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1

	Cynthia sprinted for the main entrance of Ben’s building, hoping someone would see her and hold the door. A giant bag of Chinese food she’d picked up after work filled both hands. Chinese food had seemed like a great way to celebrate. But a hot sticky mess had formed on the hand supporting the bottom of the bag, and the last thing she wanted was to balance the mess against her crisp white blouse so she could buzz Ben’s apartment. 

	A woman in a purple raincoat and a man about six feet tall entered the building several metres ahead of her.

	“Hold the door, please!” she yelled as loud as she could over the traffic on the street. The couple either didn’t hear her or chose to ignore her, and the door closed as Cynthia shoved her foot in front of it. The door was heavier than she remembered, and it knocked her off balance as it smashed into her back. 

	Trapped in the doorway with no free hands, she had no choice but to hug the Chinese food tight to her chest as the space between the door and its frame shrunk. She looked for the couple she had seen entering the building and frowned, realizing they were nowhere to be seen. How could they have caught the elevator so quickly?

	She pushed back on the door, trying to make room to pass through, but it felt like her shoulder bag was stuck on something. The door got much lighter, and she stumbled backwards into a young woman with short dark hair. 

	“Sorry,” she said, glancing over her shoulder at the woman who seemed about twenty-five, ten years her junior.

	“No worries.” The woman looked Cynthia up and down. “Do you need a hand? Can I take something for you?”

	“I think I’m all right now,” Cynthia said, afraid to remove the bag of Chinese food from her chest and assess the damage.

	Both women headed for the elevator. It arrived almost as soon as the dark-haired woman pressed the up button. They stepped in and the dark-haired woman pressed the button for the penthouse.

	“What floor?” she asked Cynthia.

	“Seven, thanks.” 

	The smell of fresh Chinese food filled the elevator, and Cynthia was relieved she wasn’t the one going all the way to the penthouse. Her stomach was churning and rumbling, and she hoped Ben had set the table and remembered the wine. The elevator stopped on the seventh floor.

	“Thanks again,” Cynthia said, glancing back at the woman as she left the elevator. 

	“No problem.” The woman looked up from her phone and shot her a quick wave.  

	The door to Ben’s apartment opened almost as soon as Cynthia was off the elevator, and Ben stepped out.

	“There you are,” he said. “I was just coming downstairs to look for you.” He held the door open for Cynthia. “Let me take that for you,” he said, gesturing at the bag of Chinese food.

	Cynthia reluctantly handed the bag to Ben. “Careful,” she said. “The bottom of the bag’s about to burst.”

	Ben put a hand under Cynthia’s and she slid hers out. She felt her shirt sticking to her and looked down to see sauce smears on it. Ben put the food on the counter and turned back to Cynthia. 

	“Great,” she said, looking at the stain on her shirt while plopping her shoulder bag down on the floor. 

	“Looks like you could use a clean shirt,” Ben said, taking a step towards her and planting a peck on her lips. “Let me help you with that,” he said, unbuttoning her shirt and slipping her blouse off her shoulders. He caressed her hair and kissed her again, this time deeper and longer. Her shirt fell to the floor.

	“Mmmm,” he said, breaking away from the kiss. “How was your day?”

	“Much better, thank you,” she said, smiling. Ben grabbed her hand and tried to lead her to his bedroom. 

	“Let me just soak my shirt,” she said, resisting his pull.

	“Really? Clearly I need to work on my moves if your shirt is your priority.”

	“Sorry,” she said, picking up her shirt and laying it on the counter.

	“Your shirt can wait. I’ll soak it for you when we’re done. Hell, I’ll buy you a new one.” 

	Cynthia laughed. What was she thinking? Laundry over her hunk of a boyfriend? Being a single mom for the last two years had made her far too practical. 
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	It was a beautiful night in the city. The lights sparkled, and the spring temperature was just right for dinner on the roof. Vivian had been right about that. Dinner had been amazing. If she hadn’t seen it with her own eyes, she wouldn’t have believed Vivian had cooked it herself.  

	But now, none of that mattered. Now, the dark-haired woman was in trouble. Big trouble. And Vivian was just sitting there while she was forced against the safety rail by this vile man. How could she just sit there and not do anything? It probably wouldn’t matter anyway. 

	He had a gun.

	“Take off your clothes,” he ordered. The gun was inches from the brunette’s face. She glared directly into his eyes as she unbuttoned her blouse, spending as long as she could on each button, trying to think of a way out of this mess. Pressed as she was against the rail, she looked over her shoulder at the street below. It was so far down. The cool air touched her cheeks. “Don’t get any ideas,” he warned. “There’s nowhere for you to go.”

	As she stripped down to her bra and panties, she closed her eyes, wishing she could escape to somewhere else. Anywhere. The hair on her arms rose in response to the spring air. 

	He stepped closer to her, and she felt his hot breath in her face. Then the cold, hard metal of the gun touched her skin, and her eyes jolted open, wordlessly pleading with her assaulter. He leaned in and tried to kiss her. She fought as hard as she could to turn away, but the gun barrel dug deeper into the side of her neck. She gave in.

	“See, that’s not so bad.” He trailed the tip of the gun down between her breasts. “This too,” he said, fondling her bra with his gun. “I want it all off. Nothing but skin.” 

	Still glaring at him, she mentally flipped him the bird. Doing it for real might end her life, and she wasn’t ready to do that yet. By the time her bra and panties were in a pile at her feet, he had his fly undone. He grabbed her wrist and forced her to feel his swollen dick. She closed her eyes, trying to numb herself, trying to leave her body. Then he pressed his groin into hers, and pinned her to the railing again.

	From the table they’d dined at earlier, she could hear Vivian finally pleading with him to stop. But she wished he would just get it over with already. She just wanted to put this whole night behind her.

	“Jesus Christ,” he said over his shoulder. “Shut . . . Up.” She felt his fiery breath again for a second, and then she sensed him step back. Cold air rushed in to replace him. She opened her eyes. Her breath caught at what she saw. Vivian had left the table and was stomping towards them.

	“I’m not going to sit here and let you do this,” she said, pointing her finger at him like she was scolding a child. She was crying again and looking at the brunette. “I’m so sorry. Sorry for everything.” 

	As Vivian stepped within striking distance, he lashed out and backhanded her across the face with his gun, sending her to the ground.

	“Nooooo! Vivian!” The dark-haired woman shrieked at the top of her lungs, then screamed for help, suddenly released from the trance he’d held her in. 

	“Shut. Up. Why won’t you women listen to me?” He tried to cover her mouth and she swung at his hands, trying to bat them away. She thrust her knee up, hoping it would hit him in the groin hard enough to make him double over. Instead, he caught her ankle in his grip and shoved her as hard as he could over the rail. 

	He did up his fly and strolled over to where Vivian had landed. She looked like a life-sized rag doll, all dressed up. “You’re welcome,” he said as he stepped over her and continued to the door.   

	***

	Cynthia and Ben sat on the couch in his tiny apartment. After reheating the Chinese food, they were finally eating and celebrating. They were officially professional accountants. It was a day Cynthia had felt would never come.

	She rolled up the sleeve on Ben’s robe so it wouldn’t drag through the food on her plate as she ate. Ben took a sip of wine.

	Booonnggggg-ooonngggg! 

	A loud gonging reverberated off the balcony railing outside. The vibrations continued as Cynthia and Ben looked at each other, then towards the balcony.

	“You heard that, right?” Cynthia asked, frowning as she glanced from the direction of the sound back to Ben. 

	“Yeah. What was it? I’ve never heard anything like that. My ears are still ringing.” Ben stood and hurried towards the balcony doors as Cynthia braced herself on the couch, fearful someone was on the balcony even though she knew that was impossible. How on earth would they get to the seventh floor? It had sounded like someone had taken a large sledgehammer and slammed it against the metal railing. 

	Ben slid the glass door open, and the full-length curtains followed him out onto the balcony. There was nothing there, so he leaned over to have a look below. 

	“What the fff . . . ?” said Ben. 

	Cynthia jumped up, but Ben was already on his way back inside.

	“Don’t go out there.”

	“What’s going on? Did something hit the balcony?” 

	All the colour had drained from Ben’s face. He seemed to be processing what he had seen below. After what seemed like an eternity, Ben spoke. “I think it’s . . . a body.”

	“What?! A body?”

	“Yeah. I’m going downstairs. See if I can find out what’s going on.” Ben gave her arm a squeeze then headed for the door. 

	“Do you think they’re okay?” Cynthia knew the answer, but hoped she was wrong. Ben looked at her and shook his head.

	“We’re seven floors up,” he said, raising his eyebrows. 

	“Should I call 911?” 

	Ben put on his runners and reached for the doorknob. “Let me check it out. Maybe it just looks like a body. I’ve got my cell.”

	The door closed behind Ben, leaving Cynthia alone in his apartment. She stood there for a moment just staring at the door. Just minutes ago they’d been celebrating, and now . . . 

	She took a deep breath and crept to the balcony. The sliding door was still open, and the curtains billowed into the living room. It reminded her of a creepy scene from a movie. She’d meant to slide the door closed but found herself walking out onto the balcony instead. 

	Keeping a tight grip on the railing, she peered over the edge, revealing nothing but darkness and the reflection of the streetlights as they danced off the pool in the common area below. She scanned the black perimeter of the common area, paying particular attention to the corner beneath a neighbouring balcony. 

	There it was, on the darkest patch of grass. How had it landed so close to the corner? Cynthia didn’t know if it was the night shadows or the adrenaline racing through her veins, but the body looked naked.

	Sirens blared, and flashlight beams cut the darkness, bringing movement to the ground near the body as emergency personnel did their jobs. There was nothing Cynthia could do. She turned and went back inside, closing the door behind her.
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	The sound of the body hitting Ben’s balcony still rang in Cynthia’s ears. It was all she could focus on as she sat on the couch waiting for Ben to come back. Did they jump? Were they pushed? How did she never realize there was access to the roof of Ben’s forty-floor building? 

	Ben seemed to be taking forever to come back. She wanted to go check on him, but he’d made it clear she was to wait. Fighting the urge to go to the lobby, she decided she’d give him a few more minutes. She changed out of Ben’s robe into her pants and one of Ben’s t-shirts. Now, she needed a distraction. 

	Her gaze landed on the CPA magazine on the coffee table as she walked back into the living room. It was folded open to the page featuring this season’s top three exam writers. Seeing her face on the page made all her hard work as a student and single mom seem worth it, but none of that mattered right now. She was sure Ben wasn’t in any danger, but the shock of what had just happened made her nervous. Maybe the TV would make a good distraction. 

	She found the remote and pushed the red button. “Gah!” Cynthia screamed and jumped back on the couch. Ben had been blasting the music channel. She silenced the music and scrolled for something to watch. She saw the familiar face of her best friend, Linda Reeves, an investigative reporter for S-CAL, a South Calgary news station. She paused on the channel. Cynthia always enjoyed Linda’s stories. She was a fair reporter who wasn’t afraid to cover controversial issues.

	“You have quite the mess to sort out, Miss Bosche. Where do you plan to start?” Linda showed no qualms about getting straight to the point. She had been personally involved in the Prairie Pipeline Company mess too. If it hadn’t been for Linda’s investigative skills, Cynthia didn’t know where she and her family would be right now. Before she could let the memories of the PPC murders get to her, she focused her attention back on the TV and Linda’s interview.

	Trudy Bosche appeared professional and business-like. She and Linda were standing in front of PPC’s main office just south of the city. The two women were evenly matched at about five foot eight. Trudy’s hair was cut short, and she wore a plain grey pant suit. Linda, on the other hand, looked like a younger version of her idol, Diane Sawyer. She wore a red blouse with a black suit jacket and knee-length skirt. 

	Cynthia couldn’t help but think how rare it was for a pipeline company to have a female CFO, as much as she hated to admit it. In most of her dealings with oil and gas audits, Cynthia found herself dealing with men.

	“Yes, Miss Reeves. It seems I do have quite the mess to clean up. Prairie Pipeline Company is fortunate that messes are what I do best.” Bosche flashed a sly smile. “I want the citizens of Calgary to know they haven’t seen the last of PPC. While construction on the Rocky Mountain Pipeline ceased during investigations related to events surrounding my predecessor, we are on track to resume construction next week.” 

	Cynthia was surprised it had taken PPC this long to get back up and running. It had been a few months since they’d first shut down. She checked her phone. Ben’s five minutes was up.

	Whoosh-bang! 

	Cynthia jumped as the apartment door slammed shut. She leapt off the couch and turned around to see Ben entering the living room, his face as white as a ghost. He froze, as if physically unable to express what he was feeling. She walked over to him and grabbed his hands in hers. “Everything okay?” she whispered, already knowing the answer.

	“I . . .” 

	“Come and sit down,” Cynthia said, leading him to the couch. “Do you want some water?”

	“I’m going to need something a lot stronger than that. I mean, I know we live in a city with over a million other people . . .” he paused to catch his breath. “But I never imagined I’d see something like that.” He rubbed his hands through his golden-brown hair before looking up at Cynthia.

	“Do you want to talk about it?” Cynthia asked. 

	“Not really, but I probably should.” Ben rested his elbows on his knees and held his head in his hands. 

	“What did you see?”  

	“By the time I got down to the lobby, there were already quite a few people there. Detective Bain was outside with two other officers and the body.” Ben released his head from his hands and let out a huff of air. 

	“The EMTs were out there too, but I don’t think there was anything anyone could have done,” he said. Cynthia held one of Ben’s hands in both of hers while he talked. He paused often while he described what he’d seen downstairs.

	“It’s okay,” Cynthia said, feeling useless. “Let me get you that drink. What do you want?” She picked up the empty wine bottle from the coffee table as she stood and headed for the kitchen. 

	“I think there’s some tequila in the cupboard above the fridge.” 

	“You got it,” Cynthia said, grabbing the bottle and pouring a shot. “I don’t see any limes though.” 

	Ben chuckled in spite of the situation. “Very funny. Real men don’t need lime.” 

	“I didn’t realize you were a real man,” Cynthia said, walking back to the couch and attempting a wink that ended up looking more like she was having issues with her contact lens. Ben mimed a hit to the heart, and Cynthia handed him the shot glass.

	“Ouch.” He said before downing the tequila in one easy gulp. “Ahhh.” He took another deep breath and slowly let it all out.

	An uncomfortable silence hung in the air while Cynthia contemplated what to say next. Of course, there was no way anyone could survive a fall like that. “Did anyone know who—” 

	Ben anticipated Cynthia’s question and shook his head. “There was a lot of chatter but no names.” 

	Cynthia paused, unsure how to ask her next question. “Did you . . . see . . . the body?” Her voice softened as she asked.

	“Not really. I could see a foot from where I was standing, but I was inside looking out, so I’m not even sure if that’s what I saw. It looked like a woman’s foot.”

	“How could you tell?”

	“I thought I saw a tattoo. A rose. Not a lot of men have rose tattoos on their feet.”

	“Fair enough,” Cynthia agreed, feeling the solemnness of the situation sink in. She thought about her son, Luke, and how it was getting close to his bedtime, but she didn’t want to leave Ben alone. 

	“Looks like my neighbour,” Ben gestured air quotes at the word ‘neighbour,’ “might be the talk of your office tomorrow. If the victim was someone who lives here. I guess it could have been anyone who had access to the roof.” 

	Ben glanced at the TV still playing in the background. As if the shock of the situation had suddenly lifted, he looked back at her and said, “Oh, shit. I’m sorry. You probably need to get back home to Luke.”

	“I can call my mom and see if she can stay longer.”

	“It’s okay.”

	“Are you going to be all right? You could stay at my place if you want?”

	Ben’s lips curled into a wicked smile and Cynthia couldn’t help but think how green his eyes looked in the dim light of his living room.

	“That’s sweet, but I’ll be fine,” Ben replied, getting up to walk Cynthia to the door. She strolled into the kitchen and grabbed her stained blouse from the counter before stuffing it in her shoulder bag on her way to the door. “This was definitely not the romantic celebration I’d planned,” Ben said, bending down to kiss Cynthia. “Text me when you get home.” 

	He squeezed her tight before letting her walk out the door.
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	Thinking about the horrible noise she’d heard as the body hit Ben’s balcony made it difficult for Cynthia to sleep. She wandered into the living room where her phone sat on the coffee table. She tried calling Detective Bain to see if he had any details, but his voicemail kicked in without so much as a ring. Even though she worked in the financial crimes department as a forensic accountant, there was always a lot of talk between departments, especially when a new case came in.

	She tossed her phone on the couch beside her and  it buzzed. There was only a handful of people who would call this late. Her instincts told her it was Linda.

	“Hi. I’m so glad you called. You aren’t going to believe what happened at Ben’s tonight.”

	“You’re forgetting who you’re talking to,” said Linda.

	“Right.” Cynthia rolled her eyes and shook her head. Of course, Linda would have already heard the news. 

	“There are some advantages to working in a newsroom. I don’t know everything though. Just that someone jumped. I didn’t realize it was at Ben’s building.”

	“Yeah, the body hit Ben’s balcony on the way down. It sounded so horrible. I can still hear it.”

	“That’s awful. Do you want me to come over?”

	“I’ll be all right. What’s up?”

	“I was just calling to let you know I’ll be stopping by the station tomorrow. I know how Detective Bain is about your best friend being a reporter, so I thought I should warn you.”

	“Yes, he is a stickler for doing things by the book. Thanks for letting me know. Do I want to know why you’ll be stopping by?”

	“I need to badger the good detective for a statement about a missing woman. Her mother’s been pestering me, saying the police aren’t doing anything. She told me some things that might help the case. I just want to make sure Detective Bain has all the details. I’m not sure this woman trusts him.”

	“And what do you think?” Cynthia reminded herself to keep her voice down, so she didn’t wake her four-year old. 

	“I think the good detective does the best he can, but it seems like he’s short-staffed, just like every other employer in this city.”

	“That’s true. I’m pretty sure I only got my job because Louise was desperate for help.”

	“That and you’re a damn good accountant,” Linda said. “I don’t want to say too much over the phone, but I think either you or Louise are going to want to hear what I have to say tomorrow.”

	“Is it Amarillis Kane?” Cynthia asked. “The missing woman you need to ask Detective Bain about? I’ve heard him talk about the case a bit.”

	“Yes, it’s about Maris. Her mom gave me a notebook. There are some pretty serious statements about Cooper Downs in there.” 

	“The racetrack?”

	“Yeah. Maris worked in the accounting department there.”

	“You know I always look forward to seeing you. Even if it’s business. I love that I get to see you while I’m at work now.” Cynthia beamed, though her friend couldn’t see her.

	“See you tomorrow, Cyn.”

	Cynthia thought about what Linda had said, coming up with her own scenarios as to what might be in the notebook. She’d been following the missing person’s case. It was hard not to. Amarillis Kane was the assistant Horsemen’s Bookkeeper at Cooper Downs Racetrack and Casino, and she’d been missing for weeks. There must be some sort of financial fraud implications in the notebook if Linda thought she and Louise needed to see it. 

	Excitement rose in her belly, making it even more difficult for her to settle in to sleep. She loved solving the puzzles financial crimes provided. Even though she’d only been with the Calgary police for three months, she’d already seen how greed and desperation made people do unthinkable things.
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	Detective Randy Bain arrived at his darkened bungalow in the suburbs of northeast Calgary just after 1:00 a.m. Exhausted from the night’s events, he was looking forward to seeing his yellow lab, Boomer. He parked his car in the driveway and sat for a moment, reflecting on the increased number of suicides in the city over the last few months. 

	Finally, he pushed himself out of his car and trudged up to his front door. He put his key in the lock and tried to empty his mind of all the work-related details floating around in there. Boomer barked from the other side of the door, and Randy was sure he was bouncing up and down as he often did when Randy arrived home. 

	“Hey, Boo,” he said as he crossed the threshold and, without removing his boots or coat, walked across the living room to let Boomer out into the backyard so he could do his business. Then he took off his boots and hung his coat in the entryway closet. Boomer let out a quiet bark indicating he was ready to come back inside. 

	“Who’s a good boy?” Randy said, ruffling Boomer’s ears. “We’ll go for a walk in the morning.” Boomer’s ears perked at the word “walk”. It was clear he wanted to go right now, but all Randy wanted to do was sleep. After a moment of contemplation, he opted for a beer instead. 

	He padded his way to the fridge. The pile of mail he’d left on the counter earlier in the day taunted him. He’d been adding to it over the last couple of weeks, not wanting to deal with the bills. Randy pried the cap off his beer as he let out a long sigh then rubbed the reddish-brown stubble on his chin. He grabbed the pile of mail and sat down at the kitchen table. Boomer rested his head on Randy’s lap, using his upturned eyes to try and will his owner to go for that walk.

	By the time Randy was done opening his mail, he’d counted at least half a dozen past due notices, all from different creditors, but it was the last notice that had hit him the hardest. The bank was threatening to repossess his home. He’d worked his ass off as a young officer and was proud he’d become a homeowner before any of his peers. The regret he felt for letting things get this bad hung over him like a rain cloud waiting to burst.

	“Jesus, Boomer, I’ve sure made a mess of things,” he said, scratching Boomer’s ear. He took a swig of his amber ale, picked up his phone, and pressed the speed dial.

	“I’m ready to make a deal.” 

	“I knew you’d come around.” The voice on the other end was smooth yet too cocky for Randy’s liking. “Meet me at the casino tomorrow.”

	The casino. Just hearing the word caused the hair on the nape of Randy’s neck to stand up and his blood to rush a little faster through his veins. He wouldn’t be in this mess if it wasn’t for that damn casino. 

	Randy hung up and looked at his faithful companion. “Oh, Boo. I know what you’re thinking, but it’s the only way.” His companion wagged his tail and nudged Randy with his nose as if to ask, “Walk now?”
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	Cynthia hadn’t slept much, and though she was a bit fuzzy-headed, she was still excited to get to work. After being wrongfully dismissed by her former boss while working on the financial statement audit for PPC, she’d decided not to pursue a lawsuit. There were other circumstances related to her dismissal that led her to believe she would be happier working with the police anyway. She enjoyed the challenge of following a paper trail to catch the bad guy.

	After finding a body while counting inventory at PPC, Cynthia had gotten to know Detective Bain. He’d been impressed with her discoveries relating to the PPC case and offered her a job working for the police in the financial crimes department. Cynthia had been happy to take the job and forget about the unfortunate events surrounding her former employer, Darlington & Associates accounting firm. While Linda had urged her to pursue the wrongful dismissal, the idea had stressed Cynthia out. A fresh start with the Calgary police was just what she’d needed. She was happy she had a job to support herself and Luke.

	Cynthia arrived at the station after dropping Luke off with her parents for the day. Once in her office, she took a salad out of her brown bag lunch and headed to the staff room to put it in the fridge. Then she strode a couple doors down the hall from her office to see if Randy was in. When she got to his open door, she saw him lift a coffee cup to his lips and move some papers that had been resting under it only to place his cup on top of other papers. An interesting filing system. It was a wonder all his paperwork didn’t end up with coffee stains on it. 
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