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  Sean Slater is the pseudonym for Vancouver Police Officer Sean Sommerville. Sommerville works in Canada’s poorest slum, the Downtown East
  Side – an area rife with poverty, mental illness, drug use, prostitution, and gang warfare. He has investigated everything from frauds and extortions to homicides. Sommerville has written
  numerous columns and editorials for the city newspaper. His work has been nominated for the Rupert Hughes Prose Award, and he was the grand-prize winner of the Sunday Serial Thriller contest. His
  debut novel, The Survivor, was published to rave reviews. Snakes & Ladders is his second novel.

  
    Praise for The Survivor

  

  ‘A satisfyingly authentic debut from a man who really does know about the bleak side of the human psyche . . . written with an unexpected gentle irony, and featuring a
  lead character that the author clearly likes, it’s a neat, stylish thriller from a writer to watch’

  Daily Mail

  ‘The USP of this energetic debut thriller is that it’s written about a Vancouver cop by a Vancouver cop . . . In fact Sean Slater writes the sort of pacy superior
  pulp you’d expect from an author who’d never eaten a doughnut on a dull stakeout’

  Daily Telegraph

  ‘Fast-paced, gripping and impossible to put down, Sean Slater’s debut novel is an explosive, action-injected tale told by a great new talent. A fantastic
  read’

  CHRIS CARTER, author of The Night Stalker

  ‘The Survivor grabbed me by the throat from page one and held on until the very end. Slater’s debut is a rocket-paced evocative thriller. Gritty, dark and
  graphic, The Survivor is at times hard to read but always harder to put down. A terrific read’

  DANIEL KALLA, bestselling author of Pandemic,

  Blood Lies and Of Flesh and Blood
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  Snake Eyes:

  Definition:

  
    
      	
        1)  

      
      	
        The lowest possible roll of the dice (two ones) in a game of Craps, or

      
    

    
      	
        2)  

      
      	
        Extremely bad luck
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  Day One

  


  One

  The black mask was made entirely from leather. Rectangular slits were cut out over the eyes and mouth areas, and running down the back, interlacing through the eyelets, were a
  pair of long, thin straps.

  The Adder tightened these straps, firming the mask to the back of his head as he stared at the young woman before him. Her name was Mandilla Gill. Mandy. And he knew her well.

  She was pretty and young – nineteen to be exact – and bound to the chair not by any physical restraints but by the medications he had given her. More important than all of that, she
  was about to be freed from the cold darkness of this world. It was time for her salvation.

  The Beautiful Escape.

  ‘Please,’ she said. Her voice was soft, distant, barely a whisper.

  ‘Everything is all right,’ he told her. ‘Do not be afraid.’

  The girl looked like she wanted to respond, but said nothing back.

  The Adder scanned the room. It was dark and cold, and the walls reeked of old, set-in dampness. All across the floor was litter – old newspapers, dirty clothes, garbage of all kinds. The
  Adder walked across the trash to the other side of the room and stared at the camera he had placed just outside the window.

  The angle was perfect. And it had to be.

  Satisfied, he turned around and knelt before the girl. Already her breathing had slowed to a critical level and her eyes were taking on a lost, distant look. Even in the pale dimness of this
  room, the Adder could see that.

  There wasn’t much time left.

  ‘Please,’ she said, and this time her voice was far away from him. So very, very far.

  ‘Do not be afraid,’ he said again. ‘I’m freeing you.’

  The Adder smiled at her. He held her head in both hands. Stared deep into her eyes. And made sure that she saw he was there for her.

  ‘Fly away, Little Bird,’ he told her. ‘Fly away.’

  And Mandy Gill did.

  She was soaring.

  


  Two

  Snake Eyes.

  Mandy Gill’s life crapped out on a cold and grey winter day. The dice of life were loaded against her. They always had been, ever since the day she’d been born. She died isolated, in
  a sad and lonely place. And the worst part about her death was that it could have been prevented.

  If anyone had cared.

  The thought of this filtered through Jacob Striker’s mind as the homicide detective pulled his cruiser up to the old hotel. The place was a shithole. Old boards covered the broken windows;
  gang graffiti painted the walls, and crabgrass mixed with dirt made for a front lawn. This was the Lucky Lodge Rooming House, and anyone who lived here wasn’t so lucky.

  Mandy Gill was the perfect example of this. Her last trip out of here would be under the stiff white plastic of a coroner’s body bag – an undignified end to an unfair life.

  Game over. You lose.

  Striker’s fingers clenched into fists as he climbed out of the unmarked patrol car. He hated this place. Always had. This entire area, too. It was Strathcona, a one-way ticket to nowhere
  for the mentally ill and drug-addicted. Too many checked in, so few checked out.

  Such was life at the Lucky Lodge Rooming House.

  Over the years, during his stints in Patrol and Homicide, Striker had been here too many times to count. Overdoses. Suicides. Forcible Confinements and Murders. All bad, no good. But being here
  today was especially terrible.

  For personal reasons.

  Striker killed the thought and walked down the cracked-cement walkway, which was covered in rotting leaves and half hidden in the four o’clock dimness. The cold January air was crisp with
  the hint of coming snow, and blowing in angry gusts. It ruffled his hair and stung his skin.

  Striker reached the door, shouldered it open and went inside.

  The foyer was dark, and the walls held the smell of old dampness. Striker avoided touching them. Everything was quiet and calm. The nearest hall light was burned out, and the only other light
  that existed was down at the far end of the corridor.

  It flickered strangely.

  Striker walked down the hall and took a closer look. What he saw was not surprising for this area – the light wasn’t coming from a bulb, but from the flame of a candle, flickering in
  the draught. He reached out, pawed the wall, and hit the light switch.

  Nothing.

  The building had no power.

  In his coat pocket was a flashlight. Striker fished it out and turned it on, then made his way up to the third floor on steps that sounded weak and hollow. At the top, he turned left and
  surveyed the hall. Through the yellow gloom, he spotted a man in a blue uniform.

  Patrol cop.

  Striker shone the beam on him. The cop was young. Asian. Looked no more than twenty years old and fresh out of the academy. Definitely out of his element. He had his own flashlight out and was
  shining it nervously around the hall. When he spotted Striker, he let out a heavy breath.

  ‘Hey,’ he got out.

  Striker stepped up to the doorway. ‘You got a name?’

  ‘Yeah, Wong. I’m on Charlie shift. Team Two-Ten.’

  Striker looked at the man’s badge number and saw that it was 2864 – over a thousand numbers higher than his own badge number. It made him feel old. He nodded at the young constable.
  ‘I’m Detective Striker from Homicide. Where is she?’

  ‘Just . . . just over here.’ The kid shone his flashlight into the nearest room. Unit 303.

  ‘Have you touched—’

  ‘Nothing. I didn’t touch a thing. Not a single thing.’

  Striker was pleased to hear that; the kid had been taught well.

  He turned his attention to the room before him. Everything was still, and darkness hung about the air in different shades. In the centre of the room, lying back in an easy chair, was the body of
  Mandy Gill.

  The rest of the room was empty.

  Striker frowned and looked at Constable Wong. ‘Where’s your partner?’

  ‘Partner? I . . . I don’t have one. I’m one-man.’

  ‘You mean you’re at a Sudden Death alone?’

  The kid shrugged. ‘I had to be. There was no one else to go. Thought someone else would clear by the time I got here. But so far, you’re the only one.’

  ‘You got balls, kid. Next time wait.’

  Constable Wong never took his eyes from the body. ‘She looks . . . fresh.’

  Striker nodded sadly. The kid was right; the death looked somewhat recent.

  ‘She’s listed in the directory only as Gill,’ the young cop offered. ‘But I haven’t had a chance to confirm anything yet. I could run out to the car for the laptop,
  if you want.’

  ‘There’s no need to,’ he said. ‘You’re right about her identity. Her name was Mandy Gill and she was nineteen years old.’

  ‘Oh, you already researched her?’ the cop asked.

  Striker shook his head sadly. ‘I knew her.’

  


  Three

  The body of Mandy Gill had been discovered by accident. The original call to the Lucky Lodge had come in as a Suspicious Person complaint from an anonymous caller. A shadowy
  figure had been seen lurking in the bushes behind the dilapidated building, somewhere close to Union Street.

  That in itself was nothing out of the ordinary – SusPers were a dime a dozen, especially in the Strathcona area – but lately, over the past nine months, the City had been having
  problems with an arsonist. Because of this, the area from Union Street to Pender had become a top priority. So a unit had been dispatched immediately.

  Newbie cop Wong drew the short stick. Working a one-man car, he had attended the scene and stumbled across the sudden death.

  Mandy Gill.

  Striker stepped into the small apartment, being mindful of where he placed his feet. The air was just as cold inside the building as it was outside, and he found that disheartening.

  He looked around. The suite was minute, built into two separate rooms: one washroom and one common room, which was complete with a kitchenette, sitting area, and one shabby, single-mattress cot,
  which was tucked away in the far corner.

  All in all, it was a sad statement of this girl’s life.

  Dirty dishes filled the sink. A carton of milk was left on the stove. And old newspapers and junk mail littered the counters and floor.

  After a long moment, Striker stepped into the centre of the room and stopped avoiding what needed to be done. He shone his flashlight on the dead girl before him and really looked at
  her.

  It pained his heart to do so.

  Mandy Gill was sitting back in an old easy chair that was made from threadbare fabric. She was positioned to look out of the only window the room had – a cracked pane that faced west. In
  her hand was an empty vial of pills, and in the corners of her mouth was the white crust of pill paste. Her chest was completely still.

  Even in the unforgiving glare of the flashlight’s white beam, it was apparent that all the colour had drained away from her dark brown skin, turning it more of an ash-grey colour.

  Striker leaned closer and studied her face. The underlying musculature was slack, and her eyes were wide open and milky, staring through the window at a world that was as cold to her now in
  death as it had been in life. An empty expression marred her face, and it struck Striker like a physical blow.

  Mandy Gill looked sad, even in death.

  Striker killed the thought. He turned and located Constable Wong, who was standing quietly in the doorway.

  ‘When did you arrive on scene?’ he asked.

  ‘Huh?’

  ‘How long you been here?’

  ‘Uh . . . twenty minutes, maybe more.’

  Striker nodded. ‘Did you clear the place?’

  Wong jabbed a thumb over his shoulder. ‘All the other apartments are unoccupied. In fact, she’s not even supposed to be in here. This place was condemned over a month ago. Everyone
  was supposed to have moved out by now. Who knows why she’s even here.’

  ‘She’s in here because she had nowhere else to go. You got the manager’s number?’

  ‘In the car.’

  Striker forced a smile. ‘Well, we can’t read it from here.’

  Wong clued in and left the room. When Striker heard the young constable’s police boots clomping down the steps, he focused his attention back on the dead girl before him. He tried to think
  of her as ‘the body’ or ‘the deceased’.

  As anything but Mandy.

  It was impossible. His conscience would not allow it. Memories hit him, and all of them sad. He had hoped she would escape this place. This area. This rotten city altogether. But like so many
  others before her, she hadn’t left. And in the end, she’d found her own way out.

  The only way she knew.

  ‘I’m sorry,’ he said softly. ‘I should have done more.’

  He reached out and gently touched her face.

  And he frowned.

  She was still slightly warm.

  A thought occurred to him. He stood back up from Mandy Gill’s body, walked into the kitchenette, and approached the stove. On it sat a carton of milk. He touched it.

  It was still cool.

  Not a lot of time had passed since the woman’s death – too much for any hope of resuscitation, but not a lot in terms of a crime scene. And every Sudden Death had to be considered a
  crime until ruled otherwise. He took out his pen and notebook, and wrote down: Time? When he looked back up again, his eyes found the throw-rug on the floor and lingered there.

  The rug was an old thing, probably something Mandy had snagged from the Salvation Army or the First United Church. Green threadbare fabric, just like the recliner, with dirty yellow flower
  designs.

  But the colour and pattern were not what stole Striker’s attention – it was the strands of the carpet. The indentations in the weave. And the more he looked at it, the more he
  realized that the chair had been moved from its normal resting spot. Now it was angled westward. Facing out of the window.

  It was odd.

  Had Mandy wanted to watch the setting sun during her death? The timing would seem to suggest so. And if not, what had she been looking at?

  Striker approached the window. Outside, the dusk was slipping slowly by. In the coming twilight, streaks of blood-orange sun blistered the charcoal sky, making the world look warmer than it
  actually was.

  Three storeys down, the next neighbouring lot was vacant.

  Striker scanned the area. The lot was filled with construction debris from the demolished house. He was about to focus his attention back on the room and begin sorting through Mandy’s
  articles when something outside the window caught his eye – a glint of something metallic in the sun’s fading rays. On the ledge, just outside the window, was a small object with a
  circular glass front.

  A camera.

  It was facing inside the room.

  Striker grabbed on to the window and tried to lift it, but time and rot had caused the frame to swell. As a result, the window was wedged tight. Impossible to open.

  Whoever had placed the camera on the ledge had done so from the outside.

  Striker considered this. He leaned forward for a closer look, then heard a soft, raspy sound behind him. He spun around, not knowing what to expect.

  After a short moment, he relaxed. It was just air escaping the body – a normal occurrence during the beginning of decomposition. Relieved, he turned back to focus on the window once more.
  What he saw shocked him.

  The camera was gone.

  


  Four

  The Lucky Lodge was small for a rooming house. Each floor had only three units per side, and each unit was an SRO – Single Room Occupancy. Because of this, there were
  only six rooms on the third floor, and only three of them faced west – one on either side of Mandy Gill’s unit.

  The window ledge where the camera had been set lay closer to the south neighbour than the north, so Striker headed for unit 305. He kept his pistol drawn and made his way towards the hall.

  Without the ambience of Constable Wong’s flashlight, the darkness of the complex seemed thicker than before. Deeper. And as if to make the situation even harder for him, the blazing orange
  light of dusk faded completely as the sun slipped in behind the blackish western cloud banks.

  Striker stood behind the cover of the door frame and angled his flashlight. It was a mini Maglite. It didn’t hold a candle to the full-sized ones patrol members used, but it was all he
  had. He rotated the lens to turn the narrow beam brighter and shone it down the hall.

  Everything was still. All the doors were closed.

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

  No reply came back, only silence.

  For a moment, Striker considered waiting for Constable Wong. Rookie or not, two cops always gave better odds – and that was on the assumption that there would be only one threat awaiting him in the other room.

  But thoughts of a suspect escaping ate away at him. He readied his pistol and slowly moved down the hall. When he reached the door to unit 305, he stopped. Listened.

  Nothing but silence.

  He reached out and grabbed the doorknob. The steel was cold to the touch. When he turned it, the knob refused to move. It was locked from the inside.

  ‘Vancouver Police!’ Striker said again. ‘I know you’re in there. I need to talk to you about the tenant in the next suite. Open the door.’

  Again there was only silence. And then . . . .

  A sound.

  It took Striker less than a second to identify it – the soft, scraping noise of a window being raised.

  He took a quick step back, then jumped forward and kicked the heel of his foot between the doorknob and frame. Entry took only two kicks. The steel lock remained intact, but the rotting wood of
  the frame let loose a loud snaaaap! and broke inwards. The door flew back, slammed into the wall, and Striker aimed his gun and flashlight all around the room, hitting each of the four
  corners.

  No one was there.

  He quickly surveyed the room. The layout was a mirror image of Mandy Gill’s unit. Kitchenette, cot, washroom and main sitting area, all in one. The kitchen was vacant. The underside of the
  cot was visible with no one beneath it. And the bathroom had no one inside.

  The window was wide open.

  ‘Fuck,’ Striker growled.

  He hurried across the room to the window and looked down at the vacant lot below. With the sun all but gone, the shadows were wider and deeper. Everything was grey and black now. Impossible to
  distinguish.

  There were many places to hide.

  Striker assessed it all – from the huge commercial garbage bins of the back lane, to the underground parking lot on Gore Avenue, to the heavy row of bushes that flanked the communal area
  of the Prior Street Park.

  Everywhere he looked there were escape routes.

  He spotted Constable Wong returning from his patrol car.

  ‘Cover the southwest corner!’ Striker ordered. ‘Someone just took off from this room! Call for more units and a dog. I’ll take northwest!’

  The young constable froze, though for only an instant, before nodding and racing south. When he disappeared behind the curve of the next building, Striker turned back and ran for the doorway. He
  was barely halfway across the kitchenette when his shoes caught on something. He stopped running, looked down. In the dimness of the room, the objects he had stepped on were not easy to define, so
  he shone his flashlight on them.

  Not plastic, but wire. Trays of some kind.

  Refrigerator trays.

  The thought had barely crossed his mind when the fridge door came flying open. It hit Striker with enough force to send him reeling backwards. He landed hard on the floor, and rolled. He raised
  the gun, shoved his back tight against the far wall, and readied himself for an attack.

  But none came.

  He looked across the room. Racing for the window was a figure – average height. Lean build. Dark clothes.

  ‘Stop! Police!’ Striker ordered.

  But the suspect ignored him.

  Striker scrambled to his feet and dived towards the window – but the man was fast. He was already three-quarters of the way out by the time Striker reached him. He grabbed on to the
  suspect’s hand and yank him back. But it was too late. The suspect slipped out of reach, and Striker was left standing there, clutching one of the man’s black leather gloves.

  The man plummeted three storeys down. No scream, just silence. He hit the crabgrass, rolled down the small slope of hill, then got back to his feet.

  Striker tried to flood the man with light from his flashlight, but from three storeys up the beam was too weak. All he saw was black clothing. A dark hoodie. And beneath that, what appeared to
  be a black leather mask. The suspect leaned down and picked up his camera. Then, for a brief moment, he looked back up at the window.

  ‘Don’t move!’ Striker ordered.

  But the man ignored him again; he turned and raced into the shadows of the south lane. And then he was gone.

  


  Five

  Five minutes later, Striker looked up and down Union Street for the red and blue glow of the Canine Unit’s lights. When he didn’t see them, he got on his phone and
  called the Central Dispatcher, Sue Rhaemer.

  ‘Where the hell’s the dog?’ he demanded.

  Rhaemer paused for barely a moment, and Striker knew she was checking the GPS. ‘He’s just a few blocks out.’

  ‘Well, tell him to get his ass here now.’

  Striker had barely ended the conversation when the dogman’s emergency lights tinted the air and a white Chevy Tahoe came racing around the bend of Gore Avenue. The man behind the wheel was
  Harry Hooch, one of the department’s best dogmen.

  The Tahoe came to a sliding stop on the icy road surface and stopped right in front of the Lucky Lodge. Hooch climbed out. He was shorter than most cops, maybe five foot seven, and he was
  rail-thin, weighing less than a hundred and sixty pounds. But what Harry Hooch lacked in height and weight he made up for with his steel determination. He yanked open the rear door and Sable jumped
  out. The Shepherd’s colouring was completely black. Even in the grey light of the coming night, her coat glistened.

  ‘Where’s the scent?’ Hooch asked.

  Striker pointed to the area where the suspect had fled. ‘Landed there. On the slope beneath the window.’

  ‘Anyone else?’

  ‘None. The area’s clean.’

  Hooch said nothing. He got the Shepherd to sniff the glove, then led the dog across the lot and got to work.

  Striker watched eagerly as the Shepherd scoured back and forth in search of the trail. When the dog finally picked up the scent, she beelined down the south lane of Union.

  Hooch went with her, and so did Striker. The dogman didn’t want the extra protection, and the scowl on his face showed that; like most dogmen, Hooch liked to play the game solo. But
  Striker wasn’t about to leave him without proper cover. Especially when they had no idea what they were dealing with here.

  He ran with the man.

  The dog continued the trail southeast, eventually turning down Malkin Avenue. As they ran, Striker mapped out the area in his head, and cursed.

  ‘What?’ Hooch asked.

  ‘He’s heading for the train yards.’

  Hooch made no reply, but the tightness of his face showed his own frustration. The train yards were always a bitch during tracks. Too many obstacles: the fenced-off areas, the moving
  freightliners. And, of course, the endless streams of the homeless people who camped out behind the industrial area, or grouped together down by the bottle depot and recycling plant.

  All in all, it all made for a difficult track.

  When they reached the dead-end stop of Glen Drive, Sable stopped running. The dog dropped her tail low and began running back and forth all along the gated area that led into the train yards.
  Hooch gave the dog more leash and marched impatiently with her.

  Striker took the moment to scan the area and catch his breath. The cold air stung his lungs and it was dirty, stinking of diesel gas fumes and smoke from the industrial plants. Not twenty yards
  away stood a tall chain-link fence that separated the federal land of the national railway with that of the City. Behind it were pockets of homeless people. Small fire-lit camps dotted the rail
  yard.

  ‘Tracks gonna get messed up in there,’ Striker noted.

  Hooch shook his head. ‘Track doesn’t lead there anyway.’

  ‘Then where’s it go?’

  ‘Right fucking here.’

  Striker looked all around the immediate area. There was nothing here except a dead-end street, a gravelly roundabout, and a row of old vacant warehouses.

  ‘It’s a dead fucking end,’ Hooch griped.

  Striker watched where the dog was pin-balling back and forth on a small strip of gravel, less than twenty feet long. Using his flashlight, he lit up the area and focused on the road’s
  surface. It was a mess of concrete and rock and dirt, and there were no discernible tyre tracks.

  Hooch’s posture slumped, and he began reeling in the dog. ‘He had wheels parked here, Shipwreck. No doubt about it.’

  Striker nodded in agreement.

  ‘Or a ride waiting for him.’

  He looked all around the area for witnesses, or better yet, video surveillance. But aside from the video cameras that CP Rail owned – all of which faced inwards towards the train tracks
  – there were none to be seen.

  Hooch reeled in his beast. ‘It’s done, man. He got away.’

  Striker shook his head. He offered the dogman a weak grin and held up the black leather glove.

  ‘Not completely,’ he said.

  


  Six

  By the time Striker made it back to the Lucky Lodge, Felicia was on scene. She was speaking with Constable Wong – although from Striker’s vantage point, it looked
  more like an interrogation than a discussion.

  A smile broke his lips; Felicia was always so intense. It was one of the things he loved about her.

  Under the pale light of the street lamp, her breath looked like steam. Striker hoped she wasn’t grilling the kid too hard. Wong was only a rookie. Had just a few months of road time under
  his belt and was now stuck in the middle of a strange Sudden Death call that made no sense.

  Welcome to the Force, kid.

  Felicia spotted Striker and her expression turned even more serious. She stopped talking mid-sentence, left the young constable hanging, and came marching up the sidewalk towards him.

  ‘Any luck?’ she asked.

  Striker nodded. ‘Lots. All bad.’ He relayed the entire call to her from the second he’d heard the dispatch over the air until the moment when the dogman had lost the
  track out by the train yards. When he was finished speaking, Felicia made a sour face.

  ‘Train yards, huh?’

  ‘Yeah. He had wheels, too. I’m sure of it.’

  She thought this over. ‘Long way off to park his wheels.’

  ‘For sure. And yet the safest place, too. Who’s gonna notice anything going on down there at Glen and Malkin? It’s the industrial area. Dead-end streets. No video of any kind.
  Only people down there are the homeless, and they don’t want to get involved. When you think about it, it’s actually a perfect place to hide some wheels.’

  ‘Which leaves us with jack.’

  ‘Not entirely.’ Striker held up the glove once more. ‘Got this from the suspect. Ripped it right off his hand during the struggle.’

  ‘We’ll have to hit the lab.’ She grabbed the keys from his pocket, hurried back to the trunk of the police car, and returned with a brown paper bag. She wrote the time,
  location and incident number on the outside of the bag in thick black felt, then held it open for Striker to drop the glove inside. When he did, she put the bag back in the trunk and handed him the
  keys.

  It wasn’t until she had marked the time of transfer in her notebook – continuity was always a bitch in court – that she took a long look at Striker and assessed him. The
  skin around her brow tightened and her eyes turned soft.

  ‘Your forehead,’ she said, and reached out to touch it.

  He leaned back. ‘Leave it.’

  ‘It’s been bleeding, Jacob.’

  ‘I know that. And it stopped.’

  ‘What happened? You get hit? He hit you? You need someone to look at that.’

  ‘I’ll live, Feleesh, really.’

  She gave him another one of her long, drawn-out motherly looks, and Striker ignored it. Before she could say more, he turned back towards the Lucky Lodge.

  In the five o’clock darkness, the building looked even more dilapidated. He took out his flashlight and set the cone to the halfway setting for equal amounts of intensity and expanse. Then
  he began scouring the crabgrass, taking slow careful steps – the last thing they needed right now was to step on and destroy any trace evidence.

  Felicia came up beside him to assist in the search.

  ‘He ran this way,’ Striker explained. ‘Landed right over there beside the power box. Look for footprints and any electrical stuff, too. Wires, a lens, whatever. Maybe he left
  something behind.’

  They moved closer to the area where the suspect had landed.

  ‘It’s so cold, the ground is like rock,’ he said. ‘When he landed, he must’ve landed hard.’

  Felicia kept looking. ‘He get hurt?’ she asked without looking up.

  ‘Dunno. He could’ve – though you’d never know it from the way he raced out of here.’

  ‘I’ll call the hospitals.’

  ‘That’s not a bad idea.’ Striker pointed to the east. ‘Maybe he sprained something. Broke a bone, if we’re lucky.’

  Felicia thought this over. ‘If he was high, he could’ve fractured a bone and not even known it – but he will later when the juice wears off.’ She got on the phone and
  called Central Dispatch. She got them to flag all the hospitals for patients coming in with injuries that could possibly be related to a high fall.

  While she did this, Striker continued searching the outer perimeter for evidence. He did a grid search, line by line. It was an arduous process, but the best way to go. In cases like these, it
  was one hundred per cent necessary.

  No evidence could be overlooked.

  Not three minutes later, he found a footprint. It was not overly far from where the suspect had landed – just east of the utility box – in a patch of earth that had been recently
  covered with fresher ground from the construction work in the next-door lot.

  Striker squatted close to the footprint. It was a right-foot imprint. Standard size, maybe a ten or eleven. But that was not what got his attention. What stole his focus was the sole pattern in
  the mud. It was a checkered tread, and the grooves were deep. The imprint itself was level for the most part, but wore away almost completely near the toe.

  Striker looked around the area, and found a left-shoe imprint that matched in size and tread. He noted that the toe of this shoe was not as worn as the right.

  When Felicia finished her phone conversation, she joined him once again. He showed her his find.

  ‘What does that wear on the toe tell you?’ he asked.

  ‘The wearer had an awkward gait. Maybe from some type of previous injury. Or a leg length discrepancy.’

  Striker agreed.

  They marked the area off for Ident to do a casing of the shoe prints. Then they continued the search.

  Nearly a half-hour later they had cleared the lane, the vacant lot to the west, and were now performing a final search of where the suspect had landed. Striker paused for a moment to look up at
  the window. Unit 305. From down here, it looked awfully high up.

  Felicia nudged him. ‘He had a mask on, right?’

  ‘Yeah. Black leather thing. Narrow eye slits. Kinda like the one you wore on our first date.’

  ‘Yes, well, I like to surprise my men.’ Felicia looked up to the same window. ‘No power at all, huh?’

  ‘All the power’s been cut off, and it looks like it’s been that way for a long time. We’ll check with the City for an exact date.’

  Felicia thought this over. ‘This guy . . . could he have been a squatter?’

  ‘Maybe. Or even some toad with a warrant. Who knows? Anything’s possible at this point. But it doesn’t explain why he’d have a camera set up outside her
  window.’

  Felicia nodded, but said nothing.

  Striker swept the flashlight through the blades of crisp grass. He was just about to leave the area when he spotted a glint of silver, coming from beneath the edge of a utility box. An object
  was there. He crouched down, gloved up with latex, and picked it up.

  ‘Interesting,’ he said.

  ‘What is that?’ Felicia asked.

  Striker wasn’t sure yet. The object looked like a broken-off piece of equipment – a tiny plastic box with a sensor attached to it. There were no part numbers on it. No model number.
  No serial.

  He shrugged. ‘Might be junk for all I know. We’ll get the tech boys to look at it later.’ He slid the object into a small paper bag he had folded up in his pocket, wrote the
  details on the bag, then took a final look around the scene.

  He made his way back towards the front entrance of the Lucky Lodge with Felicia by his side. Patrol were now on scene and they had cordoned off the area with yellow police tape. Some of the cops
  were doing a secondary canvass.

  It was much appreciated. But unfortunately it didn’t diminish the amount of work still required, and Striker started a list in his head. They still had to reassess the primary crime scene,
  investigate the secondary, get Ident down here to photograph and mark everything, and, lastly, they had to hit the DNA lab to have the glove bagged and tagged for testing – and all had to be
  done before this night was through.

  As if on the same wavelength, Felicia said: ‘This week is killing me. It’s only Wednesday and it feels like Friday.’

  ‘Well, get used to it,’ he replied. ‘Our long day just got a whole lot longer.’

  She said nothing for a moment as she looked up at the blackened windows of the old building where Mandy Gill had died. When she looked back at Striker, her dark eyes were concerned and focused.
  ‘This is creeping me out,’ she said. ‘Seriously. What kind of sicko films a suicide like that?’

  Striker gave her a hard look and spoke determinedly.

  ‘The kind we’re going to catch,’ he said.

  


  Seven

  The Adder – for that was how he thought of himself – opened up the hidden hatch in the floor and stepped down on the first rung of the ladder. The wood was old, and
  it squeaked beneath his weight as it always did. Hinted at giving way. If that ever happened, the results would be dire. The drop below was nearly twenty feet in total, and on to concrete.

  But the rung held, and the Adder continued down the old ladder into the murky darkness below. His mind was not on the possibility of a fall, but on other things. More pertinent things. Tonight
  had been a first.

  Caught . . .

  He had almost been caught.

  It was unthinkable.

  Shaking, as much from the astonishment as from the excitement, he found his special little corner of his room – the Place of Solace – and dropped to his knees. His mind was reeling.
  Going a million miles a second. Thoughts too fast to string together. The sounds were back again:

  The laughter.

  The powerful thunder.

  The screams.

  And finally, the silence . . . That god-awful, overwhelming silence.

  The Adder could not catch his breath. Could not breathe. He lay down on the cold hard concrete, ignoring the pain in his back and hip – a result of the fall – and reached up blindly
  for his iPod. When he found the device, he grabbed it with his shaking hands. Fumbled to make the headset cover his ears. And inserted the headphone jack. Once done, he thumbed the Play button and
  his ears filled with static charge – the wonderful, soothing, blessed, healing sound of white noise.

  It was the only thing that helped.

  


  Eight

  The doorway to Mandy Gill’s room had a wide yellow slash of police tape across it, set up by rookie cop Wong. Striker was glad to see it. Locking down a scene was always
  best practice. He gave the young constable a nod. ‘Tape off unit 305 as well. No one in or out but Ident. Keep a log. And you’re gonna need a second unit up here, too.’

  ‘Delta Thirteen’s already en route, Detective.’

  ‘Good job.’

  Striker turned away from the constable and went inside Mandy Gill’s unit. The first thing he noticed upon re-entry was the empty pill bottle still clutched in the girl’s hand. It was
  a small plastic vial. Blue cap, white label, with some black and white lettering. Standard stuff.

  Cross-contamination was always a worry at scenes like this, so Striker removed his latex gloves, stuffed them in his back pocket, and re-gloved with fresh ones. Then he knelt in front of the
  body.

  He gently prised Mandy’s thumb and index finger back – they went easily; full rigor had not yet begun – and removed the bottle from her possession. He turned it around and read
  the label.

  Lexapro.

  ‘Jesus,’ he muttered.

  He looked up and spotted Felicia in the entranceway. She was setting up a Sunlite, one of the portable lighting systems the department used. It was actually designed for film sets, but worked
  perfectly for odd situations like this. Once turned on, the entire room was illuminated.

  To Striker it was a depressing sight. The room looked better in the dimness of the flashlights. With the bright glare of the Sunlite making every inch of dirty floor and grimy countertop
  visible, the true filth which Mandy Gill had been living in became apparent – garbage on the floors, water damage and mould in the corners, a dead rat on the kitchen counter.

  He turned his mind away from the depravity and got Felicia’s attention. Held up the empty pill bottle. ‘She’s on anti-depressants,’ he said. They both read the label:

  
    
      Pharmasave.

      Prescription number: 1079880 – MVC.

      Quantity: 50 tablets.

      Dispensary date: Jan 28th.

    

  

  Striker did a double take on the date.

  ‘The twenty-eighth,’ he said.

  ‘That was just yesterday,’ Felicia noted. ‘Tuesday.’

  Striker thought this over. Fifty pills dispensed just twentyfour hours ago, and now there were none. It was more than enough for anyone to overdose. He wrote down all this information in his
  notebook, then placed the bottle directly beside the chair leg for Noodles, the Ident tech, who was already on his way. Then he stood up and looked around the room some more.

  He felt at a loss, and he wondered if his guilt was clouding his vision. Despite the oddity of the camera being set up outside the window and the subsequent altercation with the suspect –
  evidence which was all circumstantial, by court standards – there was no physical evidence of foul play. At least none he could detect on the body, or anywhere in the primary crime
  scene.

  Suicide was still not out of the question.

  Especially not when considering this was Mandy Gill. Striker knew her well. He had for several years, ever since he’d met her at one of his daughter’s Sports Day rallies. Mandy had
  been sixteen years old then, just a few years older than his daughter, Courtney. She had been living in the Dunbar area, not overly far from his own place. She had been a sweet young girl, polite
  and gentle, but she had already been suffering from depression problems, even back then.

  There were reasons for it. Biochemical issues aside, the poor kid’s mother had died from cancer the previous winter, and her father had been a cold, distant man who had eventually found
  his way back to jail on aggravated assault charges. With no siblings for support, Mandy had been alone in this world.

  Just like she had been found tonight.

  The thought pained Striker. ‘I should have done more,’ he said softly.

  He stood there and thought of all this, and didn’t move until Felicia called out to him: ‘Look at this.’ She was in the kitchen, scouring through the cupboards.

  Striker crossed the room, the garbage that covered the floor crunching beneath his shoes. Once beside Felicia, he saw the tray of plastic bottles in her hand. There must have been over forty of
  them.

  ‘Jesus, that’s a lot,’ he noted.

  ‘It’s all Effexor,’ she said.

  ‘Effexor? Let me see that.’ He took one of the bottles and read the label. On it was the same pharmacy name and prescription number as the Lexapro. The combination of the
  drugs told him what she’d suffered from.

  ‘She was bipolar depressive,’ he said.

  Felicia looked up. ‘How do you know?’

  He gave her a hard look. ‘Personal experience – they put Amanda on the same stuff, after her first suicide attempt.’

  Felicia looked back at him, her face taking on a concerned look. She said, ‘Oh,’ and then became quiet. For a moment, the silence of the room was uncomfortable, and Striker’s
  thoughts filtered back to his wife and all her depression problems.

  It was a memory that would never fade.

  He prayed that Courtney was different from her mother – God knows she had the same stubbornness and unpredictable, fiery disposition that Amanda had always displayed – and it often
  worried him that she would develop the same depression problems, too. That she had suffered a serious spinal injury this last year and was now going through occupational therapy didn’t help
  matters much. Lately, she’d been distant and moody. Brooding, really. Typical for a sixteen-year-old girl, he told himself. Or as Felicia always put it, bang on for a Scorpio.

  He moved over to the window and gave her a call. She answered on the fifth ring.

  ‘Hey, Pumpkin,’ he said.

  ‘Oh, hey, Dad. Let me use my psychic powers here – you’re gonna be late again.’

  ‘Funny girl. But I think I already am.’

  ‘You definitely are. I was giving you an out.’

  He laughed softly. She knew him too well. Knew the job.

  ‘It’s a bad call, bad day,’ he explained. For a moment he considered telling her it was Mandy, but then he reconsidered. This might not have been a close friend of hers, but it
  was someone she knew. He’d tell her in person. It was better that way.

  ‘Dad?’ she asked.

  ‘How’d it go with therapy today?’

  ‘I didn’t go.’

  Striker said nothing for a moment, then continued, ‘Look, Courtney, we’ve been over this before. You need to go to therapy. It’s not an option. Without it, you
  won’t regain full function. Even Annalisa—’

  ‘I don’t like Annalisa. She’s a bitch.’

  Striker took in a deep breath. He caught Felicia staring at him, eavesdropping openly on their conversation like she always did, and he turned away. ‘Look, don’t call her that. I
  don’t like it. It’s not respectful. And besides, the woman’s only trying to help you.’

  Courtney let out a bemused laugh. ‘Help? You call that help? It doesn’t help anything. And what would you know anyway? You’re not the one going through this!’

  ‘I’m not, am I? You’d be surprised to know—’

  ‘I have to go, Dad, the bath is running.’

  ‘Courtney—’

  The line went dead.

  Striker felt his fingers tighten on the phone as he stood there listening to the silence. Finally, he dropped his hand and stuffed the iPhone back into his inner jacket pocket. He gave himself a
  few seconds to get grounded. It had been like this with Courtney a lot lately – the angst, the anger and defiance, the never-ending rollercoaster ride of ups and downs.

  Amanda all over again.

  He turned around and met Felicia’s stare. ‘If you want to be a part of the conversation next time, just come over.’

  Felicia didn’t bite. ‘She mad at you again?’ she asked.

  ‘She thinks I’m the Antichrist.’

  ‘Well, all women think that.’

  She laughed softly at her own joke; Striker did not. He examined the room and saw nothing but the sad signs of mental illness: counters covered with old dirty dishes; spoiled food on the tables;
  heaps of unwashed clothes in every corner; and stacks of newspapers piled up randomly all around the room. The entire place looked like it had been flooded and then drained, with everything left
  lying where it landed.

  He crossed the room to the kitchen area and looked at the piles of papers on the countertop. They were bills for an old cell phone. And for credit cards. Letters from creditors. Job application
  forms coupled with received rejection forms.

  Everything in the room signalled the downward spiral of depression, and no one had caught it. Striker was in the process of making a list of what he was seeing when a short, portly cop with
  white bushy eyebrows appeared in the doorway. His stomach hung way down low and he waddled more than walked. He took a few steps into the room and spotted Striker.

  ‘Shipwreck.’

  Striker looked over at the man. ‘Hey, Noodles.’

  Noodles. Real name: Jim Banner. Striker had requested him personally. Noodles was the Vancouver Police Department’s best Ident technician. Hell, he was the best tech Striker had
  ever worked with. The Noodles nickname had come from a near-death experience Jim had suffered when choking on creamy linguine at the Noodle Shack up in Burnaby. It was a nickname Banner had always
  hated, but one that would forever stick.

  That was the police way.

  ‘You friggin’ detectives,’ Noodles growled. ‘You’re ruining my social life.’

  In the sombre setting of the room, it was all Striker could do to force a grin. ‘You need friends to have a social life, Noodles.’

  ‘I was sitting there with Jack Daniel’s when you called.’ He dropped his tool box and gear just inside the door. ‘Why the hell didn’t you just call Marty?
  He’s already on duty.’

  ‘This one is important to me, Noodles. I wanted the best here.’

  The Ident tech raised an eyebrow and made a whatever face, but clearly liked the compliment. ‘The best, my ass,’ he said. ‘You can blow as much sunshine up my ass as you
  want, Shipwreck, but it don’t change nothing – you owe me one for this.’

  ‘Pick your poison.’

  ‘Jack Daniel’s. Gentleman’s blend.’

  ‘Done. Now get to work. Time is important.’

  Noodles said nothing; he just did his own visual assessment of the scene, then opened his camera box. Striker relayed the whole experience to him, in exact detail, then guided him around the
  room, from the body of Mandy Gill to the kitchenette and, last of all, to the window area where the camera had been set up on the ledge.

  ‘When I saw the guy, he had gloves on, but maybe he took them off at some time before I got here. I’m hoping for some prints around the lower pane,’ he explained.
  ‘Especially on the outside of the window, right here, where the lens was located.’ He pointed to the exact area to be precise. ‘Check all the pill bottles as well. I’ve
  already handled the one by the chair – gloves on – and Felicia touched the ones on the counter. Gloves, too. When you’re done with this, I need the entire fridge in unit 305
  dusted. Prick was hiding in there.’

  ‘In the suite?’

  ‘In the fridge.’

  Noodles raised an eyebrow in surprise, then promised to have it done before going home tonight. For a brief moment, he focused on the body of Mandy Gill and his round, old face took on an
  expressionless look. After a moment, he shook his head and spoke.

  ‘She was young.’

  ‘She was a good kid,’ Striker said. ‘It’s not right.’

  The words felt heavy and the mood darkening, so Striker gave Felicia a nod to leave and they said goodbye to Noodles. Now that Ident had arrived and the scene was secure, he wanted to get out of
  there ASAP. For many reasons. Noodles worked faster when alone; the glove had to be properly bagged and tagged for DNA; and, without a doubt, Car 10, the Road Boss, would be pulling up on scene any
  minute. Striker wanted to be clear of this place – clear of this entire area – when the man arrived.

  He and Laroche didn’t exactly see eye to eye.

  


  Nine

  Striker settled into the driver’s seat, and Felicia into the passenger’s. He’d barely driven a half-block down Union Street before he hit the brakes, stopped
  hard, and stared out of the window at the building on the other side of the vacant lot.

  It was an old house, a three-storey, directly west of the Lucky Lodge. Out front was a billboard notice from the City, explaining that construction would soon be underway. The place was going to
  be rebuilt into a quadplex.

  Typical for the area. More money that way.

  Most of the windows were boarded up, and on the ground beneath some of the planks Striker could see piles of broken glass. A big red Realty Inc. sign hung off a post out front, swaying in the
  growing night-time wind. Striker stared at it for a long moment.

  ‘What?’ Felicia asked. ‘You got something?’

  ‘I’m not sure,’ he said and got out of the car.

  Immediately, harsh winds blew his hair about and he buttoned up his trench coat. He slammed the driver’s side door, rounded the car and started into the vacant lot that separated the two
  buildings.

  Felicia got out too and followed him.

  When Striker reached the centre of the vacant lot, he stopped. He looked across the way – at Mandy Gill’s window, then at the empty three-storey behind him. At the very top was an
  attic. Its windows were covered with broken shutters. Everything inside appeared dark and still.

  He pointed at it.

  ‘The attic. It’s directly across the way from Mandy’s room. And it’s one floor up – a perfect spot for a vantage point.’

  Felicia came up beside him for a better look, so close he could smell the vanilla scent of her perfume. The wind whipped her long hair across her face and she used her hand to hold it down.

  ‘The attic looks right into her window,’ she agreed. ‘Wanna check it out?’

  Striker nodded. He crossed the vacant lot, weaving around the construction debris and potholes, until he stepped on to the next yard. Directly in front of him was the house. East side, ground
  floor.

  He took out his flashlight and shone it on the building. The walls were made of wood and stucco that was broken off and chipped in large patches. Old rickety planks covered up most of the
  windows, and the one in front of Striker was no different. He gloved up with a pair of leather Windstoppers – they were thick enough to stop the glass from slicing him – and yanked hard
  on the lowest plank. It creaked and groaned, but remained firmly in place.

  ‘The wood is strong,’ Felicia remarked.

  ‘Long nails.’

  Striker left the boards in place and made his way around the house with Felicia following. By the time they’d seen all four sides – and that included a heavily planked front door,
  complete with iron bars – he was satisfied the place was secure.

  Felicia shivered from the cold. ‘We done our tour here?’

  ‘You can wait in the car, if you want.’

  ‘Wow. Touchy, touchy.’ She looked up at the top two floors. ‘All the other windows are too high. Someone would have needed a ladder to get up there.’

  Striker didn’t disagree. The other windows were definitely out of reach. To complicate matters, the house was built on a slope. The next floor was over ten feet above the outside ground.
  The attic was another two floors above – far too high for someone to reach – but something about the attic called out to him. Then he figured out what was bothering him.

  ‘The boards have been removed from the attic window . . . and that doesn’t make sense. No Break and Enter toad is gonna climb all the way up there to force his way inside, not when
  he can just crowbar one of these bottom windows open. The only reason for breaking off those attic boards is if he did it from the inside – to get a better view.’

  Felicia saw his point. ‘Of the Lucky Lodge.’

  Striker turned his concentration to the ground-floor windows in front of him. After a more careful look, he noticed something odd with one of them. Compared to the other windows around the house
  – all of which were also boarded up – the planks on this one were different. They were stronger wood. Cleaner. Newer. And when he shone his flashlight on the boards, the shiny silver of
  new nail heads gleamed back.

  He pointed this out to Felicia. ‘The other boards on the other windows are old, but this one’s been boarded up recently. And look at the angle of these two – they’ve been
  driven in poorly. By the looks of it, the guy was left-handed.’

  Felicia looked at the nails and agreed. Then she squatted down low and shone her flashlight through the frozen blades of grass. ‘Look here. There’s small bits of glass. Just tiny
  stuff. Cubes, really. But it’s there. It’s almost like someone broke the window, then boarded it back up and cleaned the mess.’

  Striker called up Dispatch, gave her the address, and asked if there were any recent break-ins reported to the house. When the answer came back no, he hung up and fixed Felicia with a stare.
  ‘When’s the last time you ever heard of a B and E guy repairing a place before he left?’

  ‘Never.’

  ‘Exactly.’

  He reached out again with both his hands, grabbed hold of the upper plank, and reefed back on it with all his might. The connection was strong, and it took several attempts before the nails
  loosened, but in the end the planks gave way and tore out of the frame. Striker threw the planks into the construction site, and looked in through the window.

  Behind him, Felicia made an uncomfortable sound. ‘We don’t have permission here, you know.’

  He turned around. ‘What?’

  ‘Technically, we’re breaking and entering this place. Maybe we should get hold of the property rep.’

  Striker let out a small laugh, one that pissed off Felicia – he could see it in her eyes. ‘I’m not waiting around here for three hours so some idiot can let us in the front
  door – and that’s if he even comes down here, and if he consents to us searching the place. Right now we’re going in under exigent circumstances.’

  Felicia raised an eyebrow. ‘Exigent circumstances?’

  ‘I’ll work it out later.’

  Before she could argue the point further, Striker used the last remaining broken plank to rake away the small teeth of sharp glass from the window frame. Then he shone his flashlight through the
  window.

  Inside was the living room. Thick drapes hung across all the other windows, keeping the place entombed in darkness. Clear plastic hung over the couch and love seat, and boxes filled with other
  unknown belongings were stacked in the far corner. No lights of any kind were on. Not even the stove or microwave clocks in the adjoining kitchen.

  ‘Looks like the power’s been cut here, too,’ he said.

  Felicia said nothing back. She stepped forward, right up to the window, then searched the darkness of the room and frowned.

  ‘Let’s call for a dog,’ she suggested.

  ‘And let some mangy mutt destroy any evidence left behind? Forget it, I’ll risk this one on my own.’

  ‘But Jacob—’

  ‘I’m going in, Feleesh. Just cover me, okay?’

  Striker took off his coat. He draped it across the window frame to cover any leftover slivers of glass that might cut him. Then he drew his SIG Sauer, ducked low, and stepped in through the
  window frame.

  The first thing he noticed inside the living room was the scent of dampness; it lived in the walls and unused furniture. The smell reminded him of an old folks’ home. He shone his
  flashlight around all four corners of the room, spotted nothing of interest, then stepped forward and peered into the kitchen. It was the same. Dark. Bare. Still.

  The place looked deserted.

  ‘Hold up,’ he heard from Felicia. ‘I’m coming with you.’

  He smiled at that. He knew she would come, in the end. She was stubborn, like always, but forever faithful. It was her best quality.

  When she reached his side, he motioned for her to cover their backs. She did. Once in position, Striker led them on. They slowly made their way to the west side of the house, then started up the
  staircase. They cleared each floor as they went, room by room, passing two bedrooms and a bathroom, then an office, master bedroom and ensuite on the top floor.

  Felicia looked around the area, cursed, shook her head. ‘This is the east side of the house,’ she said. ‘I don’t see any window.’

  Striker pointed up. He walked back into the hallway. Hanging down from the ceiling was a long nylon cord with a handle at the end. He grabbed it, then fixed Felicia with a hard look.

  ‘Be ready,’ he said.

  ‘Go,’ she replied.

  He gave the cord a hard yank. A loud groan filled the air, and a fall-down staircase descended from the ceiling, bringing with it a cloud of dust and particles of sawdust. Once the staircase was
  resting on the main floor, Striker gave Felicia the nod, and he started up the stairs. The angle was steep, and the wood was old and rickety, but he continued up. Ten steps later, he was standing
  in the entrance of the attic.

  It was dark and dusty, cold and quiet.

  He shone his flashlight at every corner. Saw no one there. But on the east side of the attic, he spotted the window with the broken shutter. The sight of it excited him, and he started that way,
  then stopped. He slowed himself down, took a moment to assess the area. He shone his flashlight across the wall and saw nothing of interest. Then he aimed the beam at the floor. What he saw there
  made him pause. By the base of the window, in the dust, were two sets of markings. They were faint and faded and indistinct, but they were definitely there.

  Felicia joined him in the attic entranceway and took note of the tracks in the dust. ‘What do you think they’re from?’ she asked.

  Striker dropped into a squat position and studied the markings. Two one-inch trails, perfectly parallel.

  ‘Suitcase maybe. A stand. A generator. I’m not sure.’

  He stood up, stepped to the side of the markings, and approached the window. As he neared it, he looked down and across the way. Directly below was the beginning of the vacant lot. Directly
  across the way was the Lucky Lodge.

  ‘You got your monocular on you?’ he asked.

  Felicia nodded. ‘Always.’ She fished it out of her pocket, a token from her surveillance days.

  Striker had always planned on getting one himself. He took the monocular from Felicia and used it to look across the way. The scope zeroed in on Mandy Gill’s room – a perfect
  unobstructed view. He could see her kitchenette, the doorway to the hall, the doorway to the bathroom and then Mandy herself, dead in the chair.

  Noodles was still on scene gathering evidence.

  For surveillance of unit 303, there was no better position.

  Striker handed the monocular back to Felicia and turned on his flashlight. He swept the beam around the window, but saw no prints of possible value. Lastly, he illuminated the broken glass and
  shutter, again looking for fingerprints. He found none, but what he did find was equally telling. He reached out through the window frame and picked up a shard of broken glass. Stuck to it was a
  small strip of black material.

  Felicia made an excited sound. ‘Is it leather?’ she asked.

  Striker nodded. He dropped the evidence, shard and all, into a paper bag, marked it, and carefully pocketed it. Then he turned around and found Felicia’s eyes.

  ‘Tape everything off?’ she asked.

  ‘Yeah,’ he replied. ‘There’s no doubt about it. He was here.’

  


  Ten

  Ten minutes later, Noodles had made his way over to the attic and was now taking pictures and bagging samples. He stood up awkwardly in the low-ceilinged attic, and rubbed his
  lower back, all the while complaining about it.

  ‘You guys’ll have me here till the early morning light,’ he griped.

  ‘You’re breaking my heart,’ Striker said.

  ‘Like you have one.’

  Striker let the banter go, and mentally went over what they had. The entire building was taped off now, with patrol cops stationed as guards at the front and back of the residence.

  Striker left the scene under the command of Sergeant Mike Rothschild – an experienced old-schooler who had been one of Striker’s first NCOs many years ago.

  Striker and Felicia returned to the car. After Striker hopped in the driver’s side, Felicia slammed the passenger-side door closed and bit her lip. ‘Foul play is looking more and
  more reasonable,’ she said.

  Striker shifted in his seat. The leather was cold and it felt stiff against his back. He started the car and got the engine going. Turned on the heater. Switched the setting to defrost.

  ‘Yes and no,’ he finally said. ‘Sure, it looks bad. No doubt about that. But what do we really have here to suggest this is anything other than a suicide? And by that I mean
  non-circumstantial evidence.’

  ‘Non-circumstantial?’

  ‘The physical evidence all points to a suicide.’

  ‘That someone filmed.’

  Striker nodded. ‘I’m not arguing that; hell, I’m the one who found the guy. It’s creepy, no doubt. But what really is that? We got a guy in the next suite filming Mandy
  with a set-up video camera. Why? For all we know, he had a thing for her and was videotaping her before her death. For all we know, he was there trying to get the camera back before we found
  it.’

  ‘Or maybe he was filming us, for that matter,’ Felicia said.

  That notion bothered Striker. It was a possibility he hadn’t thought of. But a legitimate reality. ‘You could be right about that,’ he said. ‘One of these YouTube idiots.
  Or maybe another media-seller.’

  ‘Sounds weak when you say it.’

  ‘And it might well be,’ he said. ‘All I’m saying is that we don’t know why this happened. Hell, we don’t even have possession of the camera.’

  ‘What about the leather strip we found on the broken window?’

  Striker nodded. ‘I have no doubt Ident will match it to the glove I tore off the suspect – the material is the same colour and texture. But even then, so what? What does it actually
  prove?’

  ‘It proves we got a sicko on our hands.’

  Striker grinned darkly. ‘The world is full of sickos, Feleesh. Again, what does it prove? That someone who filmed Mandy was in the next-door apartment. He was also in the house across the
  way. Could’ve been a squatter, for all we know.’

  ‘I doubt that.’

  ‘I doubt it, too. But that’s what we got right now. We need more.’ He turned silent as he thought things over, and he revved the engine a few times to warm it up faster. After
  a long moment, something occurred to him and he turned to face Felicia once more. ‘If Mandy was forced to eat those pills, then they were already ground up into powder when she took them
  – I saw the paste in her mouth.’

  ‘Saliva over time can do that,’ Felicia said wryly.

  Striker gave her one of his I’m not a moron looks. ‘There was pill dust around her lips as well, and she also had bits of it on the corners of her mouth. The pills were
  crushed, Feleesh; she didn’t chew them. So either she hated taking medicine in pill form and always ingested them as powder – or someone made her take them. It’s one or the
  other.’

  Felicia crossed her arms to keep warm. ‘If there was a struggle, you’d think she’d have fought back.’

  ‘There are no defensive wounds.’

  ‘Could she have been bound?’

  Striker bit his lip as he thought that over. ‘I looked for that, and I didn’t see any ligature marks. But if something happened to her first – if she were held down, or bound,
  or drugged – then that would explain it. My bet would be drugs.’ He flipped through the pages of his notebook, then wrote down a few theories. ‘You can damn well zombify a
  person with a lot of over-the-counter meds – sleeping pills, Valium, anything they can crush up and slip into someone’s drink.’

  ‘GHB,’ Felicia noted.

  Gamma Hydroxybutyric Acid was the most common daterape drug on the market.

  ‘That shit renders victims damn near immobile,’ she added.

  ‘And it can kill in larger doses,’ Striker said. ‘That might end up being another avenue we need to pursue. For all we know, this could end up being a case of a date rape gone
  wrong.’ He wrote this down in his notebook. ‘Tox tests will help.’

  Striker was about to say more when his cell phone buzzed. He reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out his iPhone. Across the screen were two words: Larisa Logan. He saw the name,
  then shook his head and swore under his breath. He hit the Ignore button and stuffed the cell back into his pocket.

  Felicia took note. ‘Who was that?’

  Striker gave her a glance like he didn’t want to get into it. When Felicia didn’t look away and just kept staring, waiting for an answer, he relented.

  ‘Larisa Logan,’ he explained. ‘Works for the Victim Services Unit. Third time she’s called me in two days.’

  Felicia shook her head. ‘Well, here’s a novel idea – why don’t you actually answer the phone? Or at least call the woman back?’

  Striker said nothing for a moment. He used the sleeve of his coat to wipe away some of the remaining moisture on the driver’s side window. Then he fiddled with the defrost controls.

  ‘Jacob?’ Felicia persisted.

  He sighed and met her stare. ‘Look, Larisa’s the counsellor who put me through the department-ordered sessions after Amanda’s death, okay? That’s her fifth call this
  week.’

  ‘Then why don’t you just call her back?’

  ‘Because I know what she wants.’

  ‘Which is?’

  ‘To do her yearly follow-up sessions, I’m sure – the woman is relentless.’

  ‘So then do them.’

  Striker said nothing, he just exhaled. The sessions with Larisa were difficult; they brought back too many painful memories. And there was enough on his plate right now with work and home life.
  Already, he couldn’t sleep at night. And on top of all this, there was his relationship with Felicia: off again, on again, somewhere in between – he never knew which way they were
  headed.

  Off again right now, and he wasn’t happy with it. Whenever he asked her what the problem was she said: ‘There’s just too many issues to deal with.’

  It was her standard response.

  Lately, everywhere he turned there were problems. Even the good things felt hard. And he was tired of it. He didn’t need any more stress put on his shoulders. And dredging up the memories
  of Amanda’s depression and suicide would only make matters worse.

  He was avoiding all that. Purposefully.

  Felicia suddenly made an Ohhh sound and seemed to catch on. ‘My God, Jacob, I’m sorry – I never even realized.’

  He looked at her, confused. ‘Realized what?’

  ‘This. I mean, here we are at a suicide, and the woman has almost the same name as your wife. Mandy. Kinda like Amanda. I’m sorry, I should have known. I never even
  thought—’

  ‘You’re reaching here, Feleesh. And for the record, Amanda died a long time ago.’

  ‘What does that matter? My God, if I’d realized—’

  ‘A long time ago, Feleesh.’
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