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    One




    Dying is easy; living is the hard part.




    Homicide Detective Jacob Striker knew this too well. Although ‘surviving’ seemed a better word than ‘living’. How could it not? The past two years had been cruel. His wife was dead. His daughter was an emotional void. And now, just an hour into his first shift back from a six-month stress leave, the day was turning to shit. God, it was barely midmorning, just ten minutes to nine, and already Principal Myers had called about his daughter. The last thing Striker wanted to do was pull himself and his partner, Felicia Santos, from the road, but Principal Myers had been adamant. Striker had no idea what Courtney had done this time. Or what punishments her actions would merit.




    But whatever the outcome, it wasn’t going to be good.




    Striker steeled himself for more bad news as he marched down the mahogany-walled corridor to Caroline’s office – yes, they were on a first-name basis now, he and Principal Myers – passing under the fighting gold gryphons of the St Patrick’s High School banners.




    All around him roamed ghosts and goblins and Jokers and Batmen – a sea of eerie spooks getting ready for the festivities. Most of the students were taking the opportunity to dress up for the occasion, though a few still wore their school uniforms. The kids, ranging from thirteen to seventeen, were loud and boisterous. Their overlapping conversations mutated into one loud din in the high-ceilinged antechamber of the walkway.




    Excitement was in the air. Striker could feel it.




    Halloween was coming.




    He stopped and looked back at his partner, who followed a few steps behind. Despite his annoyance at being summoned here again, he tried to keep things light.




    ‘That guy over there with the hockey mask,’ he said. ‘Looks a lot like your last boyfriend.’




    Felicia brushed back a few wayward strands of her long brown hair, and smirked. ‘Technically, you were my last boyfriend.’




    ‘Like I said, good-lookin’ dude.’




    Felicia let out a soft laugh, and Striker felt an uncomfortable moment envelop them. It had been this way since their breakup a few months back. He looked away from her stare and led her on through the mob of Grade Eight to Twelve students.




    Principal Myers was waiting in her office. Her chic, cream-coloured business suit looked out of place with her Sally Jessy Raphael, Coke-bottle glasses that were barely a shade redder than her short curly hair. She held a manila file in her hands, a thick one – Courtney’s student file, no doubt – and upon seeing Striker, she offered a forced smile.




    He cleared his throat. ‘I heard you needed tickets to the Policeman’s Ball,’ he joked, and when she didn’t laugh, he dropped the act. ‘Oh Christ, Caroline, what’s she done this time?’




    ‘What do you think she’s done?’ the Principal responded. ‘She skipped out. Again. Fifth time this month.’




    Striker felt his jaw tighten. ‘Any ideas where she went? Or who she was with?’




    Before the woman could respond, a series of loud bangs came from somewhere down the hall, near the school’s assembly hall or cafeteria. Principal Meyers stiffened at the sound like she’d been slapped.




    ‘Halloween is two days away,’ she said, ‘and I can’t wait till it’s over. All day long, the firecrackers. They never stop.’




    As she finished speaking, another series of explosions rocked the room. This time, the sounds made Striker stop cold. The explosions were sharp – like the crack of a bullwhip.




    Ka-POW—Ka-POW.




    Ka-POW—Ka-POW—Ka-POW.




    He spun around and found Felicia in the doorway. One look at her hard expression and he knew he’d heard it right.




    Not firecrackers.




    Gunfire.




    Something heavy and automatic.








  



    

       

    




    Two




    ‘Jesus Christ, we got an Active Shooter.’ Striker turned to Principal Myers. ‘Call it in, now!’




    But she just stood there with a look of disbelief on her face. Striker snatched up the phone, dialled 911 and thrust the receiver into her hand.




    ‘Tell them we got a shooter in the school!’




    He reached into his shoulder-holster, left side, and found the grip of his gun. Sig Sauer, forty cal. Twelve rounds in the mag, plus one in the chamber. He looked at Felicia, saw that she had already drawn her gun, and gave her the nod.




    ‘On me,’ he said.




    ‘Just go.’




    With his partner at his side, Striker aimed his gun to the low ready and left the cover of the office. He swung into the hall. Kept close to the wall. Turned right at the first corner. Stared down the long corridor.




    For the briefest of moments, there was only silence. No gunfire. No explosions. No screaming. Just nothing. And everything felt oddly surreal. Previous nightmare incidents flooded him – the Active Shooter situations everyone had seen on their TV screens a million times:




    Dunblane.




    Virginia Tech.




    Columbine.




    But St Patrick’s High?




    Somehow it didn’t ring true for this peaceful community. He wondered if he’d heard the noise wrong. After all, it was his first day back to work in six months. Maybe he was out of sync. A little rusty. Maybe—




    The explosion echoed through the hall, killing Striker’s doubts. The blasts were deep-based, heavy enough to feel in his bones. They resonated with power. Combat shotgun. Every cop’s worst nightmare in a close-quarters gun battle.




    And it sounded close.




    Striker looked at Felicia. ‘Shoot on sight.’




    ‘Take left, I got right,’ was all she said.




    So Striker took left, and together, the two of them swept down the hallway, clearing each room as they went. They’d barely turned the first corner when they heard the screams – high-pitched, frantic wails.




    Just ahead. On the left.




    The cafeteria.




    Striker checked his grip on the Sig and took aim on the double doors. They were wooden, painted in a cheap latex blue, and had inset wired-windows. As if on cue, the doors swung open and teenage kids came running out. Streams of them. Dressed as Iron Men and Jack Sparrows and cheerleaders and princesses. They were screaming. Crying. Hysterical. One girl, a small blonde all of fifteen, stumbled out. Her white school shirt was splattered with blood and she had peed down her legs. She wobbled towards them on clumsy feet, stopped, and found Striker’s eyes.




    ‘They’re shooting. They’re killing everyone . . .’




    Her left knee buckled and she collapsed, landing face down on the beige tiles of the hallway floor. Striker looked down at her twitching body, saw the red meaty exit wounds on her back.




    Hydra-Shok rounds.




    ‘Oh Jesus Christ!’ Felicia gasped.




    She went for the girl, but came to an abrupt halt when the firing started again. Striker yanked her back. Bullets exploded through the steel-wired glass of the cafeteria doors, sending glass and steel fragments everywhere.




    ‘Down, stay down!’ Striker ordered.




    A second later, when the shooting lulled, he gripped Felicia’s shoulder, then pointed to the door on the far side. She nodded her understanding, and the two of them took sides. Once set, Striker readied his gun, eased open the nearest door and scanned inside the cafeteria for the gunman. To his horror, he didn’t find one.




    He found three.








  



    

       

    




    Three




    Gunsmoke owned the cafeteria. It floated through the air in thin waves. The greyness brought with it the stink of burned gunpowder. And urine, and blood, and shit.




    The smell of fear.




    Striker blocked it all out. With beads of sweat rolling under his collar, he scanned the rest of the cafeteria for any other immediate threats, found none, then focused on the ones he had already located.




    Three gunmen. Thin builds, average height. Instinct told him they were males, but it was impossible to tell. They were all dressed alike. Black baggy cargo pants. Black hoodies. And hockey masks – one white, one black, one red.




    A scene from a real-life nightmare.




    The sighting damn near froze Striker. He’d expected to find one gunman, two at the most. But definitely not three. He scanned the corners of the room. Teenage kids were trapped everywhere. Balled up on the floor. Huddled beneath tables. Sprawled out behind the serving counters. Many of them were already dead.




    Or dying.




    One girl, dressed as a pixie, lay face down on the floor, a stone’s throw from the entrance doors. Redness surrounded her, spilled all over the beige floor tiles. At first glance, Striker was shaken. The girl looked a lot like Courtney – long, straight, auburn hair; creamy skin; lean build – and he’d almost lost control, forgotten his training and run from cover to her side. But then a horrible relief spilled through him; his daughter wasn’t in school today.




    This girl was someone else’s daughter.




    Numbness overtook him. The girl was dead – she had to be, with that much blood lost. But then she shifted. Lifted her head. Looked at him through empty, milky eyes.




    ‘Help me,’ she got out.




    She was directly in the gunmen’s path.




    Striker felt his stomach rise against him, fought it down. Every second wasted meant another dead child. He forced his eyes away from the girl and found the closest of the three gunmen – the one with the black hockey mask. He had another kid pinned in the corner of the room, behind the serving line entrance. He was pointing a machine gun at the boy. Yelling things Striker couldn’t make out. Then suddenly, he stopped yelling, angled his head towards Striker and raised the machine gun.




    ‘Down, down, down!’ Striker yelled to Felicia. ‘He’s got an AK!’ He ducked low and right, taking cover behind the nearest wall, and a series of explosions echoed like cannon-fire in the small room. Striker didn’t hesitate. He waited for the lull in gunfire, peered around the cafeteria doors, located Black Mask—




    And blasted off three shots.




    The black hockey mask exploded inwards and the gunman’s head snapped back. A spray of hair and bone and blood and brain painted the wall behind him. The machine gun flew from his fingertips, spun through the air and landed somewhere behind the serving counter. By the time his lifeless body hit the ground, Striker was already aiming his Sig at the second gunman. At White Mask.




    But the gunfire had alerted the second shooter.




    White Mask saw Striker. Raised his own pistol. Opened fire. And the gun went off with a heavy sound.




    The wall behind them cracked apart, and white-painted brick exploded through the air, along with bits of dust and plaster fragments.




    ‘Shit, he’s got a forty-five!’ Felicia yelled from behind the cover of the doors.




    Striker raced forward. He dropped low and left, slamming into the wall and taking shelter behind the nearest row of lockers. It was poor cover, and would never stop a forty-five. White Mask kept firing. The first round buried itself in the thick wood of the cafeteria door behind Striker; the second round penetrated the thin steel of the lockers and let out a shrieking metallic clatter as it ricocheted somewhere next to him.




    ‘Down, down, get DOWN!’ he heard Felicia yell, and suddenly, she was right there beside him, covering him, firing madly.




    He dropped to one knee. Took aim on White Mask for the second time.




    Opened fire.




    His first three shots missed their target, flew somewhere high and wide, but the last round hit centre mass. Right between the pecs, base of the throat. And White Mask let out a strange, agonised shriek. The pistol locked tight in his spasming fingers, his arms dropped to both sides, and his body rolled forwards and plopped on the ground like a puppet whose strings had been cut.




    ‘Two down,’ Striker said.




    From the far end of the cafeteria, Red Mask let out an angry cry and levelled his shotgun at them. Striker grabbed hold of Felicia and dived right, pulling her into the kitchen area. The moment they hit the ground, a deafening boom filled the air.




    ‘You get hit?’ he asked Felicia. But she was already rolling left, reloading.




    Striker let her go, then mirrored her. He rolled right, peered out the kitchen doorway into the cafeteria, and caught sight of Red Mask. The gunman was marching towards them. Closing in. Just a hundred feet away.




    Time enough for an emergency reload.




    Striker hit the mag release, ripped out the mag, and was in the process of reloading when he registered movement. He looked up and watched the gunmen do something that took his breath away.




    Reloading, Red Mask sprinted up to the body of White Mask. He stood above him, aimed the single-barrelled shotgun downward, and blasted two rounds through the shooter’s face. He then racked the shotgun and pumped one more round through each of White Mask’s hands.




    ‘What the fuck?’ Striker heard Felicia say.




    Before he could respond, Red Mask raised the shotgun and blasted off another round at them. Striker swung back into the kitchen, taking cover as the fluorescent lights above him shattered. Dust and smoke filled the air. He tasted blood. Kids were screaming.




    He peered out again and located Red Mask – the gunman was fleeing, escaping through the exit doors at the far end of the cafeteria.




    ‘He’s running, he’s running!’ Striker yelled. ‘Cover me!’




    He jumped up and sprinted past the two dead gunmen, in between the huddles of terrified students, across the smears of fresh blood that now painted the floor. He raced up to the rear window and scanned the area beyond.




    Outside was the front of the school. In the parking lot, he saw Red Mask hop into a small green car. A mid-90’s Honda Civic, one of the many that dotted the parking lot. The engine started, and the vehicle accelerated down the driveway.




    ‘He’s mobile,’ Striker said.




    He raced out into the parking lot with Felicia fast in tow. Already the Civic was pulling onto the main road and turning north. Striker ran into the middle of the driveway. He took aim and opened fire, and the rear window of the Civic shattered. The car swerved all over the road, almost losing control and skidding into one of the storm ditches that flanked Pine Street, then it managed to navigate the slide and regain control.




    It straightened out and accelerated north.




    Striker ran after it, firing until he could no longer make out the licence-plate. Firing until the vehicle grew smaller and smaller, and finally disappeared from view behind the tall sweeping hemlocks and firs of the nature reserve. Firing until his magazine had run dry and all he heard was the click-click-click of a goddam empty magazine clip.




    And then, as quickly as the nightmare had started, it was over.




    Only a horrible silence filled the air.




    Without thinking, Striker automatically ejected the spent mag, let it fall to the wet asphalt of the roadway, and reloaded. A sheen of sweat masked his fair skin, and steam rose from his overheated body in the misty October air.




    Away, Striker thought. Jesus Christ, he got away.




    The gunman wanted to live – a highly unusual trait for an Active Shooter on a killing spree. To Jacob Striker, a ten-year Homicide Detective, that one action scared him more than anything else. It confirmed his greatest fear.




    This nightmare had only begun.








  



    

       

    




    Four




    Damp wind blustered through the bullet-smashed windows of the Honda Civic, its wails as loud as those of the murdered schoolkids. Red Mask drove on, his attention focused on the road ahead. Blood saturated the black cotton of his kangaroo jacket; it bled from the open wound in his left shoulder and ran down his arm, across the black leather glove. He angled his body, trying to leave no blood on the seat.




    When he reached the south lane of Ninth Avenue, he found what he was searching for – a narrow alley crammed with cars and garbage cans. The backyards lining it were padded with green sweeping trees.




    Red Mask cranked the wheel hard, his left shoulder tearing, and felt the Civic shudder when its rear-end collided with a row of garbage bins. Despite the coldness of late fall, perspiration dampened his brow. Not far away, sirens wailed.




    They would be here.




    Soon.




    Red Mask drove on down the lane. Halfway along it, he found a wider stretch of road that sat beneath the high overhang of a willow tree. He glanced at the tree. Backed by an ice-blue sky, the bark looked black.




    The tree was dying.




    Red Mask killed the thought. He forced his eyes away from the horrible tree, and backed the Honda up until the rear bumper banged into the tree trunk. His mind felt hot, overcooked, and a low hum buzzed in his ears – the leftover echoes of the shotgun blasts. Even his heartbeat sounded too loud, pulsing through his temples like a hammer on steel. He tried to think, but a mechanical grinding noise tore him from his thoughts.




    At the next yard, a garage door was rising.




    With his right hand, Red Mask snatched his Glock off the passenger seat. Pistol ready, he fought open the driver’s door and rolled awkwardly out of the Civic. He slipped in behind the willow tree.




    Watched.




    Waited.




    An engine started inside the garage, then a black Lexus backed out. An expensive model. Golden chrome, shaded rear windows, glistening black paint. The driver, a small old man, seemed oblivious of Red Mask’s presence. He was fidgeting with his mirrors as he reversed.




    Red Mask stepped into the centre of the road, shouting, ‘Do not move!’




    The old man looked up. Confusion filled his eyes.




    Red Mask gave him no chance to think; he moved forward and pointed the pistol. In response, the old man raised his hands, slowly, cautiously, keeping his trembling palms facing forward. The bright gold of his wristwatch shimmered against his tanned and wrinkly skin.




    ‘Now just be easy there, son—’




    ‘Remove yourself from vehicle!’




    The old man bit his lip, then the sternness in his face crumpled away and he did as ordered. Once outside the Lexus, in the middle of the lane, the smallness of his frame became apparent. Dressed in a dark green tailored suit, his body was thin and frail. His breath came in fast and shallow gasps.




    ‘Now just . . . just be calm there, son, don’t go—’




    ‘Discussion is not permitted.’ Red Mask ordered him into the Honda Civic, then made him park the car inside the garage. Once done, Red Mask flicked the gun. ‘Turn off engine.’




    The old man obeyed.




    ‘Give me keys.’




    The old man did as ordered, with shaky hands, and Red Mask grabbed the keys. He took a pack of cigarettes from his pocket – Player’s Filter Lights – and leaned into the car, tucking them between the seat and console. Then he stepped back and raised his pistol.




    The old man gave him a pleading look, and when he finally managed to speak, his voice sounded very soft and very far away.




    ‘I’ve got money, son, I’ve got lots and lots of money . . .’




    Red Mask shot him once in the face.




    ‘Not about money,’ he said.








  



    

       

    




    Five




    ‘We should have stayed at the school,’ Felicia said to Striker as they raced north on Imperial Road. It was the third time she’d made the statement in the past five minutes, and her words were grinding into him.




    ‘We have to pursue.’




    ‘But kids are dying back there, Jacob – they need us.’




    He gripped the steering wheel so tight his knuckles blanched.




    ‘This prick gets away, he’ll kill even more kids. Another school, another place. Who knows how many he’ll hit before the cops can get him?’ He gave her a hard look. ‘Make no mistake about it, Feleesh, it was a fluke we were on scene when it happened, and that fluke probably saved fifty more lives.’




    ‘We don’t know if he’ll kill more – but we do know there are wounded kids back there. Shot, dying. We can save them, Jacob.’




    ‘Other units are already on scene.’




    ‘But not enough of them.’




    Striker’s jaw tightened. She was right; he knew that. By leaving St Patrick’s High and pursuing Red Mask, they had guaranteed some kids an early grave. But if Red Mask got away, there was no telling how many more children might die. He had to be stopped. At all costs.




    Either decision was the wrong one. A no-win situation. And no matter what choice he made, the consequences would be dire. His actions would be questioned by all. The sickeningly sweet odour of Felicia’s perfume was making his headache worse. He powered down the window, let air bluster through the car.




    ‘Jacob,’ Felicia started again.




    ‘We’re looking for the gunman.’




    ‘Fine. Target Three it is.’




    ‘Call him Red Mask. We’re looking for Red Mask.’




    Felicia frowned at the words, but nodded her agreement.




    Striker followed the same route Red Mask was most likely to have taken. It wasn’t easy. Fall’s frosty moisture slickened the roads, and the wheels of the undercover police cruiser skipped on the asphalt as they rounded the bend of Imperial Road.




    Directly ahead, in the faraway distance, were the North Shore Mountains – blackish peaks of uneven rock, covered with white patches of snow. Above them was pale blue sky. The image suggested a calm that didn’t exist.




    A storm was coming.




    Striker could feel it in the air like a static charge.




    Slowly, methodically, he drove on. He scanned the next alley to his left, saw the wideness of the road, the lack of open garages, and the minimal number of areas of possible concealment. Not the best place to dump the vehicle. So he continued north.




    ‘Clear left,’ he said at the next lane.




    ‘Clear right,’ Felicia responded.




    And so they went. It had been less than ten minutes since Red Mask had escaped, and already the memory felt surreal. The adrenalin from the shootout was thinning in Striker’s blood, and the shakes were hitting him hard. His palms sweated. His mouth was dry. And his chest felt hollowed out. He stared at the GPS, studying the map.




    ‘Where are the quadrants set?’




    Felicia was on the radio with Dispatch, ordering more emergency units to the school – Ambulance, Fire, Ident, the whole gamut – and broadcasting the last known direction of travel of the suspect. When done, she hung up the mike and rotated the terminal to face him.




    ‘We got a weak box. Just six units in all. From Sixteenth to Thirty-third Ave, and from Blanca Street all the way to Dunbar.’




    ‘That’s a lot of land. Any mobiles?’




    ‘Just two.’




    ‘Two? But that makes only eight goddam cars.’




    Felicia shrugged helplessly. ‘All units not in containment have been ordered back to the school. The Emergency Response Team is doing a full clear.’




    ‘How many units there?’




    ‘Four.’




    That still made for only twelve units in total. ‘Where the hell is everyone?’




    Felicia brought up the unit status, frowned. ‘Most are coming from way down south.’




    ‘Why so far?’




    ‘They had a gun call in Oakridge not an hour ago. Couldn’t be any further out. Real bad timing.’




    Striker cursed. The timing of the gun call was too convenient, and he wondered if it was a diversion tactic. He looked down at the computer map. The box they’d set up was too large, and there were too many holes in it. To make matters worse, many of the roads serpentined through and around the forest of the nature reserve – which was another problem in itself. Even if they had the proper number of units – which they didn’t – visual continuity would be a bitch.




    ‘We need more units.’




    ‘They’re making requests from Burnaby North.’




    That was RCMP territory. Mounties. Any help was welcome, but they were still too far away.




    Up ahead was a blockade. Striker hit the brakes and they came to an abrupt stop. He looked both ways. Scowled. Sixteenth Avenue was a long line of gridlock in each direction. In the middle of the traffic, city engineers were tearing up the median.




    Striker scanned the area and saw numerous flagmen in bright orange reflective vests amid tall stacks of blue tubing and clusters of yellow work vehicles. It was construction chaos.




    ‘No way he got through this mess,’ Felicia said.




    Striker bit his lip, doubtful. He drove up to the nearest construction worker – a fat guy with tangled grey hair that hung down to the crack of his ass. The man looked back at them through mirrored sunglasses and nodded.




    ‘Dude,’ he said.




    Felicia flipped open her wallet, exposing the badge. ‘You see a green Civic pass through here?’




    The flagman brushed some hair out of his face. ‘Across this friggin’ nightmare? You kiddin’ me? No, I ain’t seen no one.’ He turned away, then started waving the westbound traffic through. A motorcycle swerved around a reversing dump truck and the flagman started screaming.




    ‘He didn’t come this way,’ Felicia said to Striker.




    Striker didn’t respond. He just reversed out of the work area, back to Sixteenth Avenue, and studied all routes.




    ‘To go west, he’d have to cut across the gridlock and drive against the traffic.’




    ‘Which he likely wouldn’t do,’ Felicia said.




    Striker agreed. ‘It would bring him too much unwanted attention.’




    ‘So that leaves only east.’




    But Striker didn’t like that either.




    ‘A right turn here is the natural turn,’ he said. ‘Especially when driving fast.’ He took a long look at the gridlock on either side of the construction zone, then grunted. ‘If he broke Sixteenth, we’re screwed.’




    Felicia’s voice was harder this time. ‘He didn’t break it. And we’ve still got tons of lanes to cover to the south. Let’s do a grid search, lane by lane, right down to Dunbar.’




    Striker dragged his sleeve across his brow, wiped away the perspiration. The air smelled strongly of Felicia’s perfume and of molten tar from the fresh blacktop. It left his skin feeling sticky.




    ‘The grid,’ Felicia pressed.




    Strike finally relented. It was the logical thing to do, even if instinct told him otherwise. He cranked the wheel and made the turn.




    Twenty minutes later, the grid search of the north-east quadrant was complete, and they found themselves back at the intersection of Sixteenth Avenue and Imperial Road. Exactly where they had started. The results were SFA.




    Sweet Fuck All.




    ‘Too much time has passed,’ Striker said.




    Felicia didn’t respond. She just got on the air and broadcast the areas they’d cleared, then slammed the mike back into its cradle. Her voice was gruff, tired. ‘Okay. Let’s start west.’




    But Striker looked at the long procession of backed-up traffic and didn’t take his foot off the brake. He sat there, immobile, for a long moment, thinking. Debating.




    Felicia punched his shoulder. ‘Earth to Jacob.’




    He rammed the steering column in park, climbed out, and felt the cold winds bite into him. They blew his short brown hair in every direction. He bundled up the charcoal flaps of his long coat and marched towards the work crews at Sixteenth Avenue. The median and surrounding grasslands were torn up, with mounds of dirt and chunks of concrete scattered throughout the passageway, making it difficult to traverse.




    Halfway across, Felicia caught up to him. ‘We should finish the grid,’ she said.




    Striker gave her a quick but dismissive shake of his head. ‘He didn’t go that way. He knew the natural turn was to the right. And he knew we’d search that way for him.’




    ‘You’re giving this guy too much credit.’




    ‘Am I?’ He knelt down, raked his fingers along the ground and felt something sharp. Scattered across the brown-grey earth was a line of small dirty opaque cubes. He picked one up, rubbed it between his fingers, analysed it.




    Safety glass. From a shattered rear window.




    He turned to Felicia, held up the glass, and gave her a look of frustration.




    ‘Shift containment north,’ he said. ‘He broke the goddam line.’








  



    

       

    




    Six




    Within minutes, containment had shifted north, all the way to Fourth Avenue. Three more patrol cars arrived from the Oakridge area. They stayed mobile, patrolling the lanes and side roads. Striker was happy about the increased manpower, though he feared the response was too late.




    Discovery Drive was a long, snakelike road, cutting through the thick clusters of maples and oaks and firs. On either side, million-dollar homes stood tall on oversized lots. All boasted creamy stucco, dark wood and old red brick. Walkways were flanked by sea-green lawns and gardener-tended flowerbeds.




    Land of the elite.




    Striker steered his cruiser down the slanted hillside while dialling his daughter’s cell phone. The line was in use, and the busy signal annoyed him. It should have gone directly to voice-mail, but it didn’t, so someone else must have been leaving her a message, too. He took in a deep breath. Courtney was safe, he knew that. She had skipped school. But that didn’t make him feel any better. He wanted to talk to her. To hear her voice. But all he got was an automated voice telling him that the person being called was not available.




    He snapped the phone shut and drove on.




    Now on the north side of the construction zone, he started another grid search. Four blocks into it, he spotted a middle-aged man dressed in blue jeans and a white polo-shirt standing in front of a white garage door. He was spraying off the roadside.




    ‘Clear right,’ Felicia said.




    Striker didn’t reciprocate.




    Quiet, focused, he slowed the car to a stop and hit the power button to roll down the driver’s side window. As it unrolled, the foul stench of rotting garbage blew into the car. Striker ignored it and looked at the man before him. He was of Middle Eastern descent. Tall, probably six foot three – an inch or two taller than Striker – and beefy, even in his limbs. He probably weighed in at two-forty.




    The man let go of the nozzle, the spray from the hose cut off, and he turned and stared at the unmarked police car. When he found Striker’s eyes, he spoke without an accent.




    ‘Can I help you?’




    Striker badged him and nodded. ‘You see a Honda Civic drive by here? Dark green. Had a smashed-out rear window.’




    The man shook his head. ‘No. Nothing.’




    ‘How long you been here?’




    The man shrugged. ‘Long enough to clean up the garbage. Maybe ten minutes.’




    Striker looked past the man, down the lane. It was a dark alley, shaded almost entirely by the narrow three-storeys that dominated the north side of the road. When he saw nothing of interest, he looked back at the wide-bottomed garbage cans and knew where the stink was coming from.




    ‘What happened to your garbage?’




    ‘Friggin’ racoons.’ The man showed his first hint of emotion, his voice rising. ‘Gonna get a permit, set up some traps.’




    Striker nodded like he didn’t care one way or the other. ‘If you see that car, don’t approach it, just call 911. Immediately.’




    ‘Sure.’




    Striker drove on. Heading north. Always north. After four more blocks, he felt something tugging at the rear of his subconscious. He hit the brakes. Thought for a moment. Rapped his knuckles on the steering wheel.




    Felicia gave him a curious look. ‘You got something?’




    ‘Hold on.’




    He u-balled and drove back up the road just in time to see the Middle Eastern man enter his backyard. Striker rolled down the window once more, got his attention with a quick wave, and the man walked back over to the cruiser, his face looking tired and irritated. Like he had better things to do.




    ‘What now, Officer?’




    Striker pointed to the wet pavement. ‘Racoons dump that garbage?’




    The man nodded. ‘Yeah, I told you. They’re a damn nuisance.’




    ‘They ever do it before?’




    ‘Too many times to count.’




    Striker looked at the righted garbage can. It was a large canister, heavy. There were no visible dents in it.




    ‘They normally knock it over like that, or just get inside?’




    The man turned and looked at the garbage can, scowled. ‘Usually they just get inside.’




    ‘These racoons you got round here, they ever tip over one of those cans?’




    ‘Well, no, actually . . .’




    Striker met the man’s eyes. ‘You see them knock over that garbage can?’




    ‘Nope.’




    Striker nodded. ‘Thanks. Take care.’




    The man walked away without saying more. Once he was gone, Striker turned to Felicia and saw the strange look she was giving him. He gestured towards the lane.




    ‘Those garbage cans are damn near full,’ he said. ‘Must weigh sixty pounds each. They don’t tip easy.’




    ‘And you think our guy did it.’




    ‘Sure as shit wasn’t Rocky the Racoon.’ Striker backed the car up a few more feet to give them a better view. He pointed. ‘Look at where the cans are placed,’ he said. ‘Right at the mouth of the lane. It’s exactly where Red Mask would hit one of them if he was driving too hard, too fast. Think about it. He comes down this way, north on Discovery. At the last second, he sees a good place to dump, or maybe a flash of red and blue lights. Who knows? Either way, he cranks the wheel too hard, takes the corner too wide, and what’s he gonna hit – anything that’s placed on the north side of the road at the very mouth of the laneway.’




    Felicia raised an eyebrow. ‘You’re reaching.’




    ‘You got to reach if you wanna grab something. Get your gun ready, we’re clearing this lane.’




    He gripped his pistol in his right hand and steered with his left as they edged forward into the alley. For the first third, he saw nothing. No good places to dump. No movement of any kind. Certainly no green Honda Civic with the rear windshield blown out.




    Then, near the halfway point where the road widened, he spotted something. A small patch of torn-up grass on the south side of the road – a muddy portion that looked disturbed.




    Striker hit the brakes, pointed it out to Felicia, saying, ‘Cover me.’




    He got out and approached the breezeway.




    It was a small patch of land, rectangular in shape, maybe thirty feet by fifteen, and it flanked a closed garage. The land here was a mixture of mud and gravel and crabgrass, running from the kerb all the way back to a giant willow tree that fronted the yard.




    Striker walked over to the willow tree and looked down. In the mud, there were tire tracks, fresh ones. Their deep grooves were wider at the base of the tree, as if a car had suddenly and violently shifted. Lying across the tracks were a few willow tendrils. Striker looked at the tree and saw a horizontal gouge across the bark.




    Right about bumper level.




    ‘Something hit this tree,’ he said to Felicia, ‘and not long ago. These marks are fresh.’ He knelt down on the cleanest patch of grass and looked at the impression in the mud.




    ‘Is it a Civic tire?’ Felicia asked.




    ‘How should I know?’




    ‘You’d think five years in Ident would do something for you.’




    He gave her a dry look. ‘Only way to know for sure is with a casting, and that’s a job for Noodles.’ He analysed the tread prints. The impressions were clean, the near-frozen mud of the lawn holding the shape together. The lateral edge consisted of two longitudinal striations; the medial sections were composed mainly of 60-degree chevrons.




    Felicia came up beside him, bent over for a better look. ‘You getting anything there, Columbo?’




    ‘First off, I prefer Sherlock,’ Striker said coolly. ‘Or at the very least, Matlock. Secondly, it’s impossible to tell if it was a Civic or not. But whatever it was, the tires are probably one hundred and ninety-five millimetres, which would translate into a fifteen-inch wheel diameter. Most likely.’




    ‘And what the hell does that mean?’




    ‘It means,’ he said, ‘that a smaller vehicle made these impressions. Something like a Honda Civic or a Toyota Tercel. Anything more specific than that requires lab work.’




    Felicia nodded, and Striker looked back down. Something else in the mud grabbed his attention. He took a closer look, blinked. Dark brownish flecks coloured some of the blades of grass. They were indiscernible in the churned mud of the tire tracks, but against the greenish-yellow of the crabgrass, they became visible in the mid-morning light.




    ‘We got blood.’ Striker took out a pair of blue latex gloves from his suit-jacket pocket. Put them on. He reached into the darkest area of the mud, where there was a faint glint of something silver, and took hold of a small object. When he pulled his hand back, he held a key-ring. Attached to it by three separate chains were a grey fob, a small plastic happy face, and one ordinary key.




    The make was Honda.




    In the half-second it took for Striker to stand back up, Felicia had already gotten on her portable radio. She broadcast their location, requesting a second unit. Once she was off, Striker got her attention. He pointed to the north side of the garage, where the bay door was located, and she nodded. When she circled to the lane, he readied his pistol and approached the side door of the garage.




    Both exits were covered.




    The side door was white, freshly painted, and matched the stucco on the walls. Striker pulled his Maglite flashlight from his inner jacket pocket, turned it on and set the beam to cone. He gripped the cold steel of the door knob, turned it, felt it click.




    The door fell open an inch.




    Inside it was black. Still. Silent. And the air smelled of gas.




    Striker seized the moment. He kicked the door all the way open and swung inside the garage, keeping low and moving right, getting out of the ambient light and blending into the darkness as fast as possible.




    ‘Vancouver Police!’ he announced. ‘Make yourself known.’




    But no one responded.




    He moved the flashlight in large wide circles, hitting all four corners of the garage. The room contained nothing but a small car. One flash from the Maglite showed Striker the car was green. A second flash caught the stylistic H insignia of a Honda Civic.




    Striker shone the light inside the vehicle. Someone was sitting in the driver’s seat, their head tilted back at an unnatural angle. The body was completely still. And too short to be Red Mask.




    Striker stepped closer, looked.




    It was an old man. Small. With thinning white hair.




    His face had been shot off.








  



    

       

    




    Seven




    Fifteen minutes later, Striker stood ten feet back from the Honda Civic, where the driveway met the lane. The harsh fall winds had lessened, but they were just as cold, and went right through him as if his coat were nothing but porous cheesecloth.




    He dialled his daughter, put the cell to his ear and listened to a busy signal. His pulse escalated. It was the third time since the shootings that he’d tried to call Courtney, and the third time he hadn’t been able to reach her. He wondered if her voicemail was full.




    ‘For Christ’s sake, pick up.’




    Courtney hadn’t been at the school when the shootings occurred; Striker knew that. Principal Myers had already told him she’d skipped class – yet again – and he had little doubt she would be at one of her two favourite malls, Oakridge or Metrotown Centre. Striker didn’t know what he was going to do when he found her: hug her, or rant and rave. He’d already called his neighbour, Sheila, and she was now scouring the malls looking for Courtney.




    But so far no word had come back.




    He swore, and slid the BlackBerry into the pouch on his belt. He tried to focus, to get his head back into the game. Work was always the best diversion; it had gotten him through the worst of the last six years, and besides that, he was damn good at it.




    He assessed the scene.




    Inside the garage, the interior light was now turned on, revealing the true extent of the damage the Honda Civic had taken. The rear window was partially shattered. The rest was full of holes and spider-veined. The driver’s side window had been blasted right out.




    One of the bullets was still embedded in the frame of the windshield.




    The sight brought Striker a small sense of comfort. He would have smiled, if not for the bleakness of the situation, and also because a bad feeling gnawed away at the back of his mind.




    They were missing something.




    He could feel it. Sense it. Something important. Right here in front of them. The car itself felt like a puzzle, but one with a missing piece. He stood there like a statue, and studied the scene before him. The seconds ticked by slowly.




    Felicia walked into the garage from the yard.




    ‘Courtney’s not answering my calls,’ Striker told her. ‘Send her a text, will you?’




    ‘She probably won’t even read it if I send it,’ Felicia said. ‘Sometimes I think she’s got more anger at me than at you.’




    ‘I don’t think that’s possible.’




    Felicia offered him a grim smile. She sent the text, then put her phone away and looked at the car.




    ‘Good find, Jacob. Really. The alley was a good call.’




    He nodded half-heartedly. Breathed in. Coughed.




    The garage stunk. The death of the old man – now known as the deceased, Henry Charles Vander Haven – was fresh and not overly pungent. But the car itself reeked of gas and a combination of something else he couldn’t define. The fumes were overpowering, made his head light and his lungs heavy. The fumes were the only reason Striker had opened the garage’s bay door, instead of keeping everything secure from public view.




    Striker understood the significance of the fuel. Red Mask had been planning on torching the vehicle; of that there was no doubt. But something must have startled him, changed his plans, made him improvise. Striker wanted to know what. Maybe the gunman was injured. Maybe one of the shots had made a critical strike.




    He turned to Felicia. ‘You talk to the wife?’




    ‘The woman’s a basket case,’ she said, squinting against the vapours. ‘Not that anyone could blame her. Got Victim Services and the paramedics with her now, but it ain’t helping much.’




    ‘She tell you anything?’




    ‘Yeah. Hubby here’s got a brand new Lexus. LS600. Flagship of the fleet, apparently. It’s glossy black with lots of gold and chrome.’




    ‘Get a plate?’




    ‘Fox-lima-lima three forty.’ Before Striker could say more, she held up a hand. ‘Already broadcast it. Everyone out there’s on the hunt.’ She studied the car. ‘What you get in here?’




    Striker moved further out of the garage, away from the fumes. ‘Go run the plate of the Civic.’




    ‘Already did over the air. It’s stolen. Obviously.’




    ‘Run it again. On our computer.’




    Felicia gave him a queer look, then walked over to the undercover cruiser. She hopped in the driver’s seat, rotated the terminal, punched in the plate, then hit send. Ten seconds later, the computer beeped when the feed came back:




    ON FILE.




    Felicia turned back to face him. ‘Like I said, it’s stolen.’




    ‘The car’s not stolen, the plates are,’ Striker corrected. ‘Look when.’




    She did. ‘Stolen just this morning. Seven hundred block of Howe Street. That’s the north end of District One.’ She scanned the report. ‘Without keys. No witnesses. No video. No nothing.’




    Striker was silent. He moved back inside the garage, up to the driver’s door, and stared through the front windshield. Through the cracks and lines he made out the Vehicle Identification Number – the serial number unique to every vehicle.




    ‘Run this VIN for me,’ he called out to Felicia. He read out the eighteen letters and numbers, and she typed them into the computer, then read them back for confirmation. Again she hit send.




    ‘It comes back the same,’ she said, a few seconds later. ‘A ninety-four green Honda Civic, two-door. Stolen.’




    ‘When was it stolen?’




    She looked at the screen, and her brow furrowed. ‘That’s odd . . . says here the car was stolen over nine days ago.’




    ‘That’s because it was.’




    ‘How—’




    ‘This is a different car from the one the licence plates were stolen from, just the same year and manufacturer.’




    Felicia drummed her long clear fingernails on the terminal. ‘Why go to all the bother of stealing this car a whole week ago when they could just have stolen it today? Either way, the cops are gonna run the plate and find out it’s stolen. Makes no sense.’




    ‘It made sense to them. There’s a reason.’




    Felicia’s dark eyes narrowed. ‘If anything, it actually increases their chances of getting caught – they had a stolen car with them for over a week.’ She stopped drumming her fingernails on the computer terminal, let out a tired sound, climbed back out of the cruiser. ‘Any ideas, Sherlock?’




    ‘Just one, but I need some time to think about it.’




    Striker approached the vehicle. The Civic had already been searched once, but only cursorily. It needed more. He put on new gloves, then moved to the driver’s side door, which was already wide open. He looked around the immediate area, being careful not to disturb the dead body of Mr Vander Haven. A pack of Player’s Filter Lights was wedged under the driver’s seat against the middle console.




    Strange.




    When the gas fumes got to be too much, Striker leaned back out of the car and gasped for a breath of fresh air.




    ‘Any history on the registered owner?’ he asked Felicia.




    She shook her head. ‘RO’s just some ordinary Joe from downtown.’




    ‘Get a hold of him. Find out if he smoked or not, and if so, what brand.’




    She gave him a long look, her dark eyes holding a spark of resistance, then nodded reluctantly and turned back for the cruiser.




    Striker continued rummaging through the car. He did so carefully. Vehicle searches were always a double-edged sword, not just because of the legal ramifications, but because of the difficulty in obtaining untainted evidence. DNA, microfibres, cellular material – it cross-contaminated with the slightest touch. Best case scenario would have been to leave the vehicle untouched for Ident, but Striker knew if he didn’t get in there now and search for clues, the passing time could be detrimental to finding Red Mask.




    It was another no-win situation.




    Striker did his best not to touch anything, not even the broken cubes of window glass. He deftly lifted the floor mats, opened the consoles, flipped through CD cases and registration papers. With two fingers, he picked up the pack of cigarettes and opened the top flap. When all he saw inside were ordinary cigarettes, he closed it and put it back down on the passenger seat.




    Last of all was the key he’d found in the bloodied mud. It was a possible source of fingerprints, though everything Striker had seen so far suggested that Red Mask would not have been foolish enough to leave any prints behind.




    Certainly not on the key.




    Striker removed the first pair of gloves he’d touched the cigarettes with. Once he had a new pair on, he took the key from his shirt pocket and looked it over. It was black and silver with an H at the base, but there were no scuff marks on the steel, meaning it was new. He then studied the grey plastic fob and the yellow plastic happy face, looking for clues.




    Felicia returned from the cruiser. ‘The registered owner’s name is Taylor Drew,’ she said. ‘He doesn’t smoke, and he says no one ever smokes in his vehicles.’




    Striker looked up. ‘Good. Don’t touch the cigarettes, we’ll see what Noodles can find on them.’




    She gave him one of her you-think-I’m-an-idiot? looks, and turned her attention to the items in his hands.




    ‘That’s what you found in the mud outside?’




    Striker nodded.




    ‘Lucky,’ she said.




    ‘Strange,’ he corrected. ‘Even stranger is the fact he had a key at all. The car’s a stolen, right? Taken without keys. And there’s damage on the driver’s side lock, so we know how they got in.’ Striker held up the key. ‘But this is a Honda – the same key that starts the ignition also opens the door. So the question is, why break the lock to get in if you got the key that opens the door in the first place?’




    ‘Maybe the key that starts the car isn’t the same one that opens the door.’




    ‘Exactly,’ he said, then gestured at the steering column. ‘And why aren’t we finding a broken ignition plate and some loose wires in there?’




    Felicia shrugged. ‘We’re dealing with extremely careful guys here. They know if any cop sees a broken ignition, they’ll think it’s a stolen vehicle.’




    ‘But the stolen plates would already tell them that.’ Striker turned the key-ring over in his hand, looked at the fob. It was a small grey thing. Completely generic. He pressed the button, but none of the doors or trunk unlocked. ‘The fob’s for something else.’




    ‘Garage?’ Felicia asked.




    ‘Maybe. Or an elevator. Or a building entrance.’ Striker looked at the yellow key-ring charm. It was connected by a short chain. He flipped it over. On the opposite side was a happy face, though someone had painted a bullet-hole between the eyes, with a red blood trail running down the centre.




    Felicia scrunched up her face. ‘How quaint.’




    Striker said nothing. He just kept thinking it over and rolling the happy face between his finger and thumb. He was in the same position, still thinking, when a marked patrol car pulled up. The engine was overheated, and it died with a rattle.




    Constable Chris Pemberton stepped out, all six foot six and three hundred pounds of the man. Striker was six foot one and worked out hard with weights, yet Pemberton made him look ordinary. Pemberton was a five-year guy, solid for patrol, and soon to be on his way to a specialty squad.




    Striker briefed him on the situation. ‘No one comes in or out except us and Ident. Keep a ledger with precise times. If Deputy Chief Laroche shows up and pushes his way in, make sure he signs the ledger. That prick has a pattern of contaminating crime scenes.’




    Pemberton nodded.




    ‘When more units get here,’ Striker continued, ‘I want them to canvass the entire area, north and south. Witnesses, video, everything. Call my cell if you get any hits. It’s always on.’




    ‘Will do, Boss.’




    Striker took one last look at the happy face key-ring. It was part of the solution, he knew. There was a reason for it being there, one he just couldn’t yet understand. He also wondered how Red Mask had lost it in the mud. Had he simply dropped it? Or was he hurt? Making his first mistake?




    Striker placed the key in a brown paper bag, sealed it, then left it on the passenger seat for Noodles. He stood back from the Honda and peeled off his gloves, then met Felicia’s stare and didn’t bother to smile.




    ‘We’ve done all we can do here,’ he said.




    She nodded reluctantly. ‘He’s gotten away.’




    ‘Not for long.’




    He strode back to the cruiser, and Felicia followed. They drove out of the alley and headed south. Back to ground zero. Where the nightmare had started. Where they would have to find their next lead in the case.




    St Patrick’s High.








  



    

       

    




    Eight




    Courtney Striker stood in front of the dressing-room mirror in Warwick’s Costume Rentals and frowned at her reflection. The nurse costume was sexy – and she wanted that, wanted something that would attract the eyes of every boy she met during the Parade of Lost Souls on Friday – but it was a pretty common costume, clichéd, and well, just not her.




    Besides, Raine had already gotten one. And if Raine was gonna wear one to the Parade of Lost Souls, then there was no way she was going to wear one too. With the exception of Courtney’s abs, Raine definitely had the better body. She was a half foot taller and had long slender legs; Courtney’s were shorter and more muscular.




    Raine had bigger boobs that looked ready to pop right out of the costume; Courtney’s were small and perky.




    Raine had skin like caramel; Courtney’s was white as milk foam.




    And Raine had dark chocolate fuck-me eyes, as Bobby Ryan, the captain of the hockey team, had put it yesterday. Courtney’s eyes were blue. Not radiant blue. Or iceberg blue. Or even winter-sky blue. They were just an ordinary plain blue.




    Hell, when it came right down to it, none of her features compared with Raine’s.




    The thought soured Courtney’s mood. She reached behind her back and began unbuttoning the dress. She’d barely gotten it halfway undone when Raine tore open the curtain and stuck her head inside the small change room.




    ‘What you think, Court?’




    Courtney shrugged, made a face. ‘Something else maybe.’




    ‘But we could go as twins. Two nurses – it would be, like, sooo cool. Especially later when we’re at the concert.’




    ‘No. Something else.’




    Raine switched bags. ‘How ’bout this then? That Disney Princess, the redheaded one – Ariel. It’s perfect for you!’




    ‘You mean the Little Mermaid?’ Courtney looked at the picture on the bag and saw nothing but a low-riding tail and a green-clam bra on the supermodel displaying it. She felt her cheeks get hot. ‘That shows like waaay too much.’




    Raine grabbed another bag. ‘Little Bo Peep?’




    Courtney felt her cheeks get even redder. ‘Why does it say Adult Fantasy on the corner of the bag?’




    Raine looked down. ‘Ooops, this one is crotchless.’ She giggled, then said, ‘Oh, I know! I know for real this time.’ She swished the curtain closed and disappeared again.




    Courtney said nothing, she just kept undoing the buttons behind her back and wondered if a push-up bra would help to even her and Raine out. Probably not. It wasn’t fair. Raine was gorgeous. Voluptuous. Everything.




    Christ.




    Courtney stripped off the dress, hung it on the hook and slumped down on the dressing-room bench, wearing nothing but her bra and panties, and waited for the next costume Raine could dig up.




    The change room was small, a cubicle Courtney could barely turn around in, and it had a cinnamon-like smell from some scented candles or perfume or something. It bothered her allergies. She sat there, feeling a little chilled from the store air-conditioning and wishing Raine would hurry up, and wondering if she was ever going to find something that looked hot on her.




    ‘Try this!’ Raine said as she burst back through the curtain.




    The unexpected movement startled Courtney, and she giggled from surprise. She looked at the costume in Raine’s hand and saw dark red satin and black silk.




    ‘What is it?’




    ‘Little Red Riding Hood. It goes perfectly with your hair.’




    When Courtney held it up and saw how short the skirt was, she swallowed nervously. ‘I dunno, there’s not much to the skirt.’




    ‘Exactly. And it comes with super-high-heeled boots. Trust me, it’ll be hot.’




    ‘You sure?’




    ‘Of course I am. Look at how the red silk sticks to your belly. You got the flattest stomach out of all the girls – the guys’ll love it. They’ll wanna drink margarita shooters outta your belly button.’




    The comment made Courtney smile, and she looked at the dress again, this time feeling a little more confident. She was about to try it on when her phone rang. She hoped it was Bobby Ryan – God, he was, like, Jonas Brother hot – and frowned when she read the caller ID.




    DAD.




    Raine saw. ‘Don’t answer – you’ll have to go home.’




    ‘Believe me, I’m not.’




    She waited for the phone to finish ringing, then scrolled through the missed calls. She saw his number on there four times.




    ‘Principal Myers must’ve called him,’ she said.




    ‘So your dad knows you’re skipping.’




    Courtney leaned back against the change-room wall, slumped down defeated. ‘I’m dead. I am so dead. He’s gonna ground me for sure. He’ll ruin everything. The party, the concert . . . I wish Mom was still around.’




    For a moment, both girls said nothing. Then Raine took control. She grabbed the dress and held it against Courtney’s chest. Made a whistling sound, and her lips took on a mischievous grin.




    ‘Deep dark red, baby. Brings out your hair. And red is hot, hot, hot!’




    Courtney grinned. ‘You think?’




    ‘For sure. Bobby Ryan’s gonna love it!’




    Both girls broke out into a series of excited giggles.




    ‘Come on,’ Raine urged. ‘Try it on.’




    Courtney took the dress, looked at the price tag and almost choked. ‘Have you seen this?’




    ‘So?’




    Her cheeks flushed. ‘I don’t . . . I don’t have that kind of money.’




    ‘Who says you need to?’




    Courtney gave a nervous look towards the sales clerk who was standing just outside the curtain.




    ‘I’m not stealing anything,’ she whispered.




    Raine let out a high-pitched laugh. ‘Well, duh. I’ll buy it for you.’




    ‘It’s almost two hundred bucks.’




    Raine smiled. ‘Being sexy don’t come cheap, Court.’




    ‘You’re missing the point – it’s almost two hundred bucks.’




    ‘Hundred schmundred. It’s nothing.’




    Courtney looked at the dress, then back at Raine. ‘You got that kind of money?’




    Raine laughed again. ‘My mom does.’ Before Courtney could say more, Raine wheedled, ‘Come on, Court, put it on.’




    Courtney finally gave in. She stepped into the dress, felt the silk and satin slide up her body, and felt good in it. Felt sexy. She turned around so Raine could zip up the back, then pulled her long, reddish-brown hair free so that it spilled all around her shoulders.




    ‘Friggin’ perfect,’ Raine said.




    Courtney looked at herself in the mirror, stared where the material clung to her like a second skin, her belly showing through the thin red satin. Raine was right. She did have a flat stomach.




    And she did look good.




    Her phone vibrated against the hard wooden surface of the bench, and she reached down and turned it off.




    No way in hell Dad was screwing this up too.




    She needed the costume. They’d gotten front-row tickets for Britney Spears on Friday, and it was gonna rock hard. But before that, they were going to the Parade of Lost Souls party. They had to.




    Bobby Ryan was going to be there.








  



    

       

    




    Nine




    As Striker drove back to St Patrick’s High, he felt as if they were on a House of Horrors ride at the carnival. Small swells of anxiety crept into the back of his heart, causing it to beat a little faster with every mile. He felt hot. His skin was sweaty.




    He pulled at his shirt collar to get some air, then gave Felicia a quick glance. He saw the relaxed expression on her face and the casualness of her posture, and he wondered how the hell she could be so cool all the time.




    Her ability to distance herself was unnerving.




    They drove on. The weather was cold and blustery, but the eleven o’clock sky remained clear and bright. Sunny, even. Unusually beautiful for such a fall day, especially one so late in October.




    It seemed wrong, given all that had happened.




    Imperial Road curved lazily around the woodlands as they followed it south, the road surface uneven and slippery. They passed through the swerving tunnels of maple trees until the north end of the school came into view.




    A mob of people had gathered. Clusters of mothers and fathers massed near the roundabout. A handful of officers were speaking with them. Most of the parents were as white as sheets. Some of their faces were filled with fear and longing. Others were loud and hostile, ready to riot at a moment’s notice. An explosive tension filled the air.




    Striker felt sick for them. From this day forward some of their homes would feel empty, filled with an unnatural silence; a grief too deep to be explained. He knew this because he had felt it after Amanda died. Even after two long years, there was still a strange emptiness inside his core. A dark and hollow place.




    He looked ahead and spotted a white unmarked Crown Victoria, parked out front of the school. The White Whale, everyone called it, because there was no colour less operational than white.




    The Crown Vic belonged to the road boss. Car 10. Meaning the Inspector of the day. There were many of them that ruled the road, and most of them were men Striker not only respected but admired. Guys like Jean Concorde who had been one of the best investigators the Department had ever seen, or Reggie Yorke, who was as operational as men come, spending the bulk of his time with Strike Force and the Emergency Response Team. Hell, even Davey Falk was a good man, lacking the operational and investigational skills the other two Inspectors had, but making up for it with his steadfast support of the men and women under him. All were exceptional men, and Striker hoped to see one of them behind the wheel of the White Whale.




    But as he and Felicia drove nearer and the occupant came into view, Striker’s hopes faltered and were replaced by a morbid feeling of something between frustration and disgust. It was the Deputy Chief himself.




    ‘Oh Christ,’ Striker said. ‘It’s Laroche.’




    ‘Avoid him,’ Felicia said.




    ‘Just what we need now. The one guy in the Department who can make even an Active Shooter situation worse.’




    ‘He’s not that bad.’




    ‘Of course you would say that.’




    Felicia shot him a fiery look, as if preparing for an argument, but then let the comment go.




    Striker slowed their speed as they passed the white Crown Victoria. Inside the car sat Deputy Chief Laroche. His dyed black hair, which was slicked back over his head in an oily smear, contrasted with the unblemished white of his skin. As if to counteract the glare of his face, he’d adorned himself with a pair of gold-rimmed sunglasses with overly dark lenses. He wore the standard white shirt that all Deputy Chiefs and Inspectors wore, starched so strongly it looked like white cardboard rather than a cotton-polyester blend, and had adorned himself with all the medals he’d earned during his time in the Army – a time which everyone knew he’d spent on this side of the ocean in field management despite his claims that he’d seen battle in the Kuwaiti wars. In one hand, Laroche held a steaming hot cup of Starbucks; in the other, a sandwich overflowing with cheese and lettuce. He took a huge bite of it as they drove by, and Striker turned his eyes back to Felicia.




    ‘Kids are dying in there and that prick’s out here eating sandwiches.’




    The earlier defiance of Felicia’s face crumbled away. ‘Well, he’s . . . he’s got to eat sometime, I guess.’




    ‘Have we eaten yet?’ When she didn’t respond, he added, ‘We’ve been on the road since eight.’




    ‘I’m not getting into this, Jacob.’




    ‘No, you wouldn’t, would you?’




    She gave him another hot look, and for a moment, she seemed ready to say more, but changed her mind.




    They left the White Whale parked a half block behind them and drove into the roundabout at the school driveway, past the front entrance. Striker parked, climbed out, and had a flashback of chasing Red Mask. He could still hear the loud bangs of the gunfire, still smell the lingering scent of burned gunpowder.




    He closed his eyes, attempting to suppress the frantic blur, and flinched when a door slammed shut.




    To the south-east, where the gym was located, a gaggle of paramedics exited the building. They came in twos, each pair rolling a gurney. On the gurneys were victims, some as young as thirteen.




    The paramedics hurried in different directions to many waiting ambulances that were parked all over the school’s front lawn. Striker watched one girl being loaded up. She was about fifteen. Dripping with a redness that managed to seep through the medics’ blankets. Her eyes were out of focus, her face slack and without colour, as if there were no more blood in her body to redden her cheeks. The rear door of the ambulance closed and it accelerated away.




    ‘That should be it,’ a nearby voice said.




    Striker turned and spotted a row of men snaking out of the building. It was a parade of combat boots and ballistic helmets and heavy weaponry – MP5 machine guns, sniper rifles, and close-quarter combat shotguns. The Emergency Response Team. All wore black padded uniforms, covered with dark grey, reinforced-ceramic plates. The lead, Zulu Five-One, was Tyrone Takuto, a Eurasian cop Striker knew well. Takuto had a distant look in his eyes, detectable even behind the protective goggles.




    Striker met his stare. ‘Any more kids in there?’




    ‘Just bodies.’ Takuto spoke with machine-like precision, without emotion. ‘All the injured have been evacuated and all the uninjured are being staged in the gym. Dogmen are running the halls right now, giving it a final clear – just to be sure we got every one of them.’ He glanced back at the school. ‘There’s a lot of bodies in there still . . . a lot of bodies.’




    Felicia stepped forward, and for the first time, she looked shaken. ‘How bad is it?’




    Takuto just kept looking at the school. ‘Things like this make you fear sleeping,’ he murmured.




    Striker understood him completely. Night terrors.




    ‘How many?’ he asked.




    ‘Last I heard we had eleven confirmed dead, over thirty wounded.’




    Striker scanned the line of ERT members. Each one of them looked exhausted, like they’d just been on a ten-day mission, not a two-hour school clearing.




    ‘What else you find in there?’ he asked.




    ‘Just carnage. Pretty much what you’d expect.’




    ‘Any traps, any explosives?’




    ‘IEDs? No, none.’




    ‘Not even a homemade rig?’




    ‘None yet. But the dogs are still searching.’




    Striker thought this over. No booby traps. Unusual. IEDs – or Improvised Explosive Devices – were the norm nowadays. And that was mainly because of an Active Shooter’s intent. Terror wasn’t the only goal here: inflicting the maximum number of casualties was a high priority. The more carnage, the more coverage. The better the headlines.




    The media spotlight was everything.




    Striker watched Takuto tell his boys to take five, then strip off his ballistic helmet and goggles. He used his forearm to mop the sweat from his brow, then sat down on a kerb and leaned back against the cream stucco of the school’s outer wall. Striker was about to ask him more questions when Takuto looked across the parking lot and sneered.




    ‘Look at that prick.’




    Striker glanced back and spotted Deputy Chief Laroche in the White Whale. The man was brushing his hair back over his head and checking out his teeth in the mirror. It wasn’t until the three media vans pulled up – one for BCTV, the other two Global – that Laroche finally lumbered out of the vehicle.




    The mob of reporters rushed towards the school, microphones and video cameras ready. They reached the yellow crime scene tape and stopped hard, bunching together, almost crawling over one another. There was excitement in their faces, a palpable buzz in the air. Children had been slaughtered in the safety of their school.




    Story of the Century.




    Without thinking, Striker neared the mass. Watched the reporters fixing their make-up. Positioning themselves for the cameras. Making sure they got their best angle.




    Moments later, Deputy Chief Laroche strutted in from the north. He marched stoically up to the crime scene tape, his pressed hat held gently in both hands, rim down – just the way Striker was sure he’d practised in front of the mirror a hundred times. The lineless perfection of Laroche’s hair told anyone who cared to notice that he never wore the damn hat. It was just a necessary prop, a part of the intended image.
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