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     One




    You think you know me, you think you’ve beaten me, but you’re wrong. You don’t know me or what I’m capable of. I’m waiting and when you come tonight, I’ll be ready for you.




    How much time has passed since I first woke up down here? How long ago was it? A month? Two? At first I was counting the days, marking the number of times I tracked the sunrise as its reflection crept down the block wall across from the barred window—block by block as the sun rose in the sky. Then I gave up. I didn’t help. Time had lost meaning, until now.




    You gave me just enough chain to reach the toilet. I found I could pull the chair up to the high window and peer out through the bars. Twenty degrees of sight—that’s all you allowed me, that’s all I’ve had all this time. I could see between the end of the downspout at the corner of the house on the left and the propane tank sitting up against the window on the right. Twenty degrees of nothing. Just an empty field that stretches miles into the far distance. Never a car or a person, not even a dog. Just more nothing. Once a herd of deer stood in the distance, frozen in the long grass until as one they bounded out of my line of sight. It was like a dream and I wasn’t even sure it was real. That had been just after the first snow. When was that? How many weeks ago?




    You only come at night. Do you have a job that keeps you away during the day? A wife? A family that needs you at home? Where do they think you are when you come to me? What do you tell them? Do they know what you’ve done? Do they have any idea what kind of monster you are? They can’t know you like I do.




    Every night I hear the slam of your car door outside then your feet—first on the gravel driveway then creaking down the stairs before the click of the key in the lock. And every time was the same, until one night you finally trusted me enough to untie my hands. Maybe it wasn’t trust, maybe you thought you’ve broken my spirit, that I’d lost hope, like the others, the ones who were here before me.




    I know about them. I found their hair under the pillow and on the unwashed sheets, their clothes hanging in the closet. A bottle of cologne stuffed under the mattress, a bracelet in a drawer. Gifts you gave them, like you did me. How many were there? I don’t dare think where they’ve gone.




    I know you, but you don’t know me. I’m not like them. I’ve been watching and planning, waiting for today and I’m ready for you. I broke that chair and hid all the pieces, except one leg. Now I’m behind the door waiting for the sound of the key. I’m ready and you won’t notice a thing when you come for me. You’ll see an outline of my body under the blanket and you’ll come right in, not looking around, not looking behind you. You’re no longer as careful as you used to be, when you first took me. I don’t even know your name, but I know you and I’m ready.




    I hear you on the stairs and it’s just like I’ve been dreaming it for so many days. The door opens and you let it slam shut behind you as you walk toward the bed. I bring down the wooden leg onto your head. You stagger and I hit you again, and again, until you fall to the floor. I don’t stop hitting you until I make sure I can walk out of here. I make sure that won’t have to run away, afraid that you’re right behind me and that you’ll catch me, that you’ll grab me from behind and pull me back down the stairs, back into this cage. I hit you to make sure you can’t follow me, ever. You stop moving and I wait for a minute, to make sure. I take your keys from your pocket and carefully lock the door behind me as I leave. I hope nobody ever finds you.




    I get in your car and drive it away, as fast as I dare.


  




  

     Two




    Friday, January 10




    The wind cuts across Gravelly Bay, whipping my hair into my face. It’s freezing cold—at least ten below Celsius for the second day in a row. The sun is out and the sky’s a clear blue, promising more high pressure and intense cold. For a lot of people around here, that’s exciting news. A couple more days of below eight or ten degrees and the Icewine harvest will begin. Vintners have been anxiously waiting, checking day and night temperatures for weeks, anticipating the time they can call in their crews and start to gather the frozen clusters of grapes that they’ll magically turn into the nectar that we call Icewine. The rest of us just endure the cold like we do every year.




    I park my patrol car in the lot next to Vogel’s SUV and trudge through the snow toward the edge of the lake, my boots squeaking against the snow. My nostrils freeze shut every time I inhale, so I have to breathe through my mouth, creating a fog of vapour that freezes onto my eyelashes. A few hundred yards away out on the bay there’s a cluster of people gathered around some portable ice fishing huts. I recognize one of them as DC Vogel, stamping his feet and clapping his hands trying to keep warm. He’s standing next to the body and speaking to a guy who I’m guessing is Randy Delaware, the owner of Randy’s Ice Fishing Rentals. In summer he runs fishing charters out of the Marina, but in the off-season Delaware has a contract with the Town to run the ice fishing operation out of a trailer parked here on shore of Gravelly Bay.




    I take a deep breath and try to convince myself it’ll be okay to step out onto the frozen surface. I know it’s safe; I can see people out there, confidently walking around. There’s even some heavy equipment over by the marina that weighs many times more than I do, but I just don’t trust the ice. I know it can be unpredictable. Even though it may look thick, as soon as your weight is on it you’ll break through into the frigid water below. I can’t bring myself to go out there.




    I’m starting to sweat with adrenaline but and I swallow hard, pull my earflaps down, tuck in my chin then place my boot onto the smooth icy lake. My mouth is dry. I can’t do it.




    Take a deep breath. Count to ten. Exhale. Count to ten. Inhale. I reach into my pocket and pull out my rescue medication. There’s no way I can do this without help. I slip the Lorazepam under my tongue and continue my deep breathing to stave off a panic attack. Deep breath. Count to ten. I’m relieved to see Vogel and Delaware are making their way back to me. I can put off the inevitable, at least for a while.




    “Good morning,” I say, trying to sound confident once they make it back to shore. Vogel doesn’t reply and I can tell from his miserable expression he hates the cold as much as I do. “I’m Detective Constable Gauthier,” I say to Randy Delaware. He’s warmly dressed in a down parka, snowmobile pants and good polar boots, unlike Vogel who’s wearing leather dress shoes.




    “Why don’t you go into the car and warm up?” I suggest to Vogel. “I’ve left a thermos of coffee in there. Help yourself.” He doesn’t need to be told twice and before I’ve turned back to Delaware he’s heading back to the car, slipping and sliding as he goes. The Forensic Team is already pulling into the parking lot and Vogel quickly gives them instructions as he climbs into the warm car and slams the door shut. I hope they’re better dressed for this weather than he is.




    A young woman steps out of the Randy’s trailer and lights a cigarette. She’s standing with her back to the wind and she averts her eyes from the body lying on the ice. I can tell she’s watching us, hugging her coat tight to try and stay warm.




    “Can you please show me where the body is now?” I ask Delaware, almost not recognizing my own voice, it’s so high and squeaky from nerves.




    Delaware gestures for me to follow as he sets off toward the fishing hut farthest away. It’s several hundred yards out from shore—or from where shore would be if the lake weren’t frozen over. I’m going slow and making a point of not looking down at the ice. Deep breath. Count to ten. It takes me ages to walk the short distance, thanks to the slippery surface and to my anxiety. I hear the ice cracking ominously; it’s groaning and the vibrations under my feet resonate through my body. I freeze in terror.




    Delaware realizes I’m not beside him and stops until I catch up. He looks amused.




    “Nervous?”




    “What’s that sound? I whisper, my voice catching in my throat.




    “That’s the lake singing,” he says as another loud boom sounds across the ice. “That means the ice is expanding,” he chuckles. “Music to my ears.”




    He catches my terrified expression and slaps me on the back. “Nothing to worry about. The old timers always say that’s the sound it makes when new ice is forming—it’s just pressure from the expansion.”




    “You don’t seem nervous.”




    “Wouldn’t be much good out here if I was. This ice is almost eighteen inches thick,” he assures me. “You’ll see when you get out to the hole.” Eighteen inches seems like it should support me, so I do my best to suppress my anxiety and follow him. I know the Lorazepam will kick in soon, but I keep up my deep breathing just in case.




    We pass several portable ice fishing shanties that have been set up for people who’ve booked them for the day. It looks like Delaware is expecting a good crowd. Gravelly Bay is the most popular ice fishing spot nearby, and I bet Delaware is usually busy every weekend between freeze up and thaw. He won’t be happy when I tell him he’ll have to close down for the day.




    Delaware stops short and points ahead, toward what looks like a pile of clothing lying on the ice, next to a large gas powered auger. He shakes his head, telling me that’s as far as he’ll go. I nod and pat his arm. There’s no need for him to come any closer.




    I approach the body, being careful to step into the fresh footprints Delaware and Vogel have already left and to ensure I minimize any contamination of the crime scene. That’ll make the Forensic Services Unit’s job a little easier I hope. Though looking around I can see that whatever footprints were left by either the victim or his killer have already been obliterated by the wind. There are small indentations everywhere, filled in with snow, with no discernable tread.




    When I approach the victim, he’s lying on his stomach on the ice, with his feet toward me. He’s a large, very overweight man and the hood of his bright red parka is covering his head, or at least where his head would be if it hadn’t been forced down into a hole in the ice. The ice has almost frozen again around his neck and face and all I can see is one of his ears and his bushy white beard, partially submerged in the slushy frozen water. Just a few more hours of this sharp cold will freeze the hole solid, encasing his head completely.




    There’s a bloodstain in the snow on the left side of his face, but I can’t see the source. It looks like he has a cut on his ear, but I’ll need the Coroner and FSU team to give me the details once they’ve done their investigation. It almost looks like someone has cut off the top inch of his ear, maybe as the first step in the journey that ended with his head stuffed into that hole.




    As the forensic team comes up behind me, I’m staring through the hole in the ice, mesmerized by the darkness below. I feel dizzy, as if I’m about to faint, and I can’t stop staring into the icy black water. I’m swaying on my feet when one of the technicians slaps me on the back, breaking me out of my trance.




    They freeze when they see the victim in the red parka lying on the ice. “That’s something new,” says one.




    “Do you think it’s Santa?”


  




  

     Three




    “Who is he?” I ask Delaware, once I’ve left the FSU team to start their work. They’ll take photos and mark any trace evidence while they wait for the Coroner. I got off the ice and back onto frozen land as fast as I could once they’d arrived and set up. I’d have run, but I was afraid I’d fall and I didn’t need to do a faceplant in front of everyone.




    “It’s Martin Sanger,” he says. “He works here, part-time.”




    “What’s he do?”




    “Helps me auger the fishing holes. Comes out every morning first thing and drills the ice. Then he helps me set up the portable shacks, if we need any for day rentals.”




    Delaware usually sets up several wooden ice shanties in late December, as soon as the ice is thick enough to support them. There are six out there now and they’ll stay in place all winter, until the ice starts to break up in early spring. If it’s a busy day, Randy can put up a few additional temporary shelters—just pop up nylon tents that get positioned over a hole in the ice. They’re stored in the trailer he’s got parked at the edge of the bay.




    I’ve joined Delaware in the heated trailer, grateful to get out of the wind. I can watch the forensic team at work out on the ice through a small wire-meshed window in the door. Not that I can make out much at this distance, but I need to keep an eye out for when the Coroner arrives. I know Maja’s on duty today and seeing her always makes my day.




    There’s a young dark-haired woman huddled in the corner of the trailer with her back to us, working on a laptop. It’s the same one who’d stepped out for a cigarette earlier to watch us. Now she’s uninterested. As far as I can tell she’s doing her best to be invisible and is probably hoping I won’t ask her any questions. It’s not her lucky day.




    “And who are you?” I say. “Do you work here too?”




    “That’s Patty,” Delaware answers for her. “She’s new.”




    “Does new Patty have a last name?” I feel a flash of irritation that she hasn’t even turned to look at me.




    “Smith,” she mumbles in reply. I can barely hear her but decide I can’t be bothered to pursue it right now, so I turn back to Delaware. I’m sure that’s not her real name; she might as well have called herself Jane Doe.




    “How long has Martin Sanger worked for you?”




    “Ever since he retired. This is his third or fourth season,” Delaware says. “He’s crazy about ice fishing. I think he only works here so he can fish all day for free.”




    “Where did he work before he retired?”




    “For the Township. Drove snowplow in winter and the Zamboni at the hockey arena.” Now I remember Martin Sanger. I flash on a memory of him, dressed up like Santa Claus every Christmas season as he rode the Zamboni, clearing the ice between periods of every minor league hockey game. Why the hell would anyone want to murder a retired ice fisherman? It looks to me like he’d been tortured as well. What could anyone possibly want from Martin Sanger?




    “Is that the augur he’d normally use to cut holes?”




    Delaware shakes his head. “No. That’s a ten-inch. We usually cut six or eight inch holes.” Martin Sanger’s head being forced through a smaller hole would definitely have been a challenge. I realize that whoever did this to Sanger had made him drill the hole too. Talk about digging your own grave. A chill goes through me in the overheated trailer.




    “Why not use a bigger hole for fishing? Isn’t that more…accessible?” I know nothing whatsoever about ice fishing and it shows.




    “A smaller hole is better—it lets less light through, so it doesn’t scare the fish. And there are safety issues with a large hole, especially when there are little kids around.” My mouth goes dry at the thought of a child falling through the hole. I know they’d never be found under the ice.




    “I insist every child under five years of age wear a harness.” He points to a few hanging on hooks next to the door. “They don’t like it, but that’s my rule. Generally the family groups are fine with a six-inch hole. They never stay long anyway, the kids get bored and restless.” Who can blame them? I doubt I could stand sitting all day in a wooden ice shanty on a freezing winter day, waiting for some fish to bite, and I’m an adult. Supposedly.




    “So why do you even have the larger auger?”




    Delaware sighs. “Sometimes a group of people insists on it. They all want to fish the same hole. No idea why, but we aim to please. Maybe they think they’re going to catch a fifty pound Lake Sturgeon and want to make sure they can pull it up.” He shakes his head. “Usually one of them ends up stepping into it by the end of the day.”




    I can imagine a group of guys drinking beer and fishing all day. They probably get careless and end up soaking wet. Makes for a miserable ride home. They’d be much less likely to get a soaker with a smaller hole; they worst they could do is to lose their car keys or cell phones down into it.




    “Can you please give me his address?”




    While Randy starts going through what looks like a random mess of papers piled on the top of a filing cabinet, I look around the trailer. Next to the child harnesses are hanging dozens of pairs of ice claws, all with high-visibility orange and yellow cords so they won’t easily be lost in the snow.




    “You give them all ice claws too?” They’re essential equipment for anyone working or playing on natural ice. If you fall through, you can use one in each hand to jab into the ice and pull yourself up out of the water to safety.




    “Definitely. And I instruct them on how to use them. Nobody goes out on this ice without wearing them.” I hope Delaware wouldn’t ever let customers out onto the ice if there was any risk of them breaking through, but I’m sure they provide him some protection from liability, just in case a worst-case scenario happens.




    “What do you fish for?” I ask while Delaware moves his searching for Martin Sanger’s address to the mess of paperwork on the desk. I’d have been quicker just to look him up online myself.




    “Perch, mostly. Also some Northern Pike and Walleye.”




    I approach new Patty to interview her. Presumably she knew Sanger if they worked together. She should have some insight into what might have happened to him. I’m sure she’s been eavesdropping the whole time, so it’s odd that she’s acting disinterested and pretending not to notice me. It’s not every day a man gets murdered where you work, so a little curiosity is only natural. Her feigned indifference is definitely unusual.




    She does her best to ignore me, but eventually has to acknowledge I’m standing right behind her, looking over her shoulder at the laptop.




    “How long have you worked here, Patty?”




    “A few weeks,” she mumbles.




    “What do you do?”




    “I manage the online reservations.”




    “She does all the computer stuff for me,” Delaware chimes in, answering for her again. “I hate computers. And she helped Martin with the fishing parties—getting the holes drilled when the people arrive. Made sure they have minnows for bait, that the shanties have firewood for their woodstoves, that kind of thing.”




    “How well did you know Martin?” I direct my question to Patty, hoping Delaware keeps quiet.




    She shrugs. “I work with him. We aren’t friends.”




    Delaware passes me a note with Martin Sanger’s home address. “Martin’s wife’s name is Natalie. She’s a good lady. Bit crazy, like Martin.”




    “How crazy?” Enough to do this to her husband I can’t help but wonder. What happened to Martin Sanger would definitely have taken some crazy.




    “Just a crazy cat lady,” he clarifies. “She and Martin run the cat sanctuary in town. They help feed feral cats, take them to the vet, that kind of thing.” Delaware shakes his head. “The Sangers were the kindest, most generous people. Real salt of the earth types. Martin would give you the shirt off his back.”




    The Coroner’s blue Subaru hatchback pulls up and parks next to Vogel, so I leave the trailer and intercept Maja. By the time I make it over to her, Vogel has climbed out of the car and is chatting away, as he always does. He’s not what you would ever call a man of few words; Vogel has all of them, and he never stops demonstrating it, which has taken me a long time to get used to. I’m not fond of small talk and never have much to contribute to most social conversations. I don’t really see the point of most of them, but Vogel makes up for that.




    Dr. Maja Kaur is one of the Coroners and a local doctor at the walk-in clinic, and she also happens to be my girlfriend. We’ve been a couple—off and on—for over two years now, but I’m very private about our relationship. DC Vogel knows and he’s been out to dinner a few times at our place with one of his many trial girlfriends, but that’s about it, as far as the police force goes. I don’t have any personal friends at work anyway, and the last thing I need is to deal with is more bullshit than I already face on a regular basis, just by being a young female.




    “Hi Lucy,” Maja says, laughing at Vogel’s dress shoes. “Can you believe what this guy’s wearing on his feet? On a day like this?”




    “What can I tell you?” I shrug. “He clearly isn’t capable of looking after himself.”




    “Excuse me,” Vogel says. “In my defense, I wasn’t home when I got the call this morning. I didn’t bother to stop by my place to get my winter boots.” There’s no need to ask for details; Vogel is incapable of discretion so I know he’ll spill everything in a few minutes, even if no one’s interested. “If you must know, I had a date.” Maja and I both look at him, awaiting the inevitable. “It went…well.”




    “When’s the wedding?” I say with a wink at Maja. Vogel always goes too fast in all of his relationships: Sex on the first or second date, talking about living together or how many children they want by the third or fourth, and then she’s gone shortly after, running for her life. I don’t remember him ever getting to ten dates.




    “The body’s just over there.” I grab Maja’s arm and walk her away before he can reply.




    My hand must have gripped her too tightly because she turns and stares at me. “Are you okay?” She studies me closely for a moment. “No, you’re not. What happened?”




    I take a deep breath. “The victim is out there.” I point out to the frozen lake.




    She understands immediately. “You don’t have to come with me.” She pats my arm reassuringly. “It’ll be fine. Did you take something?” I nod. I’m not happy about it. I’ve been trying to reduce my anxiety medication and have been doing well for a long time. But if it comes down to having a full-blown panic attack at work, I don’t feel I have a choice. I won’t risk being without my medication.




    “It’s not a big deal,” Maja continues. “Something like that would trigger most people, even without…you know,” she trails off. Then she heads out onto the frozen lake.




    I do know. But I wish I didn’t.


  




  

     Four




    Once Maja has pronounced Martin Sanger dead and the mortuary van removes his body, Vogel and I drive out the Sanger house together, first dropping off his car at the station. He runs in and puts on a pair of winter boots before joining me.




    “Those aren’t going to keep you warm sitting in your locker,” I scold him.




    “I hate wearing them,” he says. “Reminds me of when I was a kid and my mother insisted I wear a snowsuit and mittens before I was allowed out to play. The other kids made fun of me.”




    “Losing toes to frostbite isn’t funny either.” Looking stylish is very important to him and snow boots don’t fit the bill. I bet that even if he’d been home this morning when the call came in he wouldn’t have worn them, in case they messed with his image.




    Vogel has unsuccessfully worked his way through most of the single women in the entire Niagara region, looking for a partner who’ll last for more than a couple of dates. He’s good looking and fit, has a job, and his personal hygiene seems okay as far as I’ve noticed. So at least the basics are covered. I’m not really sure what his problem is or why they never stick around. My money’s on him talking too much and being needy, but he hasn’t asked for my opinion.




    We drive out to Mill Creek Lane and find the Sanger house near the end of the road. It’s a ranch style bungalow on a large lot, with an attached double garage and a car in the driveway, which I assume means that somebody’s home.




    Vogel and I take deep breaths before we knock on the front door. Delivering a death notice is never easy or pleasant and figuring out a way to tell Natalie Sanger her husband is dead, without revealing the details of his gruesome murder will take some discretion. I hope Vogel will manage it for us today; I’m not known for my emotional sensitivity and today I’m just not in the mood to try.




    My anxiety about being on the lake is still weighing on me and I’m having a hard time shaking the feeling of cold dread and heavy despair. My disorder rules my life and it takes everything I’ve got just to function some days. I’ve learned how to mask it and only those closest to me would even notice when I’m not right. But even they don’t know the whole story, of how deeply rooted my anxiety is in my past, and how impossible it’s been for me to tear it out and destroy it.




    I knock a few times but there’s no answer, so Vogel heads around to try the back door while I peer into the windows. I’m sure someone is home; I can see lights on in the front room.




    In a moment Vogel opens the front door from inside. “The back door was open. She’s in the kitchen.”




    From the expression on his face I can tell it’s not good news. I listen as Vogel calls it in then I head toward the kitchen, being careful where I put my feet. Natalie Sanger is lying next to the stove. There’s a lot of blood on the floor from what appears to be at least one stab wound in her abdomen, as well as some more blood matting the grey hair above her left ear. I lean in closer and see that the top of her ear has been cut off, just the top inch or so. It also looks as though she may have hit her head on the stove as she fell, probably after she was stabbed.




    I don’t touch the body because I don’t want to contaminate any trace evidence that might have been left by whoever did this. It’s best to leave that to FSU. One thing about stabbing, the killer needs to get close to the victim in order to do it, much closer than using a gun. So, there’s always a good chance they’ve left something behind: some DNA, or fibres, or possibly even fingerprints.




    I study her body for a moment; Natalie Sanger is wearing a dressing gown over her pyjamas, so I guess someone surprised her early this morning. She’s not wearing makeup and her hair looks like she hadn’t managed to brush it yet, but I smell coffee and see there’s a pot in the coffee maker. It smells bitter, so it’s at least a couple of hours old. I’m about to go out to the car and retrieve a pair of booties and gloves, when her eyelids flicker.




    “Vogel! Get an ambulance! She’s alive.”




    Vogel and I stand back while the paramedics stabilize Natalie Sanger and take her out to the ambulance. She’s in very bad shape and from the expressions on their faces it doesn’t look as though they’re confident she’ll survive. She’s lost a lot of blood from the stab wound, but the head wound looks to be the more serious concern.




    Now we’ll have to wait around for the FSU team to arrive. They’ve removed Martin Sanger’s body to the morgue and are almost finished their investigation at the lake, but it’ll be a while before they get here. They haven’t had such a busy morning in…ever. Usually we go weeks without a crime scene to investigate and today we’ve got two at the same time. I’d say that’s unprecedented in our township.




    While we wait for them we begin our search of the house, being careful not to disturb the scene of Natalie’s attack, where most trace evidence would be. I have no idea what we’re looking for, since we don’t have any insight yet into the motive for the crimes, but anything unusual needs to be noted, at least as a preliminary step in the investigation.




    We search the living room, bedrooms and bathroom, and find nothing out of the ordinary.




    “Did anyone else live here with them?” Vogel asks when we pass in the hallway.




    “No idea. Why?”




    “It looks like the spare bedroom has been in use.” I follow him and see obvious signs that somebody has slept in the bed: the sheets are creased and the blankets thrown to one side. The closet door is open and it’s empty, apart from some hangers on the floor. “I’d say someone left in a hurry,” Vogel says then he asks the FSU team to check the room over for prints and trace evidence.




    “I don’t think they have any kids,” I say, based on my look around. “There aren’t any photos around. None on the walls or mantle.” The only photos on display are of the Sangers’ wedding day and one of him taken in the summer, grinning and holding a very large fish.




    When we’ve finished checking the main floor, we head down to the basement together. At the foot of the stairs the door is closed and I cautiously open it, first flicking on the light switch I find on the wall outside. It smells musty, like the carpet is damp with mildew. My anxiety starts to run and I brace myself for whatever is down here. Mess and mould are triggers for me and I find it really difficult to be in dirty or cluttered spaces. Hoarders make my skin crawl and I’ve even had to leave crime scenes saying I needed fresh air, when I was really taking a rescue Lorazepam to stave off a panic attack.




    As the large banks of fluorescent lights in the ceiling flicker on, I see the basement is a large finished space, probably decorated in the sixties or seventies when the house was first built. It’s fully carpeted in rust-coloured shag broadloom, and the walls are covered with fake dark wood panelling. There’s even a wet bar at the far end, with a few stools lined up in front.




    There are also heavy-duty wooden shelves running the entire length of one wall, filled with metal crates. And those metal crates are filled with cats.




    “What the hell?!” Vogel says. “How many cats has she got?”




    “Delaware told me she was a crazy cat lady,” I shrug. “Guess he wasn’t kidding.”




    “There are nine cats here,” Vogel informs me after he’s done a head count. Most of them look terrified and have crouched into the back of their crates, trying to make themselves invisible by hiding under blankets and pet beds. One is oblivious to our presence; he’s fast asleep in his litter tray. There’s a lot of mess, thanks to water bowls being turned over and cat food spilled. But it doesn’t stink, thankfully. Natalie Sanger must have changed the litter recently, possibly even this morning.




    When we’ve finished checking out the basement and garage, Vogel and I meet back up in the kitchen. The FSU team is finished taking their photos, swabs and samples and are packing up to leave, and Vogel and I can now look more carefully through the only room we haven’t had a chance to properly investigate.




    A telephone is mounted on the wall next to the fridge. The Sangers are of a generation that still has a landline and the light is blinking, indicating there’s a message waiting. Vogel presses the button and we listen as a woman’s voice comes through the speaker.




    “Hi Nat, it’s Cathy. Just want to let you know we’ve had a report of a new mother with a litter. They’re under a construction trailer at the colony by the marine scrapyard. We’re going to rescue them this week if you want to join us. Call me.”




    On the wall next to the phone is a corkboard covered with lists of names and volunteer rotas, flyers for discounts on bulk pet food, and the phone numbers of three veterinarians.




    There’s nothing else of interest in the room. They were just a typical retired couple; one of them loves cats and the other one loves fish. Why would anyone want to kill Martin and Natalie Sanger?




    I sign out for my lunch break and head to the gym for a quick workout. If I don’t do something physical after this morning I’ll crawl out of my own skin. For years I’ve been dealing with my anxiety issues by daily workouts and weight training, just to keep the symptoms at bay and to allow me to function like a normal person. Since Maja’s back in my life I’ve felt stronger and I’ve even been able to reduce my medication, but the daily workouts have been a lifesaver.




    Unfortunately last summer I’d torn my rotator cuff while arresting a murder suspect, which meant I couldn’t go to the gym for weeks. Before I could return to work I had to endure six months of rehab and physiotherapy and even now I’m only allowed to do a modified workout. It’s made me irritable and anxious and I’m definitely getting fat, which even though I’ve been afraid to get on the scale, is undeniable now that I’m standing in front of the full-length mirror.




    Inactivity and spending months being restricted to desk duty also nearly drove me insane, but the upside is that now I’ve learned ways to quickly retrieve and access files, documents and information, even restricted information, that will make my life as an investigator that much more efficient in future. Every cloud has a silver lining.




    I’m finally at the point in my rehab that I can raise my left arm above my shoulder but I still have pain when I try, and I’ve lost a lot of my strength. It wasn’t that long ago that I knew I could take down any suspect, even though I’m only five foot five inches tall. I’m angry that I don’t feel that confidence anymore; I don’t like feeling vulnerable. For too many years of my life I felt that way—weak and exposed, defenseless. I fought hard to escape that feeling and I never want to go back. I’ll do whatever it takes to make sure it never happens.


  




  

     Five




    I’ve never seen the briefing room so full. I can’t even find a seat so I’m standing at the back of the room as DS Quinn Agu reads over his notes. What is everyone doing here? It looks as though every duty officer is present, in addition to the Homicide Unit and all support services in the building. There must be a major announcement coming and I feel a tingle of anticipation. I admit it’s a bit creepy and disturbing that I’m getting excited about what is sure to be someone else’s misfortune, but that’s the nature of the job. It’s also my nature, for whatever that says about me.




    “Good afternoon everyone. Thanks for coming in,” DS Quinn Agu begins, his deep voice resonating through the room. I’ve always thought he sounds like Darth Vader; everyone falls silent the second he speaks.




    “Yesterday afternoon the body of a man was discovered in a farmhouse off Concession 8, near Pelham. He’d been battered and appears to have died from head wounds inflicted by this leg of a broken chair.”




    Behind him on the screen flash a series of images: the dead body of the man, splayed out on his stomach, his head a mass of trauma; the photo of the chair leg, lying a few feet from the body.




    “It appears the man has been dead for approximately a month, but we are waiting for formal results from the forensic pathologists.” My first thought is why Maja didn’t tell me about this? Surely she’d have heard from whichever Coroner on duty had been called in. My nose is a little out of joint and I miss some of what Agu is saying.




    “The body was found locked in the basement of this house.” An image of the house flashes up. “In a room that we now can only assume has been where he, or someone else, has been holding someone captive. A female, and likely more than one.” There are a series of photos of the barred window and the bed with chains and a shackle. A horrified murmur rumbles through the room. Agu waits for the noise to die down.




    “We’ve been keeping a tight lid on this since yesterday, but the Superintendent will be making an official statement shortly. And when he does, the media will be all over it. I’ve no doubt this will generate national, even international interest.”




    None of us in the room needs to be told why. The case would be sensational regardless, but everyone here remembers the horrific cases of Leslie Mahaffy and Kristen French—the two schoolgirls who were abducted and brutally murdered in the Niagara region over thirty years ago. Those crimes, and how they were so poorly handled by both our small police force and the larger, external groups we liaised with on the investigation, led to the creation of the first Serious Crimes Unit on the Niagara Police Force. It’s now the Homicide Unit, and I’m the newest member to be recruited.




    “The body was discovered by one of the new rural internet providers making a sales call to the house. He found the door open and the house empty. There was evidence that raccoons and possibly foxes have been inside looking for food or shelter, but the strong smell of decomposition made him call us in. Thankfully for him he did not go down to the cellar.”




    “Our initial speculation is that the man was killed by his captive and she was able to escape. Likely she took his car, as one has not been found and the farmhouse is too isolated to be reached without a vehicle. Based on decomposition and the estimated time of death, that person could have driven as far away as Vancouver—twice over, by now.”




    “Initial findings indicate trace evidence left by at least four different females in the cellar room. That number may change as we hear back from FSU. I fear it could go much higher. They are running fingerprints, looking for a possible matches with any reported missing persons.”




    A hand is raised. “Do we know who this man was?”




    Agu shakes his head. “Not yet. We’ve now traced the property ownership, and we have a name on the bills from the heating company. We have a missing person’s report on file that matches the individual in question. His wife reported him missing in early December. Additionally, this same individual owned a business in town, which was destroyed by arson on December 12.




    A murmur goes through the room and Agu has to raise his voice to be heard. Did they guy torch his business? Tried to run and got caught? Sound like an insurance scam.




    “We’ll be contacting the next of kin today, but formal identification will be difficult, based on state of the body and decomposition. We’ll need to resort to dental records. Once we have that we’ll make an official announcement.”




    Agu holds up his hand, calling for silence. “We don’t yet know if the man who owns the house, or the person whose body was found, is the same person who held the women captive. We have nothing to go on, except conjecture at this point.”




    “I know we have a couple of other serious crimes under investigation currently. However, we have no choice but to make this evolving situation a priority.”




    I understand that means that Martin Sanger’s murder will be put on the back burner, at least for the short term while our department resources are put toward this new crime. The forensic evidence—fingerprints and any DNA taken at the scene of both crimes, will be put to the end of the queue while we turn our focus to the Cellar Man investigation. If it’s as bad as DS Agu is implying, I have a feeling it will be a department focus for some time. I’m disappointed about that but there’s not much I can do, unless Natalie Sanger survives and can provide something more for us to go on.
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