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  It’s true. When my father remarried, I didn’t lose a father, I gained a second family.




  This book is dedicated to them.




  Most people know them as Adamo, Nick, and Mary, but to me they will always be Adumbo, Little Nicky, and Granny Mare.




  Of course, they hate these nicknames, but what can they do? I’m family. I’m here to stay.




  ;o)




  







  ACT ONE




  Fuel and Flame




  







  Tuesday




  One




  There are some acts that are unforgivable, even to God.




  Acts so horrendous and evil that, once committed, there is no turning back from them. A breach is made. A finality reached. And there is only one form of restitution that can ever be made.




  An eternal one.




  Monster realized all of this. And he accepted it without question. Absolution did not matter, only the completion of his tasks. And the first step of his new birth was catching the female

  fleeing across the snow-covered parking lot of the old bus depot.




  He could hear her. Just ahead of him. Grunting. Screaming. Whining as she scrambled to get away. She fled across the parking lot and roundabout, under a cover of blackness that only winter

  nights can bring.




  Monster followed her calmly. Unconcerned. Confident. And why not? There was nowhere for her to go. The lot was secure. Three-metre fences with razor wire and iron-spiked gates made sure of

  that.




  This lot was her cage.




  The female raced for Bus 17. Across its banner were three words. Out of Service. The hydraulic doors were already open wide. Monster knew this because he had left them that

  way—




  As an escape route that beckoned her inside.




  Breathing heavily, she did exactly what he had intended. She sprinted across the icy pavement. Slipped once and landed on her belly. Then managed to get inside the bus. The hydraulic doors let

  out a powerless clacking sound as she manually forced them closed.




  It was done.




  Seeing this, Monster took in a deep breath. The cold air numbed his nose, and it made the Jelform mask he wore feel unusually hard and inflexible against his damaged skin. When he reached the

  bus doors, the dirty stink of diesel and kerosene hit him. It was strong in the air – as prevalent as the oxygen itself. And there was a reason for that.




  The entire back third of the bus was flooded with fuel.




  Softly, absently, Monster began to hum. They were soft words. Old words. His sojourn song.




  ‘Jesus loves me, this I know.’




  He reached out. Grabbed hold of the hydraulic doors. And swished them open as if they were nothing more than a pair of weightless curtains.




  ‘For the Bible tells me so.’




  He placed one foot on the bus step, and the entire structure groaned from his weight. He stepped up into the cab.




  Inside, the female had already made it to the rear of the bus, where she was desperately trying to open one of the windows. After a few good heaves, it gave way, and the window slid open with a

  grating sound. The female took a second to peer back at him. When she saw how close he had come – and when she focused on the pistol in his hand – her face tightened.




  Turned to rock.




  ‘Please . . . God no . . . please . . .’




  She raised her hands in complete surrender and the tears finally came. They flooded her eyes, much like the diesel fuel had flooded the bus.




  Monster stood still and stared back.




  ‘Little ones to Him belong.’




  The sobbing woman recoiled – as if soft sung words were themselves harmful.




  ‘Why?’ she whispered. ‘Why are you doing this to me?’




  Monster said nothing, he just looked at the woman’s feet. At the pool of diesel and kerosene that filled the back section of the bus. And all at once, the female seemed to understand his

  intention. It was as if the overpowering smell of fuel had finally reached her senses.




  ‘No!’ she screamed. ‘NO!’




  Monster tightened his fingers.




  Raised the pistol.




  Took careful aim.




  ‘They are weak but He is strong.’




  







  Two




  It was early, just after five o’clock, and the drowsy winter world was dark and cold and terribly still. Few people were up at this ungodly hour, and even fewer were out

  of their homes, braving the icy chill. Not a single car could be seen on the skating rink that was normally 41st Avenue.




  Homicide Detective Jacob Striker was unsurprised. It was only the first of December, and already winter was a bad one.




  He and his partner Felicia Santos had begun their day shift early this week. Two hours earlier than normal. They’d popped into the local On The Run at Granville and 41st, and had grabbed a

  couple of strong coffees – black for Striker; triple-triple for Felicia. Caffeine was going to be required to survive this first Tuesday of the month, because it was going to be one of those

  days.




  Striker could feel it.




  On the schedule was a ton of shit that neither of them was in any particular hurry to do: court-ordered follow-ups; a search warrant in need of writing; a vehicle tracker that required

  execution; and a pile of evidence that still needed to be logged and tagged in the property office downtown. All of these tasks had already taken them hours of report writing, and there would be

  hours more to follow.




  Paperwork – it was the bane of every cop’s existence.




  Felicia sipped her coffee, muttered, ‘Man, that’s good,’ and gave Striker a sideways look.




  ‘Well?’ she asked.




  Striker looked back. ‘Well what?’




  ‘Paperwork’s piling up. You wanna head down to HQ and get started, or what?’




  ‘What,’ he said with a grin.




  He drank down some brew and grimaced. The coffee was piping hot and burned his tongue, but it was damn good. Rocket fuel. He looked back at Felicia; she was still eyeing him.




  ‘Paperwork,’ she said again.




  He shrugged. ‘I dunno. I kinda had something more fun planned – I was gonna give myself a vasectomy with a fondue fork.’




  Felicia laughed softly, and Striker relented. He grabbed the gearshift, put the Crown Vic in drive—




  And a piercingly bright flash lit up the entire skyline to the east. The light was followed by an air-ripping percussive force that seemed to reverberate right through the car windows.




  Felicia let out a startled sound. ‘Oh shit, what the hell was that? An MVA?’




  Striker nodded. With the weather and road conditions this poor, a Motor Vehicle Accident was probable.




  ‘Maybe someone hit a transformer,’ he said. ‘Better call it in.’




  Felicia offered no response; she just grabbed the mike and began broadcasting. Striker dumped his coffee out the window, threw the paper cup in the back seat, and turned on the emergency

  equipment. With the lights flashing and the siren blasting, they sped down the long stretch of 41st Avenue.




  Paperwork could wait.




  







  Three




  They arrived on scene in less than two minutes, and the first thing Striker noticed was that the explosion had taken place on the grounds of the old bus depot. As they slowed

  down, the Crown Vic caught a patch of black ice and skidded to a jerky halt in front of the entranceway.




  Without delay, Striker hopped out and surveyed the scene.




  In the far-off distance, huge masses of black churning smoke unfurled into the night sky, blocking out the stars and moon. At its beginning was the source of the blast.




  One of the old buses was engulfed in flame.




  Striker stared through the mesh fence at the fiery wreck. The light of the flames illuminated the underbelly of the billowing smoke and highlighted the closed-down office buildings that flanked

  the parking lot.




  Felicia made a concerned sound. ‘If that building catches a spark, it’ll go up like tinder.’




  Striker nodded. ‘Better get Fire here too – ASAP.’




  Felicia got back on her cell phone with Dispatch. As she called in reinforcements, Striker walked down the fence line and approached the iron-gated entranceway. The caustic stink of burning

  plastic and insulation filled the air, mingling with the dirty scent of burning fuel. With every crackle and pop of the fire, puffing clouds of ash and debris swelled through the air. And the

  southbound winds blew the debris into his face and all over his suit.




  Squinting against the ash, Striker placed one hand against the cold bars of the gate. When the entire structure swung inwards, he looked down surprised. There, on the snowy ground, was something

  square.




  A broken padlock.




  ‘Look at this,’ he said.




  Felicia neared him. Saw the broken lock. ‘Great, this is gonna be an arson.’




  Striker nodded, almost regrettably. He looked back at the flaming wreck, then at the old office building to the east, and then at the entire lot. As he scanned between the parked rows of buses,

  a bad feeling spread through his guts.




  ‘We need this place contained now,’ he said. ‘The suspect might still be on scene.’




  Before Felicia could respond, Striker pushed open the gate and began crossing the parking lot. To the east and west, broken-down buses were parked here and there – old rusting shells

  amidst the slush and snow. In the far northeast, the empty office building sat. The windows were devoid of light and movement. Not even an exterior lamp glimmered.




  No power, Striker realized.




  He continued scanning his surroundings as he approached the flaming wreck. One hundred metres. Seventy-five. Then fifty. The closer he got, the louder the fire grew, crackling and popping

  – until it was almost impossible to hear Dispatch chatter on his portable radio.




  When he was less than ten metres away, the heat became palpable. Despite the sub-zero temperatures, the fire warded off the winter cold. For a moment, thoughts of the gas tank catching fire and

  causing a second explosion filtered through Striker’s mind. But then he saw the long metal rods – the conductors – and he realized that his fears were groundless.




  The bus was an electric model. No fuel tank to worry about.




  He began circling the bus, and suddenly, Felicia was there by his side. She raised her voice to be heard above the fire.




  ‘Dispatch is sending Fire and EHS.’ She took a quick look around the blaze. ‘Anything?’




  Striker shook his head. ‘No suspect, no victim – at least, not yet.’ He pointed in one direction. ‘You go west, I’ll take east. We’ll meet around back.’

  When she started to turn away, he reached out and grabbed her shoulder.




  ‘What?’ she asked.




  ‘Just be ready for anything.’




  She smiled, almost sweetly. ‘Always am.’




  Then she turned and began crossing the slush-filled lot to the west side. Striker watched her go. When she reached a second line of parked buses and disappeared from sight, he turned away

  himself and headed east. Not ten steps later, he stopped hard.




  Swung his hand down near his holster.




  Assessed what he was seeing.




  To the north, less than fifty metres behind the fiery wreckage of the bus, was a figure. In the flickering light and swelling smoke, any true detail was impossible to make out. But one thing was

  for certain. The man standing there was big – a large, dark, hulking mass.




  He was statue still.




  Staring back at Striker.




  As if he had been watching him all along.




  ‘You there!’ Striker called. ‘Vancouver Police! Don’t move!’




  The man did not respond. Did not so much as move.




  Striker began moving towards the figure. Because he was out of uniform and in civilian attire, he drew his badge and held it up for display.




  But again, the man did not react. Not in any suggestive way.




  And the moment gave Striker a bad feeling.




  He stuffed his badge away, kept one hand near his holster, and increased his pace. When he got to less than twenty metres, the south-blowing winds picked up once more and blustered a wave of

  spark-filled ash and smoke into his face.




  He squinted and raised a hand to ward off the burning embers. When his eyes were again able to focus north, Striker still saw smoke and ash and fire.




  But not the giant figure.




  That man was gone.




  Dissipated as quietly and insidiously as the smoke in his eyes.




  







  Four




  Striker took a quick step back for a better defensive position and drew his pistol. He then pulled out his radio and pressed the plunger.




  ‘Heads up, Feleesh. We got someone out here with us – and he’s a freaking giant.’




  He waited for a radio reply to make sure she was alright. When she copied his broadcast, he readied his SIG Sauer and marched towards the area he had last seen the figure. But once near, all he

  saw was an empty space.




  The sight was unnerving. The constant crackling and hissing from the fire muted any sounds the man might have made, and the heat from the flames forced Striker to take a wide arc around the

  wreckage.




  When he reached the other side of the flaming bus, Striker scanned the yard. All he could see was a large rectangular parking lot, most of which appeared vacant, save for snow and slush. To the

  immediate west sat another line of buses. They were easily a hundred metres away, and Striker doubted the man could have gotten there so fast as to not be seen. Three hundred metres north was the

  lot fence – another place where the man could not have reached so quickly.




  That left only east.




  When Striker looked that way, the only thing he saw was the old darkened windows of the office building. He suspected that the place had once been used as a dispatch centre for the bus drivers.

  But beyond that, he knew little about the site.




  He scanned the snow and slush in hopes of finding the man’s tracks. But the darkness made it impossible. From his inner suit pocket, he pulled his flashlight – a small Maglite more

  appropriate for interior searches than exterior – and turned it on. He set the beam to wide and shone it on the ground. At first, he saw nothing discernible in the snow, but then, twenty

  steps later, he found what he was looking for.




  Footsteps. Big ones.




  Striker stuck his own foot beside one of them and saw that it dwarfed his own size twelves.




  He scanned the flashlight’s beam along the trail. Saw that it led in behind the office building. Where not even the light of the fire could reach.




  Tightening his grip on his SIG, Striker swept the flashlight beam ahead of him and slowly made his way around the structure to the rear of the building. Here, the roar of the fire was cut off by

  the building walls and replaced by the soft moan of the wind as it breezed through the manmade channel. The light was no better. Smoke blanketed everything.




  All Striker had was groaning wind and brooding darkness.




  He adjusted the flashlight beam from wide to narrow, and moved on. When he reached the end of the lot, the footsteps ended abruptly. Striker stared at the old brick wall. It was three metres

  high, covered in icy snow, and slippery.




  A hard climb.




  He holstered his gun, took a running jump, and tried to springboard himself to the top. He pulled himself up on top of the icy brick and scanned the area on the other side. What he saw was the

  triple-lane expanse of Cambie Street. Wide, dark, snow-covered—




  And completely devoid of life.




  Striker scanned up and down the street, looking for the suspect. Searching for a place of hiding. But he saw nothing.




  The man had just disappeared.




  Striker scanned the road for tyre tracks. Saw none. And felt a frustration wash over him as cold as the winter air.




  For an instant, he considered his options – drop down the wall and begin an aimless search, or broadcast for containment and a canine unit.




  He opted for the latter.




  He dropped down the wall, back into the lot of the old bus depot, and was just about to broadcast when Felicia came over the radio. Her voice was higher in pitch than usual. Tight.




  ‘You okay back there, Jacob?’ she broadcasted.




  He pressed his own radio mike.




  ‘He got outside the compound – start up a dog.’




  







  Five




  By the time Striker finished broadcasting for containment and a dog, he could hear the long undulating wails of the approaching sirens, and he knew it to be the fire crews. He

  examined the area near the hedge and fence. In the otherwise-untainted snow were footprints. Decent outlines, even some with ridge detail. Not enough for a true casting, but with luck, enough to be

  used as a comparison tool.




  If they ever found their man.




  Striker radioed the find for the Ident technicians and had Dispatch log the request into the call data. Time, 05:58 hours. Then he scoured the area once more, the wet snow reflecting back the

  harsh glare of his flashlight. Search crews would follow, but a cursory examination still needed to be done.




  He wouldn’t have it any other way.




  As always, the goal was to find evidence. Something – anything – the suspect left behind. A wallet would have been perfect. A piece of identification even better. But that almost

  never happened. Realistically, what Striker hoped to find was a tool the man had used.




  Something with a clean enough surface to test for prints.




  Twenty minutes later, he ended the search and decided to leave the scene intact for the Ident crew. After the technicians had done their job, search and canvass crews would also be brought in,

  and they would perform a thorough grid search. Which meant he and Felicia would find themselves in a bit of a waiting game.




  Cursing softly, he returned to the primary scene.




  Already, firemen were washing down the flaming wreck. The water snapped and fizzled as it hit the hot steel of the bus shell, and the black tunnel of smoke pouring from the vehicle mutated into

  a billowing charcoal cloud that Hiroshima’d into the blackness above.




  Striker covered his mouth to avoid breathing in the toxic fumes and looked around for Felicia. He found her standing in the middle of a large roundabout, probably fifteen metres wide – an

  area that allowed the long bodies of the buses to make wide turns and exit the yards.




  She was staring down and holding a cloth to her mouth. ‘Oh Christ,’ she called out. ‘We got a dead body here.’




  Striker frowned; her words confirmed his fears. And so he started her way.




  Beside Felicia was a pair of uniformed patrolmen. One of the cops, a young kid with a newbie look, leaned away from the roundabout and threw up in the snow. Were it not for the direness of the

  circumstances, Striker would have laughed. He’d been there many times before.




  Welcome to the Force, kid.




  But he did not laugh. He just directed the patrolmen to set up crime scene tape. Once done, Striker turned his stare towards the roundabout, where Felicia was looking over the body.




  ‘What do we have there?’ he called out.




  Felicia turned back to face him. Even in the red tint of the fire’s glow, her face looked tight, her brown eyes hard and darker than usual. ‘Judging by the victim’s footwear,

  I’m fairly certain it’s a female.’




  ‘Fairly certain?’ he asked, coming closer.




  ‘It’s not pretty, Jacob. Take a look.’




  He moved past her and approached the roundabout. As he went, he listened to his radio. More marked cars had arrived in the area, and the Road Boss – Superintendent Laroche – was

  expanding the containment area. Two dogs were now running the lanes. Plainclothes officers were out on foot. They were doing everything they could.




  But time was passing.




  Lost in his thoughts, Striker breathed in, then winced. The burnt smell of the burning bus dropped away and was replaced by the strong meaty stench of burned flesh.




  Striker looked at the roundabout.




  An old tree, felled probably from the heavy snow, blocked the lower half of the partition and the high crests of snow-ploughed banks threw a shadow across the remainder of land.




  Striker took out his Maglite and turned it on. One quick flash of the beam displayed the true horror of the incident. Unlike the rest of the depot, the snow here was largely untainted. With the

  exception of a few trails where people had traversed the roundabout, the snow was powdery and fresh and clean and white. And there, laying within the centre of all that whiteness, was one

  shrivelled, blackened mass.




  Their victim.




  Striker closed his eyes for a moment, and once again tried to put himself in the right frame of mind. To see the body as evidence and not a real person. It was easier that way.




  He crouched down for a closer look.




  The body was lying in a foetal position, arms tightened hard against the chest wall, legs partly drawn up towards the belly. Almost the entire body bad been burned, more than ninety per cent,

  with the feet still hidden beneath the deepest level of snow.




  Striker gloved up with fresh latex and gently brushed some of the snow away from the victim’s feet. The skin there was red but appeared otherwise untouched from the ankles down – as

  if they had been set deep in the snow of the ditch while the rest of the body had been burning.




  ‘Where are her shoes?’ Striker asked.




  Felicia nodded behind them, towards the bus. ‘One of them’s over there.’




  Striker glanced back at the bus, where fire crews were still hosing down the shell. He could feel the hot spray contrasting with the winter air, but paid it no heed. Instead, he looked at the

  destroyed back doors. At the blown-out windows. And at the distance between the rear of the bus and the roundabout.




  Striker gestured to it and asked Felicia, ‘How far do you think that is?’




  She looked, assessed. ‘From the bus to the roundabout? I dunno. Thirty metres?’




  He nodded. ‘That’s a long way for someone to run while on fire.’




  ‘Maybe she didn’t run, maybe the explosion propelled her this way.’




  Striker nodded again. ‘That’s what I’m thinking.’ He gestured to the victim’s feet, where some uncooked flesh still remained. ‘Or at least it propelled her

  part way. Otherwise she would have been burned all over her entire body.’




  Felicia gave him a lost look.




  ‘Think about it,’ he said. ‘We’re talking gas here. Burning up all over her. Dripping down her legs. It would take mere seconds – if that – for her feet to

  ignite. And yet the lowest parts of her feet took almost no burn at all.’




  Felicia walked to a patch of snow and slush ten metres from the roundabout. ‘This is where I found the shoe.’




  Striker looked at the area. Within the snow, there was a small flattened-out section – indented like someone had rolled through it.




  ‘She must have landed there.’ He pointed to the indentation. ‘Been thrown in the explosion, hit the ground, and rolled this way from the momentum.’ He looked back at the

  roundabout. ‘So either she kept rolling, or she ran and collapsed.’




  ‘Or she was moved here,’ Felicia added.




  Striker nodded, even though he didn’t like the sound of that. Moving the body to a new position was an act of display; a modus operandi such as that would take the investigation

  into other realms – ones that were much more dark and complicated.




  He looked in the snow for evidence of this, but with the slush and water and fuel, the scene was quickly turning to fire crew soup.




  He grew frustrated.




  ‘Either way, this is where she landed,’ he said. ‘Her final resting place.’




  Felicia offered nothing more, so Striker crouched back down again. He shone the beam of his Maglite at the victim’s head. Aside from some obvious skull landmarks – the eye sockets,

  the mouth, the overall oval shape – the body part was otherwise undistinguishable.




  Just one blackened hairless shape.




  Like the rest of the body.




  And then a glimmer stole Striker’s attention. He shone his flashlight in the snow and saw something shiny.




  ‘It’s jewellery,’ Felicia said.




  Striker gloved up with latex and fingered through the snow. He found a small silver blob and held it up in the beam of light.




  ‘Looks like a half-melted cross,’ Felicia said over his shoulder.




  Striker nodded.




  Felicia made an uncomfortable sound. ‘Was it planted beneath her?’




  Striker looked at the item. The heat of the fire had half-melted the thing, to the point where it was almost unidentifiable. ‘She might have been wearing it,’ he said. ‘The

  flames would have eaten through the thinner chain. And the snow would have cooled the silver before it melted entirely.’




  He looked at it for a long moment, then made a worrisome sound.




  ‘What?’ Felicia asked




  ‘If it wasn’t hers, then why a cross?’ He scanned the crime scene. ‘And look at how it was positioned – it might just be the way it landed, but the cross was

  upside-down in relation to the body.’




  ‘You saying this might be ritualistic?’




  Striker bit his lip. ‘I’m not saying anything. Just make note of it.’ He bagged the item as evidence, then looked at the rest of the body.




  The clothes had also been burned away. Only the leathery strap of a belt remained around the waist, and Striker felt undignified at having to poke and prod at the body.




  When he looked at the woman’s right ankle, he saw that the skin was swollen and red and had blisters between the separating dermis and epidermis. But when he shone his torch directly on

  the victim’s left foot, a sense of disbelief flooded him.




  The skin on this foot appeared relatively untouched. It was a deep tan colour – just slightly darker than Felicia’s Spanish tone – and it was covered in a curved and swirling

  design. An ankle tattoo. Blended into the artistic pattern were two numbers – an eight and a one.




  It was eerily familiar.




  Felicia covered her mouth. She crouched beside him and pointed at the design. ‘What is that?’




  ‘A tattoo,’ he said numbly.




  ‘I know it’s a tattoo, Jacob. But what kind of tattoo?’




  ‘It’s Hindi,’ he said softly. ‘Sanskrit.’




  ‘You think?’




  ‘I know.’ He stood up and wiped his brow. ‘The design means Truth and Justice.’




  Felicia raised an eyebrow and turned to look at him. ‘When the hell did you become the Dalai Lama? How you know that?’




  ‘Because I recognize the tattoo.’ Striker’s face took on a sad look. ‘I knew this woman, Feleesh. Her name was Jazz.’




  ‘You knew her—’




  ‘We haven’t been close. Not for a long time . . .’




  Felicia looked back at the body and the disturbed look on her face grew deeper. ‘Are you sure of this, Jacob?’




  He nodded. ‘The eight and one represent the number of her academy class, Feleesh. The number of my academy class. She’s one of us. She’s a cop.’




  







  Six




  ‘You lost me,’ Felicia said.




  Striker said nothing for a moment; he just kept his eyes focused on the small blackened body curled up in the centre of the roundabout and struggled to find the words. But the more he tried to

  think things through, the more distracted he felt – the constant hiss of the water on the hot bus steel; the yells of the firemen hosing it down; the faraway wails of more approaching sirens;

  the radio chatter of the units searching the area beyond the bus lot; and worst of all, his own anxious thoughts rioting in his head.




  Striker prayed to God his thoughts were wrong.




  But he knew they weren’t.




  ‘Jazz,’ he finally got out. ‘Her name was Jazz. Jasmine Heer. We were the eighty-first academy class – hired during those heavy superannuation years.’ He

  swallowed hard, then looked around the area as if lost. ‘I need to draw the scene before the fire crews completely destroy it.’




  ‘Already started,’ Felicia said. She pulled out her notebook and continued on with her drawing. As she did so, she looked up at him. ‘So you think you know this woman from

  then?’




  Striker gave her an irritated look. ‘I don’t think, Feleesh, I know. Hell, I remember the first time I saw that tattoo. I was in the gym, watching the rookies run the basic

  training course. Jazz finished. She was gasping hard – had that raspy cough – and she crashed down hard beside me on one of the gym mats. Started bitching about twisting her ankle

  during the run. When I looked down, I saw it.’




  ‘The tattoo,’ Felicia clarified.




  ‘Yeah. She told me it was Hindi. Sanskrit. And she’d even had her graduation class number added at the end of the design to make it unique . . . She was really proud of

  it.’




  Felicia turned her eyes from her notebook back to the body. More specifically at the numbers on the woman’s ankle. ‘Thus the eighty-one,’ she said. ‘. . . Maybe more than

  one person got that tattoo.’




  Striker shook his head. ‘Doubt it. She was damn near protective of it. We’ll check that out, but I’d be surprised if two versions of this tattoo existed. The actual Hindu

  saying is The Truth and the Life. But Jazz had it changed from Life to Justice. Because of her police career . . . Add in the eight and the one, and how could this belong

  to anyone else?’




  Felicia looked back at the body. ‘We’ll need to confirm the Sanskrit, make sure it actually says Justice.’




  Striker nodded absently as he thought things over. ‘Plus there are other coincidences here, ones I’m not liking.’ He turned to face Felicia. ‘Jazz is in Major Crimes

  right now. And her position there fits the bill – she spent five years working Arson before she came to Homicide.’




  ‘Homicide?’ Felicia asked. She found that surprising. ‘You mean with Vancouver Police?’




  ‘Of course Vancouver – why you sound so surprised?’




  ‘Because we work in Homicide, Jacob. And have for some time now. I’ve never once heard of this woman, much less ever seen her.’




  Striker nodded as he saw her point. ‘That’s because the Feds are paying half her wage right now.’ When Felicia didn’t clue in, he explained in more detail. ‘Jazz

  transferred to an integrated unit a few years back – actually, not long before you came to Major Crimes. But she’s still considered VPD property – the brass wouldn’t let her

  go completely, not after all the money they sunk into her training.’




  ‘Into arson?’




  ‘No, into ritualistic murders.’




  ‘I’m lost,’ Felicia said.




  Striker explained: ‘Jazz specialized in ritualistic murders these last few years. It’s why she was always gone. So much of her time was required at the FBI school in Quantico. And

  she spent even more time travelling around the province and the country.’




  ‘Inter-jurisdictional files?’




  Striker nodded. ‘It was what she always wanted.’




  Felicia said nothing at first. She was too deep in thought, and suddenly, she looked tired and cold. She finished drawing the crime scene, stuffed her notebook back into her suit pocket, and

  shivered. She studied the body on the roundabout for a long moment, then looked back at the firemen who were still fighting to extinguish the fuel-fed flames.




  ‘This scene is giving me the creeps,’ she finally said. ‘I mean, think about it: the woman worked in Arson for five years, and that is exactly what we have here. And then,

  after that, she specialized in ritualistic murders . . . and well, we have some pretty odd stuff here, don’t you think? Being burned in a fire trap – a pool of gasoline?’




  ‘It’s a terrible way to go. Though not necessarily ritualistic.’




  Felicia studied the scene. ‘What about the way the body was curled into a foetal position? Does that not equate to innocence? Destroying innocence?’




  ‘The foetal position does symbolize innocence,’ he agreed. ‘But it could also be caused by the shrinkage of tendons. From water loss.’




  ‘And the upside-down cross beneath the body?’




  ‘Again, it could have just fallen off her body that way.’




  Felicia looked around the scene with a nervous expression. ‘Individually, it wouldn’t bother me so much, but collectively . . .’




  Striker frowned. ‘Just keep a separate page for anything ritualistic.’




  Felicia started a page, and Striker turned away. He shook his head and muttered the word nightmare.




  As if to reinforce that opinion, outside the front gates of the lot, a white Crown Victoria pulled up, blipped the siren a few times, then turned into the bus depot. It was the Road Boss. Car

  Ten. Normally that meant one of the inspectors, but today, Superintendent Laroche had been called out.




  It was unusual protocol.




  ‘Captain Kangaroo’s on scene,’ Striker said.




  Felicia looked unhappy. ‘Just don’t aggravate him.’




  ‘Me aggravate him?’ Striker said nothing more; he just raised an eyebrow and walked towards Car Ten.




  The sedan pulled up close to the scene, skidded on the slushy pavement and came to a jerky stop. A moment later, the door opened and Laroche stepped out. For a moment, he stood, hands on hips,

  staring out over the scene – as if he was a towering presence and not twenty centimetres below average height.




  Even in the darkness, his impeccable appearance was obvious. His slacks were perfectly ironed, and despite the fact he had driven, no crease marred his white superintendent’s shirt. He

  walked stoically across the lot, stepping into the pre-made footprints and tyre tracks, and patting down his thick black hair.




  When he reached them, he smiled at Felicia – an honest, genuine grin – and then met Striker’s stare and just nodded. ‘Well?’ he demanded. ‘Is this a confirmed

  arson, or not?’




  Striker frowned. ‘A lot worse than that.’




  ‘We have a possible homicide,’ Felicia clarified.




  When Laroche’s face tightened, Striker took control of the conversation and explained everything that had happened this morning, from seeing the red light of the fire in the black morning

  sky to the discovery of the tattoo on the victim’s ankle.




  When he was done talking, the superintendent said nothing for a long moment. His eyes held a faraway stare and his lips pursed constantly. When he finally spoke, his voice was low and his French

  accent was soft but discernible – a detail Striker picked up on whenever Laroche got stressed.




  ‘I want this kept quiet,’ were his first words.




  ‘Of course,’ Striker acknowledged. ‘But I want Search and Canvass called out immediately. Three teams. One for the office building, one for the major crime scene, and one for

  the outer perimeter.’




  ‘One’s already on their way,’ Laroche said.




  ‘I want three.’




  ‘We’ll call out two and hold them over if the need is there.’




  Striker nodded and let out a held breath. He was happy – grateful – for the compliance. Getting approval for the search and canvass team was always tricky, especially when budgets

  were at year end and money was tight, tight, tight. Getting Laroche’s approval was the first thing that brought him even a modicum of relief. He was about to say more on the subject when he

  noticed a boxy white van pull up outside the front gate. On the side was a red ribbon-like insignia.




  Global News




  Striker felt his jaw tighten. ‘That sure as hell didn’t take long.’




  Laroche looked on with a sense of unhappy acceptance. ‘We’ll need to set up a media point. Cambie and 41st maybe. Mall parking lot.’ He got on the phone with Dispatch and let

  them know of his orders.




  South of them, a heads-up patrolman quickly blocked the entrance to the bus lot and strung up a slash of crime scene tape. The news crew immediately jumped out and cameras began filming through

  the wire mesh of the fence.




  Striker was not surprised. As always, with any tragic occurrence, the media was on scene within minutes – faster than banshees at an Irish wake.




  Superintendent Laroche hung up the phone. He looked at the camera crew, saw a second van pull up, and his face darkened. ‘A goddam cop?’ he muttered. ‘I hope to hell

  you’re wrong.’




  Striker was about to respond when one of the uniformed patrolmen – the kid who’d tossed his guts in the snow a half hour earlier – came running across the lot, so quickly that

  he almost bailed in the slush. He reached Striker’s side and held out a black leather wallet that was wet and dirty.




  Striker took it from him. ‘Where did you get this?’




  ‘Found it back there,’ he said, breathless. He wheeled about and pointed thirty metres in front of the bus. ‘One of the firemen slipped on it.’




  Striker brushed the crud and ash off the leather and muttered good work to the kid. Once the wallet was clean, he studied it. It was a standard leather number, one that had a secondary

  pouch on the inside flap. Seeing this, Striker flipped open the facing and looked inside.




  The moment he did, a sick feeling overtook him.




  The leather pouch contained a police badge: the blue and white waves of the Vancouver City crest; the wreath of golden maple leaves; and the central dogwood flower. Below the badge was an

  inscription: Vancouver Police. And below that, the member’s badge number.




  1406.




  It was the final confirmation needed. Their victim was indeed Jasmine Heer.




  Shaken by the find, Striker turned away from the scene. He needed a moment’s respite.




  He walked away from the roundabout, away from Felicia and Laroche, deeper into the yards. When he found an area that was calm, away from the clutter and chaos, he looked back at the crime scene

  – and a sense of dread hit him. From this faraway distance, he could see something that had not been visible up close.




  Disbelieving his eyes, Striker approached one of the nearby out-of-commission buses. He climbed onto the slippery hood for a better viewing angle. Standing there, he looked down upon the

  roundabout and reassessed the scene.




  The shape of the roundabout was a perfect circle. Within it, dead centre, lay the victim. Stretching horizontally across the circle was the fallen tree, and running vertically on a slightly

  angular plane – from lateral at the bottom to medial at the top – were two converging trails. Individually, they meant nothing, but collectively, they worried Striker

  greatly.




  He drew the scene in his notebook. Then looked down at it in disbelief. The image was not only alarming, but foreboding.
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  He was staring at a pentagram.




  







  Seven




  Up high. From the east.




  Across the road, on top of the Oakmont Medical Building, Monster stood enveloped by the shadow of the generator enclosure. From his precipice, he watched the scene below continue to unfold:




  The police.




  The ambulance crew.




  The firemen.




  And the fire – the beautiful, hungry, blissful flames.




  Down there was the homicide detective. The big male. Monster had never seen that man before, and yet he felt they would meet again.




  It was almost unavoidable.




  He watched the cop walk around the scene. Scanning. Assessing. Analysing. First the body, then the roundabout, then the smoking bus shell. After a long moment, the cop stopped moving and looked

  up. Looked in his direction.




  Looked long and hard.




  For a brief moment, Monster almost thought the cop could see him. All this way. Up here. Through the churning smoke clouds and billowing ash. Where he was at one with the darkness.




  What then, he thought.




  What then?




  He was risking a lot by still being here. He knew that. This was a bad time – the moment when the odds of getting caught were at their highest. The smart thing would be to leave the scene

  altogether. To run while he still had the chance.




  But run he could not.




  It was the flames’ fault. They called out to him. Like they always did. The fire, the raging beast – it had a power over him. A dark enveloping magic.




  A life force.




  It was undeniable.




  He took in a slow breath, and felt immediate pain in his ribs – sharp, biting, electric. It was understandable. When the explosion had gone off in the bus – that wonderful

  burst of creation – the force had sent him reeling into the darkness. Made him realize, once more, that no matter how strong he was compared to the human traffic of this city, he was nothing

  when compared to the natural power of the universe.




  After the blast, he’d careened backwards through the bus. Slammed into the change box. Tumbled and spun through the hydraulic doors. And had landed face down in the slush and snow of the

  pavement.




  It had been stupid to get so close. Stupid, stupid, stupid.




  And yet here he was. Close again.




  Entranced by the flames.




  He closed his eyes. Forced himself to turn away. And moved deeper into the winter darkness where he tried to forget the magic of the flames. The glow. The heat. The hiss. The burn.




  But forgetting was just not possible. The Jelform mask he wore always made sure of that, as did the burns on his fingers and hands. He stripped off his workman’s gloves and then the

  underlying latex, and stared at the giant blocky flesh extensions that had once been his fingers.




  These scars . . . they were physical memories.




  Ones he could never forget.




  The sight made him sick, and yet it made him complete. The fire was a part of him now – so much beauty, so much violence. They were linked forever.




  Fire and Monster, Monster and Fire.




  They were one.




  







  Eight




  It happened at 06:46 hours, and it was the wagon driver who made the find.




  Probationary Constable Mary Morgan, returning from the long trip to the Juvie hall in Burnaby, circled back through the Oakridge area to make her final drop. Just another drunk and surly

  teenager who was too violent for Saferide and yet not appropriate for the Vancouver jail.




  Monitoring the radio, she listened with dark fascination to the ongoing call at the bus depot and drove down the bordering lanes in an effort to help with containment. Halfway down the east lane

  of Oak Street, she located a dark grey Ford Fusion. One run of the plate told her it was a city-owned car.




  Operated by the Vancouver Police.




  She radioed the find, and Striker and Felicia came immediately.




  Once on scene, Striker gave the vehicle a quick inspection and saw no sign of damage or forced entry. Inside the Fusion was a silver coffee cup, a nylon lunch bag, and on the passenger seat, an

  old brown leather satchel.




  The kind the Department gave to police detectives.




  ‘Think it’s Jazz’s?’ Felicia asked.




  ‘Call the kiosk,’ he said. ‘Give them the vehicle ID.’




  Felicia did. She got on her cell and called the pool lot and gave them the licence plate. Moments later, she hung up and nodded, almost regrettably. ‘This is the car Jazz signed

  out.’




  ‘When?’




  ‘Late yesterday evening. She never returned it.’




  Striker tried the handle. Found it locked. Then tried the rest and got the same result. Feeling the seconds tick by, he got one of the kiosk lackeys to bring up a second set of keys. By the time

  they got the doors open some twenty minutes later, his nerves were on edge.




  As he put on fresh latex, the first traces of light began creeping up in the east, turning the smoke-filled shroud of sky a dark purple. He removed the satchel from the seat, then stood by as

  Felicia performed a cursory search of the interior. When she came up with nothing, he stared at the vehicle for a long moment.




  ‘I want the whole car processed,’ Striker finally said.




  Felicia agreed; she got Dispatch to start up a tow.




  Because the winter wind was strong and blowing their way, bringing with it a parade of snow and ash and other burned debris, Striker opted to return to their vehicle before opening the satchel.

  Felicia joined him. When they were both inside with the doors closed, he opened the main compartment and found a thick bundle of files inside.




  All VPD.




  He took them out.




  There were three folders in total. The first was simply labelled Miscellaneous, and held a collection of statements from victims, property reps, and other assorted emergency

  personnel.




  The second folder was labelled Forms, and contained reams of blank police charts and questionnaires – more witness statements, property log sheets, and solemn indemnity papers for

  court purposes.




  The third folder, red in colour, was the one that caught his eye. On the tab was one word, and it gave Striker pause.




  Nero.




  Felicia looked at the tab. ‘Nero?’




  Striker gave her a sideways look. ‘He was a Roman emperor.’




  ‘I know that, Jacob, I’m not an idiot.’




  ‘Set Rome on fire.’




  ‘I get that, Jacob.’




  ‘Played his fiddle while it burned.’




  Felicia gave him a look like she was going to kill him. ‘You think Nero had a hot temper, just throw some more gas on my fire.’




  Striker let out a small laugh, and the moment of levity felt good – even if it quickly dissipated.




  He opened the folder and pulled out a few separate sections of paperwork, held together by paper clips. Some were old cutouts from the local newspapers and online open sources. Others were

  printed-up police incidents and fire reports from all over the lower mainland.




  Felicia took the bundle of fire reports from Striker and began flipping through it. After a few pages, she made an interested sound. ‘Some of these go back more than ten years.’




  Striker nodded. ‘So do the newspaper cutouts.’




  Felicia studied the title on the tab. ‘So the word Nero really isn’t significant in itself – it’s just the name she’s given her ongoing investigation for

  all these old arson files.’




  ‘Appears that way,’ Striker said. ‘Easier to keep them grouped that way – and I doubt the irony of the name was lost on anyone.’




  He noted that two sections had been highlighted with bright yellow marker. The first was Holy Cross church – Striker’s very own parish. The second was a Jewish synagogue located in

  the Arbutus corridor. Written next to the highlighted section, in red felt pen, was the name Kesla.




  Striker had never heard it before.




  ‘Run this surname,’ he said. ‘Kesla.’




  Felicia looked over. ‘No first name?’




  ‘No. But there shouldn’t be too many hits. Kesla isn’t a very common surname.’




  Felicia said nothing; she just typed the name into the search box and hit enter. Five possibles came back. Striker pointed to the first on the screen.




  ‘That one,’ he said. ‘Katarina Kesla.’




  When Felicia clicked on the name, the entity details came up. She read them through and nodded with understanding. ‘She’s a fire investigator. With the city. We’ll have to talk

  to her.’




  Striker flipped through the pages of the reports. ‘Her name’s on a few of these files.’




  ‘Along with this one,’ Felicia pointed out. ‘Faust.’




  ‘Luther Faust?’ Striker asked.




  She looked up. ‘What, you know the guy?’




  ‘Yeah. Kind of. He’s a social worker with the Ministry. Guy’s a real odd duck – and that’s putting it nicely. He works a lot with troubled teens. Or at least he did

  when I last saw him.’




  ‘Well, add him to the list,’ Felicia said. ‘His name is mentioned in more than a dozen files.’




  Striker said nothing. He looked away from Felicia and the reports, and stared out the front window at Jazz’s car. It was parked on the side of the laneway, underneath the overhang of a

  barren Japanese plum tree whose branches were now heavy with ash-covered snow. The fact that she had parked out here, a few blocks away from the depot lot, then walked in on foot, rather than

  simply pulling up to the front gate, told him something.




  She had known the meeting was dangerous.




  ‘We need to get her log records,’ he said.




  Felicia agreed. ‘And inform the family.’




  The mention of that darkened Striker’s mood. Speaking with Jazz’s family was the last thing he wanted to do, but it was also of critical importance. He wanted to see the husband

  – a man named Torsh Heer – and monitor the man’s expression when he informed him of Jazz’s death. It was critical to assess Torsh’s reaction. His words. His grief.

  Even if the idea of doing so made Striker feel sick.




  He thought about how he would approach the meeting while Felicia continued reading through the various newspaper clippings and case notes Jazz had compiled.




  Ten minutes later, when the tow truck finally arrived, Striker was grateful for the distraction. He might not have seen Jazz for damn near a year – not even spoken to her for almost three

  – but that meant nothing in the end. She had been a cop. She had been an ally. And she had been an old friend.




  He had lost someone special today. They all had.




  And the feeling left him hollow.




  







  Nine




  Striker and Felicia followed the tow truck to the police garage on Alexander Street, just a few blocks up from the Skids. The Ford Fusion Jazz had signed out needed processing.

  And even though Striker expected nothing from the results, it was one more task that needed to be done. One more box to be ticked.




  It was logged for Ident technicians at 08:10 hours.




  The day had barely started and yet it already felt long.




  With the vehicle secure and tagged, they headed out east. Towards the Heer residence. And as they went, Striker had to force his foot down on the accelerator. It was as if his body was willing

  the car to slow down. He dreaded death notifications. And today’s was especially abysmal.




  When they reached the Champlain Heights area of District 3, the sky was no longer a dark bruise. Deeper reds now ruled the east. Striker glanced at this as he drove off of Kerr, down 63rd, and

  then spotted the house. It was a plain thing. Large, triangular, dirty-white stucco.




  Striker hit the brakes hard enough to make the car jerk and let out an angry sound. Upon hearing it, Felicia looked up from her notes to see why. One glimpse at the driveway and she understood

  his reaction.




  Parked out front of the Heer residence were two city vehicles – a white Crown Victoria and green minivan. It was Car Ten, the Road Boss, Superintendent Laroche. And the Victim Services

  unit. Which signified one critical thing.




  The husband – Torsh Heer – had already been notified.




  ‘That goddam Laroche.’ Striker slammed his hand on the steering wheel. ‘There goes our chance to assess the husband’s first reaction and everything he might have

  said in response . . . Dammit.’




  Felicia said nothing at first, then cleared her throat. ‘He was probably just worried about the story being leaked,’ she suggested. ‘About the family finding out from some news

  flash or something. I’m sure he meant well.’




  ‘Yeah, well, the road to hell is built on good intentions.’




  ‘He made a decision—’




  ‘It’s not his call to make. Otherwise he can lead this investigation.’




  ‘Well, he is a superintendent, Jacob.’




  ‘So what? He should have discussed the situation with us first – we’re the investigating officers, not him. Laroche has screwed up more investigations than he’s

  solved.’




  ‘Be fair,’ Felicia started.




  ‘That is being fair.’




  Striker shouldered open the door. Climbed out. Slammed it shut. With the situation already as messed up as it could get, he headed for the front door.




  It was time to meet the husband.




  







  Ten




  Ten minutes later, Striker and Felicia were inside the Heer residence waiting for the husband to come to grips with the tragedy that was occurring. As expected, Laroche had

  already informed the man of the horrible news. And the superintendent, upon seeing the anger in Striker’s eyes, had quickly made his exit.




  In the kitchen, waiting for Striker and Felicia to finish the interview, was the Victim Services worker. Her name was Tamara, and she was young. Mid-twenties. Waiting with her was a rookie

  constable, some guy Striker had never seen before.




  Felicia left the room to speak with them, to see what had been said in their absence. It left Striker solo with Torsh Heer.




  The way he liked it.




  Striker gestured to the sofa in the living room. ‘Please, Mr Heer, have a seat.’




  Torsh Heer, pacing back and forth between the living room and den, looked at him with wide, uncomprehending eyes.




  ‘Sofa,’ he said. He spoke the word as if it could mean anything.




  Striker assessed the man. Torsh was big – almost as tall as Striker and just as thick. The heavy muscle bulk, some of which was hidden behind a thin layer of fat padding, was definitely

  there.




  Easily distinguishable, even under his robe.




  Yet no matter how physically intimidating he might have seemed, emotionally Torsh Heer was a wreck. His red-rimmed eyes were wide and disbelieving, his big hands constantly trembled, and his

  deep baritone voice broke again and again as he continued to tell himself, this isn’t happening.




  Striker walked over to the man. Gently grabbed his arm. Physically guided him down to the couch.




  ‘This is happening, sir. And I am so sorry for it.’




  The man sat down. Looked up awkwardly at Striker.




  ‘My kids . . .’




  No other words came.




  The thought of children broke Striker’s heart. The kids had already left for school, just ten minutes prior to the police’s arrival. And despite their absence, Torsh continuously

  looked down the hallway, in the direction of the children’s bedroom, as if expecting them to come out at any moment.




  ‘How . . . will I ever . . .’




  Striker didn’t have an answer for the man. Losing their mother was terrible enough for a fourteen-year-old girl and a ten-year-old boy, but when they learnt how the woman had died

  – and that was inevitable; it was on every damn news channel – the truth would be devastating. How could it not? What had happened to Jazz was beyond horrific, it was the stuff of

  nightmares. And Striker could find no words of comfort for the man, probably because there were none.




  He tried to start the conversation on a side note. ‘You’re a fireman, Mr Heer. I wasn’t aware of that.’




  The man latched on to the unimportant thought. ‘Yes, yes. Hall Eighteen. Shaughnessy.’




  Striker took a moment to write this down in his notebook, using it as a delay tactic more than anything else. He looked down at the address and bit his lip. The hall was not all that far from

  the scene of the crime. Just slightly northeast. And less than a mile.




  ‘Good hall?’ he asked.




  ‘Uh yeah . . . yeah. I guess.’




  Striker said nothing, gave the man a moment. Then Torsh Heer continued.




  ‘Any . . . any hall would have been good. I just got on with Fire, well, a year ago. December 2nd . . . a year tomorrow.’




  ‘Jazz must have been very happy when you got the position.’




  The mention of her name caused Torsh’s face to pale. ‘Yeah. She was. I guess.’




  ‘You guess?’




  His face tightened and he sniffed a few times before looking back down the hall at the children’s bedrooms once more. ‘You know, I thought . . . when I got on with Fire, that it

  would be a really big thing for us. You know? Both of us in emergency services and all. I thought it would give us more to talk about.’




  ‘And it didn’t?’




  Torsh said nothing else. He just swallowed hard and his eyes watered and he looked away, out of the east-facing window, where cold blue sky was slowly appearing.




  ‘The kids,’ he said. ‘Jesus, I gotta tell the kids . . .’




  Striker leaned forward. ‘I know this is hard, Mr Heer. Unbearably so. But there are questions I have to ask, and I have to ask them now.’




  Torsh let out a bemused laugh, almost a sneer, and his head dropped low. His eyes turned down to the ground.




  ‘I had nothing to do with this,’ he said softly.




  ‘That’s not what I said.’




  ‘It doesn’t matter, it’s what you’re thinking.’ Torsh Heer looked up. Met Striker’s stare. ‘I’m married to a cop, remember? A homicide detective.

  I know how this works. Am I right?’




  Striker ignored the question. ‘People investigate in different ways.’




  ‘Check the hall records.’




  Striker wrote this down and said that he would. He then changed gears. ‘What were your wife’s religious beliefs?’ he asked.




  Torsh Heer looked almost confused by the question. ‘A bit of everything, really,’ he finally said.




  ‘What about Sanskrit?’




  Torsh shrugged. ‘She used it. She kept some parts of our culture, but for the most she held a . . . a general faith.’




  ‘Did she wear any religious jewellery?’




  Torsh shook his head. ‘She had lots of stuff.’




  ‘What about a silver cross?’




  ‘Maybe. I’m not sure. I really wouldn’t know. She was always wearing something new.’




  Striker gave Felicia a stymied look, then shifted gears. ‘Do you have any idea why Jazz went to the old bus depot this morning?’




  ‘She got a call.’




  The words caused Striker’s heart to skip a beat. ‘This morning?’




  ‘Yeah. Early. Real early.’




  ‘From who?’




  Torsh shook his head. ‘Didn’t say. She just took her cell to the back room, and I could hear her talking. There was tension in her voice. I knew that. A lot of tension.’




  ‘Tension,’ Striker said.




  ‘Sure. Like . . . excitement,’ he finally said. ‘Like maybe she was onto something – I’d seen her like that before. How she got. When she uncovered some new lead or

  something.’




  Striker wrote this down. ‘And then?’




  ‘Then . . . she came back into the bedroom. Went into the en-suite. Had a shower. Got dressed and left . . . hurried right out the door.’




  ‘Did she say anything before going?’




  Torsh just shook his head slowly.




  ‘Not even goodbye,’ he said softly. ‘. . . She didn’t even say goodbye.’




  







  Eleven




  The sky was dark blue but clear by the time Monster reached his lair. He exited the van, opened the side door, and carefully removed the cage. In it was the little brown-tailed

  squirrel. Wherever Monster went, so did Samuel. It had to be so. Anything else was an insult. For Samuel was a gift.




  And this was how he had been named.




  Cage in hand, Monster trudged slowly across the pristine snow of the field, past the giant pair of snow-covered oaks that fronted the bluff and overlooked the black waters of the bay below.




  Normally, on mornings like this, when the sun was slowly rising in the east and the air was crisp and cold and the winds were blowing in hard from the bay, he’d stare out over the strait

  – much like he had when he was a boy, dreaming of all the places he would go if only he could escape.




  But stop and stare he did not.




  No, today there was work to do.




  He reached the front doors of the facility. The left door was broken, so he pushed through the right one and entered the foyer. As the door shut behind him, he was swallowed by shades of black

  and grey. By cold faint light and dirty air.




  On the north side of the room the glass from the windows had long been broken. Dusty shards littered the floor, amidst the broken patches of old plaster and rotting wood. Covering the pane-less

  windows were irregular sections of particleboard. The gap between the two boards allowed the winter winds to creep in, and they filled the hall with a soft moaning sound.




  A cry without words.




  Monster carried Samuel to the other extension of the building. Here the room was long and rectangular and had rows of benches and desks and tables. Here, all the windows were still intact. And

  on the far ledge was a series of candles, stolen from the old supply hut.




  Monster lit all five candles and watched as flames overtook the wicks. It was a beautiful image. It always was. But the most beautiful part of the glimmer was not the candles, or even the flames

  themselves, but the way the glimmer reflected off his paintings.




  His beloved works.




  The world he could control and create.




  There were many of them placed around the room. Canvases of angry crimson. White-hot gold. And blistering orange. All backdropped by a shadowy black colour – the same blackness that lived

  inside of him now.




  Every one of the paintings was the same. The molten lava. The devouring flames. The human agony.




  People burning in the Lake of Fire.




  Monster stared at his latest work – the most personal one he had ever created. What it stirred in him he could not define. And, as if to make the moment that much more wonderful, Samuel

  began to chitter.




  The sound stole Monster’s attention.




  ‘Sam-u-el,’ he sang.




  He placed the cage on the podium – its regular perch – and adjusted the squirrel’s water bottle, making sure it was firmly attached to the wire. The cage home also boasted a

  small plastic running wheel, because Samuel liked that. Monster removed a package of Corn Nuts from his inner jacket pocket. Original flavour.




  Samuel’s favourite.




  He opened the cage door and the little squirrel immediately hopped out and ran up Monster’s arm to his shoulder. Samuel perched there, and Monster fed him Corn Nuts. Only when the

  squirrel’s cheeks were so full they looked ready to burst did Samuel scamper off.




  Monster watched him go and laughed.




  With the squirrel now gone, Monster removed his mask. He peeled the Jelform away from his face and felt a startling damp coolness. The clean fresh air should have felt soothing against his skin.

  Like freedom.




  But it did not. Instead, Monster felt naked. Exposed and vulnerable. The light that warmed most people’s skin did not have the same effect on him. Instead, it was cold and unfeeling

  – highlighting his disfigurements for all to see.




  Light was cruel.




  Monster sniffed deeply. No matter that the mask always felt gritty, no matter that the rubber made his damaged skin feel sticky, and no matter that the Jelform material always stank of petroleum

  and other chemicals, he never felt comfortable without it.




  Never.




  The mask was a part of him now. It was his real face. His new face, covering and replacing the old. And that was a good thing. A necessary thing. Because, after all, he was what they said he

  was.




  A monster.




  The thought fell heavy on him. As did the actions of this day. Before five o’clock this morning, he had never killed before. Not even an animal.




  To his surprise, it didn’t feel real.




  And to his dismay, he didn’t feel any better.




  Lost, drowning in a sea of bad thoughts, Monster turned – as he always did during conflicting times – to the east end of the room. Standing there was his easel, and on it was his

  latest creation: a canvas of blood red, fiery yellow, and hellfire orange. Colours that were so magical, so wondrously alight, that the painting looked like a window to another world. This painting

  was Monster’s masterpiece – the same one he had created over and over again for as long as he could remember.




  Pools of lava. Geysers of flame. And the Bad Ones, writhing unto eternity.




  It was the Bad Place. The Lake of Fire.




  And it was everything.




  







  Twelve




  Striker and Felicia returned to Homicide headquarters.




  Located in the heart of the Skids, the main police building was forever hounded by panhandlers, homeless people, and drug addicts, half of whom were mentally ill and never should have been out

  in the community in the first place.




  But such was the result of the mental health system. Over the years all the treatment centres had been slowly closed down, one by one, and the result was visible to anyone who had eyes. The

  Downtown Eastside had become Vancouver’s largest mental health centre.




  As if to make a perfect backdrop to the bedlam out front, the police station was also a shambles. The building was old, having been built back in the fifties, and it showed. Ratand

  cockroach-infestations were the norm. And if a day passed by when the building didn’t reek of fumigation chemicals, then the janitorial staff weren’t doing their job.




  Striker was used to it. With Felicia at his side, he bypassed the main entrance, worked his way down Cordova Street, and entered through the annexe. On the fourth floor was Homicide – a

  unit composed of row after row of thrown-together cubicles. Each one was further adorned by an archaic computer and a monitor that may or may not have been widescreen.




  Striker’s and Felicia’s desks were at the east end of the section. Striker started that way, but then deviated to the farthest end of the room, and Felicia followed with a curious

  look on her face.




  At the most southeastern corner of the room, almost hidden behind the coffee station, was an empty corner cubicle. Striker pulled out the chair and sat down.




  ‘Who sits here?’ Felicia asked.




  ‘Used to be Jazz,’ he said softly.




  Felicia furrowed her brow. ‘I thought you said she was transferred to the Feds.’




  ‘Not transferred – seconded.’ Striker started going through her drawers as he spoke, looking for something that might lead him in a new direction. ‘Seconded so

  the Department could maintain control of her.’




  ‘What do you mean, “maintain control”?’




  Striker shrugged and pulled open another drawer. ‘Jazz had a lot of extra training, most of it in the States – FBI, DEA, and God knows who else. All paid for by yours

  truly.’




  ‘The VPD?’




  ‘Who else?’ Striker flipped through a stack of business cards that were bound together with rubber bands. ‘From what I heard, her caseload became a bit of a tug-o-war between

  agencies.’




  ‘Feds versus Munies?’




  ‘Isn’t it always?’ Striker found nothing in the cards. Put them back. ‘In the end, the two managements worked out an agreement, one that allowed Jazz to have an office at

  each location and work inter-jurisdictional files. But the VPD never lost control of her. They could call her back at a moment’s notice.’




  Felicia crossed her arms and leaned on the desk. ‘Sounds like another pissing contest to me.’




  Striker just shrugged. ‘She was gone ninety per cent of the time.’




  He rooted around the desk a while longer. It was surprisingly sparse, but well organized. A tray filled with pens. A criminal code with colour-coded tags. And a stack of folders in a black wire

  rack.




  Striker leafed through the folders, one by one. All were homicides – domestics gone wrong, gang retaliations, drug-trafficker takeouts, and even a few murders relating back to the sex

  trade.




  But nothing stuck out as glaringly relevant to what had happened.




  No pools of gas.




  No upside-down crosses.




  No pentagrams.




  Striker pulled open the last and bottom drawer. In it was a clipboard holding some plain white stationery. On it were some handwritten notes. As he scanned the sheet, with Felicia hanging over

  his shoulder, Striker began to see some relevance.




  A few of the notes Jazz had made were on various fires that had taken place around the city, and once again, the Jewish synagogue in Arbutus and the Holy Cross church in Dunbar were listed. So

  were a few other religious establishments – an Indian temple on the Burnaby border; a food bank that was sponsored by the Christian Fellowship of Vancouver; and a non-profit that was known

  for providing food and shelter to the homeless. It was funded by the Lutheran division of the Protestant church.




  At the bottom of the list, written in red felt pen, was one word:




  Nero?




  Striker pondered that. As he did, Felicia reached out and tapped the page in front of him. ‘Look there. Under the To Do list. It’s those same two names again –

  Katarina Kesla and Luther Faust.’




  Striker saw the names. ‘Looks like Jazz was working hard on something. A serial arsonist. Or maybe something worse. Judging by the list of targets she’s written down, maybe she was

  looking for some kind of religious zealot.’




  Felicia scanned the list of places. ‘Jewish, Catholic, Christian, Hindu – well, at least he doesn’t discriminate.’




  Striker managed a weak grin. It was the first time since discovering Jazz’s body that he’d felt a modest reprieve from the despair. And he tried to channel that focal energy. He

  thought of Jazz, and how they had found her, and the whole situation still greatly disturbed him.
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