We use an outhouse up there, we heat the cabin with wood, cook on a tiny wood burning stove and the snow is probably chest high on a tall moose at this time of year."

"Honey, I was practically born and raise in the north, so an outhouse of any kind is better than some of the places I've had to squat," Ann grinned right back.  "From what Dad and you both said it sounds like that cabin is a castle compared to some of the camps where we spent weeks or even months.  There were times when we were out on the tundra and nothing grows tall and thick out there unless it's protected from the wind and down in a gully, which is also where the wolves and other carnivores hide.  I know what it's like to carry a twenty-gauge shotgun loaded with double-ought buck or slugs when you need to piddle."

"A shotgun?" Sandy asked with a frown.

"Yep, my old Remington 870 pump.  I had JJ put it in his truck this morning and if we're going to your cabin today, I'm taking it along," she looked at Sandy and grinned.  "I paid attention to Tom's story about you and the moose, and your stories about him and the bears, so I intend to be prepared.  That pump is deadly at short range, but I won't shoot to kill if I'm not bothered by any animal, no matter what kind."

"Oh, before I forget, Ann, if you look off to your right you'll see that little house in the big yard," Tom broke into the conversation.

"Yeah, so?"

"I just bought that today and gave Rachel a cheque for the full amount.  The bank will cover that on my overdraught, but I don't want to be charged for more than a couple of day's interest, so I'll get you to shuffle my funds to cover that when we get back to town," he said in a conversational tone.  "The house needs some work and the two acres of land can be subdivided into four smaller lots.  There's power there now and the sewer is run in on the street, but not connected to the house yet.  Natural gas is scheduled to be run in this spring.  I figured we can subdivide the property, which will give our folks from White Out an alternate site for a place to live rather than out near the airfield."

"Cripes you've still got two condos that are empty and all that space at the airfield, yet you're buying subdivideable acreage?" Ann sounded surprised.

"Hey, those condos will sell like hotcakes if we don't need them," he shrugged.  "So will half acre lots though, so I'm not worried about either investment.  The only worry I've got is finding a contractor that can repair and renovate that house fairly quickly."

"Why not use the contractor that did the renovation on Rachel's house if you can.  I was darn impressed by that place when we saw it this morning," Sandy suggested.  "I take it you're planning on fixing that little house for Linda and David?"

"Yeah, but since it needs to be fixed up, she may have to move into a condo for now," he frowned.  "Those last two condos are ready now, aren't they, Ann?"

"Yes, and you had one of the original three empty anyway, well you did up until the other day.  Russ and Liz took the first two bedroom unit and Lil wants to buy the handicapped single.  Alvin and Arnie have been staying with Russ and Liz when they're in town.  Actually I stuck the group from White Out in that third unit for the time being, just so they didn't have to pay for motel rooms.  I hope you don't mind.  To be honest, when they got here there weren't any motel rooms open, so they were all set to throw up cots out in the office building at the airfield.  I stepped on that idea in a hurry and told them about the condos, so they planned to set the cots up at the condo.  Instead of that I lent them a couple of beds, a fold out couch and some of the extra furniture that I had left over from my move, which was no problem since Sandy left so many of her things behind.  I think if Angie and Travis have their way they'll be buying that condo and living here
permanently."

"Well what the heck is that crew doing in town all this time anyway?" Tom asked just as they turned into the airfield.

"Working their buns off, from what JJ tells me.  Jim, Harry and JJ have pretty well revamped that rough plan you gave them, but now they want that engineer and the warehouse manager you hired to look it over.  The rest of them have been either hauling loads around, or else making several repairs and improvements to the hangers, the planes or the choppers, or so I understand," she said with a strangely smug look on her face.

Tom wondered about that look until he saw the Chinook as it was being pulled out of the hanger and he broke into a grin.

"Canary yellow? They painted the Chinook bright yellow!" he roared with laughter.  "Cripes, it's going to look like a flying banana!"

"JJ said that's going to be the new fleet colour, so if any of the planes or choppers do have to make an emergency landing they can be easily seen from the air," Ann giggled.  "It sure looks like it would stand out against any of the local scenery doesn't it?"

All three of them were chuckling as they got out of the truck, so Liz waved and headed their way, then Harry wanted to know what was so funny.

"Tom thinks that helicopter looks like a banana," Ann called.

"That's just what I said," Liz called back, but she was grinning.  "Poor old Betsy.  She looks like an oversized 'Chiquita' banana now, but wait until he sees the 'Tootsie Pop.'"

"What 'Tootsie Pop' is that?  What are you talking about?" Tom asked.

"Just watch," Liz grinned and pointed toward the second hanger.

Then he watched in astonishment as Ron and Donna Burke used a modified Jeep to pull the Bell Jet Ranger out of another hanger.  It was painted the exact same colour, so it did resemble something like a huge candy on a stick.

"Here you are, Boss.  Your own personal Jet Ranger, repaired, tested and certified as airworthy, so she's ready to fly," Ron called out.  "The inspector put her through her paces late yesterday and gave us a hell of a compliment about what we'd managed to do using parts from two wrecks, but we needed to replace the collective and both rotor blades, so their all new."

"Oh man, I have got to learn how to fly that machine as soon as possible!" Tom grinned.  "What do I owe White Out for the rebuild?"

"Oh, we'll keep track on the costs and let you know, but you've already paid for both wrecks and that covered most of the parts, so the repair costs won't be too bad.  We felt that we'd be getting some use out of it for the company while you're training though, so we can't give you a firm figure yet.  I expect you can probably have your license for rotary in six months to a year, depending on how much time you're willing to put in on it," Jim said as he walked over.  "Learning won't be a cakewalk for you, but we think that machine is just what you need to fly between here and your lease."

"I'd have to agree and I'm itching to get started," Tom nodded.

"Well, first I'm going to insist that you get all your ratings on fixed wing.  Liz was telling us that you have the hours to do it, so you need to get that done first, meanwhile I'll start training you to fly rotary," Jim said as they walked over to the little Bell.  "You may never use your commercial rating on a job, but as the major stockholder in the firm we'd like to see you have official qualification, just in case some customer is willing to pay a premium to have you fly them around.  Then as far as jet qualification is concerned, that can prove darn handy.  Look at your present situation for instance, if you had that rating on your license you wouldn't really need to have Russ or Liz fly with you to Calgary on Friday."

"Well considering the present situation, I'd have them along for security anyway," Tom said quietly, then asked; "Have you been bothered much by the recent publicity?"

"No, thank goodness," Jim chuckled.  "For some reason I don't think anyone has tied you in with White Out so far, but I imagine it'll happen."

"Yeah, probably," Tom sighed.  "Sorry about that.  Now to get back to important things, what have you folks been up to besides working on the choppers? I'd like to know what you guys are doing, so maybe you could give me a quick run down on what's been going on, so I can catch up to speed.  Say by the way, where is JJ?"

It turned out JJ was in the office and in the midst of discussions with a concrete contractor.  He was already working out the costs of pouring concrete foundations and floors for the hangers, storage units and new buildings as soon as the frost was out of the ground and preparations could be made.  Since JJ was busy, Jim and Harry spent several minutes explaining the recent changes in plans, beginning with their reasons for the lawsuits they had filed against the Beacon brothers.  It wasn't long before they had led him over to a display of rough sketches of the buildings and general layout of what they thought they'd end up with.  Beside that there was a large whiteboard with various tasks and scheduled goals written on it.  Some of them had already been checked off as completed.

"That's JJ's idea," Harry grinned.  "It gives everyone a series of goals to meet."

"Hmph, according to this you're planning to be completely moved down here by May first?  Isn't that pushing things a little much?" Tom frowned.

"Not really, not when you look at our normal work schedule for the spring and summer.  We have year around work for a few people, but things start to heat up in late March and early April, then May, June, July and August are really busy.  Those are normally our four best money making months, even though through July and August we're usually well into the fire fighting mode and we only recover costs on that.  When you look at that, we've got two months to get things done before we get really busy and JJ has broken the whole move down into workable segments, so we can fit those around the jobs we do have now.  The only problem we haven't found a reasonable solution for is a spare pilot to work with Russ, once Liz decides she's had enough.  Since you seem to be finding people, I imagine you've been keeping your eyes open, haven't you?" Jim sounded quite serious.

"Yeah, but I haven't been intentionally looking.  Still, I'm going to be in Calgary on Friday and we'll be staying there for a couple days, so we could check out that area for pilots.  Liz, Russ and I could easily drop around the 'Flight Deck' - that's the nickname for the local hangout for pilots near the airport.  My only problem with that is my distinct lack of knowledge of chopper pilots and I'm worried I might be bringing back someone who could be more trouble than he was worth."

"Don't worry about that too much, Tom! Dad called earlier and he said one of the flight instructors in Calgary is looking for a job," JJ interrupted.  "I know the guy personally, since he's the one who taught me to fly and shepherded me through dual engine qualification.  His name is Seth Ross, he's in his forties and went through a nasty divorce last year, so he wants out of Calgary.  He's the fellow who flew Jesse and me out here with his Learjet when we hiked out to your lease, so he's even landed at this airfield and he met both you and Harry when he was here."

"Is he a small fellow with a goatee?" Tom asked.  "I really wasn't paying a lot of attention to him that day, because I was so happy to see you and Jesse that I wasn't really talking to him much."

"He's not all that short, since he was able to get into the Air Force down in the States, in fact he was involved in the First Gulf War as a chopper pilot.  He flew rescue or something like that, probably in a Huey or something like it, because he wasn't in one of those fancy attack choppers," JJ shrugged slightly.  "I think he'd fit in here quite well, but maybe when we're in Calgary you can meet him and see what you think?"

"How did he end up in the USAF, or why did he end up here in Canada?" Harry asked.

"I think he has dual citizenship, but I'm not sure," JJ frowned.  "I know he's Jewish and his former wife was born in Toronto, which might be the reason he ended up living here in Canada."

"So he flies a Lear?" Tom frowned slightly.

"He did, but he had to sell that when his divorce went through.  I don't know if he even has a plane now."

"Are you guys planning to talk all day, or are we flying out to the lease in your new chopper?" Ann interrupted as she and Sandy stepped in the door.  "We decided we could see better out of the little one, so Sandy and I want to fly in that.  Liz, Russ and the boys are ready to go, but they thought they should wait for us to take off and travel together, that way you'll be able to learn their regular route, Jim."

"Alright ladies," Jim grinned and winked.  "We thought that would happen, so come on, Tom, it's time for your first lesson at flying a rotary."

When they went outside Tom saw that Ron had the Jet Ranger warmed up and ready to go, but he'd shut it back down again.  Not only that, but the Chinook had already lifted off and flown away.

"Problems?" Jim asked, but Ron shook his head.

"Nope, I just warmed her up, but I thought you'd want to show Tom the full procedure, starting with the walk around," Ron grinned, then he turned and walked away. 

So Jim took Tom around the chopper and showed him what he should look at and what he should be aware of, then they both climbed into the chopper.  For a few minutes Tom was getting a full rundown of what the controls were and what they did.  It was actually quite different from flying a plane, starting with the fact that the pilot of a chopper sat in the right seat, not the left.

Next Jim explained that what Tom wanted to call the 'stick' was called the 'cyclic' on a helicopter.  The cyclic adjusted the pitch of the rotor blades, depending on their position in relation to the central hub of the rotor.  That angle changed during rotation, but all blades would have the same angle of attack or incidence at the same point in the rotation, so by shifting the cyclic they could change their direction of motion.  Once the copter had lifted off, the cyclic was used to move either forward, backward or toward either side and did it without changing the direction the helicopter's nose happened to be facing.

"It's probably easiest to think of the spinning rotor as a disk, which is providing the lift, while the cyclic is providing you with control over direction.  So whichever way you tilt the cyclic, mechanical linkage will tilt that disk, and that's the direction you're going to move," Jim explained.  "However at the same time you have to realise that the disk doesn't really tilt, instead the whole chopper tips because the rotor shaft is integral with the aircraft.  What changes is the angle of the blade during its rotation, so when you move the cyclic forward, the disk tries to tip forward and the body follows.  As a result the angle of thrust pulls the aircraft forward, backward or to either side, depending on whichever way you shift the cyclic control."

After that Jim explained the 'collective' lever, which changed the pitch angle of all the blades equally and increased or decreased their lift no matter where the cyclic pitch was set.  If the machine was sitting level, they could use the collective to either climb or descend, but if the helicopter's nose was pitched forward it would cause them to accelerate at the same time as the machine climbed.

"If you want to use the disk analogy again, then you could try to think of the collective as a means of increasing or decreasing the overall lift of that disk.  In other words it controls the amount of power applied to whatever setting you've made with the cyclic, creating more or less lift as you change the setting of the collective lever," Jim shrugged slightly.  "On some copters, mostly those with piston engines, the throttle is used in conjunction with the collective, but on this one the throttle is set within a specific range and you do any changes to speed or lifting power with the collective.  Actually the engine on this machine produces more power than the drive train can handle safely, so the engine has been derated to safe levels.  I'll show you that as we go through the startup procedure.

"Now if you consider the idea that angle of attack of the rotor governs the direction of flight, you'll realise that it's possible to fly sideways or even backwards at full speed.  That's where the anti-torque pedals come into the scheme of things and they do that by changing the amount of power to the tail rotor," he pointed down toward the two pedals on the 'floor' of the cabin and grinned.  "I'm sure you realise that without the tail rotor, the body of the chopper would spin in the opposite direction to the rotor, so those pedals control the amount of power going to the tail rotor.  By adjusting the anti-torque pedals the pilot can swing the body of the chopper to align it with the direction of our flight, which makes life a lot easier, since most people prefer to fly forward, not sideways.  That's probably because you can control the bird a lot easier when you can see where you're going and don't have to compensate for your physical orientation."

At least the 'anti-torque' pedals looked something like the rudder pedals in a plane and served the same purpose since they controlled the direction the nose of the chopper was pointed.  Then Jim told everyone to put on their headphones, turned the key and hit the starter button, holding that down and gradually adjusting the throttle as the engine spooled up.  He was watching a gauge in front of him that was marked in percentages, not rpms, and when it hit 100% he stopped increasing the throttle even though the gauge had some distance to go.

"The power gauge actually measures the safe operating range of the gearbox and bearings that drive the rotor, but the engine is capable of more power.  In effect that additional power is available in case of emergency, but it's dangerous to use it, because that might damage the gearbox, in fact you could destroy it.  That would mean you'd have no power at all and the machine would crash, so it's best not to use it unless you're in a life or death situation and you feel like gambling.  Now, since Ron already warmed this bird's engine and gearbox to operating temperature and all the readings on the gauges are nominal, she's ready to fly," he said as he adjusted the collective slightly and Tom felt the whole chopper lift until they were hovering.

"This is actually the toughest manoeuver to learn to do well, because every little shift of the breeze or tiniest current of air wants to move us around," Jim explained and smiled as he shifted the cyclic stick from side to side and back and forth, but each motion was tiny and relatively slow.  "You have to be careful not to over-control any motion, otherwise, you'll skitter around wildly and it's extremely easy to get into trouble.  This machine is much easier to control than the Huey though, so it's a good machine for you to learn on.  Now, let's go flying."

And with that he brought the collective up, then pressed the cyclic stick forward just a little and the helicopter rose, then moved out and away from the hanger. After that he swung the chopper to face down the runway.  Then, followed by a billowing cloud of fine snow blown up from below, he tipped the rotor forward and increased the collective even more.  In less than a minute they were a thousand feet up and swinging around to pass west of Bear Creek, then southeastward toward Misery Flats.  As they travelled, he tried to explain something of the gauges and controls in the cockpit, but was often interrupted by comments or questions from either Sandy or Ann, yet he remained patient with them.  Finally Tom caught his eye and winked at him, then rolled his eyes.  Jim smiled and nodded slightly, but he carried on answering any questions directed at him, only from then on his comments weren't nearly as technical or as detailed.

Tom knew that Jim had been trying to give Tom his first lesson and neither Sandy nor Ann had realised they were interrupting anything.  Instead they were simply quite excited by the ride since it was probably the first time either of them had ridden in a helicopter and they hadn't meant to be a nuisance.  Actually Tom had taken in quite a bit already and now just watching Jim operate the controls he was learning more and more as time passed.  He had definitely picked up on the fact that Jim 'babied' the controls, using delicate motions that sometimes took several seconds to complete, yet he was able to make extensive changes in height, angle or speed.  It happened so smoothly that Tom was quite impressed with Jim's ability and from what he'd already seen he was happy that Jim had offered to be his teacher.  Next time though he wanted to be the only other person in the little aircraft, that way they'd both be able to concentrate on the job at hand.

"Did you want to land at Misery Flats today?" Jim asked as they neared the area.

"Yeah, I would, if you don't mind.  By the way, how is this baby for fuel consumption?"

"Well, we started with a full tank of fuel and we've been flying at about a hundred knots, but the fuel gauge has hardly dropped.  Even if the gauge isn't accurate, we'll still have well over three quarters of a tank.  At that rate we're probably good for at least another three hundred miles and probably more, why do you ask?" Jim asked.

"I was just thinking that we have fuel here now, and I was wondering what sort of hassle it would be to fill the tanks from a tanker truck if we ever needed to," he pointed to the tanker, reefer and flatdeck sitting side by side, then he frowned.  "Darn, I forgot to tell anyone that there's an Atco trailer coming in today, but it has to be unloaded soon because Don needs the flat deck that it's being shipped on in Kamloops by Friday.  It would have been best if we'd been ready to unload it, so the driver could take the trailer back today."

"Your brother Don warned JJ about that trailer, so he had Liz and Russ load the lifting cables and chains into the Chinook this morning.  I understand that trailer is being brought in for Alvin and Arnie, but I think they're just planning to offload it here for now.  I also understand they forgot to approach you about that, so it might be wise to let them handle it for now, that way they'll have a chance to talk to you before moving it to the lease," Jim suggested.

"Oh heck, I was supposed to mention that darn trailer to you.  The guys had a tentative idea, which got complicated because Alvin and Arnie mentioned it to Dad, who pressured Don into getting the trailer shipped out here so soon," Ann said via the headphones.  "They had no idea Dad was going to do that, so when JJ told them it was arriving here this morning they were as surprised as you are."

"What sort of unit is it and why do they want it?" Tom asked.

"From what I understand it's set up like one of the surveyor shacks Dunn-Redding used to send out to isolated areas. Surely you know the ones I mean.  They're set up as a temporary housing arrangement with a tiny kitchen on one end, a little living space in the middle and bunk rooms on the other end.  I think the guys planned to set it up as a gatekeeper's shack or something that would allow them to watch the incoming trail for trespassers, but I'm not sure of that," Ann explained.  "Maybe they just wanted it out there so they could be independent and not have to crowd into the cabin, I don't know."

"Hmm, the idea that they want to be independent makes some sense, but the gatekeeper's shack doesn't, not at this time of year," Tom heaved a sigh.  "I'm going to have to have a talk with them and another talk to Dad because I want to know what the hell people are bringing out to the lease.  I don't want people bringing in shit like that and spreading it all over the place.  This is not a rape and pillage operation like Dunn-Redding has had in the past where all sorts of shit is brought in, then dumped and forgotten when the crew leaves.  We're dealing with untouched wilderness and I don't want to ruin the ecology of the region just because it's convenient.

"The only reason I was bringing in those trailers was so we could use them until we can set up something that fits into the surroundings, then I want to ship them out again.  They were to be a strictly temporary measure that would be set up in one area, then in a year or two they'll be moved out and sold because they're full of plastic and shit that I don't want left on the lease.  I want pollution kept to an absolute minimum on the whole area, not just selected parts of it.  In other words I don't want to kill off all the wildlife or cut down all the trees, instead I want to try to live with nature as much as possible.  Hell, one reason I use planes and choppers to transport things is because they don't need roads and I don't want to make it easy for others to come in and ruin the place.  The whole idea is to use the best form of technology we can, that way we can make our lives easier without screwing up the ecology."

By the time Tom had finished his rant they had landed near the Chinook and he saw Alvin headed his direction, so he stepped out of the Bell and nodded in the big man's direction.  The smile on Alvin's face disappeared as soon as he saw Tom's expression though and it seemed to fluster him a bit.

"Hi, Boss.  What's the matter?" he asked.  "Did I do sumpin wrong?"

"Maybe, but it might not have been intentional," Tom rolled his eyes.  "Was it your idea to ship one of the Atco trailers out here at this time of the year, or was it Dad's?"

"It wasn't mine, that's for sure," Alvin said quietly.  "I did mention the idea of settin' up a guard shack that'd overlook the trail runnin' from here to your lease to your dad, but I figgered we'd have a couple of months to build a lil cabin there.  I mean nobody with any sense would try to travel that trail at this time of year and if they did tackle it, they'd probably die on the way.  Not only that, but we'll have a helluva hard time settin' up a trailer when everythin's froze up solid.  The problem is if we leave it sittin' here one of the local idjits will decide it'd be warmer'n his cabin an' we'll end up with a squatter or two breakin' in and ruinin' the bloody thing."

"Oh, we'll have to move it, and we can always clear the snow from an area, then set it up on blocks or logs to level it temporarily.  I take it you guys will want to use it for a bunk house once it's set up, or will you? If you do, we'll set it up on the plateau near the cabin, that way we can give each other mutual support in case of any kind of problem."

"Umm, yeah, if it's out there an' set up, we'd sure want to use it."

"Fine, but just unload it here for now.  Meanwhile we'll go ahead to the cabin, but first I need to have a talk with Harvey about what's going on up here.  For now you can carry on with whatever you were doing," Tom turned away then and headed for the store.

"Jeez, he sounded pissed," he heard Arnie say.

Then he heard Ann's loud comment; "He's bloody well got a reason to be pissed! The man has a lease, for crying in the sink, so if you do something that the government doesn't approve, he could lose it.  Not only that, but he has to pay for the damn trailer.  So have the decency to ask him before you do something stupid, especially things like making deals with Dad.  When you do that the whole deal looks like you're doing things behind Tom's back!"

Tom had to snort at Ann's reaction, but it was probably better for her to ream out Arnie and Alvin than to do it himself, so he let it pass and walked on out of range of the conversation.  As he passed Hattie Armstrong's cabin Hank Anderson was standing at the fence, so he paused and said hello.

"Hello Tom.  Hattie and I was wonderin' if our boys were here today, so I was thinkin' o' wanderin' up there, then I seen you comin.  Wanna stop in an' have a cup o' coffee?"

"No, I'd better not, but I'll send the boys down here when I go back up there.  Right now I have to go talk to Harvey.  Before I do though, how are you and Hattie doing this winter?"

"Nothing to complain about, except that we're both havin' some twinges of arthritis.  Hattie's got two extra boarders this year though, Meg Wilson and Alphabet Zebrynski.  They had a chimney fire and their cabin burnt down about a week ago.  Thankfully neither one of 'em was hurt, but they lost most everythin' that was in ta house.  I dunno what they're gonna do come spring, but since they ain't plannin on leavin' right now, I'm bettin' they'll be stayin' here an' rebuildin.  O' course that's mostly 'cause Al was workin' a decent claim, so he has some money put away, but on top o' that he's a stubborn son of a gun who don't give up easy."

"Well, I have to see Harvey as soon as possible, but I may drop around to see you in a while, okay?"

"Sure, yer welcome to drop by any time.  Hattie will be upset if ya don't, but don't worry about it if ya can't.  She'll calm down."

Tom gave him a quick thumbs up, then set off to visit the general store and talk to Harvey.  Since it was a warm day there were a couple of old timers sitting on the porch and Tom paused to say hi and chat with them for a few minutes before he went inside.




Chapter 27

Luckily Harvey was alone in the store, so Tom had his immediate attention.  First Tom warned him that the trailer would be coming through and asked if his truckloads of tools and equipment had caused any problems.

"Far from it," Harvey grinned.  "Your brothers have both been great about letting me know if a truck is coming in and I've been able to get fresh fruit and vegetables brought in for almost nothing.  The whole community thinks it's just great because we're getting supplies a whole lot easier than usual and everyone seems healthier than normal for this time of year.  Not only that, but your trucks are something interesting to watch.  In fact a lot of the folks are wondering just how big this mine of yours is going to be."

"That's good news and bad too," Tom nodded, but frowned.  "You can tell anyone that asks that a lot of the things being moved in now will probably be moved right back out at a later date.  I'm just lazy, so I use men and machines to do a lot of the rough work I want done.  So far I've only proved up on one small claim and although I have a big lease, it could be a dud area.  The guy who had the lease before me said he spent quite a bit of time there, but only found a trace of colour in one of the streams and I followed that same stream to find my claim.  So you can tell them that up until now I've invested well over ten times as much money in the place as I've taken out in gold.  If it wasn't so dang pretty up there I'd have probably have given up by now, but I like waking up and seeing relatively untouched forests and wildlife everywhere."

"Oh, that won't be what these folks around here want to hear," Harvey sighed.  "I think more than one of them was dreaming about asking if you were considering the idea of bringing in a few experienced prospectors.  I know the couple who lost their house last week were hoping to meet you and ask about that."

"Hmm, I was talking to old Hank about them and that wasn't what he was saying, in fact he made it sound like they were talking about staying here and rebuilding.  Anyway, talking about them, how would you like to put together a care package for that couple, just a few hundred bucks worth of essentials that they'll need.  I'll gladly pay for it.  I imagine they're short of decent clothes, coats, boots and things of that sort since I heard they lost pretty well everything they had in the fire.  Pack it all in a box and seal it up like it was shipped in and I'll add a note for you to paste on the outside, but  I won't sign my name to it, since I want it to be anonymous.  Maybe you could have the truck driver that's coming through this afternoon drop it off to them," Tom pulled out his personal chequebook and wrote a cheque for five-hundred dollars.  "I figure you'll have a lot better idea of what they need and how to get it to them than I will though, so I'll leave the
selection and delivery up to you."

"Are you sure?"

"Yes, could I have a slip of paper, please?"

"Tom, before you go ahead on that, I have an alternate suggestion," Harvey offered.  "What would you think of the idea of Meg and Al looking after your fuel and freight transfer here for now?  In any community there always seem to be a few people whose ethics aren't so high that they won't give in to temptation and try to 'borrow' things that belong to others and we do have one or two folk like that around here.  You said you've got a trailer coming in here today, so we could set that up on the little lease where you have your fuel and supplies.  I'm sure they'd prefer that to having to start building a cabin in the winter and next spring you could easily move the trailer to your claim and they could build a cabin or whatever else they want to do.  They're reliable people and both of them are hard workers that I'd recommend to anyone.  That idea does three things, it gives them a place to live and jobs they can handle for now, but it also helps your operation."

"You know that's a helluva a good idea," Tom smiled.  "Use this cheque to start a fund for them anyway.  I'll go talk to them to see if they're interested in a job, then if they go for it, I'll call JJ to let him know what I'm doing and I'll have my people set things up here."

The two men chatted for a few minutes then, discussing just how to set up an account that the couple could use to buy supplies and necessities, but it wasn't long before Tom was heading back outside.

Hattie's cabin was crowded when Tom got there.  Alvin and Arnie had brought everyone who was heading for the lease in to meet their parents so there were a dozen people in the small house.  That didn't prevent Hattie from greeting Tom with a huge hug and then dragging him over to meet Meg Wilson and Al Zebrynski.

Tom was surprised that both Meg and Al were quite young, not much older than he was.  Meg was a short, muscular woman with mousey blonde hair and a preoccupied look on her face.  Meanwhile Al Zebrynski was nearly as tall as Tom, but much thinner, with a darker complexion and jet black hair.  At the moment he looked determined, almost as if he had a permanent scowl on his face.  The first thing Tom did after being introduced to the new couple was to offer them the job of looking after the fuel and supplies that would pass through town.  Then he brought up the idea of them using the Atco trailer that was coming in that day and was surprised at their reaction.  They liked the idea of having a job, but next spring they wanted to either build a cabin on the lakeside lease if the job became permanent, or else rebuild the cabin on their claim and work that.

"Eventually both of us would like to have an opportunity like Alvin and Arnie do though, working on your claim when you need help and exploring your lease when work is slack," Meg piped up.  "We can easily sell our claim here in Misery Flats."

"So like most prospectors, you want to go where the grass is greener, do you?" Tom grinned at her.

"Not so much that as the fact that we are working long hours to make very little money on our claim and it's a placer claim, not hard-rock mining, which is what we want to do.  Zeb is a hard-rock miner like you, not a placer miner like me," she answered instantly.  "We've been working our claim to build up a stake, but now that we have one, we need to build a new cabin and completely restock, which will wipe out our stake.  It would make sense to move on now, if we could, then we could build that new cabin in a place where we might remain for years.  I can't see that happening here, because this whole area has been prospected for years and no one has found the mother lode.  Zeb thinks the colour we're finding is from glacial deposits, dropped here during the ice-age when the mountains were scoured by glaciers."

"Zeb?" Tom asked.

"Better Zeb than Al!" 'Al' snapped.  "If I am to be called a short name it should be part of my real name, not a stupid joke that was made just because I have many letters in my real name.  Truly I am Vladimir Ludwig Zebrynski, but Zeb or Vlad will do."

"Okay, I can live with that," Tom said seriously, then grinned and winked.  "Well, if I call you Zeb, not Al, at least I won't get you confused with Alvin."

That drew a smile of sorts, but then Tom had to tell them about some of his plans for the next year and the fact that he didn't want to have a stampede of prospectors intruding on his lease.  As well as that his plans included the fact that he would probably need someone to work in the Misery Flats area for most of the summer and perhaps into the fall.

"I can't have more people moving to the lease right now, since we don't have housing for them, but we're going to be moving a lot of supplies through here in the next few months," Tom explained.  "What I need right now is a couple of people who can keep an eye on the things moving through town and going to the lease.  It won't be a hard job or anything, just keeping an eye on the loads coming through here in trucks and containers, then helping to shift the supplies into the copters so they can be flown to the lease.  Heck, there are loads of materials and fuel here now and I don't have anyone who can keep an eye on it so nothing gets stolen.  I know that winter in this area is tough and while I wouldn't want to accuse anyone of being a thief, I also know that the temptation to 'borrow' various things is going to be there.  For instance the jet fuel in the tanker truck could be burned in an oil stove and while the tanker is theft resistant, it's not theft proof, so I need a pair of
security people.  If you two want the job, it's yours, because it helps me out and it helps you out.  We'll have to wait until next summer before we can see what happens about you moving to the lease, because a lot of things could change between now and then."

Needless to say Meg and Zeb jumped at the chance, then it was a matter of arranging the details such as wages, supplies and so on.  First off Tom shanghaied the Atco trailer that was coming in that day for Meg and Zeb to use and arranged to have it set up near the trailers and containers which were parked on the outskirts of town.  Next he sent the Chinook off to the lease and told them to bring back the bobcat that was there with the front end scoop and the loading forks.  Right then they needed it in Misery Flats so they could clear a space to set up the Atco trailer and Zeb could use it to clear the snow from the loading site during any future storms.  When Arnie started to complain about needing the bobcat at the mine, Tom pointed out that they had another bobcat in Bear Creek which could be moved out to the lease on the Chinook's next trip.  Finally he took his new security workers down to Harvey's store and bought them winter gear, then set up an account at the store so they
could buy supplies and essentials as well.

As a result inside of an hour of landing at Misery Flats Jim, Tom, Sandy and Ann were climbing back into the smaller chopper and leaving town.

"And so builds the legend of Lucky Dunn," Ann commented with a chuckle as soon as everyone was wearing their headphones.  "He flies into town and inside of an hour he rescues two people down on their luck and sets himself up to save money while doing it."

"Oh for cripes sake, Ann, give it a break!" Sandy barked.  "I could see you trying to think of a way to help them out of that mess and so was I.  Tom just beat us to it."

"Yep, I was about to offer them the same job, but in my case I wouldn't have been able to do it until spring when we've had a chance to look over the Lonesome Lake site more closely," Jim said quickly.  "Anyway, where to, Tom?  Do you still want to fly to your lease now?"

"Yeah, I do.  Let's head for the pass east of town and I'll get you to take it slow as we fly over that section.  I'm not sure if it's possible, but I'd like to check to see if a single lane road could be built through that pass without going to major expense.  It would save us a lot of money if we could bring in most of our supplies by road, because flying them in is darn expensive."

"Well what about Frank's idea of bringing supplies by boat from Bowman's Bluff?" Sandy asked.

"That's another idea I want to look at, but we'd have to find some way to have a road climb the cliff at the bottom end of the lease," Tom glanced back at her and smiled.  "We'd have to run up one of the valleys that comes in on this side of the lease and the road will probably have to be blasted out of the rock just to manage the grade, so I'm not sure that's even possible.  Then I imagine we'll need to build a bridge or two as well, because we'll probably have to cross a small river.  I have an idea that a road from Misery Flats will be a lot easier, but there might be a good reason to have them both."

"Well, where do you want to go from here?" Jim asked as he slowed when they swung over the pass east of Misery Flats.

Tom was able to direct Jim's flight path for perhaps a mile or two, then he just shook his head.  Even though they were flying at slow speed he soon found he was confused by the snow cover and the fact that he was trying to remember a trail he hadn't hiked for a year.  Not only that, but his perspective was wrong since he was high in the air, so once more he called off the attempt.

"This just won't work, Jim, there's just too much snow on the ground.  I can't make out the trail from this height, so let's just cruise along well above the valley and I'll keep an eye out for major grade changes.  I might have to hire Johnny Bowman to look it over on foot, but I won't do that until after the spring melt."

"Is he a surveyor?"

"Yeah, he and his dad both are.  Johnny and his wife have been doing some fur trapping up on my lease this winter and they're looking after the cabin for me at the same time.  I'll have a chat with him about the road project later today," Tom nodded.  "For now though I think we can just fly along this valley toward the Mirror, then I can take a look at the lower end of the gorge as well.  I know the left side of the valley is passable, but it might require a lot of work to make a roadway in a few places.  Right now it's the bottom half of the valley on our right-hand side that I'm questioning, because that will give me an idea of whether it's worth having Johnny do a survey to see if a road can be run in there.  If it can be used, we can get down to the lake and we can haul in part of our supplies by using that boat Frank bought."

"I thought you were supporting the store at Misery Flats?" Jim frowned slightly.

"Oh, I am, but let's face it, I think Misery Flats has a fairly bleak future.  Our assistance will help for a while, but unless there's a small strike close by in the near future, I'm afraid there just won't be enough customers in the area for Harvey to be able to afford keeping his store open.  In fact he told me he was looking at closing up this summer if things didn't improve," Tom was frowning now.  "Actually there isn't a lot I can do for him either, except help to reduce his shipping costs.  As long as our shipments are coming through there by truck or later on, after we're using the airstrip we can help him a bit, but we aren't really his customer base.  Misery Flats is really just a stopping point for us and I'm not in the business of supporting others with no gain for our bottom line.  Charity is fine, but business charity of that sort sucks rocks and costs money."

"Well, JJ was already talking about finding someone to act as the agent for White Out at Misery flats and even having some people acting as ground agents in other areas.  Part of that was because of a discussion about forest fires and emergency rescues, but it was also mentioned as an idea of drumming up business.  Misery Flats was brought up because we're thinking of having fuel and supplies stored there, so the agent would be there primarily to deter any attempted thefts, besides helping with transfer problems.  You've already handled that by hiring Meg and Zeb though."

"Well, having someone at Misery Flats will be useful to me for now, but I'm not sure I like the idea of using that technique anywhere else.  Let's be honest, White Out is dependant on the weather to a large extent and I don't care to have too much work backlogged.  In the last few months White Out has almost doubled in flight capacity and I'm not sure we'll have enough business to fully utilize the planes and choppers we have now.  Once I have a working system in place for the lease and the mine, Sunrise Mineral will be a lot less dependent on our heavy haulage capability and right now I seem to be White Out's main customer."

"Actually I'm glad we haven't been as busy with rescues as usual, because we do have a huge move on our plate.  That's actually been my main worry for the last month, but having you buy the resources you have and bring in JJ has relieved that a tremendous amount of pressure on Harry and me.  I don't feel we've overreached our customer base by any means.  By mid July I expect we'll be wishing we had even more capacity than what we have now.  In the past we've had to farm out flights once in a while and I hate doing that, since there are times when you lose customers to competitors that way.  This year we're far better off for equipment and other than being short a regular pilot or two who can act as relief, we'll be able to handle most of our long term jobs a lot easier than in the past.  Of course that depends on getting our move done fairly smoothly and relatively quickly," Jim sighed softly.  "I can tell you that you've become a darn important part of this business and
once you get fully involved up at your lease, we're going to miss your input something fierce.  I don't know how, but somehow you seem to be able to turn problems into opportunities and I haven't seen that with JJ yet."

"Oh, I think you should give JJ a little slack.  He hasn't even got his feet wet as far as this business is concerned and I think he'll surprise you when he gets fully settled in."

"Hmph, you're right there.  For a guy who is so new to the business, he sure knows how to make an impression.  During the first real discussion we had about the move, he convinced Harry and me to hand that whole process to him because he explained how to clear up about six problems in as many minutes.  As it is now, he's planning for work that won't be coming up until April or May, so he's definitely an asset that we've needed."

"Well, he's done a lot of that sort of thing for Dunn-Redding, so I'm not surprised," Tom answered, then leaned forward and frowned.  "Hey' isn't that a snowmobile track crossing the ice on the river?"

"Um hmm, two of them and from the way the snow drifting onto the tracks looks, I'd say they came upstream along the left bank, then headed back downstream on the right.  Do you want to check them out, just to see that they aren't in trouble?"

"Well, I know the track on the left was roughly following the trail we used to get to the lease, so let's follow the one on the right.  Besides checking that the snowmobilers aren't in trouble, if a snowmobile can use that trail, we might be able to turn it into a road next summer and that would be darn good news for me."

"Good deal, and I agree that we should check to be sure they aren't having problems.  Didn't you say your guy's wife was pregnant?"

"Yeah, April is pregnant, but she wasn't showing that much when I last saw her and if she's driving one of those snowmobiles, I can't see how she'd be having any problems.  Those darn things aren't exactly the smoothest machines to ride and I doubt if Johnny would let her drive one if she wasn't feeling well."

"Okay, I suppose you might be right.  Those tracks are all over the place though, so I'm not so sure you could build a real road along that stretch on the right.  Look, the tracks turn up that gully, then cross over and come back down on the other side, but they're a lot lower down the grade when they returned.  That's a major grade change on the main valley in a very short distance."

"Well, we're almost down to lake level, let's gain some altitude and swing to the right, then head down the lake.  I think those snowmobile tracks are heading for Bowman's Bluff."

As soon as they climbed higher, they could see a single snowmobile far down the lake, but it was following in the tracks of another.

"There's only one machine, so I'll bet that those tracks were made by one snowmobile.  It came from Bowmans Bluff earlier and now it's heading back.  Since the wind isn't blowing, you really can't tell if the tracks are new or a couple hours old," Jim said.  "Maybe that's someone who had been visiting your friends or something of that sort.  What do you think?"

"Well it looks like only one person and you might be right, it appears to be a visitor from Bowmans Bluff, so let's head back to the cabin and see if Johnny and April are okay.  That snowmobile still has at least ten miles to go, so we can go check that everything is all right at the cabin and still beat whoever it is to the Bluff if we have to."

Ten minutes later Jim was landing the Jet Ranger  off to one side of the far bigger Chinook, so they could head for the cabin.  They had to be careful though because Arnie and the rest of the copter crew were still unloading the Chinook.  It looked like Johnny and April had been helping, but when Jim landed they came over to greet their visitors.

"Klahowya Tillicum," Johnny greeted them with a mock salute.  "Did ya happen to see my big sister on her skidoo on your way in?  She's gonna be pissed that she missed you, cause she just left here a short while ago.  She come up to check that we was okay and give April a look over to see if she were havin' any problems, but everthin' looks good.  In fact she said she could hear the baby's heart pumpin' on her stethoscope, so things is lookin' good there too."

"If that was Milly on the snowmobile, she was almost half way down the lake when we came through the pass," Tom grinned at him as they shook hands.  "Now I'd like you to meet a few folks.  This is Sandy, my fiancée, and beside her is my sister, Ann.  Next to Ann is Jim Burke, head man for our chopper business at White Out Wilderness Services.  We're just here for a visit today, but Sandy and I might be back here soon, maybe as soon as next week."

"Hiya folks. This is my woman, April," Johnny said, then frowned as he looked closely at Tom's face. "I hear someone tried to kill you last week, so what was that all about?"

"How the hell did you hear about that?" Tom asked in surprise.

"Oh, t'other copter pilot an' his wife told me 'bout it.  Said somebody shot ya, but all they did was knock ya out, so one o' yer guys buried the bastrich with a snow blower, then took ya to the hospital.  Next day he said you jumped outta the hospital bed an' beat the hell outta two more guys what come to finish the job," Johnny grinned.  "You should ha heard Milly laugh when I told her 'bout it.  She said that's what happens if ya send two lil weasels to try to kill a hyass puss-puss."

"So now you think I'm a mountain lion, do you?" Tom laughed.

"Naw, yer more like a grizzly, kinda the high mucka muck o' the mountains.  Anyways, what's goin' on with them sneaks what come after ya?"

"Oh just a bunch of crap stirred up by a big company that wants to come in here and drill for oil or gas, but I'm not about to roll over and let them ruin the area," Tom shrugged his shoulders.  "That's being taken care of."

"I don't think they know what they bought into," Ann snorted. "Attacking Tom like that pissed off our whole family, so we're all on the warpath.  Between Dad and Tom's lawyer buddy, they're kicking ass and taking scalps using the television and the stock market, so they've already got the bastards on the run."

"Well, I don't understand what's going on," April frowned.  "Are any of those guys going to be coming here, so we can get in on the fun?"

"Oh, Honey, I like you, but there's almost no chance they'll show up here.  The guys we're talking about are tenderfoots and they know better than to come into the wild," Ann laughed.  "Now, how about showing me this fancy cabin my brother built, because that's why I came along with him today."

So April led Sandy and Ann off to see the cabin while Tom, Jim and Johnny went back to help unload the Chinook, then load the bobcat along with the loading forks and the front end scoop.

"Russ, when you guys get back to Bear Creek there's another bobcat there with a backhoe attachment as well as forks and a scoop.  That's the one I want out here at the lease, so if you have time after levelling a spot and setting up that trailer in Misery Flats, bring it back here, okay?"

"No problem boss, not if that Atco trailer is at Misery Flats.  You want that set up near the tanker and reefer, don't you?"

"Yep, but eventually the reefer comes here and we'll clear a space for it back in the shade of the tall trees, then we can use it as an ice house.  Once we have electrical power, we can install an electric motor in place of the diesel unit, then we'll have year round storage for meats and stuff of that sort.  That'll give us a modern version of a winter cache of food.  As soon as we can we'll build a log building around it to protect it from the weather and animals, like bears and what not,"  Tom explained.  "Now lets go inside and see if there's a coffee pot on."

"Actually Tom, if we're going to get all this done today, we need to get going," Liz argued.  "We can grab a coffee and lunch back in Bear Creek while we're getting a refill of fuel for Ol' Betsy.  She's going to be thirsty today after all the work we're making her do."

"Well, don't push yourselves too hard.  That second bobcat doesn't have to be here today.  Tomorrow is soon enough for that, but I would like that Atco trailer to be set up in Misery Flats, if at all possible.  That way Meg and Zeb can move into it and have some independence.  They were pretty much under the weather and being able to have a place to call their own should give them a bit of a boost."

"You've got it, boss.  If that trailer is there, we'll get it set up for them," Alvin said sharply.

He obviously had to fight off the urge to salute, but Tom pretended not to see Alvin's arm twitch, instead he nodded his head and waved at the copter crew.

"We'll see you guys later then, but I still want a cup of coffee," Tom winked at Jim and Johnny as he turned to head toward the cabin.

He was quite pleased at what he saw when he stepped inside the cabin.  The floor had been sheeted with plywood and the ceiling had been covered with panelling.  Then he noticed the low voltage lighting around the edge of the room and saw that a bigger desk had been set up for the new radios.

"You guys have been busy," he commented.

"Yep, did stuff the way you wanted too," Johnny grinned.  "The wife made dang sure I was fussy and fit everything right.  The cat an' the ferret ain't happy with me though.  There ain't no mouse holes in the edges of the floor no more, so they ain't gettin' no chance to hunt any o' the lil' buggers no more."

"Unless we open up the trapdoor to get something out of the cold storage," Alice giggled. "Then both Ebony and Houdini scramble past us and go hunting in the crawlspace.  I usually prop it open a bit and let them go down there for a short while every couple of days.  I don't think they find many mice any more, but they sure did when they first started going down there."

"They didn't get along too good at first, but they learned to team up and work together when they're huntin' mice.  One of 'em will prowl around and chase the mice while t'other waits in ambush," Johnny grinned.  "They even sleep together on the foot of our bed now, but they don't like usin' the same litter box."

"They each have to have their own food bowl too, but when they can, they both seem to love to sneak over and steal for the other one's food bowl," April laughed.  "It's the same dry cat food in same sort of bowls, but I suppose it seems to taste better if they can steal from each other for some reason.  I think they're funny as all get out."

"Well, I'm glad they stopped fighting each other," Tom smiled.  "Say, where did you put the solar panels and batteries for the lighting and the radios?"

"Arnie mounted the solar panels on the wall below the roof overhang and on the logs of the step in the roof line.  He was able to climb out through the bedroom window,so he didn't have to climb a ladder to get onto the roof.  We've even made a push stick and a brush that we can use to make sure the snow doesn't build up on the solar panels or on the roof in front of them," April smiled.  "I helped by making that while Johnny and Alvin rigged up the batteries."

"We put all them batteries side by side in that pan you had made fer 'em," Johnny grinned.  "See that plywood box on t' edge o' t' bedroom floor?  That box is the cover fer the batteries an' t' fancy pan they sits in.  We stuck it there cause it's close t' the middle o' the cabin for the length of wire in the runs an' wit' t' gap between t' ceilin' an' t' bedroom floor it'll allus be warm.  Not only that, but it's close ta t' solar cells an' still easy ta get ta if ya wanna check things.

"Them LED lights ya brung don't hardly use no power at all, but we still broke em up inta bunches and put in switches on each bunch.  Then we put up three o' them lil' flood lights in t' kitchen, one duz t' stove top, another'n duz t' counter an' one t' sink.  We've bin usin' t' radio a bunch in t' evenin' too, but there allus seems ta be lotsa power in t' batteries, so yer solar panels is dang good'uns.  We bin using t' CB ta talk ta the famly at t' Bluff most ever' night too, so yer new antenna is a humdinger as well."

"How did you mount that antenna so the wind doesn't blow it over?" Tom asked.

"Oh, I dun that myself, but it's sorta mickey duck, just four long logs, notched out an' laid atop each other, shaped sumpin' like an' X & O game starts, with the base o' t' antenna bolted ta that.  Then I strung some thin cable from t' antenna ta some ready-rod I drove inta the ground on an angle.  Come spring ya need ta do a concrete base up on the hill behind the cabin, then I bet yu'll be able ta talk ta Bear Creek, no problem ayetol."

"I'm sorry to interrupt, Tom, but it's starting to snow, So we need to either cover the engine intake of the chopper or else head back to town," Jim said as he stared out the window.  "Do you know what the forecast was for today?"

"Possible light snow flurries, but you know how that can be," Tom frowned.  "You're the pilot, what do you think we should do?  If you think the storm might be too heavy we can easily stay here for the night."

"I'd like to at least be back in Misery Flats and that's not far, just a few minutes away for the Jet Ranger and I'd like to leave before the ceiling gets too low."

"Well, let's go then, because I agree with you, although I'd rather be in Bear Creek if we're going to have snow.  Sandy, Ann, what do you think?  Do you want to stay here or head back?"

Both Sandy and Ann grabbed their coats, so after a quick goodbye to April and Johnny, they all hurried out to the little chopper.  It started almost instantly and they lifted off as soon as the engine and gearbox was warm, then headed for the pass through the mountains toward Misery Flats.  There was hardly any snow falling in the pass and the clouds were well overhead, barely brushing the tops of the surrounding mountains so Jim made good time.  Once they were through the pass they didn't bother to approach Misery Flats, just close enough to see that the Atco trailer had been set up and that the Chinook had left, then they made a beeline for Bear Creek.

Back at the airstrip Tom had a brief discussion with Russ and Liz and they all decided that it would be best for everyone to hang tough for the time being, just in case a storm developed.  Tom, Sandy and Ann headed back to town while the rest of the crew went looking for jobs around the hangers for the rest of the day.  After dropping Ann off at her house, Tom and Sandy picked up Rachel at Sandy's office and headed for home, arriving there shortly after three in the afternoon.

Grabbing a sandwich and a cup of coffee, Tom headed for his office and his telephone.  The rest of his day was a flurry of telephone calls and e-mails, but he did accomplish quite a bit.  First he talked to his stock broker and double checked that he could easily free up half a million if he needed to have it in the next week.  Next Tom called the contractor who'd been working for Rachel on the daycare house, but was turned down when Tom asked if he could work on the house on the acreage.  Then he talked to Harvey to be certain that Zeb and Meg were going to be okay in the Atco trailer.  Next he called his dad, then Don and finally Frank, just checking with them to be certain that no surprises had arisen during the day on their case against BP.  He'd hardly hung up from the last call when his phone rang and he let it go to the speaker, but it was Art, so he picked up.

"Hi Art, what's up?"

"Oh, I was just calling to let you know that we made it to Cache Creek today, but we found motel rooms and we're going to hole up here for the night.  It's getting dark now and the snow is falling heavily enough to make the roads slippery, so we decided to pack in the drive for the day.  Be darned if I want to see anyone get into an accident and that moving truck has all of our worldly goods in it, so we're playing things safe."

"That's perfectly understandable and I think you're smart to take a break and wait for this little storm to pass.  I understand it's not supposed to be too bad, but who knows what the weather will do.  By the way, I was out and walked through your new house today and it looks great.  Everything in it is brand, spanking new, new paint, new flooring, new appliances, the whole ball of wax. You've got four bedrooms on the second floor and a full basement which is already legally cleared for use as a daycare.  We just need to build whatever Josie and Linda want to have down there."

"Gee, are we going to be able to afford that? It sounds awfully big and quite expensive."

"No problem, after all I'm the guy who will be paying your wages, so I'll make sure you can afford the rent.  Right now I'm trying to buy that house and if I do I'll offer you a rent-to-own deal on the place.  In that case I'll hold the mortgage and you'll pay me, but I guarantee that if you're working for me you'll be able to make the payments under any circumstance," Tom assured him.  "I need someone like you and I need someone like Josie, so you two are just what the doctor ordered.  Don't worry one second about costs, I'll make sure that you can afford it and then some because I'm effectively hiring Josie as well.  Since she's going to be running the daycare, that means fixing up the basement of the house is part of my expenses.  Then I'll subsidize the place until there is enough income to cover the running costs and the wages for Josie and Linda."

It took a few minutes for Tom to calm Art's worries, but he wondered why Art was worried now, considering that he'd committed himself so fully to the new job.  Still, once he was off the phone with Art, he recalled the fact that Sami now had a new cellphone, so he called her.

"Hello? Who's this?"

"Hi Sami, it's Tom and I'm on my office phone.  I'm assuming that you're travelling with Art and Josie, so I have to ask, are you where any of the rest of the group had overhear what you're saying?"

"Nope, I'm in a room of my own.  Why, what's up?"

"Oh, I was just talking to Art and he seems a bit wound up and worried, so I was wondering if there was anything I should do to calm him down?"

"Naw, he's just got 'new job jitters' an' he's a bit of a fuss budget, so I'm guessin' he takes a lil' while to settle into anythin' new.  Then we was a few miles outta town here an' run into a snow squall, so the highway got a bit slippery.  Don't you worry boss, I'll calm him down in a lil while when we go eat, but by then Josie'll probably have him calm an' cool anyways.  Tell ya the truth, he's a good man an' havin a fuss budget runnin' yer supply chain is a good deal, so don't you worry none.  He'll settle down soon enough, Just give him the work to do an' stand back," she drawled.  "The question is, how're ya doin' an' by the way, how'd ya know my number on this new phone?"

"I got the number from Liz and I'm doing just fine now that I'm not being bugged by TV news anchors.  I think my sister and I sent all the news vultures off on a wild goose chase this morning, so if they are still hunting for me they'll probably be checking all flights to Hawaii and Cancun.  Besides, you know how they are, most reporters have got the attention span of a butterfly, so by now they've probably forgotten that I even exist," Tom smiled, feeling much better about Art and the others.  "By the way, my brother is really looking forward to meeting you and picking your brain about construction details on the new construction planned for the airfield."

"I'm kinda lookin' forward to that myself.  I picked up a booklet on BC buildin' codes, which is what I was glancin' through when you called.  Dang, but they've got some fussy codes an' buildin' requirements here in this province."

"Good for you!  To be honest, there are some building codes that I don't think are fussy enough," Tom sighed slightly.  "I'll talk to you about it, but make a note that I'm going to want to be certain that we don't have any pollution from the airstrip getting into the little lake on the property, so drainage could be a problem.  If we do pollute the lake, the government could shut us down in a minute, which means I'm going to be real fussy about floor drains and things of that sort.  Unfortunately we use that lake for landings and takeoffs of float planes, so refuelling is going to be a real bugbear for us.  Then as well as that I don't want an accidental fuel spill on the airstrip to pollute the lake either, so we're going to have to work out a way to have grease and oil traps on all of our drains.  As well as that, I'm something of a safety nut, so you'll need to get copies of the latest safety procedures and dictates for anything else around the hangers."

"Fair warnin,' Tom, an' I'm glad you pointed those out to me, cuz I'll be just as fussy.  Oops, somebody's knockin' on my door, so I s'pose they wanna eat.  Kin I call ya back later?"

"Sure, but call me on the cellphone please, Sami.  I'm not sure I'll be coming down here to the office later on tonight."

"I kin do that."

"Okay then, talk to you later," Tom said with a sigh, then hung up the phone.

He stayed in his office for nearly another hour though, just making notes and upgrading some of his files, but was upstairs in lots of time to catch the five o'clock news as everyone ate supper.

The news about a major shake-up at Bulldog Petroleum was discussed, and mention was made that their stock prices had fallen drastically in the past twenty-four hours.  All the broadcaster really knew was that Bulldog Petroleum 'might' be facing a full audit and in-depth investigation by the federal government for unfair business practises.  One or two members of parliament had supposedly sounded off in the House of Commons about BP's actions, but there was nothing definite on that front either.  The news anchor said that a total of nine people had been confirmed to have been either charged or arrested over the affair, two worked for BP itself and six worked for affiliated companies.  As well as that an independent lawyer had been taken into custody on related charges, but the connection of that arrest to the BP affair was unknown. In fact none of the charges of any of the individuals had been made public at the present time.

The reason they seemed to find it so tantalising was that they had been able to trace the facts connected to three people who they knew were somehow involved in the case.  Only all three of those people had died very recently, two of them being murdered and the third dying in a gun battle as he tried to escape over the border into the US.  Actually they knew all about those cases and a lot more, because someone had interviewed Muriel.

She hadn't added any details about the present situation, but she had given the interviewer a fair description of Tom's background.  Muriel mentioned that Tom had left home at the age of eighteen, finding work as prospector for a large firm in the summer and studying at UBC during the winter for the next five years.  She explained that he'd earned a pilot's license during that time, then mentioned that he'd been given the name 'Lucky' Dunn while prospecting.  She joked about the fact that he'd disappeared for a year after graduating, but when he'd reappeared he had registered a gold claim, then bought Sunrise Mineral to obtain the lease in the Cariboo Mountains.

"I think that's when Tom's troubles started because that greedy bunch of Brits want that lease something fierce.  I'm fairly certain that the lawyer that got killed in jail, the politician that tried to shoot Tom and the gangster that fled over the border, then got shot by the Washington Border Patrol are all involved somehow, but I can't prove it," Muriel stated flatly.  "If you can find out how those three dead men are tied together I think you'll have the answer to the whole mess.  I think Tom can probably explain more than I can though, so why don't you ask him about it?"

When asked if she knew how to contact Tom, Muriel laughed. "You fellows are the ones who said that Tom and Sandy just got a marriage license and got married, so ask yourself, who would you tell where you were going on your honeymoon?  I'll bet it wouldn't be anyone in your business office, because that's one time you don't want to be disturbed.  Now if you'll excuse me, I have work to do."

As well as Muriel's and Jack's comments, CBC and several other broadcasting corporations had supposedly received a series of faxes which contained rather damning information about BP.  Unfortunately that information hadn't been verifiable, so the broadcasters couldn't publish it at the present time.  In other words those faxes contained little if any substantiated information and almost none was available from official sources.  That meant little or no verifiable facts were known, other than those mentioned by Muriel or those Jack Dunn had indicated were also a concern to Dunn Redding.

Then toward the end of the segment, Sunrise Mineral was again mentioned, but no firm reasons were given other than a tentative connection to Dunn Redding.  Sunrise Mineral and Tom were connected through Jack's speech because he'd said that Tom's company had helped block BP's attempt at a hostile takeover of Dunn Redding.  However reference was made to Muriel's interview which had mentioned Tom and Sunrise Mineral quite extensively.  As a result Tom was being sought for an interview, but the CBC assumed that he'd gotten married in Victoria on Monday afternoon, then had flown to Hawaii from Vancouver sometime Monday evening.

Tom had to laugh at the last comment made by the broadcaster who said, "It would appear that the young man who lit the fire which has produced all this smoke does not like publicity.  He also seems to be something of a recluse who appears and disappears at will.  Let's just hope that he reappears soon, so we can hear his side of the story."

Tom, Sandy and Rachel were still discussing what was being said when Tom's and Sandy's cellphones both rang at almost the same instant.  Tom's call was from his dad, who angrily demanded to know why Tom and Sandy had married in Victoria and why the family hadn't been invited.

"Dad, we just bought the license, but we aren't married yet, so cool your jets and back off!" Tom snapped, but then explained.  "I think Muriel was trying to throw off the news hounds by hinting that we were on our honeymoon.  How they got the idea that we had flown out of Vancouver and were now in Hawaii is a mystery to me."

"Well since you have the marriage license, why not come to Calgary a day or two earlier and get married here.  If you were here earlier, you could get these news outlets off our back a lot sooner too.  They're driving us nuts!" Jack snapped right back.

"In the first place the marriage license is for British Columbia, not Alberta, so we can't get married there.  Secondly, I've planned to be in town on Friday, not earlier.  For instance, Sandy and I have a half-dozen new employees coming into town tomorrow, which means we'll have less than two days to get them settled before JJ, Ann, Sandy and I leave town.  We have to show them their new residences, introduce them to their new co-workers, as well as everything else that comes with settling new hires," Tom sighed.  "You're the guy who wanted into the action when I told you my plans, but you started the ball rolling earlier than I had planned, so if what you've done has created problems for you and Dunn-Redding, it's not my fault.  I still plan to be there for the Friday afternoon farewell party for JJ and Ann, so I'm planning to make my statement to the news outlets sometime before Friday noon.  Just to make you happy, we'll try to be there by late Thursday afternoon, but no
guarantees, okay?"

"My gosh, you don't do anything by halves do you?  You're already hiring several people, but then I suppose spring is just around the corner and you do have a big move coming, don't you?  Just do me a favour and get here as soon as you can, and I guess we'll see you then," Tom's dad sounded less uptight than he had been.  "Oh, your mother wants to talk to you."

Tom didn't even have time to say goodbye or anything else before his mom was on the phone.

"Tom, if you and Sandy aren't having a church wedding, why don't you get married out there by a judge or whatever, then we'll have a second family style wedding here on Saturday or Sunday?" his mom suggested.

"Mom, I think you'll have to talk to Sandra about that one, because she is the one who wanted to keep our wedding simple.  She went through a big formal wedding when she married Sheridan Lister and look how that turned out, so this time she wants a very simple wedding in front of a few friends and relatives," Tom looked at Sandy, who frowned at him, then shook her head and mouthed the word, no.  "Sandy's on the phone right now as well, but I just got a headshake from her, so I think she has her mind made up.  Still, why don't I have her call you later?  That way she can explain exactly what she wants."

"Well, what do you think about my idea?" his mom asked.

"Mom, it doesn't matter to me at all.  In my opinion we became a couple the moment she accepted my ring and put it on her finger, so everything after that has been a bonus," Tom sighed softly.  "I really can't see that our relationship is going to be any different after a wedding ceremony than it is right now, because as far as I'm concerned marriage and divorce are just customs.  They are simply another way for the government and the churches to manipulate people in order to keep some form of control over the general population.

"When you get right down to the bare facts, according to the federal government the only real difference between a 'legal' marriage and a common law marriage is a year of cohabitation.  Since Sandy and I have lived in the same residence, shared costs and slept together for most of a year, we're already well on the way toward the federal government considering us to be a married couple.  As far as I'm concerned the only benefit that a marriage provides which we don't have now is a shared last name for our children.  Other than that I consider the whole thing to be religious and political malarkey, however since Sandy wants to get married, I'll go along with her wishes."

"Isn't that a rather cynical outlook, Tom?"

"Perhaps it is, but living out of contact with anyone else for months on end gave me a lot of time to think, Mom.  There was no one to talk to and I had to find some way to keep myself sane, so I spent a lot of time taking a critical look at our civilization and considering how it affected people.  Amongst other things I looked at were politics and religion, but I soon realized that they're related, in fact they are conjoined at the hip and each depends on the other.  One of the major institutions where they interact heavily is with regard to the laws concerning marriage.

"If you get down to the bare facts of the matter, marriage has become another government tax scheme instigated and supported by the churches.  First you pay a hundred bucks for a marriage license here in BC.  Then you pay seventy-five bucks to a preacher or marriage commissioner for basic costs and twenty-five bucks an hour for any additional time it takes him to prepare for and perform the ceremony.  Oh yeah, you also have to pay a mileage fee if they have to travel and that's another twenty-five bucks an hour.  All of those charges are a form of taxation on the two people getting married and all formal marriage really does is allow the government to exert another form of control and collect more money.  They charge to 'allow' you to get married, then charge you for a divorce if you break up, but in between those two events the only thing you gain is the right to share a last name and balance your tax burden.

"However since Sandy and I each make far more than the minimum amount for tax purposes, taxation benefits don't enter the picture in any way because we can certainly afford to pay the taxes.  But, if you consider a pair of young people who aren't as well off, the expense of a marriage can a darn heavy burden to bear.  Even an inexpensive marriage can cost a young couple a thousand bucks and might cost their parents several thousand more.  For what?  For the rather weak guarantee that the relationship will last and that the young couple's children will be raised in relative security?  Instead for a young couple who are earning minimum wage, that extra expense could actually become the wedge that drives their relationship apart.

"You might consider me to be antisocial, but being 'officially' married is not a big thing in my books.  Since it gives a form of legality to our relationship and gives Sandy a feeling of security, I've agreed to go through the whole process, but it won't change my basic feelings about our relationship.  As far as I'm concerned that issue has already been established.  I consider the pair of us to be a couple now, so having a few words spoken by a third party means very little to me.  As far as I'm concerned Sandra is the person you should talk to about any changes you may want to suggest about our marriage plans.  I'll do whatever she decides is necessary."

"Alright then," Tom's mom sighed.  "Is she still on her phone?"

"Yep, I think she's talking to her mom," Tom looked at Sandy, who winked and nodded.

"Well since I'm talking to you on your father's phone and he's looking antsy about it, could you ask Sandy to call me later, please?"

"Sure, Mom.  I can do that, but it might be a lot later."

"That's okay.  We'll probably be up quite late.  Bye for now."

"So long, Mom," Tom closed his cell and sighed.

"Tom, Mom wants to know.  What religion are you?" Sandy asked.

"Catholic, I guess.  Well, Dad was raised in a Catholic orphanage and Mom was raised Catholic, so I went to that church as a kid whenever we did go to church.  Later on we only went to Midnight Mass and stuff like that, but you know I don't go to church at all now.  I guess you could say I'm a lapsed Catholic if you want, why?"

"That's okay," Sandy grinned again.  "Mom called because of that newscast about us being married and she started to ask when and where, so I told her the report was BS, but that I was pregnant.  It turns out she knows the young priest who just moved out here from home and knows that he is now over at St. Joseph's here in Bear Creek.  She's been talking to him and he's met your brother and your father, so she was thinking we could be married in that church.  If we were to make arrangements with him to have it in a couple of weeks, then we were to fly out to get them, Mom and Dad will come to our wedding."

"Sure, as I told you, you're planning the wedding, my job is to plan the honeymoon.  Oh yeah, I was supposed to tell you that Mom wants to get her fingers in the planning pie, so she wants you to call her back."

"Maybe I should get your mom and my mom together and  …  no, to hell with that.  I'll tell them what we're doing and warn them to keep their fingers out of this pie.  The only thing that bothers me is that I'm divorced and I know the church doesn't like that.  I don't think the priest will go along with having me remarry."

"Well, were you married in the Catholic church?"

"Yes, why?"

"Okay, how long were you married and can you have that marriage annulled by using the facts that Lister was unfaithful as well as a drug dealer, a crook and a wife beater?"

"Hmm, I think an annulment would take longer than a couple of weeks, but it's worth a try.  Look, I'll talk to Mom, then I'll call your mom and I'll talk to the priest tomorrow, how's that?"

"Sure, that's fine, but if he won't cooperate, I know Reverend Sims - well, I know him as Greg Sims, but he's the preacher at the United Church just down the street from your old house.  I know he'd love to have the two of us marry in his church, so if the Catholic priest won't marry us, we can go to him and set up a church wedding.  If a church wedding is what you want, we can manage it one way or another."

"And we can fly out to get my folks if it all works out?"

"Yeah, we've got the Lear for a month, so if they've got a landing strip nearby where I can land on wheels, we can work that out."

"Thanks, Tom. Did you hear all that, Mom?  We've got our doubts about being able to marry in the Catholic Church since I was divorced, but Tom knows the preacher at the United Church and he's sure we can be married there," Sandy gushed.

Tom didn't hear any more of Sandy's conversation though, since he was answering his phone rang just then.

"Tom, It's Linda.  I don't know what you can do, but I'm scared.  That guy I was telling you about who raped me and got off, then came into the restaurant and made like he was shooting me knows where I live.  I'm not as scared for me as I am for David.  I think that bastard thinks David is his son and I don't know what to do.  Dad called the RCMP, but they say there isn't really much they can do until the bastard actually does something physical."

"Take it easy gal.  Start at square one and tell me why you think he's after you now," Tom spoke firmly and quietly.  "In the first place, do you know the guy's name.  What does he look like and where is he from originally?  Oh yeah, one other question, why are you certain that he knows where you live?"

"Oh, he's from Viet Nam and came over here with his parents when he was a kid.  His name is Nguyen and I think his full name is Tang Nguyen.  He looks Oriental and I saw him on the street right out in front of the house.  I'd been out getting the mail from the community mail box just down the street and was heading home when he came driving by with a carload of other Oriental and Southeast Asian guys, all of them just kids.  I don't think he recognised me, because it was cold and dark.  It was raining, so I was wearing Daddy's rain coat, which has a big hood, so he probably couldn't see my face.  He drove past, went down the street and turned around, so I saw him coming and going.  He called on the phone though, just a few minutes ago, about 'his son' and he threatened to kill me and my folks if we don't give him 'his son and heir,' so he can raise him properly.  What can we do if the cops won't do anything?  Can you help in any way?"

"So he knows where you live then and you saw him clearly?"

"Um, he might not know which house is ours because there are more houses on the street than street numbers, but he has our phone number.  It was definitely Tang Nguyen, though,  I'd know his face anywhere.  I'm so scared, because it was him and he was right here on our street.  Daddy is on the other phone calling the neighbours and we're all trying to think what else we can do.  Daddy has his shotgun loaded and sitting near the door, but I don't know how that will help any.  There were at least five or six guys in that car and I'll bet each one of them has a gun."

"Just hold on a second would you, Linda.  I'm going to try to get you some help, but I need you to hold the phone for a second while I talk to someone.  Don't hang up though," Tom said as he saw Sandy ending her phone call.  "Sandy, could you talk to Linda for a minute, she was out getting the mail and saw her rapist driving up and down her street, so she's terrified.  I need to call both Lance and Frank to see if I can get some help for her and her family.  They need help, because it looks like they're being hassled by another East Asian gang or maybe it's the same one for all I know."

"You can use my phone and I'll talk to Linda," Sandy said instantly, swapping phones as she spoke.

So Tom grabbed her phone and dialled Lance McDonald's personal cellphone, but was surprised that it was answered instantly.

"McDonald here.  Who is this?  I don't recognise the phone number."

"Hi Lance, it's Tom.  I have some more Oriental or Southeast Asian gang trouble, or rather my ex and my son have the trouble, but they're in Central Saanich, not Bear Creek.  To make a long story short, one of the guys who raped my ex is demanding that she give up my son because he thinks the kid is his rape child.  He's even threatened to kill Linda and her parents to get the kid, but the RCMP down there don't seem to be taking the threat very seriously.  The thing is, Linda saw the bastard driving up and down the street in front of their house, then the bastard even phoned her to threaten her about what he wants.  I thought you might be able to stir things up down there for me."

"Shit, more gang trouble?  That's all we need.  Leave it with me, I'll get on it."

"Well, tell the officers in Central Saanich that as soon as I can get my 'private army' mobile and get them out to the airstrip, I'm flying down there myself.  I'm not going there to cause trouble though.  All I'm going to do is get the Schmidts and my son out of town.  In fact I'll bring them back here, but considering turnaround time, we probably won't be back until midnight or later."

"Hey, getting them out of town is an excellent idea, but remember that you just suffered a concussion, so don't push yourself.  In other words I'm agreeing with what you're planning to do, but take along a spare pilot in case you get tired."

"Oh, I intend to.  I'll have Liz or Russ fly everything but the take offs and landings.  I'd even have them do that, but neither of them is used to landing on snow-covered landing strips at night."

"Okay, that's smart of you.  By the way, are you taking along the 'A' team as well?"

"I plan on it, why do you ask?"

"Oh, the paperwork your dad and Frank Jamison instigated came back so they can carry protective weapons, but for now that would be shotguns or tasers, not rifles or pistols.  They can travel with you as armed guards, but to make it legal, you need to be carrying some of your gold ore or else a bundle of cash.  Liz and Russ are covered too, so the only one who can't legally carry on public property is you, but I understand your grandfather is working on that."

"Oh for cripes sake, what is my family going to think of next?  I hate that idea of having armed escorts."

"Tom, you are no longer just a prospector.  You own a working gold mine and you transport raw gold.  You are also a millionaire who was shot just last week, then attacked by a thug who wanted to slit your throat.  Face it, you are a target for crooks and thieves.  So are your family members, including the son that you are off to rescue.  Which reminds me, you need to get off your ass to do that right now and I need to phone the Central Saanich RCMP.  I'll talk to you more tomorrow," then Lance hung up.

Tom turned to Sandy and offered to swap phones, wanting to tell Linda what was going on, but first he asked Sandy to call Liz and the gang to tell them they were flying that night.  Then he added that they were all rated as armed guards, but only for shotguns and tasers, but if they didn't have shotguns he offered to bring some from his collection.

Once Tom was on the phone with Linda once more, he explained what he wanted to do.  She agreed with him quite readily, but wasn't sure her parents would be willing to spend a week or more away from home.

"Can I talk to your dad then?  Maybe I can convince him to come along to see where you'll be moving," Tom suggested.

It took a few minutes, but after explaining that a similar gang had nearly killed him just the previous week, it sank in that Mr. and Mrs. Schmidt were in danger.  Besides, Tom mentioned the idea that they'd said they missed snow, so he suggested that they consider this trip as a brief holiday.  Surprisingly that seemed to be the argument that convinced the stubborn old man to change his mind.

He'd hardly gotten off the phone to the Schmidts when Sandra was telling him that Liz wanted him to bring along a couple of shotguns, so he nodded and gave a thumbs up signal.  Meanwhile he was dialling Frank Jamison's personal number.

"Hello, please hang on.  I'm in traffic and I won't talk on the cell and drive.  Please wait while I pull over," was the message Tom heard, so he waited and listened to the sound of traffic noise for a few seconds, then Frank was on the phone.  "Hello Tom, sorry about that, but I've pulled over so I can talk now.  Do you have another problem that I can help you with?"

"Yeah, I do.  I think you already know the basics, but when I left university I had a few dalliances with a young woman named Linda Schmidt and unbeknownst to me she got pregnant.  She didn't find out she was pregnant until after she'd been raped by a gang of East Asians, led by a guy named Tang Nguyen, who got off of the rape charge on a technicality.  I recently learned about my son David when we happened to eat in the restaurant where Linda was working.  Then I discovered that she has been threatened by Nguyen, but I assumed the threat was only while she was at the restaurant and since she quit her job, I thought she and my son were safe.  It turns out I was wrong, because just this evening he upped the ante and threatening to kill her and her family unless she gives him control of my son who he believes is his.  She complained to the Central Saanich branch of the RCMP who told her father that they can't do much unless Nguyen does something physical.  This evening
he's driven past the house where she lives with her parent's with a carload of gang members and has threatened her on the phone.  As a result I consider the danger to be real and I'm going to fly down there to bring Linda, her parents and my son back to Bear Creek, but right now she is unprotected.  Can you help?"

"Yes, I certainly can since the Nguyen gang are associates of Sung Yee's gang.  I just need her name, phone number and address, then I'll call the Central Saanich RCMP and light a fire under their butts.  After that I'll call Judge Leviers and ask him to have his people review the original rape case in light of recent happenings, because this opens a new can of worms because it sounds like Nguyen is admitting to his guilt.  Meanwhile, I think I might see if I can also hire a security firm to give some extra protection to the Schmidt family."

"The cost of this one is on me, so see that I'm billed for your time and the security detail," Tom said firmly, then read off Linda's contact details.

"We'll discuss the costs tomorrow, now I need to get my butt in gear and you need to get to your plane," Frank answered, then hung up.

While Tom had been on the phone to Frank, Sandy had called Liz to let her and the crew know what was going on, then she'd called JJ to have him get the airstrip crew out and to ready the Lear.  At the same time Rachel had gone down to the basement, then brought up two 12 gauge shotguns and some ammo already loaded in hard cases for transport.  As Tom was pulling on his coat, Sandy told him that she wanted Linda and David to stay with them in the spare bedrooms and that Linda's parents could stay with Laura for now.  Then Rachel was handing him the two shotguns, so Tom was on his way in moments and at the airstrip inside of half an hour of Linda's phone call. When he got there, he found JJ, Jim and Harry had the Lear outside and Liz was in the cockpit warming the engines.

"Everyone who is going is onboard, the strip is already plowed and we've got seven different vehicles lined up on the left edge of the runway with their lights pointing down the field for lighting," Harry announced as Tom was boarding the jet.  "What time do you plan to be back, will it be tonight or tomorrow morning?"

"Tonight if we can, it'll probably be late though, so we'll call.  Thanks for everything everyone has done in such a short time, but we've gotta go.  We'll see you later," Tom shouted, even while he was lifting the boarding ladder and closing the access hatch.

When he looked around the passenger compartment he saw that Russ, Alvin and Arnie were dressed in their uniforms, then was surprised to see Lance there in his RCMP uniform.

"What's up Lance?  Are you flying with us?"

"Yes, we'll talk later," Lance snapped.  "I'm hitching a ride to Victoria to help out there, but I won't be flying back with you.  I need to head to the BC head office, because I want to become the new Police Chief at Bear Creek, so I have to resign from the RCMP.  Now, let's get going."

When Tom got to the cockpit he found Liz in the right-hand seat, so he frowned.  "Wanna swap seats Liz, because I'm just doing takeoffs and landings?"

"Nope, since you're just going to be flying to Cache Creek for now.  Sami was on the phone to Alvin when Sandy called, so the Lieutenant insists on coming with us," Liz shrugged her shoulders.  "This bird looks ready.  Temperature is almost up and I did the walk around, so everything looks green to go."

"Oh, hell!" Tom sighed as he dropped into the left-hand seat and put on his headphones.  "Pilot's plane.  Buckle up everyone.  I'm in a hurry."

"Liz, I'll take her up to altitude, then you'll have control.  I want you to put the pedal to the metal and tickle the carburetor with your toes on this flight.  Russ, once Liz takes over, you can get your ass up here and I can drop back to talk to Alvin, Arnie and Lance.  Then we're heading straight to Victoria.  We don't have to time to waste by making any detours.  Besides, as far as I know there are no airfields at Cache Creek, so Sami can suck it up until tomorrow.  I think she and I need to have a chat about who pays the bills and gives the orders in this outfit.  Either that or she can discover that doors work both ways," Tom growled as he taxied out to the end of the runway, then swung the plane's nose toward the far end of the airstrip.

Meanwhile back on the ground all eyes were on the Lear as Tom virtually attacked the takeoff, and attack was definitely the best descriptive word for what happened.  The engines surged from a grumble to a roar, then the brakes were released and in only seconds the airstrip was clear of anything but the swirling snow stirred up by the speeding jet's rapid liftoff.

"There goes a man on a mission," Jim said quietly as they watched the receding lights on the jet's wingtips swing across the sky and head south.

"Unh huh, if he'd had afterburners I think he'd have used 'em," Harry nodded.

"Yeah, it's times like this when you can see that Tom is definitely my old man's son," JJ sighed knowingly.  "I pity that poor gangster if Tom ever meets the guy who threatened his son."

"Yep, I haven't seen him this angry since he was about ten years old, so he doesn't often lose his cool," Ann added.  "Just ask those two punks in the hospital what meeting him is like when he does go into action though.  That's one reason why Lance is in the plane with them.  I warned him what might happen if Tom gets his hands on this new punk, so since Lance had to go to Vancouver anyway, he invited himself along."

"Do you think Tom might lose his temper and become physically dangerous?" Harry asked while wearing a frown.

"As Ann said, ask those young gangsters in the hospital if he can be dangerous when he is attacked, or ask any of the predators that have attacked him out on his lease," JJ snorted.  "He'll let most people take a first swing, but after that he'll fight tooth and nail for what he feels is right.  He has limits that simply can't be crossed or he goes for the jugular."

"Personally, I'm happy about that," Jim said shortly.  "Now let's go get those vehicles off the airstrip and put away.  Then I think we should have a cup of coffee and talk about landing lights on the strip, because I think we might need them over the next while.  From what Liz said, that Lear is going to live here for the next month and maybe longer."

"What do you mean, maybe longer?" JJ asked with a slight frown.

"Liz caught part of the conversation Tom had with his old boss.  It seems the company he used to work for owes Tom a whole pile of cash for finder's fees and residual payments on claims he registered under their name.  From what she overheard, NorEast Mining offered an even trade for the Lear as settlement of their debt to him," Jim shrugged as he led them off toward the first of the cars parked on the edge of the landing strip.  "I haven't asked Tom about it, and I can't see him having much need for it, but I'll give you a clue about what his old company thinks of him.  Jake Stern of NorEast Mining charged him a buck to lease that jet for the month.

"Now JJ, before you get all worried about him having a license to fly anything like that, your brother is already rated for single engine, float, inclement weather and instrument flight.  On top of that, Liz checked his logbook and he has the hours to go for his ratings on dual engine, commercial and he's within ten hours of the time needed for jet engine.  In other words the only other ticket he might need to fly anything we have is rotary, and as eager as he is to earn that, I'll bet he'll be legally flying his Jet Ranger to his lease and back inside of a year."

"The only people working here who will have more ratings than Tom will be Liz and Russ and their ratings are through the military, so the only extra rating they'll have is for instructor," Harry added quietly, then chuckled.  "And to think that not too long ago we were all making plans to teach him to pilot a single engine, tail dragger."

"Yeah, and knowing Tom he has more aces hidden up his sleeve to surprise everyone with," Ann chuckled. "Anyway, you were mentioning landing lights, how much will they cost us and are they worth having in the long run or are they just an added expense that we won't really need?"

That question led to a heated discussion that lasted for hours that evening and grew to include several disparate ideas of what services White Out Wilderness Services should offer in the future.  Meanwhile Sandy was having another lively discussion, but it was carried out in a three-way phone call with her mother and her future mother-in-law concerning the proposed wedding.  At about the same time, Tom, Lance, Alvin and Arnie were arguing over the governments restrictions on carrying weapons as the Lear jet flew south-south-westward above the coastal mountains of British Columbia.

Needless to say an interesting interlude was had by all.  Unfortunately all of those discussions were dependent on factors that had yet to be resolved, so none of those exchanges came to a satisfying conclusion for anyone involved, at least not that evening.




Chapter 28

After a smooth flight to Victoria, Liz made an equally smooth landing, then taxied to her assigned tie-down spot.  Tom arranged to have the fuel topped up and asked for a guard to be assigned to the plane.  Then the group headed for the airport car rentals where they rented two small sedans and a cargo van which only had driver and shotgun seats, but also had cargo tie-down points.  Since Liz and Russ knew where to go, Tom had each of them drive one of the sedans and had Alvin and Arnie ride with them.  Meanwhile Tom and Lance hopped into the van, then they all drove the short distance to the Schmidt household.

Tom wasn't at all surprised to be pulled over at an RCMP roadblock at the end of the street leading to the Schmidt household.  However as soon as he and Lance explained who they were and what they were there to do, they were quickly waved through the roadblock.  Then to Tom's relief he found that the Schmidt's were ready to start loading their baggage into the van and the cars as soon as Tom's crew pulled in.  They had even dismantled and packed David's crib.  Since almost everything was ready to load, Tom's crew, along with a couple of security guards and another RCMP officer formed a human chain to shift the baggage into the van.  Of course the first time Tom reached to pick up something Liz barked at him because she knew the doctor had told him to take it easy for a week or so.

"These guys won't let me lift anything heavy and I'm healthy as a horse, so suck it up boss.  When the doctor clears you to work again, I'll let you help me carry my share," she growled at him.

Tom was feeling useless when Linda came up to him and held out David for him to hold.

"Here, you can hold your son, Daddy.  I know he's not too heavy for you to carry and if you're holding him, I can help with the loading.  Oh and just so you know, I decided I might as well move to Bear Creek now as later, so I'm taking all of our winter and early spring clothing with us tonight." Linda announced.  "I thought I'd better move the most important things now, then Mom and Dad can pack up the rest and bring it up later.  They're only visiting for a few days at this time, but they're thinking of moving up there themselves."

"Well, as long as your baggage isn't much over fifteen-hundred pounds, the plane can handle it," Tom shrugged.  "What do you think Liz, can we carry all of this gear safely."

"Yeah, if we don't have much more than this.  None of us have any baggage, so that gives us some leeway and Lance is staying here, so that gives us even more weight allowance.  I'll bet we'll use the whole landing strip when we get to Bear Creek though, because we'll be coming in hot and heavy."

"Oh I think we can land just fine," Tom shrugged.  "Even when the runway is plowed, it hasn't been swept, so there's two inches or so of unpacked snow and that slows you down more than you'd expect.  We've got just over a mile of runway too, so as long as I don't use the brakes hard enough to start a skid, we'll be fine.  I was more worried about that seven and a half-ton max weight at takeoff than anything else, especially since I had the tanks topped up, which means we're also packing a full load of fuel."

"Yeah, I took that into account," Liz winked at him.  "I've had lots of practice at estimating loads over the last few years and looking at this, you don't have to worry about weight, we're still in good shape."

"That's why I asked you, not Russ," Tom winked at her.  "I remember him bragging about how good you were at judging weights on the first day I flew with you in the Chinook."

"Oh, you would recall that wouldn't you, Boss?" Russ snorted.  "You're a perfect ladies' man, always helping the women folk, as well as passing on compliments to them about things they do.  Why don't you ever have a compliment for us guys?"

"But you're a guy Russ, so other guys like me expect you to do your job well.  Or did you want me to gush about how dashing and muscular you look in your forest camo tonight?  If I did that you might get weird ideas about where I was coming from and what I was implying." Tom grinned and winked in Liz and Linda's direction.

Liz and Linda broke into laughter and were joined by Alvin and Arnie, even Russ grinned.

"Okay, Boss.  I think I've had my compliment for the week, but now that I think about it, I'd rather you kept your compliments to an 'Atta Boy' once in a while," he snorted.  "Otherwise you might give my wife the wrong idea about both of us."

Russ's comment didn't stop the teasing between Tom's crew, but it did ease what little tension everyone was feeling right then.  They still worked quickly though and in short order they had all of the Linda's baggage packed in the van and the trunk of one of the cars, with her parent's suitcases packed in the other.  Minutes later Linda's father passed a set of keys for the house to one of the neighbours and another set to the security guards, then they all piled into the three vehicles.  Tom was surprised to find that David fussed a bit as he was handed back to Linda and put in his car seat.

"How about that, Daddy?  I think he likes you already," she winked.

"Well I think he just prefers being held to being tied down in that thing," Tom grinned, then headed for the driver's seat in the van.

Liz and Alvin were in the lead car, with Linda and David in the back seat, then Tom was to follow and Lance would ride to the airport with him, leaving Russ, Arnie and Linda's parents to occupy the third vehicle.  When they passed the roadblock at the end of the street, a plain-clothes cop car pulled out in front of them and a second car tucked in behind, then they were escorted to the airport.  In fact their escort led them directly to an access gate leading to the runway, but they only paused there for a few seconds before they were waved through.  Then all five vehicles drove over and parked near the Learjet where they were met by a security guard.

"No one has approached your plane, Mr. Dunn, not since it was refuelled.  I have the bills here for that and for the landing fees.  If you'll just sign them, we'll forward those to White Out's head office in Bear Creek, then you won't have the hassle of waiting around the office for service.  I've also taken the liberty of arranging to have the car rental folks come out on the field with their bill and a card reader, that means you can get away as soon as you've loaded the plane," the guard said with a smile.

"Wow, top of the line service, thank you," Tom said with a smile as he reached for the clipboard the guard was holding.

"No problem, sir," the guard took back the clipboard when Tom had signed, then he separated the copies and handed one to Tom.  "Excuse me for asking, but I've heard rumours that White Out might be hiring, so I was wonder who I'd contact about a job?"

"Well, I'm not involved in hiring people under normal circumstances since I'm only a shareholder in the business, but I don't think they're hiring security people right now."

'Oh, I'm just working security here to be nearby in case a job as a pilot comes up.  I learned to fly in Northern Manitoba, flying with my father in a Beaver floatplane, then I joined the Air Force and flew prop, jet and chopper for ten years.  I'd probably still be in the forces, but I was injured, then was medically retired.  I've managed to work my way back to almost full function, but it's taken me almost five years."

"Liz, take a break and talk to this guy would you?" Tom called, then turned to the security guard.  "I'm sorry, I didn't get your name."

"It's Michael Turner, sir."

"Can the 'sir' business, my name is Tom, so use it." Tom held out his hand.  "This is Liz Smith, who used to be a medic and a chopper pilot in the forces.  She'll tell you her story, but I'll cut it short and say she and her husband fly a Chinook for White Out.  I bought the bird from Liz and her hubby as a wreck, had it rebuilt and now I lease it to White Out, but the Smiths were hired to fly it.  The only problem with that is she got pregnant, so I expect we'll need a replacement for her quite soon.  That job will last for at least a year or more, but I'm not going to be the person doing the hiring, that'll be Jim Burke.  First though, I want you to talk to Liz, who can tell you more about the job.  Liz this is …"

"Captain Turner, we've met before, Tom," Liz interrupted.  "How's it hangin' Mike?  Are you gettin' along okay now?  Last I heard you were damn near dead, or at least badly wounded and never expected to walk again."

Tom would have liked to have stood around and listened to their discussion, but Lance called him over.

"Tom, I'm sorry to rush you even more, but how would you like to get this plane ready to go as quick as possible?  The sooner we get you folks out of here the better, then I can sleep easier tonight."

"Well, other than undoing the tie-downs and a walk around to check that everything I can see is okay, there isn't much I can do until we're loaded,"  Tom frowned.  "I can't fire up the engines until everyone and their baggage is aboard and we're ready to leave."

"Actually everyone is almost ready to go, so why don't you do what you can and start your preflight checks?  That way we'll have you out of here as soon as possible, but more than anything else I want you, Linda and your son out of sight and in the plane as quickly as possible.  I get itchy when a plan goes this well, because I'm waiting for Murphy to drop something on us."

"I think Murphy hides when you're on the job, my friend," Tom grinned at him and held out his hand.  "Thanks for your help and I hope you're back home soon."

"Oh, my resignation from the force is a done deal, all I'm doing is the final step, so I should be back in Bear Creek in a day or two," Lance smiled, but looked a bit sad.  "Now, get going Lucky.  I really don't want a gangster to get to you on my watch and you're a lot safer in that plane than you are out here."

Tom couldn't argue with that, so he asked Lance to tell Liz what he was doing, then he did his walk around before climbing into the jet and running an 'dead-engine' check of all systems.  Since he knew takeoff and landing of a fully loaded plane was a little more difficult, he was sitting in the left seat when Liz came forward and sat in the right seat just moments later.

"All loaded and strapped down, Tom.  I even did a second quick check, but everything looks fine and she's yours to go," Liz announced as she did up her seat harness.  "Do you want me to call it in?"

Tom just nodded, since he still didn't want his name tied to the Lear yet, so Liz got clearance for immediate takeoff.  A few minutes later they were at cruising altitude and Tom handed the controls over to her, then asked about her impression of Captain Turner as a pilot.

"Unfortunately I caught a clue that sent up warning signs," she sighed softly.  "Even as dim as it was under those lights as we were loading, he was squinting because the pupils of his eyes were fully dilated, so I called him on it.  He admitted to using some fairly heavy-duty pain meds and they can really screw up a pilot's judgement, so basically I suggested he give us a call after he gets the pain under control without the meds.  It's a bloody shame, because he's a hell of a pilot with about fifteen or more years of experience.  When he was in top shape I think he could fly an ironing board."

"Ouch, that's not good news," Tom sighed as well.  "I'm sorry I threw that in your lap, but he sounded like he might be a cracker-jack pilot and we'll need one soon."

"Hey, no skin off my nose.  I consider that sort of thing to be part of my job.  I'll be damned if I want my company to be involved in an accident caused by someone using drugs or alcohol.  As a shareholder I feel it's my duty to make sure everyone is doing their best and a pilot can't use his best judgement when he's impaired."

"Your company, huh?" Tom grinned.

"Your damn right, I may be a small shareholder, but I still have a voice in what goes on and that makes a big difference to my attitude.  Not only that, but you and everyone else listen to my opinion," she frowned slightly.  "When we sold our bird to you I didn't know what to expect, but it didn't take more than an hour to find out that everyone in the company listens to each other.  That meant a lot to me then and it means more and more all the time.  It's different than in the forces where each of us were just one more warm body, instead we feel that we're important and that our individual opinions matter."

"That's an attitude I like," Tom grinned at her.  "Now since you flew all the way down here, I think I'll go back and send Russ up here to get some time on the stick.  I'll come forward to land us though, so give me a call when we're a few minutes out."

"You've got it, boss, but before you go I've got a question, are you gonna buy this thing?" she grinned.  "I mean, I overheard your former boss say you had enough shares in his company that you could afford to buy it and since both you and Sandy have family so far away, it'd make sense."

"I'm not planning on it," Tom snorted.  "I've got more than enough toys now, I don't really need to buy another expensive plaything just to make you happy.  If you can think of a way to have it pay for itself, I'll consider the idea, but right now it's nothing more than a daydream, and I'm no daydream believer."

Liz was laughing as he went back into the cabin and sent Russ forward to take his place.  After that Tom sat down with Linda and her parents.

"Thanks for having everything all ready to go when we got there," he said to start with.  "When Linda called I was really worried about all of you, so it's a tremendous relief to have you here and out of danger."

"Well I couldn't believe how quickly you changed the minds of the RCMP and got them involved.  Until Linda called you, they told her there wasn't much they could do, but not half an hour after her call to you we had two security guards show up.  Then ten minutes later a police car was parked in our driveway and two more were blocking the entrance to our street," Mr Schmidt shook his head slightly.  "What did you do or say to make them move so quickly?"

"All I did was ask the right people to call the Central Saanich RCMP and explain who was behind that thug's actions and why we suspect you were targeted," Tom sighed.  "You see it all goes back to my mineral lease in the Cariboo Mountains and it's been escalating for the last two years."

"Is this all about that BP thing that we've been hearing so much about on the news?" Mrs. Schmidt asked.

"Yes Mrs. Schmidt, if you trace things back far enough, it is."

"Oh for gosh sakes, call me Helga and this old man is Heinz.  You're almost like a son-in-law, so surely you can call me by my first name, especially when you come running to help so quickly.  I can't believe that my grandson's father is a jet pilot who has a private jet, especially since when I first met you only two or three years ago you were a near penniless student."

"Oh the jet isn't mine, Helga, even if the woman who is flying it right now wishes it was," Tom grinned.  "I leased this jet for a month, but I do own some aircraft and lease them out to one of the companies that I'm associated with.  I'm a stockholder in White Out Wilderness Services, so I've leased my aircraft to them, but get preferential treatment when I need either a plane or a chopper."

"That explains the plane, but I'm still in the dark about how Linda's attacker is tied in with this BP oil outfit," Heinz frowned.  "That is one point I do not understand."

"Well, that takes a bit of explanation," Tom sighed.  Then he went on to explain how BP felt that Serge had snatched the lease out from under them.  Next he explained how he had come to be involved and how Lister and BP were tied together, then how Quon Yee's drug running gang had been tied to Lister.  Finally he mentioned how Linda's attacker was tied to the Quon Yee's gang.

"I don't think Linda was a specific target when she was originally attacked," he frowned. "I do think she might have become a target recently though, but I think they were really after David, because somehow they found out that he's my son.  Now I can't prove that, it's just a suspicion, but they might have thought I could be made to back off if they were holding him for ransom."

"Wow, you found out all of this by yourself?" Linda asked.

"Oh Hell no," Tom snorted.  "I've had tons of help.  I've had some brilliant cops help me, I've had a cracker jack lawyer help me and I've had my family help me, but on top of that I've had people who work with me and for me help as well.  Not only that, but half the town of Bear Creek has helped out.  My dad has even had politicians helping us, but I think my biggest helper was a dead man, named Serge Potemchin.  He sold me the lease and the original mining company, then wrote me into his will and left me enough collateral to fight the bastards.  Please pardon my language."

"Hah, you should have heard Daddy swearing in German this afternoon," Linda grinned.  "I learned some new swear words that I'd never heard before."

"Well, to completely change the subject, I bought a small house yesterday and I'm going to have it fixed up just for you and David, so having you already moving to Bear Creek is great.  This way you can help plan whatever renovations or changes you want to have done to the house and it'll be exactly the way you want it.  I'll hire a builder who will completely repair and renovate the whole house from top to bottom and I'll cover the cost.  Right now the interior is in sad shape, but the building is basically sound and it's not far from the house where the daycare will be, which is the main reason I bought it.  The house is sitting on two acres of land, but legally I can divide that property into four half acre lots.  Then by selling the other three lots I can reduce my costs to the point where it will be yours for no rent and no payments, other than utilities."

"I'll be living there rent free?"

"Well, I can't charge the mother of my son for a place to live, so for all intents and purposes it'll be your house," Tom grinned and winked.  "Oh I should warn you that since motel rooms and rentals are so short around Bear Creek right now, Sandy said to warn you that all you folks will all be staying out at her acreage.  Linda and David will stay in Sandy's house and they'll have the two spare bedrooms that have a communicating door, that way Linda can hear David if he fusses at night.  Helga and Heinz will be staying with Laura in her spare bedroom for now, but only because Sandy's friend Rachel is rooming with us in the other bedroom of Sandy's house.  I imagine we'll all be together at Sandy's house most of the time we're at home though, because I think Laura only uses the little house for a place to sleep and not much else."

"You said Sandy's house, don't have a house of your own?" Helga asked.

"Not in Bear Creek, I don't.  My house is a log cabin out on my lease and Sandy owns the house in town, but we share residences."

"Well how far apart are the two residences where we'll be staying?" Heinz asked.

"Not much more than a hundred yards and they're both on Sandy's acreage, but we've just moved into the house, so things are still a little up in the air," Tom rolled his eyes.  "Let's just say that I hope you can roll with the punches for now, because things could get complicated.  For instance, I'm not going to be able to spend much time with you tomorrow, because I'll be up to my eyebrows in jobs that have to be done.  I've got to find a contractor to work on Linda's new house and I need to get you people some transportation, so you aren't dependent on us to drive you around.  Besides that I have a half-dozen new people arriving who will need to move into their housing, but I should also show them where they'll be working and introduce them to the people at their jobs.  Plus I have construction being done at my new office building and warehouse that I should check out and I need to talk to both my lawyer and my insurance agent.  On top of that Sandy is extremely busy at
work, but she's also preparing for our trip to Calgary this weekend as well as our wedding next wekend, so she'll want help and input from me."

"In other words Tom is going to have a regular day," Alvin spoke up, winking at Linda and her folks.  "I've never seen such a demon for work, but I'll bet by tomorrow night he'll have done all those jobs and a half-dozen more as well.  By the way Boss, what are we doing tomorrow?"

"How would you and Arnie like to help out with the folks coming into town.  Art and Josie will need help moving their furniture and belongings into their new house.  Then Sami needs to move into one of the condos for now, so I guess your first job will be to pick up some furniture for her.  After that both Sami and Art need to go out to the airstrip to meet with JJ and his crew, which will get them off my butt over the planning of the place.  The only thing is I should take Art and his helper downtown to see my warehouse there before going out to the airstrip.  Then there's Art's brother in law, I don't know were he's staying or what he'll be doing for now.  Thankfully they won't get to Bear Creek until noon or later because they'll have to drive a couple hundred miles and I don't think they'll head out until daylight tomorrow."

"Well, I'm betting Sami and Art roust everyone out by five and they're on the road by seven, that'll put them here about eleven unless they have trouble of some sort." Arnie commented.

"Even that's a bonus, because it gives us a few hours to get ready for them," Tom sighed.

Just then Russ came back and said they were only fifty miles out of Bear Creek, so Tom headed forward to land the plane, but warned everyone to strap in.

"Hey, Tom.  I called in about ten minutes ago, so they're lighting the strip, and they want you to come in the same way as before, from the north," Liz said as Tom took the pilot's seat and took over.

"Okay, same as before, overflight to see how it looks, then a full circle before we land.  I'm being cautious.  You might let them know."

"Okay, calling Bear Creek field, this is Jet Bird, will overfly and full circle, do you read."

"Gotcha, Jet Bird - suggest incoming flight and circle both be west of the field."

"Roger - be there in a few - any wind?"

"Negative - winds calm - no new snow."

"Good enough and there are the lights at two o'clock," Tom said as he eased into a turn then flew parallel to the runway.  "Looks good to me."

"Yeah, and the light from the moon makes the approach visible tonight, almost enough to land with, which is probably dangerous as the dickens."

"Not for this kid, I've landed in a lot worse conditions." Tom snorted as he swung the plane to circle around.  "Ask me about it sometime when I'm able to concentrate on remembering detail and I'll tell you about some of my experiences up north, some of those were darn scary!"

Then neither of them said another word until the plane was down and taxiing toward the hanger.

"Dammit boss, there was hardly even a bump when we touched down," Liz marvelled.

"Hey, my kid is asleep back there, so I had to ease this bird down gently," he grinned.  "I wouldn't want to scare him or anything.  Of course the layer of soft snow on the runway probably gave the wheels a nice cushion."

"If you land like that when you take your test flight for your dual engine, jet and commercial, the inspector is going to wonder if you've shown all your hours in your log.  He might ask about that, but he won't argue much, because that was a professional landing if I ever saw one.  You make me jealous as hell, because you fly this bird like it was part of you."

"Oh give it up, I know your just buttering me up to get me to let you sit left seat more often.  I'll tell you what, if the weather is decent I'll let you fly back from Calgary on the weekend," Tom chuckled as he finished the shut down and pulled the key.

By the time Liz and Tom were done with their log books and everything else, the majority of the offloading had been done and most of it had been packed into Tom's pickup and Sandy's car.  In fact David, Linda and Helga were already sitting in Sandy's car and she was just closing her trunk lid as he stepped to the ground.

"We'll see you at the house, Tom," she hollered, then hopped in the car and sped away.

"It would seem we have been abandoned by our women folk," Heinz winked at Tom.

"You might as well head out too, Tom.  We'll put the Lear in the hanger for you.  Get your butt home and get some rest.  Take your crew along to help you unload and we'll see you tomorrow," Jim barked.  "Don't show up here until after lunch though, because no one else will be here."

"Yeah, I'll believe that when I see it," Tom laughed as he headed for his truck.  "Come on Armed Forces people, you heard the man.  Let's go unload this pickup, then we can get some rest as well."

"What's this Armed Forces bit?  You've got Army and Air Force, but you haven't got any Navy," JJ called out.

"My first Marine arrives tomorrow, big bro.  She's the engineer that you've been raising Cain about having work here as soon as possible," Tom barked as he got into the truck and started the engine, then as soon as Heinz climbed in the other door, he drove away.

"I think your brother wanted to say more," Heinz said quietly.

"Oh, I know he did, but he knows my phone number if whatever he wants to talk about is important," Tom chuckled.  "If I stick around he'll hold us up for half an hour, but I saw the crib being loaded into the back of the truck, so we need to get that back to the house and get it set up for tonight.  I think everyone in the house will appreciate it if Davy has his own bed to sleep in so he'll feel comfortable."

"Yah, little David can certainly let everyone know if he is displeased," Heinz grinned.  "He usually does not take well to strangers either, so Helga and I have been surprised that you can hold him and care for him without any fuss.  Have you had much experience looking after young children?"

"Some, but not a lot, mostly native kids though and mostly when I was up north," Tom chuckled.  "Kids his age are easy to please though because they only have a few basic needs.  You keep them warm, you keep them fed, you keep them dry, you keep them clean and you keep them healthy.  It's only after they get fully mobile and intensely curious that they become a handful.  I'm lucky though, I like kids, so I find caring for them is usually quite easy because most kids want knowledge about their surroundings.  Every period of their life is different, but really it's all just a growing and learning process and I think if I had been born to different parents I'd probably have become a teacher."

Heinz didn't comment right then because Tom was turning into a private driveway and Heinz was curious about what he was seeing.

"This is Sandy's house and off to the right is the house where Laura lives," Tom explained "If you look ahead past the house, you can see the lights of Bear Creek about three miles away.  This area is becoming a darn nice place to live, much better than it was a year or two ago."

"I hear you had a lot to do with taming the town." Heinz commented as Tom swung the pickup around and backed it close to the front steps.

"Some I guess, but mostly I got others stirred up, then stood back to watch the fireworks," Tom shrugged as he got out and opened the canopy on his pickup.  "I get annoyed with crooks, thieves and bullies, so I try to use legal means to make them stop being a nuisance.  I usually manage to get lawyers and cops involved and they make the changes that need to be made."

"Stop that, Tom.  You aren't supposed to lift anything heavy," Liz squawked at him as she stepped out of their van.  "Go take care of your phone messages or something and let us work."

Tom just rolled his eyes and headed inside, feeling useless, because he noticed that even Heinz was carrying a package as they went inside.

"Here, take your son so I can help unload your truck, Daddy," Linda handed him the baby, but winked.

"One thing I'm definitely going to do tomorrow is see my doctor," Tom snorted, then looked down at David and grinned.  "At least you aren't ordering your daddy around yet."

"Give him a year or two and he'll try," Helga teased as she carried in the sides for the crib.

"Or just wait ten minutes until he fills his diaper," Linda grinned following with the mattress.  "When he does need a change, his diaper bag is sitting on your chair."

Except for that diaper bag, Tom's chair looked darn comfortable right then, so he moved the bag, sat down in his recliner and leaned back.  Two minutes later he had dozed off with David snuggled securely against his chest.

"Has anyone got a camera?" Ann asked a few moments later as she passed through with the last parcel from his truck in her hands.

"There's one on the hutch in our bedroom, but don't use the flash.  Let them both sleep for now," Sandy said quietly.  "Tom's been up and working for far too long today and David is perfectly safe where he is.  We'll wake them when everything is put away."

Tom was groggy when he did wake, but that was only when Linda came to get the baby after everything had been taken upstairs and stored away, so there was nothing left to do.  Ten minutes later he was in his bed and sound asleep.

Still, only five hours later Tom was in his office, freshly showered, dressed and with a coffee in hand, so he was ready for the day.  There were a dozen calls on his answering machine, six from different news outlets and two from people whose voices he didn't recognise, and didn't leave their names, but wanted him to call back.  He just deleted all of those.  Three other calls were from Sami, two wanting to know how to find the airport at Cache Creek and a final call saying she was sorry she'd bugged him, but that she'd thought she could help.  The final call was from Art, letting him know that they were all up and the weather looked good, so they planned to leave Cache Creek at seven.  Since it was only six-thirty, Tom dialled Art's cellphone.

"Good morning, who's this?" Art answered after only one ring.

"It's Tom, just calling to tell you not to bother pushing too hard to get here early.  We had a late night last night and things are going to be a bit slow getting going today.  We flew to Victoria and brought my son, his mother and her parents back here.  By the time we got everything Linda brought along shifted and shuffled at this end, the whole crew got to bed rather late."

"Yes, Sami told us what was happening and wanted to help out, but it wasn't until Liz called to say there was no airport here in Cache Creek that she calmed down.  I take it you didn't have any major problems though, since you have them there now?"

"Actually the whole thing went very smoothly because we got great cooperation from the RCMP, but then we had a local officer along with us to smooth the way.  We were back here and in bed just after midnight.  I was just calling to make sure you had the address for your new house and to ask you to give me a call as soon as you arrive in town."

"Yes, Sandra called last evening to give us the address of her office and the address of the new house where we'll be living.  I understand you might be buying the house."

"I was thinking of buying it, but I'm not sure the woman who owns it wants to sell now.  If I do buy it, I'll be giving you and Josie a rent-to-own option."

"I think we would like that very much," Art said quietly.

"I'll work on it then and do what I can.  Now I have several other things I need to do, so I'll see you when you get here.  Have a good trip."

"Thanks, we'll see you later then," Art answered.

Tom hung up the phone and looked thoughtful, then he smiled slightly and seconds later he was dialling his brother Don's cellphone number.

"Hello Tom, I see from the number that you're at home again," Don answered.  "Did your rescue go off well last night?"

"Yeah, smooth as silk, but how did you hear about that?"

"Mom, she was talking to Sandy until late last night, discussing your upcoming marriage and everything else that's going on up there.  Then she called me just as I was heading for bed and brought me up to date."

"Oh yeah, they were talking last night, weren't they?  That had slipped my mind," Tom chuckled.  "Anyway, I had a wild idea that I thought I'd run past you.  What would you think of the idea of my holding a press conference about BP in Victoria, either tonight or tomorrow night instead of after the party in Calgary on Friday?  I could even hold it somewhere near the airport, but I was thinking of holding it in Sidney, then going to the airport and flying out.  If I time it right it will look to the reporters as if I'm flying to Ontario on a commercial flight because there's a direct flight from Vancouver to Toronto at eight-thirty every night.  I might even manage to leave the TV crews with the impression that I'm heading for Ottawa, not that I'd say that or anything."

"Oh my!" Don barked out a short laugh.  "Actually, there were rumours coming out of Ottawa today about a hearing coming up over oil leasing practises, so if you could do it tonight that would tie in nicely.  Do you really think you could pull it off?  If you could, I think it would be an excellent idea.  Is there anything we could do to help you in any way at all?"

"Maybe start a rumour about the idea that one of the family might be called to Ottawa to testify before an investigating committee, but be ready to deny any knowledge of that.  You might even have Dad say that the idea is preposterous."

"He'd never do that, you know Dad.  He'd love to be called up to testify on something of that sort."

"Yeah, and every TV commentator and network executive knows that, so having Dad say it was preposterous would almost look like a verification to them.  They'd probably assume it was true and that it really was going to happen, then speculate that Dad was supposed to keep it secret," Tom snorted.  "After all Dad and I were called up to testify earlier this year when I was fighting with the province over full control of my lease.  It certainly wouldn't be a surprise if we got called back to explain our view of this mess, now would it?"

"No, I guess you're right, but what will you do if it really happens?" Don laughed.

"I'll get married, go on my honeymoon and have my elder brothers take my place in Ottawa.  I've been there, done that and was bored to tears, so it's your turn this time," Tom teased.  "Now don't jump on the bandwagon yet.  You might want to get the rumour started, but don't say anything definite about what I'm thinking of doing to Dad or anyone else for the time being.  I've got to talk to a few other people before I even attempt something this complicated, so keep it to yourself for now.  I'll let you know if it's a go by three or four this afternoon, okay?"

"Yeah, that makes sense, but the TV networks are going to go nuts if you do it and get away with it.  I really hope you can pull it off though, because I don't have much sympathy for those damn crooks at BP, of course I don't have much love for the media either."

"Well, like I said, keep it under your hat for now and I'll talk to you later today.  Right now I hear noises upstairs, so I'd better go see who is up and around.  I might be able to get my day started early."

"Alright, Tom.  I'll talk to you later," Don said, then he was gone.

As soon as the phone was free he dialled Liz and Russ's number and Liz answered.

"Hiya Boss, what's up today?" she sounded happy.

"Well, it looks like I'm going to need you guys this afternoon and likely this evening again, so why don't all four of you take the morning off and get some of your personal jobs done.  You know, laundry, banking, groceries, things of that sort."

"Well, yeah, we could do that and we could pick up a bed and dresser for Sami too since she confirmed that she wants to rent the condo next door while she's working here in town.  So, what time will they be hitting town?"

"Probably around lunch time or perhaps a bit earlier, it depends on the condition of the roads.  I figure they'll average less than fifty miles an hour and it's over two hundred miles, so since they left Cache Creek at a little after seven, that's eleven-thirty maybe twelve o'clock.  I asked Art to give me a call when they were a few miles out so I could watch for them."

"Okay, just let us know when they get here, huh?"

"Not a problem, and just so you can drool all day, we might just be flying the Lear again this afternoon and evening," Tom grinned and then hung up before she could respond.

Then he immediately hit speed dial for Frank's cellphone.

"Hello Tom, I recognise your number.  What surprise do you have for me today?"

"Well, I had an idea I thought I'd run past you.  What would you think of the idea of my holding a press conference about BP in Victoria tonight, instead of in Calgary on Friday?  I was thinking of holding it in a conference room at that Lazy Dawg Hotel, which is on the highway between the airport and Sidney, then going to the airport afterward and flying out.  If I time it right it will look to the reporters as if I'm flying to Ontario, because there's a direct commercial flight from Vancouver to Toronto at eight-thirty every night.  That might even leave them with the impression that I'd be heading for Ottawa, as if I was going to testify at that committee hearing that I understand is rumoured to be coming up on Thursday.  Meanwhile I'll just hop on the Learjet and fly back home."

"Oh, I love it.  Do you want me to set it up for you?  Say I make it for five tonight, then they might be able to get it on the early news, but they can certainly make it for the late night news."

"I don't think I can make it for five, but I could probably make it about six.  I only have about a five or ten-minute spiel, so if I give them that, then skip out and rush to the airport they'll think I'm hurrying to Vancouver to catch that direct flight to Toronto."

"Just what would you say and what makes you think you'll be able to rush away from them so quickly?"

"I'll just tell them the basic facts, but no names, then let them draw their own conclusions.  As for getting away, I'll be flanked by my private army.  Since two of my people are taller and heavier than me and both of the others look like cold-blooded killers, I think I can get away easily, especially since I want to appear there and leave afterward in a four-door sedan with a chase car.  I'll have to get you to arrange for the cars and the conference room, but I want to pay for them.  Oh, you'll have to warn the media that I plan to give them a statement as well.  Other than that my crew and I will act independently, in fact it might be best if you aren't even there."

"Oh, I'd like to be there, but in the background and quite uninvolved, unless it becomes necessary for me to interfere.  As for the arrangements, that's easy to do.  I'll call you if there is a problem of any kind."

"Well I don't mind it you want to be there, but I think I can handle it.  As far as calling me, it'll have to be either before four or else a few minutes before six, in between those times I'll likely be unavailable because I'll be on the plane."

"Doesn't your cellphone work on the plane?"

"It does, but I shut off the ringer so I can concentrate and don't have to worry about talking on the damn cellphone," Tom snorted.  "Call it a personal idiosyncrasy if you want, but when I'm flying a plane or driving a car I don't want to have to worry about anything else.  I think the skies and the roads are dangerous enough as they are without having my concentration broken by a bloody phone ringing at the wrong time, perhaps causing me to have an accident.  Besides, the ringer may be turned off, but the phone stores the numbers of any callers, so I can call them back when it's safe for me to talk."

"Actually I can understand that since I pull over in my car before I talk on my phone," Frank admitted.  "So, I'll remember that and I'll try not to phone you when I think you might be on the plane, but I will be calling you later today to let you know what I've arranged.  I'll definitely make it before four o'clock though."

"Alright Frank, and thanks a lot. I'll talk to you then."

After he'd hung up Tom leaned back for a second, then heard sounds upstairs once more and decided he was hungry.  When Tom went up the basement stairs to the kitchen he found Sandy and Linda sitting at the kitchen table, while Rachel was at the stove, cooking breakfast.  Linda was holding David in her lap and trying to feed him at the same time.

"Good morning everyone," Tom said as he bent to give Sandy a kiss.

"Good morning, Tom," both Sandy and Rachel said almost simultaneously

"Morning Daddy, we forgot to bring David's highchair and this morning he's being a wiggle worm," Linda rolled her eyes skyward, then looked totally surprised when David twisted around and held out a hand toward Tom.  Even Tom was surprised when David started to babble; "Dud-du-du-du-du-du-du-du-du."

"Well, that's a good boy," Tom grinned and reached out, taking David from Linda as she lifted him up.

"Actually, that's bloody astonishing if he meant to do it," Sandy said as she shook her head.  "He's only seen you three or four times and what is he, about fourteen months old?"

"He was born on January the sixteenth, just over a year ago," Linda grinned, "I don't think it's all that surprising since I've been calling Tom 'Daddy' every time I see him.  Besides, David's been saying 'Mumum' quite clearly for about two weeks or so.  Granny and Grampa have been calling each other Nana and Papa since he was born, so they're 'Nun-nun-n' and 'Pup-pup-p' now.  He hasn't quite got the 'A' sound down yet, but I think he's going to be a talker, so he'll be driving us all crazy trying to understand his chatter in a few months."

The women continued talking about babies and how they developed until Rachel had breakfast ready, then Linda went to get a small blanket and put David on the floor near Tom with a rattle and a tiny cookie.

"Thanks Rachel," Tom said as she set a plate of bacon and eggs before him.  "Hey, that smells like real bacon."

"Shhh, don't tell Mother that I eat bacon." Rachel winked as she sat at the table as well.  "And for God's sake don't tell my half-sister or her Rabbi husband, but you should know that I no longer conform to the dictates of orthodox Judaism.  In fact many Jews would call me a heretic or even apikoros because I've adapted to living in a gentile society and I no longer make any attempt to keep kosher.  My mother was the mainstay of orthodoxy in our family, but Daddy was far less observant and I was Daddy's little girl."

"'Heretic,' isn't that a little strong?" Tom asked.

"Oh you haven't met Agnes, she's my half-sister and she is to orthodox Judaism what Rush Limbaugh is to conservative broadcasting," Rachel snorted in disgust.  "She doesn't like this town and she considers most of my friends to be total heathens, so she caused me a lot of problems when I was younger.

"In fact my childhood was likely the main part of the problem, because there were so few Jews in this town, so I adapted to the customs of my school chums and they were all gentiles.  It upset my mother much more than Daddy, but I learned early on that I could admit things to Dad that I would never have told Mother.  So even as a child I rebelled against orthodoxy because it would have isolated me from my gentile friends.  Daddy understood that, whereas Mother wouldn't even try to see things from my perspective.

"Of course I wasn't fully adapted to a gentile lifestyle even during high school, but University life changed that," then she grinned.  "Do you know what convinced me that keeping kosher wasn't all that it was cracked up to be?"

"I haven't a clue," Tom answered, since she was looking at him at the time.

"A bag of potato chips," Rachel laughed.  "Bacon flavoured potato chips.  The fact that something could taste that good, yet be forbidden to me was the last straw.  Inside of a week I had rebelled completely and no longer worried about eating kosher.  I tasted real bacon, real ham and even pork chops for the first time in my life and at the same time I began to question the Torah and the Talmud and the midrash.  At the time it was just another case of teenage rebellion, but after a while I came to believe that I was never meant to become an orthodox Jew and accepted the fact that I'm just me.

"This town is my home, but this house was my mother's, not Daddy's and it's definitely not the house I think of as my home, which is why I wasn't at all upset when Mother sold it.  My childhood home was the little house that I want to rebuild, since that was where we lived when I was young, not here," she sighed heavily.  "I'll admit that I feel quite lost right now though, but I know most of that is because Daddy is gone and Sheldon turned out to be a crooked prick.  I'm not acting like a Jew, but I'm not really a gentile either."

"Well, welcome to the irreligious crowd," Sandy shrugged her shoulders.  "I was a Catholic, but I got a divorce and the local priest wasn't sympathetic.  Laura was a Catholic, only she got pregnant out of wedlock and when she went to talk to the priest he chastised her, so she spit on the floor and left the church.  Tom was also raised to be Catholic, but he's apathetic toward any church now.  All three of us say we're lapsed Catholics, but I suppose there are many others who would call us heretics."

"Well, others might call us heretics, but I wouldn't," Tom said quietly.  "I'd call us realists, people who no longer follow the dictates of an organized religion that doesn't meet the needs of a modern society.  At least that's my feeling.  There are some precepts of the various religions that I do follow, but those are the ones that I regard as being common sense anyway, things like the 'Golden Rule' and other ideals of that sort."

"I think that and the ten commandments make sense in most cases, but even those are just guidelines," Linda nodded.  "I mean 'Thou shalt not kill?'  If someone walked in here and tried to kill me or David or any of you, but I had a means to kill him instead, I wouldn't even hesitate - he'd be dead!"

"Yeah, I have to admit you're right there," Tom nodded.  "But then, I suppose I'm speaking from experience.  I didn't have the time to think about the ten commandments when I was attacked in the hospital, instead I reacted instantly, but otherwise I'd have been dead.  I didn't kill anyone, but I came close and I did disable two young punks who were threatening me and others."

"I guess that's almost like the moose I killed.  I mean, it was an animal, not a man, but the same principle applies.  He was attacking me, but I didn't let him succeed and he died," Sandy shrugged.  "I think it's a natural reaction, you protect yourself and those close to you."

"Okay, that does it, you guys just made up my mind for me.  I've been dithering for a week about what I was going to do with my life, but I just decided I'm definitely moving back here.  Tom, I was given a chance to buy a business here yesterday, but that means I'd have to live here and it also means I'll need to sell the Mallard house, where you want to have the daycare.  If you still want to buy it, I'll sell it to you," Rachel said quietly.

"Okay, if that's what you want, we'll make the arrangements later today," Tom answered easily.  "I won't be the one buying it though, what I'll do will be similar to what I did for your mom.  I'll guarantee the sale and set up Art and Josie so they can buy it, but TF Dunn Investments will hold their mortgage so you'll have the money right away.  I was just wondering though, what business are you thinking of buying?"

"Oh, old Frank Colliver wants to retire, so I'll be buying out his household appliance store.  The store beside his is vacant, so I want to buy that as well, then I'll add a line or two of good quality furniture to the inventory.  You're bringing in new people with White Out as well as your other businesses and that's spurred on the growth in town, so I think a household supply store can be a really good deal.  Someone needs to sell the furniture and appliances for all the houses and condos that are going to pop up and it might as well be me as anyone else."

"So you don't think the town's growth will be a short term thing then?" Tom frowned.

"Nope, White Out and TF Dunn have given the place a kick in the butt, but that spurt is only the beginning.  I'm betting that the town will double in size inside of ten or fifteen years."

"Well, I hope you're right, but I don't have the same faith in the economy that you do."

"Tom, as Daddy would have said, 'it's only money' and I'm not going to invest any more than I can afford to lose.  After all if it doesn't work out, I can still go to work as a chartered accountant and since I have no children or other dependants to worry about, I'm willing to take the gamble.  In the first place both stores are in one building and the building is in darn good shape.  So, since one side is empty, all I'll be paying for is the real estate and Frank Colliver's inventory.  That means I really won't be taking that big a risk, because even if the business tanks, all I'll really lose will be the investment in inventory.  I'll still own the building and I can't see that losing value anytime soon since it's right on main street."

"Well, if it were me, I'd look at it differently, because I can't see your small household supply store being able to compete with the bigger outlets in the bigger towns," Tom shrugged.  "If I were to start a store in Bear Creek right now, I'd start an outdoor sports and camping supply store.  Right at the moment everyone seems to have assumed that I went out into the bush and lucked into a gold mine overnight.  Then on top of that they seem to think that the gold mine is providing the cash I've used to buy into White Out and start my other businesses.  What I expect is that once the weather breaks there are going to be hundreds of amateurs heading into the mountains, hunting for gold.  If I were starting a store right now I'd be starting one that sold quality camping gear and prospecting supplies, but I'd be willing to sell it after six months and move on to something else.  I don't trust the economy to hold up over the long term, because I think we're on the tail end of a
boom cycle and headed for a bust."

"I'm not sure about any store right now either," Sandy added quietly.  "You see I'm looking at it from an accountant's point of view and I'm really not happy about how much the US economy and the Canadian economy are tied together.  What scares me are those stupid sub-prime mortgages that all the banks and financial institutions in the US are touting.  They start out at such a low interest rate that all sorts of people are buying in, but a few years down the road when those interest rates balloon, everyone is going to want to sell.  If everyone wants to sell, no one will be buying, so the mortgages will fall due, but no one will be able to pay up because of the increased cost of the new rates along with the inability to sell out.  When people can't make the payments, the mortgage companies will have to foreclose.

"That's an instant recession right there.  That's when the cascade effect comes into play, because once the foreclosures of those defaulted mortgages begins, the economy will take a nosedive.  New construction will fall off to nothing, because houses will be standing empty and no one will be buying.  Nobody will be buying new furniture or new appliances either.  That effect will go on and on and on throughout the whole country and it will affect the whole economy.  Unfortunately, even though Canada doesn't allow those sub-prime mortgages, our economy is tied closely to the US economy, so if they drop into a recession, we might follow them.  If I was investing in anything right now it would be farm land or perhaps a store that sold basic supplies, something that was bound to bring in an income no matter what the economy did."

"Well, I'm definitely going to be thinking some more on what I want to do with my funds, but I'm still going to sell out both the Mallard house and my house in California.  Then if something does come up that I'm sure is a steady money maker, I'll have the cash to buy in," Rachel said quietly.  "Meanwhile, do I still have a job, Sandy?"

"Yes, at least for the next two months or a little more," Sandy laughed.  "After that it might be part time."

"Well, I still have to fly down to California for a few days, so when is your wedding going to be and where is it going to be held?  I don't want to miss that!"

"Hopefully it'll be held a week from Saturday at the United Church on Maple Street in the early afternoon, but for now that's sort of tentative.  It depends on my family being able to get here, but I thought I might twist Tom's arm to fly out there and bring them back here," Sandy smiled.

"I guess I could, but when did you manage to arrange all of that?" Tom asked in surprise.

"Last night, while you were rescuing Linda and David, just after talking to both your mom and mine," Sandy grinned.  "Your friend, Reverend Sims was quite thrilled about the idea of marrying us and he doesn't mind the idea that we want a simple ceremony.  We haven't made any arrangements for a reception afterwards, but we might have to since the Reverend seems to think a lot of local people will want to be there."

"Oh man, just my family, your family and the people we work with are a lot on their own, but I suppose there are a few others who might want to be there.  I hope you're warning anyone who asks about the wedding that we don't need wedding gifts," Tom frowned.  "I think we should elope."

"So do I, but our families would have a fit," Sandy laughed.

"Oh, damn, look at the time, I've got to fly," Tom said as he got to his feet, then paused as he looked down at his sleeping son.  "Does he always fall asleep like that after eating?"

"No, but he had a long day yesterday and not a lot of sleep last night, so he's probably catching up," Linda leaned over and scooped him up, but David didn't waken.

Tom got his coat and boots on, then just as he opened the door Heinz and Helga were coming up the steps.

"Good morning, you're just the folks I was going to go looking for.  I was thinking of taking one of you downtown to rent a car so you'd be able to have transportation."

"Good morning, Tom.  I will come with you then," Heinz smiled.

"Yes, Tom, good morning to you too.  I wish to see Linda and my grandson instead, perhaps we will all go out later," Helga smiled, so Tom held the door for her as she went inside.

The trip to town didn't take all that long and neither did renting a car, then Tom shifted into high gear.  His insurance agent was just down the street so he stopped there next and spent half and hour arranging for insurance on the Bell Jet Ranger and the house he had purchased the day before.  From there he zipped over to see Laura and Charlie concerning the legal details of hiring an American citizen so he knew how to go about employing Sami, but not having any hassles.  As well as that he wanted to be find out what would be involved in dividing the two acre plot he'd bought from Rachel into four half acre lots so he palmed that task off onto Charlie.  After that he went next door to talk to Ann about buying the second house from Rachel and they put in a call to Adam Horowitz to get an idea of what the house was worth.

Tom paused after that to have a quick coffee break and phoned the doctor's office to make an appointment there, because he wanted to be able to work without Liz or Sandy being on his case.  The receptionist told him to drop by in two hours, so Tom made a mental note of that, then carried on with his day.

Next he headed straight over to his warehouse to talk to his contractor, Martin Wenham, to see how he was doing.  To his surprise the main floor was almost done with a painter busy painting the walls and ceilings.  Meanwhile Martin and his crew were working upstairs on the interior walls of Laura and Charlie's new law office.  The perimeter walls of the second floor were all finished and painted with primer and so were the walls of Tom's future office.  When Tom asked about it, Martin said that the rest of the area was being left open for now, at least until Tom had another tenant or two, then the new tenants could lay out exactly what they wanted in their offices.

While they were talking Tom got the first disappointment of his day, because Martin said he wouldn't be able to work on Linda's house for at least a month.  He did recommend a second contractor though and gave Tom the man's contact details.  It turned out the second man had worked as a subcontractor on the daycare house and he was willing to meet Tom at the little house right away, so that's where Tom headed next.

That's when Tom got his second sign of disappointing news.  The second contractor hardly looked at the house, but said he didn't think it was worth renovating and recommended building a new house from scratch, then said he didn't want the job of building a new house either.  Tom couldn't see that there was all that much wrong with the original house though, so he asked the builder to point out his reasons for saying that it should be torn down.  When the guy refused, Tom called Martin and asked him to drop what he was doing and come over for a few minutes.  At that point the contractor who'd just refused the job jumped into his pickup and drove off like a madman.

When Martin arrived, he asked about the other contractor so Tom explained what had happened, but neither of them could understand the fellow's strange actions.  As far as Martin could see the building itself was solid and worth renovating.  Then he said he knew a roofer who was looking for work and he knew some labourers who would be willing to strip the interior, so by the next morning there could be men on the job.  That's when Martin warned Tom again that he might not be able to get at the interior work for a month.  Tom just handed Martin a set of keys and asked him to get on with the job as soon as he could.

"Look Martin what I want is a new roof, but have the roofer replace any damaged sheathing, then install new soffits and venting, as well as eaves troughs and down spouts.  I want new windows and doors, decent insulation in the walls, new wallboard throughout, blown in insulation in the attic and electrical in-floor heating in the kitchen and bathroom, as well as normal forced air.  I want a new furnace, run it on propane for now, but a natural gas line will be run down this street next spring so the furnace will need to be convertible to gas.  I want new electrical and new plumbing throughout and the sewer runs by on the street, so if that can be hooked up now - do it.  If you are able to run the sewer, have the septic tank pumped and backfill it with sand.  I want to see new cupboards in the kitchen, a new sink, new faucets, new appliances, the whole ball of wax and the same thing in the bathroom, all new fixtures and fittings."

"So you want this old house stripped to the studs and made new again," Martin grinned.

"You got it.  My ex and my son will be living here and I want David's home to be warm and safe.  Besides, my ex is a good sort, so she deserves a decent place to live," Tom paused then and sighed softly.  "I'll have Sandy and Linda look through the place once it's dunged out and we'll see if they want to make any changes to the layout as well as choosing paint colours, trim, flooring and other details like that."

"Okay then, if the weather is like this tomorrow, I'll have a roofer out here to look at that part of the job and when he can, I'll have him do the roof, the soffits and the venting.  I'll arrange for a dumpster to be dropped off in the morning and I'll send some labourers out here as well, so this place should be cleaned out by the weekend," Martin nodded.  "Then the women can get in here next week and measure up for whatever they want me to do.  If it's anything fancy, I'll need to have plans for layout, sizes and materials."

"Well, we're flying to Calgary this weekend, so it'll probably be next week before they can get here.  By the way, thanks for coming out today, that other guy really had me wound up and a bit worried."

"Yeah, I can't understand what the hell is going on there, because he's out of work and should have grabbed the job," Martin shook his head as he got into his truck.  "Look I'll keep you posted on any problems, but I should get back to your office job now."

"Okay Martin, thanks again."

Tom was still checking out the basement of the house when Martin called back to let him know what had upset the contractor who had turned down the job.  It seemed the guy had been related to Scherer, the politician who'd tried to kill Tom, then had himself been murdered while in the hospital.  For some strange reason the contractor blamed Tom for his cousin's death.  Tom just shook his head at that, deciding that some people were simply too strange to be understood.

Martin's phone call served a second purpose as well though.  It reminded Tom of his doctor's appointment, and one glance at his watch was enough to send him hurrying to his truck to rush back downtown.




Chapter 29

Tom had just left the doctor's office after receiving a clean bill of health concerning his concussion when his cellphone rang once more.  It was Josie, who was calling using Art's phone because they were still on the road, but only a few miles out of town.  Tom looked at his watch and saw it was after eleven, so he offered to buy them lunch, but Josie had other ideas.

"I've got two kids here who need space to run around after they've spent almost two days cooped up in this car," she sighed. "Do you suppose we could go to the new house and order takeout?"

"Well, there is a pizza joint on the way, but do the kids eat pizza?" Tom asked.

"No, not really, but if the pizza place is like most of their kind  they probably serve pasta as well.  Why don't you meet us there and I'll handle ordering for the kids?"

"Actually that's a great idea, because there's a grocery store almost next door to the pizza place, so you can pick up a few essentials at the same time." Tom suggested, heading for his pickup.  "I'll meet you on the outskirts of town, just look for a light-blue pickup truck with snowplow on the front and a white canopy on the back."

The next two hours were literally a combination of a picnic, a circus and a madhouse, but by the end of that time Art, Josie and the kids had all their belongings moved into their new home.  To be specific, the picnic evolved because the newcomers all needed a break and the whole crew needed food, so everyone ate while sitting on the bare wooden floor of Josie's new dining room.  The circus started when the four year old and the toddler convinced their dad and Tom to play with them on the new carpet in the living room.  The madhouse happened after the kids had tired themselves out and had fallen asleep, then the grownups rushed to move Art and Josie's furniture into the new house.  After that Tom told Art to take the rest of the day to get settled in, then he left with his crew to get Sami moved into her new place.  As soon as Sami's possessions were out of the moving truck, Tom paid off the movers, meanwhile Sami and the others in his 'military crew' unloaded and stashed her gear
in record time.  By two-thirty that afternoon Sami was moved into her condo and was asking Tom to take her out to the airfield to introduce her to the White Out crew and show her around.

"Sorry about all those phone calls yesterday," Sami apologised once they were alone.

"Well, I like your enthusiasm, but I'm going to warn you about that; from now on check with me before you start making demands on others like you did yesterday," Tom said shortly.  "You may have been a lieutenant in the Seabees, but in this outfit you're still a raw recruit.  Now I don't imagine things will stay this way for long, but at the moment I don't know you and I don't know your strengths or weaknesses.  However, I want you to remember that I'm paying the bills, so don't throw out orders that conflict with mine, otherwise you and I are gonna have words, all right?"

"Yeah, Alvin and Arnie already chewed me out on that one and since they got me the job with your outfit …" Sami sighed.

"Whoa right there!" Tom interrupted.  "As far as I'm concerned Alvin and Arnie introduced you to me as their friend, that's all.  What got you the job was your background in the Seabees, in other words your education and your experience, nothing else.  You proved you were tough just by getting through the training to make it into the Seabees so that was in your favour and so was your service in the field, and I appreciate that because life out in the bush can be very tough.  Besides that you can operate heavy equipment, which is something I need on the lease.  Then too you're a construction engineer, which is another thing I need, both here in Bear Creek and out at the mine.  In other words you got the opportunity to work for me on those three points alone, nothing else.  Your relationship with the 'A' team is none of my concern, unless it has a negative effect on the work I need to have done, then it will become my business.

"To start with you need to know that White Out Wilderness Service is an established business which is moving its whole operation here from a hundred miles away and your job is to help design our new facilities.  You won't be working directly for White Out as such, instead you'll working on their job, but for me.  In other words you'll be on loan to them as a construction engineer, but if you screw up, I'll be the one who will end up chewing you out over the problem.

"Now concerning your work out here at the airfield, you'll be working with my brother JJ, because I've inveigled him into taking charge of the big move that's coming this spring.  Just to explain the ins and outs of the personnel situation, JJ is more or less my representative on the White Out crew.  He and I are partners in the property, which we are leasing to the company, so JJ is handling the construction on the site and he'll be your boss on the job.  You'll also be working closely with Jim Burke who handles the choppers and the rescue operation, which is the main portion of the business.  Then there's Harry Guildford who runs the bush-pilot service.  Harry has lived in Bear Creek all his life, so he knows all the local secrets and where the bodies are buried.  Besides that you'll have to consult with Art, who will be setting up the freighting and warehouse arrangements.

"I don't expect you to know all the answers that they'll ask you, but I do expect you to be willing to find the right answers by asking people that should know.  That means you're going to have to establish a working relationship with the people in the local planning departments and government offices who have jurisdiction here. Okay?"

"Umm, yeah, I think so," she frowned slightly, then she sighed.  "So just what do you want built?"

"How would I know what they need, after all, I don't work there?" Tom snorted.  "I'm just a shareholder and a customer, so what I'd like to see is a set of buildings that allow the crew to get their jobs done efficiently.  The whole group has to be able to mesh and work well without a lot of hassle, which means you're going to have to consider all the aspects of the work that the company does and include that in the building design and layout.  I think Jim and Harry will have the most information you need, but don't give short shift to the details you'll get from the pilots, the mechanics, the office workers or anyone else who works at White Out.  Remember you'll be building a facility that will be in use for the long term and all of our staff members have a lot of experience, so they know how to make their jobs work smoothly.  Since White Out deals with emergency situations, it has to be set up for rapid deployment if necessary, but at the same time it needs to be well laid out
and very efficient.  The heavy freight I'm having hauled by the company is a separate issue altogether and should only be a temporary situation that might last a year or two.  Not only that, but much of my heaviest and most awkward freight is being shipped through Misery Flats now, so in fact my freighting needs are a minor issue here in Bear Creek."

"So White Out is the main user of the airfield, but you use some of the machines to haul freight for your mining business then?"

"That's right, more or less.  As I said before, JJ and I own the land where the airfield sits and we lease it to White Out.  As well as that I own two of the choppers and two of the planes, but they are leased to the company, so I pay the company when those aircraft are used for my business." Tom smiled slightly.  "Now to confuse the issue, although Liz and Russ are working with my crew right now, they're actually paid by White Out even when they work for me, then I repay White Out for the cost of their wages.  Alvin and Arnie work for me through Sunrise Mineral, but are sometimes on loan to White Out.  Meanwhile Art works for me through either TF Dunn or Sunrise Mineral, but he's going to be on loan to White Out when needed, just like you are.  Then there are the two young fellows that work for TF Dunn until I decide what to do with them, Ben Jacobs, who is already working at the airfield and Bobby Boyer, who came with Art and is here on tryout.  Not only that, but my
sister, Ann will be working at my new office building and warehouse in town and Lillian Samuels will be working there too.  Those two will be handling most of the purchasing for Sunrise Mineral, so you may be dealing with them as well.  However, all of that is background information and shouldn't concern you much, since it's just accounting and won't really affect the work that is done at the airfield.  I'm only mentioning it because in the long run you'll be working with my other people more than with the White Out crew."

"And here I was under the impression that all you did was mine for gold, so I thought Alvin, Arnie and I would be working miles from civilization all the time," Sami snorted.

"Oh, you'll be out in the boondocks soon enough, but not right away.  By the way, do you have a set of fatigues that has no insignia or any other clue of your former military service or rank?"

"Well, I do have normal BDUs, either desert tan or woodland green, but anyone who knows anything about uniforms would know it was US Naval issue.  Why do you ask?"

"Oh, the crew wore their forest camo fatigues last night when they were acting as guards and it was very effective, because even the cops treated them with respect.  I presume being dressed like that showed that they were experienced veterans without showing all that much about where they served or which branch of the service they were in," he paused and frowned slightly.  "It wasn't my idea for them to do that, but I noticed that they seemed to get a boost out of being in uniform, almost as if they were showing pride in having served and I'm all for that.  So I was just thinking that if I need a guard detail again, I'd like to see everyone showing that they were ex-military.  What do you think?  Is there any official reason that it shouldn't be done?"

"I'm not sure, but as long as I wasn't doing anything to disgrace the Seabees I think I'd like the idea myself," Sami looked thoughtful.  "It'd be almost as if we were on parade, but without the formality, so I'll think about it, but I don't see a problem."

"Okay do that, but for now I need you to grab your engineer's hat to replace your Navy headgear, because we're coming to the airstrip," Tom smiled as he slowed, then turned down the driveway and steered toward office building.  "I know it doesn't look like much now, but for the next few weeks this will be your home away from home.  Hopefully you can work with everyone here to design a new facility that will work well for White Out and will look a lot more professional."

"Yeah, this place looks a little disorderly at the moment, but I suppose it just grew, didn't it."

"Yes, but if you consider the fact that this has always been a one or two man operation, that was running on a shoestring budget, it's not that bad.  Harry Guildford's father started the place and Harry took over when his father passed on.  You can catch up on everyone's history later, but for now let's go inside the office and I'll introduce you to the White Out crew."

Sami couldn't help frowning slightly as they pulled up in front of a building that had obviously been a house at one time, but the frown didn't last long.  By the time she'd been introduced to JJ, Jim and Harry, then had been shown the rough sketches and partially formulated plans that had already been sketched out, she was obviously in her element.  Tom was soon wearing a discreet smile as he watched her interact with the others, convinced that once more his luck had held true.  He was positive she'd fit right in and his smiled widened as Jim looked at him and nodded slightly.

"She certainly knows her stuff, doesn't she?" Jim said a few minutes later as he and Tom watched Sami and JJ who were discussing a rather detailed drawing.

"She should, she has an engineering degree and five years of experience using that training in the field as a Seabee.  Of course that was before she was injured, so she's been away from it for a while as she recovered."

"Oh, how badly was she injured?"

"I don't know, because I didn't ask!" Tom snorted sharply.  "I hired her for her brain and that seems to be working just fine.  As long as she can work around any problems she has with her health and those problems don't affect the jobs I ask her to do, it's not my business.  If it does become a problem, then I'll ask if I can help, but until that time comes I'll let her keep her pride and let her show me just what she can do.  Now do you guys want her help out here or not, because if you don't, I have other jobs I want her to do?"

"Oh Hell yes, I want her here.  I was just curious, but your right, her injuries are her business, not mine."

"Okay then and I'm sorry if I seem a bit touchy about the subject, but my old man and I have been having a running battle on that subject since I hired Liz and Russ, then Alvin and Arnie.  It's just prejudice on his part and it annoys me.  Look at Sami and think about her background for a moment.  She invested years into her training and once she was judged to be unfit for service because she wasn't able to keep up to the elite physical standards set by the Seabees, she was let go.  I don't need her to run ten miles through ruggid terrain while carrying a full pack, or any other damn fool nonsense of that sort.  So, I'd be a damn fool not to take advantage of all that training, especially when it was thrown at me like a gift."

"Having met your father, I can understand why you're touchy about the subject.  He does have a habit of annoying people with his adamant viewpoints on controversial situations, so I apologise for speaking out of turn and sounding like him."

"Yeah, and I might be just a touch too sensitive on several matters because of his attitudes, but then I'm his son, so my feelings are as strong as his, only he and I view things differently."

The conversation might have carried on further, but just then Tom's cellphone rang.  Since he didn't want to disturb the discussion going on between JJ and Sami, he excused himself and stepped out of the room.

"Hello Lance, what's up?"

"I was just talking to your lawyer in Victoria and I heard you were flying down this direction this evening, so I was wondering if you were flying back home soon?"

"Yeah we are, we're only staying there for a short while, then flying back this evening.  Why, do you need a lift?"

"I sure do, if you don't mind stopping off in Vancouver, because I doubt if I can make it to Victoria in time to meet you there."

"Well, things aren't definite yet, but if everything goes the way I've planned we could give you a lift," Tom grinned, because it tied in with his other plans.  "Can I get back to you on that?"

"Absolutely!" Lance sighed.  "Otherwise I'll have to spend another night here in Vancouver, then catch the milk run back to Kamloops and – well you know that routine."

"Okay, I'll talk to you in a bit.  Hang tough for now, okay?" Tom smiled.

"Sure, you've got my number."

As soon as Lance had hung up, Tom called Frank.

"Hello, Tom." Frank answered on the first ring.

"Hello Frank, what's the news?"

"Well, the broadcasters love the idea of talking to you, but they're adamant that any interview has to be held much earlier so they can get it on the early news in Toronto," Frank said, sounding quite apologetic.

"Frank, it's after three right now and I can't possibly get there before six, so they're out of luck on that point.  Secondly, I want you to explain to them that there will be no interview, instead I'll read a prepared statement, then I'm leaving.  I don't want to answer their inane questions about my private life, so they can completely forget that idea.  I will read a statement, but that's it, tell them it's a take it or leave it, one time only situation and that right now I'd just as soon leave it and fax them a statement."

"I really doubt if they'll be all that interested in hearing a prepared statement, instead they want to know more about you and about how this has affected your life."

"Too 'F'ing bad, they are not going to be allowed to pry into my private life just for the fun of it.  I'm not a public figure, so they have no right to snoop - period - end of story.  They can either listen to the facts that I am prepared to divulge or not, I don't care one way or the other.  Just go ahead and lease the conference room and the vehicles for six o'clock.  I'll be landing at the airport just before six, then I'll be leaving before seven.  Anything you can do to make my short visit go smoothly will be sincerely appreciated though."

"Well, I'll work on that and pass on your plans, but I don't think the media people will be very happy, so you may be addressing a somewhat hostile crowd," Frank sighed.

"Gee, that's too bad," Tom said, sounding quite insincere, then his tone changed.  "I'm sorry to put you through this Frank, but I think it's necessary for several reasons."

"Well, if you say so.  I'll be there in the background tonight though, just in case.  So I imagine I'll see you then."

"Okay, and thank you for all your doing," Tom said quietly, then hung up and redialled Lance to let him know what was going on.

When he went back into the office where the others were, JJ and Sami were still involved in their discussion, so Tom took Jim and Harry aside.

"I'm going to have to take the Lear out again late this afternoon, but I'll be back much earlier tonight, probably before nine.  If the weather holds like this, with clear skies and a full moon, I won't need much more than a couple of lights at the far end of the runway and the lights on the buildings though.  If the clouds roll in I'll need more though."

"What's up, another rescue?" Harry asked.

"No, nothing like that.  The news services have been driving me crazy the last few days, so I'm flying to Victoria to make a short statement.  After that I'll be hopping over to Vancouver to pick up Lance, then flying right back."

"Isn't it going to be a little late in the day to catch the news broadcasts?"

"That's their problem, not mine," Tom shrugged.  "I really don't care if it makes things a little difficult for those snoopy buggers, since they've certainly made my life difficult for the last few days.  All they're going to get from me is a statement of facts and not much more, but hopefully it'll be enough to get them off my back.  I'll be taking along my Sunrise Mineral crew for protection though and I'll be using Liz and Russ as my backup pilots once again. But, if I'm going to get out of here on time, I'd better take Sami away with me now, because she's going to want to come along."

With that he spun around and walked over to Sami and JJ.

"Sorry to interrupt JJ, I know you're discussing the new layout, but something has come up and I could use Sami's help for a few hours to take care of a little Sunshine Mineral business.  I need to go pick up the rest of my crew so we can fly out of here tonight and since she was so eager to work with us last night, I thought she might like to join us on a similar task."

"Are you taking the whole crew?" Sami asked instantly.

"I think having Liz and Russ as pilots, with Alvin, Arnie and you as backup should be enough.  This time I want to leave someone with the plane though, and I think Liz will be best suited for that job.  I do need four guards to come along with me as well, and I don't really want to haul Art away from Josie and his family while they're settling into their new house.  You'll be back here late tonight and I won't pull you off this job again until you have it in hand, not unless we run into another emergency of some sort."

"I'm in!" she snapped then turned to JJ.  "I'll be back early tomorrow morning, but if we're going to do this job, let's do it right.  So if you want to run things by the book we're going to need a draftsman before too long, and a surveyor not long after.  That way if we get any brass hats or inspectors out here, wanting to know just what we're up to, we'll have decent plans and drawings to show them."

"I'm not sure about a draughtsman, but I can have a surveyor here next week if you can't find anyone locally, since I happen to have Johnny Bowman looking after my cabin for the winter," Tom said quietly.  "I'll warn you though, doing a surveying job with a foot or more of snow on the ground is a tough job, so I think we should hold off on that for now.  We do have a general idea of the lay of the land and we have a fairly good idea of the layout we want, so I'd say go with the plan we have for now and we'll get a surveyor here as soon as possible.  Now Sami, are you ready to go, because we need to get moving if we're going to be in Victoria by six?  See you tomorrow, JJ."

"We'll be back about four and we'll need the Lear, but we'll bring it out of the hanger when we get here," Tom waved at Harry and Jim.  "There's no sense in taking a chance on icing it up by pulling it out any earlier."

Once they were back in the pickup and headed for town, Sami looked at Tom and asked; "Okay, now that we're alone, what are we up to and why are we headed back to town instead of just phoning the others and having them come out to the airstrip?"

"Because I want to have some privacy while we have a discussion concerning what I'm about to do and how all of you want to appear when we're interacting with others," he sighed softly.  "By now you've heard about all the crap that's gone on involving me and my family with crooks of one kind or other, but we've decided to fight back through the media.  Tonight I'm going to read a statement to the media just to try to get them off my ass and I'm going to want four guards along.  Now, I imagine the guys will want to wear their fatigues again, but this time it will be in front of cameras and I don't know how that will go over with the military brass, so I thought we should have a talk about it."

"Ah, now I understand why you were asking about it before, but if we're not wearing unit designations or rank insignias I can't see any problem with wearing BDUs.  After all they're nothing more than sturdy clothing designed for freedom of movement and rough use.  Hell, anyone can buy them in almost any army surplus store.  In fact I just bought a set of woodland cammies in Seattle before coming to Canada, so I could wear those.  I can't see how the brass would do any more than shake their heads at the idea of you picking people from three different services to use as guards," she shrugged.  "Of course if they checked and discovered that you were hiring people who had medical discharges and giving them jobs, they might applaud the idea."

"So you don't know of any federal regulation that we might be breaking then?  I don't want to break any laws myself, but I don't want you to be slapped with fine or a penalty of some sort for standing beside me in your BDUs either."

"Not as long as you aren't wearing a uniform and you aren't forcing us to wear insignia of any kind that could cause dissension, there's no way they could do anything to you at all.  As a former member of the service I am allowed to wear my full regalia on special occasions, so wearing BDUs while attending you at a meeting isn't any problem.  Now if I wore a distinctive cover, like the one I wore with my full uniform, that would be a different story."

"A distinctive cover?"

"My headgear," she chuckled.  "The Seabees wear a very distinctively shaped cap and wearing that would be considered a no-no, since it would declare that I was a Seabee just as much as any other form of insignia.  I'll be honest I like the idea of wearing camo BDUs when we're acting as guards because it gives me an edge.  Somehow or other wearing BDUs puts me on guard, almost as if I was going into a firefight."

"Yeah, Arnie told me the same thing last night when we were heading for Victoria, but being a civilian, all I could compare that with is how I feel when I'm out in the wilderness.  When I'm hunting or hiking in the bush I seem to be more aware of my surroundings and notice details that I might miss under other circumstances."

"I think it might be a little more intense than that," she commented.

"Well yeah!" Tom snorted.  "Bears and wolves don't shoot at you with an AK47, but they can still kill you, probably just about as quickly too."

That led to a discussion about situational awareness and how various situations were far more apt to raise the level of adrenalin in a person's blood than others.  Actually they were still discussing that subject as they pulled up at the condos and went inside to talk to Liz, Russ, Alvin and Arnie.  In fact the others were already in their fatigues when they went inside because Frank had called them and so had Lance, but Tom still took the time to explain exactly what he planned to do in Victoria.  The only person who was slightly upset with his plan was Liz, but even she had to admit that having one of his crew guard the plane while it was on the tarmac in Victoria was a good idea.  As a result Sami hurried next door and changed into her BDU's while Tom phoned Sandy to let her know what was going on, then they all headed back to the airstrip.

Tom flew the plane to Victoria and had to circle once so they wouldn't interfere with a commercial flight, but they still arrived a few minutes before six.  Once they were on the ground they went to the parking lot where they picked up the two cars that had been set aside in Tom's name.  Then, after a quick call to Frank to see if everything else was set up and ready for them, they headed for the Lazy Dog Hotel, which is when the fun started.

Frank had warned Tom that the media had set up in front of the hotel to catch him on camera when he arrived, but Frank had arranged for them to park at the rear of the hotel and enter via a back door.  A young man would then guide Tom and his guards down a back hallway so they could enter the conference room through a service entrance at the back of the room.  They found themselves on a small raised stage and behind a set of partially closed curtains which faced the normal entrance to the room.  As a result all of the cameras and all of the media were facing the wrong way when Tom and his crew of four guards dressed in fatigues slipped quietly through the gap in the curtains.  Needless to say when Tom cleared his throat loudly, and the media spied the five figures standing there, confusion reigned for a few seconds, but Tom didn't seem to care.  Instead he began to speak quite loudly.

"Good evening, everyone.  My name is Tom Dunn and I seem to be developing a reputation for appearing unexpectedly and disappearing just as abruptly.  Now before I begin, I want you to know that I believe in the due process of the law, not in the prejudgement of the facts by the media which has become quite common these days.  As a result I am here to read a statement of certain pertinent facts, but I will NOT be answering any personal or speculative questions now, or at any time in the foreseeable future.

"For those of you that know nothing about me, I am a mineralogist and a prospector, who less than two years ago went out into the wilderness, discovered gold and established a claim for a gold mine.  As a direct result of making that discovery and registering that mining claim, I purchased the company which held the mineral lease on the property where my goldmine is situated.

"At the time I was not aware that a group of international pirates, masquerading as an oil firm had decided that they needed to gain possession of that selfsame mineral lease and would go to almost any length to bilk me out of it.  That oil firm has done everything it can to force me to renege on my mineral lease, yet they have never once come to me face to face with anything nearing a worthwhile offer of purchase.  Instead they have sneaked around behind my back like vermin, chawing at my heels and nipping at my backside in an attempt to intimidate me into giving up the rights to a lease and a mine which I have worked hard to establish.  As a result I feel that the members of that firm and those associates that I have had to deal with are without honour or any semblance of moral fibre.  In my opinion some of their local representatives are little more than filthy scum, for no decent human would stoop to the depths that those scavengers have done.  In fact I may have inadvertently
insulted the animals that others call bottom feeders, but if I have done so, I apologise to those wild creatures who survive by eating carrion.  However enough of my opinions and on to the facts.

"The first of that oil firm's minions that I happened to be accosted by was a lawyer, who bribed a government employee to obtain private details and relevant facts about my gold mine.  Using those facts, he attempted to have another provincial department challenge my lease, then sent an associate of the parent firm to offer me a way to bail out of my difficulty.  That offer was an insult by the way, worth approximately five percent of my initial investment, but it is the one and only offer those cheapskates have ever made.  I warned the associate off, but that offer gave me a clue of what I was facing, and it also gave me a lead as to who was behind the attack which I had just weathered.  Meanwhile the lawyer and the flunky he had bribed to disclose the information he had used against me were both arrested, charged and jailed on criminal charges.  At the time I thought those criminal charges were unrelated because they involved drugs and gang activities, but subsequent
investigation has taught me differently.  It would now seem that the original oil firm is also involved in those same criminal activities.  However to return to my original problem concerning the challenge on my lease, by working with my family and a very good lawyer, I defended my stance.  As a result the federal government advised the offending department of the provincial government to keep its nose out of federal business and not to interfere with my lawful activities on a federally granted lease.

"At that point the international firm decided to attack me through my family, instigating an attempted hostile takeover of my family's oil exploration firm.  However due to an inheritance I had received and a mutually advantageous transfer of various assets, my family was able to hold off those international scavengers and their backstabbing scheme in a fully legal manner.

"Meanwhile the crooked lawyer I had tangled with sought revenge even though he was incarcerated, but by employing an associate, he attempted to reestablish his former domain by way of a dodgy real-estate scheme.  Unfortunately the associate he chose was incompetent and the former lawyer's vindictive machinations were exposed.  His inept associate and that man's unscrupulous assistant ran afoul of several honest people who checked the facts and deduced the truth, so those two incompetents were also arrested, charged and jailed.

"I can only assume that it was either the original firm or one of that firm's associates who convinced the defrocked lawyer to use his underworld connections to attempt to have me assassinated after their other schemes failed.  Whoever financed the attempt doesn't really matter, but a contract on my life was taken out at that time, however since I'm still here you can assume that it failed as well.  The first attempt on my life was made by a politician, who ambushed me with a rifle and missed.  He shot at my head, but I happened to be swinging a snow shovel to rest on my shoulder, so his shot hit the shovel, not me.  Unfortunately the snow shovel was struck hard enough to deflect its swing, so the shovel bashed me on the head and I suffered a mild concussion.  However one of my hired men managed to capture the attempted murderer by using a snow blower to immobilise the man and bury him in a snowbank.  As a result both I and my attacker ended up being taken to the hospital and
were both confined to bed, me with a mild concussion and the attacker with frostbite from his exposure.

"Now unbeknownst to any of us at the time, the lawyer also had connections to a gang of drug dealers who set out to collect the price that had been placed on my head as well.  At least three carloads of those young hoodlums drove to the town where I spend my winters.  One carload of five thugs attacked the hospital and succeeded in killing the politician who had attempted to kill me, probably to keep him from implicating anyone else.  Since I was confined to bed in the same hospital, those hoodlums sought to kill me as well, but they failed.  In fact three of those five were quite badly injured during the attempt and the remaining two were arrested before they could escape, so the first group was captured and confined.  A second carload of gang members was caught as they headed toward the residence where I had been living.  It seems they interrupted a game of street hockey, then got involved in a traffic accident and were captured by the teenagers who had been playing
hockey.  Those teens called the police and turned the gangsters over to them.  A third carload of thugs was discovered while attempting to flee town and were arrested for openly transporting illegal weapons in their vehicle.

"While all this was going on, the leader of the gang was being investigated and found himself in hot water with the Vancouver police over his drug trafficking, so he attempted to flee the country.  That individual was shot and killed by US border personnel in a running gun battle.  Meanwhile the original lawyer was still in prison, but during an evening meal break he was stabbed and killed.  Somehow he was murdered while in custody, perhaps by the very people who had originally hired him, perhaps by the members of the drug gang in revenge for their leader's death or perhaps by someone else he had wronged in some way.  I don't know who was responsible and I don't think the authorities do either.

"Now you might think that would be the end of the tale, but it wasn't.  Instead, just yesterday one of the members of that same gang attempted to kidnap my fourteen-month-old son, probably to hold him for ransom.  Not only had that drug dealing bastard previously date-raped my ex, but he had the audacity to go to the place where she had been working as a waitress and obtained her address from the manager.  Thankfully his activities became known, so my son, my ex and her parents have now been moved to a remote area where they are safe.  As well as that the local police have been made aware of the attempted kidnapper's name, former address, known associates and other details.  Hopefully his days of freedom to terrorize the innocent are limited.

"So if you wonder why I and my family are acting somewhat carefully and are refusing to be extremely cooperative, just consider our situation.  We have been existing in a dangerous environment because of a foreign firm's escalating wild west antics and tyrannizing techniques.  All we can do to counter that danger is to take precautions, for instance as I stand here I am surrounded by four ex-military personnel who fought in Afghanistan, but my precautions shouldn't come as a surprise.  Just count up the felonies which I and my family have faced or seen happen around us in the last few days.  There have been two murders, two attempted murders, one attempted kidnapping, one death by misadventure and multiple people arrested and jailed - all because of corporate greed.  On top of that my life has been turned into a living hell.  I have been hounded day and night, either by criminals, thugs, gang members or eventually, you people — the news snoops — A-K-A the media
paparrazi.

I am a law-abiding citizen of Canada who is fighting for his life against a huge international corporation which appears to have no ethics and no moral fibre.  Their representatives lie, cheat, steal, bribe and intimidate to gain their way.  They deal with gangs and underworld thugs who handle the sale of drugs and attempt murder or kidnapping on a day to day basis.  Meanwhile, I and my family are forced to fight those crooks by legal means while our lives are turned upside down and inside out.  Yet the people in that original firm who have caused all the problems are left free to come and go, acting with impunity and completely unmolested until now.  So if you want my cooperation, do me a favour, get off my back and go after the cheating, slimy bastards that are causing the problem.

"I have not given you one name other than my own, but all the facts I have mentioned are true and easily verifiable.  Unfortunately for you those facts are all that I am willing give you, so don't bother hounding me any further, because I shall remain uncooperative.  I'm leaving it up to you to find out names, dates and places of all the events I mentioned because none of those facts are secret.  Now I have a plane to catch, a long flight ahead of me and some very important people who will want to discuss this situation when I meet with them tomorrow.  Meanwhile those of you who call yourselves investigative reporters will have to earn your wages to find out anything more, which means you're actually going to have to work for once.

"Thank you for your cooperation, but I have to run, so I'll say - Goodnight All."

Then Tom and the others stepped back behind a curtain and slipped out through the door at the back of the room as a babble of protest raged in their wake.  After Arnie closed the door, he paused for a few seconds, then heard the doorknob rattle and began to chuckle.

"What's so funny?" Tom asked with a frown.

"This!" Arnie grinned as he showed him a key, then tossed it to the young fellow who had previously guided them to the back door of the conference room.  "That bunch just discovered that I locked the door after we came out.  So, while we can leave by the back door to get to the cars, the media will have to go out through the lobby and all the way around the hotel to get to the back parking lot.  We'll be in the cars, out of the parking lot and on the road to the airport before they even figure out where we've gone."

"Nice job, but how did you get the key?" Tom asked with a matching grin.

"Bribery, you owe me twenty bucks, but pay me later.  We need to hurry."

Actually after they got into the cars they drove out of the parking lot at a rather sedate speed, but even that was intentional.  If they had left hurriedly, it would probably have drawn the scrambling media pack's attention.  As it happened they got away cleanly, in fact as they drove through the first traffic light and crossed the highway, Tom's cellphone rang.

"Hello Frank, were you in the conference room?"

"I sure was, I was standing in the corner off to your right, but happily no one paid any attention to me." Frank laughed.  "The whole bunch are totally frustrated because none of them had a chance to interview you and as far as they're concerned you suddenly appeared out of nowhere, then you disappeared into thin air.  One of them even grilled the receptionist at the front desk, asking if you had taken out rooms at the hotel for the night.  They can't understand how you got there in the first place and they can't seem to believe that you got away without anyone seeing you."

"Well I left them the clue that we're headed for the airport, but we aren't there yet, so there's still a chance they might catch us before we take off.  If they're too late to catch us and find that we've left, but they ask the air traffic controller where were headed,  they'll discover that we're going to Vancouver.  Come to think of it, I suppose that's all to the good for my charade though, isn't it?"

"Oh, you'd better believe it, because that's exactly where several of them were saying they expect you to go, then they expect you to be on the 'red eye' flight to Ontario.  One of them was saying that a Conservative back bencher called for an investigation into the granting of oil leases to foreign oil exploration firms today, so that rumour may be true.  If it is true, that's exactly where they would expect you to be tomorrow.  By the way, are you really going to Vancouver?"

"We sure are.  We're picking up Lance at the YVR, and I imagine we'll be landing on runway four, since that's the shortest runway, but then I might be wrong.  Whichever one it is, Lance will have to come to us, so we might be waiting there for a while.  That means there is a possibility that another batch of news hounds might catch us, but if they do I'm not going to show my face.  Anyway we're at the airport now, so we'll be out of Victoria as soon as possible.  Thanks for arranging all of this for us and I expect a bill for all costs, plus your fee for your time."

"Alright Tom, but next time you're in town I want to meet you face to face so we can have a chat.  This went far better than I ever expected and I think you lit a fire under the media.  Have a good flight home."

Returning the cars to the rental agency only took a short time, so only moments later they were in the air.  It took them longer to circle and land at YVR though, but surprisingly they had a very short wait before Lance arrived with the fuel truck and boarded the plane while Tom was having the fuel topped up.  Tom handled the takeoff, then once they'd gotten clear of the air traffic congestion near Vancouver, he had given Liz control, so she flew most of the way back to Bear Creek with Tom only taking over for the landing.  As a result they were home well before eight in the evening, but no one answered their radio call as they overflew the airstrip.  That bothered Tom, but the moonlight was very bright, there was a car at the end of the runway with its lights on, the lights on the buildings were a second decent guide and he knew the runway was clear, so he landed anyway. 

When Liz talked about it later, she said he'd made landing a jet travelling over a hundred-miles an hour on a poorly lit runway look easy and he seemed totally calm.  In fact she said that while he was taxiing to the hanger Tom told her that she should expect to be at the controls when they took off for Calgary either the next night or Friday morning.  Then he warned her that they would likely be in Calgary for the whole weekend, so she and Russ should pack accordingly.

"Now, let's find out why the hell no one was here to tell us the runway was clear to land," he grumbled as he brought the jet to a halt in front of the hanger.

"Come on, boss, give them a break," Liz snorted.  "We're back an hour earlier than they expected us and you didn't ask for full lighting."

"Yeah I guess you're right and landing really wasn't a problem," Tom sighed.  "Let's just put this thing away and head for home."

So by shortly after eight that evening he was home and he was greeted by four women, Sandy, Linda, Rachel and Ann, but Linda was the first to speak.

"Look David, here comes your Daddy, the TV star," Linda greeted him as he came inside.

"What?"  Tom sounded surprised.

"Oh yeah!  The CBC mentioned your speech on the news, then broadcast the whole thing right afterward on the program that explains how business and politics interact," Sandy crowed proudly as she gave him a hug.  "They added in some of your Dad's comments, some of Franks and some of Muriel's too, so they virtually told the whole story.  Then two of their talking heads had a discussion about it.  Did you want to watch it, because Rachel taped the whole thing?"

"Oh great!" Tom sighed heavily.  "I suppose the phone has been going crazy has it?"

"Nope, only your Dad and Don called, but they just passed on their congratulations about what you'd said and told me to tell you that they'd talk to you on Friday.  I haven't checked your office phone though, so you might have a few calls on that.  Did you have time to find something to eat?"

"Nope, so I'm tired and I'm hungry."

"Well sit back in your recliner and I'll bring you a hot meal," Rachel broke in with a wink.  "Linda cooked a pot roast for supper and I can have a serving reheated in minutes."

"I'll give her a hand, but I want to talk to you later," Ann winked at him.  "Just relax for now though, I'm not in a rush."

So Tom sat in the recliner and played with David for a few minutes, then as he ate his supper he watched what CBC had done with his speech.  To be honest he was impressed with how they had handled most of that and was relatively pleased by the commentary of the two people who discussed it.  Both of them agreed that the situations he'd been through would have been extremely stressful for anyone and neither of them faulted him for being upset at the fact that his life had been turned upside down.  In fact they even admitted that their research teams and filming crews were extremely persistent when chasing a story, so they couldn't fault Tom for being somewhat uncooperative.  He felt they ruined that concession though, because they ended their comments by trying to justify their field agent's attitudes and actions, then totally blew him away by quoting the old saw about 'the people's need to know."

"They can say what they want, but their research teams and camera crews are snoops and gossip mongers!" he growled as he shut off the TV set.  "I don't care how much those two try to glorify or excuse those camera and microphone wielding idiots, in my opinion they're nothing more than glorified paparazzi who make innocent people appear guilty."

"Oh come on, Tom.  Tell us what you really think." Linda teased.

He took a deep breath, then paused and shook his head, but whatever he was going to say went unsaid because just then there was a knock on the front door.  Since Rachel, Sandy and Ann were in the kitchen getting coffee and dessert, Tom went to answer it and stared at the two people there in surprise.  It was Laura and JJ, who were holding hands.

"Hi, Lil Brother," JJ said somewhat sheepishly.  "I thought I should pop over and say hi since I was visiting next door, so Laura decided she should come over too."

"Oooo-kay," Tom looked at the pair and grinned slightly.  "This is a surprise.  Come on in."

It was soon apparent that having those two dating was just as much of a surprise to Sandy, Ann and Rachel as well, but at least it was a pleasant surprise.  It was a few minutes before everyone had managed to settle down and Linda had shown David to his uncle, then for some reason all the women once more moved off to the kitchen.

"You do realise that you got home earlier than anyone expected, don't you?" JJ said once they were alone.  "Did you have any trouble landing with no lights on the runway?"

"Not really, I was a little upset that no one was there to answer the radio and tell me if the runway was clear, but it wasn't a big thing," Tom shrugged.  "I've done that sort of thing quite often actually, just never in the Lear and that gave me a bit of a thrill, but nothing like the first time I landed in low light conditions in an old Beaver.

"Oh?  How did that happen?

"Well, I think that was the first year I was doing much flying and I'd run into a headwind, but because of sheer inexperience, I ignored what that would do to my fuel reserve.  Unfortunately between the headwind and the bank of clouds that was being blown in, by the time I got where I was going it was darn near dark.  That was something I hadn't even thought about because it was spring and as far north as I was, we were getting about an hour of twilight, but that was it, no real darkness.  Anyway, what with bucking the wind, I didn't have enough fuel left to go anywhere else, so I had a choice - either land or crash.  I don't think I've ever been so relieved as I was when I recognised the approach to the airfield, but then again that feeling might have been surpassed when I felt the plane's wheels hit the landing strip."

"You've had a helluva lot of flight experience haven't you?"

"Yep, for someone who hasn't flown commercially, I guess I have.  The gals added it all up the other day and it was close to two-thousand hours.  Since I was officially listed on NorEast's books as a prospector and only worked four months of the year for four years after I got my license, I did a lot of flying during the time I was there.  Of course the last year I was there I think I flew for a few hours almost every day I worked.  Part of that was ferry flights though, which meant I'd fly long hours between landings, but I might do three or four landings a day, while piloting two or three different planes.  The last day I worked for NorEast I flew from Vancouver to Yellowknife in one plane, from Yellowknife to Fort St. John in a second and from there back to Vancouver as copilot in a third."

"Well what planes did you fly that day, or do you recall?"

"The first one was an early KingAir, similar to Dad's, but older.  The second was another old Beach, but I can't remember what model.  Then the final flight was the Learjet, and come to think about it, that was the last time I flew that plane until the other day."

"So you flew the Learjet back to Vancouver as well?  Weren't you over allowable hours?"

"Yeah, but once more when the boss had been drinking, so I got the job, only I was listed as a student pilot on the books.  Of course the Lear is a dream to fly and it doesn't tire me to fly it.  I don't know why, it just suits me for some reason."

"So, rumour has it that you could buy it cheaply, are you going to?" JJ grinned.

"Well, I could I guess, but that dang Lear is almost too bloody tantalizing to have around," Tom sighed heavily.  "I'm really tempted to see if Jake was being truthful about selling it to me for those shares he said I have in NorEast Mining though.  It'd be a hell of a bargain, because it almost be as if I'd be getting the plane for no real investment, just a trade for a bunch of stocks that I didn't even know I owned until Jake told me about them.  If I did buy it I wouldn't lease it to White Out though, otherwise my older brother would try to find a commercial use for it."

"Aw come on man, we already had that talk and now that I'm here in Bear Creek I can see exactly what you meant.  First of all there isn't enough traffic here to make commercial flights economically feasible and secondly we'd be treading on CHC's toes, but they could cause the company several big problems.  Considering that, I'm not even sure we should keep the Twin Otter, since it's mainly a passenger hauling machine and a turbo-prop to boot.  I'm sure CHC could see that as a problem too.  If we add the Learjet on top of that, they might start asking questions."

"Yep and to be honest I think I'd rather have the stocks for now because those stocks are making me money while the Lear is costing money, even if my lease fee was virtually nonexistent this time," Tom paused and shrugged slightly.  "So, although I love to fly the darn plane, I think this lease may be a short term thing, unless I can devise a way of covering those long term costs.  In the long run I'd have to either pay White Out for hanger space or else build another hanger, then there's fuel costs, a second pilot's wages, maintenance costs and who knows what else.  The Lear just isn't worth owning if we don't have a use for it, besides that if I'm out at the lease while Liz and Russ are flying the Chinook, there isn't anyone at White Out who can legally fly it.  As far as I can see things right now, I'll be taking it back to Jake at the end of March, but between now and then we'll be using it quite a bit."

"Oh, other than flying to Calgary this weekend, where else are you planing to go?"

"Well, Sandy's parents live in northern Manitoba and she wants them here for our wedding next weekend, then I'll have to fly them back afterward.  After that I was thinking that Sandy and I should fly somewhere for our honeymoon, maybe Vegas or San Francisco, somewhere warm.  I think Sandy would love to fly to Hawaii, but the Lear just doesn't have the fuel capacity to get there.  Besides that I had the idea that while Liz can still fly I should see if she and Russ would like to fly down east to Ontario to see her parents.  Other than that I just can't find any excuses to have the Lear around."

"Yeah, I guess," JJ sighed heavily.  "To be honest if you were keeping the jet, I was going to try to twist your arm to let me learn to fly it and I think both Ron and Donna were thinking along the same lines.  I look at you and I just shake my head because you've earned so many extra tabs on your license already and you've got the experience as well as the flight time to add several more.  While we're in Calgary this weekend you should write your tests and take your test flights for your multiple engine, your commercial and your jet engine.  After that all you need is your chopper license, then you'll be able to fly damn near anything, at least anything White Out owns or leases."

"Yep, I suppose I should try, but I doubt if I can make an appointment with the inspectors that quickly and I'm not sure I'm ready for either the commercial or jet tickets.  I'll be honest, I haven't done much study on either of those."

"You've got the experience though and I'll bet you have the knowledge because of that experience.  Not only that, but it's winter and there aren't going to be a lot of pilots trying to upgrade their licenses at this time of the year.  I'll bet if we call down there tomorrow we can get you an appointment for Saturday morning so you could take your tests and your test flights."

"Three tests and three test flights in one day?  That's a total of nine hours if I didn't take any breaks at all.  If I did take breaks for coffee and lunch it would be a total of at least ten hours of steady concentration and worry.  In other words it all adds up to the fact that you are totally frigging nuts!"

"Nope, because with the hours you have registered in your flight log, I'll bet you can take two written tests and one test flight to get all three.  I think they'll give you a verbal test for your multi engine, then combine the test flights for the two written tests into one slightly longer flight.  From what I've heard the commercial is the toughest, but from what Liz, Ron and Jim have told me about your flight habits, you'll have no trouble with that at all.  In other words they feel you fly to commercial standards and follow commercial practises now, so they're sure you already know the answers to the questions that will be on the test."

"Well, I'm not so sure of that."

"Why not try?  What have you got to lose?"

"Nothing really," Tom chuckled, then sobered.  "To completely change the subject on you, are you serious about Laura?"

"I don't know, not yet, but she is certainly someone I want to know better.  I can't explain it, but the moment I met her I wanted to be friends.  It's strange, because I've never met anyone quite like her before and she fascinates me in some ways.  She's extremely smart and very quick on the uptake, but at the same time she seems to question almost everything I do.  It's almost as if I'm being tested to see if I'm more like you or if I'm more like Dad."

"Well, don't be surprised at that," Tom snorted loudly.  "I think everyone in Bear Creek was curious about that, since they knew me first, then Dad showed up and people found that the two of us aren't a lot alike in many ways.  After you and Ann appeared on the scene they found that the two of you are more like Mom in some ways and yet you're both different than anyone else.  Wait until Don shows up for our wedding and folks meet him, then they'll have met the whole range of our family's personalities.  The thing is all of us are driven to succeed in one way or another, but it shows up in different ways."

"Okay, I can see that, but who do you think is the most like which parent?"

"I'd say Don is the most like Dad, with Ann next, then me, and you're the most like Mom.  Don is probably happy to be the only one of us left at Dunn-Redding because he and Dad get along quite well, but don't have a lot of patience with the rest of us.  Thankfully Uncle Tom and Mom are there to help Grandpa calm them down, or who knows what they'd do next.  I think Ann is going to work out to be great at running my supply situation and she seems to be happy to be working with Sandy at the same time.  She's going to be able to lean on either Sandy or me when she has too, but she isn't afraid to make a decision when we aren't there and she can live with her mistakes if we disagree with her decisions.  In the future I expect you'll end up being the public face of White Out, because that job suits you to a T, far better than either Jim or Harry.  You consider all sides of an issue before you make up your mind and you're the consummate diplomat when you have to give out bad
news.  In the meantime I'll disappear back into the bush, because that's where I want to be and I have the means and the reason to do it."

"You must have spent a lot of time thinking about our family's character traits, probably long before I ever thought of asking."

"I suppose it's possible, but if I did, I don't recall doing it," Tom shrugged as if it wasn't important.  "When you're all alone for weeks on end though, you have to do something to keep your mind occupied or you'd go nuts.  If I'm off in the wilderness by myself, I do spend a lot of time thinking and I consider a lot of different issues, so I've formed opinions on most common subjects.  I could quite easily have thought about family comparisons at one time or the other."

"So if you spent a lot of time thinking of various subjects in the past, is that why you seem to make up your mind so quickly?"

"You know it could well be, but I still think things over when a problem comes up and a decision has to be made.  One thing that probably influences the speed of my decisions is the fact that I've been in several very touchy situations where a quick decision is a matter of life or death.  As a bush pilot or as a prospector you run into that sort of situation quite often, so you have to be very lucky or very good.  I'm not sure which of those I was, but I survived and I learned to make decisions quite quickly," Tom paused, then smiled as he got to his feet.  "Come to think of it, since all of us are here now, we should make a decision concerning this weekend.  Let's go talk to the ladies about it."

When Tom and JJ walked into the kitchen the four women were all seated at the table and talking up a storm, but they looked up at the two brothers and quieted instantly.

"Come to get more coffee?" Sandy asked.  "There's a pot ready, so help yourself."

"Well, I won't turn down another cup of coffee, but that wasn't why I dragged JJ in here," Tom winked at Sandy.  "Instead I want to talk about the trip to Calgary this weekend.  To start with the Lear can carry a total of eight passengers and a crew of two.  Let's call Russ and Liz the crew, so that leaves space for us to take eight others.  Ann, JJ, Sandy and I have to go, which still leaves four seats spare, but I'll wager the family would love to meet David and Linda.  Now I can see several others who might want to go.  If Linda wants to come and show off David to his other grandparents, then her parents might like to come too.  As well as that Lance might like to come with Ann, and Laura might like to come with JJ.  So that's the first question I have for everyone, just who will want to go to Calgary with us?"

"I'm sorry, but I think I'd feel pretty darn uncomfortable if David and I tagged along, and my parents are looking at real-estate this weekend, so I'd rather not come with you," Linda said almost instantly.  "For one thing I feel safe here and after what we just went through back home, I don't want to go anywhere else right now."

"Okay, I can see that," Tom nodded, then he looked at Ann.  "So Sis, do you think Lance would like to tag along?"

"Nope, he's going to be up to his armpits in straightening out his work situation the rest of this week and probably most of the next few weeks.  From what he said about the city police force he's going to have his hands full for a while.  Besides we're not all that serious yet, so it's probably better if he meets the rest of the family when they come up here next weekend."

"You can say the same thing for me," Laura said quietly.  "JJ is a great guy and all, but I've met your Mom and Dad, and I think it's a little early to tag along with JJ to spend a weekend in Calgary.  I'd feel pretty darn uncomfortable since we're really just getting to know each other."

"Don't look at me either," Rachel snorted.  "With both Sandy and Ann away, someone has to stay to open the doors and count the beans on Friday."

"Okay, that's about what I thought everyone would say, but the offer needed to be made," Tom nodded.  "Now for the others who are going, I'd like to make a little change in our flight plans if possible.  Because of my speech to the press this evening I think there might be a real mess at the airport if we fly in on Friday morning, so I was wondering what you thought about flying there tomorrow after work?  After all Calgary isn't much further than Victoria and we made the flight down there in just under an hour and a half this afternoon.  So, if we left here just after five tomorrow, we could be in Calgary by six-thirty or seven.  Not only would we miss most of the news snoops at the airport, but we'd be well rested when we head to the company shindig the next afternoon."

"Personally, I like the idea, but I don't know how it sits with anyone else," JJ sounded tentative.  "If we do that, I can have an extra half-day in Calgary to get a few personal details cleared up that need to be done and I can spend some time with Jesse too.  On this end of things it means I can get both Sami and Art working on the same page tomorrow, then when I'm back home on Monday we can really get to work and start finalizing a few plans."

"Well, we'll still be here most of the day tomorrow, so I can't see any problem with leaving tomorrow evening.  What do you think Ann?" Sandy asked.

"I'm fine with the idea.  The only difference is that I'll have to pack tonight, not tomorrow night," Ann shrugged.  "The only question I have is, when are we coming back?"

"I was hoping to be here for a normal start of work on Monday morning, which means flying back late Sunday afternoon.  That way all three of you are only away for one full day, as well as any time you might have worked on Saturday," Tom said quietly.  "Of course our flight times are dependent on the weather, so everything might change by tomorrow afternoon.  The long range forecast says we'll be fine, but I've learned not to trust that too far, especially not at this time of year."

"Okay, if that's what we're planning to do, I'm out of here," Ann said, standing and putting her empty coffee mug in the sink.  "I can pack tonight, then I'll bring an overnight case to work tomorrow and plan on leaving from there."

"Yeah, I think I'd better get home too," JJ looked over at Laura as she got to her feet.

"I'll walk you to your truck," she blushed slightly.  "Just in case I don't see the rest of you before you leave, I'll wish you a good trip now."

Moments after Ann, Laura and JJ had left there was another knock on the door and when Tom answered it, Linda's parents were standing on the porch.

"Pardon us for dropping by so late in the evening, but after talking to Laura and finding that you were planning to leave tomorrow evening, we thought it might be best to talk to you now, Tom," Heinz apologized.

"It's not my bedtime yet, so come on in Heinz.  Good evening, Helga," Tom smiled and led them into the living room.  "We might be able to scare up a cup of coffee if you'd like one, and the women folk are still in the kitchen, but I think David is sleeping."

"Actually we're here to talk to you," Helga smiled.  "We're going out to look at properties tomorrow, mostly small acreages.  You see although we have enjoyed living in Saanich, we do miss having any amount of snow and since Linda and David are moving here, we would miss them very much."

"We have already seen one place that we liked this afternoon, but it is larger than what we really want and it has a few details that might make it a little out of our range.  You see the people there have a quarter section of land where they breed and raise mules, in fact they mentioned that they have worked for you in the past," Heinz said as he sat down.  "Actually from what they said, working for you has convinced them to move to another area, and we think it might be nearer to your gold claim."

"Are you telling me that Sam Dumont and his son Will are selling out?" Tom asked instantly.

"Yes, but only the land and the buildings, but they're not selling the mules, or the Jacks and the Welsh ponies that they use for breeding stock," Helga frowned.  "They aren't selling any of their packsaddles or other gear either, so like Heinz said, we think they plan to set up a new business nearer to where your claim is located."

"We felt you should know about it," Heinz shrugged his shoulders.  "I don't understand how it would affect you or your businesses, but forewarned is forearmed."

"Actually even if they moved right to Misery Flats, I can't see it doing any damage to anything I have planned," Tom frowned.  "I think they'd be taking a hell of a gamble though, and I don't understand why they'd do that.  I just can't see how they'd be able to drum up enough business to make a move like that worthwhile, so I think I should find time to talk to them.  Were they acting as if their move was a secret?"

"No, but I don't think they realized we had any ties to you either, so what they said wouldn't have called up any red flags if we hadn't talked to you beforehand."

"Well, I can't see that what they are planning to do will actually be harmful to my operation in any way, but at the same time I can't see that they'll be any better off if they move.  You see I don't think they realize the full extent of my lease or how demanding I plan on being toward any prospectors I allow to work there.  At the same time I've worked with the two of them for almost two months when we were building the cabin and I just can't see them trying to do anything underhanded.  I think I'll have to talk to them to explain the whole situation so they understand exactly what I plan to do and how it might affect a business like theirs.  I certainly wouldn't like to see them go broke because of a bad business decision, so thanks a lot for telling me that bit of information."

"That's no problem at all because it will affect you, so we felt you should know about their plans, now I think I'll go talk to Linda and Sandy," Helga smiled, leaving Tom and Heinz to talk to each other.

Tom spent the next while talking to Heinz about what the Schmidts were looking for and discussing local real-estate prices.  In fact Heinz and Helga left late enough that Sandy, Rachel and Linda all headed off to bed as soon as they were gone.

Tom started to head upstairs, then decided he should check his office phone, so he sighed heavily and went down the basement.  Wonder of wonders, his answering machine didn't have a single blinking light, then he looked at the phone and noticed he hadn't hung up the receiver properly when he'd last used it.

"Well, that's one way of making sure I get a good night's rest, even if it wasn't intentional," he chuckled to himself and went to join Sandy in a nice warm bed.




Chapter 30

It was another early morning for Tom and once more he hurried down to his office before six to see what messages were on his answering machine.  There were five calls and he sighed heavily as he looked at the flashing light, but took the time to go through them one by one.

Two of the calls were apologies from the two largest news media groups in Canada and they were from big wigs of the corporations, what most might call the big brass of the Canadian Media.  In each case they apologised profusely for their minions invading his privacy, then they both screwed themselves in the ear by suggesting that he give an interview to a representative of the individual media company.  Tom just shook his head in disgust, they just didn't want to listen and he wasn't about to waste his time trying to enlighten them right then.  Only, he paused the machine long enough to write down each one's contact info, just in case he needed to raise a point or two another time.  He thought he'd pass those names and numbers on to Frank and let him have the fun of saying 'Sorry, but Mr. Dunn is not interested in being interviewed at this time or at any time in the future.'

The third call was an overseas call from the president of Bulldog Petroleum promising that heads would roll in the offices that had harassed Tom and virtually begging him to call back.  That one made him laugh, because as he was listening to the voice with an English accent, Tom was also looking at the European stock market listings on his computer.  BP stocks had fallen even further, so he expected that the man who had called was willing to do just about anything to have Tom call off the 'dogs of war' that he'd set loose.  He didn't reach for the phone though, just his pen, and once more he wrote down the man's name and contact number.  He planned to pass that name and number on as well, preferably to his dad, that ought to make his old man happy.

The next call was actually from Frank, telling Tom that the same representative from BP had awakened him by calling his home phone just after four in the morning.

"He asked me what he could do to get you to stop persecuting his company, but I told him you hadn't even gotten started.  He blustered about that, saying his company wasn't to blame for minor details of the sort you've been facing, that such incidental happenings were common in the business world.  So I asked him how many days he had spent in the hospital after an attempted assassination, or how many times he had personally had to fight off a killer and how many times his children had been threatened with kidnapping.  The bastard didn't answer that, instead he hung up on me, so he's got me pissed off now!

"I normally wouldn't call at this time of day, but I know your office phone won't awaken you and I thought I'd leave a message to warn you that he's bound to find your phone number and he'll call you too.  I haven't checked the stock markets or any of the international news feeds, but I think you're getting a lot of publicity in England as well, which is causing him a lot of grief.  After getting awakened from a sound sleep and having to listen to the crap he spouted, I definitely want to be involved in your next move.  Give me a call and tell me what you're planning on doing next, will you?"

Tom couldn't help chuckling at the fact that Frank was annoyed, especially since the only side of Frank's personality Tom had ever seen was his 'Mr. Calm and Cool' persona.  Hopefully Frank was going to be patient though, because Tom's present plan was to wait and see what happened next, because he hoped the media was going be spurred into action by his diatribe.  Tom thought he had challenged them and from what little he'd seen of their early reaction, they'd taken the bait to some degree.  How much time and effort they'd be willing to invest in their search for proof of BP's involvement was a question he couldn't answer though.  Right at the moment though he felt he was going to have to wait and see what effect his rant had evoked before he decided what he needed to do next, if he needed to do anything at all.

The last call was from Lance and he had news that made Tom quite apprehensive.

"Tom, I'm sorry to have to tell you this, but Tang Nguyen was seen in the vicinity of the Lazy Dog Hotel shortly after your interview with the media, but he eluded arrest.  I'm unsure exactly what that might mean, but I'm going to guess that he might have found out that you live here in Bear Creek during the winter.  I suspect he already knows you spirited David, Linda and her parents out of town on Tuesday evening, so you might want to make sure they lay low and circle the wagons for the next few days.  Ann tells me that you plan to fly to Calgary sometime tomorrow, so I suggest you do that as soon as possible, preferably before noon.  That's about the earliest Nguyen could get here if he caught a ferry early this morning, but the RCMP were watching for him last night and they're sure he didn't catch a ferry.  If he caught a commercial flight he'd be even later than that because of the route a flight to Kamloops follows.

"It's four-thirty in the morning and I need to catch an hour or two of sleep, but I should be at work by eight.  You can still call the Bear Creek Police office if you have any other questions though, even if I'm not there.  Not only that, but if you see Nguyen let us know where and when you saw him, no matter what time it is and I think today you'd better take Alvin or Arnie with you wherever you go."

Tom looked at his watch and sighed heavily, it was only seven in the morning and he'd just had his whole day screwed up.  He hadn't even had the time to check what the weather forecast was like for the next few days and he really didn't like the idea of leaving town earlier than he had planned.  His coffee cup was empty anyway, so he headed back up to the kitchen and found Sandy there already.

"Hi Tom," Sandy greeted him with a hug and a quick kiss.  "What's up with the frown?"

"Oh, I was just listening to the messages on my answering machine and Lance left one that bothered me.  He thinks the punk who raped Linda and was trying to kidnap David is coming to Bear Creek to try again."

"Oh shit!"

"Yeah, my thoughts exactly!" Tom snorted.  "Not only that, but Lance would like us to leave town by noon today and from the sounds of it he wants us to take Alvin and Arnie along as guards.  As I see it that would leave Linda and David here and vulnerable though."

"Well, what about talking Linda into coming with us?  I know she doesn't want to go, but wouldn't she and David be a lot safer if they did?"

"I overheard that, but I don't understand.  Why would David and I be safer and what do you think we should do?" Linda demanded as she came into the kitchen, carrying David in her arms.

So Tom explained what Lance had said and Sandy told her what she thought Linda should do.  The next few minutes were a muddle.  Linda announced she needed to think about that, then since David began to fuss, Linda handed him to Tom as she mixed up some pablum, then got a container of pureed fruit out of the fridge.  She shook her head as she turned back to the table though, Tom was already sitting with David snuggled in the crook of his left arm and was feeding him pablum with a baby spoon.

"Tom, you just aren't normal," she announced, then poured herself a cup of coffee.  "Not only that, but neither is Sandy."

"Pardon me?  Why do you think I'm abnormal?" Sandy asked as she started to cook breakfast.

"Because you don't seem to be jealous of me or of David."

"Linda, you're part of Tom's former life and so is David.  You're a lot easier to live with than the parts of my life that Tom has had to put up with," Sandy snorted.  "My god, my ex tried to have Tom killed, not to mention all the other crap he did.  There is no way you could ever be compared to what that bastard has done to us.  Besides, you're likeable, so I don't mind you sharing in our lives at all and I think little David is a wonderful addition to our family."

"Um, are you saying that you consider us to be part of your immediate family?"

"Well of course I do."

"Excuse me for interrupting this mutual admiration society, but where is Rachel this morning?  Did she sleep in?" Tom asked.

"No, she and Laura had an early meeting this morning, so Rachel left shortly after you got out of bed, but perhaps you had already gone downstairs," Sandy answered.

"Da, da da da dad," David babbled and leaned toward the spoon as if he was starving.

'Okay, okay, Davey," Tom fed him more pablum, then grinned at Sandy.  "I think he just proved that he uses that word intentionally."

"No surprise, just another frigging genius in the family," Sandy shrugged and tried to sound grouchy, but winked at Linda.  "So to change the subject again, Linda, you've had time to think.  Are you going to Calgary with us today or not?"

"Well, it seems as if we'd be safer, so I suppose it's a good idea.  I'd like to talk to Mom and Dad before I make up my mind about it though, just to see what they think.

"That's reasonable," Tom nodded, just as his cell phone rang.

"Here, let me take David, so you can get that," Linda said immediately.

"Hello Liz," Tom answered after a glance at the call display on his phone.

"Hi boss, what's up today?"

"Well, things are a little up in the air right now.  We might be flying out at noon, but if not then, we'll be out of here by shortly after five and we plan to spend the next three nights in Calgary, flying back on Sunday.  Alvin and Arnie might need to come with us as well, but we aren't sure of that yet.

"If I might ask, why all the changes?"

"Well, Lance discovered that Nguyen, the guy who was planning to kidnap David, was at the hotel where I gave my statement last night.  He figures Nguyen probably followed us back to the airport and might have found out where I live.  I think that's screwy since we flew to Vancouver and the media think I flew from there to Ontario, but I could be wrong.  Just in case he's right though, I'd like you to figure on coming out here and spending the day at Sandy's house in order to keep Linda and David safe.  In fact why don't all of you except Sami come out here, since she needs to head for the airfield this morning.  I need to make some phone calls and talk to some people before I make too many plans."

"Okay Tom, we can do that.  Give Russ and me ten minutes, but Alvin and Arnie will be a bit longer since they should pack now, just in case they head to Calgary with us."

"Okay, that's fine, but take your time.  I still need to eat and so does Sandy, so we won't be leaving for at least half an hour or more."

"Okay, see you shortly."

Tom took a short break to gobble his breakfast, then he called JJ

"Hi Tom, are you calling about the break-in?"

"No, what break-in?" Tom scowled.

"Someone broke into the hanger where the Learjet and the two Beavers are kept, but we can't see that any damage was done to anything.  Some tools may have disappeared, but all the planes look fine.  Jim and Harry are going over the Beavers now, but it might be an idea to have Liz and Russ come down to work with Travis and Angie and check out the Lear.  We've called the RCMP about it and Lance knows, but none of them have shown up here yet.  Actually Lance said there's nothing he can do, since we aren't within the town limits."

"Damn, I'm more worried about sabotage than theft, so we really need to get into gear to prevent that sort of crap.  I think we need to put in motion alarms, video cameras and perhaps we need to hire guards for now."

"That or guard dogs, which is what Harry used to have, but the ones he had grew old and he had to have them put down, then unfortunately he never replaced them.  There is a fence and no trespassing signs, but that's a joke to almost any crook these days."

"Oh, I think this was a crook alright, but after considering it, I'm afraid that they may have sabotaged the Learjet and the easiest way to do that is by screwing with the fuel supply.  Once that plane gets up to higher altitudes any water can cause a major problem because it will freeze in the supply lines and the engines will die.  With no power, a Learjet flies like a rock, which is why I like to keep condensation to a minimum by topping up the fuel every chance I get.  So have all the fuel in the jet and the choppers pumped out and replaced, then have the engines, fuel pumps and fuel lines all checked.  Call in the inspector to check it over and have the fuel tested for water or other contaminants.  I don't care what it costs, but put Travis and Angie on the job right away and to speed things up I'll send Russ and Liz to help.  See if you can get the Lear done as quickly as possible.  If you can get it done by noon, we'll fly out of here as soon as possible
afterward.  I think this is another BP stunt because if they've found out that you and Ann are flying to Calgary with me, we'd be a prime target.  Those bastards would consider it a major win they could kill off Sandy and the three of us as well, because we'd probably be killed if we lost both engines while flying over the Rockies."

"Holy shit, I never thought of that!  I'll get right on it." JJ responded, then he hung up.

Tom called Liz back and diverted her and Russ to the airfield, but had Alvin and Arnie come to the house.  Next he called Heinz and Helga to have them come over and stay with Linda, explaining why he wanted someone to stay with her.  Once Alvin and Arnie arrived he had Alvin go with Sandy when she insisted on going to work and kept Arnie along with him.  Then he called Lance and explained his suspicions, knowing that Lance would stir up the police and would call the RCMP office as well.  After that he called Ann, and after talking to her, he called Don in Calgary.

"Hello little brother," Don answered instantly.  "You really stirred up shit last night."

"Yeah, but I think they've reacted by taking off the gloves." Tom growled.  "We had a break-in at the airfield overnight and I suspect the Learjet was sabotaged.  I'm not sure, but we're having it checked out now.  I think they dumped water in the fuel in an attempt to cause what would look like an accident and a simple plane crash.  Only I've run into the problem of water in the fuel before, so I'm paranoid about it.  As a result I'm really careful about condensation and have the fuel topped up as often as possible.  Anyway, I'm having the fuel in the Lear pumped out and replaced with fresh fuel, but you'd better warn Dad to have the fuel in his plane checked, since it's a turboprop and it would have the same problems."

"Holy shit! Dad and our chief engineer are planning to fly to Grande Prairie today, they're on the way to the airport right now.  Not only that, but I was supposed to go with Dad, only I came down with an ear infection yesterday, so I can't fly for a few days.  I'll talk to you later, but keep me posted," then Don hung up.

Tom glanced at his watch and saw it was after eight, so he called Art, then he and Arnie drove over to pick him up.  Art was wound as tight as a two-dollar watch, raving about how great their new house was and how quiet the neighbourhood seemed to be, then asking a hundred and one questions about his new job.  He didn't really slow down until after he'd met Ann and Lil, then was shown the warehouse and office building.

While they were at the office building the contractor told Tom that his roofer was heading for the little house that morning.  So when Tom, Arnie and Art headed for the airstrip, Tom stopped in to talk to him.

"Hello, I take it you're Tom Dunn?" a tall thin man said as Tom got out of his pickup.  "I'm Bill Meyers and I'm a roofer.  I'll be honest, as cold as it is, I don't really want to rip this roof off and try to reshingle it right now though.  The new shingles you need on here don't like being walked on when it's this cold and from what I can see in the attic, this roof isn't leaking yet, but it's on the verge."

"Hello, Bill," Tom shook his hand.  "You're the expert, not me, but I do want the roof done well.  I take it you're working for Martin as a contractor and I'm paying him, right?"

"Yep, but you're the overall boss, since it's your house."

"Okay, so I want it stripped and reshingled at the right time and I want you to use good quality materials.  Then I want the soffits redone, roof venting installed and eaves troughs put up.  When you do rip off the old shingles, if you find any rot or other problems in the sheathing I want those problems fixed properly.  I don't want a cosmetic fix, I want a twenty-year roof.  In other words I want a top quality job."

"Okay Tom, that's what you'll get."

So Tom gave the guy a thumbs up, wished him a good day, then got back in the truck and drove to the airfield where he found there was a madhouse near the hangers.  Instead of adding to the furor he led Arnie and Art into the office building and introduced Art to JJ, then said hello to Sami before he left Art with them.  Once he was back outside he was almost inundated because everyone and his uncle seemed to want to talk to him for one reason or another.  After about twenty minutes he decided he was holding up the job and taking Arnie along, he left and headed for the Dumonts to talk to them about their future plans.

What he discovered when talking to them was actually a relatively pleasant surprise.  Yes, they were moving to a large acreage near Misery Flats, but only because they already had work lined up in that area once spring broke.  Tom's discovery of gold on his lease had spurred a few other prospectors who were interested in the areas north and west of Tom's lease.  Those prospectors were willing to gamble on finding minerals of some sort in those areas and had hired Sam and Will to provide the mules to get them in and out of the places they wanted to go.  Actually the Dumonts wanted to work with White Out and had planned to talk to Tom about acting as on-the-ground support.  Tom had to explain that he wasn't involved in the day to day operation of the company, but the person they wanted to talk to was Jim Burke.  That suited Sam and Will just fine, because they already knew Jim.

Just after leaving the Dumont's Tom heard that the Learjet had been sabotaged with water in the fuel.  Shortly after that his dad called to let him know that the KingAir had water in the fuel as well.  As a result he'd passed on the numbers of the bigwigs at the TV companies to his dad and let him have the fun of announcing to the world that someone was trying to kill off the Dunn family.  He warned his dad not to mention BP by name though, then turned him loose.

Once he'd done that, Tom called Frank and told him everything that had happened since they had last talked.  At least that way Frank would be prepared to go for the jugular if anything did happen to Tom or his family.

Tom decided he wanted to talk to everyone who had planned to fly to Calgary face to face, so he arranged for Sandy, Ann and JJ to meet him back at Sandy's house to have lunch.  Once they were there, they set up a conference call with Don and Jack and after a long discussion, they decided to announce that they were postponing the flight to Calgary until late Friday morning.  Indeed they let out that Jack was going to fly to Bear Creek in the KingAir to pick them up.  As well as that they told others that once the fuel in the KingAir had been replaced, Jack was arranging for security guards to stay in the hanger in Calgary where it was kept.

Those wouldn't be the only guards though.  Tom openly mentioned that Alvin, Arnie and Sami were going to stay in the buildings at the airfield in Bear Creek that night and he was arming them with shotguns.  He warn Alvin and Arnie that they weren't to shoot at anyone unless they were under attack and desperate.  He also called a local firm and asked if they could install several video cameras and motion alarms in and around the enclosed hangers with feeds to the office building at the airfield that day.  He knew he was closing the barn door after the horse had run off, but he still felt it was a necessity for the future.

Then about one o'clock that afternoon he got a call from the new head of the RCMP detachment in Bear Creek.

"Hello Mr. Dunn, Lieutenant Melvin Millar here.  I thought you would like to know that the Bear Creek Police have just apprehended Tang Nguyen and two of his associates.  Mr. Nguyen arrived in town late last night and was carrying a proscribed firearm, but his two associates have been in town for at least a full day and both were also armed with unregistered weapons.  They are all protesting their innocence, but we have discovered the finger prints of one of the associates on the broken lock of your hanger at the airstrip, so we are holding them and will charge them with 'Break & Enter,' 'Trespass' and 'Possession of Illegal Firearms' for now.  Further charges will undoubtedly follow as the investigation proceeds."

"Oh, thank you!" Tom smiled.  "That's a major relief."

"I should mention that Mr. Nguyen is also being held for offering threats on your life and is accusing you of kidnapping one of his family's children."

"Actually I would like to have him charged with the attempted kidnapping of my son and uttering threats to the child's mother, because I can prove the boy is my progeny."

"Oh?  Mr. Nguyen seems quite positive that the child is a member of his family and he claims that he is filing a lawsuit concerning the issue."

"In actual fact Linda has the medical report to prove that she was pregnant at the time of the rape by Nguyen, so his threats of a lawsuit are baseless.  If you want, you can speak to her, because Nguyen was charged for that rape, but he got off on a technicality.  I suspect that if you investigate the matter closely you will find that right now he is being paid by an international firm that is out to cause trouble for me and mine.  I should bring up one other point as well, you did know that the jet I have on lease was sabotaged last night, don't you?"

"I heard there was water discovered in the fuel, but are you certain that it was sabotage, not normal condensation?"

"Yes, I am.  We have an accredited aircraft inspector on site who tested the water since it looked milky and discovered that it was chlorinated.  You do not get chlorinated water from condensate.  I believe one of the RCMP officers was there when the discovery was made and has a copy of the report."

"All I can say to any comment is that the investigation is continuing since I believe the constable you mentioned is still onsite.  However I will make certain that all leads are followed to their resolution, but I should mention that since I arrived here two days ago I've found that I seem to have some large shoes to fill in this office."

"Well, if you're Lance's replacement, you're right," Tom chuckled.  "I've known that man for about seven years and he is someone I admire and respect as a man and as a police officer."

"I believe from what I have seen and heard since arriving in this detachment that the feeling of admiration and respect for you and yours is mutual, sir.  Now I think I should get back to work so I might earn your respect as well.  I imagine I shall be speaking to you again once I have had a chance to gather further evidence, but for now I must wish you good day, sir."

"You've already made a very good start, Lieutenant.  Thank you!" Tom smiled as he hung up the phone.  "Linda, I think you'll be happy to know that Tang Nguyen is in the custody of the RCMP and they have physical proof of his guilt, so I don't think he'll slip away this time."

"So what, he still got away with rape!" she snapped.

"Ah, but with him in custody you can hit him with a civil lawsuit over that.  He's also been trying to claim David is his child and the only contact he has previously had with you was when he and his gang raped you.  In order to establish parentage he virtually has to admit to that rape, so take him to court in a civil suit and sue the little bastard for a million bucks over rape and mental anguish," Tom grinned.  "I'm quite willing to pay for the lawyer, as well as a DNA test to prove that I'm David's father which would leave Nguyen hanging in the wind, having admitted to rape, but losing the paternity suit."

"Would the police charge him with rape if he admitted it openly like that?"

"I don't know about that, because there is a legal thing called double jeopardy that might prevent that, you'd have to talk to Laura, Charlie or Frank to find out what would happen.  I think if he admitted to the attack in court though, the police might at least charge him with physical assault or something along those lines though, but I'm not a lawyer or a police officer, so I'm not sure," Tom handed her Laura's card.  "Why not give Laura a call and ask her?  If you tell her it's on my dime, she'll pull out all the stops and get help from the best lawyers she can find to tell you if a lawsuit would be advisable or not."

After giving Tom a hug, Linda and her parents moved off and talked about the idea because they realized that a court case would bring up much of the original anguish and pain.  Meanwhile Tom had a chance to talk with Sandy, Ann and JJ in private.

"I imagine that the rumours will be flying about us and the Lear, won't they?" Tom asked quietly.

"Oh that's almost certain!" Sandy snorted.  "Since I told the office about it, by now people will even have heard that we aren't leaving town until Friday morning and that your dad is flying in to pick us up.  If there are still people in town who want to attack us in some way they'll know they have more time to do it and will act accordingly."

"So, let's screw them up and leave at five like we originally planned." JJ shrugged.  "After all that plane has been checked from end to end and top to bottom, the contaminated fuel has all been drained out of the fuel tanks and replaced with new fuel.  Liz, Russ and Travis even insisted on towing the Learjet out onto the runway and testing the engines for several minutes, so flying to Calgary in that plane should be perfectly safe."

"You know, that's not a bad idea," Tom frowned slightly.  "I could insist on a second test, then Liz, Russ and I could openly take the Lear out for a test of the engines for a second time, again while sitting on the runway.  The only people who would have to know that we were really going to take off is Jim and Harry … wait a second, Sami, Alvin and Arnie need to know too."

"I like that idea, but how do Sandy and I get out there without drawing attention?" Ann wanted to know.

"You could dress up as technicians working for the security firm who are putting in the alarms and cameras in the hanger.  I noticed they drive unmarked vans and their people wear ordinary green coveralls with green baseball caps.  They said they'd be out of our hair by four-thirty, so you could pretend to be a second shift, and show up a little after five," JJ grinned.  "All you'd need to worry about it is the luggage, but you could put all that stuff into cardboard boxes and wheel those inside the hanger on shipping dollies.  If I happened to be close by at the time I could certainly lend a hand with that and no one would consider it strange that I did."

"Hm, let me think about that," Tom frowned.  "I really want to talk to Lance if possible, but I'm not happy about calling him right now, since he's just managed to get his hands on Nguyen and a couple of gang members, at least that's what Lieutenant Millar said.  I want to know why Millar would be the one calling me in the first place, because he said it was the local police that caught them."

Tom had hardly spoken when his phone rang and he didn't recognise the number on his call display.

"Hello?  Who is this?"

"It's Lance.  We caught Nguyen and two of his gang members about two hours ago, but I understand that you got a call from Millar about that already."

"Yeah, I wondered about that, since I hear it was your crew that caught them, so I couldn't understand why he'd be the one to call me about it."

"I'm pissed about him, because from what I've seen he's a brown noser, but it sounds as if you caught that already.  At least Millar is only here for a week or two until my official replacement arrives and he has no authority to make any major changes in the detachment," Lance snapped, then took a deep breath.  "Sorry about sounding off, because that's none of your concern and it isn't something you need to worry about.  Sergeant Radmanivich is the person I left in charge, but he's second in charge for now, so if you need to call in help, you might ask for him.  Anyway I caught a rumour that you're going to let your father fly in to take your family to Calgary and I wondered why, after all I understand your jet has been fully repaired."

"Well we were considering that, but it's not set in stone."

"Instead of that, do me a favour and get to hell out of town as soon as possible, but take Linda and your son with you, Ann and JJ too for that matter.  We have a woman on the force who speaks Vietnamese and she overheard Nguyen tell his buddies that there are ten or fifteen more gang members on their way up here.  If there are that many coming there's no guarantee that we'll catch them all before they could hurt someone or cause you problems," Lance sighed heavily.  "I have a total of eight officers and there are five officers at the RCMP Detachment, so I'd much prefer it if you and your family were out at your lease or anywhere else right now."

"Well we do have alternate plans, but since Lister had at least one person working for the phone company, I'm not happy about disclosing those plans over any phone," Tom tried to sound apologetic.  "Maybe I'm a bit paranoid, but …"

"Okay, I know where you are and I have a little spare time right now, so I'll see you in ten minutes," Lance said, then hung up.

"I overheard that conversation," Linda said pointing at Tom's cellphone.  "And I want to know what you're planning to do so I can be prepared and I'd like to have a say in whatever I need to do."

"Okay, but we're not exactly sure what we are going to do yet.  We were planning to sneak away and fly to Calgary, but from the sounds of things our friend Lance wants us to fly out to my lease instead.  Since he's the Police Chief now, as well as a former RCMP Officer, I want to listen to whatever he has to say."

"Wasn't he the RCMP officer who helped us out in Victoria?"

"Yes, he was there and he did help out a lot, come to think of it.  I'd temporarily forgotten that you'd already met Lance."

"He's also becoming a very close friend of mine," Ann sounded quite vehement.

"Oh, don't worry, I'm not looking for a boyfriend," Linda grinned and winked.  "Goodness, I've got a son to raise, a new job to start and I'm going to have a new house to decorate, so I don't have time for a new guy in my life right now.  If I need help from a man, I'm going to be leaning on Dad, or if he's not around I might ask Tom for help.  In other words your buddy is safe, because I'm not about to be looking for a boyfriend or a partner of any sort for a while."

"Well, I'm happy that's resolved," Tom snorted and frowned at both women.  "From the sounds of things we've got more serious problems on our hands, especially if there are several gangsters invading Bear Creek and looking for trouble."

'So I suppose you're thinking of ways to help the police catch them, are you?" Sandy asked.

"No, I'm actually thinking of leaving town and making sure everyone knows we're gone," Tom shrugged.  "Instead of hiding anything, I've been thinking that we should make a big deal out of leaving town, only I'd like to be certain that the Lear is fully safe before we all get on the plane.  In other words I was thinking that Russ and I should take it out for a test flight first."

That stirred up a discussion about whether he should be one of the pilots or not and that discussion was still carrying on when Lance knocked on the door.  He didn't really take sides in the discussion, but he did agree with Tom that a flight test should be made and then he asked which pilot had the most hours at the controls of the Lear.  Of course everyone knew that Tom had more hours on the Lear than either of the others, so Lance asked how many of the three pilots had made a landing with no power in an emergency situation.  Tom had, which was why he was so cautious to refuel often, reducing the chances of having condensate form in the fuel tanks and the possibility of dead engine situations.

"Okay, but why Russ, not Liz, since she seems to know the Lear next best after you?" Sandy asked.

"Because she's pregnant," Tom answered instantly.  "I don't want to risk having her involved in a rough landing and perhaps have her lose the baby."

"So what you're saying is that there is still a chance that the plane could have an accident?"

"Of course there is, but then there's a chance that any flight in a plane could end in an accident.  Not only that, but since we know the Lear was sabotaged in one way, there's a larger than normal chance that it was sabotaged in another.  However, that plane has been gone over with a fine tooth comb today, so I think it's probably perfectly safe or I wouldn't let anyone take it up.  I'm not alone in that opinion either, since an air worthiness inspector gave it a clean bill of health and he even had some gear with him that tested for explosive traces."

"Yeah, that inspector went nuts once he found chlorinated water in the fuel and he hauled out testing gear I've never seen before.  Then he had Travis and the rest of the crew opening inspection panels all over the Learjet from one end to the other.  He checked the engines and the fuel lines first, then he went over the controls, and after that he went over everything else on a long list.  He went over that whole plane, right down to checking the landing gear and the wheels." JJ commented.  "I'm just glad he happened to be in Kamloops and was available to fly up here on a few hours notice."

"Well I knew he was in Kamloops, but I wonder why he had all his gear along?" Tom frowned. 

"Oh, he was doing a yearly on a few of CHC's choppers, but he only happened to schedule those now because he had been up here doing your little Bell last week.  If you hadn't bought that Jet Ranger and our guys hadn't rebuilt it so fast, he and all his equipment would still have been in Vancouver.  As soon as Jim saw that broken lock this morning he called the Federal inspector, so the guy hopped in his plane a flew up here right away," JJ looked as if he was surprised.  "White Out must have one hell of a reputation to get that kind of service."

"Yes they do, so you might keep that in mind, which means that the plane should be flight tested before it carries passengers," Lance said quietly.  "So I have a suggestion, since you already have an aircraft inspector here in Bear Creek, why not have him and the pilot who is most familiar with the plane take it up for a test flight?"

"Because the pilot with the most experience in any jet is me, but I haven't taken my tests for the license to fly one." Tom shrugged.  "Every time I've flown the Lear, I've been listed as a student pilot, but I do have the most hours, as well as the most takeoffs and landings under adverse conditions.  I've also had two landings in a plane with a dead engine, so if anyone is to fly it I think it should be me, but I doubt if the inspector would agree to that since I don't have a license to fly a jet."

"Just show him your log book!" Sandy snapped.  "You'll probably get shit for not applying for an upgrade to your license, but unless he's an asshole, I'll bet he lets you fly it as a student pilot while he goes along as an instructor."

Tom argued for a bit, but in the long run JJ phoned to make sure the inspector was still around, then Lance and JJ rode along with Tom when they drove to airfield.  Tom was astonished when JJ introduced him to the inspector, since he already knew the man and even remembered his name.

"Hello Don, or perhaps I should say Mr Gleason," he held out his hand.  "Remember me?  You taught me to fly a Cessna in Abbotsford about seven or eight years ago."

"Well, I'll be darned!  I thought the name Dunn was familiar when I met your brother, but the face didn't match my memory and I was more concerned about the condition of the plane at that point.  Now though, all we need to do is test fly this thing and I can get out of here, but the owner isn't around, or is that you?"

"Actually I leased it," Tom said quietly.  "I'd like you to have a look at my log book though.  I'm a little behind on upgrading my pilot's license, but I have more hours flying this plane than anyone else here, except for you, perhaps."

"I've flown a Lear for about an hour," Don snorted as he took the book.  "My God!  A little behind, you are a lot behind!  Why didn't you test for an upgrade to your license before now?"

"I was flying as a bush pilot and more interested in prospecting than flying at the time, but at least I kept track of my hours," Tom shrugged.  "Then I inherited shares in this company and since then I've been so busy, that … well, I just didn't get around to it."

"Hmm, why are there gaps in this log?"

"Oh, I seldom flew during the winters when I was at the university.  Then I was prospecting in the mountains for a solid year and used mules to get around, but once I got involved with this outfit I got back to piloting a little."

"Are these totals of hours at the bottom of each page correct?"

"Yeah, my fiancée is an accountant and she did those, so I'd imagine they're spot on."

"Well, I have two choices here, either fine you for flying planes you shouldn't have piloted or else give you several tests and forget that you often flew without a second pilot.  I've run into bush pilots before and fining you would give me just too much paperwork, so later today you and I need a quiet room and a pair of desks, then you're going to write some tests.  For now though that plane needs to have a flight test, so let's go do that and I'll see if you know what you're doing when you're sitting in the pilot's seat."

Tom just shrugged at that and headed over toward the jet, then started to do a normal walk around, but only half way through his inspection, he paused.

"Where are Travis and Angie?" he asked suddenly.

"I'm right here, but Angie went inside to use the bathroom, why?  Did we do something wrong?" Travis asked defensively.

"Oh, I don't think you did anything wrong, I just wanted to know where the cowling over the air intake for the cabin pressurization intake went?  It was definitely there when we brought this plane in yesterday."

"Oh, I don't know, but Angie and I didn't touch it," Travis frowned.  "Liz, did you or Russ take it off?"

"Nope, not me, and I don't think Russ would have done that either," Liz answered.

"Do me a favour someone, get me a ladder, a flash light and an inspection mirror," Tom asked, glancing around the people nearby, then frowned as he saw a face he wasn't familiar with.  "Excuse me, who are you?"

"Oh that's Bobby Boyer, Tom," Art said.

Just as he spoke the young guy turned and began to move toward the vehicles.  He didn't get more than a few feet though.  An RCMP officer stepped out of the doorway to the hanger and stepped in front of him with one hand raised and the other on his service weapon.

"Halt where you are!" he barked.

The kid skidded to a stop, then shook his head and raised his hands.  "Fuck it, I give up!  I knew this was a stupid fucking deal, but it was too much money not to give it a try.  I want a lawyer, then I'll tell you everything I know."

"I'll make sure you get a lawyer, but we need to know what you did and if anyone is in danger.  We need to know that now too, not tomorrow and not next week, but right now!" Tom snapped instantly.

The kid rolled his eyes and shook his head.  "I might have gotten away with it, but I missed a screw and bent that damn cover as I took it off, then couldn't get it to fit right when I tried to put it back, so I dropped it in a garbage can.  My job was to put a condom full of green goo in that intake last night, then get out here today and try to hide anything the guy screwing with the fuel might have missed.  Tang's old man said the condom was full of some sort of dope that would make people react slow, but he warned me to be careful and not to get it on my hands, so I wore latex gloves.  The idea was that when the plane reached a high altitude the stuff would expand and burst the condom.  When the gas that came off as that green crap evaporated it would make everyone in the plane get sleepy, so when the engines quit, it would crash.  All four of us was to get a hundred grand if Tom and his brother was killed."

"You stupid, little son of a bitch!  I vouched for you, you bastard!" Art screamed and would probably have attacked the kid, but Alvin grabbed him and held him back.

"Art, stop it!  This isn't your fault!" Tom barked, then turned to the kid.  "What else was done to the plane?"

"There was supposed to be a thing back near the tail or under the wing, only it was meant to be held in place by a magnet and that whole damn plane is aluminum, so Chu couldn't make it stick.  He stuck it up inside the wheel wells someplace instead.  It was a bomb of some kind that was supposed to blow when the plane comes back down from over a mile up."

"You're sure that's everything?"

"Yeah, we weren't here long enough to do anything else.  We might have got away with it too, if that damn lock hadn't been so hard to pick that Tyan had to bust it."

The RCMP officer took the kid away shortly after that.  Not much later Travis found the condom filled with a green jelly-like substance and removed it.  Then Liz found a small flat container hidden up inside the landing gear well on the right side of the plane.  Both of those items were carefully packed away and set aside for the RCMP to pick up and have tested.

Tom heaved a sigh at that point, then turned to Don Gleason and asked quietly; "Do you still want to go for that plane ride now?"

Liz broke into laughter when she saw the look on Don's face and heard him say, "You still want to go for a test flight after all that?"

"Of course he does," she snorted.  "He's like a cowboy that got bucked off, but wants to get right back on the horse to prove he's man enough to conquer his fear, but I don't think Tom has any fear at all.  He knows we've gone over that thing from end to end and top to bottom, so he's just as sure as I am that it's safe.  In other words if you don't want to fly with him, I will."

'Oh, I don't mind flying with him, it's just that right now my nerves are a bit on edge."

"That's when you want to fly, Don.  If you're already on edge, then you know you're at the top of your game," Tom winked and headed for the plane.

"Well, let's see if you're on the top of your game then," Don Gleason responded and strode along with him.

"Oh shit, he just challenged Tom.  That's not a good thing to do when Tom is wound up," JJ sighed as he watched the pair climb into the Learjet.

"What do you mean?" Jim asked as the engines fired up and the plane taxied onto the runway.

"Just watch!" JJ heaved another sigh.  "Unless I miss my guess, Tom is going to blast out of here like he was fired from a cannon."

That wasn't what happened though.  Instead the takeoff was extremely smooth, then the jet's climb steepened slowly until it appeared to be going almost straight up.  At perhaps five-thousand feet it slowly eased over into level flight and then did a slow barrel roll before swinging off to the west and gradually climbing again.

"I guess he's calmed down in the last few years," JJ shook his head and shrugged.

Other than a radio call to say that everything seemed fine, it was almost an hour later before the Lear landed and taxied to the front of the hanger, then the engines shut down and both men climbed out.  As they approached, Tom looked at JJ and winked, then gave him a thumbs up sign, but neither he nor the inspector said a word as they went inside the office building.  Ten minutes later the inspector came outside and took a deep breath, then looked at JJ and smiled.

"In case you're wondering, I'm impressed with your brother's knowledge and his ability.  That man can fly, but both of us were curious to know, how much money did you lose when you bet on his method of takeoff?"

"I was lucky this time," JJ grinned.  "Nobody would bet with me."

"Damn, the rest of you people cost me ten bucks."

"Well, we saw him take off from here the other night when his ex and his son were in danger," Jim grinned.  "He was probably in the air and already turning in half the runway distance he used tonight and he had five others aboard at the time.  Now I have a question, which test do you have him writing?"

"The jet engine.  I quizzed him on commercial as we were flying and he missed one question out of the whole series.  Of course since I chose all the toughest questions, it was astonishing to me that he didn't miss any more, but I was only giving him tough questions to answer, since all the simpler questions are also on the test he's writing now.  Not only that, but I was also making him prove that he could fly that bird at the same time.  As we were landing he happened to mention that you're starting to teach him to fly the Bell Jet Ranger as well, so how long do you think it will be before he'll be wanting to take his test on that?"

"That depends on the amount of time he can afford to put in on it," Jim shrugged.  "He hasn't even taken the controls yet, and he's only had one flight in it, but that was with a pair of talkative women along, so I couldn't teach him much."

"Well, he already understands the principals of differential lift from shifting winds, as well as the operation of the collective and the counter rotation pedals, so you must be one hell of a teacher."

"No, not particularly, but Tom is one darn smart cookie, I can tell you that much."

"He is that, but Tom follows a different beat than most.  For instance he is the major share holder of White Out, but he doesn't want to run the business," JJ explained.  "He's got Jim looking after the choppers and the rescue operations and Harry running the bush pilot end, but he wants me to coordinate with them and run the supply and deliver operation.  You see Tom and I own the land here, but neither one of us really wants to boss a crew.  Besides being the major share holder in White Out, Tom owns a warehouse in Bear Creek, but he also has a lease and a gold mine out in the mountains, so he wants to live out there most of the year.

"I thought Harry owned the airstrip and a couple of the planes," Don frowned slightly.

"He used to own half of the land and one Beaver, but Tom traded those from him for a portion of the shares in White Out.  I bought the other half-section of land and traded a two-year old Twin Otter to Tom for shares in White Out.  That way Tom and I own the land, which means we can give White Out a stable lease, but I just work for the company.  I have my pilot's license, with multiple engine, float and instrument endorsements, but I need to get my inclement weather, jet and commercial endorsements fairly soon.  That way White Out will have another fixed wing pilot available if one is needed."

"Now I understand more about Tom's lack of worry about having a commercial license, but he'll have his endorsement for that before you, since he just passed the verbal test I gave him.  In fact he'll have the endorsement by tomorrow, but it'll be temporary license for now, until the official papers arrive," Don frowned slightly then.  "By the way, is he thinking of buying the Learjet or is this only a short term lease?"

"He might buy it, but I doubt it.  The thing is he could get it for a bargain price, but we don't have a real use for it.  Not only that, but he doesn't want to interfere with CHC's passenger business or they might try to put us under pressure."

"Hah, Damien Kerr at CHC was hinting that while I was here I should see if the Learjet, the DHC-6 and one of the bigger choppers might be available on an occasional, short-term lease basis.  In other words I don't think you'd have any guff from them over owning the Lear and just think how handy it would be to have it available for direct flights to Vancouver, Victoria, or Calgary."

"You don't have to convince me," JJ snorted.  "However as Tom pointed out to me, we aren't set up to handle commercial passengers as such, since we'll only have an airstrip and a chopper pad.  We only plan to haul passengers as part of a service contract, so at best we'll be an airfield, not an airport."

"Actually since you'll have fixed wing, rotary and float plane service, along with freight handling, refuelling and repair capabilities, you'll be a private aerodrome under company control.  That doesn't mean you're out of bounds to commercial aircraft, but it does limit your passenger handling requirements," Don winked.  "As far as I'm concerned you have the best of both worlds, larger than a normal airstrip and much smaller and easier to maintain than an airport.  Not only that, but by being in this particular area and remaining as a company owned operation, you won't be pressured to maintain a twenty-four hour radio watch.  In fact although I noticed from your plans that you intend to build a control tower of sorts, you won't be required to have one.  I'll tell you what, I'll have my office fax you a copy of the various regulations you'll have to meet to be totally legal as a company owned aerodrome.  Do you have an engineer who can do the design and layout for all the
building you plan to do?"

"Yes, you've met Sami haven't you?  She's an American and a former Seabee with an engineering degree, but she's already studying BC regulations and will be up to snuff in a hurry."

"You folks are on the ball aren't you?  Do you have a propensity for hiring former military types, or is it just circumstance that there are several retired military people working here?"

"Well, the only two working for White Out are Liz and Russ and they're share holders in the company.  Alvin, Arnie, Art and Sami all work for Tom or rather for one or the other of his companies.  Even young Ben works for Tom now, but all of Tom's people are available to work with us, if and when we need any extra help."

"Tom also has a few other people working for two other companies that he owns," Jim added.  "He has an office building and warehouse here in Bear Creek, a transfer point for freight at Misery Flats and his mineral lease in the Cariboo Mountain Range.  Almost all of his enterprises are relatively independent, but they work closely with one another."

"What about his ties to Dunn-Redding?" Don asked.

"That's strictly family, not business," JJ snorted.  "When it comes to personalities, Dad and Tom are like oil and water.  For instance Dad wanted to lease an office in Tom's office building, but Tom told Dad to buy his own damn building if he wanted an office in Bear Creek.  Up until then I think dad was thinking of moving any of Dunn-Redding's interests in Kamloops and Prince George to Bear Creek, but I'm sure he's having second thoughts about that now.  Actually since the operation in Kamloops was originally expected to last for only three years, it overran expectations by taking five, so that office must be close to closing now."

"Yes, one of my contacts at CHC was mentioning that a lot of Dunn-Redding's equipment was being shipped out of town, but most of that was heading east."

"Well, so far that's only the survey and site development end of things.  I was there earlier this winter and that portion of the operation is completed.  To be honest I've purchased some of that equipment for myself and I'll have it shipped to Misery Flats, then transferred out to Tom's lease, because I want to build a cabin there.  I already have Tom's permission to do that, but we haven't settled on a building site yet.  I hope to arrange that once White Out's big move is done."

"I'd like to talk to you about your move as well, but right now I'd better go see how your brother is fairing on his test, so if you'll excuse me, I'll talk to you later," Don said quietly then headed back into the office.

"Jim, do you recall the last name of that contact at CHC who was interested in leasing a large chopper, the DHC-6 and the Learjet.  I think his first name was Damien wasn't it?" JJ asked quietly.

"Damien Kerr, spelled K-E-R-R and pronounced car.  He's English, ambitious and extremely honest, but a horse trader who could talk a mule out of his back teeth."

"He sounds like someone that I should stay away from and let Tom deal with," JJ winked.

"Well, since Tom owns the Chinook and the Twin Otter, as well as the lease on the Learjet, I'd say that was a good idea," Jim grinned.  "Besides, I'd like to stand back and watch that deal develop, if it ever does.  I'll tell you what, if Don doesn't mention it to Tom, let me do it, then he won't suspect that you know about it."

"I take it you're in favour of Tom owning the Lear then?

"Hell yes, I hate that milk-run on the plane to Vancouver or the drive down and back, but I have to do it at least two or three times a year, so I'd rather lease the plane and fly direct.  Besides that if Tom can negotiate a guaranteed lease arrangement with CHC, he should grab the deal and buy the Lear.  I'm not sure about the Chinook though, but I'd say that might be better if the lease was on an individual job basis because that chopper is going to be tied up with our own customers.  Heck, BC Hydro called about it within a few days of Tom buying that dang thing because they have a job in late June or early July when they'd like to use both the Chinook and the Sky Crane for a few days."

"Well, I'm going to keep my nose out of it unless I get dragged in, but Tom already knows my opinion on the Lear anyway."

Just then Tom came outside and stretched, then sighed heavily and took a sip from the coffee cup he held in one hand.

"Well, how did your test go?" JJ asked politely.

"Okay, I guess.  What time is it?"

"Four-twenty-five, why?"

"Oh, just trying to decide if I should write the other test now or after supper," Tom sighed.

"Which test is that?"

"Oh, just the commercial, there were so many questions that were the same on the multi-engine and the jet that I did them both, that's what took me so long."

"Tom, each of those tests is suppose to take two hours to write.  You can't have written both them in a little over an hour and a half, can you?"

"Well to be honest they were so similar that I cribbed the duplicate answers from the one to the other, which is over half of the test," Tom winked.  "Besides, Don gave me a review of similar questions while we were flying around and testing the Lear.  He never told me if I was right or wrong, but he put me in the proper frame of mind to write the dang things."

"Actually I gave you a verbal test for your commercial license while we were flying and I had the test on my clipboard in my lap to write down the answers you gave me," Don interrupted him.  "As I told JJ previously, you got one answer wrong out of all the questions I asked.  I can't see any reason for you to waste your time or mine by having you rewrite the same test, so I've given you a passing grade on that test as well.  Here is your temporary addendum to your license, but inside of two or three weeks you should receive a new license with the additional endorsements for multi-engine, jet and commercial pilotage included."

"Oh!" Tom said in surprise, then held out his hand.  "Thank you."

"Well, thank you for saving my life.  None of the rest of us noticed that missing grill on the cabin air intake and it's likely that both you and I would have been killed if you hadn't seen it.  Since you're that attentive to detail, I certainly couldn't see any problem with speeding up the process of testing and certifications of the license endorsements, especially since you've virtually earned them already.  Congratulations!"

"So you're saying that I've had my test flight too?"  Tom sounded as if he couldn't believe his ears.

"Yes, Tom," Don Gleason chuckled.  "You're a commercial pilot who can fly any fixed wing aircraft you own or lease at the present time and I look forward to giving you a test for rotary flight within the next year.  Now I think it's time for me to gather my gear, climb into my Cessna and fly back to Kamloops for the night since I have a motel room booked there for the week."

"Well before you leave,  thank you for all your help," Jim grinned and winked as he shook the inspector's hand.  "By the way, did you tell Tom about CHC's hopes of possibly leasing the Chinook, the Twin Otter and the Learjet?"

"What's that you said?" Tom snapped instantly, losing the dazed expression he'd had on his face.

"Oh yes, I was asked by Damien Kerr of CHC to find out if White Out might consider leasing out one of the larger helicopters at any time next year.  Then he'd also heard that you might be buying the Learjet, so he was wondering about occasionally leasing that as well.  I'd suggest you phone him and let him explain, because I'm not aware of his reasons or his needs."

"Well, the Chinook is liable to be darn busy for a few months and any leases would have to be through White Out anyway.  I own the machine, but I've leased it to them, so they'd have to make any arrangements about a sublease.  As for the Lear, I'm only leasing that myself, not buying it.  In fact I have no plans of buying it at this time, because although a purchase might be possible, I simply can't see any way that it would be economically viable.  That machine's maintenance and upkeep would be just to darn costly, which is probably why NorEast is selling it."

"You might be right, but I'd talk to Damien and the people here at White Out before you back away from the idea.  I've looked at the maintenance records of the machine and it's in very good shape, so I doubt if maintenance costs will really be all that bad for the next few years."

"Nope, I just can't see it," Tom shook his head.  "As it is I already need to buy another hanger just for the machines I've added to White Out's roster.  Then on top of that each machine I add is more work for Travis and Angie to maintain, so before long we'll have to add another mechanic to our staff.  I can't see that we really need the Learjet even though I love to fly it.  As far as I'm concerned, it's a very expensive toy."

"Actually if you weren't treating the Learjet as a toy, it could become a viable addition to White Out's roster," Jim said quietly.  "You've been paying all costs on the machine since you picked it up because you've been using it for your own reasons, but that doesn't mean others couldn't share those costs in the future.  How many people would be willing to pay for a flight directly to Vancouver from here or a flight directly from Kamloops to Vancouver?  How many people hate that damn milk-run to Vancouver and would be willing to pay the extra to fly direct?  I think you should add those facts to your calculations and talk to Damien Kerr about his ideas before you give up on the idea."

"I'm going to toss another point in there, because when you mentioned hangers, if White Out is leasing a machine from you, then hanger costs are our problem as a business, not yours as an individual," JJ commented.  "I have already been considering that point in the new layout.  In fact Jim and I have already had some discussions with the airport at Prince George about purchasing an unused hanger they have.  We were thinking of buying that and moving it down here, so remove that problem from your list of objections."

"Something else you might consider is the number of people around Bear Creek who would love to fly to Vancouver to take in a Canucks or a Lions game.  Then there are people who would prefer to fly directly to Vancouver or Victoria for a day or two when they're on business.  If we were to operate those trips as charter flights we wouldn't have to treat them in the same way as a normal passenger business, which would reduce the investment we'd have to make to get a service started.  We're talking about a complete rebuild of things anyway, so why not make our main building customer friendly?  If we did build a decent waiting room, then we could do something of that sort, couldn't we?"  Harry asked.

"All that is fine to talk about, but I'm not even certain that Jake meant what he said to be an offer or if it was a tease, because he knows how much I enjoy flying that plane.  I'm not even sure he had the right to make that statement, because he may not be the sole owner of that plane.  As well as that there's one other detail that you all seem to be missing, what are we going to do for pilots?  Right now we only have three people legally capable of flying the Lear.  Two of those are the only pilots we have who are also trained to operate the Chinook and one of that pair is pregnant.  The third pilot who is trained to fly a jet is me, but I have no interest in flying the Lear on a day to day basis and I have other things to do, so don't count on me at all," Tom snorted like a bull and paused for a few seconds, but raised a hand as he saw JJ about to say something.  "As far as I can see the situation, buying that plane is little more than a dream that could easily become a
nightmare.  To make it work we need hanger space, we need pilots, we need something in the way of a passenger terminal and we need passengers to fill the seats.  In other words it just doesn't look like a viable idea to me right now.  However, as I told JJ earlier, if you can show me a way to turn owning the Learjet into a profitable venture, I'll consider approaching Jake to find out if he was making a real offer.

"Right now though I want to see if I can get everything ready to fly to Calgary inside of an hour and all I need to do that is add a few family members," With that he pulled out his cell phone and walked away from the others, leaving them in stunned silence.

Tom hadn't really intended to be rude, but as they had been talking he'd happened to notice the pickup truck that Bobby Boyer had driven from Victoria still parked near the hanger.  While JJ and the others might have thought he was calling Sandy or Ann, he was actually calling Lance's cellphone.

"Yes Tom, do you have another problem?"  Lance answered after the second ring.

"Perhaps, I do, but I'm not sure.  The RCMP constable who was here took young Bobby Boyer away in custody because he admitted being involved in sabotaging the Lear, but the kid's pickup truck and camper is still here.  Not only that, but it happens to be parked right next to a hanger where we keep a few million bucks worth of aircraft.  I'm sorry to bother you, but I'd like it removed, and I'm not sure if I trust that new head guy at the RCMP detachment to handle the job properly.  What do you suggest I do?"

"Well, while you've been up to your butt in sabotaged aeroplanes, I've been on the line to Vancouver over Millar's transfer to Bear Creek.  I won't go into any details over the phone, but I will tell you that he's leaving town again, because there was a screw up and he was never supposed to be here.  I'll call Sergeant Radmanivich for you and ask if I can get someone out there to tow that vehicle away," Lance sounded like he was grinning.  "Did you say it was a truck and camper?"

"Yes, it is, why?"

"Oh, just the fact that Boyer might be able to class that as his temporary residence, so the RCMP might need get a search and seizure warrant to see what he has inside it," Lance sighed.  "Don't worry, I'll get it out of your hair as quickly as I can, but it might be an hour or two.  Just to make it simpler, could you get the license number for me."

"Sure, just a second though, it's covered in mud."

"Whoa, don't wipe the mud off, just try to read the numbers as it is - if you can."

"I think it's L F or else L E, but there are four numbers 2 3 8 7.  Just a second, I'll check the front plate and … Oh crap, the front plate reads 3 1 9 4 G A, so I guess the plates are probably stolen, huh?"

"I imagine they are, and the truck is likely stolen too.  Don't move the truck, don't even touch it.  In fact tell everyone to stay away from it.  I'll pass on the fact that you suspect it's stolen and that it might be booby-trapped, then I'll see if we can get someone out there tonight or early tomorrow to haul it away.  Now to change the subject, are you leaving town today, or not?"

"I plan to, just as soon as I can convince everyone who has to go to Calgary to get down here and get on the plane.  We've ripped out all the bombs and crap, then the inspector and I took it up for a test flight.  While we were flying he gave me an oral exam at the same time he was putting me through my paces to see if I could actually fly the plane.  I passed both the oral exam and the flight test, then he had me write a couple of other tests, so now I can legally fly every darn plane we own, except for the choppers.  Of course as soon as he announced that, everyone at White Out seemed to decide I should buy the dang jet, but since I'm tired and grouchy as blazes, I ripped holes in all their arguments.  In fact I'm so tired that I'm planning to let Liz and Russ fly to Calgary while I sit back and have a snooze."

"Okay, would you like me to light a fire under the women to get them to the airport?"

"Yes call Ann please.  I'll call Sandy and tell her I need a sandwich or something to eat on the plane, because I haven't eaten since breakfast and I've been running like mad since then, so I'm starved as well as dead tired."

"Go take a load off your feet, I'll call both Ann and Sandy for you and if I don't see you before you leave, have a good trip."

"Okay Lance, thanks a bunch and have a good weekend."

After that Tom called Sandy and told her the plane was safe to fly to Calgary and asked her if she was almost ready to leave.  For some reason she didn't seem surprised and told him she'd stop at the Sub Shop to pick him up a sandwich and she'd drop by the house to pick up Linda and David as well.  Next Tom went to find Russ and Liz and told them that they were flying to Calgary, then he found a seat near the pilot's cabin of the Lear and leaned back to rest.  He was dozing when everyone came aboard, but he woke long enough to eat, then surprisingly he fell asleep again.  Even more surprisingly he slept almost all the way to Calgary.




Chapter 31

JJ woke Tom just after they flew over the last of the mountains west-northwest of Calgary.

"Tom, wake up please."

"Oh, what's up?"

"Liz would like you to handle the landing at Calgary.  There'll be a fair amount of traffic at this time of night and she's never landed there before."

"Oh, okay.  It's been a couple of years for me, but if I remember correctly the air traffic control there is top notch."

"They should be, they handle enough traffic.  Once we're down, I'll come forward and direct you to Dunn-Redding's hanger.  Don and Jesse have already arranged to have someone there to meet us, so we won't even go close to the terminal."

"Great!  That means no media scrum tonight,"  Tom was smiling as he headed for the cockpit.

As soon as he saw Tom coming, Russ slipped out of the left seat and Liz looked up at Tom.

"Did you have a good snooze?" she asked with a smile.

"Yep, have you called in yet?"

"No, I thought I'd let you do that."

"Okay, we ought to be on their radar by now, so I'll do it," he keyed the radio. "YYC this is Learjet CGXAX, incoming from your west-northwest."

"CGXAX this is YYC, we have you on transponder and radar …" came the return, along with instructions on which vector to fly and which runway to use.

It was only a few more minutes before they were landing, then JJ stood near Tom's shoulder to help him find his way to the Dunn-Redding hanger.  Don and Jesse were there to meet them, but no one else was there.

"Hi Tom," Don greeted him as he stepped down from the plane.  "Jesse is here to pick up JJ, Ann and your two pilots to take them to JJ's house for tonight.  I'm here to give you, Sandy, Linda and David a ride, but we're going to Grandpa and Grandma Redding's house.  I didn't tell Mom and Dad that you folks were coming tonight, but Grandpa and Grandma know and they invited the family over for the evening.  Unfortunately Brenda had to go to a school function of some sort and Em took her there, so I don't think they'll make it tonight, but we want you to have dinner at our house either tomorrow or Saturday evening."

"Hi Don.  Hi Jess, and I'll bet I'm going to be in for a hassle with Dad tonight," Tom rolled his eyes.  "By the way, you both remember Sandy don't you?  And, this is Linda and our son David.  Linda Schmidt, my brother Don and my nephew Jess. "

"Well of course I remember Sandy!  She was here with you about a month or so ago.  Hi Linda and I can see that David is your son, since he looks like you, but I don't know your pilots."

"Oh, I'm sorry.  Liz and Russ Smith, this is my eldest brother, Don and JJ's son, Jess."

After the greetings were done, they all hopped into the two vans that Don and Jesse drove.  Then they circled half way around the city from the airport on the northeast to the Redding acreage on the southwest and since Calgary was a sprawling city, that drive took a while.  In fact it was after eight before they parked the two vans in front of Tom's grandparents home and went inside.

That meet and greet was interesting to say the least.  Ann and JJ hadn't been away from Calgary for long enough to draw much attention, while Sandy and Tom had visited recently, so Linda and David drew the most attention.  Thankfully Sandy had spent some time preparing Linda for what she would face that evening and David had slept through most of the flight, as well as the following drive across town, so he was bright and happy.

Tom was astonished to see that his grandparents had even dug out the old crib and highchair that they'd used as a baby when they had babysat Jesse as a child.

"Every one of our grandchildren and great-grandchildren have used that crib and highchair when they've visited us," Tom's grandma told Linda proudly, then got in a friendly dig at Ann.  "Of course some of our grandchildren are being a little slow about providing us with more great-grandchildren to spoil."

"Oh, don't be too hard on her, Grandma Gladys," Sandy winked.  "I think she's working on the first prerequisite for that responsibility by finding a guy.  I know she's met someone who both Tom and I like and she's already acting a little jealous of others when they comment about him."

"She sure does," Linda grinned.  "I think he is a nice guy too, but as I told her, I have my hands busy with David, a new job and a new house, so I'm not competition."

Ann just rolled her eyes and shook her head, but didn't comment.  Tom's dad did though.

"I can see why you would hang on Tom's coattails for those benefits though," he snorted.

Tom planned to ignore the snide comment, but Sandy didn't.

"Jack, there are times when I simply do not understand you.  Tom is going out of his way to make sure his son does not grow up to be fatherless like you did, so I would have thought that you would be proud of what he is doing.  Instead you make snide comments that make you seem to be a lot less of a man than I know you are," she shook her head and sighed.  "I can tell you that I'm proud of what Tom's doing.  In fact I'm so proud that I'm going to make sure Linda and David are part of our lives and when my baby is born I'm going to be happy that he or she has an older brother."

Tom knew his dad was about to react to that, but David intervened by turning in his mother's arms and looking toward Tom, babbling, "Da-da-da-dad."

"Oh, so you want to see me do you, Davy?" Tom moved closer just as David smiled and reached out a tiny hand.

"When did you say he was born?" Tom's mom asked.

"About fourteen months ago," Linda grinned as Tom took David from her.  "Mom thinks he should be crawling by now, but he hasn't managed that yet, instead he squirms along like a worm.  As for talking he learned Mum-mum a few weeks ago, then he started calling his granny Nu-nu-nu, which is short for Nana and my Dad became Pu-pu-pu not long after that, so I guess he's a talker not a walker."

"Oh, he may take after his father," Tom's grandma joined the conversation.  "Tom didn't do much crawling when he was young, instead he went from wriggling and rolling to standing and walking in a few weeks.  Then he went from toddling to running and climbing in almost no time and I don't think he's ever slowed down.  Come to think of it, he was quick to learn to talk and he was the same way about his dad as well.  When Tom was about two, if he saw Jack walk into the room he would charge over to his dad, holding out his arms, wanting to be picked up and talking a mile a minute.  Now let's see if he'll come to me or if he makes a fuss about a new face."

David didn't fuss at all, instead he seemed fascinated by his great-grandmother's long white hair.  Only minutes later Tom found himself squeezed out of the group of women who were talking about kids.  He wandered over to talk with his Grandpa and his Uncle Tom since he hadn't spoken to them in a while, then Don and JJ joined the group.

They had a short chat, then Grandpa Redding turned to JJ, "I'm sorry JJ, we weren't able to purchase that kit house you wanted.  Morris Kit Housing went bankrupt and sold all their unfinished homes to Western Double Wide."

"Yeah, Don called me about that and it's not a major worry.  Instead what interests Jim Burke and I now, are the larger buildings on the Morris site, because I understand the land has been sold to a company that builds condos and the site has to be cleared," JJ frowned slightly.  "Do you happen to have any information on the size and construction of their production buildings?  We heard they had two buildings that were large enough to be used as hangers, so White Out is interested in buying them.  That is if they go cheap enough and if they can be dismantled, moved and rebuilt."

"Oh, I think with minor adaptation you could use the buildings as hangers, because they're certainly large enough.  The two biggest ones are listed to be a hundred and twelve feet wide by two-hundred and forty feet long and they each have twenty-four foot high walls.  The roof is laid over a bolted truss unit that uses three sections per truss, so it breaks down into pieces that are about forty feet long.  As well as that the corrugated steel sheathing is fastened to the steel studs with machine screws, so the whole building can be taken down in sections and transported by flatbed tractor-trailer units," Tom's grandpa smiled.  "You should know there are four buildings there, two large and two smaller ones.  I don't have the dimensions of the two smaller buildings, but I understand they're about half as wide and a bit over half as long.  I'm not sure of the exact sizes of those though."

"Well, what are the comparable costs between demolition of those buildings and buying new buildings, then having them delivered to Bear Creek?  That will give you an idea of what to bid, but take into mind any time constraints and haulage costs as well,"  Tom snapped quickly.  "To be honest unless you can get both buildings for a very low price and have them in Bear Creek in early April, I think it will be more hassle than it's worth."

"Well, I was thinking of a limit of 10% over scrap steel value for my bid," JJ shrugged.  "As I said, Don told me they had some buildings for sale, so I talked to Jim about them this morning.  He thought that was a decent price for used steel buildings, but he wanted you to look at them, Tom.  He wanted you to see if you thought they'd be useful to us."

"I can't see why they wouldn't be useful to you," Jack snorted.  "They're top quality steel construction and they're all less than ten years old.  They've been well maintained and they have a clear span floor.  Just beef up the front truss, then use wider doors, and you'd have a hanger that will handle any machine you own now.  Hell, if you don't want to use them yourself, you could probably make money on a resale.

"As for demolition, I'm positive we could have all four buildings down, loaded on trailers and out of Calgary well before the end of the month," Don commented.  "I have a crew of ten men and a foreman I can put on the job of tearing down the buildings and loading the sections on flatbed trailers.  The foreman will get full wages, but construction jobs are still scarce at this time of year, so I can get ten steel workers to do the job quite cheaply, perhaps 25 to 30% over minimum wage.  As well as that I'm able to provide a small crane to use for removal of the roof trusses and loading the trucks.  Now considering demo costs, let's say twenty-five to thirty-grand for labour, seven to ten-grand for the crane and fifteen to twenty-grand for haulage.  So we're talking about fifty, maybe sixty grand tops for demo and moving costs.  I was out there last week and looked the place over, then I talked to a couple of scrap dealers about the building's value.  If it was me, I'd
figure scrap value at somewhere between a quarter and a half mil, so knock off a hundred-grand for costs.  I'd offer them a quarter-mil and see if that bid would fly before going any higher."

"Cripes, are you sure?  That's about half of what Jim thought they'd want for one building, not full price for all four." JJ frowned.

"That's what they want, bro, not what they're liable to get, and since they're under pressure to clear the site by next month I wouldn't go much higher," Don shrugged.  "The sheer size of the buildings and the time constraints are scaring off the scrap dealers.  I'd be willing to bet that if we offer a quarter-mil, we'll be high bid and if we get it, I can have men in there on Monday.  We'll cover the labour cost for now and White Out can pay us back in installments, no interest either, but we might call on you for a flight or two to move some of our equipment out in BC."

"Hell, if we can get all four buildings for under half a mil, I'll put up a quarter of the price personally and I'll pay you for the labour out of my pocket, Don.  If I do that though, I'd like you to arrange for the demolition, as well as the loading and haulage, then we can settle for that when the job is done," Tom nodded.  "JJ, if we go that way, I'll want to take the two smaller buildings myself, then set up at least one out at the lease, but I might put the other one at either Misery Flats or Bear Creek.  Once I get things settled at the lease this summer, I'm going for my rotary license, then I'll be using my Jet Ranger for transport, so I'll want to have a hanger at each end to protect that machine from the weather."

"You bought a Jet Ranger?" Jack frowned at Tom.

"He bought two that had been damaged and had our mechanics at White Out rebuild one of them, then we had the rebuilt unit recertified by a government airframe inspector, so it's legal," JJ grinned.  "We're trying to talk him into buying the Learjet he has on lease as well.  Personally I think we can make money on it, of course that means we need to find an extra pilot or two.  Which reminds Tom, you and I have an appointment tomorrow morning at ten to interview another pilot or two.  I think we should take Russ and Liz along, since they'll be working with the new people."

"You boys can talk about that later," Grandpa Redding said shortly, surprising everyone.  "Right now I think we'd better decide if we need to bid on those damn buildings.  If we do, I'll handle the bidding, since Tom and JJ have an appointment at the same time as the auction.  I'll warn you now, I think I'll need to go at least a hundred thousand higher than you were planning to pay in order to win the bid, JJ.  Are you willing to go that high?"

Both Grandpa Redding and Don looked at JJ, then at Tom, who shrugged and nodded his head.  "Yeah, but don't go overboard on it, so no more than four-hundred-grand.  I'm a bit leery of the extra costs.  First off, I doubt if the demo will be quite as cheap as Don estimates and I'm worried about the haulage too, because I think that could get expensive.  If possible I'd like to see the total costs to be less than those we came up with for the larger hanger we bid on in Prince George.  We dropped that bid when it became clear that the costs would have been excessive, considering the amount of square footage we would have gained."

"I agree with Tom," JJ nodded.  "In fact we put out a contract to supply and erect a bare-bones hanger onsite and the best bid we got was for just under two million.  So if we can't purchase those four buildings for a quarter of that, I'm not really interested.  By the time we're done with demo, shipping and rebuilding the dang things, we won't gain all that much extra space and we'll have a lot more hassle and even more cost this way.  If we bid too high, our final costs are likely to be comparable to that one huge hanger we considered having built."

"Okay, we know our limitations.  So, Don and I will head for that auction tomorrow morning then."  Grandpa Redding nodded then he turned to Tom.  "On another subject, did you fill out those forms for your gun collector's clearance yet, Tom?"

"Yep and they've been sent off to Ottawa."

Since the subject had been switched to the subject of guns, Tom mentioned meeting both Matt Devons and Joe Archer as well as Joe's wife, Rita.  Tom could see that his Grandpa had bittersweet memories of that time, but he still mentioned that he had hired Art and Josie Reynolds and explaining a little about his growing empire in Bear Creek.

"Well, I hear we'll all be there next weekend, so I can meet up with Matt anyway," Grandpa smiled.  "How is Master Sergeant Devons doing?"

"Oh, I think he's doing fine, but if you get the chance you might want to drop out to Victoria and speak to Joe and Rita fairly soon.  They aren't doing so well," Tom said quietly.

"You know, I'll be honest, I don't remember either of those names.  I suppose that's no surprise, because Matt and I must have hauled ten or twelve injured men to the medics while we were over there.  There's no way I would even want to remember each one.  Some of them lived, some of them died and really, the whole thing was a time I'd like to forget.  Wars or other conflicts that become vicious are an utter waste of resources and that includes people, not just material objects," Tom's Grandpa said quietly.  "Look at the amount of time and energy being wasted over this economic conflict we're having with BP.  It's a legal battle that's become vicious, almost a war between a modern day David and Goliath."

"Well, it's only become vicious because BP has been hit in their pocket book," Uncle Tom commented.

"Oh it was vicious long before that," Tom snorted.  "It was already a vicious battle long before I bought the lease.  Old Serge had been fighting them off for years and I think he passed the ball to me because of what he thought I'd do.  I almost think that man was prescient and set up his will so I would be able to do battle with BP and their minions.  If I hadn't had that inheritance I'd never have been able to do what I've done, but I haven't enjoyed what we've had to do."

"Why would you say that?" Jack broke in.

"Very simple, Dad," Tom snorted.  "It takes time, energy and money to counter all their greedy actions.  I'd much rather be able to live my life on my own terms, without having to worry about what was coming next.  For instance without their interference and the news service's stupidity, I wouldn't even be here right now.  I'd still be back in Bear Creek, handling various problems or even just relaxing, but instead I'm sneaking in here at an odd hour so I can avoid the press.  By the way, has anyone else noticed that instead of actually checking on the people involved in the legal end of matters, the press seems to prefer to ask the victims for information.  They don't seem to be interested in discovering the truth, instead they want to feature people's reactions.  Why aren't they talking to the police, the lawyers, the judges, the prison officials, the politicians or others who look at the problem from a different perspective, instead they're hitting on either us or
BP?  I'm sick and tired of them basing their 'news' reports on hearsay information and I'd like to get them off their ass and doing so actual investigation for once."

"Ah, but in the recent past the press often found that 'victim impact statements' were selling advertising time, so they used that to their advantage," Uncle Tom snorted.  "By the way, your handling of the situation is causing a backlash, so your speech the other night has caused an impact outside of the press.  People are actually questioning them about what they see as the lazy approach to news reporting and other victims are telling them to get stuffed.  You may have already had an influence on the press's position, because if victims won't cooperate, their news reports are going to be rather boring unless they actually do some investigating."

"Good, but that doesn't mean I'm going to change my stance on what I consider to be the press corp's laxness and lazy attempts to fill the news with fluff pieces.  In fact it might harden my attitude toward them."

"Well there are bound to be press at the Dunn-Redding offices during the party tomorrow, what will you say to them?" Tom's grandfather asked.

"That's going to depend on their questions, won't it?  But you won't have to worry in any case, I'll do my best not to embarrass anyone at Dunn-Redding," Tom shrugged.  "If they ask me about my relationship with Dunn-Redding, I'll be pleasant and explain that our relationship has improved.  If they ask about JJ or Ann, I'm going to praise both of them to the hilt and tell the world that I feel we're lucky to have them working up in Bear Creek.  If they ask me about BP, I'm going to ask them what research they've done and I'll give them shit if they've been lazy again.  If they ask me about my business or about my personal life, I'll simply say 'No comment' and walk away.  You already know that I'm a very private person as far as my personal life is concerned though, so that's no surprise either.  I'll modify my response to match any questions that I'm asked, but in fact nothing I plan to do should be any surprise to anyone who knows me."

Grandpa Redding just grinned and gave Tom a thumbs-up sign, then again brought up the subject of Tom's new gun collection.  Tom had to admit that he hadn't even had time to look over the collection, but promised that he would as soon as he found time.

"There are just too darn many things interfering with my time right now, and I do have several rifles and shotguns available up at the lease, so I haven't really worried much about it yet.  I'll definitely be moving that collection up to the lease this summer though, you can count on that."

"Since I've moved up to Bear Creek, I can tell you that Tom is darn busy," JJ joined in.  "I'm being run into the ground and wondering how I can scrape up some spare time myself, but Tom is making me look like a piker.  Right now he has at least three or four construction jobs on the go, then he's developing at least four different businesses and he's still expanding his business footprint.  The thing is he's setting it up as much for others as for himself and people know it.

"You've seen how people regard Tom, Dad.  They know he's bringing in improvements and they consider him a hero, because suddenly the prospects of work are appearing in a town that was slowly fading into limbo.  He started out to clean up a few problems and people jumped on the bandwagon, then the whole attitude of the community improved.  People had been moving out of town before, but now you can't find a room to rent and new places are being built.  House prices are climbing and empty storefronts are being reopened under new management.  Bear Creek is the only town in the area that isn't in the depths of a recession.  Instead it's becoming something of a boomtown and all because Tom and his buddies chased the crooks out of town.  The thing is, Tom doesn't even want to live there year round.  He's making those improvements and investments so he has a decent place to live for three or four months of the year."

"I'll add to that, because I know of at least twenty people living in Bear Creek who are working now, but were unemployed before Tom came to town," Russ spoke up then.  "I'm not adding Liz and myself to that count either, because you know as well as I do that we're part of White Out, but even that is part of the improvements he's making around town.  After all, White Out is a reputable, multimillion dollar business that he's bringing to Bear Creek's doorstep.  People know that Tom is the person who is responsible for that and they know the folks working there will be living in town and spending money there.

"You've seen it Jack, hell you're part of it, whether you like it or not.  People up there might not like your frosty attitude, but they certainly respect you.  When Tom was shot, you were the guy who stepped in and raised hell.  People liked that, and while they may think you're a grouchy S-O-B, they cetainly approve of what you did when the chips were down."

Jack made no comment, other than a grunt and Tom had to hide a smile, because he knew his dad was actually pleased by Russ's comment, but would never admit it.  When his Grandpa winked at him, he almost broke into a laugh though and had to turn away for a moment to calm himself.  That's when he saw Jesse yawning.

"Tired Jesse?" he asked.

"Yeah, some.  Hockey practise was too early today, then I had a test to write this morning, so I was studying last night and didn't get a lot of sleep."

"So how are you doing?  Are you making out okay with your dad away?"

"Yeah, but it's a bit strange.  The family has been great about helping me get ready to move and getting everything arranged.  I've been living at home and packing up a lot of Dad's and my personal stuff, but I don't think I've had to cook more than one or two meals in the last couple of weeks.  The toughest part has been saying goodbye to all my friends and teammates.  Are you and Sandy coming to see my last game with the Broncos tomorrow night?  We're going to play Red Deer and the coach has shifted me to playing center on the first wing because it'll be my last game with the team.  My transfer is official now, so I start playing with the Bear Creek Bruins next week."

"Good, from what I've heard the Bruins could use a good center or a right winger and I know you can play both positions.  I haven't really had a chance to see them play, but I know a couple of their defencemen through their families.  I've seen them playing road hockey though and they look like a pretty tough bunch, but from what they've said they're short of shooters."

"Yeah, I know.  I've seen their stats and the coach even managed to get me a couple of videos, so I've seen video of some of their players and how they play in tight situations.  Dad told me he brought another video with him that was taken by a guy who works for White Out now, a guy named Sammy Bowman.  From what Dad told me, you know him don't you?"

"Yeah, he's a Métis who originally came from a town just a few miles down the Mirror from the lease.  His cousin was the woman who guided me into the area and I think he has a son playing on the Bruins as a defenceman."

"Yeah, a kid called Johnny-B who looks like a football player and hits like a freight train." Jess grinned.  "He was one of the guys I noticed in the first set of videos of some of their games.  They showed one clip where he threw a check on an opposing forward, stole the puck, fed it to a forward with a tape-to-tape pass and got an assist on the goal that followed.  From what I could see he's a darn good player."

"Oh, I know Johnny and his buddy, darn if I can remember his first name right now, but his last name is Proudfoot.  Sandy and I met them at a New Years Eve party and they mentioned that they played on the Bruins hockey team.  I think they're both defencemen.  His dad works for White Out too."

"Oh yeah?  It sounds like we should hit you up for a sponsorship, huh?" Jesse grinned.

"Talk to your dad, not me.  I'm just a shareholder in the company." Tom grinned right back.  "You dad runs the Bear Creek airfield, even if he doesn't seem to realise that yet.  The company is just a little slow in letting him know how big his job really is, but I think he's starting to catch on to the idea that when he says 'Jump,' people working there ask 'How high?'  Your dad is just too damn good as a manager to let him slip away into obscurity, besides, he owns half of the property, so I'm leaving that job in his hands."

"Yeah, but I think he's already catching on to what you and Gramps did though." Jesse winked.  "You ended up in the hospital and he ended up being handed a job that was a lot bigger than he ever expected it to be.  I think he started out expecting to only be another pilot, then he thought he'd just been put in charge of the move, but now I think he's starting to realise that he's pretty much in charge of the whole airfield.  He sure seems to like it though and I know he likes the people he's working with.  I could hear that in his voice when he's called me on the phone and he's getting a real sense of accomplishment out of it too.

"Now, I have to change the subject, because I'm darn curious about Laura, the gal he's been seeing up there.  Just what's she like?"

"Well, let's see," Tom smiled slightly.  "She's smart, very attractive, but a bit insecure in some ways.  She's younger than your dad, about the same age as Sandy or Linda, maybe a bit older.  I'll be honest I don't know her extremely well, but I like her a lot as a friend.  Since she's a lawyer she looks at things differently than I do and she's changing some in the last while because she's the leading partner in a law firm now, so she's becoming more assertive.  If you want to ask someone who knows Laura quite well, just talk to Sandy, she won't mind telling you what she thinks.  I'll be honest though, I don't think Laura and your dad are extremely serious about each other yet, instead I'd say they're still getting to know one another."

"Okay, thanks Tom.  I hope I like her and if I do, I hope they get together.  Dad needs a woman in his life again."

"How about you?  Are you leaving a few broken hearts behind when you move?"

"Nope," Jesse grinned.  "I enjoy being around girls, but Dad and Granny say I'm like you; I've got several friends who happen to be girls, but no one very close.  Dad said you dated a different girl every weekend, but never got serious.  Sandy was a huge surprise for everyone and now Linda is an even bigger surprise.  In fact Linda and David have blown Granny and Gramps away and you should have heard the fuss when Aunty Em heard you had a son by a former girlfriend.  Aunty Em took Brenda to see a gynaecologist the next day and Brenda quietly told me that she's on the pill now, church doctrine or not.  The thing is, Brenda is only fourteen and she isn't even dating yet, so she thinks it's sort of weird on her mom's part."

"Well, part of the reason for that might be the fact that Linda was date-raped, which is when she found out that she was already pregnant," Tom frowned slightly.  "In fact she's travelling with us because of the little bastard that raped her.  He threatened to kill her and her parents, then kidnap David, using the excuse that he thinks David is his son from the rape.  I think it's another ploy by BP to get at me though, because he's associated with the other Oriental gang that came after me and we can trace those pricks back to Lister and his bunch."

"Oh, I guess I can see why Aunty Em would be a bit wound up by that," Jesse yawned again, then excused himself.

JJ must have noticed though, because in moments the two of them left, taking Liz, Russ, Ann and Don along with them.  Before Don left he tossed a set of keys to Tom, telling him that the van they had come in was his to use for the weekend.  Then David fell asleep and was tucked in for the night and both Sandy and Linda got the yawns.  Tom's mom and dad didn't stay long after that.  It wasn't long before Tom was the only one sitting with his Grandpa as they watched the eleven o'clock news, but he sat up straight as he saw Frank Jamison being interviewed.

Frank was cagey though and only spoke about those things he and his firm had dealt with or what he and the law society's legal discipline committee had handled, so he mentioned Lister and Koch, but not much else.  He refused to comment about Tom, Jack or any of their businesses, quoting 'client confidentiality' and just shaking his head to some questions and saying 'no comment.'

Even more surprisingly that interview was followed by another which astonished Tom.  A Vancouver Police officer spoke off camera and with his voice disguised, but openly linked the actions of Lister and Koch to the Song Yee and Tang Nguyen gangs and drug trafficking.

"Oh, oh, that cop's gonna be in trouble," Tom said to his grandpa.  "He shouldn't have said that on camera, even if his face is hidden."

"Is what he said true?"

"I believe so, but I don't have anything much for proof.  It's nice to hear someone else link them though and I'm glad it wasn't Frank who said it.  Now if they find the link to BP, I'll be a hell of a lot happier."

"Oh, you must have been flying here when the six o'clock news was broadcast," his grandpa smiled.  "They had a man who does forensic accounting speaking on that broadcast and he linked BP to Lister through a BP subsidiary, then mentioned that the head of that subsidiary has flown the coop.  They think he flew to the Cayman Islands or somewhere like that, but they've definitely established a link to BP.  I would suspect that by this time tomorrow there will have been several resignations in the ranks as BP in an attempt to stop the decline in their stock values.  Your reputation has shot sky high and the bottom has dropped out of theirs.  One stock analyst referred to you and Jack as giant killers and our stock has increased in value by several points in the last two days."

"Well, that's one good thing out of all this," Tom grinned, then sobered.  "The only thing I'd like to see over and above this is for Linda and David.  I'd like to see that little bastard Nguyen in jail for rape."

"That won't happen.  He died in a car accident earlier today."

"What?  He was in jail in Bear Creek only a few hours ago."

"No, the fellow in jail is his younger brother, Tyan Nguyen.  Tang Nguyen was on his way to Bear Creek and got involved in a car chase while he was enroute.  He tried to avoid a police checkpoint and in the following chase he hit a patch of black ice, went off the road and down an embankment into the Fraser River canyon.  They think he was killed instantly, because the car nosed into the bank, flipped upside down and landed on its roof, then skidded into the water.  By the time rescuers could get the car back on dry land, all six occupants in the car were dead."

"You're sure?"

"Oh yeah, your friend, the new police chief in Bear Creek called Jack about it while we were having supper.  Didn't Jack tell you about that?"

"No, but then it didn't concern business so Dad probably didn't think it was important," Tom shrugged.  "Besides he's already in a snit over the fact that Sandy and I have accepted Linda as an extension of our personal family since she's the mother of my son, so I'm not surprised.  You know Dad, if it ain't right by his book, it just ain't right."

"Well, you can rest assured that the rest of the family doesn't think that way.  David is so much like you were at his age that he has your mother and grandmother wrapped around his pinkie already and we all think Linda is a sweetheart," Tom's grandpa paused and glanced around as if looking to see if anyone could hear him, then winked, "I'm going to be impolite and ask outright, is she your mistress?"

"Nope!" Tom snorted, "but I imagine a lot of folks will think she is.  The part of finding out about Linda and David that surprises me is Sandy's reaction.  It's almost as if she expects Linda and I to get involved and has accepted that, even though both of us have told her it won't happen.  To change the subject again, you do know that Sandy is pregnant, don't you?"

"I suspected that, since you're getting married, but I imagine that was Sandy's idea, right?"

"Actually it is in a way, but getting married doesn't matter that much to either of us.  I think getting married is more of an attempt to mollify her family.  She's like me, marriage isn't a big deal, since we've literally considered ourselves a couple from the time she put on my ring.  She was married before and the marriage failed, so she got a divorce.  Unfortunately her family are strong Catholics so they were upset by that.  I think she's trying to heal the wound by marrying me, even though the Catholic church won't have anything to do with her now.  But, if our marriage will smooth out her relationship with her folks, I'm all for it even if I can't see it changing our own situation in any way," then he yawned.  "Sorry about that, but although I had a nap on the plane as we flew out here, I think my body is telling me that it's well past my normal bed time.  I think I need to go find a bed for the night."

"Well, have a good night, Tom.  You know where the spare bedrooms are.  You can sleep in tomorrow if you want, because we don't have to be anywhere until ten o'clock," his grandpa smiled up at him from his easy chair.

As Tom walked down the hall, he was sleepy, but his mind was still busy, amongst other things he wondered if Linda knew the news about Nguyen?  Actually her bedroom door was open and he could see a light was on, so he looked inside, then laughed softly.

"Well now, what's this?" he asked Sandy who was lying on top of the covers beside Linda.

"Oh, we were sure you'd drop by to check on your son before going to bed," Linda giggled and winked.  "Besides we were talking about the news your granny told us about Tang Nguyen, or did you hear about it?"

"Yeah, I did.  In fact I was going to ask you if you knew that there wouldn't be a retrial of the little bastard.  Since you've heard already, that's one less worry on my mind.  Now are you trying to steal my woman?"

"Nope, we were laying here talking about what happens to a woman's body and her moods during the early stages of pregnancy," Sandy chortled. "Want to join us?"

"Somehow I'm not sure that would be wise," Tom chuckled, but did walk into the room to look into the old crib and check on his sleeping son. 

"Damn you make cute kids, Linda," he said as he walked over to the bed and bent over Sandy to kiss Linda on the forehead. "Thank you!"

Before standing upright again, he kissed Sandy on the lips, than asked, "Are you coming to bed now, Sandy, or do you two want to talk for longer?"

"Actually we want you in bed with us," Sandy giggled.  "Linda says a pregnant woman gives off pheromones that make single women horny, especially if the single woman is lactating from a previous child."

"I think you're stringing me along, is what I think," Tom laughed.  "Either that or you two just want to try a threesome."

"Gee, what a great idea, let's do that," Sandy said as she grinned and to Tom's surprise Linda giggled and blushed.

"I don't think that's a good idea at all, especially not since we're staying with Grandma and Grandpa Redding." Tom snorted.

"Actually since we're in a separate wing of the house and totally isolated from their bedrooms, I think it's a wonderful idea.  I mean, who would ever believe we did anything like that here?" Sandy teased even more.

"Well, I've had a really hard day and I'm worn to a nubbin right now, so I'm afraid tonight is going to be nothing but sleep for me," Tom managed to say before he broke into a huge yawn.  "Sorry, Love, I'm bushed, and I'm going to flake out for the night."

He bent and kissed Sandy again, then headed down the hall to the second bedroom.  He was in bed and sleeping only a few moments later, so when Sandy came in not long afterward she had to poke him and get him to roll on his side in order to stop him from snoring.  Besides, if she snuggled up to him right away, she could take advantage of the warm spot he left behind when he rolled away and she'd still have his warm body to cuddle for comfort.



When Tom awakened in the morning the house was totally quiet, so after a quick shower, he dressed and headed to the kitchen.  He knew he wouldn't disturb anyone as he made a pot of coffee, then took his cell phone out of his pocket.  Oops, he'd forgotten to turn it on after getting off the plane the evening before, so there were several calls he should answer and a few he could skip.

The first call he listened to was from Lance.

"Hi Tom, Lance here.  I imagine you're in the air right now, but I'm calling to let you know that I was mislead about one of our recent arrests, so I unintentionally mislead you.  The gangster our men apprehended in Bear Creek was Tyan Nguyen, the younger brother of Tang Nguyen.  Tang Nguyen was apprehended shortly after he ran a roadblock on the stretch between Lytton and Spence's Bridge late this afternoon.  In the following chase he was speeding around a curve when he hit a patch of black-ice, lost control and skidded off the edge of a forty-metre cliff.  He and the five male passengers in the car were killed instantly.  Nguyen's body was recovered and he was definitely identified this time.  Tang Nguyen is deceased, so you can pass that on to Linda and she can rest easier now.  Since we have Nguyen's younger brother in custody and the primary members of the gang were in the car with Nguyen, another Vancouver gang has been virtually decimated.

"On another topic, Bobby Boyer is wanted in Vancouver on several counts of burglary, break and enter, theft, trafficking in drugs and other related charges.  According to him he was trying to break away from the gang when he was working in Victoria.  He claims it was only bad luck that he ran into a gang member when he arrived in Bear Creek and was coerced into screwing with your plane.  In other words, he's a punk kid who fell into bad company and looking at his record, he was probably the gang's fall guy.  We'll be transporting all three punks that we have in our holding cells to Vancouver within twenty-four hours," Lance chuckled then.  "In return Vancouver Police's Drug Squad is sending you and I both gifts for our help in reducing their gang problem.  They think we could use a pair of retired police dogs, but I have no use for a damn dog and I have nowhere to keep a dog if I had one.  So, as far as I'm concerned, you can have them both, then if you want to take
them up to Sandy's house or out to your lease, that's your business.  However, Harry seems to think it would be a good idea to have a pair of dogs to guard the hangers, so that's where they'll go for now.

"Don't worry about returning this call.  It was just to keep you up to date on details of interest to you and yours.  I'll talk to you when you get back."

The next two calls in the queue were from TV 'personalities' wanting him to appear on their TV shows, in other words live interviews, so he simply deleted those without really listening to their sales pitch.  He simply wasn't interested in entertaining others while whining about his problems.  He had better things to do with his time rather than waste it on that nonsense.

The next call was from Frank and it was basically a rehash of what he had said on the air and little else.  He also asked Tom to call him when he had some free time, but made sure to say that there was no rush about it.

The third call was from Jim Burke, who mentioned the dogs, then added that he'd been talking to Damien Kerr of CHC, who had called the airfield in hopes of talking to Tom.  In the first place they had a lift job that was too large for any chopper CHC owned, so Jim had made arrangements for Ron and Donna to handle that with the SkyCrane.  What Kerr really wanted though was to discuss the use of the Learjet to make a few weekend flights, approximately once every two weeks for the whole of the next year.  He was talking about flying to places like Las Vegas and Los Angeles for a weekend trip with a group of six to eight people.

Tom just couldn't see the idea as a viable proposition and it didn't sound like Jim was enthused about it either.  He wanted to talk to Jim in person over that, then perhaps this Damien fellow as well, but for the moment he was still planning to return the Lear at the end of the month.  Besides they were still short of pilots for that darn bird, so Tom let that call pass without returning it either.  He'd have to call Jim later on though.

The next call was from Linda's parents, letting Tom know that they had found a small house on a six-acre plot of land that they really liked.  The real kicker in that deal was that the people who owned the place wanted to move to Vancouver Island and might be interested in a trade for the Schmidt's acreage.  If they went that route, Heinz was certain that they would make a bundle on the trade because of the relative values of the two properties, especially when you considered the location of each place.  Actually the Schmidt property on Vancouver Island was probably worth five or six times as much as the property near Bear Lake.  The call ended with Heinz asking Tom to please ask Linda to turn on her cellphone so he could tell her the news.

The next call was a really brief one from Laura.  "Tom, would one of you damn idiots please turn on your damn cellphone?  I have a message for Sandy that might be important and Lil wants to talk to Ann about something or other.  I'm sorry, but in my opinion that little witch is a pain in the ass and I'm glad I don't have to work with her all the time.  She'd drive me up the bloody wall."

Tom decided it was payback time for being teased the night before.  He slipped down the hall and found Sandy's phone first, turning it on and setting the ring-tone to extra loud, then setting it on the pillow near her head.  After that he peeked into Linda's room and saw she was still asleep, so he found her phone and did the same thing to her.  Finally he went back to the kitchen and left a message for Ann, then Heinz, telling each of them that the women's phones were turned on now.  Next he poured himself another cup of coffee and called JJ, waking him and telling him that Lil needed to talk to Ann, but that Ann's phone was turned off.  Then he sat back and waited for the storm he knew was coming his way, but while he waited he took the time to check the last three calls on his phone.

The first of the three was from another news guy, so after listening for a few seconds he deleted it.  The next call was from Art and he was praising Sami while condemning Lillian.  He simply said Lillian didn't know her ass from a hole in the ground when it came to handling freight for an outfit like Tom's because she was planning to completely change Tom's system.  Then he added that Lillian had bragged that anything passing through the warehouse was going to have to be handled her way or it wasn't going to be handled at all.  After that she had ordered Sami and Art to leave the warehouse.

"That little bitch!" Tom muttered to himself, knowing that he was going to have to do something about her inflated ego.

The last message was from Lance.  "Sorry to call at this time of night and have to leave you a message like this, but we had to take Lillian Samuels into custody for threatening Rachel Rosenblum with a weapon.  Ms. Rosenblum had some extra work to do and was in the office a bit after eight this evening, but Miss Samuels took exception to her being there, ordering her to close the office and lock it up.  Ms. Rosenblum laughed at her and told her what she was doing was none of Miss Samuels' business, at which point Miss Samuels pulled out a small semiautomatic pistol.  Maria Little Bear happened to look in the window and saw the weapon though, so she called the police and we rushed down there immediately.

"To be honest, Miss Samuels was so overwrought that we had to have her sedated and at this point she is confined and under observation at the hospital.  Dr. VanBrunt seems to feel that her condition is chronic and is attempting to contact Miss Samuels' family.  Rachel Rosenblum is physically fine, but feeling somewhat distraught, so she plans to go home and take a sleeping pill.  I wouldn't disturb her until mid-morning if I were you, otherwise you might get an earful, but I think Ann may get barked at no matter what.  Right now Rachel is not happy with Ann's choice of employees."

So Tom tried to call Ann but her phone was busy, so he called JJ and asked him to have Ann phone him back as soon as possible.  She called in just a few minutes

"Hello Tom, I was about to call you.  Your new guy and some engineering broad were throwing their weight around at the warehouse yesterday afternoon and they've upset Lillian something fierce," Ann grumbled.  "She left me a message about it and she's threatening to quit."

"Fine, you can make out her pay cheque and send her on her way.  Either that or I'll fire the little bitch.  She went over to Sandy's office last night and pulled a gun on Rachel, so the cops took her into custody, for cripes sake."

"Ohmigawd, I'm sorry, I thought …"

"No, you didn't think, you assumed that your wild-ass bitch was right and everyone else was wrong.  Now it's up to you to apologize to Rachel and calm her down before we end up on the wrong end of a lawsuit.  It was your fuck up, so you fix it or else find another job!" Tom barked, then snapped his cellphone closed.

"Good Morning, Tom.  What was that all about?" Sandy asked quietly as she came into the room.  "I don't think I've ever heard you sound so wound up over anything."

"Oh, it's just that my big sister's pet weasel decided to threaten Rachel with a gun last night." Tom sighed heavily.  "I'm afraid I gave Ann an ultimatum, straighten up and fire that bitch, or pack up and leave.  It sounds as if Lillian went completely around the bend last night."

"Well, I wasn't impressed by Lillian the other day, but I thought that was straightened out.  I'd be willing to bet that Ann didn't know anything about whatever happened last night either."

"Possibly, but Ann is supposed to be the boss of the job, not that bitch in the wheelchair and Art said something about Lillian changing my freight handling system as well.  When I get back there on Monday, Ann had better get that straightened out and Lillian leaves, period," he heaved another huge sigh.  "Anyway, I need to back off on that crap for now and let Ann handle it, if she can.  What else is new?"

"Well, Laura called to complain about Lillian bugging her so early this morning, but some smart ass had put the phone right next to my ear, so it damn near scared the crap out of me when it rang.  What was that phone thing about anyway?"

"Oh, just payback for last night's teasing session," he shrugged.  "Did Linda get woken by her phone too?"

"Yes I did!" Linda announced firmly as she came in with David in her arms.  "His highness here was awakened as well and while I was talking to Dad, he filled his diaper. Then when I went to change him, he peed all over both of us, so we had to have a shower and I had to change our clothes.  Here, you aren't doing anything, take your son and keep him entertained while I fix him some breakfast."

"See what you get for teasing me last night?" Tom winked at her as he took David.  "By the way Sandy, what was Laura calling you for?"

"Well, considering the mood you were in before, you don't want to know right now."

"Oh no, it isn't more Lillian crap, is it?"

"Sorry, but it was," Sandy sighed.  "She called Laura's office and tried to have Rachel, Art and Sami fired.  She's claiming that since you and Ann are out of town, she's the boss.  She told Laura that she has a gun of some kind and was threatening to use it at one point.  I thought Laura was joking."

"Oh great," Tom snorted, then grabbed his cellphone and dialling Ann's number first, but it was busy, so he dialled JJ.

He was having trouble because he was trying to dial one handed and at the same time, David was trying to grab the phone.  Sandy saw that and took David just as JJ answered the phone.

"Hello, JJ here."

"Hi JJ are you standing near Ann and is she on the phone?"

"Yeah, she's on the phone and I think she's talking to Lillian, why?"

"Tell her to keep Lillian on the phone no matter what she does, because the silly bitch has gone completely off her rocker.  She threatened Rachel with a gun last night for cripes sake and she was supposed to be confined and under guard, so I don't know how she got to a phone to raise hell.  Maybe she slipped out of confinement or something, but whatever it is, she needs to be stopped before the situation escalates even further."

He hung up on JJ in order to call Lance and explain the situation, then called Art to make sure he and Sami were okay.  While he was on the phone to Art, he asked about the changes Lillian was making and discovered that she wanted to throw out the system Tom had designed and install the one that Dunn Redding used.  Art understood both systems, explaining that the demand system which Tom had designed worked best for field operations, while the roll-over system worked best for stores and was simpler for warehouse workers.  In Art's opinion Lillian was either unwilling to change or else too lazy to adapt to something new and he sounded a bit wound up over it.

In order to calm him down, Tom had to tell Art that as far as he was concerned, Lillian was going to be let go because she didn't suit the job.  He didn't want to say that he felt Lillian was dangerous, but in all honesty he didn't want to have people threatening others with a gun over any dispute.  That just wouldn't fly with him.

After that all he could do was wait.  Within half an hour he had a short call from Lance, then minutes later he heard more of the story from Rachel who said the consensus was that Lillian had mental health problems, but she had been found and returned to the hospital.  A half-hour later he heard more about the situation from Dr. VanBrunt, who called Tom directly.

"Since you are her employer, you need to know that Miss Samuels is suffering from a relatively serious mental condition, so I'm afraid she will be unable to continue to handle her employment commitments.  I have spoken to her family in Edmonton and they have given me permission to tell you that she suffers from severe depression, leading to despondency.  We do not have the time, the trained personnel, nor the facilities to treat her here in Bear Creek.  Since her illness is beyond the scope of my training and ability, I have sedated her again and she is resting relatively comfortably at this time.  She will require further tests by specialists, but it is my belief that she suffers from far more than severe depression, perhaps a much worse condition.  As I've said though, I don't really have the training to be certain how serious her condition might be.

"Her parents have arranged for an attendant and two of her elder brothers to fly in from Edmonton, so you might warn your people at the airport that they are on the way.  I believe that the attendant and one brother will be returning to Edmonton with Miss Samuels as soon as possible.  My understanding is that the second brother will remain in town for now, and will be speaking to you on Monday about closing out Miss Samuels' local affairs.  I understand that he will also be arranging to transport her belongings to Edmonton as quickly he can settle her local affairs.

"From what Miss Samuels has told me, she felt she was being placed in charge of your whole operation by your sister, Ann.  Then suddenly all of you left town quite abruptly, so she felt abandoned, but she also felt responsible.  It is my belief that she should never have been placed in a position holding that much responsibility."

"Well, she wasn't supposed to be responsible for everything, but Ann was the person who really hired Lillian and she might not have explained the situation very well.  I suppose I'm ultimately responsible for hiring Lillian, but my own family recommended her quite strongly since she had worked for Dunn-Redding previously.  I didn't realise we were pushing her too fast and too hard.  I'll have to apologise to her for that."

"This is a recurring condition which isn't your fault, so I would not recommend that you meet with her for quite some time, Tom.  Besides that, you are not responsible for the health and welfare of everyone in the whole town, that's my job," Dr. Van Brunt chuckled.  "Now, while I have you on the phone, how is your recovery coming?  Are there any complications that I should know about?"

"Nope, not that I've noticed.  The bruises are fading and I'm back to sleeping my regular five to six hours a night.  I haven't had any headaches or vision problems either.  The only thing different as far as I'm concerned is that my hair and my beard are too short, so I feel the cold winds much sooner than before."

"Well I'm happy to hear that the weather is your only complaint, but try not to get struck on the head again.  Concussions are always worse the second or third time and eventually too many minor concussions can affect brain function and might even cause death.  Now I have work to do, but don't be a stranger, drop around and see me every few months."

So Tom called Harry to warn him that a flight was coming from Edmonton, but he had to admit that he didn't know what size plane was coming or anything else about it.  All they could do was plow the runway and expect to have visitors.  Tom's only suggestion was that Harry should man the radio and clear space in one of the hangers for a visiting plane.  After that call he made another to Rachel and checked that she was okay.  Then finally he called Ann and told her the latest news, only to find that Lance had already spoken to her and explained the situation.  Right then Ann was extremely apologetic, so Tom held off on chewing her out over the changes to the ordering system, but he wanted to know why Lillian had been hired.

"Would you mind explaining how this happened in the first place?" he asked Ann.  "How in hell did we manage to hire someone who might be paranoid, especially since she was hired to work in an important position within our organization?  We can't afford that kind of bullshit you know, because having her there might have cost us millions in lawsuits."

"I don't know, Tom.  I'm as surprised by this as you are, but Mom is the person who talked Dunn-Redding into hiring Lillian.  Maybe she knew something about this, but I rather doubt it.  I'll swear on a bible that Lil never caused any problems in Calgary, other than being a bit pushy and very nosy.  If I ever had a problem with her getting too pushy, I used to call Mom and have her speak to Lil and that would straighten things out."

"Well, to hell with it.  I'm not going to waste time on laying blame, instead I want to know if you have any ideas for a replacement.  If not, I'm going to ask my other crew members if they know of anyone, because we need a replacement for that job as soon as possible."

"Tom, I'm not doing anything right now, I can help temporarily." Linda broke into the conversation.  "I had a part time job working in a small supply warehouse while I was going to university.  We handled tools and supplies for a hardware chain, so ours was a demand system.  I don't want the job permanently, but I could help out for now."

"Excuse me, Ann.  Linda is talking to me on this end, she had a similar job at one time," he told Ann quietly, then turned to Linda.  "What about David?  He's almost a full time job on his own."

"Oh nonsense, he's easy to look after, all I need to have is a stroller and a play pen in the office.  Like I said, this is temporary and I can look after him and manage to do a lot of work as well.  Warehouse work is hurry up and wait crap.  I know.  I've been there, done that!"

  "You'll have extra work right off the bat, straightening up the mess that Lil has left behind though," Tom frowned.

"Part of that is my fault Tom, so I'll help Linda with that if she wants help.  Lil and I were mostly doing planning and paperwork though, so we've only put out two or three orders and I can put those on hold for now.  I can do that right from here with a couple of phone calls," Ann broke in.

"Well if those orders were placed for your damn roll-over system, not the demand system, then cancel the bloody orders or at least put them on hold until we straighten out the mess.  I'll get back to you on the hiring problem," Tom snapped.  "I'm still pissed off at you over the idea that you threw out the system I'd laid out, but that's something else altogether and we'll settle that later.  Right now I need to talk to Linda though, so why don't you come over here and join the discussion."

Tom frowned, then closed his cellphone and sighed softly.

"Is the roll-over system that bad for you?" Linda asked him then.

"In our case it might waste a couple of thousand bucks a month and that could work out to fifteen or twenty thousand bucks in a hurry and no business can afford that kind of waste.  Of course it might also cause shortages out on the lease and that could be serious if we ran out of something essential.  I went to a demand system for White Out because we live in an area where the suppliers maintain large stocks, so we only have to maintain a small stock and refill our orders on a demand basis.  But let me explain the setup by saying that Sunrise Mineral uses a modified roll-over system, while White Out uses a demand system because most of their supplies are time sensitive," then Tom went on to explain that demand and delivery were the keys to why each system was used.

"Sunrise Mineral's base on the lease is isolated and has a delivery problem for six months of the year because of weather.  In the winter, weather is a major factor.  Heavy snow usually means avalanche danger for ground delivery, but low clouds, blizzards or landing conditions can kill air delivery, so out on the lease we have to maintain a stock of food and other supplies.  Meanwhile White Out works on a job by job basis and will use the warehouse as a consolidation point for the supplies needed on upcoming jobs.  I originally set up the system simply for a means of stocking supplies for Sunrise Mineral, but I soon realised that I wasn't able to do that fully because of the variations that happened in my demands," he explained, then went on to give examples of variations that could modify supply needs.

Sandy interrupted after only a few minutes to add her views and both of Tom's grandparents joined into the discussion soon after that.  Then Russ and Liz arrived with Ann in tow and all three of them had comments to make.  To Tom's surprise Linda not only kept up with the conversation, but took copious notes.  Tom was surprised when Ann looked over Linda's shoulder and sighed heavily.

"Everything that you've written down so far is covered in detail in the binder that Tom gave to me, but he covered a lot more as well," she sighed heavily.  "Lillian was trying to convert his estimations into a different system though, because she simply refused to believe that Tom's system would work and we thought we knew more than he did.  I don't know about Lillian, but I wasn't thinking of winter delivery problems, so one of our main tasks was averaging out the amounts of food supplies for a frequent delivery routine."

"Ann, armies have starved because of that sort of thinking," Grandpa Redding said quietly. "Usually they ended up having too much unnecessary crap, but were short of necessities.  So even though the reason this was discovered now is unpleasant, I'm very glad it was found before my grandson or others in his employ died of starvation next winter."

The shocked look on Ann's face told him that she hadn't even considered that possibility.

"Lieutenant Redding, I don't mean to be disrespectful sir, only that last statement is a lot of boloney.  Tom wouldn't starve up on his lease as long as he could hunt and he wouldn't allow others to starve either," Russ spoke up, perhaps attempting to relieve Ann's concern.  "He lived through one of the worst winters in years while marooned on his lease.  Not only that, but he maintained his health and physical condition, so when spring broke he was able to hike out a hundred miles, packing what he needed for food and supplies, as well as an estimated thirty pounds of raw gold ore.  I've lived through Afghanistan, as well as a lot of other tough places and I've met a lot of tough men, but your grandson has to be one of the toughest, most resilient men I've ever met.  The natives up there call him 'Hyass tyee sahali illahee' which translates to be something like the king of the mountains, but it really means that they think he's the toughest S-O-B around."

"Alright, that's enough bullshit, Russ.  I'm not that tough, I'm just lucky and a little stubborn at times," Tom snorted.  "Now we have a problem that needs to be addressed, since we need a permanent replacement for Lil.  Linda already has a job, but says she can help for now, only I'd rather hire someone permanent if possible."

"Well, I happen to know that the young man who was doing the job for Dunn-Redding before Lillian was hired is still with the company.  His present job is being fazed out, but whether he has found another job with anyone else or not, is the question.  Now I can easily call him and suggest that you have a job and are looking for a good worker if you'd like.  He ran our supply warehouse for at least two years, but he moved into purchasing when Lillian was hired," Grandpa Redding suggested.

"Give him a call, Grandpa and I'll talk to him," Tom said instantly.  "Perhaps he and I can have a chat this afternoon, either before or after the shindig for JJ and Ann?"

"Well, that's at two and I think you may be a popular figure there, so I'd suggest you should probably consider meeting him for lunch instead.  I could go along and introduce the two of you, if you'd like?"

"Are you talking about Ryan, Grandpa?" Ann asked.  "I thought he was taking my place in the office, as well as his regular job in the warehouse?"

" Ann, that warehouse job is being fazed out as well, and he has only been working in the office temporarily," Grandpa Redding said quietly.  "We're reducing our office staff as well as our field supply workers, so today will be the last hurrah for several people."

"Well, I can certainly work with Ryan.  He's a go-getter and can certainly handle the job we have in Bear Creek," Ann frowned.

"That sounds good to me," Tom smiled, then winked.  "Just warn him that my system isn't the same as Dunn-Redding's, so there are no more screw ups, okay?  Oh and you might warn him that Bear Creek isn't that big, just so he'll have an idea what sort of problems he might run into there.  Often our suppliers are out of town, but we usually get next day delivery anyway.  Not only that, but housing is a little on the short side right now."

"That's mostly due to all the people you're bringing into town," Liz teased.  "Is this guy single, or married?  I was only asking because if necessary he might move into the place Lillian had for now, but it's only a single bedroom place and set up for a disabled person."

"I really don't know his marital status," Grandpa Redding frowned.  "I do know his phone number at work though and he should be there.  I'll give him a call."

"It might be an idea if you ask him if he's already lined up a job before you invite him to lunch, Grandpa.  If he has found another job I'll have to look somewhere else for a permanent worker, so lunch would probably be a waste of time."

His grandpa nodded and got up from the table, headed for the office, but Tom had expected that.  If he was making a call that dealt with business, Grandpa always used a business phone.  The habit was so ingrained that he always carried two cell phones when he went out, even though he hated cellphones and on top of that he wasn't heavily involved in the day to day business of the company any longer.

"Tom, I think if Ryan has a chance to move out of Calgary he'll jump at it, even if he does have another job lined up," Ann said quietly.  "He's not a fan of this city."

"Oh?  Why is that?"

"He and his girlfriend got mugged a couple of years ago, about two blocks from where they were living.  In fact they're the ones who got me involved in jiujitsu and taekwondo," she paused, then frowned.  "Come to think of it, that's one thing that we could use in Bear Creek, we need a dojo or at least a fitness center.  I'm tired of trying to work out in the basement and we simply don't have a decent gym anywhere in the whole darn town."

"Hmm, why don't you phone Rachel about that?  She's thinking of buying a building on main street and was wondering what to put in the empty portion.  Maybe you can talk her into turning it into a gym and fitness center?" Tom winked at her.  "Oh, and finding a sensei or anyone else to work there is either your problem or hers, but definitely not mine.  I've got my hands full."

"Well will wonders never cease?  There's a first for you," Sandy teased.  "Tom sees a business opportunity and hands it off to someone else instead of jumping in with both feet, or at least offering backing?"

"Oh, I don't know about that?  He's dropped White Out into JJ's lap and the daycare in Josie and mine.  He's even got you and Ann looking after the office building and warehouse," Linda grinned at Sandy.  "He's kick starting things, then backing off and letting others hold the reins."

Tom wondered where the discussion was going to go, but he never had a chance to find out, instead his grandpa rushed back into the kitchen and broke into the conversation.

"Tom and Russ, grab your coats.  I forgot that you two are supposed to be at the airport at ten and I have to go to an auction, but it's already nine-thirty, so we've got to hurry," he announced as he grabbed a coat and headed for the door.  "You'd better leave one of the vans here for everyone else to use.  I'll take my car."

"I guess we'll see the rest of you at the office at two," Tom leaped to his feet and tossed the keys to the second rental van to Sandy.  "I'll give you a call if we need any help and you can do the same."




Chapter 32

Tom already had his cellphone in his hand and was planning to turn it off before getting in the car, so he almost dropped it when it rang.  Instead he flipped it open after a glance at the display, since the call was from JJ's home phone.  "Good morning JJ, what's up?  We were just heading out to meet you at the airport."

"Glad I caught you then, but instead of heading for the airport, just drop by my place."

"Okay, what's the reason for that, did your pilot cancel?"

"Nope, instead of meeting them at the airport we have three pilots dropping by the house, and the good news is that one of them is Seth Ross, the pilot who taught me to fly."

"Okay, we'll see you soon," Tom answered and closed his cellphone.  "Well Russ, that cuts down on our driving time.  Now all we need to decide is which of us is driving?"

"I will, then you can leave your phone turned on," Russ chuckled.

"Oh sure, then for the next half hour I'll get a dozen calls from news jerks," Tom snorted.  "Instead I'll set it to vibrate, then I can check to see if I recognise the number before answering."

Actually Tom's phone never rang at all during the next hour and a half.  By the time it did ring they had seen all three pilots.  The first pilot had never flown a float plane, a jet plane or a helicopter, in fact he had fewer hours of flight time than JJ did.  He admitted that he hoped to get a steady job to build up his hours and his experience.  Unfortunately Tom wasn't really interested in that scenario, so he let the young pilot down easily by telling him the truth.  White Out needed a pair of experienced pilots right then and couldn't afford to spend time training someone at the present time.  Tom did like the guy though, so he told the young fellow that when he had more time and experience under his belt, he could certainly apply again.

Luckily Tom was quite impressed by the other two pilots.  Seth Ross and Darrel Mortimer were both former military pilots and were widely experienced, although neither of them had flown much in float planes and had never flown as bush pilots.  Both men were single, in their early forties and each of them had a reason for wanting to work in a smaller town than Calgary.  Seth was divorced with no dependents, but he wanted to move out of town to get away from his ex-wife.  Meanwhile Darrel was a widower with a teenage daughter who lived with her grandmother in Ontario and he wanted to move them both to a smaller town in western Canada.  Neither of the men drank, smoked or used drugs.  Both of them were healthy and had recently passed their yearly medical.  Seth had dual citizenship for Canada and the US, while Darrel was a Canadian citizen, but had a passport and had flown in and out of several countries.  Both men had learned to fly in the armed forces, but neither of
them was a 'combat jockey' - instead they had both flown rescue and supply missions in either helicopters or fixed wing during their time in the military.

Finally after almost an hour of questioning the pair, Tom leaned back and slowly shook his head.

"You two are making this very hard for me, but then the final choice is not mine, even though I am the majority shareholder in White Out.  We do need two experienced pilots though and I can't see any major flaws in either of your work records, but I don't want to make a mistake.  You see I established a policy that seems to have taken hold at White Out Wilderness Services, all the shareholders of the company have a say in who is hired and who isn't.  The three of us are all shareholders, but there are seven others, so the only suggestion I can make is that you come to Bear Creek and meet everyone, then let the crew make the final decision."

"Pardon my asking, Tom, but just exactly what does White Out Wilderness Services do?" Darrel asked quietly.  "I'm originally from Ontario and although I've heard that name, I don't know anything about the company."

"Well, you could call us the 'jack of all trades' of the BC flight services.  We do everything from dropping off prospectors and arranging to supply their needs in wilderness areas, to rescuing tourists and hikers who get into trouble.  We haul freight, shift people and their goods, fight forest fires or move huge hydroelectric pylons.  We have a lot of equipment to do that though, everything from trucks, crawler tractors, snowmobiles, and boats to float planes and helicopters.  We also have mechanics and office workers as well as truck drivers and pilots, but each of us has to be ready and willing to help out others if needed.  The only thing we really don't do is haul passengers on scheduled routes, although JJ over there keeps saying that we should.

"Our smallest plane would be my Murphy Moose, which can't be used commercially, but we have three Beavers, a pair of Otters, a Twin Otter and right now I have Learjet on lease for a month.  For choppers we have a Bell Jet Ranger, a Huey, a Chinook and a Sky Crane.  In the winter most of our work is in the rescue field, but come summer we go crazy and this year will be crazier than most, so we're starting early.  I don't expect we'll be taking many holidays for the next six months or more," Tom paused and winked at JJ.

"What Tom means is that he has a gold mine up in the mountains that he can only work in the summer, so he disappears for months at a time.  Meanwhile I imagine I will be up to my eyebrows in our move for the next few months.  You see White Out is moving to Bear Creek from another airport that's about a hundred miles away.  We have to move almost everything but the tarmac before the end of June, which is when the old lease runs out," JJ carried on.  "Not only that, but although Tom has damn near any license going for fixed wing, he doesn't do much flying for the company and the way things are developing, I doubt if I'll be flying much either."

"Another thing that should be mentioned is that my wife is pregnant, but she's been acting as second pilot on the Chinook, so we'll need someone to take her place when she gets further into her pregnancy" Russ added.  "Tom purchased the Chinook from us when it was damaged, then hired us to fly it once it was repaired.  In fact Tom owns one of the Beavers, the Twin Otter, the Jet Ranger and the Chinook, but leases them to White Out.  Then as well as that Tom and JJ own the airstrip at Bear Creek as well as shares in White Out, which means that White Out's new lease is extremely secure, not like the old one was."

"Well, I know JJ and I know Tom's reputation, so I'm going to gamble and bum a ride with JJ in the Twin Otter on Sunday," Seth grinned.  "You see I know White Out's reputation as well and I've met both Harry Guildford and Jim Burke, so I'm fairly certain I can fit in with the crew.  What do you think, Darrel?"

"Can you handle another passenger, JJ?" Darrel grinned.  "Bear Creek sounds like Shangrila to me right now and from what these guys are saying, we'll have steady work for at least six months if we get hired on.  Besides, I don't know about you Seth, but I miss the challenge and excitement of flying into rough country and the adrenaline rush of rescue work or things of that sort."

So before noon Tom, JJ and Russ had lined up two pilots that they felt would suit White Out's needs.  Seth and Darrel had just left when Tom's phone rang and he saw that it was Don's number.

"Hi Don, how did the auction go?"

"Granddad bought all those buildings for a little over three hundred and twenty thou.  I have my surveyor here and he's going to draw up a plan for the footings you'll need for each building.  That way you can set your mounting bolts at the right spacing to match the original layout.  As well as that I brought in my crew foreman to look over the demolition and he says it's going to be a piece of cake.  We figure that we can have these four buildings down and shipped to you inside of two weeks, so your total cost is going to be well under your limit, barring accidents and weather delays."

"That sounds wonderful, and thanks for your help."

"Aw, no problem at all, glad I could help.  How did you make out with the interviews?  Did you hire anyone?  Dad has called me three times to ask if I knew anything."

"You can tell Dad that our preliminary interviews worked out well and that we have two pilots flying back to Bear Creek on Sunday for their crew interviews.  That's what we wanted and that's what we got."

"Well now, that's marvellous.  I should run, but Granddad says to head home for lunch, and he'll talk to you there.  I need to do a bit of work at the office though, so I'll see you around two o'clock."

"We'll be there and thanks again for all your help." Tom answered, then flipped his phone closed once more and looked at JJ.  "I guess you heard what Don said, it seems that we've bought some hangers, so let's go see Grandpa and pay for them."

JJ begged off for the time being though, because he had several things that he had to clear up at the Dunn-Redding offices before his and Ann's afternoon farewell party.  So Russ and Tom headed back across town to have lunch with Grandpa and Grandma Redding and their women folk.



Lunch had been fairly calm and quiet, but afterward it seemed to Tom that every woman in the house was running on a sugar high.  He couldn't see what all the fuss was about, after all, it was just a farewell party of sorts and both Ann and JJ had worked at jobs that were becoming redundant.  So, if Ann hadn't been able to get a job with Sandy, and JJ hadn't gotten a job with White Out, Dunn-Redding would have had to either lay them off or create jobs for them.  That would not have gone over well, especially since several more senior people were becoming redundant at the same time, so having Tom and Sandy hire them worked out well for all concerned, but Tom still felt the party was a bit of a farce.

Tom chuckled over that as he changed his clothes, donning a clean white shirt, a black tie, charcoal britches and a matching sports coat.  Then Tom, Russ and Grandpa Redding sat in the living room and had a quiet chat about the buildings that they had bought that day until the women were ready to go.  Of course that was another hurry up and wait routine in the heavy traffic and Ann was almost going nuts again.  She seemed to be convinced that they were going to be late right up to the moment they walked in the door.  Thankfully everyone calmed down then - for a while anyway.  But at one point that afternoon, JJ and Ann's parting bash became something like a zoo on steroids!

It didn't start out that way of course.  In fact it started out with a series of speeches: first by Don, then Tom's dad, followed by his uncle Tom and finally his grandpa.  Next JJ and Ann were both brought to the stage to be given their departing gifts, then they had to make speeches of thanks.  After that Grandpa Redding called on Tom to say a few words, and he did, welcoming JJ and Ann to Bear Creek, White Out, TF Dunn and Watkins Tax Service.  Even that went fairly well for a while, but soon the mood of a group of news media at the party changed.  Some of the news snoops became raucous, shouting and screaming, demanding answers about Tom's business, his personal life and about the BP situation.

Tom listened to them without responding for a moment or two, then he looked over at his dad and his uncle Tom.  His dad just rolled his eye's, but Uncle Tom winked and waved his hand as if saying 'go ahead,' so Tom stepped back to the microphone once more.

"Be quiet you nosy rumour mongers, you sound like a bunch of squabbling vultures and I'm not dead, so I find your squawking to be irritating!" he barked.

"As I said previously, my reasons for being here today are quite simple.  I am here to express my thanks to Dunn-Redding for recommending that I and my fiancée hire some excellent people to work for the companies we are involved with, nothing more.

"In the first place, Ann is an excellent accountant who is well trained and quite capable of stepping in to handle my fiancée's accounting office when Sandra is unavailable for any reason.  As well as that Ann has worked for Dunn-Redding in the supply division, which helps me out because I happen to own a warehouse.  So Ann has become a switch-hitter, a bean counter while working with Sandra and a shipper of beans, as well as many other things, while working in my warehouse.

"Now as many of you know I am also involved with White Out Wilderness Services, which includes a fleet of aircraft involved in transport and supply for people who work in out of the way places.  JJ just happens to have his pilot's license and has worked with Dunn-Redding's supply services, but not only that, he also worked with the transport and establishment of oilfield facilities.  Gee, White Out just happens to be moving a complete airfield to Bear Creek from a hundred miles away.  I'd be a damn fool if I didn't put him in charge of that little adventure, wouldn't I?

"That's why I'm here - to say thank you to Dunn-Redding for training our new workers so well.  At the same time I'd like to welcome Ann and JJ to the wacky and wonderful world of Bear Creek, where the weather and your outlook on life can change at a moment's notice.  Just ask me.  I've had it happen."

"Do you mean when you were shot and hospitalized?" one of the men in the audience demanded.

"You sir, are a perfect example of why I will not respond to the media's demands concerning my personal life and the lives of my friends and family.  I've already told you people that I will not discuss private matters, because I am a very private individual, and my affairs are none of your business.  The success of my business and my plans for the future are also dependent on maintaining a modicum of privacy at the present time.  The legal actions I have taken in relation to a few other businesses or individuals are due to the fact that I believe they have broken the law.  Therefore I am under legal constraints concerning my testimony against those who have been charged and to broadcast my opinion would open me to legal challenge.  In other words, I simply can not and will not comment any further on any of those subjects at the present time."

"But you haven't given us any detailed information to follow up on," a young woman shouted. "Why won't you tell us what you plan to do next?"

"Miss, would you please explain to me why you haven't bothered asking your questions of the police in Bear Creek?  Their answers would have led you to several other sources and you could easily have followed those clues to almost any answer you wanted." Tom said quietly.  "In fact I have heard that all major media outlets were sent faxes relating to the subject, noting all major sources of information concerning the whole situation at that time.  Only I heard later that the media never even bothered to verify those faxes.  So, since the media seems to be too lazy to do any actual work and aren't seeking answers from the lawful authorities, I'm afraid I've lost my patience with all of you.  As a result I refuse to answer any further questions on those subjects."

That comment stirred up about nine tenths of the media crowd and they began shouting even louder.

"Excuse me, Tom," Tom's granddad stepped up to the microphone.  "Security, would you please escort the more unruly members of the media from the premises.  The following people have been civil and may remain; Jock Riley with CBC, Diane Arbuckle with CTV, Sam Dorchester with the Calgary Herald and Frank Klein of the Edmonton Journal.  Clear the rest of this rabble out of here, but take names, addresses and affiliations please.  If they give you any problems contact the police, because none of the others were invited and this building is not public property."

It took a few moments to sort things out, but soon the remaining four news people were talking to Don and Jack, so the party calmed down.  Tom spoke to a few people, but his brief spat with the news media had put a minor damper on the celebration.  As a result he felt some relief when Ann approached him.

"Tom, Ryan Silvers is here and I asked him if he had another job yet, but he doesn't and his job here ends today.  So did you want to talk to him about the job in your warehouse?"

"Sure, I'll talk to him.  Just one question though, did he work with Lil?"

"Yeah, to some extent, why?" Ann frowned.  "I've already told him that she's headed back to Edmonton for treatment.  Oh, on that other subject you brought up in that discussion, I talked to Rachel about that fitness center idea and she really likes the idea.  The reason I mentioned that idea is that Ryan's fiancée is a fitness coach and Rachel wants to meet her."

"Well that complicates matters, because it means both Rachel and I would be involved in hiring the pair," Tom frowned slightly.  "If I hire your friend Ryan, but Rachel doesn't hire his girlfriend, or vice versa, we could leave your friends with problems."

"Nope, Rachel is willing to pay half of their travelling expenses and I'll cover the other half because I like them both.  All you have to do is talk to Ryan and give me a thumbs up that he can have a trial at the job.  I guarantee he's not like Lil, but I want you to meet him before I go too far with this and promise him things I shouldn't."

"That's good, because after the screw up with Lil, I'll do the hiring and firing of my key workers," Tom said firmly.

"Actually I'd prefer that anyway," Ann flushed slightly.  "That way if anyone else screws up, I won't feel that it's my fault."

So they went off to meet Ryan and were lucky that his fiancée was there as well.  Tom was impressed with both of them.  Ryan was a head shorter than Tom, but was very muscular, so he could definitely handle the laborious work in the warehouse.  More important than that though, he understood the problems that Tom mentioned about his and White Out's supply system.  Ryan's fiancée, Claire Rasmussen was about the same height and build, but while Ryan was a fair-skinned blond, she had a darker complexion, jet black hair and a slightly Oriental look.  Both of them had lived in small towns and were familiar with wilderness areas, Ryan had been born in Prince George, BC, while Claire was from northern Saskatchewan.  To top things off, both of them had heard stories about his lease and seemed excited to move to a smaller town since both of them were outdoor enthusiasts.

Ryan jumped all over the idea of having a job and Claire actually insisted on hugging Tom, then told him that she was two months pregnant and was relieved that Ryan had been able to find work so quickly.  When Tom mentioned the shortage of housing in Bear Creek, Ryan just waved it off, explaining that they owned a motorhome and that he planned to drive it to Bear Creek.

"Dang, that motorhome must be cold in the winter," Tom blurted in surprise.

"Nope, I have a couple of cousins who take old busses and rebuild them with custom bodies and interiors.  Ours is quite comfy, in fact it's often warmer than a lot of houses.  However I'm planning to sell it come summertime, then we'll look for a house to buy, or an apartment to rent," Ryan shrugged.

"I told him I wasn't going to raise a kid in an oversized camper, so either it goes or I do," Claire winked at Tom and put an arm around Ryan.  "He's a good guy though, since he listens to his woman and does his best to keep me happy."

Tom grinned at that, then he got down to specifics and the more questions he asked, the more convinced he was that Ryan would work out well as a warehouseman.  In fact by the time the party wrapped up and Ryan had received his last cheque from Dunn-Redding, Ryan and Claire were headed off to their motorhome.  They were planning to leave in the morning in order to drive to Bear Creek, hoping to be there by Sunday night so Ryan could go to work on Monday. He'd been guaranteed a tryout for the job of a shipper/receiver for TF Dunn Ltd and felt certain that he could clinch a permanent position.  Claire had hopes of having a job as well, but since she was pregnant and since Ryan's job paid well, she wasn't all that worried about finding a permanent job.  She was quite willing to settle for something temporary or even part time.



Back at Grandma and Grandpa Redding's house that evening, Tom was able to relax, feeling far more satisfied than he'd felt in months.  He'd accomplished the two main things he had set out to do in Calgary by not only attending JJ and Ann's farewell party, but also by finding a pair of pilots who seemed to be just what White Out needed.  In addition to that he and JJ had bought a pair of large buildings that could be converted into the hangers that White Out needed.  Then Tom had bought two smaller buildings for his own use, one was definitely going out to the lease, but he wasn't sure about where he'd erect the second.  After that Ann had helped him to straighten out the mess that had suddenly developed in his warehouse when Lil had gone off the deep end.  The thought of Lil disturbed him for a moment, then he realized she was in good hands, because Dr. VanBrunt would look after her.  All in all, he decided it had been a good day, a very good day, and it seemed as if his
plans were all starting to fall into place.

"You know, I haven't seen you look this relaxed and happy since last winter when we were up at the cabin," Sandy smiled at him.

"I've never seen him this relaxed," Linda grinned and winked at Tom.  "You should have seen him at the university, just go, go, go, full throttle all the time.  Even when he claimed to be relaxing, everyone around him had to run hard to keep up.  My brother Dave used to play on the same soccer team and Tom would run circles around him, then Tom would go for a hike after the game while Dave would flop down on the couch and snooze, totally exhausted."

"Oh, talking of your brother Dave reminds me, where's Davy?" Tom asked.

"He's sleeping, but then he'd had a long day and missed his afternoon nap," Linda smiled.  "I think everyone at the party wanted to see him and he wanted to see everything that was going on.  He fell asleep in the car on the way back here and I had to wake him up to feed him his supper, then I put him to bed and he fell asleep almost instantly.  I'll let him sleep another half hour or so, then I'll probably wake him up, otherwise I won't get any sleep tonight because he'll be wide awake."

"Oh, while we're here, I talked to Emily and we decided that we'll be eating over there tomorrow night, since tonight is Jess's last game in Calgary," Sandy offered, "Grandma and Grandpa Redding are coming with us to see the game.  We planned on having everyone eat here later, but we can visit the concession at the rink between periods if anyone gets too hungry."

"No need for that," Grandpa chuckled.  "We do have reserved seating for the family since this game is at the 'Saddle Dome,' so we can have food and drinks delivered to our seats."

"Oh, I thought JJ said I should sit with him, right near the player's bench?" Tom frowned.

"Oh he probably did," Grandma laughed. "That's where he and Ann almost always sit when either Jess or the Flames are playing.  We thought the ladies would enjoy the skybox more, since it lets you see the whole game so clearly.  It's just not as close to the action, but then it's not as rowdy either."

"Talking about rowdy, where will Dad be sitting?" Tom asked with a grin.

"Oh, he and Don have reserved seats right near the penalty box, the visitor's penalty box," Grandpa laughed.  "You know what they're like when there's a game of any kind going on."

"You mean Dad's still an armchair quarterback?"

"Oh yeah, even worse when Jess is playing," Grandma grinned and shook her head. "How a Texas born baseball player can feel he's such an expert about hockey is something I'll never understand."

"Well, I guess he adapted, Grandma," Tom grinned.  "I remember what he was like when I played little league.  In fact he's the reason I switched to playing hockey and joined boy scouts, because when I played baseball he was tougher on me than my coach was."

"Yep, I remember the fight you had with him over joining boy scouts, then dropping baseball and playing hockey instead." Grandpa winked.  "I think that's when I first realized that you were just as stubborn as he was.  In fact you might be the reason he's so passionate about hockey, you know?"

"Really?"

"Well yeah!"  Grandma laughed.  "As far as sports were concerned, you were the most talented of your siblings and your father thought you were wasting your talent.  He was never interested in watching hockey at all, not until you started to play hockey as a kid, then he was completely flustered when you switched to soccer.  Anyway, we should all get ready to go, so we can be there for the face-off and see Jess at center ice."



Tom really enjoyed that game and soon realized that Jess was an exceptionally talented hockey player.  He not only skated extremely well, but he had good puck sense and was deadly accurate with his wristshot.  In fact he scored a hat-trick that night with one goal in each of the three periods and was picked as the number one choice for player of the game.  Tom knew darn well that he'd never been that good.

Jess had started the game by winning the initial face-off and had an assist on the first goal when he and a winger had broken over the blue line on a two on one within the first minute of play.  The Red Deer Rustlers had never taken the lead from that point on.  In fact Jess had his first goal, as well as an assist, before Red Deer even scored their first goal.

"He's out to say goodbye to Calgary in style, isn't he?" Tom commented to JJ at one point in the third period, just after Jess scored his third goal.

"Yep, this team is going to miss him,"  JJ laughed happily.  "He's always been good at scoring, but he's not a puck hog, so he usually gets more points through assists than he does goals."

"Well, he'll certainly be welcome in Bear Creek.  The Bruins have been crying the blues about the lack of talent on their offence for at least two years," Tom smiled.  "I heard about that last year and I understand it hasn't improved much this year either."

"Oh?  I heard they did relatively well last year, finishing something like second or third in their division, didn't they?" JJ frowned.

"Yeah, I understand they've got a great goalie and darn good defence, but their forwards are a little ineffective.  Most of their games end up with scores of one to nothing or two to one, because while other teams couldn't score on them very often, they couldn't score on the other teams either."

"Have you seen them play?"

"No, I'm sorry to say I haven't," Tom admitted.  "I should have I guess, since I met both Sammy Bowman's son and Jimmy Proudfoot's boy at New Years.  I think both of them play on the Bruins, don't they?"

"Yeah, Jess seems to think so," JJ frowned slightly.  "Actually Jess was asking if White Out would be interested in being one of their sponsors."

"Why not?  It would be a tax deductable donation to a worthy cause.  You might want to ask Sandy about how to go about it, but you might have Sammy or even Harry handle the actual presentation, just so it doesn't look like Jess is buying his way onto the team."

"Jeez, I never thought of that, thanks for the warning."

"Yeah, small town politics, ya gotta love it!" Tom snorted.  "By the way, keep my name out of it, if you can.  I've had too much publicity now."

"Hah!  If it comes from White Out, your name will be associated with it.  Mine too for that matter and once we make a donation there, we're going to be hit up for donations from other places."

"Yeah, I expect so, but that's part of your job now," Tom grinned and winked.  "I imagine Jim, Angela and Franny have run into that situation before, so you might want to talk to them about what they normally do about that sort of thing."

"Yeah, I can do that, I'll pass the buck just like you are doing to me."

"Yeah, keep an eye on how they handle it though, then you'll need to warn Ann, Sandy and Laura about it too, because I imagine Jess will hit them up for a donation as well."

"Yeah, you're probably right," JJ laughed.  "I think I'll talk to Sandy about it first and explain what you've said, then she can pass the warning on to the others."

"See, that wasn't so hard, was it?  You just have to remember how to delegate like Grandpa, Dad, Uncle Tom and Don do," Tom laughed, just as the final buzzer sounded to end the game.

Whatever JJ might have said in reply was drowned out by the cheers of the crowd as the game ended and the people in the stands saluted their team.



The whole family drove to Grandpa and Grandma Redding's house after the game and they had a late night snack, but no one was very hungry.  Neither Don's family nor JJ and that group stayed long.  Even Tom's Mom and Dad left fairly soon, so it really wasn't long before only Tom, Sandy, Linda and David were the only visitors there.

At that point since the women folk all were talking together, Tom and his grandfather moved to the living room to replay the evening news which had been recorded earlier.  Both of them wondered what had been said about the BP situation, but there was very little comment on that during the local news.  That was mostly because there had been an attempted robbery of a store in downtown Calgary late that afternoon and someone had been stabbed, so there was an ongoing police search for the suspects.

The national news was a different story, because someone had finally gone to Bear Creek to interview the police and other officials who had been involved.  Tom's name was mentioned briefly, but most of the comments made were about Lister and his minions, as well as the various BP links that had been discovered.  Then there was a brief mention of the fact that Lister had been killed in prison and that several gang members had been arrested while in Bear Creek. Then there was mention that they all tied together through even more connections between Lister, the gang leaders and several officials in various BP subsidiaries.

All Tom could do was grin.  Someone had finally gotten off their butt and investigated the real sources of information, so he was sure the pressure on him was going to be reduced.  Actually now that almost everything was out in the open he expected the whole issue would drop out of the news very quickly.

By the time they'd had a brief look at the late evening news, the women folk had all headed off to bed and both Tom and his grandfather were tired, so before long they joined them.  Sandy was still awake when Tom got to the bedroom, although she wasn't exactly feeling bright and chipper.

"Well, what did the news people have to say about you tonight?" she asked quietly.

"Almost nothing, they were more interested in a robbery here in Calgary and someone finally talked to Lance and the other people out in Bear Creek," Tom grinned.  "You're in bed early, aren't you feeling well."

"Just tired, it was a long day," she snuggled up to him as he slipped into bed.  "Mom called me during the hockey game and they're going to be flying to Edmonton on Wednesday, so I told her we could pick them up there.  Linda is going to move into the same room as David for now, so Mom and Dad will be staying in the bedroom she's been using for a few days.  Then Jack and Kelly said they'd fly my folks back home the following week, which means we can take a honeymoon right after the wedding.  Where do you want to go?"

"No, where do you want to go?" Tom laughed.

"You're going to think I'm crazy," she chuckled.  "I just want to go up to the cabin on the lease and spend a few days there, then next October or November I want to go somewhere warm for a few weeks, probably Hawaii or Florida.  I want to be back in Bear Creek for Christmas though, so this little bump in my belly can have his first Christmas at home with his half brother."

"Are you sure?"

"Um hmm, and maybe I'm crazy, but I think you should buy the Learjet, then we can fly all over the place if we want to take a break.  If you own that jet, we'll only be a few hours away from your folks or mine and it will be a way for us to keep in contact.  Between JJ, Ann and the rest of the people at White Out, I think that plane will be busy a lot of the time, but if you own it, we'll have first choice of using it.  Not only that, but I know you love that beast and enjoy flying it.  Besides, all married men need a toy or two and I think the Learjet should be yours."

"Hey, I've got toys til the cows come home," Tom laughed.  "I haven't even started to build the Murphy Moose, which is the first toy I bought and I just bought the Jet Ranger too."

"Unh uh, those two are just a means to get you out to the lease and back in the case of an emergency, so you need those two aircraft.  The Lear is different, it's not something you really need and you can have it for the fun you get out of it, but it really isn't going to cost you all that much either.  I talked to Muriel and she says that the stocks you got from your old employer are worth at least a half a million dollars, which is about what the Learjet is worth, since it's an older model.  Not only that, but she called your buddy at NorEast and you still have residuals coming on the mining sites you discovered while you worked for them.  So I would suggest you form a leasing company for all the aircraft you own and slide the title for the Learjet into that."

"Half a million bucks worth of stock?  In only a couple of years, that's impossible,"  Tom stared at her in surprise.

"Yeah, half a million dollars that you haven't paid taxes on, but if you form a leasing company and use that money to buy the Learjet it would be investing it in your company.  It would increase your business revenue, but your personal taxes would be reduced.  By doing that it will reduce your overall tax burden, whether the plane returns a profit or not."

"I'm sorry, but I still can't see how I can have earned that much money in such a short time.  I quite working for NorEast in September of my last year at UBC, that's only two and a half years ago."

"Ah, but some of that money had been building up in your account with them from the time of your first discoveries."

"No, I cleared that account out when I left.  I know I did, because what I pulled from that account allowed me to have a few more perks during my last year at the university."

"According to Muriel you left the returns from your residuals in the account at that time, so all you collected was the money you had earned from finders' fees.  Jake told her that when you started there, you negotiated a tiny percentage of the profits NorEast made on any claim you discovered and they've made billions on some of those claims.  Your share might be only a fraction of a percentage on every dollar they made in profit, but when you start talking about several billions of dollars of profit, that fraction adds up quickly."

"But NorEast sold several of those claims."

"Ah, but your residual fees would have been included in that sale.  Either you would have had to sign a quit claim, otherwise your residual rights would have passed on to the new owner's and you would still be due the same amount of their profits.  As a result you owe a fair amount of back taxes and that's going to be a pain in the butt for me to clear up, so you're going to owe me a bundle as well."

"Well, I guess I'll just have to marry you, then you can give me a discount because you'll be sharing in those profits."

"Hmph, only if you buy the Learjet."

"Okay, but then you'll have to learn to fly.  Otherwise we're going to have to have to take along a copilot whenever we go anywhere, because legally the Lear requires a pilot and a copilot."

"With me pregnant, you've got to be kidding."

"Just look at Liz.  She's still flying."

"Yeah, but that's Liz, not me," she rolled over and snuggled against him.  "By the way, we have to go out tomorrow to buy you a suit and me a dress.  Grandma Redding insists she wants to see you in a suit at your wedding."

"Oh crap.  I don't need a dang suit.  Why did I ever agree to get married in a church?" he teased.

"You and I agreed to that, since we knew it would make both of our mom's happy," she giggled.  "Oh, that reminds me, either you or someone else has to fly the Learjet to Vancouver on Tuesday morning.  Rachel is going to make a flying trip to California and the only way she can make connections is if she's in Vancouver on Tuesday, but she's promised to be back for the wedding on Saturday."

"Cripes, I'm going to be up to my neck in crap all next week.  I've got four new people to get settled into their jobs, then I've got about three construction jobs going on and on top of that it sounds like I'm going to have to be flying all over hell's half acre.  Why did we decide to get married right now?"

"Oh quit belly aching, and I'll show you why," Sandy giggled again, then kissed him.

Of course that led to the obvious conclusion and as a result neither of them had any trouble falling asleep.



Saturday was unbelievably busy for both Tom and Sandy.  In the first place they slept in almost an hour later than usual, then they had to deal with the phone calls from their businesses in Bear Creek.

After that Tom called Muriel about the shares that he was getting from NorEast mining to get an up-to-date evaluation on their value.  It turned out they were worth about three quarters of a million dollars, and most of the increase in value had happened in the last six months.  That alone reduced the amount of personal taxes Tom was going to owe the government because it was going to be one of the few sources of income he expected to have that year.  That was partialy balanced though since he expected to spend a fair amount of money on both the lease and the gold mine.  Then considering the move they were making, he doubted if White Out would turn a major profit that year.  The only other portion of his working funds that might make him a profit were his investments through TF Dunn Ltd. and even that wouldn't be much, because he'd made a huge investment in buying the office block and warehouse.  Of course there was that 'guaranteed sale' business when he'd made money without
even investing any cash and there were the mortgages he had set up through TF Dunn Ltd.  Then there were those condos he was renting or selling.  Oh well, if he had to pay taxes that meant he'd been making money, so why complain about it?  Still he'd better find some way of showing a loss on a few more of his enterprises and trying to lease out the Learjet was almost guaranteed to do that.

So Tom called Jake Stern to find out if he really did want to sell the Learjet, only Jake complicated matters.  It seemed that he had three planes for sale.  He had the Learjet, listed for just under a million, a slightly older KingAir, listed for half a million and he had an old DHC-6 that he would almost give away.  Not only that, but he was in Calgary right then and so were all three planes.  Jake had flown from Vancouver in the KingAir to look over the old Twin Otter, which had just been flown there from Peace River and of course Tom had flown there in the Lear.

Tom really didn't know what to do, so he talked to Sandy first, then JJ, then called Jim Burke.  He talked to Jim for a few minutes, and was surprised that Jim suggested he call Damien Kerr at CHC about the KingAir and the DHC-6.  It took all morning, but by noon Tom had bought the Learjet and ended up gaining an additional dead Jet Ranger from CHC, who were purchasing both the KingAir and the DHC-6.  Jake Stern was ecstatic, and accepted Tom's NorEast shares as an even trade for the Learjet.  Not only that, but Tom had gained some major brownie points with Damien Kerr and CHC because JJ had arranged for Seth Ross and the head mechanic at the airport to look over both planes.  In fact Tom and Seth had taken both the KingAir and the DHC-6 for a short spin to make sure they were airworthy.  Seth had even offered to fly the DHC-6 to Kamloops, but CHC wanted to have some work done on the plane before it was flown out of Calgary.  However, Jake would deliver the KingAir to
CHC at Kamloops on his way to Vancouver and CHC would arrange from him and his copilot to be flown the rest of the way home.  Not only that, but Jake wasn't in a rush for Tom to sign over the NorEast shares, telling him as long as it was before the end of the month, he'd be happy.  After some thought Tom decided he was giving away that dead Jet Ranger he was getting from CHC, because he had enough toys to fly.  He didn't need it and White Out could rebuild it over the winter, then they could use it.

It seemed that everyone except Tom was extremely pleased about the whole deal, but he was feeling a bit dazed by the whole thing.  Somehow he'd become an aircraft sales agent without meaning to and if anything, he thought that was quite hilarious.  He did enjoy the dickering and dealing, even if most of it was over the phone, but it wasn't something he'd want to do all the time.  Still he was quite keyed up when the whole episode was complete.  He couldn't understand why he was so wound up over one convoluted deal, since he was growing quite accustomed to making deals of one sort or another.

Sandy and his grandma soon calmed him down after lunch though, because they insisted he had to go shopping for a suit.  He wanted to buy something off the shelf, but they weren't going to go along with that.  As a result he spent almost two hours just choosing, being measured and fitted, then paying for a suit he felt was a waste of money.  The suit would be finished during the week and Tom's mom would bring it with them when they flew to Bear Creek for the wedding next weekend.

To complicate matters, Sandy wanted his opinion about the dress she was going to wear, but luckily for him, his grandma insisted that he wasn't supposed to see her dress until the wedding.  So while Sandy, Linda, Liz, Ann, Tom's mom and his grandma sent Tom off to amuse himself.  He spent the rest of the afternoon helping JJ, Jesse and Russ as they cleaned up the last of the personal belongings left in JJ's house after the movers had packed and loaded most of JJ and Jesse's furniture and larger belongings that morning.  What was left was being packed into a small container that was parked next to JJ's garage and would be shipped separately.

Of course while they were working, he got teased about breaking down and buying the Learjet, but he just shrugged it off, blaming it on Sandy.  Of course he had to explain that he was actually saving money on taxes by buying it and disposing of the shares he'd earned from NorEast Mining.  That's when he explained that he was going to form a leasing company for all his aircraft, so he could shield himself from some of the personal taxes.

"Really it's just putting the money into a different wallet, but this way I can cover repairs and all the other expenses with a lot less fuss and bother, as well as shifting the tax burden around," he shrugged.  "The frigging problem is that I was too damn smart when I joined NorEast and dinged them for a tiny percentage of their profits on any of the claims I discovered.  That means I've tapped into a cash cow that I don't control."

"Oh cry me a river!" JJ snorted. "You're the only person I've ever heard of who would try to bellyache about making too much money."

"Oh it's not the amount of money I'm complaining about.  It's the fact that I don't have any control over the actions of NorEast and it screws up my taxes something fierce.  I think I'm getting something like a quarter of one percent of their profits on the claims I discovered.  I just didn't realize how profitable those claims were going to be, so I never planned for the bonanza that I tapped into," Tom tried to explain.  "I suppose what bothers me is the surprise factor, because I never expected to still be earning money on claims I discovered five or six years ago."

"Actually I think what you did was brilliant," Jesse laughed.  "Just wait until Grandpa Dunn hears about the fact that you're earning millions on claims that other people are developing and that you started earning them so soon after you left home.  Up until now he's been saying that you inherited almost all your money by befriending an old man who hated him.  What's he going to say now?"

"Well, I'm not going to be the one to tell him,"  Tom said, but grinning at that idea.

"Me neither," JJ added, but he was soon laughing so hard he had tears in his eyes.

"I think maybe we should let Grandpa Redding tell him," Jesse winked.  "Come to think of it, maybe we shouldn't even mention it until after your wedding."

"Oh come on, Sandy's out buying a wedding dress today and she's with your grandma and your great-grandma.  By now I'll bet they know all about it, and I can't see either of them keeping it secret from your grandpa, can you?" Tom asked.

Jesse just rolled his eyes and shook his head.

Then JJ changed the subject and asked what sort of brokerage fee Tom had charged Jake Stern to sell the other two planes.

"Well, nothing much," Tom shrugged.  "He's given me a reduction off the original price, but Damien at CHC is donating a second wrecked Jet Ranger.  It has a blown engine and some pieces are missing, but the frame is straight on this one, so it will be easily repairable.  Jim says there's a decent engine in the other wreck we have, so I'll be giving the new machine to White Out and they can repair it, but that's a project for next winter."

"Oh fuck me, your nickname should be Midas, because Lucky just isn't strong enough," Russ spoke up then and broke into a short laugh. "You're going to have another half million dollar machine and it ain't really going to cost you fuck all."

"No, it's not really all that cheap, because the pieces that are missing are the expensive bits and pieces, the engine, the collective and things of that sort.  Besides, I'm giving this one to White Out because I think the company needs it.  After just one flight in the Tootsie Pop, I could see that White Out needs a small chopper for visual searches and for transporting one or two passengers.  Then too, the company can use it as a trainer for rotary and I think White Out needs a little Cessna or Piper, something to use as a trainer for fixed wing.  Once people see how much action there will be on the airfield though, I think there are going to be people wanting to learn to fly and perhaps buying private planes, so we'll have to take that into account," Tom shrugged.  "Now just to change the subject, have you found a place to live up at Bear Creek, JJ?"

"Oh yeah, I guess you were in Victoria when it happened, but I bought the Farmington place across the road from the airfield.  Mr. and Mrs. Farmington are moving to Vancouver to live in the same area as their oldest son, who already has a house ready for them to move into, that way they'll be close to emergency services and family members."

"Wow, if you're moving there, that's what you call living close to your work," Russ chuckled.

"Yeah, but it's got a big old farm house with five bedrooms, a smaller house with two bedrooms, a big old barn, a hen house and a machine shed that will be great place for my cars.  I think I got a bargain on it too, because I paid about a quarter as much for it as I got for this house and I have ten acres of land now.  Not only that, but the smaller house is already empty, so Jesse and I can move in as soon as the furniture gets there, which should happen on Monday.  The old house is a bit dated, but over the next year or so we can fix it up the way we want it before we move in."

"When did all this happen?" Tom asked.

"Harry told me it was going up for sale on the first day I arrived in Bear Creek, so I started dickering on the place that evening.  You were in the hospital at the time, then you went off to Victoria and I made the deal on the place that Saturday.  I suppose I thought you knew about it, since you seem to keep up with everything that goes on up there."

"That'll be the day," Tom laughed.  "I don't have a hundred snoops around town watching what goes on like Dad does, so if people don't tell me things, I'm in the dark.  The only time I get nosy is when a friend or a family member needs help.  I'll be honest I don't even pay much attention to rumours, so this is the first I've heard of it."

"Well, you have a lot of people telling you things then," JJ snorted.  "It seems to me you know a lot about what's going on up there."

"Only because Sandy and Rachel seem to glory in telling me all the recent rumours," Tom laughed.  "If they don't hear about things, you and the crew at White Out, or my bunch do.  Then of course there's Lance, who often tells me about the people he arrests, or considers to be a dangerous.  Bear Creek is a small place though and it doesn't take any time at all for rumours to spread."

"Yeah, I know what you mean about rumours," JJ rolled his eyes, then paused to look around.  "Well, I think this place is pretty well cleaned out, isn't it?  Jesse, have you checked the basement?"

"Yep, all that's left down there is dust and cobwebs," Jesse sighed.  "So I'm out of here and I'll see you over at Grandma and Grandpa Redding's later, Uncle Tom.  Then I'll be staying over at my friend Mike's house tonight, so I'll see you later, Dad.  After that I guess I'll see you all at the airport in the morning."

So Jesse left then, but JJ, Russ and Tom weren't far behind him.



Tom, Sandy, Linda and David did manage to get over to see Don, Emma and Brenda for a short time on Saturday afternoon, but by then supper arrangements had been changed again.  Since all the family and several family friends were going to be at Grandma and Grandpa Redding's house that evening, they had arranged to have a meal provided by a local caterer.  That was probably a good thing, because there must have been thirty or forty people around the house at one time or another, and that wasn't including family members.  Finally though, the crowd started to thin, until eventually only Tom's grandparents and his immediate family remained, which was when the party mood seemed change and become quite sombre.

That late evening at Grandpa and Grandma Redding's was somewhat strange to say the least.  Both of Tom's grandparents seemed to be quite nostalgic as if the day's happenings had made them realize that JJ, Ann and Jesse were all moving away from home.

Then too, Tom was feeling a bit strange as well, it almost seemed as if he was cutting ties with his family for a second time.  When he'd left home at eighteen, he'd been angry and that anger had dampened his sorrow to some extent, but now the idea settled in that his grandparents were in their early eighties.  Perhaps what triggered Tom's heaviest feelings late that evening after everyone else had left was having his grandpa take him aside and talk about his gun collection.

"I imagine you know that when I was a kid, I was raised on the old ranch down near Turner Valley and my folks considered guns to be tools to keep the varmints at bay.  When I left home and got into the seismic business, I started collecting guns.  At the time that was probably because I could afford them more than anything else though.  In fact I really started collecting them when your great-granddad died and I inherited his rifles and shotguns.  That's also when your grandma and I sold Dad's old ranch, bought this acreage, then had this house and the barn built.

"Now some of these guns are older than blazes, sort of family heirlooms.  Goodness, one of them was supposedly used by one of your ancestors in the war of 1812, that's the Brown Bess in the glass-front case above my desk.  As far as we now that old flintlock rifle was last fired during the Battle of Lundy's Lane on July 25th, 1814.  There is no way we can prove that, but we can prove that the rifle was willed to John Thomas in 1831 and has been passed down through the family since that time.  John Thomas was your great-great-great-grandfather and his father, Arthur was in the British forces serving in York in 1812.  He was said to have lost his left leg in the Battle of Lundy's Lane and returned to York, where he married and spent the rest of his life working as a clerk.

"John Thomas became a fur trader and his wife was a native, a member of the Chipewyan tribe.  They had six babies, but only one surviving child, Martha who married William Redding, an Irish immigrant, then they moved west to Winnipeg and farmed there for nearly forty years.  His only son, Thomas was my grandfather and worked for the railroad as a telegraph operator, then a station agent until his father-in-law died.  Shortly thereafter he and my grandmother purchased the ranch where both my father and I were born, so that old black powder rifle has been passed down through the family from when it was new."

"Are you telling me that old rifle is almost two-hundred-years old and it's been in the family all this time?" Tom asked in disbelief.

"Yes, and it is probably worth thousands of dollars, but I don't want to sell it and I don't want to donate it to a museum.  Instead I would like it to stay in the family.  Now I've spoken to your uncle Tom and your father, but they have no interest in owning any of my guns after I die.  In fact both of them basically told me that if my collection was willed to them, they would sell the lot.  Neither of your brothers have any interest in guns either, so I was thinking that I should pass the collection on to you.  What do you think?"

"Well, I'm not a real gun fanatic," Tom frowned slightly.  "To me a rifle is a tool I use when I'm hunting for meat for the table or a means of protecting myself from bears or other predators.  I'll agree with you to a certain extent that I'd like to see the collection stay in the family, but that's just family pride, more than anything else.  What worries me right now is that you sound almost as if you think you're about to die.  Do you have a health problem I don't know about?"

"No, nothing like that, Tom.  I'm as healthy as any old man can expect to be," Grandpa Redding smiled.  "However you have to realize that I'm over eighty-years old and the human body is just not designed to last much longer than that.  My gosh, I was almost sixty years old when you were born, for crying in the sink.  I joined the army not long after the second world war and you know I served in Korea in the early fifties, so I've seen a lot and lived through some dang exciting times.  I'm old enough that it's time for me to update my will though and I do think that my collection of guns and my old musical instruments should be yours when I pass on.

"I talked to Ann's friend the other day, the new Police Chief out there in Bear Creek and even he said you need to learn to carry a handgun whenever you're up at the lease.  Indeed, you've told us about killing a bear right on your doorstep, so you need to own several reliable weapons and you need to have them handy, like you did with a rifle that day.  So I have a present for you tonight, it's a Colt 45 - model 1911, complete with a shoulder and a belt holster.  I think you should carry it whenever you're out on your lease, even if you're carrying a rifle.  You should consider it your last line of defence, just in case you're attacked and your rifle isn't right at hand.  I just want you to be as safe as possible, because it's far too easy to get attacked and killed when you're out in the wilderness like that.  Now you've gone through several situations where you had to kill an animal to protect yourself and so has Sandy, but I know there is a chance that your rifles might
not be within arms reach.  That's when you really need to be carrying a handgun.

"Just ask your father how many times he had to shoot something with that .44 magnum he often carried.  Now I'm not saying you need something like that monster your father has, even if it did save his life a few times.  I do feel you need to carry a reliable pistol though and you need a weapon with stopping power as well, which is why I'd like you to have my old 1911.  Then I'd like you to spend some time at a gun range to become accustomed to the feel of a handgun and you need to practice until you're able to hit what you aim at."

Tom was caught in a difficult situation, because although he didn't want to offend his grandpa, he didn't really like the idea of flouting the law either.  Canadian law was quite adamant that handguns were illegal and could not be carried openly, even by collectors.  As a result the discussion did carry on for some time, but in the long-run Tom accepted the Colt 45, after all it was a gift.  He knew that once he was back in Bear Creek he was going to have to find a way to talk to some of his other friends and get their views on carrying a handgun.  Mostly he wanted to talk to members of the RCMP who might be acting as the police force in the vicinity of the lease.  Then he was also going to have a long talk with Matt Devons, but that was something he had meant to do anyway. 

In the long run he did agree to his grandfather's wishes and said he would do his best to keep the collection in the family if it was willed to him.  Then he took the Colt with him when he went to the bedroom that night, adding it to the baggage that would go back to Bear Creek on the plane the next day.

"What's that?" Sandy asked sleepily when she saw the boxes the handgun and holsters had been packed in.

"A pistol," Tom answered shortly.  "Grandpa insists I need to carry it when we're out on the lease."

"It's not loaded is it?"

"No!" he couldn't help chuckling.  "I wouldn't carry it around on the plane if it was, and I don't even have any shells for it.  In fact before I even load it, I need to have a long talk with Matt Devons, as well as Lance and whoever is taking over from him as the local RCMP head officer.  I'm also going to have a long talk with our personal army, especially with Sami, because I know that since she was an officer in the Seabees, she would have carried a handgun."

"Yeah, and I'll bet she'll want to carry one when she's out at the lease," Sandy sighed.  "I'll be honest, I have conflicting thoughts about it myself.  There are a lot of times when it would be nice not to have to carry a rifle or at least have one handy all the time, but somehow it just bothers me to have a loaded weapon hanging on my belt.  The very idea bothers me in some strange way."

"That's not surprising.  Here in Canada we're raised to think that all guns are dangerous and that handguns are threatening to life and limb.  Both you and I have spent a lot of our lives in areas where hunting is common though, so we don't see shotguns and rifles in the same light as city folks do.  That doesn't mean we haven't absorbed some of the standard indoctrination about handguns though."

"I suppose," she shrugged.  "But, to change the subject, I think Linda wants to ask you some questions before you come to bed, or did you stop to see her after talking to your grandfather?"

"No, when I came down the hall, her door was open, but there was only a dim light on, so I didn't disturb her."

"You should have said something and stopped by," Linda said, surprising Tom as she stepped through the door with David in her arms.  "Your son saw you walk by and started calling for his da da da.  I think he spent too much time snoozing in his stroller today while we were shopping, so he's wide awake now."

"Oh, is my boy wide awake?" Tom held out his hands as Davy grinned, then almost threw himself toward Tom as he started chattering nonsense.

"I think he just likes playing with your beard." Linda laughed as she sat on the edge of the bed. "Now, it's none of my business, but what was your grandfather so serious about when he took you aside?  He looked worried about something."

"Oh, that.  Well, Grandpa is in his eighties and with Ann, JJ and Jesse all moving away, he was thinking about his age tonight, which brought on thoughts about his will.  Now for Grandpa, his will brings up thoughts and worries about his gun collection.  No one else in the family really wants it, but he feels I need to have guns up at the lease and I agree with him to certain degree, so I've agreed to keep his collection in the family for another generation,"

"Tell her what else you were talked into doing," Sandy insisted.

"Well, he talked me into agreeing to accept his collection of musical instruments as well, probably since I'm the only one in the family who really plays much now," Tom teased.

"And what else?" Sandy growled.

"And, he gave me a handgun, then told me to learn how to shoot it and to take it along when I go up to the lease.  He thinks I should carry it whenever I go outside up there," Tom said quietly.

"Well after all the stories I've heard about bears and wolves and what not running around wild up there, which makes perfect sense to me.  Heck if I go up there with you guys anytime, I might just borrow Papa's Luger, but don't worry, I know how to handle it and I hit what I shoot at too.  I used to out-shoot David all the time.  The last few times we went to the range I was the best shot in the family, but that might be because Papa's eyesight isn't as good any more," Linda shrugged.  "Papa taught both David and me how to use a shotgun and how to care for it when we were only about twelve.  We were a few years older before he taught us how to use the Luger."

"Something tells me there is a story behind that Luger, and some day you're going to have to tell me about it," Tom shook his head.  "Maybe not tonight though, because I think we've all had a hard day, well except for this little guy and I think even he is getting sleepy."

By that time Davy was snuggled in Tom's arms and his eyelids were getting heavy, so Linda just shook her head slightly.

"You'd almost think he was waiting for you to come along and tuck him into bed," she said quietly.  "He was wide awake and wanting to play just a few minutes ago, but look at him now.  He's almost asleep."

"Well, why don't I tuck him into his bed then.  I think we're all going to need a good sleep, because tomorrow we all fly home and we're going to have to do a ton of work next week," Tom sighed.  "I can't believe how much we've gotten done here in Calgary though, so the trip was certainly worthwhile."

"Well, I've certainly enjoyed myself," Sandy smiled.

"Me too, even if Tom's dad still thinks I'm a gold-digger," Linda smiled rather sadly.  "From what I could see though, he's the only one of the family that acted at all negative toward Davy or me."

"Oh, don't worry about Dad.  He's just a very conservative old man who thinks the whole world has gone to pot in the last twenty years, so if things don't suit his stilted views, they must be wrong.  He doesn't adapt well to change and has become extremely opinionated, as well as quite negative toward anyone with opinions of their own.  Why else do you think I left home so early in life?" Tom winked.  "We're like flint and steel.  We strike sparks."

"Yeah, but your sparks start bonfires and his start wildfires!" Sandy snapped shortly, then rolled her eyes.  "I've learned to ignore a lot of his taunts, because I've noticed that if you don't react to his negativity and give him time, he changes his opinion just enough to grudgingly accept the things he dislikes."

"Linda, I think we need to get your dad and my dad to sit down together, then drop Davy in Dad's lap and let this little guy straighten him out," Tom winked at her as he turned toward the door.  "Now let's put this little mutt to bed, because we all need to get some sleep."

"Mutt!" Linda squawked softly.  "Why are you calling him a mutt?"

"Well, he's my son, isn't he?  That makes him a mutt, because genetically he's half mine and according to some of the media, I'm a lone wolf," he teased.

"Oh, you idiot!" she giggled, but followed him back to her room and watched as he gently tucked their son into bed.

After giving Linda a brief hug, Tom went back to the other room, stripped off his clothes and slipped into bed, snuggling up to Sandy.

"Umm, you know, I think you're right about Jack and David.  I think once Jack accepts David as his grandson, his attitude will change.  Of course then he'll try to spoil the kid," Sandy grinned at him.  "By the way, how come you tease and your Dad growls?"

"Long story, but according to Mom, Dad was a lot like me when he was my age," Tom reached over and turned out the bedside light.  "I don't know the whole story, but Dad grew bitter over the years.  Not only that, but I'm really tired, can we talk about this tomorrow?"

"Yeah, or I can ask Kelly another day, since I'm pretty tuckered myself," Sandy murmured softly as she relaxed into slumber.

So quiet descended and they fell asleep.



However, in another part of the world, a much older man had just awakened and was staring intently at a computer screen, a deep scowl on his face.

"Blimey, those devious bastards in Canada are costing us millions on the stock market and the situation is growing worse by the moment," he growled, then he grabbed the telephone, dialled and spoke as soon as the connection was made.  "Charles, time to put paid to this damn nonsense in Canada, so clean house.  Get rid of all those dishonourable twits in the Toronto office and see what that red-haired stripling and his father will take to call off the newsies.  They're making the whole firm appear to be nothing more that hooligans, so we're losing millions on the market.  It will take years for the company to recover from this idiotic folly."

'I can try, Sir John.  However, the young man at the centre of this brouhaha refuses to take our calls and even if he did, I doubt he could halt the press at this point.  Representatives of the world press are worrying our staff like sharks on the scent of a wounded seal.  They are in a feeding frenzy and they want blood!"

"Well dammit, do something!  This nonsense has gone on far too long as it is, so find the dolts who started this twaddle and throw them under the bus!  Arrange for the evidence to be laid at their feet in such a way that the press can have some miscreants to castigate!  While you are at it, brief our barristers on the situation and have them prepare to defend the firm in case of litigation, but try bribery first.  Offer that goldmining hillbilly a million quid or something.  If the young whelp won't see reason, approach the old man or the siblings, but find a way to halt this asinine conflict over a postage stamp sized mineral lease!" the old man barked and slammed the telephone receiver down with a bang.



Meanwhile Tom and his family slept on, totally relaxed and free of guilt, quite unaware that the forty-year-old squabble had just been settled by a virtual surrender.




Afterword

During the period when I was posting "Beyond the Mirror" on my Yahoo group I had numerous requests about the 'actual' location of 'Mirror Lake,' 'Misery Flats,' the 'Hand of Dunn' and 'Bear Creek.'  The truth of the matter is that THEY DO NOT EXIST IN REAL LIFE!

'Bear Creek', 'the Mirror' (or 'Bowman Lake'), 'Bowman's Bluff,' 'the Hand of Dunn', 'Misery Flats' and 'Lonesome Lake' are not on any map.  They exist only in my head, but I have modelled each one after a real place or a location where I have spent some time, which means I can use an actual memory to describe any area I am writing about.

First of all, the 'Mirror,' supposedly also known as 'Bowman Lake,'  is modelled after Hobson Lake in Wells Grey Park.  Only I've added a road and a small community as the imaginary village of 'Bowman's Bluff' - modelled after a road and a long gone general store on Cariboo Lake Road.  Then if you look closely at a contour map of the area near Hobson Lake, but off to the East-North-East, you''ll see a five fingered hand in the shape of the valleys there.  (And that area is not a place to actually visit - unless your are with a DAMN GOOD woodsman or else have an ancestor who was either a mountain goat or a grizzly bear!)  The lake that forms the 'palm' of the 'Hand of Dunn' (where Harry lands his floatplane) doesn't exist at all, neither do many of the multiple streams, waterfalls and small rivers mentioned.  The model for one section of those streams and a waterfall mentioned are actually found in Goldstream Park, just west of Victoria.  Another section of water
falls that I've described is similar to one found on the Sooke River, but I've 'imagineered' it to be higher, faster and much more dangerous than in reality.  A third stream, which will show up in a later chapter, is modelled after the Coquihalla River well upstream from Duncan.  The plateau, waterfall and rock escarpment where Tom has his mine and his cabin actually match descriptions of an area on Mt. Robson, but even that suffered some 'imagineering' to be ideal for Tom's cabin and mine.  Of course the geological descriptions of 'the wall of gold' are completely fictional - the combination of minerals laid out in the manner I have described is theoretically possible, but dang near impossible to find in a real world situation.

Another area Tom spent time was the virtual ghost town of 'Misery Flats' and that is modelled after a late 1950s, early1960s version of the town of Wells, which is found on the way to Barkerville - even that memory was somewhat reduced in size.  (Since that time Wells has had a resurgence, largely because of the tourist traffic which passes through on the way to Barkerville, so now I've been told it is a thriving small town once more.)

Oh, I should also mention 'Lonesome Lake' - which appears in Chapter 19 of 'Beyond the Mirror' doesn't exist either.  What I've described is modelled after Jack of Clubs Lake and is almost the same distance from Wells as 'Lonesome Lake' is from 'Misery Flats' - only in the exact reverse direction - 'Lonesome Lake' lies east and north of the town, not west and south.  Oh yeah, another difference - Jack of Clubs Lake is natural, while 'Lonesome Lake' is held back by a dam, but you can read more on that in the following chapters and in the following novels in the series.

'Bear Creek' is actually an example of my twisted sense of humour in more ways than one.  First of all I am writing a story about mining and when I went looking for a place to set a fictional town to use as Tom's base of operations, I looked for mining sites in the Cariboo region of BC.  BINGO!!!!  If you look at Google Maps and use the 'Earth' view with labels turned on, then pick out an area almost half way between Quesnel and Williams Lake you'll see two HUGE white dots.  Those two dots are evidence of the Gibraltar Mine and they are HUGE!  There is a MASSIVE set of holes in the ground and the exposed copper and molybdenum ore is white - so white it shows up on the satellite view of Google Maps.

My weird and wacky sense of humour kicked in and I decided that''s where 'Bear Creek' would be - if it existed in real life.  Then in my imaginary world I decided Bear Creek airstrip had to sit next to Rim Rock Lake, but that meant I had to forget Cuisson Lake even existed and Highway 97 had to be shifted so Harry''s airstrip could be much closer to the Fraser River.  A quick sketch later and I had the general layout in my mind.  Only when it came to laying out the streets of the town my mind was drawn back to memories of flying over central Alberta with a friend when I was just a teenage whelp.  Even then I picked towns that were near rivers or creeks, so although most of the streets were straight, a few had to curve because of hills, slopes and other obstacles.

In other words I have created towns, cities, businesses and characters that have no actual existence in any form, but they do have many similarities to real life characters, towns and businesses which do exist.  Therefore the only references made to actual towns, cities, businesses or characters are there as 'background' material to establish a 'point of reference' for the reader.

As I have said before, what I write are works of fiction, words on a page, bits and bytes on a hard drive, images on a screen, so my tales and characters have no other existence than the words themselves.  Each story and every character is a figment of my imagination and any semblance of reality that you give them is a result of your imagination.  Whereas some of the places I describe may exist, none of the people do, their existence is as fleeting as the medium on which they appear.  So if in some way, you recall meeting one of the towns or characters I have described, then your imagination is even more active than mine.

I've also stated that in the worlds that exist in my flights of fancy, laws may change, reality may shift and the sane may be regarded as fools, but to the best of my knowledge, no animals were injured, no endangered species threatened, and no underage persons harmed.  Since these are flights of fancy, I do not recommend that any person attempt to duplicate any of the actions described, any such attempt might be found to be illegal, painful, or downright impossible, after all, the story is fiction.

I feel that the two previous paragraphs were and are worth repeating here, because as the reader, you need to accept my words as they are meant to be, strictly a form of entertainment.  This tale was written because I enjoy writing and I entertain myself by creating characters and situations where my heroes and heroines have far more control of their circumstances than normal people have in real life.  The story is now being posted online in hopes that it will entertain others as much as my characters have entertained me as I created them, which is all I can really hope for at this time.



