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  This book is dedicated to two people who shared my childhood and helped make it such a magical time.




  

    To Billy,




    who I gave an airplane ride into a tree.




    I am sorry for that (not really).


  




  And to Cindy,




  whose Barbie dolls I drowned in the bathtub too many times to count.




  I’m sorry for that, too (again, not really).
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  Part 1:




  Fuse




  





  Wednesday




  One




  The bomb may have been set to go off in three hours, but the fuse had been lit nine years ago. They had been long years. Hard years. And the notion of it all brooded in the

  bomber’s mind like a nuclear winter haze.




  He knelt on the concrete floor of the steel barn and stared at the woman who was strapped to the chair in front of him. She was attractive. Middle-aged. Dark-skinned. And she was crying softly

  – had been for damn near an hour now. Mascara-thick tears stained her ebony cheeks.




  Her sorrow meant nothing.




  He turned his eyes away from the woman. Ignored her sobbing and waffling and suffering. Instead, he focused on the burlap sack, for it was what mattered now. As he opened the bag, the orange

  light of the barn lamp tinted his face, making his damaged skin look like a dried-up peel. It was a sight to behold, and the gobsmacked woman tied to the chair could not help but stare.




  He focused on the strange motley of items he was removing from the bag.




  Yellow sponge . . . check.




  Micro-tape recorder . . . check.




  Red file folder . . . check.




  And of course, the toy – a hand-crafted wooden duck, dressed in a policeman’s uniform. That was the essential piece . . . BIG check.




  The bomber stared at the toy. The wooden duck was roughly the size of an iron, and had been personified with arms and legs, so that it somewhat resembled a Daffy or a Donald Duck, and not a real

  one. Painted on its chest was a bright red number 6. The sight of it made the bomber smile sadly. He stuck his finger through the steel O-ring, gave it a pull, and listened to the

  bird’s voice-box come to life:




  ‘These criminals are making me quackers!’




  The recording ended, and he looked at the duck for a long moment. His smile slipped away, but he did not frown. He did not show any emotion. He just knelt there looking at the wooden duck and

  feeling overwhelmed by memories – ones which were slanted and out of order.




  Like a row of freight train cars that had gone off the tracks.




  When his thoughts derailed, he stared at the woman. A strange mix of emotions distorted her face. Confusion. Fear.




  Pain.




  She choked back her tears. ‘Pl-please. I’ve told you everything. You don’t . . . you don’t have to do this.’




  In an instant, his expression changed. Turned dark. And his blue eyes looked like ice under the jagged rim of black hair. When he angled his head to see her, his face looked maniacal in the

  strange orange hue of the barn lamp.




  ‘I’m not doing anything,’ he said. ‘You’re the reason for all of this. And you bloody well know it.’




  The woman broke down.




  He barely heard her sobs. Already he was looking at his watch, going over timelines, analysing strategy. So far, the operation was going well.




  Battle One of this long war had started.




  Were it not for the fact that he really didn’t want to do this – hell, he didn’t want to hurt anyone – the bomber would have smiled. Because everything was going

  perfectly well. Spot on without a glitch.




  And then the teenage girl stumbled through the first-floor doorway.




  And everything went to hell.




  





  Two




  Homicide Detective Jacob Striker sat in the driver’s side of the undercover Ford Fusion and sipped from a cup of Tim Horton’s coffee, black. The brew was hot

  – too hot for the summer heat wave which had moved in late June and was still residing like a bad tenant, halfway through July.




  He drank the coffee anyway. Caffeine was needed. It was only five in the morning, and – judging by the heaping mounds of workflow back at the office – the shift was going to be a

  tedious one.




  In the passenger seat, Felicia sat with her visor down, staring at herself in the mirror. Her own cup of coffee, thick with cream and sugar, sat untouched in the pullout tray between them, and

  that was unusual.




  Striker gave her a few more seconds of looking into the mirror, then spoke:




  ‘Having a staring contest?’




  Felicia let out a long sigh and flipped up the visor. She said nothing at first, but Striker knew the problem: Felicia’s birthday was today, and she didn’t like it.




  ‘Do I look thirty-three?’ she finally asked.




  ‘No,’ he said. ‘Not any more.’




  She cast him a look of daggers, and Striker grinned. After a moment, her expression lightened and she let out a small laugh. ‘Yes, I’m being vain,’ she admitted. ‘But

  it’s my birthday, so I’m allowed to be. And for the record, any more comments like that one and you’ll be sleeping alone on the couch tonight.’




  Striker sipped his coffee and stared back at her. Having a working partnership and a secret relationship was exciting no doubt, but it was also a lot of work. Sometimes it was difficult to tell

  where the two lines met.




  ‘Thirty-three,’ he finally said. ‘Hell, I should be so lucky. I crossed that bridge a long time ago.’ He gave her a smile and winked. ‘Don’t fret it, Birthday

  Girl. You’ll be happy when the day’s done.’




  She cocked an eyebrow at him. ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’




  ‘Little surprise I’ve been working on.’




  Felicia gave him a wry look, like she was calling his bluff, but Striker just kept on smiling. He did have something planned – a romantic getaway for two in a quaint little bed

  and breakfast at Whistler Mountain Ski Resort. The reservation was set for Thursday. Just the thought of getting away brought Striker a sense of peace, and for the first time in as long as he could

  remember, he felt good.




  Really, really good.




  Then the call came in.




  Sue Rhaemer, the Central Dispatcher for E-Comm, came across the air, her voice smooth yet rough, like sand in honey: ‘Got a 911 coming in,’ she broadcasted. ‘Cell call.

  Girl’s screaming. Not making a whole lot of sense. Says she’s in the industrial area, somewhere down by the river . . . Keeps talking about two giant chimneys.’




  Striker thought it over. ‘The cement plant.’




  ‘She’s talking about the smokestacks,’ Felicia agreed.




  Striker dropped his cup in the tray holder, spilling some of the brew onto the carpet. He rammed the gearshift into Drive and pulled out onto Granville Street. Within seconds, he had the Fusion

  up to eighty K and was flying through 29th Avenue.




  Sue Rhaemer came across the air again: ‘Okay, we’ve lost her now – how close is the nearest unit?’




  A patrol unit replied: ‘Alpha 21 – we’re the only car available right now, and we’re coming from Dunbar and 2nd.’




  Striker swore. ‘That’s over in Point Grey – they’ll take twenty minutes.’




  Felicia grabbed the radio and pressed the mike. ‘This is Detectives Santos and Striker. We’re three minutes out. We’re heading down.’




  Striker hammered the gas so hard, Felicia fell back against the seat and almost dropped the mike. As she plunged it back into the cradle, Striker swerved into the fast lane. They raced south

  down Granville Street, now at over one hundred K per hour, with speeds increasing.




  Striker had a bad feeling about the call.




  ‘Why the hell would a young girl be down by the river – in the industrial area – at this time of the morning?’ he asked.




  ‘No good reason,’ Felicia replied.




  Striker agreed.




  He hit the gas and brought the car up to one-twenty.




  





  Three




  Factory smoke roamed the black waterways of the Fraser River like lost souls. Where the winds were strong enough, that same smoke spilled back through the pulp mill and

  concrete plant, blurring out a series of industrial lights so that they looked like distant dim halos.




  Striker turned to Felicia. ‘Roll down your window so we can hear – the girl’s got to be close now.’




  The words had barely left his lips when a small, awkward figure stumbled out into the centre of the gravel road. Striker hammered on the brakes to avoid hitting her, and the cruiser slid to a

  stop with the sound of crunching gravel.




  He jumped out into the clouds of swirling dust and drew his SIG Sauer. Only when the hard rubber grip of the pistol melded with the firm flesh of his palm did a sense of reassurance filter

  through him.




  They’d found her.




  ‘Check her out,’ he told Felicia. ‘I’ll cover us.’




  The girl was crumpled on the road now, in front of their car. The bright halogen glare of the headlights made her face appear ghostly white and highlighted her long dishevelled hair. She was

  missing one high-heeled pump, and her short miniskirt and halter top were both torn.




  The left side of her face was covered in blood.




  ‘Jesus,’ Felicia gasped.




  She dropped to one knee in front of the girl.




  Striker moved in front of them, shielding both with his body as he scanned the smoky haze of the concrete plant and, beyond that, the rumbling waves of the Fraser River. Everything out there was

  dark. Quiet. Unmoving.




  ‘Are you okay?’ Felicia asked.




  ‘He’s after me! He’s after me!’




  ‘Who’s after you?’




  The girl started to cry. She looked back over her shoulder. At the other end of the lot was a small steel barn with an orange exterior lamp. The light looked unnatural in the smoky darkness.




  ‘He’s got her in there! In the steel barn!’




  Striker’s eyes narrowed at the comment, and a coldness spilt through him. He turned around and met the girl’s stare.




  ‘Got who in there?’




  ‘Some woman. A black woman – she’s tied to a chair.’ The girl let out a sob. ‘He’s going to kill her.’




  

  






  Four




  The girl’s words ended any hope of waiting for backup.




  ‘I’m checking it out,’ Striker said. ‘Stay here with the girl.’




  Felicia frowned. ‘Forget that – I’m coming with you.’




  ‘You can’t.’ He gestured to the bloodied girl. ‘You need to protect her until Patrol arrives. She can’t be left alone and she can’t come with

  me.’




  ‘Then wait, Jacob. You need cover.’




  ‘No manpower, no time.’




  Before Felicia could fight him on the issue, Striker wheeled about.




  As he crossed the lot, the air grew thicker. Loose cement powder and gravel dust floated in the air and stuck to his face. Everywhere he looked, there was only darkness, blurred by the desperate

  light of industrial lamps.




  He rounded a row of cement trucks and the steel barn came back into view. Now at this closer distance, Striker could see that the building was on a separate lot, nestled in between the concrete

  plant and the Fraser River. Thick blackberry bushes covered the perimeter, and surrounding the lot was a tall chain-link fence.




  An odd spot.




  Wasting no time, Striker climbed the fence, landed on the other side, and kept moving. When he reached the entrance to the barn, he stopped hard.




  The door was half open.




  He reached out. Pushed it open. And the hinges squeaked loudly. He looked inside.




  The place looked old, long since deserted. All the windows were lined with rusted iron bars and covered with a fine layer of dust. From somewhere up high, a strange white light

  flickered.




  Striker took out his flashlight. Readied his pistol.




  ‘Vancouver Police!’ he called.




  No reply.




  ‘Is anyone in there?’




  When no one answered a second time, Striker made entry. The moment he was inside the barn and out of the doorway, the soft rolling hush of the river faded and was replaced by a heavy silence.

  There was the strong smell of fuel and oil in the air.




  Diesel.




  Striker kept moving. He worked his way past several stacks of old tyres and some piles of broken cement bags until he reached a narrow wooden staircase leading to a second level.




  He aimed his forty-cal at the top of the stairs and moved slowly up them. The old wood groaned with every step, screaming out a warning to anyone above that he was coming.




  Once at the top, the narrow beam of Striker’s flashlight revealed a small square loft with four windows – one on each side. A quick sweep of the flashlight showed that all four

  corners were empty of threats.




  No one was there.




  Sitting dead centre in the loft was one empty chair. Striker moved towards it and a bucket of water came into view. There was also a yellow sponge. And an old forklift battery, sitting three

  feet behind the chair.




  As Striker stared at the battery, the wind blew in through the open windows; the wires extending from the terminals touched. The current arced and a quick spark of light flashed through the

  room.




  In the brief illumination, Striker noticed that the wood under the chair was discoloured. At first he thought it was blood, but a closer look suggested it was probably water. Lying in the centre

  of the stain was a crescent-shaped piece of rubber with one long wire extending from the flatter end.




  Oh Jesus.




  A darkness washed over Striker as he connected all the items in the room: the steel chair, the water-soaked floorboards, and the battery terminals hinted at much. But the rubber pad with the

  wires – that was the clincher. It told Striker everything he needed to know.




  He was standing in the middle of a torture chamber.














  Five




  Striker whipped out his cell phone. He was about to call Felicia when a flicker of something caught his eye.




  Movement.




  He swivelled left and looked out the south-facing window. There, down by the river shore, were the vague outlines of two figures. They were marching eastward through the thin wisps of factory

  smoke, one ahead of the other.




  Striker moved flush with the window for a better look. He aimed his flashlight and pistol at the silhouettes, and called out.




  ‘Vancouver Police! Don’t move!’




  For one brief moment, the two figures stopped. Then the second one turned around. Though faceless in the darkness and fog, this one was taller than the first, and thicker in build.




  Definitely a man.




  For a moment, the man seemed to be complying. Then he raised his arm and the sharp hard crack of gunfire ripped through the night.




  The window shattered.




  Instinctively, Striker dove backwards, landing hard on the wooden floor. Shards of glass rained down around him. Bullets punched through the old boards and ricocheted off the iron support

  beams.




  He kept low on his belly. He covered his head, rolled for the stairs, and crawled down to the first level. By the time he hit the concrete, the angry sounds of gunfire had stopped and were

  replaced by a distant, undulating wail.




  Police sirens.




  Striker scrambled to his feet and raced outside. By the time he’d made it across the small lot, everything north of Kent Avenue was aglow. Police lights tinted the skyline red and

  blue.




  Striker headed down the trail that led to the river. Along the way, he used his cell to call Felicia. She answered on the first ring.




  ‘He’s running the river,’ Striker warned.




  ‘Jesus Christ, Jacob, what the hell was that – gunfire?’




  ‘Just get containment going. Start up a dog. Call in the chopper.’




  He hung up and plunged ahead, keeping his body low with the bramble, making himself as small a target as possible. After one hundred metres, he emerged between two blackberry bushes and stepped

  down onto river silt.




  He looked east, then west. But both ways were empty.




  Barren.




  ‘What the hell?’




  The sight made him frown. He’d made it to the shoreline in less than two minutes. No matter which way the two figures had gone, they should still have been visible.




  Striker turned his eyes to the river. A summer fog hung overtop the waterway, one thin enough to see through. Visibility was good for a hundred metres at least. If the suspects had fled that

  way, even in a vessel, he should have been able to spot them.




  But the waters were empty.




  It made no sense.




  He shone his flashlight all around the riverbanks. In one patch of silt, right at the end of the trail, were a set of footprints. They faced east and disappeared after only three steps, where

  the ground became firmer.




  A few metres beyond was a small dock.




  Striker approached it. Keeping his gun at the low-ready, he stepped onto the pier and the old planks groaned beneath his one hundred kilos of weight. The entire platform felt unstable. At the

  end of the dock, on one of the posts, hung a thin rope. Striker moved up to it, then aimed his gun and flashlight into the river below.




  Nothing but black water.




  The two figures had just . . . vanished.




  Frustrated, he was about to head back towards the barn when the beam of his flashlight caught something near his feet.




  A gleam.




  He knelt down on the dock. Gloved up with latex. And plucked the object from a wooden plank. Turning it over in his hand, he saw that it was a long thin bracelet, made of silver and gold

  designs. Celtic. Or Gaelic. He wasn’t sure. On the links was a red-brown splatter. He took out his flashlight, and shone it on the links.




  Not blood. River muck.




  The sight should have filled him with relief, but it did not. No blood meant less evidence for the lab. Less of a trail. Hopefully the barn would provide some decent DNA samples. The forensic

  techs would have to start processing ASAP.




  Striker bagged the jewellery and his cell went off.




  He answered. ‘Striker.’




  Felicia’s tone was one of relief and anger: ‘Where the hell are you now, Jacob?’




  ‘Down by the river. They’ve escaped.’




  ‘Well just watch your back. A dog’s coming down from the south. Chopper’s almost here, too.’




  Striker could already hear its distant approach. The rotating blades were like soft thunder cutting the air. One minute, the bird was nowhere to be seen; the next, it rose up over Mitchell

  Island to the south, and the entire shoreline was flooded in the blinding white glare of a 30-million-candlepower spotlight.




  Striker felt his jaw tighten at the sight. The chopper had arrived. So had the dog. With any luck, one of them would find something to go on, because so far the immediate crime scene was

  offering him zero.




  The thought of this hit Striker like a physical force. Left him winded. He had been too slow in reaching the woman. He had failed her. And that failure might have cost the woman her life. It was

  a fact he had to face.




  Sometimes reality could be cold.




  





  Six




  A quarter-mile downriver, at the westernmost precipice of Mitchell Island, the bomber pulled himself and the woman in between the logs and flotsam that were jammed up against

  the shoreline. The woman was waterlogged – an anchor pulling him down. Had it not been for the scuba gear, they would never have made it.




  Two hundred metres across the river, to the north, the entire area from Granville to Main was spotted with red and blue police lights. Completely knackered, it was all he could do to focus on

  them.




  He tore the breathing apparatus from his lips and pulled himself and the woman up the steep bank of mud, deep into the island bush, until they were under the thick overhang of a pair of weeping

  willows.




  There, he dropped to the ground and rolled the lifeless woman over so that she was facing upwards. He cupped a hand under the back of her neck. Angled her chin. Parted her lips. Blew air into

  her lungs.




  Nothing.




  He interlocked his fingers over her chest and began compressions. Finished. Breathed again. And repeated the process several times.




  ‘Breathe, for fuck’s sake. Breathe.’




  Finally, when hope was almost gone, the woman made a gagging sound. She jerked and hacked and spewed, then rolled away from him. She formed a protective ball and lay shaking in the sand.




  A numb relief spilled through the man.




  He lay flat on his back and tried to control his breathing. He was thirty-six now, and though he did not feel old, he definitely felt worn. Damaged from the years of abuse and trauma.




  He killed the thought and focused on the immediacies.




  The nylon sheath of the prosthetic was soaked and it was losing suction against the stumpy end of his disfigured leg. He reached down, pulled the sheath tight, and felt the surgical screws

  inflaming his bones.




  He tried to gather his breath.




  Found it difficult.




  High above, the eastern sky was lightening, turning from blood-pudding purple to a lesser bruised blue. All along the shoreline, the blinding glare of the police chopper spotlight was turning

  the riverbank white. The bird was far away right now, way down by the Arthur Lange Bridge. But that meant nothing. It could reach Mitchell Island in seconds. Even now, as it floated westward, the

  steady whump-whump-whump of the helicopter blades shook the air with a physical force, and they shifted his mind back to harsher times. More violent times.




  The bomb going off, blowing him to pieces.




  And the tragedy that had followed.




  The recollection was vicious, malignant. And yet oddly enough, it slowed his frantic heart. Helped him breathe. Allowed him to regain his sanity again. It actually relaxed him.




  And still the woman coughed and spluttered beside him.




  After a short moment, the police helicopter floated all the way to Heather Street – too close; dangerously close. So he got moving. He dumped the flippers, oxygen tank and breathing

  apparatus in the river, then grabbed hold of the retching woman’s underarms and began dragging her through the grove. They headed for Twig Place Road.




  Where the backup vehicle was parked.




  Once under cover of thicker tree tops, a place where the chopper could no longer illuminate them with its omnipotent eye, the bomber took a moment to reassess the situation. The woman was awake

  now, fully conscious of what had happened – of what was still happening – and she gaped at him with large wide eyes. A disbelieving stare.




  ‘You . . . you saved me,’ she finally whispered.




  He merely nodded.




  ‘Of course I did. You’re not supposed to die this way.’




  





  Seven




  Striker bypassed the steel barn with the orange lamp.




  He hiked up the river embankment and cut through the loading zone of the cement plant. It was barely quarter to six now, and despite the police emergency lights, the early skyline was still

  cloaked by a charcoal fog.




  Quarter to six, Striker thought disbelievingly.




  The chase had felt so much longer.




  He detected movement and looked left. Walking towards him, coming from the opposite end of the yard, was a familiar face: Sergeant Mike Rothschild – one of Striker’s oldest and

  dearest friends. In one hand was a roll of yellow police tape. In the other was a paper cup with a plastic lid. Coffee, no doubt.




  ‘Mike,’ Striker said.




  As always, Rothschild had a warped smile on his face, one that made his moustache slope unevenly across his upper lip. His face held a look of concern.




  ‘You okay there, Shipwreck?’




  ‘Guy’s a friggin’ magician.’ Striker pointed towards the river. ‘I lost them down there somewhere. By the pier. It makes no sense.’




  ‘The dog’ll find something.’




  Striker hoped to God so.




  He looked at Rothschild. In the murky light of the factory’s glow, every line on the man’s grizzled face was apparent. He was pushing fifty now, and the years of policing and shift

  work had left their mark on him. Like it did every cop. But today Rothschild looked especially aged.




  Striker knew why. Rothschild had a lot on his plate right now. Like Striker, he too had lost his first wife. And raising two grief-stricken little ones made the situation all the more

  difficult.




  Striker asked him, ‘You almost done your shift?’




  Rothschild laughed bemusedly. ‘Just beginning, man.’




  ‘Beginning?’




  ‘Yeah, I know, I look like shit – thanks for the vote of confidence.’




  ‘You just need some sleep.’




  ‘Tell me ’bout it. The twins haven’t been sleeping well. They’ve been giving me grief about this whole move thing; they don’t wanna leave the old house. Too many

  memories of their mother, I guess.’




  Striker made a point of looking the man in the face. ‘I’m sorry I wasn’t there . . . to help with the move.’




  ‘Duty calls.’




  Striker shook his head. ‘I’m the kids’ godfather. I should’ve been there. This damn job – it eats up your life.’




  ‘Yup. Faster than a fat kid devours a Mars bar. Get used to it, man, it ain’t gonna change.’




  Before either one of them could say more, Air 1 – the Vancouver Police Department’s helicopter – roared overhead, the heavy percussive blasts of its blades beating down on

  them, stirring up the dirt and gravel of the parkway. As the chopper floated south, Felicia and their young witness were lit up on the side road.




  Striker focused on them. ‘Something’s not right with that girl.’




  Rothschild just nodded. ‘I’ll tape off the scene for you.’




  Striker nodded his thanks. As Rothschild hiked down to the river, Striker beelined across the lot towards their witness.




  The girl was still crumpled at the front of the police car. The unforgiving glare of the halogens made her tight face look like white rubber. She sat on the gravel of the road, her arms wrapped

  tightly around her torso as she rocked nervously back and forth. Her miniskirt rode up her thighs, exposing the curves of her ass, and her long blonde hair spilled over her knees as her head

  snapped from side to side in response to any sudden movement.




  With more time now, Striker took a really good look at her. She was maybe seventeen. His daughter’s age. And the thought of Courtney being out in an area like this, at this time of the

  night, bothered him. The blood that had covered her forehead had now been wiped away.




  He looked at Felicia. ‘The blood?’




  Felicia stood up from her crouched position. ‘It was her own. From a small cut on her forehead. She banged it on something when she was scrambling to get away. Looked a helluva lot worse

  than it was.’




  Striker knelt down in front of the girl and touched her arm. Despite the warm summer air, her skin was clammy, sweaty. And she flinched from the contact.




  ‘Look at me,’ Striker said softly.




  No response.




  ‘Look at me.’




  The girl lifted her head slowly, and Striker shone his flashlight in her eyes. The pupils were large – too large, even for this darkness – and they remained so, despite the glare of

  his flashlight and the car’s headlights. She licked her lips several times and rolled her tongue in her mouth as if it were too large to fit.




  ‘What are you on?’ he demanded. ‘Special E? Jib? What have you been taking?’




  ‘Uh, nothing. No. Nothing.’




  Striker wrapped his fingers around the girl’s chin and made her look at him. ‘This is no time to screw around, kid. I’m not looking for charges, I’m trying to save a

  woman’s life. Now what the hell are you on?’




  The girl stared back through glassy eyes. ‘Beans, I took some beans.’




  Striker nodded. Beans. MDMA.




  Ecstasy.




  Judging by the size of her pupils, she’d taken an awful lot. And who knew what else she’d mixed in with it? There was more than just ecstasy in her. She was zoning out bad for

  that.




  ‘Why were you even down here in the industrial area?’ he asked. ‘There a rave somewhere?’




  She nodded again, licked her lips. ‘Yeah, yeah. Big party.’




  ‘Where?’




  The girl looked up for a moment, her eyes twitching left and right. Her teeth chattering. ‘Over there . . . somewhere. I dunno.’




  ‘Why did you leave the party?’




  ‘Had a fight. With Billy . . . we had a fight.’




  ‘Billy who? He your boyfriend?’




  ‘. . . so cold.’




  ‘Where did he go? Did he come after you?’




  ‘It’s so cold.’




  Striker resisted the urge to swear and looked at Felicia. ‘Ambulance en route?’




  ‘A mile out.’




  Striker turned silent. He watched the girl sniff and tremble as he thought things through. When she let out a strange hyena-like laugh, he frowned. She was high, confused, and her story was all

  over the place. But she had definitely stumbled onto something.




  He looked back at the river’s edge. When thoughts of the bracelet entered his mind, he looked back at the girl. ‘Were you down by the docks?’




  ‘Huh?’




  ‘By the pier. By the river.’




  ‘No no no.’




  ‘This man you saw in the barn – did he take anything from you? A necklace or anything like that?’




  ‘Uh . . . no?’




  Striker gloved up with fresh latex, then pulled the evidence bag from his pocket. When he opened it up and removed the bracelet, the girl looked at it with obvious confusion.




  ‘Do you recognize this?’ he asked.




  She shook her head.




  He put it away and tried coming at this from a different angle. ‘What do you remember about the woman in the barn?’




  The words seemed to bring the girl a moment’s clarity. She blinked, sat up straighter. ‘Her cheeks . . . the bones were, like, really high.’




  ‘High?’




  ‘You know, like, prominent.’




  ‘And the man?’




  The girl’s face tightened. ‘He’s a worker. From the plant.’




  ‘How do you know this?’




  ‘Had . . . had on overalls. A uniform or something.’




  Striker took a moment to write this down in his notebook, then continued with his inquiry. But the more he questioned the girl, the more she contradicted herself. In the end it was all

  gibberish. And when paramedics finally arrived, Striker’s frustration level had reached new limits. He stood up, curled his fingers into fists, and looked at Felicia, whose eyes were filled

  with concern.




  ‘Can you take care of this?’




  ‘Of course.’




  ‘Thank friggin’ God.’




  Feeling precious time slipping away, he turned around and headed for the one place he hoped would shed some clues on this whole mess.




  The torture chamber in the steel barn.




  





  Eight




  Ten minutes later, Striker stood alone in the loft of the steel barn, directly in front of the chair where the woman had been bound. No restraints had been left behind. No

  ropes. No straps. No belts. No wires.




  Using his flashlight to illuminate the area, he focused on the chair. It was an old thing, sturdy, made from steel legs and a solid steel backing. It was dusty, grimy, dirty as hell.




  Not the greatest material for fingerprinting.




  As he crouched down and examined the surface more closely, looking for any traces of hair or other DNA-testable substance, he noticed that there was no blood. The torture appeared to have been

  entirely electrical.




  It was odd – something he had never seen.




  Behind him, a plank groaned. Striker swivelled around and spotted a wizened old face at the top of the stairs. Barely reaching Striker’s shoulders, and weighing in at a measly sixty-five

  kilos, was Inspector Tekuya Osaka.




  At fifty-five years of age, Inspector Osaka was nearing his 80-factor – that magical total derived from age plus years served. It allowed for superannuation, and for Osaka, retirement was

  fast closing in. The look on his face suggested he wished he’d taken an early leave. Striker couldn’t blame him.




  ‘You don’t look happy,’ Striker said.




  Inspector Osaka just frowned. ‘This is downright creepy.’




  ‘Tell me about it. Guy used electrical torture.’




  ‘A stun gun?’




  ‘More like a wand of some kind.’




  Inspector Osaka moved nearer. ‘A rather unusual instrument, don’t you think?’




  ‘The guy who did this is a pro.’




  Osaka came to within a foot of Striker, his face better illuminated in the flashlight glow. With his thick white hair brushed back over his head and a matching goatee, he looked just like an

  Asian Colonel Sanders. ‘Haven’t heard of an electrical wand being used in years – not since that renegade biker got taken out back East.’




  Striker made no reply. He was too intent on the scene before him.




  Beneath the chair, the floorboards were no longer discoloured. The water stains had all but evaporated in the humid, growing heat. But the bucket was still there, half full of water. On the

  ground beside it was the old yellow sponge.




  Everything would have to be swabbed for DNA.




  Striker turned to look at the inspector. ‘I want this scene processed like no other, sir. Top priority. Private labs, if needed. If a woman really is missing, every minute

  counts.’




  Inspector Osaka nodded. ‘Authorized.’




  The word brought Striker a modicum of relief.




  He stood up, feeling the haunts of two previous knee injuries, and took a final glance around. To the south, broken glass littered the windowsill and floor, and recollections of gunfire flooded

  him. He could still hear the shrill sounds of the glass breaking and the heavy, damn-near palpable blasts of the gunfire. It had been distinctive.




  A forty-cal, for sure.




  Striker moved up to the window. Analysed a few of the entrance holes in the frame. They were uniform, roughly ten to twelve millimetres in diameter, and the exit holes weren’t much wider.

  No mushrooming. In some areas, the wood from the beams had exploded outwards in uneven chunks.




  Full Metal Jacket.




  He looked at the holes for a long moment, at the broken and splintered wood, then let out a long breath. The rounds hadn’t missed him by all that much. Inches.




  Inspector Osaka saw this too. ‘That was damn close, Striker.’




  Striker said nothing; he just stared out the window. In the southeast, the sun was slowly creeping out from its earthly blanket, turning the skyline from a light bruised colour to a deep

  crimson. The natural light illuminated the waters below. Down there, the helicopter had already scoured the shoreline, but a much more thorough search still needed to be done.




  He headed for the river.




  





  Nine




  Striker watched Inspector Osaka return to his police cruiser. His responsibility was to report the incident up the chain of command. With the unexpected health scare DC Hughes

  had suffered this past month, Superintendent Laroche was acting as the fill-in Deputy Chief.




  That was bad news for Osaka, because Laroche was notorious for poking his nose into ongoing investigations and for being unfairly demanding. Striker had dealt with Laroche too many times to

  count, so he felt for Osaka.




  By the time Striker had hiked down to the river, the sun had risen just enough to flood the entire waterway with a reddish glow. Being careful where he stepped, Striker crossed the sandy expanse

  and stepped onto the pier. At the far end, tied to the last post, was the rope he had found earlier, still dangling in the wind.




  He walked down the pier and studied the rope. Unlike the thick nylon normally used to harness vessels, this rope was thin – a twine that could be bought at any hardware store. Definitely

  not easily traceable. Also of note, the knot fastening the rope to the post was of the ordinary overhand kind. Nothing unusual like a bowline, hitch or cat’s paw. Just a regular old knot.




  The suspect had left them little to go on.




  Striker took out his notebook and wrote all this down. By the time he had finished, Jim Banner had arrived on scene.




  Banner – Noodles to all his friends – was making his way down from the roadside. Striker knew the man well. Hell, Striker was the one who had given Banner the nickname, after Banner

  had almost choked to death on a creamy linguine at the Noodle Shack. In return, Banner had nicknamed Striker Shipwreck – which Striker thought only fair, since it had been Banner’s boat

  Striker had destroyed in a not-to-be-discussed water-skiing incident.




  Striker waved the man down. ‘Over here, Noodles.’




  ‘Yeah, yeah, yeah. Hold your friggin’ horses.’




  Short, stubby, with white bushy eyebrows that made him look more Muppet than human, the ident technician waddled as he walked. He cut through the concrete plant loading zone and approached the

  dock. When he reached the river’s edge, Striker nodded.




  ‘’Bout time you got here – should I send you a special request next time?’




  ‘Sure. Address it to your mother’s bedroom.’




  For the first time since this nightmare had started, Striker managed a bit of a smile. He explained to the technician all that had happened, then got Noodles to swab the bracelet for DNA and

  examine the cut rope. Once done, he guided him a few metres back towards the trail.




  There, he stopped.




  In the softer region of sand and silt were the footprints he had seen a half-hour earlier, during the chase. Three separate indentations. In the morning light, it was obvious that they were poor

  at best. Little ridge detail, blurred by the twisting motion in the sand. But one thing was for certain – the prints pointed in the direction of the dock.




  ‘Any chance of casting these?’ Striker asked.




  Noodles placed his toolbox down on an unblemished section of land and crouched down low. Breathing hard from the exertion, his big belly protruding out, he pulled the flashlight from his tool

  belt and aimed the beam down into the first set of prints, then the second, and lastly the third.




  He made some unhappy sounds.




  ‘Not good?’ Striker asked.




  ‘Poor. But we’ll do what we can . . . Any others?’




  Striker shook his head. ‘Not that I’ve seen – but we haven’t done a full sweep of the beach yet. Got a canvass team being called out as we speak.’




  Noodles just nodded.




  Striker studied the footprints alongside the tech, assessing each one individually, then viewing them as an ongoing chain. After a moment, he pointed at two of the three shoe prints – the

  right ones.




  ‘The heel kicks out every time,’ he noted.




  Noodles nodded. ‘Could have a fucked-up gait.’




  ‘Or a previous injury of some kind.’




  ‘Could be. But the ground here slopes down towards the river. So his foot would naturally slip a little, especially if he was trying to turn as he ran. Size is probably an

  eleven.’




  ‘An eleven?’




  ‘Or a ten.’




  ‘Great. We’ve just narrowed it down to eighty per cent of the adult male population.’




  A few feet ahead, they found another print, this one much smaller. Possibly the victim. Noodles studied it. ‘There’s some basic ridge detail on this one,’ he said.

  ‘Enough maybe for a sample comparison . . . maybe . . . but the odds of discerning a brand and model are poor at best.’




  ‘Poor as in your chances of being voted Cop of the Year?’




  ‘Worse. Poor like your chances.’




  Striker smiled weakly, then swore under his breath. He breathed in deeply, and the reedy stink of the river hit him.




  Torture rooms. Rave girls. And vanishing suspects – this call was turning out to be the case from hell.




  He was about to leave the river’s edge when something else caught his attention – something he noticed in only the first of the three footprints. He knelt down, took a pen from his

  pocket, and used it to point into the instep of the first footprint. There, in the dirt, was a small patch of a whitish-grey powder. In the mottled tones of sand and silt, it was almost

  indiscernible.




  ‘What is this?’ he asked.




  Noodles took a long look. ‘Cement. Guy probably tracked it in from the plant yards – the stuff is everywhere.’




  Striker said nothing for a moment, then nodded.




  ‘Analyse it anyway,’ he said.




  ‘If you want.’




  ‘I want,’ Striker said. ‘At this point we’re looking for miracles.’




  





  Ten




  Striker met Felicia back at the cement plant in the foreman’s office. The manager – a man who had run the concrete plant for twenty years without a glitch –

  had been called in from his Vancouver home and was now being questioned by Sergeant Rothschild in the back room.




  Striker looked through the glass partition. The manager was wearing a pair of jeans and a New England Patriots jersey. He looked like he’d thrown on the first thing available upon getting

  the phone call. His befuddled expression also held notes of worry and shock.




  He was clearly out of his comfort zone.




  Felicia bumped Striker as she moved past him to the nearest work desk. She dropped a laptop down – one of the department Toughbooks – and punched in her password. Then the system

  known as PRIME – the Police Records Information Management Environment – initiated.




  PRIME was essentially one giant police database, listing the majority of police contacts, with the obvious exception of privatized files, invisible entries, and anything attached to a sealing

  order set forth by the courts.




  Felicia looked over at Striker. ‘You were right. Our witness was high as a kite. Paramedics were worried she could overdose right there on scene, so they rushed her off to the

  Children’s Hospital.’




  ‘Children’s?’




  ‘Yeah. She’s only fourteen.’




  ‘Jesus Christ, are you serious? I thought she was older than that.’ Striker took a moment to think of such a young girl being alone and high in a dark secluded industrial area.

  Thoughts of the scanty way in which she’d been dressed made him frown as his fathering instincts kicked in.




  A situation like that could only lead to bad things.




  And it had.




  ‘Anyway,’ Felicia continued. ‘The girl says she saw something on the woman’s shoulder. A tattoo of some kind.’




  ‘What kind of tattoo?’




  ‘A bird. An eagle, she thinks. Something red.’ Felicia turned back towards the laptop and resumed typing. ‘I’m running anything that’s even remotely close.

  But this machine is old and slow. The search keeps crashing . . . We’ll have to do a full scan at HQ.’




  Striker was not surprised about the crashes. The portable laptops were notorious for failing during data searches. From what computer techs had told him, the problem was not so much a hardware

  issue as a software one.




  Too many firewalled security checks.




  Laptop issues aside, the notion of the girl spotting a tattoo on the victim’s body was troubling. A tattoo was a great lead, no doubt, but Striker wondered just how valid it was, given the

  girl’s mental state. He looked at Felicia. ‘What exactly did she say the victim was wearing for clothing?’




  ‘She didn’t.’




  ‘Why not?’




  ‘She’s high, Jacob. The details were poor. Hazy at best.’




  ‘Yet she was clear on this tattoo?’




  ‘Does it matter? It’s all we got to go on. If you think you can do better—’




  Striker held up his hands. ‘Hey, I’m not criticizing here, Feleesh. Just thinking out loud. For this girl to see a tattoo on the woman’s shoulder, then the victim must have

  been wearing something like a tank top. Or she was undressed.’




  ‘So you’re thinking this might be a sexual assault as well?’




  A sick expression took over Striker’s face. ‘God, I hope not. I’m just talking this thing out.’ He thought of a woman being strapped to a chair in the loft of the barn.

  ‘Plus, it was dark in there. Plus, the woman was black.’




  Felicia cocked an eyebrow at him. ‘So?’




  ‘So how well does red ink show up on black skin, especially in a dark environment?’




  ‘Probably not all that well,’ Felicia admitted.




  Striker looked back through the window at the plant manager, who was still being questioned by Rothschild. The man’s New England Patriots jersey made Striker think. ‘Some sports

  teams have winged logos. Like the Detroit Red Wings. Heck, their logo is even red.’




  Felicia typed in the data, then sent off another search.




  As they waited for a return of information, Striker moved to the exit and looked outside. Across the lot, yellow police tape cordoned off all the crime scenes: the incoming road; the entrance to

  the cement plant; the barn with the orange exterior lamp; and the dock area below. Yellow lines were pretty much everywhere he looked, marking off a half-dozen secondary crime scenes.




  It was disheartening.




  ‘So much forensics . . . this is going to take time we don’t have.’




  He took a step outside to get some fresh air. High overhead, Air 1 still hovered. The bird had been combing the riverbanks for over an hour now, and air time was expensive. Once she landed to

  refuel, financial costs would come into play. Budgetary considerations.




  The air search would be called off.




  Striker could feel the seconds ticking by. He turned to look at the inspector. Seeing Osaka as the Road Boss still felt wrong for some reason. For anyone with ten seconds of operational

  experience, it was easy to see how hard the job was on the man. Terry Osaka was damn near a wizard in Investigations, and a legal genius when it came to Planning and Research.




  But for all his skills off the road, he had an equal lack of ability on the road. During operations, he often was the epitome of a second-guesser, and his lack of confidence led to long bouts of

  dangerous hesitancy. Striker could see the stress in his eyes at every call.




  ‘How low is the bird on fuel?’ Striker asked.




  ‘You got twenty minutes, nothing more.’




  ‘I’ll take every one of them I got.’




  Osaka looked ready to say more, but his cell went off. He raised the BlackBerry to his ear, then met Striker’s gaze and frowned. ‘Laroche,’ he whispered, then walked

  back towards the Road Boss car – a white unmarked sedan.




  As Osaka climbed the hill, Mike Rothschild came down. The sergeant smirked and jabbed a thumb at the inspector. ‘Did you ask the Colonel about the eleven herbs and spices for our barbecue

  tonight?’




  Striker smiled at the joke, then frowned at the remembrance.




  The barbecue with Mike and the kids . . .




  ‘I wouldn’t hold your breath on that one,’ he said. ‘I got a feeling this call is going to be a long one.’




  Rothschild frowned. He pulled out a pack of Old Port wine-tips and lit one up. ‘Fuckin’ hope not, man. Kids are really looking forward to seeing you. Plus, I picked us up some

  thick-ass T-bones. Gonna try this Jack Daniel’s BBQ recipe I found on the net. Supposed to be great.’ He took a long drag on the cigarillo and blew out a stream of wine-scented smoke.

  ‘Real great.’




  Striker barely heard him. His mind was preoccupied with the list of tasks that still needed to be done. Without responding to Rothschild’s remarks, he pulled out his cell phone and called

  E-Comm. Sue Rhaemer answered with more of her usual 80s slang.




  ‘Word up, Shipwreck.’




  Striker tasked her with notifying all the hospitals. ‘Tell them to be on the lookout for anyone coming in with injuries indicative of electrical torture.’




  ‘I’m on it,’ Rhaemer said, then hung up.




  As Striker lowered his cell, his eyes caught sight of the land mass in the centre of the strait. Mitchell Island was a small section of land, connected by only the single-lane off-ramp of the

  Knight Street Bridge. The area was home to industrial plants, warehouses and shipping docks. Only factory workers ever ventured there. It was a good kilometre upriver and another kilometre across

  the waterway.




  Striker looked at Rothschild. ‘You think this guy could have swum there?’




  Rothschild let out a laugh filled with smoke. ‘Mitchell fucking Island? I guess that depends.’




  ‘On what?’




  ‘On whether our suspect is Aquaman.’




  ‘I know it’s a long ways off . . . but it’s not impossible.’




  Rothschild shrugged. ‘Not impossible. But that’s far, man. And the currents are really bad. This guy would have to be one hell of a swimmer. Strong, and in great

  friggin’ shape.’




  Striker said nothing back, he just stared silently across the way. When Inspector Osaka returned from his phone call, Striker got the man’s attention and pointed at the island.

  ‘Order the bird there, sir. And send in a search team with a dog.’




  The inspector gave him an odd look. ‘You honestly think he could have swum all that way? Especially while holding a woman hostage?’




  Striker offered no further explanations.




  ‘Just send the bird.’




  





  Eleven




  Garbed in a black tracksuit, the bomber drove down West 52nd Avenue and stopped at Cartier Street under the shadowy overhang of a cherry blossom tree. On the seat next to him

  were two piles of The Province newspapers, today’s issue and thirty in all – props to explain why he was out so early in case the police pulled him over.




  Just delivering papers, Officer.




  Sometimes the most simple explanations were the best.




  In the back compartment of the van was the woman. She was bound and gagged with duct tape.




  She would be no problem.




  For what seemed like a long time, the bomber waited, listening to the van idle and savouring the minty taste of the chewing tobacco he had stuffed under his bottom lip. It was Skoal –

  always Skoal. Wintergreen pouches.




  He’d been craving some baccy for the last two hours now. It was because of the job, he knew. The stress always did that to him. Heightened the addiction. Made time slow down on him. It

  fucked up a lot of things. He preferred chew over fags for one reason – cigarette butts were easily found and made perfect DNA cultures for forensic techs.




  Which was unacceptable.




  He cracked his fingers, one by one. Edgy, he was getting edgy. He needed to blow something up. Send it sky fucking high. In an effort to maintain control, he closed his eyes and muttered his

  favourite old rhyme:




  

    

      

        Tommy Atkins went to war




        and he came back a man no more.




        Went to Baghdad and Sar-e.




        He died, that man who looked like me.


      


    


  




  He finished the rhyme. It was one he recited often. Like always, it stirred up old feelings, ones he could not define or place. That – the lack of recollection

  – bothered him more than anything.




  He spat the baccy out the window. Grabbed another pouch. Inserted it.




  Finally, the radio came to life – one soft click of a mike, followed by Molly’s tinny but decisive tone: ‘West 52nd is clear from Cartier Street to Adera Street.

  Proceed.’




  He pressed his own mike: ‘Copy. West 52nd is clear from Cartier Street to Adera Street. Proceeding.’




  When the bomber reached the entrance to the command centre – an area wide open for the general public to see, yet a place everyone drove by every day and never so much as looked at –

  he slowed down.




  He pulled onto a side road, just off the thoroughfare, and killed the engine. He had barely stepped out of the van when Molly, ever the silent ghost, was suddenly right there in front of him.

  Her drab brown hair was pulled back over her head into a short ponytail. Her pudgy face was tense and her fingers clutched the silver pendant around her neck so tightly that the chain dug into her

  skin.




  ‘Where’s your uniform?’ she asked.




  ‘I discarded it.’




  ‘Discarded it? Where—’




  ‘Don’t throw a wobbly, all right? I did it safely. Safely.’




  He stared into her eyes. Molly was tense. So tense. He could see that, hear that, feel that. It was her way. In past times, he had tried hard to change that part of her. To project a

  sense of calmness into her being. But it never did any good and he had long since stopped trying.




  Nowadays, he just let her be.




  He opened the side door of the van. There, lying on her side, hands and legs bound behind her back, blindfolded and gagged, was the woman. Molly made a choking sound at the sight of her. Her

  face paled noticeably, and she shuddered.




  ‘This . . . this isn’t a game, love. These are real people.’




  ‘I understand that.’




  ‘Do you?’




  He said nothing.




  ‘Did you get the information we needed?’ she asked. ‘Did she talk?’




  He nodded slowly. ‘They all talk.’




  ‘But did you get confirmation?’




  ‘We were right all along.’




  Molly closed her eyes and let out a long breath. She looked ready to cry. ‘Well thank God, because nothing else is going according to plan. Absolutely nothing.’




  He touched her arm. ‘We’ll assess. Adjust. Adapt. Like we always do.’




  Molly said nothing. Her face looked hard and her thin lips were pressed together tightly.




  For a long moment, the bomber studied her gentle face. The tenderness in her eyes. And the memories flooded him – moments that were good and bad and somewhere in between, but all of them

  jumbled in time. Without uniformity or order. Like marbles rolling around uncontrollably in a porcelain basin.




  For a moment, he tried to sort through them. Like he always did. When he failed miserably, yet again, he broke from his thoughts and focused back on Molly. Her small hands trembled, and he found

  that strange. Over the years, she had been on more missions than him. She had faced death numerous times.




  So why so edgy now?




  And then, slowly, it dawned on him. He reached up and gently took her hands. Pulled her close. Kissed the top of her head. ‘I’m fine.’




  She looked up at him intently. ‘I don’t want the darkness coming back on you.’




  ‘Sunny days are here again.’




  ‘I’m serious.’




  ‘I love you, Molly.’




  ‘I know,’ she replied. ‘I know.’




  





  Twelve




  Striker watched Felicia exit the cement plant. The morning light glinted in her brown-black eyes and made her long straight hair appear thick and flaxen. She looked beautiful,

  and Striker couldn’t help but stare at her for a moment. When she climbed into the passenger seat, he started the car.




  ‘Well?’ he asked. ‘Anything on the tattoo?’




  ‘Nothing I can directly connect to a black female.’ She spoke the words almost begrudgingly. She struggled to secure the laptop back into the mount; the brackets were notoriously

  fickle. ‘This friggin’ laptop keeps crashing. How the hell are we supposed to do our job when the department can’t even fix their own software?’




  Striker felt her tension like a hot breeze.




  As the engine warmed up, he filled Felicia in on everything that had happened in her absence: his alerting the border and the hospitals; Noodles now processing the crime scenes; and how the

  police chopper was sweeping the shores of Mitchell Island. So far, nothing positive had come back – not from Noodles and not from the helicopter.




  It was all one big zero.




  ‘So what do we have?’ Felicia asked.




  ‘A bracelet and one hell of a strange torture weapon.’




  Felicia nodded as she thought back to the scene. ‘What a weird torture device . . . and yet I think I’ve seen something like that before . . .’




  Striker grinned. ‘You’re thinking of a curling iron.’




  She gave him a hard look.




  ‘Or maybe a hair straightener,’ he added.




  ‘Don’t patronize me, Jacob. Not today.’




  When his smile only widened, and she realized he was playing with her, Felicia laughed softly. She shook her head and ordered him to go south. ‘Starbucks on Granville – if I’m

  going to be able to put up with you all day, I’m gonna need some caffeine and carbs in me. Fast.’




  Striker nodded; he felt like some java himself.




  Five minutes later, they’d exited the drive-thru with a pair of coffees – a standard black for Striker, and a vanilla latte for Felicia. The brew smelled wonderful, enticing. Yet

  when Striker raised the paper cup to his lips, his hand trembled. Thoughts of the bullets tearing through the window, back in the steel barn, hit him hard again, and he took in a slow deep breath

  in an effort to stabilize himself.




  Adrenalin, he justified. The jitters.




  Hoping Felicia hadn’t noticed, he gulped down some coffee, then dropped the cup into the holder. He handed Felicia the raspberry-lemon scone she had requested and smiled.




  ‘Happy birthday,’ he said.




  She took it. ‘No candles?’




  ‘I’d need a whole cake for that.’




  Felicia gave him a deadpan stare. ‘Are you trying to incur my wrath?’ When Striker didn’t answer, she tore off a chunk, and stuffed it in her mouth. After a few chews, she let

  his comments go and returned to going over the file.




  Striker did the same. He wondered: had they prevented what was to be a gangland execution here? The fact that the victim was a woman made it seem less likely – unless, of course, their

  witness had been mistaken. Given the girl’s drug-fed mental state, her anxiety, and the dimness of the barn loft, the victim could even have been a man with long hair. To tell now was

  impossible; they didn’t have enough information, and Striker wasn’t into making assumptions.




  ‘We need to talk to a weapons expert. And the sooner, the better.’




  Felicia agreed.




  Only one person came to mind – fellow cop, Jay Kolt. He was the only expert the Vancouver Police Department had on these matters. Kolt spent the bulk of his time teaching Use of Force

  tactics to cops on training days, and also to recruits at the Justice Institute. And with a name like Kolt, he was damn well born for the part.




  Striker telephoned the man on speed-dial. When the call went straight to voicemail, he left a message, asking for a return call ASAP. Then he turned back to Felicia. ‘Weapons expert will

  have to wait for now.’




  Felicia remained undeterred. ‘The bracelet then.’




  Striker reached into his inner jacket pocket and pulled out the brown paper evidence bag. He handed it over to Felicia. She removed the bracelet and studied it for less than a second before her

  left eyebrow raised in admiration of the piece.




  ‘This is a Campetti,’ she said.




  ‘A what?’




  ‘A Campetti. He’s a well-known designer here in Vancouver.’




  ‘How do you know that?’




  Felicia grinned. ‘Anyone who loves jewellery and lives in Vancouver knows of Campetti. The man’s an artist. He has a shop in the gold building – for those who can

  afford to go there.’




  ‘The gold building . . . you mean the Granville high-rise?’




  ‘That’s the one.’ Felicia used her iPhone app to look up the phone number. She found it, called, then hung up. ‘They don’t open till eight-thirty.’




  Striker looked at his watch. It was eight-fifteen now. He put the car into gear and drove north through the rush-hour grind. They headed for District 1, the downtown core.




  Destination: Campetti Jewellers.




  





  Thirteen




  What would normally have taken fifteen minutes for Striker and Felicia turned into a half-hour commute. The rush-hour jam was thicker than usual and every traffic light was

  red. When they reached yet another backlog on the Granville Street Bridge, Striker grew frustrated. He pulled out his cell phone and called his voicemail. It was the third time he had done so in

  two miles.




  Felicia gave him a sideways glance. ‘Doesn’t your phone alert you when you get a message?’ When Striker pretended not to hear her and pressed the cell tighter to his ear, she

  smirked. ‘Oh, I get it.’




  ‘Get what?’ he asked.




  ‘You’re worried about Courtney.’




  Striker said nothing at first. Courtney, his sixteen-year-old daughter, had left for Ireland with her boyfriend, Tate, over fourteen hours ago now. Striker had driven them to the airport

  himself, and he couldn’t help thinking of her.




  ‘She’s fine, Daddy,’ Felicia added. ‘God, you’re such a worrywart.’




  Striker had no messages, so he put the phone away. ‘She was supposed to call the moment the plane landed. She promised.’




  ‘And she will. God, give her a break, Jacob. It’s not like she’s gone to some Third World country. It’s Ireland. And she’s with Tate.’




  He grunted. ‘Tate. That’s what bothers me.’




  ‘Oh, come on. It’s not just the two of them – his whole family went. Besides, you should be happy she has Tate. He’s a good kid. And he treats her well. After all

  Courtney’s gone through the last year – getting shot and all – she’s lucky to have someone who supports her and cares for her.’




  ‘She’s got me.’




  Felicia laughed softly. ‘Oh joy.’




  ‘She hasn’t even finished her therapy yet.’




  ‘So what? What the girl really needs is some time away. Besides, this has nothing to do with therapy, or Tate, or her trip to Ireland, and you know it . . . Courtney’s growing up, is

  all. And you don’t like it.’




  ‘She’s only sixteen, Feleesh.’




  ‘So what? I had two kids by the time I was sixteen.’




  Striker turned to look at her. ‘What?’




  ‘Gotcha.’




  She laughed out loud and Striker said nothing. He just let out a long breath, steered into the fast lane, and drove across the Granville Street Bridge.




  They couldn’t get there quick enough for his liking.




  The Gold Building – a 27-storey high-rise, located in the very centre of the downtown core – was not the actual building name, but a nickname cops had given it due

  to the high amount of gold vendors it housed.




  Striker had been by the place a thousand times in his career – mainly because the Granville strip was a magnet for problems – but had never once set foot inside the building. Now, as

  they rode the elevator up to the top floor, he took the bracelet from the bag, turned it over in his hands, and looked for a signature or a serial number. When he found none, he looked back at

  Felicia.




  ‘How’d you know this was a Campetti?’




  She smiled. ‘Any time you need information, baby, you just come to momma.’




  He shook his head. ‘You can be so annoying.’




  ‘I can be so annoying? Wow, talk about the pot and the kettle.’




  Striker let the conversation go. When the doors opened, he wasted no time in walking down the hall.




  Campetti Jewellers was the last door at the end of the corridor. All that gave away its location was a simple black sign with copper writing. Striker pressed the buzzer and watched the exterior

  camera pan down on them.




  He held up his badge. ‘Vancouver Police.’




  Seconds later, the electronic door clicked open.




  Inside, the office was small but immaculate. Everything was cherry wood, black felt casings, and glimmering glass. Behind the front desk, the entire north wall was one continuous

  floor-to-ceiling window. The morning sun blazed through it, making the jewellery in the cherry wood display cases gleam.




  From a side room came a man so big that, despite Striker’s 186-centimetre height, he felt small. This man behind the desk was easily 200 centimetres and 140 kilos, with hands so big they

  looked like hockey gloves. His square face held a look of forty years, and his olive skin colouring was deepened by the contrast of his greying short hair.




  Striker knew him at a glance. ‘You gotta be kidding me – are you Monster C?’




  The man behind the counter smiled. ‘Now there’s a name I don’t hear much any more.’




  Striker shook his hand. ‘Detectives Striker and Santos. VPD.’




  Felicia looked genuinely surprised. She turned to Striker. ‘How did you know his nickname?’




  Striker smiled. ‘Any time you need information, baby, you just come to poppa.’ When she gave him one of her irritated looks, he explained. ‘Monster C here used to be a tight

  end for the Seattle Seahawks.’




  The big man nodded. ‘Was. Until Tyson Williams blew my knee out.’ He spoke the words with obvious disdain.




  Striker asked him, ‘So what are you doing here? Security?’




  ‘No, I design jewellery.’




  ‘You mean, you’re Campetti?’




  The big jeweller laughed softly. ‘I get that a lot. People expect some old Italian dude with tiny hands and thick glasses. Not these meat hooks.’




  Striker grinned at that; it was true.




  The three of them talked openly for a few minutes, then Striker got down to business. ‘I need you to look at something and tell me if you recognize it.’ He pulled the bracelet from

  his jacket pocket.




  Campetti sat down on a stool and examined the piece for less than five seconds before speaking. ‘Of course I recognize this. It’s one of a kind. I made it.’




  ‘You remember for who?’




  ‘It was a gift. For Sharise Owens – the trauma surgeon who worked on my boy after he got jumped by a gang of pricks at the fireworks two years ago.’ His face darkened.

  ‘Cops had to carry him into St Paul’s Hospital. He was barely hanging on.’




  ‘Is he okay?’ Felicia asked.




  ‘He is . . . now.’ Campetti stared at the bracelet and his eyes took on a faraway look. ‘It’s made from gold and sterling silver. A Celtic Knot. The Triquetra.

  It symbolizes life, death, and rebirth – which is exactly what Dr Owens did for my boy.’




  ‘Dr Sharise Owens.’ Striker wrote the name in his notebook ‘This might sound funny, but is she black? African-American?’




  ‘Well, yes . . .’ Campetti’s face suddenly took on a concerned expression and he stared at the bracelet. ‘How did you get this? Is everything all right?’




  Felicia interjected. ‘We’re not sure what’s going on yet. This bracelet might not even be related. It’s just something we’re checking into right now.’




  The words didn’t appear to offer Campetti any comfort.




  Striker took the bracelet back and placed it in the evidence bag. He then gave Felicia the nod to leave.




  ‘You’ve been a great help,’ he said to Campetti. ‘We’ll be in touch.’




  A nervous expression still covered the jeweller’s face. He stood up as they opened the door. ‘If you need anything, just call.’




  Striker said he would, then closed the door behind them. Once in the hall, Felicia cocked an eyebrow at him.




  ‘St Paul’s Hospital?’ she asked.




  Striker nodded. ‘Time for a doctor’s appointment.’




  





  Fourteen




  ‘Run her,’ was the first thing Striker said when they got back to the car.




  Know who you’re dealing with: it was a standard rule he always went by – one learned from his first sergeant, once mentor, and now best friend Mike Rothschild.




  Information was the key; it opened new doors.




  Felicia ran the name Sharise Owens through the database. A few seconds later, the laptop beeped and the feed came back. On the screen was a list of names. There were three entities for Sharise

  Owens. Two of them lived in the City of Vancouver, and one resided in Squamish.




  Felicia clicked on the first entity, saw a date of birth that equalled eighty-six years of age, and ruled the woman out. She then clicked on the second name – age forty-two – and the

  entity popped up on the screen. Felicia pointed at the information in the Particulars section. ‘Look what it says right there. Trauma Surgeon. St Paul’s Hospital.’




  ‘Check if there are any tattoos listed.’




  Felicia did. Frowned.




  ‘None,’ she said.




  Striker wrote down all the listed telephone numbers. While Felicia read through the rest of the documented history, Striker began calling.




  The first number, listed as Cell, was no longer in use. The second number, listed as Home, rang three times and went straight to voicemail. Striker left a long message. The

  third number, labelled Work, was the number for St Paul’s Hospital. Striker called it, and was soon transferred to the nurses’ station.




  ‘It’s Detective Striker,’ he explained, ‘with the Vancouver Police Department’s Homicide Unit. I need to speak to Dr Sharise Owens. She’s a trauma surgeon

  there.’




  The nurse’s tone gave away her weariness. ‘One second, Detective.’




  For a moment, the line clicked and Striker was stuck listening to pop music. John Secada or Marc Antony – he wasn’t sure. Then the line clicked again and the nurse returned.

  ‘I’m sorry. But Dr Owens isn’t in just yet.’




  ‘When does she get in?’




  ‘Her shift starts at eleven.’




  Striker looked at his watch. An hour and a half. ‘Do you have another number I can reach her at?’ When the nurse made an uncomfortable sound, Striker read off the numbers he

  already had. ‘Are there any others?’




  ‘No, those are the same ones we have here.’




  ‘Does she hang out with any of the other doctors or nurses?’




  The woman made a doubtful sound. ‘Dr Owens doesn’t really socialize with anyone – she’s a very private person . . . but I’ll ask around for you.’




  ‘I’ll wait.’




  ‘Just give me a minute, Detective.’ After another long moment, the nurse came back on the line. ‘I’m sorry, but no one has seen her. And the only emergency contact we

  have is her cell phone number.’




  Striker found that odd. ‘No family or friends?’




  ‘None.’




  He let out a long breath, debated in his mind. ‘I need her to call me the moment she arrives. The moment. Understand?’




  ‘Yes, yes of course.’




  He gave the nurse his cell number, hung up, and then turned to Felicia.




  ‘I’m shooting zeroes here. Anything on your end?’




  She looked up from the laptop. ‘No. Same here, I’m afraid. The woman has no known associates. Not even one family member. From what I can tell, she’s the only daughter of

  deceased parents . . . I say we flag her.’




  Striker agreed. Flagging was the equivalent of an All Points Bulletin. If any emergency response worker came into contact with Dr Sharise Owens, Striker and Felicia would be notified

  immediately.




  He called up CPIC, the Canadian Police Information Centre, and got Dr Sharise Owens flagged on the system as a Missing Person and a Person in Danger. While he did this, Felicia called Sue

  Rhaemer at Dispatch and got her to notify the hospitals, ferries, airports and borders once more.




  After a long moment, she hung up.




  ‘Done,’ she said.




  Striker said nothing. He just put the car into Drive and got going.




  Sharise Owens’ home address was just two miles away.




  





  Fifteen




  Striker and Felicia headed just around the bend for Beach Avenue, where Sharise Owens lived in an apartment overlooking the sandy stretch of English Bay.




  They made it there in five minutes and took the elevator up to the twenty-second floor. The doors opened into the hallway, directly across from the suite, and Striker wasted no time. He took up

  his position at the side of the apartment door, waited for Felicia to parallel him, and then knocked three times. When no one answered, he looked down the hallway at the neighbouring suite.




  ‘Maybe there’s an onsite manager,’ he said.




  Felicia shook her head. ‘I already checked. These are privately owned suites, and the concierge is offsite. We’ll have to call him.’




  Striker frowned at that. They had reason to believe the woman was in danger. She wasn’t at work. She wasn’t answering her cell. She wasn’t answering her home phone.




  ‘I’m kicking it in.’




  ‘We should at least try to get the concierge.’




  ‘Just be ready.’




  ‘Jacob—’




  Striker leaned forward and gave the door a solid kick. The entire structure bowed inwards, but held. A good lock, a better frame. Seeing that, he turned around and gave the door three solid

  donkey kicks, landing the heel of his shoe between the door handle and frame. On his third attempt, the entire structure burst inwards and the shrill cry of an alarm filled the air.




  ‘Security system works fine,’ he said, and drew his pistol.




  Felicia swore in frustration but did the same.




  They made entry and began clearing the suite. As they worked from room to room, two things became immediately obvious. One, Sharise Owens was a wealthy woman. Everything was top end, from the

  imported Kuppersbusch appliances to the genuine Persian carpets and teak floors.




  The second obvious detail was that, if Sharise had been kidnapped, no struggle had taken place here. The woman clearly took pride in her home, keeping everything in its place, from the

  fanned-out Oprah magazines on the coffee table to the folded laundry in her closets.




  Everything was immaculate.




  By the time they finished clearing the residence, the alarm had stopped blasting. Felicia holstered her piece. ‘This is a dead end.’




  ‘So far it is,’ Striker responded, his ears still ringing. ‘Let’s do a detailed search – see if we can find anything relevant.’




  ‘Fine. I’ll start with the kitchen.’




  Striker nodded. That left him with the bedroom and the office area. He got right to work, searching through drawers and scavenging through the closets. But in the end, the bedroom yielded

  nothing. He grabbed the phone and hit the callback feature to see what number had last called the Owens residence. It was him. He hit redial to see the last number dialled. It was St Paul’s

  Hospital.




  The time of the call was late last night.




  No leads there.




  Felicia called out from the other room. ‘No evidence in the kitchen or living room. I’ll search through the den.’




  Striker yelled back okay and went into the office. On the shelf, in two long rows, were a series of micro-tapes and compact discs. Striker examined them. Each tape and disc said

  ‘copy’ on the cover, and was followed by a description:




  

    

      Arlington, Jonas – fractured pelvis, Motor Vehicle Accident.




      Booth, Amy – punctured lung, Workplace Accident.




      Chavez, Ricardo – appendix removal, Cause Unknown.
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