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RAVE REVIEWS FOR WHAT BURNS WITHIN:

“One absolute U-S[E?up of a novel, Not only does it make youn

want to know when Sandra Ruttan’s next book is due, but

when's the next flight to Canada.... A totally mesmerizing
marrative and a plot that literally burns off the page

—Ken Bruen, Shamus Award-Winning

Aathor of The Guards

“A taut, crackling read with switch-blade pacing,”
—Rick Mofina, Bestselling Author of A Perfecr Grave

“Sandra Rutan writes with utter ferocity. Twists and turns

that stun and dialogue that absolutely crackles with wit and

muthenticity, With each page, Ruttan delivers the goods. A
nonstop chiller of a rvstery thar keeps you aming the pages”

—Gregg Olsen, New York Times Bestselling Author

of A Wicked Snow

“Ruttan cffortlessly brings to life a varied cast of complex

characters. She writes with tremendous passion, honesty
and skill. This is a story you will care about™

Allan Guthrie, Edgar Award-Nominated

Author of Kiss fHer Goodbye

“When we talk of the next generation of great crime fie-
tion writers, Sandra Ruttan’s name is near the top of the
list. Whar Burns Within has a compelling clockwork plot
that comes together with Swiss precision but s the real,
sympathetic and utterly human characters that infusc it with
depth and power... Mot only is this the start of a great serics
but more importantly it’s the start of a long and successful
carcer, Sandra Ruttan is one to watch.”

—Brian Lindenmuth, Mysterybookspot

“What Burns Within reads like a favorite wlevision series,
A large cast, lots of diglogue wo advance the plot, a grear
setting, and well-drawn characters make for a compelling
police procedural ™

Anne Frasier, USA Today Bestselling Author




HIGH PRAISE FOR SANDRA RUTTAN!

“Ruttan has a spellbinding stvle”
Clive Cussler, New York Times Bestselling Author

“Ruttan’s deft twuch intrigues and satisfies, making her a
powerful new force in the mystery field.”
—IT Ellison, Author of Alf the Preity Givls

A& well executed procedural with a plot that twists and turns
like a bad tempered rattlesnake.”
—Russel D. MeLean, Crime Scene Scotland

“Ruttan clearly has the potential to be a very successful
author,,, Lots of talent which 1 expect will be realized!™
—Maddy Van Hertbruggen, Mystery News

“Ruttan has made one big mistake in my eyes, she waited
too long to bring her writing to us, She is talented in the
way that o natural musician is talented, making all the
notes seem effortless. Characters that feel very real, and a
wonderful sense of timing, Ruttan brings it all and leaves it
on the page. Lucky us. And unlucky me, because now 1 have
to wait for the next one.. ..

Jon Jordan, Crimespree Magazine

“Sandra Rutlan writes with a machine gun rhythm that
pulls you through every unexpected twist and dark turn”

—Bill Cameron, Author of Lost Dog




SUSPICIOUS BEHAVIOR

“1 asked 1"l should take him to the pelice. He nodded.
I took his hand, bronght him te my car and.. and. . _and [
drove him here. He didn't say nothin®”

“And, sorry, 've forgotten, Why did vou think he needed
to go to the police?

Alex's face burned redder than a vine-ripened tomato.
“1...1 don’t know™

*“What was Nichelas wearing when you found him?™

“A white shirt, blue jeans, white sneakers an—"" Alex
stopped.

Tain waited, then tried to prompt him. “And?"

*That's it.”” The squeak was back in Alex’s voice.

“Could I get vour cell phone namber again, just for the
record please?”

After a false start, Alex corrected himself and finally
rattled it off. “T don’t sce why this is so important. The boy
wits lost. [ brought him here. It's not against the law”

“You don’t understand why we're interested in Nicky
Brennan?™

The blond head shook and then the finger reached for
the slasses again,

Tain pulled out the newspaper he'd had folded un-
dernecath his notepad, the one with the headline about
Tavlor Brennan missing and Isabella Bertini’s body being
recovered. He tossed it down in front of Alex Wilson. The
red cheeks blanched.

“Do you understand me now, Mr. Wilson?™
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AUTHORS NOTE

Coquitlam, Port Coguitlam and Port Moody are the Tri-
Citigs, and do share many services, such as a fire depart-
ment, However, Port Moody does have its own police de-
partment. For the purposes of this series, | have given the
RCMP (who police Coguitlam and Port Coquitlam) joint
Jurisdiction in Port Moody.

The Lower Mainland of British Columbia is a challenging
setting, because it is comprised of several cities that exist
side by side. The actal city of Vancouver has Vancouver
Police, The Vancouver Adrport is actually located in the
city of Richmond, which has RCMP Jurisdictional issues
have, in the past, hindered investigations and still present
challenges.

Onee married to a firefighter and trained arson investigator,
I"m aware arson investigations are often misrepresented on
television and in works of fiction. People do not go traips-
ing through burmed-out buildings howrs later. Hot spots
can produce flare-ups hours after the fire 15 technically
considered “out™ (and I have been on scene to witness this
mysell) and whoever has authority in the jurisdiction has
to consult a structural engineer regarding the safety of the
building, Where 1 live in Canada, the RCMP do not have
final authority on an arson scene, Thar rests with the ar-
son ivestigator, who can order them off the premises and
have the building destroved, regardless of the status of any
criminal investigation,

This is a work of fiction. Not all places referred to within
the book are actual places. School names, recreation cen-
ters and some of the fairs referred tw do not acmally exist.

For more mformation about how 1 try o balance realism
and belicvability in a work of fiction, visit my Web site al
www. sandrarttan.com,







SATURDAY

Her brother’s fingers slide against her palm as the damp pool
of sweat causes her to lose her grip on him. She relaxes her
hold and grabs his wrist, yanking his arm. “Come on.”

The force of her pull causes Nicky to jerk backward. He
lands on his backside on the pavement. “1 don't wanna go.”

“Look, we're not wasting time at the silly old carousel.”
Taylor wipes her sticky palins on her jean shorts, “Te's just
plastic horses for lirtle babies to ride. I wanr to win a big
vger. And get @ new chann for my braceler.™ She reaches
down and helps h[m to» his feet.

“But, Taylor . .

“But nnt]unr_., ?‘\Iu_k} I'm in charge.”

He screws up his face, cheeks puffing out in a pout,
breaths coming hard and fase, like they always do when he's
about to cry. “I wanna play at the park.” Nicky’s lower lip
SCAXs o q'lll"r'ﬂf

“You're such a whiner.” It’s one of those days when adults
talk about frying eggs on sidewalks, and even their mother
had nagged them about sunscreen and drinking water.

It’s one of those days Taylor would rather be at the ocean
or at least a swimming pool. Her best friend, Angie, had in-
vited her, and she’d begged and pleaded, but her mom had
refused.

Instead, she got stuck babysitting, at some dinky hirtle mo-
hile fair, surrounded by crowds, concrete and candy, listen-
ing to the carousel drone over and over. Even with her hair
up in a ponytail her neck burns and there’s a pool of swear
miking her shirt stick to her back,
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She drags her brother through the crowd, pushing a damp
strand of hair cut of her eyes, weaving between the clusters
of people. The tinny sound of the carousel is avertaken by
the bleeps of electronic games and shouts of enticement to
try vour luck to win a stuffed bear, unicorn, SpongeBob, or
Pokemon knockoff.

That's, like, so yesterday, Taylor thinks.

Taylor spots a vendor’s display filled with shiny, meral
necklaces and charm bracelets and steps forward, Her brother's
tingers slip until she’s holding nothing but sweat and air. She
wipes her palm on her shorts and turms to grab him.

The crowd fills the gap berween her hand and Nickys. He
disappears into a forest of legs whizzing by, She stretches up
on her toes and then squars down, peeking through the gaps
between the people, trving to catch sight of him,

“Come get your face painted,” a clown calls to her.

She's tempted to forget about Nicky, let him have a real
good scare, but the thought of her mother prompts her to
rurn away from the clown. Stey with your brosher: Dhon't you
dare take your eyes off b for one sngle second.,

There are women with babies in strollers, toddlers hoisted
on the shoulders of adults, groups of children dragging
weary mothers, mothers [uH.,lmg halloons and eotron candy
as they yell at their kids to stay together,

But no Nicky.

“Here, have a seat. Come on, doll.™ The clown maoves for-
ward, grabs her arm, mugging her toward the chair.

Taylor spins around and wrenches her arm free. She darts
through the erowd, bumping backsides and taking an elbow
tor her ouble, muttering apologics under her breath as
people curse at her, tell her to warch where she’s going. She
brushes hot tears away from her eyes.

“Nicky, Nicky . . .”

The tune of the carousel beckons. Taylor sprints across
the pavement. The music repeats. Her body trembles, her
legs shake, and she swallows against the sob nsing in her
throat, then splutters a cough.
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He isn't there.

What bave you done, Tirylové What bave you dones She bites
her lip so hard she tastes blood, trying to think where Nicky
would go, where he'd be.

“The park,” she whispers, “Thart’s it. The park.”

With knees like Jell-O she moves toward the green space
behind the carousel. Helr there, be's there, kel gor to be there,
Please Nicky, be there.

Be there so M won’t ever weed to ke,

She wasn't the type of woman he was interested in. Consta-
ble Tain knew thar hefore he even ser eves on her. Every-
thing from her tone of voice to her abrupt manner to the
way she hung up the phone before she heard what he had o
siy bothered him,

Paranoid. That’s what his friends would call him, if he had
any left he could talk to. Tt had been a while since he'd
checked, but he knew what they would have said before.
That he'd been thinking like a cop for too long.

That if he saw a smiling toddler with a lollipop he'd as-
sume the kid stole it

His put told him the woman had probably had her share
of run-ins with the law, ar best a negligent parent, arworst . . .
Well, he wasn't sure ver, Despite that, he noted the store-
hought blonde might have been a looker if the layers of
miakeup hadn't cracked under her snarl,

“I'd better not hear you've been taking things,” the woman
hissed at the child, who cowered on the edge of the bench as
she clip-clopped h!..r on her three-inch heels.

Tain wondered how she could move in clothes thar tight
He gestured to the open door as he idendfied himself.
“Right this way, Mrs. Brennen.”

She tossed her head, causing her multiple dangling hoop
earrings  clink together, and marched past him. Once she
reached the table inside the small, bland interview room she
murmned on her heel.

“Wellz" Her right hand landed on her hip.
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“Well?™ Tain echoed, staring back. With heels she was
about an inch taller than he was, and that was saying some-
thing. In bare feer she must have been 5117,

The woman blew out a deep breath. “What’s he done?”

Tain sat down on a chair. “He was found at the park near
the fair just off the Lougheed Highway, Wandering around
alone.”

She blinked, and the lines around her eyes softened, but
only for a splic second. Everything about this woman both-
ered him, from the fact thar her first instinet had been to as-
sutne her son was in trouble to the fact that she acted more
like a suspect than a parent whose child had heen found un-
ateended at the fairgrounds, brought to the police stanon by
a stranger.

“Mrs, Brennen, what—"

“Jesus, what do you take me for? Ts that what vou're after,
some sort of trumped-up neglect charge? Who are you
anyway? Cuora filler so the RCMP can look like an eqml
opportunity employer for Indians too? Oh, T mean natve or
aboriginal or First Nations or whatever the hell you people
call yourselves.”

Tain stared at her. Mo look of regret even lickered across
her face. Her upper lip curled, and everything from the toe-
tapping to the way she blew out her breath hineed at nothing
more than annoyance and impatience. Mo mace of concern
for her son,

Or evidence she felt any responsibility for the situagon.

The woman finally dropped the hand from her hip, sat
down and exhaled audibly as she crossed her legs to the side
of the chair, her gaze leveled at the door instead of at the po-
lice officer across from her.

“He was with Taylor. His sister. When [ get my hands on
het . .."

She froze. After a moment the scowl slipped from her
face. Tain started counting and hit five before she looked
him in the eye.

“Where's my daughrer?”

“I tried to explain when [ phoned—"
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She sprang from the chair and was across the room and
out the door before he had a chance to stop her. He ran into
the hallway.

“Where is she? Wheres your sister?”™ Mrs. Brennen grabbed
her son’s shire and shook him, lightly ac first, then forcefully.
Miclkys head snapped back dangerously close to the wall.

The boy started to cry as Tain pushed his way between
them. *Let him go!”

She did just that and slapped Tain across the face, his skin
burning from the blow. He grabbed her wrists.

“Take your hands off me.” She jerked her arms back as
soon as he released her. Tain unclenched his jaw and nodded
o the of ficer who'd been warching Nicky.

“Please take Mrs. Brennen to an interview room.”

“T'm not—"

Tain lowered his voice. “T can charge you with assaulting a
police officer. You can cooperate, or vou can cool off ina
cell.” He turned back to the officer. “And please find this
voung man a snack once Mrs, Brennen is sertled.”

Nicky had slid down under the bench, curled with his
arms wrapped around his knees,

The next ten ninutes were spent painfully watching the of -
ticer try to coax the hoy out from under the bench. Trwas a cu-
rious thing o Tain. Sims was 4 clean-cur guy. He had an
easygoing siile and looked sharp in his uniform, but the hoy
kept looking at Tain, wigsling back against the wall whenever
Sims reached toward him, pulling his knees up to hide his chin.

Sims stood up, |uu-Lv:d at Tain and shrugged. “Do you
want me to pull him our?”

Tain wasn't great with kids, bur he wasn't cager to have
one dragged kicking and screaming down the hall either. Es-
pecially when the child was a wimess he was responsible for.

He squatted down beside the bench and wied to offer a
reassuring smile, “My friend will take you for cookies and
find you something to play with.” Nicky remained in a ball.

*“We need to talk to your mom. It okay. My friend will
take good care of you.”

For a moment they were locked in a stare. Tain wondered
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what was going through the boy’s mind. If his own brief en-
counter with Nicky Brennens mother was anything o go
by, the child probably didn’t have nuch of a reason o trust
adults. Tain reached out his hand slowly.

Nicky unclasped his hands, unbending his legs one at a
time. His eyes were huge.

“Are you gonna find my sister?” Nicky pulled himself our
trom under the bench. He looked at Tain’s hand for a mo-
ment, his mouth twisted, and then he stood.

“Tain pulled back his hand, his heart sinking just a bit as he
contemnplated what experiences would cause a child to be
afraid to oust a police officer. He took our his waller and
handed Nicky a five-dollar bill. He whispered, “Make sure
he rakes you to get a trear.”

Tain watched the boy glance at his mother, who had her
back to them, arms folded across her chest, not moving. A
hinit af s smile-atled thie boy's lips as he dlamped the money
in his fist. He didn’t take the other officer’s hand either, but
tollowed without areument.

As they walked away, Nicky mrned back to look over
his shoulder, those big eves meetng Tain's gaze, The smile
was gone.

Tain drew a deep breath. From the corner of his eye he
sgw someone approach him,

Sergeant Steve Daly was a lictle shorter than Tain, with
sandy hair just starting to turn gray at the temples. Daly
nodded at the boy. “What's the sination?” he asked.

Tain didn't have a great track record of getting along with
his superiors, or pretty much anyone for thar marrer, bur he
respected the way Daly operared. The man was available
without being intrusive. Tt didn't feel like Daly checked up
on him, so much as checked in with him,

Most other officers would have punted Tain sideways, put
him on desk duty or some marginal unit without mch
stress, tried ro keep him out of the way. Instead, Daly had
pulled him up for this case, getting him away from the rou-
tine humdrum assignments.

He'd even let him work alone. It had been the only thing
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Daly had hesitated over. In the end he'd agreed, as long as
Tain understood that ar the first sign the case was snow-
balling he’d have to deal with a partner.

Tain had hoped that wouldn't be necessary, although he
had to admic it didn't look good now. He filled Daly in on
how Nicholas Brennen got to the police station.

Daly’s eyes narrowed. “Some guy drove him here?”

*Apparently he didn’t want people to think he was abduee-
ing the boy. He didn’t come inside. Just wrote this note and
gave it to the bov. Kid came in on his own. We'll have o
check the tape and see if we can get an TD.”

“Now I've heard everything,” Daly said.

“Not quite.” Tain told him about the missing girl.

Something about the way Daly’s cheeks sagged made him
look like he'd aged ten vears in that moment, “How old is
she?”

“T was just about to ask when Mommy Dearest flew off
the handle.”

“Dio we need to bring in social services?”

“Already called them.”

Daly blew out a deep breath, “Talk to the mother, I'll have
Sims handle the background check. Report to my office as
soon as you're done.”

Tain nodded as he went to interview Mrs, Brennen for the
second time.

When Tain reached Sergeant Daly’s office twenty minutes
later, Tnspector Hawkins was already there. “Sic” Tain
nodded.

Hawkins had a few years on Daly, but he was as it as any
man on the force. He was the poster boy for the respectable
RCMP officers, the bind of man who embodied confidence
and authority. Clean cur, with nothing more than a few langh
lines around his eyes and his rank to hint ar his age. Few
things rattled the inspector, but the fact that he was in Daly’s
of fice suggested to Tain that he was worried.

The inspector didn’t acknowledge Tain’s arrival. “What's
the status:"
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Daly answered, “Patrols are out canwvassing now. We've
got unifornms at every exit point from the fairgrounds, tak-
ing scatements.”

Hawkins frowned. “And the girl is the right age="

Daly glanced ar Tain, then nodded.

“Shit.” Hawkins muttered the word under his breath, but
not so far under thar Tain didn't hear him.

Tain looked at Daly. “There’s usually a news crew on the
grounds filming, righe?”

Daly nodded.

“We should get their tape, double-check it Look for any
known pedophiles, any sign of these kids in the background,
anything”

“T'll call the parrols.”

“T think we should reassign this case,” Hawkins said.

“Respectfully, sir, T don't think that’s a good idea,” Daly said.

Hawkins turned to look at Tain. “Last month we recov-
ered the body of Julie Darrens from a burnt-out shack at the
industrial park near the Mary Hill Bypass. Isabella Bertini is
still missing. The press will have a field day with this.”

“T decided to have Tain respond to every arson fire since
we found Julie Darrens,” Daly said. “He% been working
‘romnd the clock on the Berrini girl. No solid leads.”

“Just crackpors and dead ends,” Tain sad. “We'll be ger-
ting more of the same when this hits the news.”

Hawkins kept his gaze on Daly, “You can have Tain assist,
but I don't chink it in the best interest of this deparoment—"

“What about the best interest of this case?™ Dalys eyes
pinched with uncharacreristic anger. *Tain has been work-
ing in conjuncton with Burnaby. e knows all the partico-
lars. Pulling him off—"

“I didn't say to pull him off.”

“No, just have him rake a backseat so that Burnaby will
think we softhalled them, gave them a body just to shur
them up because we don't take finding dead kids on our
patch seriously.”

Hawkins pointed at Daly. “Julie Darrens and Isabella Bertini
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may have gone missing from Burnaby, but Julie was found
here, in Coguitlam, and now a childs been snatched from
within our borders. T want our department handling this
case.”™

“Then Tain will take the lead.”

The two men stood staring at each other for a moment,
until aly’s phone rang and he grabbed ir. “Yes. No, T. ..
Thank yow.”

He hung up the phone and leaned against his arms, his
hands planted firmly on the desk in front of him hefore he
looked up again. “Industrial area just south of the Trans
Canada Highway, righr on the Fraser River. Not far from
the fairgrounds where Taylor Bremnen went missing. An-
other suspecred arson fire.”

For a moment the room was silent, Hawkins and Daly sall
locked in a match of visual chicken, waiting to see who
would blink first.

It was Hawkins who turned, glanced ar Tain, then looked
back at Daly. “1 sure as hell hope you know what you're doing.”

He crossed the room, pulled the door open and slammed
it behind him.

Consrable Craig Nolan was familiar with the image of his
partner, all business, from the straight skirt to the pressed
shirg, straight brown hair clipped back in a ponyrail looking
like it knew better than to dare fall out of place, the touch of
makeup that somehow emphasized the icy eyes.

She stopped at the steps to the house and turmed to look at
him. *“You should ler me handle this”

Craig unclenched his jaw. “Did [ miss the memo?™

Her forehead wrinkled for a second. Lori Price was as
pushy as she was tall, and she met Craig’s gaze steadily.

“The one about your promotion, putting you in charge,”
he said.

Lori folded her arins across her chest. “Tr might be berter
for her if she deals with a woman. I didn’t know you were so
touchy.”
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Craig shook his head as he warched his partner turn,
march up the steps, pause, then yank the door open. He
counted to ten before he followed her silently, clenching his
fises.

“T already told them,” the low, hollow voice murnured
from just beyond the hallway where Craig stood.

“Yes, but T need you to tell me now.” Lori’s voice failed to
sound sympathetic. Instead, it sounded pushy. As usual.

Her words were met with silence.

“Mrs. Parks, it really would be bese—"

“WNo. I don't think so.”

Craig heard movement, which told him thar either Mrs.
Parks was preparing to flee or that Lori was trying to cormer
her. He walked into the living room.

Mrs, Parks was standing, but Lor towered over her,
Craig’s parter looked like she was ready to tackle Mrs,
Parles if the woman tried to leave.

Craig stopped just inside the room. Mrs. Parks looked ar
him and blinked.

“For a second I thought you were Carl. Except your hair’s
a bit longer.”

A quick glance at the prominent wedding photo on the
mantel showing Mrs. Parks and a blond, fir man was all
Craig needed. “Your husband?”

She nodded. “Three years. Hes at worle.”

“Would you like us to phone him, have him come home?"

Mprs. Parks nodded again. She sank back down on the sofa
across the coffee table from where Lor Price stood, arms
now crossed.

*Perhaps you could locate her husband.” Craig glanced at
Lori. Her eves pinched partially shut, and her nostrils flared.
He tumed his back to her, approached Mrs. Parks slowly
and knelt down untl he was below eve level with her. When
he fimally heard Lori march our of the room he spoke. “Is
there anything else we can get for vou, Mrs. Parks?

“Cindy."”

Craig frowned, glancing back at the photos for a clue.

“Cindy:™
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“Call me Cindy. Please.”

“Olkay. Is there anything else we can do, Cindy”

She continued sitting rigidly, her hands clasped together
on her lap, her face long and cold, without a trace of a spark
in her eyes. Then she lifted a [rc:mbling hand to wipe away
an unbidden tear that had escaped, before tucking her blond
hair back behind her ear. She looked ar Craig. “You can find
the man who did this to me.”

Craig swallowed, He fele ike he'd been punched in the
gut, winded. The look in her dark eves sent a chill down his
spine.

PI T’ she supposed to fooki What do you know about bew it
frels to be vaped?

“We're going to do everything we can to catch him and
put him away, but I'm not going to lie. This won't be casy.”

Her face didn't move, but her gaze shifted to the right, as
though something on that side of the room had caught her
attention. Then she took a deep breath and looked “him in
the eves. “You need me to tell vou what happened.”

He nodded.

“Carl got a call just before four pa.”

“From his work:"

“From the fire deparmment. He’s a volunteer.” Cindy Parks
leaned back against the sofa, pulling her cardigan gghr as she
wrapped her arms arpund her body.

Craig eased himself onto the couch across from her, lis-
tening as she told her story.

Constable Ashlyn Harr parked her vehicle, the sting of smoke
already burning her eyes. She flashed her ID and ducked un-
der the barrier. With the spate of arson fires in the area
lately the police weren't taking any chances. They were be-
ing cautions about protecting the scenes.

Mot that it had done much good. Officially no leads.
Arsons were notoriously hard to bring to trial, and so far
their arsonist hadn’t given them much to work with, That
was the reason she was handling every scene personally. She
had to find a different way to pinpoint the culprit.
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*Maybe we should ger you some gear, have you work out
of our station.”

She looked up and offered the firefighter who'd spoken a
smile as she accepted a helmet from him. Ashlyn recognized
Adrian Vaughan, the man under the layers of soot, but he'd
barely stopped to offer the remark and hat before he disap-
peared again. She watched him move toward the thick plume
of smoke hillowing from the huilding. Flames were already
licking the exterior from windows on the upper floors,

“Wot much we can do now but hope to contain it.”

She urned. Paul OQuinlan, the battalion chief, was stand-
ing beside her. “Arson?” she asked.

“What color’s that sinoke?”

Dense dark elonds swirled out of every opening she could
see, She’d been getting an education in fire ever since she
got this assignment, but Ashlyn still hadn't learned every-
thing. “And black smoke means what?”

“Petrolenm-based accelerant. Likely gas.”

(G, Not too belpfud. Onmly about o thousand loca! places where
soweone coridd get therr Bands on fhat,

Paul passed her the object he was holding, “We found it
on the door, just like before, Could this help vou?”

Ashlyn pulled a bag from her pocker, wrapped the angel
quickly, then put it in the trunk of her car. “Generic materi-
als found in hundreds of stores in the province, virmally
untraceable, handmade. We haven't turned up anything so
far.”

“What the hell?” Paul raced forward, toward the door,
She tried to follow him. Other firefighters started running,
and one grabbed her arm.

“Stay there.” He glared at her as he backed away, watching
until she stopped moving before he tumed around. The
man disappeared amidst the sea of rumout gear each fire-
tighter wore for protection on the job.

Ashlyn moved her head from side to side and up and
down untl she could see through the amoke and men
what had caught Ouinlan’s attention.
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A firefighter was racing down the front steps carrying a
child.

The paramedic repositoned the stethoscope and paused. Tt
had been at least owenty minutes since the girl had been
pulled from the building, and the paramedics shoulders
sagped. She shook her head.

“Fuck.” The firefighter who'd found the girl mrned and
kicked a garbage can, His dirt-streaked fingers clenched into
a fist heside his head as he walked away.

Ashlyn pulled plastic gloves from her pocket, stepped for-
ward and knelr heside the body. She tossed the helmer she’d
been given aside. The girl’s hair was darker than hers. Careful
not to touch her unnecessarily, Ashlyn surveyed the victim vi-
sually untl she got to her hands. Then she reached into her
jacker pocker, pulled out a pen and used it o nudge the loose
shirtsleeve up, revealing black and purple skin mixed with
partially healed wounds. The gashes and bruises stretched out
like an overgrown tatmoo, covering the girl’s arm,

A voice cut into Ashlyn’s thoughes from above her. “Can't
vou cover her up and get her our of here before the re-
porters start shooting photos?”

She shook her head. *This is a murder investigation now.”

“For Christ's sake, she's already been moved. Whar differ-
ence does it make:”

Purple shirt, green pants . . . Tt kept playing through Ash-
lyn’s head as she studied IZ]'I-_' E_u]q tace. There was a shiny
metal pendant around the girl'’s m:r.L, and she reached for it,

“What the hell do you think you're doing?” A different
voice this tme. One she'd describe as demanding, unapolo-
geric . ..

Familiar.

“My job.” She pulled out her 11 as she turned around.
For a moment she crouched, jaw open, then dropped her
hand and put her badge away. He was tall, athletic, dark hair,
a face of stone, and he never ler anyone call him by his firse
name. She frowned as she realized she didnt even know his
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first name herself. That was the kind of distance he pur be-
tween himself and even the people he worked closely wath,
bur she knew he had a warm smile when he ler his poard
down and was a good person. “Jesus.”

“Well, T am back From the dead.”

“Your penance is over?”

One curt nod. “Sorry. Didn't know you'd been called out
on this.”

“Twasn't. I'm working the arsons.”

The skin berween his brows puckered. “Wasn't thar Robin-
son'’s caser”

“Wot anymore. He died.” Ashlyn was still crouching be-
tween him and the girl, obscuring Tain's view.

She almost couldnt believe it was him. They'd worked ro-
gether once, on a tough case. One she tried hard not to
think about. At the end of the day they'd solved it, but it
seemed like Tain had managed to piss off every senior ofh-
cer from Vaneouver to Halifax in the process. Tt had taken a
toll on him.

It had taken a toll on all of them. Maybe that’s why she’d
found herself making excuses when it was over, picking up
the phone and setting it down without dialing the num-
ber...

Willing herself to forget. Willing herself to believe they
all had forgorten and thatr nobody wanted o hear from her
because it would brng it all back.

“What have you gorz”

“Likely the reason for the fire.” She stood up and stepped
back so thar she wasn'tin his way.

“Purple shirt, green pants . . " Tain's eyes turned down at
the cormers. With him, the expressions were all subtle, bur
she knew him well enough to see it

“And a charn on a necklace ™

“Shit.” His fingers pushed through his short dark hair and
into his skull. “Tr’s Isabella Bertini.”

Tain leaned back against the truck. “Tr never gets anv easier,
does ir?"
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Ashlyn shook her head. She was still reeling from the
shock of seeing him, wondering about so many things bur
not knowing how to ask. *Bur you'd betrer pull vourself ro-
gether.”

His eyes narrowed.

*“There are uniforms all over this place. Don't you have an
image o maingainz”

The ghost of a smile flited across his lips, but it failed to
reach his eyes. She made the mistake of mming away from
him too soon, jumping as his hand smacked her backside.

He leaned toward her as he walked by, “Tust protectng my
reputation.”

*Smartass.”

“Yours is pretry tight. You been working ouez™

She pointed a finger at him, “T swear Tl break—"

“Hey, is that the guy who found her?”

Ashlyn nodded. She sprinted ahead of Tain.

“This is my case, Ashlyn.”

*Carl, we need to have a word with vou.” She ignored
Tain as she took the lead.

“About the girl?”

“We need to know where vou found her,” Tain said. “Tf
there was anyrthing near the hody, anything you remember
at all.”

Carl paused and stared ar Tain for a moment.

“And you are?”

“Constable Tain.” He pulled our his 1D and held it up as
the firefiphter removed his helmet and wiped his brow with
the side of his hand, a futile gesture thar only resulred in
smearing soot across his forehead.

“I thought yvou were working the arsons,” the firefighter
said to Ashlymn,

“Tain’s working the child abductions.”

His eves widened. “You mean that’s the girl? The one
thev've been looking for? Shic.”

“We need you to keep that to yourself, Carl. We need to
notify her parents before the press gers wind of it, okay?”
Ashlyn said.
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Carl ok a breath and nodded. “Sure. Sure, [ under-
stand.”

“Anything you can tell us could be critical to the investi-
gaton,” Tain said.

Carl shook his head. “T was just concentrating on gerting
her out, vou know? T thought she might be alive.”

“Where did you find her?™ Ashlyn asked.

“Fourth floor. Back right-hand corner, lying on a rable by
the window. T just grabbed her and started running. There
was smoke pouring out the window. I almost didn’t see her
when T went in there”

*I'he window was open:™ Tain asked.

Carl froze, then shrugged. “Te st have been.”

“Any chance you guys broke the glass, trving to get in off
a ladder?™ Ashlyn asked,

Carl’s eves narrowed as he shook his head, slowly ar first,
then emphatically. “We didn’t have a ladder on that side of
the building. You can check that with Quinlan yourself, but
I don’t think we broke the window.™

“Ohleay,” Ashlyn said, making a note. “Do you remember—"

A uniformed officer stepped between Ashlyn and Carl.
“Excuse me. | need to speak to Mr, Parks.”

“Can't it wait=” "Tain held up his 11D again, his eyes nar-
rowing as he glared at the officer, who offered only a fleer-
ing apologetic glance.

“Mr, Parks, that woman right there—" he pointed to the
tall woman in a straight skirr, brown hair pulled back in a
ponytail, pacing by a dark sedan—"she needs to speak to you
right away.”

Tain and Ashlyn exchanged a plance. As soon as Carl
Parks was out of earshot, Tain turned to the of ficer.

“He found a nmrder victim, A chald, and we—"

The officer held up his hand. “Look, T was just following
orders.”

*“You and the Nazis.”

“Tain!™ Ashlyn turned to the officer. “T'm sure that gird’s
parents will be thrilled to hear we couldn’tinterview the per-
son who found her body because you were doing your job.”
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The officer blew out a deep brearh. “Look, T'm just—"

“Following orders.” Ashlyn warched Carl get into the car
with the woman. “Whart the hell is going on?”

“Constable Price is taking him home to be with his wafe,”
the officer said. “She’s been raped.”

Ashlyn watched the officer walk away, her shock overnd-
ing her frustration for a moment. She couldn’ imagine the
hell chat Carl Parks was about to find himself in. Talk abour
a bad dav. A fire, finding a girl’s body, having o go home to
deal with his wife afrer she'd been violated.

And there they were, pissed off because he couldn't an-
swer their questions. As though their dead kid trumped his
raped wife,

She mrned to Tain. “1 see you're still winning friends and
influencing people.”

He responded with a thin smile, “*One out of two, anyway.”

There was something about his mannerisms, his facial ex-
pressions, that made her suspect it was all veneer. That be-
neath the surface he was as fragile as a soft-boiled egg.
Strike him in just the right spot and everything would come
spilling out.

She didn™ think he'd ever really put what had happened
behind him, bur she hoped she was wrong.

Craig felt the icy stare on him when he pushed the Bruce
Cockburn CI¥ into the plaver, but he ignored it Tt was as
certain as death and taves: whatever he liked Lori Price
would loathe.

Either that, or she derived some perverse pleasure from be-
ing difficult, which he had to admit was a distinct possibilicy.

Bruce sang about screaming police cars, drunks, mnnels
and bike paths while Craig drove through his own beat, His
RCMP detachment covered Coquitam, Port Coquitlam and
Port Moody, three of the twelve cities that, in conjuncrion
with a few villages and smunicipalities, formed the Greater
Vancouver Area, or GVAL

This part of the city suited him. Vancouver felt pressed
in, the coast on one side, the Fraser River to the south and
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Burrard Inlet to the north, with more condos than trees and
more people per square inch on an average day than shop-
pers in the mall on Christmas Eve. At least, chat’s how it felr.
The entire GVA was caughr in the pre-Olympic boom, with
skyrocketing housing prices and construction everywhere,
Every vacant lot was being eved for development. The Tri-
Cities, as Coquitlam, Port Coquitlam and Port Moody were
known, were no exception, but they had redeeming quali-
ties, with the provincial parks henmming the north side, of-
tering easy access to Burke Mountain to the northeast. Port
Moody was a haven within the urban sprawl, hemmed by the
Burrard Inlet but serving as the gareway to Buntzen Lake
and Belcarra Provincial Park, miles of wilderness with hik-
ing trails and waterways o q:mﬁfy keavakers and hikers alike.
Coquitlam itself was & city, no question, but it was one that
nestled against the backdrop of Mother Nature, Tt wasn't
unusual for hikers to encounter bears on the trails at Rodky
Point, or even the odd cougar, and the number of coyote ar-
tacks on pets and people alike had risen in recent years.

Although the GVA was made up of several cities Cogquit-
lam lacked the heart of a central core where people strolled
from shop to shop. Instead, residents flocked to malls and,
in Craigh opinion, “downtown” remained a term maore for
appropriate for Vancouver than anywhere else in the lower
mainland.

The Tri-Cities had their share of traffic problems and con-
gestion, though, with commuters from Pire Meadows, Maple
Ridge and even some from as far as Mission crossing Coguit-
lam on route to Burnaby and Vancouver. As a result, it wasn'
a quick drive back tw the staton.

Onee they returned it didn't take long for Sergeant Daly
to track Craig down for an update.

“Shortly atter her husband left she wenr to the bedroom
to fold linen. There’s a back entrance by the laundry room,
which opens up to a bathroom that has a second door to the
master bedroom. I'm guessing that was the point of entry,
because she said she had her back to the bathroom door
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when the lights went out and she felr someone grab her from
behind.”

“You're guessing?” Daly asked.

“There was no sign of a break in. Not even dirty foot-
prints.”

“And she didn't hear him approaching. Thick carpeting?”

Craig shook his head. “Beech tile in the bathroom and
laundry room, and hardwood floors in the bedroom and en-
trance.”

Daly arched an eyebrow. “He took off his shoes? What
about the rest? Does ic ic?”

Craig nodded. “He slid a blindfold over her eyes and held
a knife to her throat while he forced her to bite down on a
gag. Then he pushed her facedown on the bed, ted the gag,
tightened the blindfold and bound her hands behind her
back.”

“And raped her from behind.”

“Anal and vaginal penetration.”

Draly winced.

Craig studied his notebook for a moment as he sat back in
his chair, feet up on a box of overflowing paperwork on the
floor. Then he looked up. Daly was leaning back against the
desk.

“He broke in during the day. Hes getdng confident,”
Craig said.

Daly frowned. “What if her hushband had been home?"

“Then we could be looking ar an escalation to murder.
This guy is organized, efficient. He wears a condom. He
comes with a blindfold prepared, and something to gag and
bind the vicoim. He's ammed. And he doesn’t personalize the
victim in any way, which means he sees these women as ob-
jects, He goes in, gets what he wants and gets out”

“And if he doesn't get what he wants, he could get violent.”

*As though being raped at knifepoint isn't bad enough.”

“I'm not disputing that. This is victim number three?”

Craig was looking across the room. Lori Price pulled on
her coat as she walked out the door.
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“Uh huh.” Craig shifted his eyes ro look ar Daly and flin-
ched when he saw him turn from looking at the doorway
where Lori had just disappeared,

“Is this going to be a problem?™ Daly asked.

“If T have to have a partner, can't I have one with a per-
sonaliny?™”

“Craig.” Daly folded his arms across his chest.

*Look, I'm sure deep down she’ a decent person and I'm
not saying she’s stupid, but she almost completely shut the
rape victim down this time. She refused to ler me participate
in the interview. T only got in there after Cindy Parks tied
to leave”

Draly sighed. “Lori is tough.”

“Well, she’s rying too hard ro prove herself.”

“T'M talk to her.”

“Don't bother. T don't need people thinking you're going
to play dad and come to my rescue every time | have a
problem.”

The only response from Daly was silence, but Craig could
imagine what Daly was thinking, and it was worse than hav-
ing him say it. [t was a moment before Craig could look up.
“You know what T mean. But you have to let me stand on my
own two feer.”

“T didn't want to—"

Craigs neck starred to burn as he pur up his hand to keep
Dhaly from saying more, “T—"

“D.llv we need yon,” Inspector Hawkins called from across
the room, Daly stood automatically, but paused before he
lefr.

“At least | don't need to worry abour any unprofessional
involvements berween you and your new parter.”

“You got that ight,” Cralg muttered, swiveling in his chair
as he watched Daly walk away.

Daly’s office was a decent size. Even with Hawkins standing
beside him, Tain didn’t feel crowded, for the moment. Sall,
he had to wonder if the news about Tsabella Bertini would
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prompt Hawkins to force Tain to take a backseat on the
vase. He'd radioed in, so they already knew abour the body.

“Do you have a positive 1127 Daly asked once he'd closed
the door to his of fice.

“Her parents need to confirm it, bur she matches the cir-
culation photo. Green pants, purple shirt, a charm on a
necklace with her name on it Theres no doubt in my
mind,” Tain said.

“Where was the body found?” Tnspector Hawkins asked,

“The building was in the industrial area south of the
Trans Canada, near the Fraser River. She was on the fourth
floor in a room ar the back, lying on a rable under an open
witidow.”

“Anything relevant found with her body?™ Dialy asked as
he sat down at his desk.

Tain shook his head. “T can’t tell you much more than
that. At this point [ don't even know if I'm going to be able
to get inside and check the room. The fire had engulfed
the building by the tme I arrived, and they were just ory-
ing to contain it Damn lucky :h::*; even found her and got
her out.”

“Who was the officer assisting vou at the scene?”
Hawlkins asked.

Tain fele the skin berween his brows pinch. He had delib-
erately not mentioned Ashlyn when he called in. “*Which of -
ficer are vou referring to? There were several—"

“A plainclothes officer was seen questioning the fire-
fighter with you.”

"Tain wondered how the hell Hawkins knew that. “Consta-
ble Hare, sir. She’s investigating the arsons and was on the
scene when the body was recovered.” He noticed Daly’s head
snapped up, but the sergeant didn’t say anything,

“You know Constable Hart, don't you, Daly®”

“Yes, sir.™

“CGood on the job, competent?” Hawkins mrned back to
Tain. “She worked with you last year, didn’t shez™

Tain glanced from Hawkins w Daly, who was looking
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down ar the desk now, face unreadable. Tt wasn't hard to
guess what was going thromgh Dalys mind. Tf Tain wasn't up
to the job, working with Ashlyn mu_,h[ be enough to send
him aver the edge, to bring it all back. .

“Constable Tain?"

“Sir? Yes, sir. | worked with Ash . . . Constable Hart last
vear.”

) *Maybe we should consider reassigning her o this case.
You wouldn't have an issue with that, would yvou, Tain="

Before Tain could respond, Dalv’s head snapped up again.
“Ashlyn took over Robinson’s case when he died. T don't
know if it such a good idea to pass thar case off again. She’s
been building a rapport with the fire department, getting to
kmow the system. There’s a lot of man hours invested there,
and they seem to like working with her,”

Tain thought of the way that at least half a dozen firemen
had eyed the willowy brunette at the scene and tried to sup-
press a smile. They seemed to like working with her. Yeah,
who wouldn’t? Ashlyn had silky hair, enormous dark eyes
and a smile that could take your breath away, not to mention
that she was smart, funny and more than capable of han-
dling herself on the job.

Not that he'd ever admir as nuch oo her.

“T'm not suggesting we pull Ashlyn off the arson case,”
Hawlkins said. “She was part of that rask force last year. Mul-
tiple cases, simultaneous investigations, Right now, the ar-
sons seem to be connected to the child abductions. Tt makes
sense to me that the officers investigating those cases work
together.”

“Some of the arsons.™

“Pardon me?"

Tain flinched as Hawkins stared at him. “Some of the ar-
sons seem to be connected, sic. Five fires have been linked,
but we only have two bodies.”

“It’s still the best lead we have.” Daly leaned back in his
chair. He ran his fingers over his short brown hair and
shrugged. “T don't have a problem with Tain and Ashlyn work-
ing together. She has an empry desk across from hers. You can
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move your stuff therve. Just as long as we don't pass the arson
case off. Ashlyn needs to keep a handle onic”

Tain looked at Sergeant Daly. “I'm fine with thar.”

“Excellent. T'll go speak o the staff sergeant.” Hawlans
turned abruptly and left the room, lecting the door clap shur
behind him.

Tain glanced at the desk where Steve Daly sat.

*Dio you have a problem working with Ashhm?” Daly asked
him.

“Wo.” Tain took a breath. “I thought you—" "Tain did the
sensible thing, for once, and shut his mouth.

“I don't have a problem as long as you hoth behave like
professionals,” Daly said.

“That won't be an issue.”

“For her, perhaps. Your n:p-umtiu:n precedes you.”

“I'll be a perfect gentleman.”

“I'm not asking for miracles, Tain. Just a bit of restraint.”

Tain stnirked as he walked dnwn the hallway, still thinking
about Ashlynk reaction when he'd shapped her ass. Daly would
have had a stroke if he'd seen that.

Ashlyn was waiting for him by the front door, dangling a set
of keys from her fingers.

“T see somebody wld vou the good news,™ Tain said,

“Crood news? [ was told [ was stuck on babysitting dertail.
Mobody told me Twas being pulled off ic.”

“Babysitring me? The real question is: can you keep up,
sweetheart?™

“Oh, you expect me to do something other than make you
coffee and wear dghr jeanst™ She followed him ourside,

He snatched the kevs from her hand. “Tf vou feel itk your
womanly duty to inspire the hard-working men of this sta-
tion, I'm not going to stop you,”

She shook her head as he held the door open for her, ges-
mring for her o get inside. *T was wrong abont you.”

“¥ou've realized I'm not the completely heartless bastard
vou thought T was when you first mer me?”

Ashlyn waited until he climbed into the drivers seat. I
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thought you'd changed. I just realized you still are a heart-
less bastard, and I'm inclined to add sexist pig to the list.”

“Careful, Ashlyn,” Tain wagged a finger at her. “There
could be a protest over such an offensive comment. A lot of
pigs wouldn't like ir.”

“Clearly your penance is over and mine is just beginning,
What did T ever do to piss off the powers that be?”

*I don’t know, bt vou've clearly caught Hawkins’ attention.”

She wmed to look at him, and he met her gaze with a
solemn expression for a moment before turning back to the
road. Tt never surprised her when he got serious. Quiet, in-
trospective, completely focused. Ir was his obsessive person-
ality and dedication that made it hard for him o let go of
the job. Some guys drank. Tain’s poison of choice was work,
and it had come close to destroying him once,

The only thing that surprised her was when he relaxed
and joked around with her. Something he'd done readily so
far, and it had only been a matter of hours since they’d been
reanited at a crime scene. Months before she might have
thought he was more sociable than the rumors inferred. Now
she knew better. It was his way of burving his hurt. Bur he'd
only joke with someone he felt safe wich.

Someone he believed would understand his pain.

She pushed that thought aside as she considered what
‘Tain had said about Inspector Hawkins.

“This was his idea?”

Tain nodded. “I don't think Sergeant Daly was too keen
on it

“Steve will ger aver it.”

Tain snuck a glance ather. “How do you know him="

“Platonically.”

“Seriously.”

“He was one of my instructors at the Depot.” The Depot
was the common term for the academy where all RCMP of-
ficers completed their training.

Sa Asbiyn bas known Daly since ber training to be an RCMP
fficer; when she was just a codet, And Craig . .. Tain tapped the

steering wheel with his thumb.
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“What are vou thinking about?™ Ashlyn asked.

“If Daly thinks so highly of you, maybe you'll help give
him a good impression of me.”

“Wouldn’t T need o have a good impression of you first?™

He braked ar the intersection and glared at her. She smiled
innocently.

“See, Tain, when it comes to putting you in your place, I
can keep up.”
Tain laughed. “You know what T was really thinking, Ash-
lyn:z"
“Enlighten mie,”

“Ir’s nice to have a parmer who isn't afraid to tell me off.”

“Wish T could say the same.”

“Huh. You know me. I've never been afraid to give you a
picce of my mind.”

“T know. I almost have the complete puzzle. You really
should stop giving those picces away.”

He saw her grin as he mrned back to look at the road. “Feels
good to laugh, doesn'tic:”

“At vour expense? Absolutely.”

“Thats not what I meant,” he said as he parked the car.

He watched her smile fade, her mouth twisting. “T know.”

“You ready for this?”

She glanced at him sideways as she unclipped her sear belt
and reached for the door handle. *Are you ever ready?”

“Probably not, Ashlyn, Probably not.™

“Constable Nolan,” he said into the phone,

“Ye...need.. orc...rime”

*I'm sorry, I can hardly hear you,” Craig said as he held
his hand aver his right ear, although he knew it wouldn't do
much good. The room was almost as sall as a church on a
Friday afternoon. Craig reached for the volume dial on the
phone.

He heard the caller clear their throat. “T. .. T need o re-
port a crime.”

Craig rubbed his forehead. “Okay. Did you call dispatch?”

“They redirected me.”
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Craig pansed. “What do you need to reportz™

Silence.

“Ma’am?"

“A rape.” The volce coughed and sputtered, and then
Craig heard the sharp intake of breach. “T was raped.”

Crossing the threshold into Tsabella Bertinis bedroom made
Ashlyn feel like she'd stepped back more than a dozen vears
in time. There were books and stuffed animals and posters,
Different icons, but the same generic style as the ones she’d
hung up on her bedroom walls when she was a kid.

The room was tastefully done, with sunshine yellow walls
and crisp white trim, There were murals on the far side, above
the bed, depicting butrerflies in flight. To her left a mirrored
sliding door concealed the contents of the doset, but exposed
the stickers and decals the girl had vsed o personalize the
cold metal that intruded on this space.

On her right a long bookshelf overflowed with novels.
Anne of Green Curbles was stacked on top of This Can’t Be Hap-
peniing at Macdonaid Hall. Beside the other Montgomery and
Komman titles was a copy of The Call of the 11, and behind
them were rows and rows of books about dogs and horses,

Ashlyn tarned in the other direcrion, serurinizing the arr-
work on the wall, Tr looked like pastel to her untrained eye,

She turned again and stifled a gasp. Ashlyn knelt down.

“Hi there.”

The lirtle girl with silky, dark brown hair and enormous
black eves smiled, partially concealing her mouth behind her
blue sruffed bunny. She was a smaller version of her sister.

“My name is Ashlyn.”

The girl smiled again and then spun on her toes. She
stepped right into her mothers legs.,

“Time for bed, Sophia. Go on to your room.”

Ashlyn stood, smiled and waved as the girl glanced back ar
her and then motted down the hall, almost tripping over her
pajama pants.

Mrs. Bertini blinked. “Would you like some tea, juice,
coffeer”
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“No, thank you. I'm fine.”

The woman stepped inside the room, her arms folded in
front of her. She nodded art the mural behind Ashlyn.

“Isabella loved to draw.”

“She was very good.”

“I suppose we might as well leave things as they are.
Sophia has always loved this room. Maybe in a few years . .7

Ashlyn offered what she hoped was a supportive siile.
“It’s still a bit soon to worry about that, You have plenty of
time to decide what you want o do.”

“And ver we must decide. We must decide where we will
bury our daughrer. We must decide if the flowers should be
pink or purple, whether to put a cross or a sacred heart on
her ombstone.™

Ashlyn breach caught in her throat, What could she say
to that? That the room was at least one less thing to worry
about? “Do you have someone, anyone who can help vour |
can give you the number for—"

“WVictum’s services.” Mrs, Beroni brushed tears from her
cheek with her left hand in one efficient motion, looking at
her dampened fingers as though they were a curiosity,
nothing more, *“Yes, T have their number. And we have our
church.”

A bapusmal certificate on the wall caughr Ashlyn’s arten-
tion. Infant baptism. Stickers adorning the frame of the mir-
ror, A crucifiy, the Easter lily, the dove, the fish,

“You're Catholic?”

il:"."t:sl."

Ashlyn nodded. “WEll, if theres anything we can do,
please call us.”

Mrs. Bertini stood with her lips slightly parted for a
moment.

“There’s only one thing T wanted you to do, and you
tailed. All that's leftis a sinall consolation,”

She turned on her heel and walked away.

Ashlyn exhaled. She wanred o defend herself, defend
Tain, point out they'd done all they could, but that was her
pride talking. Could she really blame Isabella Bertinis mother?




28 SANDRA RUTTAN

Ashlyn swirched off the light, shur the door and followed
Mz, Bertini down the hall.

“We should have someone from victim’ services check on
them in a few days. Get someone to talk to Mr. Bertini,”
Tain said.

“Did he fall aparez”

*No." Tain backed into a driveway to um the car around.
“He took it like a man.”

“That is cause for concern,” Ashlyn said, bur she knew
wht he meant.

He glanmﬂd ar her. “Seriously, he just borded it all up, like
it wasn't really happening to him. When it hits home with
this yuy he’ll take it hard.”

Ashlyn sighed, thinking about the tight bun Mrs. Bertini
had her hair pulln;*d into, the neat skirt, dress blouse, the mod-
est heels, even in the house on a Saturday night. Was it
strength or madness that had enabled her to hald it together
in front of her daughter and the police of ficer nosing about
her dead childs room?

“T take it you have some concerns about the mother?™
Tain asked.

“Ir would be a good idea to have someone check on them.
Since its summer its not like the licde gird has a weacher or
somenne we can rely on to notice if the family starrs to fall
apart.”

“We'll need to interview Isabella’s teacher anyway. Maybe
we can sneak her sister’s teacher onto the list, just so she
knows. Can you imagine going back to school in a marter of
days after all of this=®

“I can't imagine any of it. Living this nightmare, trying to
decide what to put on vour chald’ tombstone.”

Tain was silent for a moment. “Not the first parents wha've
had to deal with that,” he said quiethy.

She felr his eves on her for a split second. When she fi-
nally did tum o look at him he was staring straight our at
the road, his lips mashed together. “It doesn't make it any
easier for them.”
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They drove in silence. Ashlyn could see the Burrard Inler
and wished for a moment they could just pull over, feel the
breeze off the water, shur their eves o the world and listen
to the caw of gulls, the waves lapping against the shore
They weren't far from their next desunation, and it was a
visit she wasn't looking forward to.

“5o, we've dealt with hopelessness. Now we get to face
unknowing desperaton?”

He glanced at her. “That’s one way of putting ic.”

When they arrived, they got out of the car and started
walking up the front steps. Loud voices spilled through the
windows, and Tain quickened his pace.

He rapped three tmes, barely paused and rapped three
more mimes.

Ashlyn looked at him and started to reach back for her gun,

“Groddammit, what the hell is it now? More bloody . . .”
The door was yanked open in front of them. The man’s face
morphed from a scowl of annovance to a worried frown
when he set eyes on Tain. Then he turned to look at Ashlyn,
and his jaw dropped. He blinked.

“Ashley Hart?”

“Ashlyn.”

“Righr, sorry. |, uh . . .” His eyes narrowed for a moment,
and he glanced over his shoulder and then mrned back around.
“I}id you need to talk to me about the firesz”

She glanced at Tain and shook her head, “No, Mr, Brennen,
We're actually here about Taylor.™

“What? You've found her?™ A woman pushed forward then,
her silk blomse partially pulled our from her tighe skirt, wisps
of hair falling out of the clasp that pulled most of her long
blond strands back, her thick makeup smudged and tear
streaked.

Tain answered. “T'm sorry, Mirs. Brennen. We haven’t found
Taylor, but we'd like o ask Mr. Brennen some questions.”

“*How will that help? You should be our there looking for
my daughter instead of wasting your gme.”

“Mrs. Brennen, please. We have uniforms covering the fair-
grounds and the surrounding area. Everything that can be
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done is being done. Can we come in, Nick?" Ashlyn stepped
forward, hoping Nick Brennen wouldn't resist. Ir sounded as
though things had been on the verge of getting cut of hand
when they'd arrived. A domestic assault charge might have been
understandable, but it wasn't going to help anyone,

Nick Brennen stepped back and held the door open, ges-
mring for them to enter the living room.

*“Whar did you want to ask me?”™ he said as he sat down across
trom them, barely balancing on the edee of the couch, look-
ing like he was prepared to jump up at a moment’s notice.

“How often does Taylor stay with your” Tain asked.

“5he’ here every other weekend with her brother. Ir’s in
the custody agreement,” Mrs. Brennen said, returming to the
room with a drink in her hand.

“And every weekend when you can't be bothered with her
because vou're screwing the aerobics instructor or the pool
boy or some drunk fool you pln;ln_d up at a bar or whoever
else you can get your hands on.

“I didn’t ship them off to you this weekend, did 17" she
snapped back.

Nick jumped to his feet. “Because [ was working and Mom
couldn’t watch them, so you sent them to the fair. The fair.
Whar the hell were you thinking, Connie? Maybe you'd pick
up some vendor for a quick fling while the kids were enter-
raining themselves:”

She flung the drink in his face, and he slapped the glass
out of her hand, sending it crashing to the floor where it shar-
tered, sharp pieces scattering across the hardwood,

Ashlyn jumped between them. “Separate corners, now,”
she said, pointing each in opposite directions.

“Waste of a good drink,” Connie muttered.

*Draddy="

They all tarned toward the hallway where Nicky Brennen
stood wearing Blue Jays pajamas. He had rousled blond hair,
a brown teddy bear in his hands.

“Hew, sport.” Mick took a step woward his namesale and
knelr down. “Let’s get you back to bed, okay?”
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*Actually, do vou think I could ralk to Nicky for a minute?”
Ashlyn aslked, glancing at Tain, who gave her an almost im-
perceptible nod. She crouched down beside the boy. “Wonlkd
that be okay="

He looked up at his dad, who said, “What do you want to
know?™

“Can you think of anyone unusual you might have seen
around recently, maybe when Taylor was staying here? Any-
one who showed a lot of interest in her?”

Nick frowned for a moment before shaking his head, ross-
ing a hand up in the air. “No.”

“Had Taylor gone to any sleepovers or parties lately, any-
where unusual?”

“Whar has that got to do with anything?” Connie stomped
across the room from the corner Ashlyn had sent ber to and
sat down on a chair. “She was grabbed at the fair.”

“Mrs. Brennen, we have to consider every possibility,” Ash-
Iy said, glancing at Wicky. She wished she didnt need 1o say
this in front of him. “Someone may have been warching Tay-
lor. They could have been waiting for an opportunity to take
her. And it’s stll possible that Taylor wasnt taken by anyone,
but that she’s wandering in the park and we just haven't found
her yer. It's oo soon to say anything for certain.”

“Come off 1t,” Nick Brennen said. “We all know what’s
happened. This selfish bitch sent her ten-year-old daughrer
and eight-year-old son to the fair by themselves, and my lie-
tle girl has been snarched by thar sicko whok been taking
other girls, Remember that one, they found her body a few
weeks back? And the other one, lsabel, T chink her name is?
She’s soll missing, righe?™ Nick stared at Tain, who didn’tmeet
his gaze.

“Oh my God. You have .. . Isshe. . . "

*I can’t comment on an a}nb{'ring investigation.”

“Like hell you can't! The same sick freak has my davghrer.
He has my little girl.” Nick Brennen’s body convulsed as he
sank down on the couch and choked back a sob,

“It’s not going to make you sleep better,” Tain said quietly.
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Nick lifred his head, his eyes bulging, red-rimmed. “Whar
the hell makes you think I'll be able to sleep ar all?”

Ashlyn had asked Nicky to show her his room, in part to get
him away from his parents. She’d been listening o Nicky
identfy every model car he owned. He had antiques and
current cars, trucks and sedans of all shapes and sizes, and he
knew his vehicles better than she did.

“Fou know the name of every single one, T'm very im-
pressed,” Ashlyn said as Nicky hinished labeling the cars thar
lined the bookshelves in his room,

He jumped into his bed and pulled the covers up over
his head.

“Oops, vou forgot somebody,” Ashlyn said, holding our
the teddy bear, which was incredibly soft. The covers inched
down slightly, revealing big puppy-dog eyes blinking up ar
her.

She sat down on the edpe of the bed.

*T need to ask you something really important,” she
told him.

His eyes got a litde smaller. She suspected his smile had
disappeared beneath the blanket,

“Was anybody ralking o your sister, or mayhe you saw
somenne following vou around at the fairs”

Nicky serunched his whole face up like a raisin and shook
his head. “No.”

“How did you ger separated:”

“Twanted to play at the park.”

*50 vou went by yourselfz”

*“Taylor wanted to get a charm and play games, T didn't
want to. T pulled on her hand, and she pulled on mine, and
then people came and got between us.”

His eyes had gotten big again, but this time they were
sagging down at the corners,

Ashlyn smiled. “T think T would have rather played at the
park, too.”

Nicky looked down at the teddy bear in his hands. “But
it’s my fault. T should have listened. Now Taylors gone.”
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“Oh, no, it isn't your faule. Tt was an accident that you two
ot separated. Accidents are nobody faule”

“Bur Mommy said so. She said—"

Ashlyn shushed him softly, She tucked the covers in
around him as he lay back against the pillow. “Your mom is
just upset right now because she’s scared. Did you know
grown-ups get scared somerimes?”

He seemed to think abour ir, his lips twisting with uncer-
tainty at first and then forming a solid line. “Tho vou get
scared:”

She nodded., *Yes, T do”

“If you have a mght light it keeps the monsters away,” he
told her, eyes wide again as he shared his secret.

She smiled. “T'll remember that. Do you want me to leave
this light on too?™

He blinked and nodded.

“Crood night, Nicky.”

Ashlyn got up and crossed the room, glancing at the bed
where Wicky lay, his big dark eves staring ar her as she pulled
the door shut.

“Is he okay?" Nick asked as Ashlyn returned to the living
rooin.

She sat down beside Tain and looked at Nick. “T know this
won't be easy, but you need to reassure him thart this isn't his
faule”

“I wold vou o keep your bloody mouth shur,” Nick
snapped as he glared at his ex-wife, his lips curling into a
snarl.

*“They were supposed to stay together.”

“Who the hell is the parent® He’s eight vears old. For
Christ’s sake, Connie.”

“Here we go, always blaming me for everything. T deal
with them day in and day our. Ar lease I don't have to deal
with vour shit anymore.”

*Listen, vou two aren’t helping. And if vou keep this up,
I'm personally going to call social services again and have
them do a child removal and see thar Nicky goes o a foster
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family that isn’t going to heap abuse on him.” Tain pointed
at Connie Brennen. “As it is, you have a hell of a lot of
explaining 1o do already. Your ex-husband can contest the
custody arrangement and likely take your children away
from you for good. Don't tempt me to testify on his behalf.”

Naothing but the distant huin of cars could be heard fora
few moments, and even then it wasn’t much of 2 hum. Tain
glanced at the clock, finally realizing how late it was.

“T don'’t think there’s anything else tonight. Mrs. Brennen,
it’s likely best that vou go home now,” Tain said as he stood.

Connie glanced at her ex-husband, who kept his eyes di-
rected at the coffee table and didn't extend an invitation for
her to stay. After a moment she stood up, walked to the door
and pulled it open withour a word, stomping down the steps
as the door slammed shut behind her.

Ashlyn took a card from her pocket. “If vou need any-
thing, Nick, call.”

He looked up then, his eyes brimming with unshed rears
as he took the card from her hand, nodded and looked away.

Craig knocked again. This time he heard soft footsteps in the
hall, followed by the sound of a deadbolt being retracted.
Then a voice, muffled at first before coming into focus.

“Let me, Sara.”

The door opened as far as the lacched chain wounld allow,
and Craig held up his TD for scruting. The man, who Craig
guessed o be abour his own age, pushed the door shut and
then opened it fully.

“Mart MePherson,” the man said, offering his hand. Marr
had a firm grip.

“Constable Craig Nolan.”

He followed Matt down the hallway, into a bright, open
kitchen and dining area. A woman sat at the table, her hands
wrapped around a mug, a thick sweater pulled around her
body. She looked up.

Her blue eyes were overshadowed by dark circles, her
cheeks gaunt. Even though she was sitting down, Craig
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could see that her clothing hung limply on her frame, as if
she'd lost a lot of weight recenty, and not weight she'd needed
to lose.

“Constable Craig Nolan. T believe we spoke earlier on the
phone.”

She nodded as Craig pulled out a chair and sat down across
from her,

*I realize this must be very difficule for vou, Mrs. McPherson.
I'm not here to pressure you or to ke things worse,”

“I can't sleep. I cant eat. | can't. ..” She swallowed. For a
moment he saw nothing but her auburn hair cumbling over
her head, and then she looked up as she hastly brushed her
tears away before offering a short, hollow lau:,h “Thersy
nothing vou can do that would make this worse.”

Craig wished that were true, but he knew it wasn't. Tt was
amazing the comfort people could find in a lie.

Matt came to the table and sat down, a cup of coffee in his
hands. “Oh, sorry, T didn’t even think to ask. Can T get you
a cup”

“Thar’s okay. Really.” He paused.

The woman across the table from him looked up. “You
want to know what happened:”

“Io start, when did this happen? You said you havent
been eating or sleeping, so T pather its been days"

“Try weeks,” Matr said. “She wouldn't even tell me.”

“Tron’t ealk about me like I'm not here, Matthew.”

“¥ou aren’t here, are you, Sara? Itk like you're hiding be-
hind this wall and you won't talk to anybody. Not vour sister
or your mother or our minister. Sure as hell nor me.”

There was silence at the table for 2 moment, and then Sara
murnad o Craig, something resembling a spark of anger flick-
ering in her eyes. “And what do you have to say about thart™

Craig took a deep breath. *T can give you the number for
victims services. You can talk to someone whos been
through what you've heen chrongh, if that makes it easier for
vouw.”

“So you think I should just bare my soul to the world to?”
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*“No. I think you shoold do whatever vou need 1o do to starr
to heal from this.”

“It happened Sunday, July eighth,” Marr said.

July &2 Shit. Craig made a note,

Sara hit the table with her hand. “Do you want me to talk
or not, Matt? T don't need you filling in the blanks.”

Her voice was shrill, the rising note of hysteria not just
creeping by bur serting up camp. Craig cleared his throat
“Mrs. McPherson—"

*Bara.”

“Sara, I'm going to need to speak to Matt wo. T have to
know everything borh of you remember abour thar day, even
the week hefore. Tf you want to talk to me one ata dime, that’s
tine. Or we can all ralk rogether.”

She looked down at the table, covering her mouth with
her hand, her elbow propped against the placemar.

After a moment Matt got up. “T'll be in the TV room
when you need me.”

Once they heard a door click shut from somewhere down
the hall, Sara McPherson looked up at Craig.

*“You must think I'm a pretoy cold bitch.”

“No, I don't,” Craig returned her gaze for a moment unal
she looked away.

“Hes trving to help, be supportive, and T'm pushing him
away.”

“Everyone deals with grief differently, Sara. Tes not my
job to tell vou how to feel abour this. My job is to ry to
catch the person who did this. T do whatever T can to help
vou and your hushand—"

She held up her hand. “Save the spiel. We have more peo-
ple offering their help than we need. T just want to do this
and get it over with,”

Craig nodded. *Then I need you to tell me what hap-
pened.” He picked up his pen, staring across the table at her
until she blinked. “Whenever you're ready.”

The door creaked open, and Taylor scurried into the shad-
ows, away from the thin stream of light.
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“I brought you some food,” a voice said. She could see
the shadow of the man, stepping into the center of the
roon, kneeling down and placing a cup, like a princess’s cup
from a fairy tale, down. He set a bowl on the floor beside
the cup.

Her stomach gurgled as the scent of fresh bread wafted
through the air to her nose. She liked o bake bread with
Cerandma on the weekends, and she kmew that smell.

The shadowy figure stood and stepped toward her. She
pressed her back against the wall, pulling her knees towards
her stomach and hugping themn with her bare armns.

He stopped moving.

“T'm not going to hurt vou, ve brought vou here to take
care of yon.”

She said nothing, rubbing her arms with her hands, trying
to make the goose bumps go away.

“You're cold. And vou must be tired. Here.” He tumed,
maoving into the shadows in the far corner. She heard a latch
unclick and a door creak open.

Taylor jumped w her feet and ran woward the light. She
was through the open door when she stopped, staring at the
girl before her.

A girl with long black hair and dark eyes was wearing a
long white gown, kneeling on the floor eatng bread and
drinking from another fancy princess cup.

Taylor felt arms around her, pulling her back into the
rooimn.

*“No no no no no no no. You aren't ready vet. You have
to stay here. Now he good and mayhe you'll ger a pretry
oW too.”

Taylor felt herself being propelled into the darkness, and
then she bounced against something soft. She heard a creak,
like when she jumped on her bed at home. Then a litde light
came on, right above her, shining down directly on the spor
where she sat blinking.

She umed around. Backing away from the small circle of
light, she could see she’d been sitting on a small bed in the
corner of the room. There was a window ledge behind her
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and the cup and bow! had been moved there from the center
of the floor.

Then the light went our, just as the door clanged shur, and
she was alone in the d-ar]mm-agam.




SUNDAY

Ashlyn wondered why she'd never noticed her desk was so
smooth and cool before. The metal always seemed cold and
foreboding, but after a nighe like the one she'd had it felr
wonderful to put her head down against it. She closed her
eyes, thinking how nice it would be to just drife off for a few
minures.

She jumped in her chair and jerked her head up as some-
thing slammed against the desk beside her, the sound of the
thud echoing in her ear.

“Cruel, heartless bastard,” she said.

“You should thank me. Daly’s here, and he wants to see
us now.”

Ashlyn groaned. She forced herself to her feet and fol-
lowed Tain down the hall.

“Have a seat,” Daly said as they entered, passing out drinks
and food, “Sorry, Tain, T don't really know what vou like for
breakfast.”

“Anything he doesn't have to cook,” Ashlyn said.

Tain unwrapped the breakfast sandwich. “Sir, I'd like o
file 4 sexual harassment complaine.”

“You wish.”

Daly glared at them. “T know you're both tired, but don't
make me regret parmering you mwo on this. Whar have
you got:”

“Not much for our efforts, Tm afraid,” Tain responded.
“Dhistraught parents, a domestic incident waiting to happen
with the Brennens and absolutely nothing useful.”

“What about the autopsy? Anything helpful there:"
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They had endured the entire process as Burke, the coro-
ner, worked. The one bit of good news was that he had found
nothing thar indicated abuse prior to Isabellas abduction,
which cased somne of Ashlyn’s concerns about the family,

“ND-"

“Nor"™ Daly arched an eyebrow as he watched Ashlyn
reach for her drink.

*She wasn't sexually assaulted. Other than the marks, there
were no traces of anvthing out of the ordinary on her body,
Mo pollen, no dirg, leaves. Nothing that might pinpoint where
she was being held. Tsabella was wearing the same clothes she
went missing in, hadn’ lost weighr noticeably, and her stom-
ach conmined remmnants uF bread and water, Not even soime-
thing we can readily mace.”

“How did she die?”

Ashlyn and Tain ¢x{,1ﬂnep:d a  glance.

“Dan’t keep me in suspense.”

Tain cleared his throar. “Well, sir, itk at least interesting.
She drowned.”

“She drowned:”

“As best as Burke can tell, in a bathtub,” Ashlyn said, “Tt
wasn't salt water, and it wasn't chlorinated pool water. Just
regular, qener‘u_ tap water. But her clothes were dry.”

“He’s sure? With the 1:||1'|:: between death and discovery
and the heat of the fire .

Ashlvn shook her htad. “.-"absa[uml}r no damp pacches any-
where. No wrinkles or stiff fabric, like you ger when some-
one stays in wet clothing,”

Daly rubbed his forehead.

“Time of death 15 within a few hours of her body being
found. Thats why Carl thought she was still alive. Rigor
hadn’t set in,” Ashlyn said,

I think we might want to consider having a profile done.
Without sexual assault to consider, we're really stretched to
find a motive for these abduetons,” Tain said.

“Julie Darrens wasn't sexvally assauleed either, was sher”

Ashlyn asked.
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“No, but she could have been an object. He could have
been building his confidence. The fact that he’s lalled a sec-
ond time in the same way without escalating—

“As far as we know,” Daly said.

“T agree with Tain on this. How are we supposed to catch
this guy without a clue about why he's doing it? Pulling the
names of registered sex offenders won't even help us much.”
Ashlyn nodded at the food sl sicting on the desk. “Aren't
vou eating:”

“It’s not for me,” Daly said. “So you agree with the idea of
doing a psychological profile?”

“I'm willing to ory anything o give us a lead. Right now,
we're assuming the same guy abducted two girls,” Ashlyn
said. “They're dead. Odds are he’ por Taylor Brennen. I want
to make sure we get her humt safe and sound instead of
scraping her into a body bag.”

Daly sighed. “We all want that, Ashlyn. T'll see what we
can do then. What’s nexts”

*“We're going to review all the statements from last night,”
Ashlyn said.

Daly moved a few files and picked up a slip of paper, pass-
ing it to Tain, “Sims went through all the video we had and
|11anaged to get a plate nomber for the car thar Nicky Bren-
nen Hut out of. Registered w Alex Wilson, His address is
there.”

“Dhd he do a background check?™

Daly shool his head. “I rold him you’d handle ir.”

*Then we'll have a chat with Alex Wilson,” Tain said.

“We also need o go over Isabella’ case step by step, re-
view all the witness statements.”

“Don't forget you need to keep on top of the arson inves-
tigation, Ashlyn.”

“T know, Steve.”

His eyes narrowed. “Ashlyn . . 7

“'I"hms more like it, sir. T can’t have you bn:Eng 00 Nice to
me.” She stood up and tossed her wrappers into a bin

“Anything else?”
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Daly covered his face with his hands. “T knew I shouldn’t
have signed your transfer papers.”

He jerked on the box again and vanked it forcibly from the
car, then drew a few rapid breaths, pushing his hair out of
his face, letting the heat in his cheeks dissolve.

st vt o, fook again,

Under the seats, on the seats, behind the seats, in the stan-
dard compartment, in the special compartment. He crawled
in as far as he could and strerched out with his hands until he
felt the body of the car curling upward. There was nowhere
left to checl.

He clenched his fists and swore as he sat up sharply, crack-
ing his head against the ceiling. Coddammit.

Then he whimpered, Bless me, Father: Trepent, he repeated,
over and over again, drawing deep breaths, rocking back and
torth until he felt the tension in his body slip away.

They aven'’t beve, 1 lost them. I last the packet. Where could
it et

He thought of every place he'd been, berween the fair
grounds, the abandoned building and the place he called
hoine.

There was nowhere else it could be.

He closed his eves, il hove to ovder wmore,

Craig walked into Daly’s office and collapsed into a chair.
“You're here early,” Craig said.

“And vou never left. T thought vou were ready to pack it
in when [ was leaving last mght ‘He nodded at the bag on
his desk. “T brought you some food.”

Craig reached for the bag. “T thought it might be a good
idea to work one of these rapes while it was sall fresh.”

Daly nodded. “IDid you come up with anything useful?”

“Well,lT...”

The door flung open behind Craig, and he forced himself
not to tum around. The shock orming fast to annovance on
Daly’s face was enough to ensure him that Daly would deal




WHAT BURNS WITHIN 43

with whoever had just stepped our of line, alchough he was
pretoy sure he knew who it was,

“What the hell do vou think vou're doing, Craig? Tnrer-
viewing a rape victm without even bothering to call me:”

The sandwich went from rasting like moderately edible
fast food to spongy paste in his mouth. That woman had a
shrill voice, and her tone shifred easily berween nagging and
lecruring.

“Vou interviewed a rape victim last night? Afrer T lefe”
[aly’s annoyance was temporarily overshadowed with con-
fusion,

“Another rape was reported last night. [ went to rake a stare-
ment,”

“Without calling me,” Lori said.

Craig didn't need to move a muscle to have a clear mental
image of Lori standing behind him, hands on her hips,
glowering at him.

When he finally did glance up, the only thing he hadn't
tactored in was the fiery red cheeks and flared nosoils. He
murned to look at Daly, although his words were for Lori.

“It didn't seem important to you to stay and work on a
fresh rape case, so why would T think you'd be interested in
a report thar came in about one from early July?”

“Are you just going to let him—"

“Ahem,” Daly said as Lori sat down in a chair, uninvired.
She stood up again, Craig noticed some of the color in her
cheeks had dissipated.

“Until you hold the rank of staff sergeant or inspector or
whatever it is you've ser your ‘{Ibh[‘; on, you don't walk
through that doar without my permission.” Daly pointed a
finger at her. “Second, Craig has a point. You left last night
of your own free will. T watched you. Craig’s job is to follow
any leads in the case until it’s solved or shelved, not to sec-
ond guess what vou do and do not find pertinent.

“My officers don't prove themselves to me by having a
head full of attimde and an axe to grind with evervone they
work with. Have I made myself clear?”
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“f.}ui[e."

“You're dismissed, Constable Price.”

Craig reached for his orange juice as the door slammed
shut, the closest picture on the wall shiftng sideways. Dalys
mouth hung open, and Craig held up his hands. “Like you
said, she’s tough.”

Daly snorted. “T didn’t realize she was impossible,”

“Your reprimand might have done some good. Mayhe
she'll start to behave.”

“Do you really believe tharz™

'(_.r.,uq shook his head, “MNot for a second.”

Lo was waiting at Craigs desk, one hand propped against
the cold meral surface, fingers drunming the table inces-
santly, the other hand on her hip, As soon as she spotted him
her eyes narrowed and she straightened up.

“Don't vou ever do that to me again,” she said as she
folded her arms across her chest.

“Do whar? ™ Craig lifted the cup to his lips, moving around
her and sitting in his chair.

“You went running to Daddy Daly and tatded on me.”

“Crod, what am T, five? That might be vour style, Lori, but
it isn't mine.”

Cralg wasn't sure how o interpret the silence thar
followed, but he wasn't taking anv chances. He didn’t look
up until she sat down across from him, all the fire out of her

s

*So what’s next?"” she asked.

“We need to go over all the old cases and review every-
thing.”

Lori groaned. “Wasn't there anything you learned last night
that was helpful?®

He shook his head. “This guy is consistent. She was in the
TV room, ironing. Her husband had just been called to
work. One minute she was watching Cofd Sgmad; the next
minute she was being forced down the hall with a loose
blindfold over her eyes and a knife to her throat. He fol-
lowed the exact same procedure he had on all the other oc-
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casions. Gagged her, tightened the blindfold, tied her hands
and raped her. Same as before.”

ol Sqriaed? ™

“Tts still in syndication.”

“When did this rape happen?™ Lori asked.

“Tuly eighth.”

She leaned back in her chair, tapping her pen against her
nose. “This just doesn’t make any sense.”

“Dioes it ever:”

Her eves narrowed, her mouth twisting. “What I mean is,
there’s no escalation. We have virtually the same report cach
time. Karen Chalmers, June fourteenth. Exact same, excepr
she was already in her bedroom undressing when he turned
up. Stephanie Bonnis, July twenty-fifth. Only thing different
there was that she was unpacking groceries in her kitchen,
and the perp made her leave her three-month-old son in his
car seat screaming while he raped her. She begged him not to
Lill her or hurt her son and he hit her on the head.”

“But he stll didnt say anything. He just hit her. That’
very controlled. He wasn't rattled by a crying baby. Thar
rape happened at what, ten pu, after she got back from an
emergency run to the grocery store, she said. Not some-
thing planned or parr of her regular schedule.”

Lori propped her elbows agamst her desk, resting her chin
on her hands. “So even the noise, late at mght didn’t seem
to worry him,”

‘unny that she’d just come in from the side door. The
front door had a dead bolt on it and chain lock, and she
didn't see him.”

*“He mwmst have been inside.”

Craig leaned back in his chair. “Tf he waited in the house
he must have been pretoy sure she was coming home and
that her hushand wouldn't be returning with her.”

“Or this guy really is just a cocly sonofabitch wha's got-
ten locky so far.”

“Whar dates do we have againz”

Lori picked up her notebook. “June fourteenth, July twenty-
fifth and August eighteenth. And now July eighth.”
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“So it seemed like the third artack was closer to the sec-
ond, until we got that call yesterday. The dates aren’t gerting
closer together.”

“Unless we've got women who haven't reported yet. Know-
ing how reluctant rape victims are to come forward, its pos-
sible.”

“We need to do a nationwide search, see if there are any
other open rape cases that fir the partern,” Craig suggested.
“It’s not like this puy has just popped up out of the blue. He'’
meticulous, organized, confident. There’s essentially no es-
calation in his attacks, which is unusual. He must have raped
before.”

“T agree.” She tumed her eves toward the report in her
hands, rwisting her chair slightly to her lefr as though the
CONVErsation wis over,

Craig looked up. Daly was watching them from across the
rooin. His gaze was blank, but Craig sensed he wasn't too
happy about Lori. For once he wished Daly would indulge
him and give him a different parmer.

Tain waited untl Ashlyn hung up the phone. “Alex Wilson
is on his way in."”

She leaned hack in her chair, covered her face with her
hands and groaned. “You're kidding.”

“Why?”

“Carl Parks just called to say that we could come over and
take his smatement.”

Tain arched an evebrow. “Without prompting?™

She raised her hands and shrugged her shoulders. “Don't
look a gift horse in the mouth, Tain. T don't really want to
keep him waiting, with whar he’s dealing with at home.”

“You go talk to Mr. Parks. I'll talk to Alex Wilson,”

“You're sure?” Ashlyn didn't wait for an answer, She stood
and pulled on her jacker.

*“Try not to look so happy to ger away from me.”

“Irs not you, It the stagon. T think the fresh air will do
me good.”
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“Any chance of you finding out if the building is clear for
us to eners”

Ashlyn had started walking toward the door. She rurned,
continuing to walk backward as she pointed at him, “T'l try
to stop by the station or call Chuinlan about that on my way
back. Call me on my cell if anyvthing comes up.”

“Hey, ger me lunch when you're out.”

“You don't have time to get over to Hooters:”

“Wery funny, Ashlyn,” he called afver her.

The CI} player clicked, and Ashlyn felt the smile spread
across her face when she heard “Fare Thee Well Love™ start.
There was something about the music that went beyond the
tvpical fluff the radios churned our and rehashed every few
hours, Tt wasn't that she didn't like popular music, Tt was just
that sometimes she wanted to listen to something thar did
more than drown out the silence. There was emotion in this
music. She connected wich it

Mot that emonon was something she lacked these days, and
when the line about the lonely girl came on she wondered
what she was doing listening to songs about loss as she drove
through the city, on her way to Port Coquitlam, mountain
shadow giving way to farmland. She hir the CID changer.
“Til T Aon Myself Again” came on,

When she arrived at the Parks” home it was clear it would
be a long ome before Carl Parks would be himself again,
Ashlyn fought to keep her jaw from dropping, wied in vain
to keep the shock from registering in her eves.

The previous day he’d been covered in soot bur otherwise
strong, capable, in command except for the moment when
he’d lost it, when he’d heard the girl was dead. Now, he had
dark circles around his eyes that had nothing to do with
residue from fighting a fire, no flush of exertion in his cheeks,
the strong, contident bearing gone. Despite being elevated
on the threshold of the house above her, he seemed a few
inches shorter, a few inches thinner, pale. He clearly hadn't
slept.
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I, uh, I can come back if this isnr a good time.”

He half shrugged. “Its fine.”

She followed him into the living room, sitting on the
couch across from him. He looked around the room, at the
ceiling, the corners and the points berween the bookshelves.
Finally, he looked at her, his mouth shightly open, his eyes
p[m,hesi “Whart do you need:”

“You rold us that” you found Isabella’s body on the fourch
floor, ina room in the back rnght corner, Ts that corrects”

He nodded.

*“You said she was lying on a table under the window.”

Carl nodded again.

“Do you remember what kind of table it was#"

“What kind?” He hlinked.

“A dining table, a child’s play table, a school desk. Color,
length, anything?”

He stared at her blankly for another moment, then shook
his head. “What’ this got to do with anything?”

“Carl, T kmow this 1sn't a good ome,” Ashlyn said, “bot chis
is very important to the family out there that has to plan a
funeral now for their danghter,”

His shoulders sagred. “She's pregnant, you know. She can't
even take some of the medications, in case . . . incase. ..”

He held his face in his hands for a moment, his elbows
propped precariously on his knees, his legs quivering visibly.
In the loose, white dress shirt and khaki pants he looked like
a solid gust of wind could blow him right ourt of the lower
miainland and over the Rocky Mountaimns,

Then the trembling stopped, and he looked up. “Ir was a
gray folding table.”

“Like the kind you buy at Costco?”

He blinked, rubbed his hand across the stabble on his
chin. “Yeah, T suppose.”

*“Was there a blanket on it? Anything at all?”

Carl paused with his hand over his mouth, his elbows still
digging into his Imeecaps. “No. But there was something
funny on the wall.”

“Funny, how? What was it?”
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He shook his head, holding up one open hand. *T don't
know. Funny, odd. T barely saw i, with all the smoke, and it
looked like it was some sort of praffid, drawn in black char-
coal. Tt scemed familiar, but I'm not sure what 1t was. T just
wasn't paying that nmch attention, you know?”

She nodded. “It's okay. You're dc:m" great.” Ashlyn waited
a moment before continuing. “Last mg_hl: vou said there was
thick, black smoke pouring out the window when vou went
inte the room, that vou almost didn't see Tsabella.”

“Thats right.”

“Do you remember if the window had been opened or if
it was broken:”

“Like T said vesterday, T'm sure our gays didn’t break ic”

“I just mean generally. Had it been left open, or was it
broken:"

“You think she tied, she might have wied 1o get oue?”

Ashlyn shook her head, forcing herself not to look away as
he stared directly at her. All that grief and shock, the wild
eyes . .. She hadn't even seen that much raw emonon at the
Bertini house the night before. “No. She . . . she didn't die
there, Carl. Tsabella was already gone when he put her on
that table.”

“Whats wrong with rthis world, thar there are all these
sick bastards out there, running around hurting peopler”
Carl slammed his fist down on the coffee table.

Ashlyn felt herself wince at the sound of the blow, al-
rhnugh she'd seen it coming. “l wish I had answers for
vau.

“I don't want your fucking answers. [ want to kill—"

Carl froze. He'd looked like he was about to jump up,
knock the coffee table over, smash evervthing in the room
he could get his hands on unal those words came out of his
month. The fury in his eyes gave way to a look of fear. The
hard line of his mouth had dissolved, and his eyes had the
glassy look of being filled with tears.

She didn’t know what to say to him. S0 much grief, so
much understandable anger, nothing thar would make it all
better.




50 SANDEA RUTTAN

Ashlyn flipped her notebook shur. “Tf you think of anything
else, you call me.” She fished a card from her pocker and stood.
Carl’s interlocking fingers were behind his head now, his hody
rocking back and forth. To him, she was already gone.

She walked into the hallway. There was a telephone stand
by the entrance, and she set her card down and then took a
second look.

Another police officers card was sitfing on the edge, par-
vally tucked under the phone. Not surprising, considering
the fact thar Mrs. Parks had been raped. But Ashlyn had
eventually been able to ask around and put a name to the
constable who'd taken Carl from the scene the day before,
and it wasn't Lori Price’ card she was looking at now,

Ashlyn sucked in a breath and scepped ourside, pulling the
door shut behind her,

Tain took a sip of his water and glanced at the cock.

Alex Wilson had been waiting on the other side of the
one-way window for almost thirty minutes. He hadn't bro-
ken out in a cold sweat as the minutes ticked by, and he hadnt
started pacing the limited floor space in the small room.

He hadn't done a bloody thing except just sit there,

It was a new one on Tain. People slepr. People paced. Peo-
ple drommed their fingers against the mble and scrunnized
every inch of the bland room. Some used cell phones they’d
had hidden in their pockets. Others doodled. The odd per-
vert who had clearly never seen a cop drama on television
took the dine to jerk off, but nobody just sat and stared
srraight ahead blankly withour protesting at their ime being
wasted ina police stanon.

Tain entered the room in a hurry, sprinted to the wble,
dropped notepaper and his water down and hastly tormed
back to shur the door.

“Sorry to keep you waiting.” He was halfway down in the
chair before he glanced across the table, deliberately wrin-
kled his brow and then looked straight into the eyes of Alex
Wilson. “The officer who brought you in didn't offer you
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&mnerhing tor drink? Can T ger vou a Coke, a bottled warer,
anything="

Alex Wilson shook his head, pushing his thick black frames
up on his nose.

Tain figured wen-to-one odds Wilson was some techno-
geck.

“I'm sorry we had to ask you to come down here on the
weekend. Did the officer who brought you in explain whar
this is about®”

His stringy blond hair bobbed as he nodded, though Alexs
eves had an unusual way of staying fixed in one position, the
rest of his head shifting withour affecring his gaze ar all.
Tain glanced at the clock.

Thirty-tive minutes and this puy hadn't said one word.
Tain reached for the tape recorder. He cued the tape and
recorded the session information.

“Could you state your name for the record pleaser”

Lirtle lines formed around Alex's mouth, and his eyes
widened just a tny bit.

“Irisn’t a problem for us to record this, is it? It just makes
the paperwork casier.™ Tain offered him a relaxed smile, like
a schoolkid caught trving to skimp on his homework assign-
ments.

Alex’s paze Mlickered from Tan's face w the tpe recorder
and then he opened his mouth. “Alex Wilson,” he squeaked.

“Could you say that again, a little louder? These old things
are garhage.”

Alex repeated his nanwe and ran a hand across his fore-
head.

T found the nhrupt change in Wilson’s demeanor mrer-

esting, but he wasn’t sure what to make of it.

“Would vou mind telling me, in your own words, what
happened yesterday:”

“Wha-whaddya mean, what happened:”

“You were at the park near the fair .. .” Tain prompred.

Alex nodded.

“I need you to answer verbally, for the tape.”
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“Ah, ahem, yes.”

“And you found a child.”

The dull, blue eves popped wide open then, and he coughed.

“Mr. Wilson, can vou tell me how you found Nicholas
Brennen:™

“Wh-who?”

“The boy you found at the fairgrounds, the one you drove
here, to this police station, in your car.” Tain stared across
the table at the man, trying to look more indifferent about
this interview than he felt. *You do remember bringing a
boy to this police station yesterday, don't yous"

His cheeks mumed so red Tain was sure he'd get sun-
burned from prolonged exposure. Alex coughed. “Yeah.”

“Can you tell me what you were doing when you found
him:"

Tain hadn’t thought Alex’s cheeks could ger any darker,
but somehow he managed to pull it off. “T, uh, T was on the
walking path, at the park. The one with the hedges.”

“Uka}?,”

“He was wandering by himself. Crying.”

Tain swallowed. “Sobbing, calling out or just with tears
running down his face?”

Alex opened his mourth o answer, and then his eyebrows
merged mto one thick line across his forehead, underscoring
the wrinkles on his brow. “I th-think just rears running
down his face.”

You think? Tain couldn’t believe this goy. “Whart happened
next?”

“Well, I asked him if I should take him to the police.”

“¥ou asked him if you should bring him to the police:™

Alex shrugped, pushing his glasses up with his middle finger.

“So, let me get this straight. You were on the walking path at
the park, the one with the hedges. You saw a young boy walk-
ingr alone, with tears rolling down his cheels and you went up
to him and asked if you should take him to the paolicer
Not, ‘Did you lose your dog?* or “Are you lost?” but “Should 1
take you 1o the police?””

Alex swallowed and then nodded.
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“Why did you think he needed to go to the police, Mr.
Wilson?™

“I... T don't know. T was just trying to be helpful.”

Tain unscrewed the cap on his water bottle slowly and took
a sip. This guy was textbook weird. Tt was too bad Ashlyn
wasn't there. Tain thought it could be interesting to see how
Alex Wilson responded to a woman.

Especially a woman like Ashlyn, who knew how to handle
herself,

“All right, Mr. Wilson. What happened then?”

“T took his hand and we walked back to the fairgrounds, to
my car, while I dialed 911.7

“You dialed 91127

“Well, T dialed the operator and asked them to pur me
through to the police, . . ." Alex Wilson shrugged.

“What did the person on the phone tell you to do?”

“I...1 don't know. I just said who I was and I'd found a
boy alone in the park and that T was coming to the police sta-
tion.”

“Why did you do that?”

“Wha . . . whaddyva mean, why?™ Alex ran the back of his
hand across his forehead.

“You've been ar the fairgrounds before, right?”

Alex nodded.

“And you live to the south.” It wasn’t a question. Tain knew
the answer,

“Wew Westminster, yeah.”

“And vet vou drove Nicholas Brennen all the way here,
even though you found him not far from the border of Co-
quitlam, Burnaby and New Wesoninster, and you yourself
live in Wew Westminster. See, to me, I'd think you'd know
where your local police stations are. And even if you didn',
why not ask where the closest police station was when vou
were on the phone? Instead you drove him to the other side
of the city.”

There was absolute silence as Tain waited to see whar Alex
Wilson would say, if he said anything at all. Finally, the man
shrugged.
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“For the tape, Mr. Wi ]scn
“I don't know whar you're Jskmg A phnmd the po-
lice. T drove him to a police station, Thars all.”

“WWell, Mr. Wilson, you have to consider it from my point
of view. You don't live in this area. You didn’t find the boy in
this area. But for some reason you came to this police station
with him. You came a long way out of your way.”

Alex’s mouth hung open for 2 minure, and he pushed the
erlasses up again, shrugeing, “T. . T dido't think. T just drove
here.”

“Did Nicholas Brennen say anything?”

Alex shook his head.

“The rape,” Tain said.

ﬂl.:\""n-1!

“Nothing at all?"

“T asked if I should rake him to the policn: He nodded. [
took his hand, brought him to my carand .. _and .. . and [
drmre him here. He didn’t say nothin”.”

“And, sorry, I've forgotten. Why did you think he needed
to go to the police?”

Alex’s face turned redder than a vine-ripened tomato.
“T...Tdont know.”

“What was Nicholas wearing when you found him:”

“A white shirt, blue jeans, white sneakers an—" Alex
stopped.

Tain waited, then tred to prompt him, “And="

“That’ it.” The squeak was back in Alex’s voice.

“Could T get your cell phone number again, just for the
record, pleaser”

After a false start, Alex corrected himself and tnally rac-
tled it off. “T don’t see why this is so important. The boy was
lost. | brought him here, It not against the law.”

“You don't understand why we're interested in Nicky
Brennen:™

His blond head shook, and then his finger reached for the
rlasses again,

"Tain pulled out the newspaper he’d had folded underneath
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his notepad, the one with the headline about Taylor Brennen

missing and [zabella Bertinis body being recovered. He tossed

it down in front of Alex Wilson. His red cheeks blanched.
“Do you understand now, Mr. Wilson?™

“You're beginning to look like a permanent fivtare around
here.”

Ashlyn mustered enough energy ro smile back at Adrian
Vaughan, who was clearly recognizable in his jeans and
T-shirt today, unlike the night before when he'd been wear-
ing his turnout gear at the fire scene.

“I thought you were on nighrs,” she said.

“Yeah, T'm acmally just messing around with cars. My
cousin, Aaron, he’s gor a bic of a classic he brings by some-
times, Lots of pood shop twols around that we can use for
free.” He flashed her a smile. “Fringe benefirs.”

“You like old carst™

“Some. Mostly, T just like working on them. Aaron and [
have been maling modifications o his old Corverre for years.”

She nodded. He'd murned toward her, giving her his full
attention, not looking like he was in a hurry to go anywhere.
She stifled a vawn. “I'm still on the dock.”

“Since yesterday?”

Ashlyn nodded. “Still smelling like T've been caught mside
a chimmey, too. Is Chief Quinlan in?”

“Should be in his office. Maybe we'll see you later,”

“I hope no, if you know what I mean.” Ashlym walked away.

Paul Quinlan looked up ar the figure leaning against his
doorway. Her typically bright eyes and vibrant smile were
overshadowed by dark circles and pale skin. Her mouth was
drawn in an unusoally hard line. “T hate to say this Ashlyn,
but you look like how T feel.”

“That bad, huh?” She sank into a chair.

“Pretry hard night,” Quinlan said. “Rough call.”

“We really need m get into that building.”

“I doubt you'll find much there.” Quinlan tossed his pen
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down on the desk, turning around in his chair to face her
fully.

“You're probably right.”

“But you sull wane to ta]u: a looks”

“You know we have m.”

“Technically, the building’s a complete write off. 1 can
take you in, but just you.”

“Consmable Tain needs o come with vs.”

“So this isn't about the arsons anymore, is 12"

“I'm still invesl:igating the arson cases,” Ashlyn said. “T'm
not giving up on that,”

“Burt the girl rakes pnm‘tw

“Right now, the girl is our best lead to solving the arsons.”

His eyebrows shot up. “Why? Because thar other girl was
found at the scene of one of the earlier fires?”

“Ir’s a link we can’t ignore, Paul.” Ashlyn mabbed her eyes.
“It’s also a link we can’t have evervone knowing about.”

He nodded. “T understand thar.”

“Not even your men, Paul.”

“Don’t you want me to ask them to keep their eyes open
on furure calls? 1 saw the paper this morning, If there’s a link
we're going to have another fire on our hands soon.™

“You can’t say anything to anyone.” Ashlyn sighed. “Every
firefighter you have who's been on these calls 1s going
have it figured our. Bur right now, we don’t want the press
catching wind of this. The last thing we need is distraughe
parents showing up at fire scenes thinking their child is in-
side.”

“Crood point.” Ouinlan stood. “Lers go.”

“I'll yust call Tain and have him meet vs there.”

“Constable Tain,” a voice called.

Tain stopped midstride, turning to see the smartly dressed
oficer—the one who'd escorted Mrs. Brennen away the day
before when Tain had stopped her from assanlting her son—
approaching him in the hallway.

“Constable Sims, right?”
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The man nodded. He was one of those people who in-
stantly pissed Tain off on some levels, with 2 uniform that
seemed perfectly in place, like it was designed for him. Sims
wasn't a big man, but he was fit, with short, dark hair, no
glasses to conceal his blue eyes, and a dimple that seemed
eager to show itself without the man even properdy smiling,
Hawkins was the poster boy for the leaders and established
career officers. Sims was the quintessential pin-up boy for the
TECTUILS.

“Sergeant Daly asked me to run a background check on
Mrs, Brennen vesterday. 1 thought T should update you.”

“Tain glanced ar his warch. *Can you drive me to meer my
partners"”

“Sure. I did the check. As you pml'm'h]} already know;
there wasn't anything on file with social services. No reports
of abuse, no reason for i intervention with the family at all.
Parents divorced three years ago.”

Sims was right. Social services had told him that yester-
day. Tain followed Sims to a car and waited untl tht:}r were
both inside to ask, “Is that all?”

“Mom has a record. Nothing new since her kids were I:bi:n'nr
but there was a dme she was pretty active in the system.”

"Tain re]a}fed the address he needed to be dropped off ar.

“Let me guess.”

“Soliciaton.” Sims started the car. “And assaule.”

Tain thought of the way Connie Brennen'’s hand had struck
him the day before, like someone accustomed o using her
fists to make a point. “Who filed the charges?”

“Her alleged pimp. A guy with the smeer name John-
John.”

Tain snorted. “That’s original.”

“T did a search. T wasn't sure if vou were familiar wich him.”

Sims paused again. Tain let the silence be his answer.

“He’s been in and out of the system forever. Street fights,
money hustling, a series of break-and-enter charges, an
armed robbery conviction that didn't stick on appeal. He did
a two-year stretch for breaking the jaw of one of his working
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girls, and he was rhe main suspect in the abduction of a five-
vear-old child of another woman who worked for him.”

“But not charged?”

“No. The child turned up suddenly when the cops started
putting the heat on. Then the mother disappeared with her
kid. The mother was the one who'd filed the initial report
when the kid went missing, so withour her and withour a
missing child to look for . . .” Sims switched lanes.

Tain frowned. Without a mussing child the case dis-
solved, as though there’d never been a crime. If this got our
prematurely, it could keep them from taking control of the
abduction eases. He'd have to check it out quiedy. *Did you
find anything on why the investganng officers thought he
did it?”

“Rumors she was holding out on him, taking some straight
dope jobs on the side and not cutting him in.”

Tain frowned. Why would John-John be interested in
Connie Brennen’s daughter now?

“The lead investgator was Corporal Frank Hay. He trans-
ferred to Vancouver Tsland a few vears ago. His parmer dur-
ing the tme of the case was Tun Winters.”

*“Corporal Tim Winters?"

“Yeah.” Sims paused. “Didn’t you work with him?”

“Yes," Tain said sharply, Sims looked like a puppy dog
waiting to be pacted on the head, eager to earn approval. On
the one hand, if Daly was poing to assign someone to collect
data, at least Sims wasn't useless. But there could be such a
thing a5 being toa eager to please,

“Well, 'm sure he'll be able to tell you more, bur there
might just be a reason why John-John would be interested in
Taylor Brennen now.”

Tain glared at Sims, waiting for him to contnue,

The dimple disappeared. “Well, T know this street girl
named Cocoa. . .." He glanced at Tain. “She told me thar
the word back then was thar Connie got herself pregnant as
her ger-off-the-street card and chat Nick Brennen was just
the idiot who fell for her act. The only guy Connie was con-
sistently, um, with when she was working was John-John.”
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*And Cocoa knows this hows”

“When [ said ‘mirl,’ [ meant in name only.”

“I see. 50 she’ been a player for a long time.”

“Mostly dealing these davs.” Sims glanced at him again,
“I'm sure you know how it is. You need people willing to
talk. . . ." Sims shrugged.

Tain rurned to look out the window. “Yeah. Good work.”

*Thank you, sir.”

“Tain will do.”

“Right.”

Sims stopped the car, and Tain unclipped his seat bele,

“Wow, there’s somerhing else you need to do.”

Sims nodded. “Will it get me her phone number:”

Tain glanced up thromgh the windshield. “Consrable Harr
isn't a door prize.” He felt the fingers on his right hand dghe-
ening into a fist and consciously reached for the door handle,
hoping Sims wouldn't see and that his own face didn't look as
taur as it fel. He filled Sims in on what he needed and gor
out of the car.

The room remained as dark as it had been when she'd ar-
rived, though she had a sense of Hght outside the black space
she was trapped in. She couldn’t pur her finger on it exactdy,
but it was like waking up at home and having the room he
entirely dark, bur knowing that was only because the thick,
denim curtains were drawn shut.

It was the way her mom liked the house after whart she
called a bender, after she'd come home laughing and stum-
bling down the halls late ar nighr, so late she thoughe Taylor
and Micly were already fast asleep. The next moming Mom
would always be the same, someone to tiptoe around. It ook
only a few backhands to know the late nights should never
be followed by early mornings.

Even the afternoons usually consisted of Mom siting ina
dark room with the blinds down, moaning over a cup of cof-
tee, which Taylor thought was disgusting. The fact thar her
sick mather could drink it seemed unbelievable. Whenever
Taylor felt sick she didn’t even want chocolate or sweet 'n’
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sour candies. Just the smell of coffee when she felr fine was
enough to make her mmmy do somersaules,

There was no real recognizable smell she could detect
now, other than pee. Her desperate search for a bathroom
had led her only to a bucket in the far corner, and when she
couldn’t cross her legs any longer she gave in and used it

There was another faint odor she could barely detect. She
guessed it was dust, if dust had a smell. Something about
the lack of freshness, the absence of soap or cleaners . . Tt
reminded her of the smell in Grandfather’s storage shed, the
one where he kept the lawn mower,

Taylor heard the sound of shuffling feer coming toward
her and hugged her legs to her body. Shafts of hight shone in
on the floor, falling short of the bed she huddled on, and the
light behind the figure silhouerted him, making him look
like only a dark form berween her and the world outside the
concrete walls she was surrounded by,

The door closed hehind him, and for a moment, all she
could hear was the sharp intake and release of breath,
not unlike the mechanical sounds of a ventilator, like the
one she'd seen Great Gran hooked up to before she'd died
or like the sound of Darth Vader sucking air through his
mask.

Then the dark figure shuffled toward her, She hugged her
legs righter and squeezed her eves shur.

“Whar's that?™ Lori asked as Craig returned to his desk, pa-
pers in hand,

“A list of all known sex offenders in the area, parolees and
their modus operandi.”

She seurried over to Craig’s desk. “How did you get your
hands on that? I've been stonewalled for half the damin day
trying o et outstanding rape case repors.”

“I’s Sunday. You won't get anywhere. | called for this yes-
terday.”

She straighrened up. “Well, maybe there’s something in
there that can help.”
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“Bir like looking for a needle in a haystack,” Craig said.
“Must be dozens of perps here, and we haven't even gor a
choe what we're looking for,”

“Sure we do. We're looking for some sick schimuck who
gets his rocks off by forcing women to bend over.”

“I thought rapists wsually had a trpe they preferred.
Brunette, blonde, redhead. Some defining characteristic they
use to choose victims.”

“Well, what have we got? Karen Chahmers was our first
victim, at least, from whar’s been reported. She had black
hair. Sara McPherson . .." Lori looked up at Craig.

He leafed through a stack of folders, extracted a phoro
and passed it o her,

“Redhead,” Lori said. “Hmm. Next is Stephanie Bonnis.
She’s blond.”

“And Cindy Parks is blond.”

“No brunettes, though. Guess T'm safe.”

“Not enough information to base a partern on,” Craig said.

*“What about locations:™

Craig shook his head, passing her the map. “T've marked
all the spots. They're randomly configured, as far as [ can
rell.”

“Yeah, I agree. Scartered in Coquitlam and Porr C nqmr-
lam. Karen Chalmers lives in Port Moody. T thought rapists
were supposed to hunt in their own territory, stay in their
comfort zone.”

“There’s only one thing about this guy 1 can say with ab-
solute certainty,” Craig said.

Lori arched an eyebrow. “Besides the facr thar he’ a sick
sonofabitch?™

“Goes without saying. I'm just talking in terms of a pro-
file. Mothing seems to fit any of the standard textbook talk
about rapists. He’s experienced. That’s the only thing T'd
hank on.”

*There must be something that connects them.”

“Y¥ou and [ both know it could be as simple as means
and oppormunity, but we're going o have to look through
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everything to see if we can figure our how he’s picking his
vicams.”

Lori sighed. “Just let me call home and cancel my plans
for the next five years first, will yous™

“Under normal circumstances T wouldn't dream of letting
anyone in,” Paul Quinlan said as he passed Ashlyn and Tain
helmets and boots. “If you need to bring a camera or any-
thing, pet it now. No te:]lmj,r if there'l] be a next time.

“And at the first sign of mouble, we're done. No argu-
ments, no bullshit. Either of you gives me any grief, T'll
make sure you push paper for the rest of the year.”

“Understood, Paul.”

Tain ler Ashiyn follow Paul, lingering back so that he
didn't feel rushed, He let his eyes take in every detail of the
charring, the pools of water gathered on the floor in a few
places, the drip drip of a leak from a weak spot in a ceiling
keeping time with his steps.

“¥ou okays”

He looked up to see Ashlyn, half a flight above him, look-
ing down over the railing, “Have you been in a bumed-out
building before?™

“How d'you think I've been working these arson cases?
Plaving runumy at the stagon?"

There was no doubt in his mind most of the firetighters
would be happy for her to hang out there, but he didn't say
that. “It’s a bit creepy.”

“First time T went hoine and checked every smoke detec-
tor in my place. Its amazing how destructive fire is. A few
days ago this was a serviceable building. In a marter of weeks
it will be just a pile of rubble ar the dump.”

They reached the landing to the fourth floor. “Good
thing the room vou want is this way.” Quinlan pointed to
the far side of the hall. “Thart hallway doesn't look safe.”

“How can he tell?” Tain whispered to Ashlyn.

f‘LEﬁpL‘ri::nu:," was the brusque reply from the man ahead
oF NET.

Ashlyn looked over her shoulder at Tain, rolled her eyes
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and gave him a quick grin, which he took as her way of

telling him to keep his mouth shut so he wouldn't look stu-
i

3 The next thing he knew Ashlyn was holding his out-

stretched hand, telling him not o let go.

“If itk bad enough for me to fall through, don't you think
vou should get out while you still can?” He snuck a glance
down. It didn't look far o the floor below him.

Cuinlan grabbed his other hand. *“The fire didn’t do this.”

“I don't weigh that much.”

“You weigh enough,” Ashlyn said. Tain felt his arn slip as
he slid back, more of his body falling through the hole. Her
grip tghtened. Her face was taut, cheeks flushed,

“It isn’t far. Ler go. Worst thing thar happens is I twist my
ankle.”

Quinlan grunted. “Or you go right through those floor
boards. See there and there.” He nodded. “The floor is
thicker there than it is there.”

Tain warched Ashlyn look ar the floor and then Chainlan.
Then they started shifting their weight to one side.

“Omn three,” Quinlan said. “One, two, three, Pall”

Tain felt his body jerk forward, until his waist was over the
remaining floor. He started pulling his legs up| behind him.

Chumnlan stood up. “Back to the stairs, now.

“Pur—"

“Someone was using parts of this floor for firewood, or
God knows whar, before this building canghr fire. There’s
no way to tell if it's safe, and T'm not taking any chances with
the lives of two RCMP officers. T need you to carch an
arsomist.”

“Lucky for us we're of use to you,” Ashlyn responded
dryly.

“*Or unlucky, as the case may be,” Tain muttered. They
tollowed Ouinlan back down the stamrs.

“Ir was a long shot to think we'd ger something useful
trom the room anyway, Tain.”

He blew his breath out. “T don't like to think of facing her
parents with even one thing left that could’ve been done.”
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“You're no good to that girl’s parents dead,” Quinlan told
him as they walked outside. “They need you in one piece to
catch the person who killed their daughrer.”

They stopped at Quinlan’s vehicle, passed back the equip-
ment he’d lent them and walked to their car.

*“What a waste.” Tain took the keys from Ashlyn.

“Oh, T don't know: T do like to lift weights regularly, and
itk been a while.”

“T could tell.”

She shook her head. “You're filthy. You need to go home
and change.”

“We should go to bed.”

She extended her hand. “Give me the keys.”

“Why?”

“Because you're in no shape to drve if you think T'd go
tor a proposition like that,” she said as she snarched them
from him.

“T meant—"

*Ashlyn,” Ouinlan called. They turned to see him yank
open the door to his vehicle and toss his cell on the passen-
ger seat. “There’ another arson. Tt sounds like it fits the
profile, and they found an angel on the door.”

Tain glanced ar her. *Angel:”

“We're not exactly letting that out. Don't need the press
labeling these the angel arsons.”

He grabbed the keys back, sprinting toward the driver’s
side.

W follow vou,™ Ashlyn called to Paul as she opened

the car door.

Craig entered Daly'’s office and sat down.

“Where’s your partner?™ Daly asked.

Craig shook his head. “Beats me. She disappeared abour
forty minutes ago.”

“She didn't rell you where she was—"

Lori rushed in then and nuttered an apology. When Daly
nodded she sar down beside Craig. He saw her brush a stray
strand of hair behind her ear.
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“What do yvou have so farz”

“Mot much, sir,” Lort said.

Daly arched an eyebrow. “What about known offenders
in the area, unsolved rapes that mighe giu us a history on
this 2%, 4 patiern o connact the victims:”

Craig responded. “We're working our way through the
known offenders, but so far, none of them have the profile
for it, unless they've taken a hig jump forward since their
last attacks. As you know, we have no DINA, no withesses
have come farward, and so far, we can’t find a link between
the victims.”

“Ar this point, the only thing they seem w have had in
common, besides being women, is being at home alone at
the time of the rape,” Lori said.

“Except for Stephanie Bonnis, if vou count the baby.”

“Then we'll pick this up in the morning and see whar else
we can do towork it,” Daly said. “No arguments, Craig. You
never even went home last night.”

“There are stll a few things T can check on,” Lon said. 1
want—"

“T want both of vou in here, bright-cyed and bushy-tailed
tomnorrow morning, ready to go on this. T mean it. Go home
and ger a m]td eight hours of sleep. We'll pick this up in the
morning.”

Lor keyed her password into her cell phone and listened to
the new message. “Hi, honey, its Vish. Look, 1 know you
protised vou'd get away tonight and we were planning to
go down to the marina and have dinner, but this time its my
work gettng in the way, Theres a foar-alarm fire, and we've
been called in. T don’t know when T'll get home, so don't wair
up. Just think about three weeks sailing up to Queen Char-
lotte Tsland, maybe even going as far as Junean. I'm really
sorry, hon. Tl make it up to you.”

Lori sighed as she switched the phone off and rossed it
onto the seat beside her as she drove. Not like she could
complain. Every night this week it had been her coming
home to rehear dinner.
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She smiled as she thought back to earlier in the day, the
brief dme she'd been able to snealk away from Craig and the
case and have a few moments of pleasure, but the memory
faded quickly.

“For fuck’s sake, its not getring any greener!” she yelled ar
the car in front of her, slamming her fist against the horn. Tt
earned her the response of a raised finger.

For once she wanted 1o make it home when it was still
considered the dinner hour,

She tapped her thumb against the steering wheel and thoughe
about sneaking back into the office, looking through the
files. Daly would be gone, and Craig had done more than
enough brown-nosing for one career.

Ahead of her tires squealed and there was a thud, followed
by the sound of a car alarm going off, Homs honked in
steren, and she craned her neck, trving to see whart had hap-
pened in the intersection ahead.

Then the distinctive deep honk of emergency vehicles
blared out above the sirens, and she glanced in her rear-view
mirror, seeing the lights get closer.

Diameemir. She inched her car as far off the road as she
could to let them pass, reaching for the radio,

(X eavly for nothing. She sighed, wondering whar she did
when she wasn't working anyway,

Craig was halfway to his old aparoment when he realized
what he was doing. He swore and murned the car around.

When he'd returned to Coquitham after his temporary
transfer he'd found himself climbing the walls, unable to ger
used to bemg half a dozen floors up, surrounded by concrere
and air.

Mot to mention facing the colorless rooms and faint scent
of second-hand BC bud coming from some other tenant’s
apartment that was giving him headaches.

Finally, he'd pulled open a real estate magazine and started
making calls. Which was when his dad had omed up and in-
terrogated him, untl he admitted he wanted to ger his own
place.
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His dad had insisted rhat he take the rental property. After
all, as Dad had said, it was meant for Craig,

Craig had argued withour saying what he really thought.
Tt wasn't meant for him—it was meant for an idea. That some-
day Steve and Alison Daly would have children, and this
would be one of the things they'd pass on to their kads.

The plan hadn’t been to find out that Steve already had a
child. One who was only sixteen years younger than Steve
was, a product of a vouthful indiscrenon and a constant re-
minder to Steve’s wife that another woman had given him
what she couldn't.

In the end Craig had lost. Daly only gor the upper hand
on the job, but when Alison got involved there was no way
to keep arguing withour sounding like an ungrareful child.

The house was at the end of a quiet street, and he had
room to park three vehicles in frone, as well as a garage in
the back, though he only needed one spot for his seasoned
Rodea.

A thick line of wees provided a buffer zone between the
edge of his property and a walking path that curved back to-
ward the main road. OFF the living room there was one thing
Craig was still finding it hard to get used to having: patio
doors opened up to a deck and a fenced yard.

Already stores were displaying signs advertising special deals
on sunmer merchandise. Tt might not be a bad time w look
at patio furniture,

He could ger a dog, like Tain’s dog, Chinook. Thar was a
nice dog. Craig had always wanted a dog.

Thinking about Tain for even a split second was enough
tor a torrent of memories to surface in his mind. Ashlyn.
The girls. The tension. Tt had been a bad case from day one.

He'd thought he was over it, able to stop blaming himself.
That he'd been able to put the past behind him and that he
could move on without the constant compulsion to nail his
hands to the cross again and again but just thinking abour it
had made him think about heading to the bar.

Craig resisted, went 1o his house and unlocked the fromt
door. The mail waiting on the other side of the door was
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nothing more than bills demanding pavment and flyers aimed
at prving whatever cash was left from his salary out of his
waller. He rossed the stack of papers on the kitchen counter
and opened the fridge.

After a cursory glance he straightened up, sighed and ran
his fingers over his hair as he let the door fall shut, Badk to
youre odd Barlite alveady, And yor'd better cot your bair fefore Dad
TTYS Sore T

He turned o the counter and pulled out the phone book,
looking for the name of the good Greek restaurant he'd
found that delivered.

Tain coughed. “How can you stand working chese fires?
This air is toxic.”

“Bit like kissing a smoker,”

“You mean licking an ashrray.”

Ashlyn wrinkled her nose at hin “Spare me the details,
Tain.”

“I don’t know how they can stand ic.”

“Doube it bothers the smokers at all.”

He glared at her, “I meant the firefighters.”

“That’s what they have a breathing apparatus for. And
that’s why they ory to keep civilians back.”

They watched as a firefighter climbed a ladder to the build-
ing and tried o ke our a window. As the pane gave way,
stoke shot out, and then the firefighter disappeared inside
the building.

“Give me a good old-fashioned criminal with a gun or a
machere any day,” Tain said.

Ashlyn tried to suppress her desire to laugh and failed. Fi-
nally she managed to sputter out one word: “Wimp.”

“Call it heightened self-preservation. You have to be
wired wrong to want to run into a building thats engulfed in
fames."”

*And itk perfectly normal to chase wanted criminals down
dark alleys, knowing they have a weapon and aren't afraid o
nse ie?”

He shrugged. “It’s stll better odds. So what do you do
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when you get called to these? Besides provide the entertain-
ment.”

She felt her eyebrow arch as she folded her arms and
glared at him. Even under the streaks of soot on his face she
could tell his cheeks paled.

“Well, let’s just put it this way, Ashlyn. The boys seem to
like having you around.”

She almost smiled as she rolled her eves. “Jealous?™

“Why? You sleeping with one of them:”

Her retort caught in her throat, and she coughed. “Even if
I was, it would be none of your business.” Her gaze fell on a
group of men standing by the pumper muck. They quickly
averted their eyes when they saw her looking at them.

“There isn't nmuch [ can do while they're fighting the fire,
obviously, They actually have wams that come in after the
fire is out and do a complete evaluation, check for acceler-
ants, survey the area for evidence. The insurance companies
swarm over the area too, hoping they can find ways to miti-
gate their liabiliow. T get a stack of reports o go through,
look for withesses, and once its confirmed as an arson, T sift
through the evidence and hopefully come up with a lead.”

“Tf the bulk of your work happens after the fact, why do
vou come to the scener”

“Fou really don't get it, do you?”

“What? You want to distract these upstanding fellows
from their work:"

Ashlyn fought the urge t smack him. “No. A high per-
centage of arsonists are firefighters.”

“I abways thought that was a myth.”

“Why"

“Isn't it like saying that a high percentage of criminals are
police officers?” Tain shrugged. “Okay, we both know that
some police of ficers are crooked. We both know it firsthand.
It just seemed like a simplistic way of excusing the fact thar
there’s o low closure rate for arson cases.”

“Thats because arsonists are exceptionally difficult to
profile. T mean, there’s your standard insurance fraud. That’s
usually easy enough to prove, or at least certify in your mind,




T SANDEA RUTTAN

even if you don't have the evidence for a solid case. Particu-
larly if the person torches the place themselves. They have a
better chance of gerting away with it if they hire a profes-
sional to do the job, but then, if they hire someone, they risk
leaving a trail. Tts never foolproof.

“These cases, though, you have to trv to figure out what's
motivating this guy, why he chooses these buildings. There
might not even be a reason. It could be just as simple as
spottng an emnpty building and having the stuff he needs on
hand.”

Tain frowned. “5o the strategy here is to have vou spend
as much time with the fire department as possible, see if you
can work your way in.”

She shook her head. “No. I'm supposed o keep my eyes
open for anyvone suspicious, The main reason for being here
is to observe.”

“How many fires are there that seem connected:=”

*This makes six. The first one was June fourteenth. Then
July eighth, and Robinson was sull working the cases when
they found Julie Darvens’ body on July twenty-fifth. T started
working these cases the next day. [ was supp-:rSLd to partmer
with Robinson, and then when they found that girl, he dealt
with her and the n-fhf:en from Burnaby, and then he died.
Mow the case is all mine.”

“So you haven't been at it for long.”

“Long enough to feel like T'm spinning my wheels,”

“Do you think this fire connects to the one from yester-
day?”

iﬁ‘h]}'!l‘l shrugged and shook her head. *I don’t know. Un-
less there are a mumber of other fires we haven't picked up
om, this guy has never done two back to back. But Cuinlan
said there’s an angel.”

“It could be the media coverage. Maybe this guy realizes
he'’s struck a nerve and he hasn't held Taylor as long as he did
Julie and Tsabella.”

She felt her face lengthen. “T hope you're wrong.”

They stood, watching the flames engulf the serucrure be-
tore them, the ground shaking as something exploded on
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the far side of the building, and a thick column of smoke
shot out 2 window.

“Do you ever think abour it, about finding that givlz”

Ashlyn blinked and L‘D‘uF{]‘IDd turning her head away from
Tain. She felt his hand on her shoulder, the gentle squeeze
before he pulled his arm back.

“I'm sorry.” His face portrayed a rare, sober expression,
no hint of amusement in his eyes.

“I’s okay.™

“I think about her all the time now;, with these girls going
missing.”

They stood in silence watching the fire burst through the
roof, hearing orders called out to retreat from one end of
the building, until the ringing of Tain’s cell phone cut into
their thoughts,

Craig lifted the receiver. “Hellos™

“Wonders never cease. You actually did as vou were rold.”

“Or so vou think. T could be wsing call forwarding and ac-

mually be talking on my cell phone, still stck in the station.”
Craig smiled at the silence as his dad hesitated. “T'm not. But
I could be.”

“CraigNolan .. .7

“Why do you always pull out my full name when you're
annm-fed Is that in a parenting manual mmew]n:r‘e'

""H.tL[a"V, I just know vou don't like it.”

Craig rubbed his forehead. “Would it be incredibly rude
of me to ask what vou want?”

“Yes, it would.”

“¥ou don't have to check up on me, you know.™

“I'm not,” Daly said. “Tt’s just thar Alison is still bugging
me to pin vou down for a date to have dinner.”

“Tell her when the tyrant I work for gives me a day off I'd
be happy to come over.”

*Acmally, she wants to come to vour place”

“Wow, that’s presumptuous. Tnvite yourself over and ex-
pect e 1o cook?”

“Be serious. | would ber a week’s pay right now thar there
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aren’t more than five things in your fridge and that half your
cupboards are empty.”

Craig didnt deny that. Daly contimued. *Alison just wants
to have a little house-warming dinner for you. She’s prom-
ised to cook, clean and deal with the guest list.”

Giuests? Craig rubbed his forehead. “Fine, whatever. How
does Tuesday sound:"

*Crood. Tl ler her know: You and Lori seemed to be ger-
ving along a bit betrer today.”

Craig sighed. “1 thought vou wanted me to take the eve-
ning off, Daly.™ Tt was his way of dropping a hint. Revert to
the work labels.

“Righr, fine, I'll see you in the morming.”

Craig hung up the phone and leaned against the counter,
staring out the window,

{rrass, Dimn, 1 need to get a lazm mozer too,

He started nfling through half-empty drawers, looking for
a pen and paper to make a list.

Tain held up his 1T and gestured to Ashlyn. “Tain and Hart.
What the hell happened?™ he asked the officer.

“A complete fuck-up. Everybody’s pointing the finger at
everyone else.”

Several officers were orying tw deal with a group of people
standing ourside Southside Recreation and Fitness Center.
Even from across the parking lot the sharp edge of the
voices resonated clearly, although Tain couldn’t quite make
out what was being said.

“Just give us the big picrure,” Tain told the officer.

“The girl came here with a church group at six pa. Some
sort of youth activity night or something. There are fifteen
kids with the group and six adult volunteers.”

*That’s a pretry good rato,” Ashlyn said. “Licensed day
cares don't offer thar much supervision.”

“Yeah, but dav cares have legal puidelines governing them.
Youth groups with volunteer supervisors don't. The last
female supervisor went through the shower area, promised
she’d wait at the door. She warched the other girls go to the
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pool, but they were clustered together in a group. The vol-
unteer, Joanne Anderson, said she tried t do a quick count
of the girls and counted nine. She thoughr all the kids were
there. Wasn't untl one of the other volunteers asked where
Lindsay was that they called the kids together, did a recount,
came up a child short and started looking for her”

“And they were still missing Lindsay.” Ashlyn glanced ar
Tain.

“Joanne and one of the other volunteers, Gabby Fry, went
back into the change room, checked everywhere and then
went through to the front desk. The staff at the desk said
they hadn't seen the girl.”

“Who called it in?" Ashlyn asked.

“The manager.”

“How long did it ke for officers o get on scene?™ Tain
asked.

“My partner and T were the first to respond. Wi were here
in less than three minutes. We went in, took a preliminary
statement and called for backup. There are two main en-
trances, one to the pool and gym facilities, one by the skat-
ing rink. There are also six fire escapes. There was no way
we could contain the building on our own.”

“And yom aren’t holding back any good news here?”

The constable, whose T read Ogilvy, shook his head.
“Sorry. We didn't see anything suspicious, and we realized
pretty quick that whoever prabbed the gl likely went outa
taulty fire exit in the back, p:as".t the change rooms. The door
alarin wouldn't have triguered.”

Tain looked at Ashlyn. *Are vou thinking what I'm think-
ing: "

She nodded. “Where’s the manager? I'll get a membership
list. You,” she patted Tain on the arm, “can wow the rowdy
crowd with your powers of diplomatic persuasion.”

“Or knock a few heads together.” Tam turned to Oailvy
“Olkay. Take me to this church group first.”

Ashlyn tried to extract the anger from her voice and failed.
“I can have all of vour staff raken down to the station and
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questioned one by one. OF course, I'll need the complete
list. We'll call in everybody, whether they were worling to-
day or nor.”

“T think I should call a lawyer.”

The manager was a surprisingly small man, considering
he worked at a hiness center. Ashlyn figured he must spend
more time pushing paper than lifting weights,

*Cro ahead,” she responded.

He stared at her without moving,

She nodded ar the phone. “While you're at it, make sure
vou call your insurance company.”

His whole face wrinkled up like a shriveled prune.

“To prepare for the lawsuit you're about to have slapped
on you.”

He gaped at her, “T, uh, what is it you need:="

“A membership list. Any security footage vou have, Not
just by the change rooms. We want every tape from every-
where vou have a camera running, for the last week. And
we'll need a complete list of all your employees, including
any on-call staff or anyone who's been ler go or quit in the
past six months. Plus we want a copy of all your maintenance
records.”

“Wha .. .ah ... whardoyou need them for:”

“In all probability, whoever grabbed this girl ok her out
a fire exit with a broken door. They were either extremely
lucky, or they knew the door was broken. T'm betting that
they knew. Which means thev've been here before.”

“(Oh, okay, right.” He blinked, “Do T have to give vou this
informarion:”

“If vou prefer, I can call the media and go outside and
make a statement about the fact that Southside Recreation
and Fitness Center doesn’t want to cooperate with a police
investigation into the disappearance of an eleven-year-old
girl who went missing from its facilite.”

*Is that, um, really ethical? Tsn't this like extortion?”

Ashlyn leaned her arms on his desk, staring down at him,
“I dont give a shit if vou think I'm twisting your arm. [
haven't slept in almost forty hours, and Lindsay Eckert is the
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second child who's gone missing this weekend. Yesterday |
was examining the dead body of another girl who'd been
murdered. You think I'm going to be worried if I'm not ask-
ing for what we need politely? You go outside and tell that to
the Eckerts. You go tell them you don't want to give us this
information because vou didn't like my tone of voice.”

He stared up at her, his thin lips quivering for a moment.
“Fine. T'll get you everything you need. We'll cooperate in
every way.”

She smiled and sat down. “Thank vou, Mr. Radcliff.
Thank you very much.”

The woman continued pointing at the recreation center staff
as she spoke, tears streaming down her face, her scr a;:,gh
hair only partially dry, a towel wrapped around her waist.
Joanne "mders-::.n hadnt taken time m cha nLe into her
clothes when she realized Lindsay was missing, “T asked them
t eall staff down and have someone stand ar every door.
They refused.”

Tain hoped she'd murn off the waterworks. Tt wasn't that
he had a problem seeing a woman cry, but Joanne was bor-
derline hysterical. It had taken every ounce of pagence Tain
had to get her to calm down enough to make the one coher-
ent statemment.

And he hadn’t even gotten to the family.

“T heard her ask. She begeed the Inanager to do some-
thing. It took him forever to call 911,” Gabby Fry said.

Gabby Fry was dressed. Flaming red hair with a face full
of freckles, she seemed to feel the need explain thar they
had to get the kids our of the pool and dear the Lhﬂl‘lﬁ:‘t
rooms as quickly as possible. She'd changed back into her
clothes when the kids in the church groop did, she explained.
Joanne Anderson had remained ar the entrance, apparently
wailing at the staff for their shortcomings the entire time
until Tain asked to question her.

“I need you both to stop and cthink. Think back tw when
you first came in. Was there anyone you noticed watching
vou? Anyone who seemed a lirtle unusual, out of place?”
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*“You mean like they were more interested in the kids?”
Crabby Fry pushed her hair back from her face.

“Exactly. Did you see anyone:”

{iabby shook her head.

“Ms. Anderson:”

She collapsed onto the bench behind her. “How could we
miss it? There was some monster here, and we didn’t even
see them.”

Tain counted toten and mustered all the patience he could.
“Ms. Anderson, these people don't have horns and green
skin,” He knele in front of her. Guabby sat down beside
Joanne and pur an arm around her shoulders. *They don't
have a scarlet letter on their forehead.”

“They should! How can we let these people our of our
prisons without giv ||1g any warning to the public? She's just
an innocent lictle girl.”

Tain sighed. Joannes body shook with sobs as she buried
het face on her friend’s shoulder. Tr almost looked comical,
the taller, dark-haired woman leaning against the wiry red-
head with the freckled face and cool composure.

“I'm going to need to talk to all the children who were
here with your group.”

Czabby blinked. *Uh, okay. You'll want ro talk to Luke
Diriscoll. He's the tall one with the blond hair and glasses.
Luke% in charge.”

The girl twssed her hair over her shoulders, eyes wide. “You
should do something about him. He's such a perv. He stands
oo close, vou know whar [ mean? And he likes o look over
our shnuldq:rs.”

“Yeah, and he told us we should wear these shirts too,” the
other girl chimed in.

“Uh, aren’t they your work shires?™ Ashlyn asked.

“Yeah, but [ mean, look at them. Ttk like there may as well
be 2 sign on here saving look at my boobs.”

Ashlyn put her hand over her mouth, her elbow resting
against the table in front of her. She pretended 1o be in-
vested in rubbing her cheek.
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*Seriously, he’s creepy. You should do something.”

“Ladies, have you talked to your parents about this?”

The teenagers recoiled. She doubted they could have
looked more shocked if she'd just sprouted horns.

“Righe. I'm not saying there’s no[hing to it, bur my prior-
ity is to ind a missing girl. Comprende? Did either of youn see
anything out of the ordinary?”

The girls looked at each other. The one who had been lead-
ing the charge against Mr, Radcliff ran her fingers through
her silky blonde hair. “No. Nothing odd, nothing un-
usual.”

“What abour this church group? Did they just show upz”

“They come every month. Regular booking,” the brunere
said.

“Dhd anyone ask about them:”

Both girls shook their heads.

“And who would have known they were coming?”

“Well, anyone who works the front desk would knmow.
It was in the book.” The blonde, whose name was Stacey,
leaned back against her chair, arms folded over her offen-
sive work shirt, ingers tapping against her own ann. “Or
anyone who comes here regularly on a Sunday nighe, 1
guess.”

“Can you think of some regulars who come in on Sunday
nighrs?”

The girls glanced at cach other again, and the brunetee,
the follower, shrugged.

“Shouldn't you, vou know, have a warrant or something?”
the blonde said. All serious, like she'd just had her first orip-
inal thought .

Ashlyn tried to keep her mouth from curling into a frown
as she counted to ten in her head. These girls were driving
her mad. Under any other circumstances it would have been
comical to see Tain handle them. As it was, she could barely
stomach their self-centered bull. “1 only need a warrant if 1
suspect soneons is hiding evidence from me. Do you have
some information about this crime in your head that |
should get a subpoena for?”
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The girls giggled, the brunette, Chloe, blushing. *T just
don’t want to get in trouble with my boss.”

“I assure you, it won't be a problem.” Ashlyn slid a pad of
notepaper actoss the table with a pen. “Just write down the
names of anyone you can think of who’s usually here on
Sunday nights. And anyone who worked recently that knew
the church group would be here.”

Tam introduced himself and extended his hand.

The blond man with the quick smile returned his firm
grip. “Luke Driscoll.” The smile vanished as soon as he said
his name, like it was an automatic reaction thar had slipped
out instincovely when he introduced himself, and thar he'd
suddenly remembered why the RCMP officer was there.

“Tunderstand vou're in charge of the church group.™

““'I']m[s right, We come here once a month, sometimes
more in the swmner. Just a way to give the lids 4 change
of scenery, a break from the monotony of church ser-
vices.

“And which church is thaz™

“5St. Franciss,”

“Anglican®”

*“Carholic.”

“So that would make you . ., "

That quick smile remurned, without a hint of annoyance.
“A volunteer, Not a priest,”

“Okay.” Tain made a note as he glanced down at the left
hand., No ring. “To vou remember seeing anyone unusual,
anyone watching the kids when you came in?”

The smile faded as Luke shook his head. “Everyone was
in a great mood. We were chatting. We gort in quickly. T guess
[ wasn't paving much attention to who else was around.”

“Your group comes here once a month?”

“Yes, that’s right.”

“How do you decide when you're coming?”

*“Third Sunday of the month. We always come the third
Sunday of the month.”

“And who would know about thae?”
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“Everyone who goes to our church.” He frowned and
then shrugged. “Anyone who visited and acmally read the
church bulletin conld know. Te's on our monchly calendar.”

“What about your volunteers? You have the same group
every time:”

“More or less. Sometimes there’s a married couple, but
they're on holidays.”

“Tain wrote down their names anyway, as well as the names
of the other volunteers, “Can you think back to when you
were here last month? [id you notice anyone then? Anyone
on any of your previous swim nights who paid attenton to
vour group:”

Luke’s face was blank as he stared at Tain, then shook his
head. “Really, we've never had any problems. Mot that I've
been aware of, And T do ask our volunteers to let me know
about anything. You can’t be too careful these days, you
know?™

He looked over Thin's shoulder, and Tain turned 1o see
what had caught Luke’s atrention.

“You're a real mess, Ashlyn.”

She had soot simadged across her nose and on her check.
Her dark eves lacked their usual spark, and she'd dlipped her
hair, which was a beautiful shade of brown with highlighrs,
back hastily, Pieces were falling forward, wisps framing her
tace.

“Wou're not mach better, Tain”

He looked down ar his ash-covered clothes. “No, T sup-

e not.”

Ashlyn looked from him to Luke Driscoll but didn't in-
troduce herself,

“Mr. Driscoll is the volunteer who organizes the church
swim nights. They come here once a month, on the third
Sunday of the month, but theyve never had any problems.”

“Constable Hart,” she said, then looked at Tain. “I didn't
get much out of the seaff.”

“What about a membership list?™

“Only after I threatened the manager.”

a1

“You what?
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She held up her hand. *Don’t worry: T told him T was fol-
lowing vour orders.”

“.-"'l.s'hf}rn el

“Relax. Mr. Radchiffs staff couldn’t wait to start filing
complaints abour his perverted ways. He's not going to say
anything to attract more attention to himself. And [ got
everything we need. A membership list, a staff list, security
tapes for the past wo weeks and copies of the maintenance
logs, ™o chance for these guys to doctor the records or con-
venienty misplace anything. Whart’s next?”

Tain almost smiled. “Are vou differing to my leadership?”

“Hell, no,” Ashlyn said, and her cheeks reddened. She
glanced at Luke Diriscoll, “Sorry.”

He smiled and shook his head. “Don’t worry abour me.
Can T ask vou something:”

*Sure.”

“Have you two been in a fire?"

Ashlyn looked ac Tain. “In a manner of speaking, ves.”

Lukes face wrinkled with unasked questions, bur Tain
spoke this time. “We need to talk to all the children in your
group.”

For the first time since Tain had started talking to Luke
Driscoll, he sensed some tension in the young man. Luke’s
shoulders suffened and his eyes narrowed when Tain told
him what they needed. “Don't we need to have their parents
presents”

“This isn’t an interrogation,” Ashlyn said. “You or your
volunteers can be present. We just need to ask the kids if
they saw anything.”

*But vou've already asked the volunteers with our group.”

“Sometimes kids see things they don't tell the adults about.”

Luke stared at her for 2 moment, and Tain noticed she
gave him one of her more innocent smiles before he nodded
slowly. “All right. I'll come with you.”

“Finally,” Lori muttered, turning into the driveway.
She pressed a button and watched the garage door pull up,
shake, then stop no more than a foot off the ground.
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Lori pressed the button again. She heard a groan from the
garage, and the door shuddered as it descended back to the
paveiment.

“Damn thing.” She pressed the button agam. Nothing.

She left the car in the driveway and went in the front
door. A passing glance at the answering machine was all it
took to know there weren't any messages to deal with. Lori
went straight into the kitchen, made a plate of crackers and
cheese and cold cuts, poured a glass of wine and went down
the hall to the master bathroom.

A quick rinse of the tub was all that was needed before she
started the warer running. A relaxing evening, a soak in the
tuby and mavbe some sleep before Vish got home would do
her good. She reached around her waist and unbuttoned her
skirt, kicking it into the comer, She started unbuttoning her
blouse as she walked through the doorway 1o the bedroom,
then rummaged through a pile of books on the nightstand,
looking for the book on sailing that Vish had been nagping
her to read.

It wasnt on his side of the bed, so she walked around to
her side, figuring he must have put it on her nightstand as a
hint. Sure enough, there it was, propped precariously on the
corner. Vishs solurion to all their problems, problems he
thought were so stmall. They'd sail off into the sunset and it
would be like the past four months never happened. Yeah,
Vish wias a dreamer. She picked it up and started walking
back to the bathroom door, wriggling one arm our of s
blouse and then the other, h:ttmg the shirt fall to the floor,

The minute they clinbed onto the bus the chatter stopped,
and then a girl called from the back, “When are we going
home?"

“Soon. These police officers need to talk o you first,
though.” Luke stepped back, gesturing ar Tain and Ashlyn.

“What we need . . .” Tain started.

“Are you really a police officers™

“You don't look like a police officer.”

“Whars all over your clothes?”
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“You stink.”

“Can [ see your badge?”

Tain glanced at Ashlyn, wha was rwisting her mouth the way
she did when she was trving not to laugh. And obviously too
busy trving to conceal her amusement to bail him our,

“Uh, you know, that’s a good question. Just because some-
body says they're a police officer, it doesn’t mean they are.”
Tain pulled out his 1) and passed it to the closest child.
Child? What did you call kids ten and eleven years old,
anyway? ‘To him, they were all kids. “It’s always good 0 l::heck
when mm::h»r_m-d]r you don't know wants to talk to you.”

“Okay.™ The kid passed on the ID. *So you really are a
cop. Why do you stink?"

“Dio any of you warch the news?™ Tain asked.

There was a murmur of assent.

“Did you see that fire on TV?”

“That building that bumed down vesterday?™ a freckle-
uued boy three rows back said. “Yeah, T saw thar.”

*That’s where we were before we came here.”

“Uh, buddy, the fire was vesterday.”

Tain glanced up at the kid who'd spoken. A preteen punk
in the making, slouched back in the last seatr, Gameboy in his
hand.

“That’s right, Tt was, We went back today o look for
evidence in the building. You can’t really do that when its on
fire.”

The rest of the kids laughed, and the insolent one looked
up, giving Tain half 4 second of his undivided attention be-
fore he scowled and turned back o his game.

*Satistied:” Tain asked as his 1D was passed back to him.
A voung girl near the front put up her hand.

“Are you her boss?™

iIND_JF

*“Then why don't you let her talk?”

Ashlyn glanced at Tain and then the girl, a skinny child
with a serious face and long, brown braids, “Constable Tain
is just anxious to ask if any of vou saw anything that might
be helpful. It really is very important.”
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A few children exchanged glances, bur there was silence
on the bus, except for the beeps coming from the Gameboy.

“None of you saw anybody hanging around? Anvone who
looked suspicious?”

More glances, a few murmurs whispered berween friends,
but nothing.

“What about on previcuns swim nights®” Tain asked. “Any
of you remember seeing anyvone a bit unusual, someone who
seemed to be really interested in your group or in Lindsay?”

Still no response. Luke gestured for Tain to move aside,
and he stepped forward, “Don't be afraid to tell them amy-
thing. If you know something, its imporrant you rell the po-
lice. Even if it turns out to he nothing, you won't be in
rrouble. It just. _ . it might help us find Lindsay.”

“Thd you see tha.t?" Ashlyn whispered to Tain,

“What#"

“The murnmurs, the red faces? Those boys saw some-
thing.”

Luke had finished, and there was silence.

“Look,” Tain said, “we can take care of this now, vou can
go home and we won't be bothenng vou again, Or we can
drive back to the church, get your parents, take you down to
the station and each of vou can wait while we ask your
friends one by one if anyone saw anything, We've got all
nighe.”

A lond bleep was followed by a curse, and the boy at the
back let his hand fall against his leg. “Geez, man. It’s nor like
it can help vou.”

“We don’t know that,” Ashlyn said. “Right now anything,
even something thar might seem small and insignificant,
could be very important.”

“It was a guy. He's always hanging around the change
rooms when we're in there.”

“What does he look like?™ Tain flipped open his notepad.

“Wait a second,” Luke said. “How do you know about
this, Marvin? When did vou see him="

“He’ a peeper. He comes into the change room and hides
behind the lockers in the far comer.”
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“Wha .. ." Luke started to ask. Ashlyn cut him off.

“¥ou mean the bovs’ change room, rights”

Marvin nodded. The other boys, who'd rurned around o
watch him, slid down in their seats, nodding as well.

“See, I told you it wouldn't help,” Marvin said, shrugging
his left shoulder.

“Describe him for us,” Tain said.

“It% not like I got a good look. T wasn't tryving to give him
a free show.”

The rest of the kids snickered and jeered undl Luke rold
them o setele down,

“Whatever vou tell us can help,” Ashlyn said. “We're go-

ing to check him out. T*_u:n if he doesn't have Lindsay, he
shouldn’t be spying on yvou.”

Lindsay groaned as she opened her eyes, but all she could see
was darkness. As her senses returned, she realized the hum-
ming wasn't coming from inside her head but from outside,
muffled through whatever she was stuck in.

She realized she was no longer being carried in someone’s
arms, but that the gentle rocking was from a moving vehicle,
For one quick second the experience was no different than
waking up lare ar night afrer a sleep in the back of her parenrs’
van when they were on their way home from camping, But
she couldn’ see the blur of streetlights and headlights zipping
past the windows, and as she tried to lift her hands to her
tace to push off whatever was blocking her view, she realized
they were tied together and that the rope that bound them
must be ted ro something else because she couldn’t move
them very far at all.

She tried to wriggle her feer around, but her knee bumped
up against something, Solid, not spongy. Lindsay nudged it
again. A tire.

Uan in at tevaneke. What o 1 doing in o trank?

Lindsay squeezed her eves shur, trying to think, though
she wasn't sure why she did that. Nothing could disoract her
anyway, other than the sudden squeal and the bump as she
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fele her body jerk before the car started moving at a steady
pace again.

She remembered slapping Marvin's hand when he tried to
pinch her bum, the way they'd lined up to go into the pool,
Marvin pinching the clasp on her necklace and making it
come undone so that it fell down her shirt and she had o
fish it out of her bra, Joanne telling her not to dawdle, a bit
of shoving as they walked down the hall, orving o put the
necklace back on, Marvin twirling it around, hanging it over
her ear, pinching her shoulder, squeezing the skin at the back
of her nv:-'_]; brushing her hair behind her ear, Joanne has-
sling her to come on.

All the other girls were almost ready when she gor into
the change room, and she had to hustle. She’d just pulled her
swimnsuit on, pulled out her ponytail and reached up to redo
her hair when she realized the necklace was missing. It
wasn't around her neck or her ear.

She’d grabbed her shirt and bra, but the necklace wasn't
there. It wasn't clipped to her jacket either, and it hadn't fallen
into her pants or shoes.

Lindsay had crouched down, looking around under the
bench. There was no sign of her chain.

“Come on, Lindsay,” Joanne had called from the other
side of the partiton, the one separatng the showers from
the change room.

“Tust a minute,” she'd called back, knowing she would be
in seripus rouble if she lost her necklace. It had been a spe-
clal gift from her grandmother. She'd been bugeing her
mom to take her to ger the clasp fixed because it seemed ro
always come undone if someone bumped it Every time they
came to the pool it was the same old story, with Marvin fid-
dling with the clasp. And every week in church, same thing,

Last time she’d pone w get a gift engraved for a baptism
she'd asked about fixing the clasp. They couldn't do it thar
day, and she hadn’t wanted to part with the necklace when
she had a special church event coming up. She'd decided to
wait to have it repaired. Big mistake.
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She’d stepped out into the hallway, guessing it must have
come off again and she hadn't noticed. Lindsay had turned
right, working her way back toward the entrance. . ..

The car jerked again, and her head bumped against some-
thing hard and cold. Then the humming stopped, and she
lay still, heart pounding in her ears as she wondered what
was going to happen next.

Ashlyn and Tain walked down the hall toward the change
rooms. It looked like any generic hallway in a rec center:
concrete walls, white paint with stripes, nothing that stood
L.

“They were horsing around here, as they walked down the
hall,” Ashlyn said.

“And the girls went in here,” Tain turmned and went into
the ladies” change room. Ashlyn followed. “According to
Joanne, their group would have been here.”

Ashlyn flipped back a few pages in her notebook. “Yes, that
looks right. All the other girls were ready, except Lindsay.
They went around here, to shower and go out to the pool.
Joanne stood at the door.™ Her voice trailed off to silence
for a moment before she retumed from the shower area.
“And everything checks out. She had a clear line of sighr ro
exactly the pomtr where evervone was waiong, and she
should have been able o hear Lindsay from where she was.
There’s nothing obviously wrong with the statements so far,
at least, not that I can see.”

“Me neither. So we have an honest church group that’s
heen telling us the truth.”

Ashlyn rubbed her forehead. “Or we really should go
bed and come back to this when we're thinking straight.”

“Tempting.”

An officer stuck his head in the doorway. “T think we've
found something,” he said. “Our back, not too far from the
fire escape that’s broken.”

Tain nodded. “Keep it where you found ic. We'll be right
there.”
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“So, either someone came in and grabbed Lindsay..."
Ashlyn’s mouth twisted while she tapped her pen against her
notebook.

“And nobody saw them, and they managed to get Lindsay
without her making a sound.” Tain shook his head. “Not
buying that as the most likely scenano.”

“Or Lindsay went back out into the hall for some reason.”

Ashlyn walked back out into the hallway, Tain at her heels.
Sht looked around on the floor and then up at the ceiling,

“There. Security footage. We should check char tape first.”

*“Crood thmlnr'u, But why would she come back into the
hallway?"”

“Sneak a kiss with a bov? The charming Marvin, perhaps.”

Tain nodded. “Not sure about the charming bit, bur a hay
could explain it. The video should prove it one way or the
other.”

“Let’s assume Lindsay came to the hallway herself. What-
ever she was doing or plannlnq to do, someone grabbed her.
They wol her here.” Ashlyn walked down the hall, past the
door to the men’s change room, past the vending machines,
into a little used corridor. “And went cut there.”

“The broken fire door. Walk right through and nobody
even nofices it was used.” It was propped open now, an offi-
ver standing there, He pointed at some of ficers about thiroy
feer away. One was the officer who'd spoken o Tain and
Ashlyn only a few minutes before.

“If they 1‘eaH},r did find somerhing the theory holds warter,”
Ashlyn said.

“Whart have you got?” Tain asked as soon as he and Ash-
lyn had covered the distance.

The other officer held up an evidence bag with a necklace
in it. “Could have belonged to the girl.”

Tain took the bag and held it up. “What do you think:”

*“That’s some sort of religions symbol,” Ashlyn said.

“Sacred Heart,” the other officer supplied with a shrug,
“That’s what it’s called. The Sacred Heart.”

“That’s Catholic, rightz” Ashlim asked, looking at Tain.
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“Catholic girl, Catholic group. We'll need ro check with the
kids, see if itk hers, Where did you find 2™

They pointed our the exact place on the ground, herween
a tree and a parking spot in a secluded area in the back of the
complex, well away from passershy.

“If our guy parked back here he knows this place.” Tain
looked at Ashlyn.

She nodded. “Fits with him knowing abour the broken
fire door.”

*“Crood work,” Tain said to the uniformed officers.

“We stll have a few patrols combing the area, just in
case,” the shorter, chubbier of the two officers said. His ra-
dio crackled, and the message came through loud and clear,
Lindsay Eckerts parents were waiting for them.

“Tell them we're on our way,™ Tain watched Ashlyn’s face
tall and felt his own shoulders sag as they turned back to-
ward the building. It felt like he'd already dealt with enough
distraughr parents for one lifetime.

“Mr. and Mrs. Eckert. My name is Ashlyn Harr. This is
Tain.” Ashlyn paused when she saw the Eckerts looking at
their soot-covered dlothes, “We were at an arson scene when
we were called here.”

The Eckerts nodded as though that made perfect sense to
them. As though they were seasoned vererans, used o hav-
ing the police get pulled off one case t come deal with their
tamily ragedy. Ashlyn sat down across from them, and Tain
sat beside her “We want to assure you that we're doing
everything possible to find Lindsay,” he said, hoping his
words didn’t sound as hollow as they felt to him. The Eck-
erts appeared to be already well past denial.

“And what is that, exacthy?™ Mrs, Eckert asked. Her face
was hlank, emotionless as she looked ar Tain.

“We're canvassing the area. Constable Hart and 1 have al-
ready spoken to all the withesses, and we've got membership
lises for the recreation center, the security footage from the
camneras, and we'll follow up with every single person whao
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was in this building roday. This is a very public place. Some-
one will have seen something that can help us.”

Mrs. Eckert’s expression didn’t change. “Tn other words,
vou've got nothing.”

Tain glanced at Ashlyn. She reached into her pocker and
extracted the bag.

“Do you recognize this:™ she asked, holding it up.

The blank mask on Mrs. Eckerts face cracked as she
pasped and a tear rolled down her pale cheek. “That's Lind-
say’s necklace. Her grandmother bought it for her. Sterling
silver, She wore it everywhere.”

Mrs. Eckerr reached for the bag, and Ashlyn pulled her
hand back.

“I'm sorry. Right now, this is evidence. We'll make sure
vou get it back when—" She looked at Tain, “Well, when we
close the case.”

“And when will that be? There have been other children,
Just vesterday, another girl, and now our Lindsay .. .7

“Mr. Eckert, I'm not going to lie to you and tell you this
will be easy.” Tain sighed. “The only thing T can tell you is
that we're going to do everything we possibly can to find
vour daughter.”

He stood up and Ashlyn did as well. Tain handed Mr.
Eckert a card. “Day or nighe, you call me if there’s anvthing
[ can do.”

For a moment, Ashlyn and Tain both leaned against the wall
of the recreation center outside the manager’s office.

Then Ashlyn pushed herself off the wall and started walk-
ing back down the hallway toward the change rooms.

“What is it?" Tain asked.

“What if our guy was waiting for an opportunity? Wouldn's
this be a good place to watch from:”

She stepped beside the vending machine. *I can see abour
two-thirds of the hallway from here, and if T move just a bi,
I can see the entrance o the ladies’ change room.”

“It would be concealed, easier for him to stay unnoticed.”
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“Now that we have the necklace identified as our victim’s,
it gives this theory about her coming into the hallway a lot
of strength.”

“Maybe we should have asked her parents if she had a
boyfriend.”

“There'll be ime for looking through her diary and such
later.” Ashlyn rubbed her remples. “Did you see her parents?
[f Lindsay was the type who might have stk off to be with
a boy, T doubt she tald them an}thm:{

*She’ a hit l]ke you, then.”

“Excuse mer”

“I bet yom never rold your parents anything you were up to.”

When she'd first met Tain their fights had been real and
continpal. She’d taken him for a sexist jerk, and he was
happy to let her think of him as such, Time and experience
had proven he wasn't like that, but he was stll arrogant,
opinionated, and he'd defy authority on a moment’s notice if
he believed he was right.

Others lmew him to be aloof. In the early days Ashlyn
would have maintained he didnt know a damn thing abour
women, vet he had her pegred. She suppressed the grin that
was rising, and then her face fell. “Shit. What now:" she
murmred.

Tain murned as Sergeant Daly approached. Te looked like
all the blood had drained from Daly'’s face.

“Wou've worked the scene, talked to the wimesses?"

They both nodded.

“Informed the parents?™

“Yes, ir,” Tain said.

“What else do von need to do?”

“We need these vending machines and the walls here, as
well as the fire door, dusted for prints. The forensic idenah-
cation section ne—"

“T'll deal with the FIS. T want you both to go home.”

*But Steve—"

“But nothing, Ashlyn. When was the last tdme either of
vou slept?” He paused. Their inability to answer spoke for
itself. “You're no good to anyone if you're exhausted.”
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“Weve already gor the security tapes, membership lists,
staff list and maintenance logs for the recreaton center. We
talked to all the kids who were here with Lindsay, as well as the
chaperones. We also found this,” Ashlyn pulled the evidence
bag from her pocket again. “The oftficers located it out in the
back parking area, in a reasonably secluded spot between a
parking stall and some trees. We think our guy grabbed her,
ok her out the broken fire door and to his vehicle.”

Draly frowned. “Tr sounds like this gay was familiar wich
this facilicy.”

“We hope so,” Tain said. “Tt might give us our first solid
lead.”

“Olay, go. 1 don't want to see either of you unul r'n'l'u: tu—
MOIToW |1mmin;, " Daly looked them over. “And
dress up a bit, We're having a sit-down with Burnaby ]"h::
of ficers working the Darrens and Bertini cases are coming
to review all the material from our two girls and compare it
with the mwo from their districe.”

Ashlyn groaned. “That should be fun.”

Daly glared at Ashlyn. “They weren't too happy we went
ahead and informed the family about Isabella Bertini with-
out contacting them. T know,” he said as Tain threw his
hands in the air, looking as though he was abour o prorest.
“You didn't do anything wrong.”

“Bur we can't look a gift horse in the mouth either, righe?”
Tain scowled.

“At the end of the day, there’ll be some hard questions
about our inability to stop someone from preying on young
girls in this area. This guy started off on Burnaby’s parch.
Now he'’s on ours. We're not going to let him go any further,
but we're also not going to let people point fingers at us. If
more headway had been made on the disappearance of Julie
and Tsabella before, we might not even have two more miss-
ing grirls to look for now.™

Tain shook his head. “They'll be quick to remind vou that
vou only assipned one officer from the Tn-Cites to work the
case with them, despite the apparent connection between ju-
risdictions.”
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“You ler me worry about that, Tain. Until owo days ago,
this was still a Burnaby case. Now its ours. We can’t cur it in
two like Solomen's baby and each take half. We have to look
at the whole thing together and find out how this guy 1s work-
ing. And fast. And thats why T want you both to go home,
have a shower and go to bed.”

“Let’s go, Tain. Before he offers to come ruck us in.”

*Ashlyn.” Daly practically growled her name.

She smiled back. “Don't worry, We'll be ready tomor-
row.”

“Nine am. Don't be late.”

Lon’s planned glass of wine had tormed into a full borde re-
trieved from the kitchen and ready to be discarded into the
recycling bin, The water had long since lost its warmth, She
pulled the plug and started the shower, felt the tension in
her muscles ease with the pulse of the spray against her baclk.

After she finished she walked into the bedroom and pulled
a owel over her arms.

The bedroom was filled with shadows, from the dresser
and wardrobe, the floor lamps in the corners. The curtins
were thick enough to shield those inside from view but not
s0 dense that they masked the external light complerely. She
couldn’t see clearly outside, but she could hear the patter of
raindrops against the roof.

Tt must be later than she'd realized. Lor turned to toss the
towel back through the doorway, onto the closet floor, and
fele the movement before she saw it Tor a second it seemed
as though her heart had stopped bearing, and then it kicked
into overdrive. A black form had sprung forward and grabbed
her hard by the forearms. Now she was being twisted around,
but not before she'd glimpsed the unconcealed portion of the
face, the hard, angry line of the mouth, the way the eves
bulged.

Whatever strength she thought she possessed until that
moment was proven useless within a matrer of seconds. Her
hody was contorted, her torso twisted away from the in-
truder, her legs still facing the direction of the closet. She
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kicked ar him and heard a groan. He let go of her arms, and
;hr:g she felt the sharp pain of impact against the side of her
eacl.

“Bitch,” the voice hissed. This tme, he grabbed her by
the hips and forced her down against the bed. She tried to
reach up behind her to claw at his skin. The click of a blade
heing popped open echoed in her ears, and she put her arms
down as the blindfold was pushed over her head.
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“You're lae.”

“Some of us were working last night.”

Craig felr his eyes widen, “Why? Isn't that what you have
subordinates for:™

Daaly sank into his chair, collapsing against the structure,
“T can't expect them to work forty-eight hours withour
sleep.”

The skin berween Craigs brows puckered, and then he
nodded. “The child abductions. T thoughr thar Bumaby—"

“The last two kids went missing here in Coquitlaim. We can't
tell those parents that just because this guy started on the
other side of city lines that we're going to let them handle it.”

“Mo, of course not. Two kids in one weekend. Whoevers
working that case has their hands full.”

“Speaking of having vour hands full, whar abeut your
cases?”

“Wationwide reports of unsolved rapes are starting
comne in, s well as anything that looks similar to our guy's
method.”

“Right. Lori told e she'd made a call asking for thar ma-
terial yesterday. [ told you she’s sharp.”

Craig glanced away, at the bookshelf behind Daly. He
could feel his jaw clench.

“Your face always twists like that when you're angry.”

“Whart difference does it make? All thar matters is that we
solve this,”

“But it stll pisses you off that she wants to ke your
credit.”
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“¥ou're the one who told me 1 needed to work on being a
team player. It doesn’t seem to me like I'm the one who has
a problem with that in this partership. The pull down is al-
ways stronger. Don't you think vou should give me a partmer
whok going to make me work with them?"

“Like T don't have enough problems already. Talk about
mission impaossible.”

“I'm not that bad.”

Draly leaned back, rubbing his forehead, eves closed.
“Name one parmer you've had thar vou'd like to work with
again.”

“Aghlyn.”

The bit of color exhavstion hadn't claimed already started
to ebb. “Have vou two kept in touch?”

Craig opened his mouth to speak and then drew a deep
breath. “No."

“So what makes you think she'd like to work with you
again?”

£|'Craig,lr shrugeed. “T didn't say she would. The question was
which parmer would T like to work with again, and I'd like to
work with her.”

Daly glanced down at his desk for a moment, his face un-
readable, even to Craighs experienced eye. *I imagine rthar
case must bring up a lot of painful memories for all of vou.”

“It wasn't all bad.™ Craig forced himself not to look away,
to block out the memories.

“Grood Lord, thats like the equivalent of you saving you
had a good time.”

Craig frowned. “Gertrting back to Lori, though, she’s lare.”

Draly glanced at the clock on the wall. “And T have 2 meer-
ing to get ready for. Surely you didn’t come in here to tartle
on her?”

“No, that wasn't the point.” Craig sighed, lifred his tall
frame up from the chair, pushing his tousled hair back from
his face. “Bur I'm not happy to be working with someone
who knocks off carly, shows up late and wants to take all the
credit when they do decide to come to work.”

“Woted. I want a progress report by noon.”
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“You mean you'll be out of your meeting by then?”

Daly closed his eyes and rubbed his temples as he leaned
back in his chair. “If T'm still in one piece, ves.”

“Okay. Noon it is. Are you buying?”

“Breakfast wasn't enough? And you need a haircur, Craig,”
Daly called after him.

Craig smiled as he walked away.

Ashlyn and Tain sac down across from their counterparts
trom Burnaby. She noticed they barely glanced at Tain, bur
she felt eyes lingering on her as she sat down and tried hard
not 1o scrutinize them back.

OF course, they would have already met Tain. She glanced
up with a polite, fleeting smile and turned her attention to
the end of the wmble.

“Tain, have you met Sergeant Quinlan?™ Sergeant Daly
asked.

“Yes, sir”

“Cyood. Then T think I just need to introduce Constable
Hart. Ash—"

“Constable Ashlyn Hart?™ Sergeant Cuinlan asked her, a
warin smile spreading across his face. Fit, short brown hair,
she guessed abour twenty years older than she was, bur noth-
ing about him that really stood out, other than that he was
the mirror image of the tire chief.

“Thar’s right, sir.”

“P've heard good things about you™

Ashlyn quickly averted her glance from Daly’s face, “You
must be Chief {Juinlans brother.”

*“That’s right. He’s been very impressed with your work
on the arson investigation.”

Ashlyn forced herself to avoid looking at Tain, “Thank
vou, sir”

“And this is Constable Urquhart and Constable Mullins,”
Sergeant Qruinlan said. Both constables nodded at her.

The woman, Mullins, had short dirty-blond hair and dark
eves. She frowned. “Have you been reassigned from the ar-
son investigations:” she asked Ashlyn.
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Urquhart, who looked every bit the average guy with
absolutely nothing unique abour his feamures, from his
regulation-length brown hair to his average height and brown
eyes, said nothing,

Ashlyn looked ar Daly, who cleared his throat. “That’s
part of what we'd like to address here. Ashlyn was already on
the scene of the arson fire on Sarurday when Isabella’s body
was recovered. It may seem tenuous as this point, bur hoth
Julie Drarrens and Tsabella Bertini were recovered from the
scene of arson fires that have been linked. One of the things
we want to look 4t is a connection between the arsons and
the abductions.™

Mulling’s eyes narrowed, “T thought there were now six
arsons cthat were linked.”

Ashlvn nodded. *“That's righe.”

“But we've only recovered rwo children, and two more are
missing. The numbers don't exactdy add up.”

“Let’s not be so quick to jump to negative conclusions.”
Sergeant Chunlan held up his hand. “It’s definitely worth
checking to see if there’ a connection.”

Mullins arched an eyebrow and stared down at the table,
her grip on her pen tightening as her jaw clenched,

Ashlyn pretended w scrarch her neck and rook the oppor-
runity to pull her shirt up slighty. She could feel Chuinlan's
eves lingering on her and was fighting the urge to squirm in
her chair,

This was going to be a long meeting. She reached for a
elass of water,

Craig tossed another folder on the negative file and rubbed
his eves with his thumb and forefinger. A quick visual survey
convinced him he hadn’t yet covered a tenth of the reports
he had to wade through.

A glance at his watch told him it was already half past ten.
He didn’t know what was worse, being stuck with a parmer
vou had little use for, or relving on her to help do the leg
work only to have them fall short.

He started reviewing the files with a different system.
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Anyone with a connection to the lower mainland or some-
thing in their MO that correlated to the current crimes was
flagged. Everyone else was tossed aside.

It wasn't the type of methodical background he normally
went for. He remembered going over files with Ashlyn,
watching her work a hunch, secing her take the initiative on
A CAase.

There’d been other partners he’d respected. Other pare-
ners he'd crossed the lines with, he reminded himself. Ash-
Iyn had always been different. Mavhe it was because she knew
more about him than any of the other women ever had, and
they'd still been able to work together, to even forge a bir of
trust.

He'd meant to call her. Every time he picked up the
phone . .. He sighed as he flipped open another file,

There was no sense beating himself up about it now. Not
with a ton of work and a deadline.

And a deadbear parmer, he thought as he looked at the
empry desk across from him,

“Constable Nolanz”

Craig spun in his chair. “Yes, What can [ do for your”

“T'm Constable Sims. T was supposed to look into some
information for Constable Tain. Have you seen him="

Craig opened his mouth o speak and then realized he
didnt have a clue whart to say. “Ah, sorry. No.”

Sims glanced at his watch, “He must 561l be in his meeting
with Sergeant Daly. If vou see him, could you tell him T was
looking for him?"

“Sure.”

Craig stared ar the straight back as it moved away. Could
there be another Tain working for the RCMP? Something in
Craigs gut told him he already knew the answer, leaving him
to wonder what the hell Tain was doing meeting with Daly.

And why his dad had failed to menton thar Tain was
working in the Tri-Cires.

“This is what we do know. Julie Darrens was abducted on
June fourteenth. That’s the date of the first arson we have in
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this particular set. Isabella Bertini was abducted July eighth,
That was the date of the second arson we've definitely
linked. Julie Darrens’s body was found at the fire on July
twenty-fifth. T have another fire on July eighteenth, which
doesn't seem to tie in at this point. Isabella’s body was found
at a fire on August cighteenth, and we were at the scene of
the sixth fire yesterday when we got the call abour Lindsay
Eckert. T wouldn't exactly call thar a thin link.”

The dark eyes narrowed and Zoe Mullins tumed her glare
away from Ashlyn to the end of the table.

“But how does this help us with the case? As far as T can
tell, we have no more leads now than we did a week ago, and
ver we've recovered another body and have two more chil-
dren missing.”

“We do have evidence to review from last night,” Ashlyn
said. “There’s a security tape from the hallway and we've re-
constructed the abduction. A necklace Lindsay was wearing
was recovered, which gives us a clear rowee to work with,
something we don't have for Taylor Brennen. We're confi-
dent that whoever took Lindsay was familiar with Southside
Recreation and Fitmess Center, They used a fire door with a
broken alarm, which meant nobody would notice when it was
opened. Our guy waited in a secondary corridor thar clientele
had no reason for using, He parked in a secluded area around
the back, near some wees. He didn' just ger lucky:. He knew
what he was doing,”

“We're stll waiting on fingerprint results from where we
believe the perp was hiding,” Tadn added. “Tt's the best lead
we have so far”

“Do any of the members have records:”

“That’s next on the list. Tain and Ashlyn are going to have
their hands full reviewing the material we have so far,” Daly
said. “We'll ler you know if there are any leads that come up
as a resule of the informaton we have.”

Zoek eyes narrowed again. “You mean none of this mate-
rial has been reviewed? It5 been about fifteen hours since
Lindsay Eckert went missing, and with every second the
trail is getting colder. What has vour staff been doings™
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“Constable Mullins, Constable Hart and Constable Tain
have been operating on my orders. Neither had slepr since Fri-
day. T ordered them to get eight hours, and T closed the scene
personally: As much as T agree that the first hours are eritical,
we have to be pragmatic with this investigation. We now have
four girls who've been abducted. Two were abducted this
weekend, and the body of a third was recovered this weekend
as well. Congeable Flart is alsoy il working the arson invest-
wation, and there have been two fires this weekend. My of fi-
cers simply cannot work five cases in a row withour rest and be
expected to perform their duties. To be blung, undl this week-
end, this was your case. Your unit has had it for over a month,
and has worked two abductions and one body recovery dunm_,
that time. These two have dealt with mare in the past forny-
eight hours than you have in the past forty-eight days.”

Ashlyn saw Zoe bite her lip and wrn her head sharply,
directing her gaze at her notepad.

“Sergeant Daly is right,” Cinlan added. “We can’t expect
everyone to work untl they drop. We have to pace ourselves
and make sure we're sharp, focused. Tired officers make
sloppy mistakes, This isnt a sprint. Its a marathon,”

Mot that we expect to work banker’s hours while this case
is going,” “lain said. *We're prepared to pur in wharever
time is necessary o get resules, Tve faced three sets of griev-
ing parents this weekend. As far as I'm concerned, I'm going
to do everything T can to make sure there isn't another set of

rents added o that list anytme soon.”

There was silence at the table. Daly lifted his glass to his
lips and took a drink of warer. Then he looked up with a po-
lite smile. “Any other questions:™

“What can my team do to help?™ Quinlan folded his
hands as he leaned forward and turmed to look at Daly.

“We need to go through everything there is abour these
girls,” Ashlyn said automatically. “Teachers, school friends,
instructors, camp counselors, the names of their denrists
and hairdressers, Evervthing. If our guy is picking specific
rrirls, he has to know them from somewhere. We need 1o see
if theres a link berween Julie, lsabella, Taylor and Lindsay.”
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Ouinlan smiled at her. “Absolutely.” He marned o his con-
stables with a more intmidatng gaze. “Constable Urgquhare
and Constable Mullins will find our everything, no matter
how insignificant it may seem. Start with Julie and Tsabella,
and then we'll see how far Ashlyn and Tain have gotten.
Since they've got a lot of matenial to go through, we'll work
on ’I'a}rlor and Lindsay if your team hasn't gotten there al-
ready,” he finished, lnnb:mb at Daly.

Daly glanced at Tain and Ashlyn, whe exchanged a quth
look and then nodded. “Right. Everybody knows what we're
doing. This isn't about saving face. It's about getring this puy
before he hurts anybody else. 1 suggest we meer back here
tomorrow at ten av. Review everything we have and see if
there’s anything promising thar turns up.”

Ouinlan and Daly stood and shook hands, and Urqubart
and Mullins rurned and bolted our the door as quickly as
they could as Qinlan walked down to their end of the table.

“Tr was a pleasure to meet you.” He extended his hand, of -
tering Ashlyn a warm smile. The expression cooled a degree
or two when he shook Tain’s hand.

Onee Cuinlan and Daly had left the room, Ashlyn glanced
at Tain, *T was sure vou'd be begring Zoe for her phone
number.”

“Don't be jealous, Ashlyn. All the women start batting
their eyelashes when they see my charming face.”

“Tf T'd known T wouldn't have agreed to work this with
vou. | don’t want to get in the way of oue love.”

“You know, if T said that T could be up on harassment
charges.™

Ashlyn smiled at him as they walked down the hall. “You
have said stuff like that and worse. And vet you're still bless-
ing us with your presence,”

“Until Quinlan hears how T talk to you. He'll have me our
on my ass faster than [ can say abuse of authoroy How do
vou deal with guys like that?”

She shrugged. “T chink 've just tuned it oo™

“You were getting a little hot under the collar”

“Is that why you moved closer to me?”
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“Like T need an excuse?”

She gave him a light smack on the arm. “Stop it, Tain.
We're friends. Old friends, even, by comparison to everyone
else around here. And Tlove the fact that T can relax with you
and don’t have w go through all thar pretense and bullshi,
finding my feet with someone [ don't know. But you don't
need to lay it on so thick.”

*I thought that was part of my charm.”

“MNothing if not persistent?”

“Squeaky wheels and all that.”

Her nose wrinkled as she sat down at her desk, resting her
chin against her hand.

“Whart?"

“I was just wondering what vou do with yvour dog when
vou have to work for a few days straighe,”

“Chinook has a great day care. They operate a kennel too,
and I know the owner. She’s the breeder I got him from. |
have a special deal with them, so when I'm working Chinook
stays with her.”

‘i'l w-“

He glanced up at her, She didn't even try to hold back the
stile or the twinkle in her eyes.

“Look, she recently got some new purebreds. She’s trying
to persuade e o do some breeding.”

“Is that what you're calling it?”

“Strictly a business proposition,”

“How romantic.” Ashlyn grabbed the list of Southside
Recreation and Fithess Center employees from the top of the

ile.
: *That was so funny 1 forgot to laugh,” Tain said. He picked
up his phone and dialed. “Corporal Winers, please.”

“Is that all you have?"” Daly asked as he skimmed the notes
while he ate.

Craig nodded. “T haven't been able to go through all the
reports in detail. So far, Pve idendfied five cases nationally
that could fit with our rapist as part of a pattern of escalation,
but even those are a bit of a smeech.”
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“With those rapes leading up to the current ones:”

“It doesn't seem possible that this guy is new. [ think he'’s
been at it for a while.”

“What about local parolees?”

“Three who are long shots.”

“Nobody who's really jumping out at you, who vou favor?™

Craig shook his head. “Not yer. Bur like T said, T haven't
read through everything in derail ver.”

Draly warched Craig while he took a drink of milk, then
asked, “What do vou want me o do about this?”

Craig speared a potato with his fork and then glanced up.
“Whar would you do if it was anyone elser”

“Ts that really a fair questonz”

“It should be.”

“T can take Lori off this, no problem, But that leaves you
on it alone.”

“I'm not sure 1 see any difference between that and my
current stams. "

Dyaly reached for the sale. “One way or the other, Lon's
0t some questions to answer. You don't have to worry about
her coming through unscathed.”

“Buer"

Daly rerurned Craighs stare. “Bur you have to stop work-
ing alone, I anvthing, you've gotten worse since you came
back to Coquitam.”

“Ohnce vou've had a decent partner, iths hard going back to
dealing with imbeciles.”

*“Craig—"

“I know, T know: [ have m give people a chance.”

“¥ou do, yvou know. You can't always assume you linow best

or that other peaple won't carry their weight.” Daly sighed.

“So vou were right this time. That doesn’t mean that next
time you won't get paired off with someone beter.”

Craig looked him straight in the eyes. “I heard something
interesing mday

II.U .:”

“You never told me Tain had transferred to Coquitam.”

Daly flinched. “Where'd vou hear that?”
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“Constable Sims was looking for him.”

“Why"

“T didn't interrogate the guy.”

Daly pushed his tray aside. “T wasn’t sure how you'd feel
about Tain working in the same department as you again.”

Craig’s cell phone rang. After a few short words he hung up.

“As though this case wasn’t bad enough already—

*Anather rape?” Daly asked as he stood up.

“And if it’s the same guy, he'’s ofhicially graduated.” Craig
let our a deep breath. “This woman’s been murdered.”

“Tain rurned away from Ashlyn as he responded to the person
on the ]JhI'JTH: .'md lowered his voice. “Thanks for wetting
back to me, Tim.”

“Fou know, when vou worked out here in the sticks, you
never had to lower your voice, Don't tell me people acmally
like vou now.”

“Can’t you just turn up the volume on your hearing aid®”

“Enow what the best thing about having those things
stuck in your ears is, Tain?”

“Enlighten me.”

“Tt's the closest thing to having a mute button for the wife,”

“Tain laughed. *Thar’s something to strive for then.”

“What can T do for vou?” There was a quick pause before
Tim continued. “Don’t deny it. You're lousy ar keeping in
touch. And you're at work, so there’s no way this is a social
chat.”

*“You worked a case some years back,” Tain began,

“I worked a lot of cases some years back. You'll have to do
betrer than thae.”

“Tohn-Tohn.”

“John-John? Is he stll plying his trade? Filthy slime, that
one, What do you want to know?”

“WWell, clearly you remember him.”

*Oh, T remember thar puy. We were looking to pur him
down for the abduction of a lictle @irl, the kid of one of his
working girls. When we port close, the kid suddenly rurned
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up on her doorstep and then the mother skipped town with
her. Wo complaining victim, no remaining wimesses.”

“Prosecutor wasn't prepared o take it further?”

“No way. Dropped it. [ was always looking for a way to
get back at John-John, but he may as well have been playing
for the Canucks.™

“Why? Always on the road="

“No, "cause he skated on everything.”

“Shame that bump on the head didn't do something about
your sense of humor, Tim.”

“NYeah, well, my short-term memory has never comne back,
vou know. One minute I'm following up 3 lead, and the next
I'm being signed up for hypnotherapy.”

“Creez. So you could never identify the punks who clob-
bered yous™ Tim had been attacked while working a case.
Tain had been reassigned to work it

One of those cases that became a lingering nightmare, the
kind you could never purge from memory, no matter how
much you drank or prayed or cried.

“What difference does it make?™ Tim said. “You puys—
vou, Craig, Ashlyn—you got them. Speaking of which,
how's Craig doing:"

“I haven't seen him.”

“Really?”

“You never even met him, did you?”

“MNo, but his name lives on around here.”

Tain almost smiled. “T'll bet it does.”

*“What are vou lc:ukiﬁ;:. at John-John for, anyways"

“You know the missing kids cases that have heen in the
news?” Tain glanced at Ashlyn, who was staring at her notes
just a little oo intently. He marned as far as the phone cord
would let him, “Well, he might connect to one of them, but
I need to keep it quier. For now.”

Tim Winters, Tim Winters . . - Ashlyn’s eves widened as it
clicked into place for her. She wondered why Tain would be
phoning him.
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Ashlyn continued checking the employee list against the
titness center’s work schedule. To was all precy routine, wich
essentially the same people working the desk in the days
prior to the church group’s monthly booking, except for one
natne that had been scratched off and replaced with a
standby person becanse one of the staff had phoned in sick
three days earlier.

Douyg Fisher. Where did she know that name from? She
elanced up at Tamn, who had pargally twisted away from herin
his chair, making it hard for her t hear his end of the conver-
sation. Eavesdropping hadn't been something she'd consid-
ered untl she saw him raking notes, adding to the book he'd
started on the abductions,

What could Tim Winters have o do with this case? She
stared at Tain for a moment, thinking he wasn't so different
than when she had fiest met him, after all. He could still be a
completely closed book. There were times he made Craig
look downright sociable by comparison. She mrned back to
the lists in front of her, trying not to strain to hear what Tain
was saying. If he was 110Idm;:_ out on her she was going to
kick his ass.

Everything abour the room spoke of undersrared raste. The
solid wood bedroom set contrasted with the polden walls,
The drapes hung on a pewrer rod, but between the gaps in the
furniture there was no fancy artwork, no expensive paintings
or wall coverings. Just one |ar*b-e picture frame hung above the
bed, hasting a collage of images that were presumably memo-
rable moments from the life that had been violently raken
only hours before.

“We're ready whenever you are,” a man on the coroner’s
staff said.

Craig glanced at him and nodded. “Give s a few minures.
We'll call you.™

The few remaining people left withour comment.

“Witara Sandhu,” Craig said quictly. “Twengy-three vears
old. Recently married.”
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“He left his stuff behind.” Daly nodded at the bed.

“Mot that it will do us much good. Looks like a genenc
blindfold and gag. Handkerchiefs like these could likely be
purchased in hundreds of places.”

“Generic rope to.” Daly glanced at Craig. “So why kill
her?”

“The only thing that’s different thar T can see is that she's
East Indian.”

“Fou thinking there’s an ethnic angle? Why rape her at all
then? Why not just pick another white vietim:"

Craig shook his head. “A lot of the Chinese and East In-
dian families have mulriple generarions living together. This
couple lived on their own ina good neighborhood, much the
same as all our other vicdms.”

“What are you thinking? That it was a statement that they
didn't belong?™

“Not really. T''n not sure ethnicity had anything to do
with it. This guy, he’s got no type. Not blondes, brunettes or
redheads. Some of these women have been short, some wmil.
The only thing that they all had in commaon was that they
were home alone, with the exception of the baby, when they
were raped.”

“You still have to consider the ethnic angle as a possibil-
ity,” Daly said.

Craig nghfd “I knowe. I'm not going to dismiss it auto-
matically,”

“But your gur tells you this is an escaladon.”

*Yes, but something stll seems odd. He'’s been very deliber-
ate, very controlled hefore. This time, he left things behind.
It doesn't seem likely that they'll help us connect to him righe
now, bur this is the beginning of an evidence trail that mighe
help us convict him.”

*I could see something being left behind if you've been
interrupeed, if you panicked.”

“Bur he killed her. Not one of the other victims mentioned
him choking them during the rape, so she was likely stran-
gled afterward. You take time to kill someone because you've
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been interrupred but leave evidence at the scene? That doesn't
make any sense.”

The choking sobs from across the room had finally stopped
sometime during the passing hours of darkness. Taylor
thought they were well past sunnse now, but she was losing
the certainty of conviction she'd had even a day before.

It had startled her when he’d broughr in the other girl.
She knew better than w try anything again, so she'd sat
pressed up against the wall on the far side of the bed, listen-
ing to the scraping metal as another cot was added and the
ihufﬂmg feer were matched by a long, steady shbbbbb, as
though a heavy-bristled broom was being drageed across the
floor.

The stream of light had shone on her for @ moment when
he'd moved aside, and she'd seen the pale face, the wide
eyes, the hard rope gagging the girl's mouth.

Bedsprings creaked as the girl was pushed down on the
mattress. Taylor saw the gag removed, and then the shuffling
feet retreated, taking the light with them as the door clanked
shut.

Then the girl had started to cry.

And the erying had escalared into sereams, unril ar last the
door had opened again, not with # plate of bread and a
chalice—he'd taught Taylor chat word earlier—of water in
hand, but a rod and a rope of some kind, Tavlor couldn't be
sure hecause she could only see the outline in the dark, until
she heard the crack of the whip and the responding oy of
the figure on the other bed.

The girl had learned. When the shuffling feet retreated
again, she must have pressed herself hard against the bed the
way Taylor did whenever her mom gave her a licking and
told her to shur her mouth but good or she'd tan her hide
again.

“How much of a window do we need:"
“At least an hour, maybe more.”
Ashlyn read the label on the video. “This one was acti-
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vated at five py. May as well sit back and scan the whole
thing.”

They warched the images blur by on the screen untl the
time stamp put the rape at about ten minutes before the
church group was due to armve,

“Ten to six. If our guy was waiting for them, he should be
coming down the hall anytime.”

They viewed the tape ar regular speed. At six past six they
could see Luke Driscoll entering the lower right corner of
the screen. Within seconds, the rest of the church group was
moving into view.

Ashlvn glanced at Tain. “Should we rewind it and watch it
againr”

Tain grabbed the remote and rewound the mpe withour
comment. Again, they watched as absolutely nobody went
down the hall,

“Not one customer, not a staft person. Nobody.”

“We may as well watch what happens now. If our theory is
wrong, this is as good a time as any to find out.” Ashlyn
frowned.

Tain had a pretty good idea how she felt. Four girls, two
dead, and here they were, grasping at straws. . . . “I'm just
hoping there’s s::nmerhm;__ on here that’s useful, '\shli.m Orh-
erwise we won't have a working theory or a lead.”

They warched the group of heads moving up the screen,
toward the change rooms.

“This angle is good for identifving them coming in, but
its hard to see the kids in the back.”

“There she is.”

“Where:”

*“The one our friend Marvin seems so interested in,”

“Looks like Luke is coaxing Marvin to get a move on,”
Tain said.

“Hello. What was thatz”

Tain rewound the rape back thirty seconds, and they
watched again,

“Is that a uniform of some kind?" Ashlyn asked.

“Hard to tell. Thats the thing with this angle. It's great
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for gerting the faces of those coming down to the change
rooms. But this guy is moving across the hall, keeping his
head down, and Marvin’ a precty tall kid.”

“Can you rewind it again?”

He did, and they watched it again.

“There, pause it," Ashlyn said.

"Tain pressed pause and the image froze on the screen.

*Look at how Lindsay leans forward,” Ashlyn said. “Like
he bumped her.”

“I can’t see where this guy goes.”

“He looks like he's moving right into the wall on the op-
posite side of the hall from the change rooms. Whar was
there:”

“Nothing. It looks like it might be a dead space for the
tape.”

“Not important to monitor because vou don't expect peo-
ple to be creeping up and down the hallway against the far
wall.”

Tain pressed play, and they warched. “Look. Luke just
took a slight step forward and glanced over his shoulder, like
somebody moved behind him,™

They continued watching untl the hall was empty. Ashlyn
leaned forward and rapped the screen.

“Look at that Something shiny on the floor. Tr wasn't
there before.”

The tape played for another five minutes or so, and then the
women’s change room door opened. Lindsavs head emerged,
and she glanced over at the door to the men’s change room,
Then she moved farther into the hallvway.

Her eyes were glued to the floor as she let the door fall shur
behind her and started walking slowly back toward the en-
trance.

“Look. Shes picking it up.”

Tain rewound the tape a few seconds. “Hell. Look at that,
when her ponyrail falls over her shoulder.”

“What am [ missingz™

“She’s not wearing her necklace, the one her parents iden-
tfied.”
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“The one that was found outside.” Ashlyn swallowed.
*That must be the chain there, what she’s picking up.”

“He’s gor the back of his head 1o the camera now, so we
can’t identify him.”

“So she kneels down to pick up her necklace, and as she
stands he grabs her and moves back toward the blind spot
along the far wall. God, look how quick thar was.” Ashlyn
shook her head. *This guy was ready. He knew she was com-
ing it that hall.”

“Tain off shut the tape. “The good news is the theory fits.”

“He was definitely waiting for her.”

“Bur how did he know she was coming back into the hall?”

Ashlyn reached for her botded water. “He bumped her,
Remember how she leaned forward? Mavhe it was deliber-
ate, Maybe he undid the clasp on her chain.”

“T don't know, Ashlyn. Not an easy thing to do withour
someone noticing. And what would make him so certain that
she would go looking for it?”

“He'd be sure if he knew her. Tt was something important
to her.”

They sat in silence for a moment, Ashlyn drinking her wa-
ter, Tain rubbing his eyes.

“We still have o warch the rest of the security foorage.”

“We will, but right now ic's dime for us t go to church.”
Tain stood up and popped the rape our of the machine.

“This guy didn't just bump Lindsay. He bumped into Luke
[Dwiscoll. \-'I?], 'he the devored yourth leader can give us a de-
seription.

Ashlyn langhed. *You're such a eynic.”

“Me, Ashlyn® You're the self-proclaimed atheist.”

“Agnostic, Tain. And I'm not talking about faith in higher
powers. I'm talking about faith in people.”

“In our line of work? Why the hell should T have faith in
anyhody:"

“You just shouldn be so quick to suspect the worst in
everyone.”

“T don’. T happen to think i’s highly unlikely vou'd go on
a killing spree.”
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She gave him a wry smile. *Gee, thanks for the vore of
confidence.”

“Of course, it could happen by accident if T let vou drive,”
he said as he snatched the car keys off her desk.

“It could happen on purpose if vou keep talking,” she
muttered, following him out the door.

“Preliminary indications are that she died around midnight,
one am, Ligarure marks are obvious, and there’s petechial
hemorrhaging to support strangulation as the cause of death.
Onee she'’s on the table vou'll know more. Thars all T've gor-
ten from Burke so far”

“Any idea what he used?” Craig asked.

The FIS officer held up an evidence bag with a few neck-
ties in it. “Looks like he double wrapped them together,
twisted themn a bit to make it like one thick cord and pulled
for all he was worth.”

“Mot that she stood much of g chance. She looks like she
was barely five feet rll, and her hands were bound. Any idea
if he brought this with him?”

“No such luck. They belonged to the husband.”

Craig planced at Daly as the FIS officer walked away

“50 it was an impulse, not planned,” Daly said. “‘“\nt like
the blindfold and gag and rope that he brings with him.”

“And if he’d planned to kill her from the beginning, why
not just use the ropef He didn’t need to wrap it around her
hands half a dozen times.”

“Something happened. Semething set this guy off.”

They watched as the body of Nitara Sandhu was carried
past them. A sudden cry came from the room across the hall,
and a man lunged forward, falling to the floor as officers
tried to hold him back from i intercepting the body.

Raw grief. Craig swallowed. Every time he looked into
the eyes of one of the living victims it felt like he'd been
stabbed in the heart. Now, seeing this man collapse in a
heap, crying . . .

“T've got to talk to Inspector Hawkins. We're going to
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have the press all over us now.™ Daly put a hand on Craig's
shoulder. “You call me if vou need anything.”

Craig swallowed and nodded. They could stll hear Mr.
Sandhu crying as of ficers moved him back into the other room.
“T think we might need victim’s services down here.”

Daly glanced at the other doorway, his shoulders droop-
ing slightly as he sighed. He nodded at Craig. “T'll call them
for you.”

Comie on. Senebody baving an affain, sneaking out on theiv folks,
attything. No weighborbood ic ths dearn.

Craig rubbed his forehead. It would be nice if there were
places filled with people who were inherentdy good. Some
Leave It to Beaver land where the residents did all the normal
family things and nobody ever got in serious trouble,

He double checked his notes. There wasnt one house on
this street he hadn't been to, and he didn't have a single clue
or lead. No, nobody had heard anything. Around midnight?
You must be joking. Everyone was asleep,

Craig walked down the road that intersected with the
Sandhus® street. At the next intersection, he mamed lefe and
began working his way along the homes that shared a lane
with the road the Sandhu house was on.

Naothing, nothing, nothing. He knocked on the door
the fourth house.

The woman who answered seemed to be descending back
into the earth ar a measurable rate per hour, the door handle
just barely within her reach. She offered an automatic smile
as she blinked up ar him and reached for the glasses dangling
from the chain around her neck.

Craig smiled back and sighed. The lenses on her frames
were almost as thick as the panes of glass in the door,

“I'm sorry to disturb you. My name is Constable Nolan,”
he said, holding his IT) about three inches from her wizened
tace. “1 was wondering if 1 could ask you some questions.”

“¥ou lnow, don't you?" she said, peering up at him wich

wide eves,
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*1 know?"

“T'm pregnant. We should run away.”

“Crran. Alec, geez. Whart the hell are you doing, lerting
Gran answer the door to strangers:?™

A lanky teenager rushed down the narrow hall, ducking a
the last second to avoid a head-on collision with the chande-
lier.

*Don't ler him rake me,” the woman cried, grasping Craighs
arns with her clawlike fingers. “He wants me to himself.”

Craig opened his mouth to speak burt realized he didn'
know what to say. The boy lunged forward, pried Craig
loose from her grip and led her away.

*“Come on, Gran. Alec,” he called.

Another boy, half a head shovter, stepped inco the hall and
took the woman hand, “Lets get a snack,” he said, disap-
pearing with the woman, who was now pratding on abour
whether or not they should take the kids and leave the farm,

“Sorry.” The elder teen shrugged. “Alzheimers.”

Craig nodded and held up his 11, The boys eves nar-
rowed as he smdied it, and then his lopsided grin rerurned.
“I'm planning to go o the Depot. Right after graduation.”
The smnile faltered for a splic second. “My dad savs T have to
have a degree hefore | chase afrer some thankless job that’ll
suck the life out of me.”

“It’s nor a bad idea to have a degree anyway. Most of us do
now.”

“So what’s this about® You're plainclothes, so you can r be
I'u:re about the backyard parties at the end of the street.”

Craig felr his eyebrows pinch together. *Well, I'm not,
but tell me abowr them anyway.

The teen shrugged and moved onto the step, pointing
down to the end of the block, the end of the street Craig
hadn’t been to yet.

“See that house there? The one with the satellite dishes
on the edge of the roof, right on the corner? Well, they're
always gerang complaines, making the cops come by late at
night to make them shut the music off because they have
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these parties in their yard that get pretoy lond, My dad rold
us to stay away from them because they got busted for deal-
ing por.”

Craig made a note. “Ihd they have a party last night?”

The teen nodded. “Yeah.”

“Any idea what time they were in the yard?"

“Midnight, T guess. My mom works the three o eleven
shift ar the hospital, and she usually gets home around eleven
thirty. She'd been here long enough to make herself a snack
and go vell ar Alec for not cleaning his room. I was on my
wiy to bed, and the music came on. Always the same fomn-
{raoam-hooanr, making the dogs bark and the windows rarrle.”

*So they had it on for a while?”

He qh]'u:fbed “I put my h-uarlphnnee on.”

“T didn'e get your nane,”

“Ryan Lewis.

“Did you see or hear anything else last night?”

Ryan’s mouth twisted as he shook his head. “Why? What
happened:”

*A woman on the next street was murdered.”

His ruddy cheeks blanched. Then the boy seemed to get
even taller. “T wish I could help.”

“Maybe you can. Here's my card. If you hear 3mrthmr_§ ler
me know, T don’t wane yiou o go around snooping,” Craig
said, trying to mimic the stern tone Daly always used on him
for lectures, “But mavbe you could ask your mom if she saw
or heard anything last night when she came home from
work, Even the tiniest thing that doesn't seem important to
her could give us a lead.”

Ryan nodded, his mouth set in a firm line. “T won't over-
step. But T will ask my mom.”

“Thanks,” Craig said, starting down the steps. He was
halfway down the front walk before he murned around. “And
ask if she saw anyone unusual around in the past week or so.
You never know.”

The teen nodded, his curly brown hair Aopping wich the
motion, making Craig smile as he walked away. He pictured
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a slightly older Ryan Lewis in the red serge with his long
hair getting measured by a frommning Steve Daly before Daly
launched into a lecrare abour regulated appearance code.

“What the hell is going on out there, Daly? We've got some
sadistic rapist terronizing the women of this city, and now he’
graduated to murder. What's being done to put a stop to this?”

Daly looked up from his desk. He was beginning to feel
like all he did was sit at work, offering hollow answers about
cases they couldn't make headway on. “Open cases nationwide
are being reviewed, and we're looking at local known of-
tenders who mighe fir the particulars.”

“That’s management speak bullshit and you know i, Whar’s
heing done right now?” Inspector Hawkins slammed his hand
down on Dhaly'’s desk for effect.

As though he needed to drive the point in. Daly waited
until Hawlans’ red cheels deflated a bit and he sank into a
chair. Then Daly answered.

“Craig is out canvassing the area, trying to find wimesses.
He's been through the crime scene and will review all the ev-
idence, Hes on top of this.”

Hawlkins stopped rubbing his chin and stared at Daly as
his cheeks went white and then flushed.

“Four litde prodigal is working his ass off, is that it
Whats Lori doing, making coffee?”

Daaly felt his neck burn, “T haven't got a clue what she’s
doing—"

“Don't vou think it's your responsibility to supervise her
too? You have to stop pandering to thar kid of yours and be
a real eam leader, Draly.”

“You have a son who's an RCMP officer in this district
too, Dennis,”

*This isn't about me, is it?"

Daly clenched his hands into fists and leaned forward. “1
don’t know what Lori is doing because she never bothered to
show up for work this morning. And she didn’t think it
might be important to phone in sick or make up some ex-
cuse and ler us know what the hell is going on.”
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The color drained from Hawkins's face a second time. Fi-
nally, he sprang up from the chair and mumed on his heel.

“I'm sorry,” he said as he paced the room, arms folded
acraoss his chest, with his head down. “T'm pust wormed. We're
going to take a beating over this.”

“Look, T know we are. [ don'’t know what more T can do.
These rapes are right across the Tri-Ciries. We've increased
the overtime and circulated every bit of information possi-
ble to all officers, At this point, with no profile, with no ge-
ographic area to concentrate on . . .7 Daly shrugged. “We're
up shit creek.”

Hawkins stopped pacing. *And whar are you going to do
about Loriz"

A sharp knock at the door prevented Daly from answer-
ing, The door sprang open, and Daly’s assistant stuck her
head in, glanced at Hawkins but didn’t rerrear. She extended
her hand to pass him a note.

“There’s been another rape,” she said. “And T think you
might want o handle this personally, sir”

Daly felt his heart flailing against his chest as he stood up
to take the messape. He glanced at the address. “Alderside
Road in Port Moody. Doesn't mean anything to me,” Daly
said as Hawkins snatched the paper from his hand.

He looked up at Daly, his mouth hanging open,

“Crer your coat. And call Craig. Hey!™ He rushed into the
hallsway, Dhaly able to hear him yelling instructions at his assis-
tant. “And tell them to make sure nor a damn, bloody person
sets foot in this house before we say its okay” Hawkins
barged back into the office, Daly sill frozen ar his desk, his
phone in hand but the number not vet dialed. “What are vou
waiting for?” Hawkins demanded.

“I..." Daly thought better of what he wanted w say,
mindful that Hawkins would only tolerate so much candor,
even at the best of times, which this clearly wasn't.

He dialed Craigs number and watched Hawkins murn
abruptly, rubbing his eyes, his lips moving silently.

Daly felt as though the floor had come out from under-
neath him. Hawkins looked like he was resorting o praver.
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He swallowed. Here he'd been thinking things couldn’t ger
much worse.
Tt looked like he was wrong.

Tain mgged on the door. “Churches keeping their doors
locked during the afternoon.”

“Late afternoon,” Ashlyn corrected. “When all those rot-
ren kids are our of school and on the loose. This is the time
of day I'd lock up if T lived in this neighborhood. Let’s try
for a side door.”

They followed a narrow walkway around the building.

“This looks promising.” Tain nodded ar a side entrance
with double glass doors, He walked up the steps and pulled
on the door on the right, which didn’t budge. Then he mied
the door on the left,

“Seek and ye shall find,” he said, walking inside.

“Maybe next timt you'll think of ‘knock and the door shall
be opened to you,”” an older man said as he stepped into the
toyer. He was dressed in black, with the only relief being his
clerical collar. “I'm Father Benjamin.”

“Tam,” he said, holding up his ID). “My partner, Ashlyn
Hart.”

Only the faintest shadow flickered across his face. *You're
here abour Lindsay.”

“We were hoping ro ask Luke Drriscoll some questions,”
Ashlyn said,

The priest’s overgrown eyebrows merged into one thick
line. “Like is a respected member of this church, well-liked
by all the families. He is very devored to the youth program,
and we're lucky to have him.”

Ashlyn and Tain glanced at each other. Unsolicited de-
fense? Tain noticed Ashlyn’s eyebrow arch pust a touch,
and he coughed to conceal the smirk he felt tugging at his
mouth.

“Tt must be reassuring to have such good people helping
with the youth in vour church. We just need to ask him about
someonne he may have seen at the rec center last night,” Ashlyn
said.




WHAT BURNS WITHIN 119

The eyebrows disconnected and after a slight pause, Fa-
ther Benjamin nodded. “You're fortunate. Nomnally, Lulke's
at work, but he took a personal day today. He's quite upset
about the incident.”

The incident? Tain ler Ashlyn rake the lead, following Fa-
ther Benjamin along a comidor, up a few steps, through an
unmarked door, past a baptismal tank and into the sanctuary.
He could see past Ashlyn to the bent head resting against a
pew in the second row,

Father Benjamin cleared his throat and stepped aside.
Tain nodded his thanks and followed Ashlyn to the first pew,
where they sar down, rwisting around to wair for Luke to
look up.

“There’s no news, then?” The voice came, loud and clear
despite the fact that the blond head was stll lowered against
the pew.

“We're following some leads,” Ashlyn said, her voice a bit
qun:[n:r more hushed than Tain was used to. “Thars why
we're here.”

Luke lifted his head, the tousled hair giving way to the
wrinkled brow, the red-rimimed eyes and the tear-streaked
cheeks showing a bit of stubble. He stared unblinking at
them bur said nothing.

“WWe've been reviewing the security tape from the rec cen-
ter,” Tain told him. “Can you think back to when yon wel'e
leading the group down the hall, toward the change room:™

“Its, uh, ahem, precry nach all T can think abour,” Luke
choked o, his eyes welling up at first and then his cheeks -
ing red as he cleared his throat. He'd regained enough com-
posure to speak, bur his fingers were digging into the wooden
bench in front of him.

Tain wondered what had happened o the quick smile and
calm composure from the night before. *There was some-
one who walked around from behind the group and came
along the far side of the hallway. Someone you needed o
move for, to let them pass.”™

Luke mrned to stare at Ashlyn for a moment and then
blinked. “I, uh, I just remember counting the kids, waiting
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for the dawdlers ro catch up. T was only worried about keep-
ing all the kids together.”

*So vou don't remember anyone moving behind vou?” she
asked.

“I, uh, I don't know. Why? What does it matter?” Luke’s
gaze drifted down to his hands and then below, to the badk
of the pew he was gripping, as though maintaining eye con-
tact was requiring an enormous amount of energy and he
didn’t have the strength for the task,

Tain saw "'lu.thyn‘ﬁ quk glance, and he felt the corners of
his mouth twisting a bit. “We have reason to think the per-
son who ook ‘Lmdq.;}r was in the hallway when your group
came in."”

Luke’ head jerked up, and the remaining tinge of color dis-
sipated from his face. “So this guy was right there, right there,
and T didn't even notice? Whar the hell is wrong with me?”

He slamped forward, and his shoulders started to shake.

After a moment, Ashlyn glanced ar Tain and then slid off
the pew, drifting away down the aisle, studying the archi-
fecoare,

Tain finally put a hand on Luke’s arm. “This isn't your
fault.”

“Iell thar to the parents. They want me replaced as the
primary vouth worker,”

The unsolicited defense and the desperation on Luke’
face were starting to make sense,

“We higure this guy, he planned this.” Tain pulled our a
card and tucked it under the few exposed fingers. “If vou do
think of anything else, call us.”

He stood up and walked toward Ashlyn, who had craned
her neck to study one of the stained-glass panels.

“Noah's ark and the expulsion from Eden [ get, but what
is that?”

“You're asking me?" He shrugged.

“The sacrifice of Tsaac,” the scratchy voice said from be-
hind them.

They glanced back and moved apart to give Father Ben-
jamin some room between them. He nodded ar the repre-
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sentation above the doors to the foyer, “*Abraham is com-
manded by God o sacrifice his only son. Just before Abra-
ham killed the boy with the knife, he heard God tell him his
son was spared. He found a ram in the bushes and sacrificed
it instead.”

*“What’s the boy, Isaac, lving on?” Ashlyn asked.

“Wood. Abraham was commanded to give his son as a
burne offering to (zod.”

Tain saw Ashlyn glance at him as Father Benjamin led
them out into the entry area and opened the main doors for
them to leave,

A burne offering ro God. He could picrure Isabella in her
purple shirt and green pants, placed upon a bed of sticks and
straw and some shadowed figure offering a praver, lighting a
miatch and dropping it into the kindling, setting her funeral
pyre ablaze,

Craig felt his stomach twist when he saw the sea of police-
related vehicles. He double checked the address. It was the
right house. Once he'd parked he got out of the vehicle and
reached for his 1.

He flashed his badge and ducked under the crime-scene
tape. As he moved toward the front of the group he noticed
a few sympathedic glances being sent his way, bur most of
the people waiting averted their eyes as soon as he was in
their line of sight. A gap opened, and he could see his bosses,

Hawkins was treading a foorpath to China, and Daly was
as white as a placier. He glanced up, and his eyes met
Craigh. Craig swallowed. Whatever was going on here, it
was bad. Then Hawking spun on his heel, saw Craig and al-
most ran down the front walk to him.

“This needs to be handled by the book. T don't want any
shoddy work on this one. T expect vou to supervise every
minute of the evidence recovery™ Hawlkins grabbed his
shoulder and almost pushed him op the walloway.

“Absolutely,” Craig said, orying mo keep the confusion he
felt from showing on his face. He fought the urge to free
himself from Hawkins’s grasp. “We'll do everything—"
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“Wour'll do more,” Hawkins snapped. “You havent been
able to catch this guy, and he’s started killing people. I'm per-
sonally supervising this case now; and I expect results.”

Craig glanced up and saw the pinch in Daly% cheeks.

“So we have another murder here?”™ Craig asked.

Hawkins let go of him. “No, we don't. We have a police
officer, your parmer, who's been raped.”

He strode up the remaining part of the walk, unaware or
indifferent to Craig and Daly remaining like statues where
he’d left them.

Shit, Craig moved forward automatically as Hawlins
rurned his glare back in their direction, a sudden image of
Ashlyn’s face flashing through his nund, making his throar
constrict and his breath carch.

He knew how he'd feel if it had been Ashlyn. He could
only guess that was something like how Hawkins felt abour
having one of his officers raped.

Hawkins opened the door. Craig glanced at Daly, took a
deep breath and followed him inside.

The traffic situation Tain and Ashlyn found themselves in was
more comparable to tying to navigate an oversized yacht
through a crowded marina than driving on a read. Ir defi-
nitely was not a flowing swream of vehicles, Nobody seemed
particularly motivated o get anywhere fast; big paps were left
unfilled, tempting drivers from other lanes to pull in, One
person had pulled halfway off the road and put his hazards
o, his hand gestures emphasizing the importance of the con-
versation he'd stopped and blocked wraffic for.

Ashlyn heard Tain swear under his breath when they passed
that particular motorist and turned toward the window so he
wouldn't see her smile.

A vear earlier, she hadn’t even known his name, When she
had met him, she'd developed an instant dislike for him. It
was anusing to think back to their early working relarion-
ship, him keeping evervone, especially her and Craig, at
arm’s length.

It had been her first real experience in plainclothes work,
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her first opportunity to prove herself capable of handling
the challenges of multiple investigations.

Her first chance to test her gut and follow her instinets.

Tt had been a hell of a case. At the ome, she’d fele like she'd
gone through it keeping her head clear, remaining somewhar
objective. It was only after they wrapped things up that the
enormity of it all hit her, and it had almost been a knockour
blow. Solving the case had only been the beginning. An inter-
nal investiganon of their RCMP detachment had followed,
along with disciplinary action for some, like "Tain, and others
had been fired.

The consequences Tain faced had been the toughest thing
for her to take. She knew she deserved the same treatment,
but he'd shielded her.

He'd even protected Craig,

And without either of them ever saying a word, the one
thing she was sure of was that every single one of them had
wanted to pull the rigger. .

For a while she hadn't been sure whether she could cut
this job. The guys, normally stwic, had reeled from the fall-
out of that case.

Ashlvn squeezed her eves shut. Even now, after all this
tme, she didnt want to think abour it. Couldn®. She hadn’t
realized how plad she'd been that she wasn't dealing with the
child abductions until she was looking ar Isabella Bertinis
body. Working with Tain was a blessing and a curse, He was
a reminder, but she could joke with him in a way thar al-
lowed her to suppress her feelings. No need to worry that he
was always second guessing her competency, thar she'd be
able mw keep her emotions in check and do the work.

Even when she doubted herself.

She'd walked away counting the chance to work with Tain
as one of the good things abour that case. There had been
other good things too.

Something she’d thought about the other day, when she’d
seen the card in Carl Parls’s house, feeling like her heart had
just bounced up to the top of her throat. A lot of memaries
had come flooding back in that moment. Possibilities thar
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had never been explored. But she'd bortled it up and refused
to stagger under the foree of the recall.

“Are vou going to get that?” Tain’ voice cut through her
thoughts.

“Whar:"

*“Your cell phone. Are vou going to answer ie2”

Ashlyn blinked, then grabbed her phone, not taking time
o look at the caller 1.

“Constable Hart.”

“Ashlyn, this is Alison. Alison Daly.”

Ashlyn’s brow had barely begun to wrinkle when she
recognized the caller. Even the split-second hesiration didn'
oo unnoticed,

“Did I call at a bad time:™

“WNo, no. T was just .. . T just wasn't expecting it to be you,
What can T do for you?”

*T was wondering 1f you might be free tomorrow night.”

“Um,” Ashlyn tried to scan her memory for reminders of
any pressing engagements and glanced at Tain, who gave her
a quizzical glance. “I think I'm free. Providing something
doesn't come up at work, T'm working on this case right
now. ..."

The laugh from rhe other end of the line interrupred her
explanation. “Ashlyn, after all these vears, vou think T don't
kmow a cop’ life is never really their own?”

Ashlyns cheeks burned, despite the fact that Alison
couldn’t see her. “Sorry. [ guess I'm just used to explaining
miyself.”

“That’s okay. 1 understand. I'm planning a lirctle dinner,
nothing fancy, for six thirty. Do you have a pen and paper
handy? I'll give you the address.”

“Is this at a restaurant?™ Ashlyn asked, retmeving her note-
book as she balanced the phone berween her cheek and her
shoulder.

The cell cur car, and when the line cleared Ashlyn re-
peated her question.

“ND.“

“Oh.” Ashlyn swallowed. She hoped this wasn'c a setup.




WHAT BURNS WITHIN 125

“It’s nothing formal. We're having a lirtle house-warming
party for. . ."

Ashlyn frowned as the phone crackled in her ear. “Ali-
son?” she asked into the statc, Damn pockets, She'd had
enough of dead zones when she lived in the mountains.

That thought brought back memories too, but she didn't
have time to indulge. The phone cleared, and Alison’s vaice
came hack through.

Ashlyn confirmed the address and cur the call,

“Dinner plans, huh#”

“Shit, The cell cut out right when she was telling me who
this lirtle ger-together’s for.”

“Dioes it matter?”

Ashlyn glared ar him. “What would you think if vou were
the single person invited by a marred friend to some
stranger’s house for a dinner party?”

“That I don't have to cook.”

She wrinkled her nose at him. “Very funny.”

*Why do women obsess about stff like that? So you got
invited to dinner. So some single guy is probably going to be
following you around pantng all night. It not like vou said
vou'd marry him.”

“Following me around panting:”

“(Oh, you know how it is. Single guy meets a cute g and
mutual friends have chrost chem together . . 7 Tain shrugged.

*“Cute?”

He glanced at her. “Whar’s wrong with that?”

“Beautiful, stunning, vivacious, pretty. All the words in
the dictionary and you come out with cure.” She shook her
head as she looked out the window:. “Males me feel like I'm
rwelve.”

“Hey, it could have been worse, These days, you have to be
careful what you say to anyone if you're a single man. Heck,
torget single. Guys are berter off keeping their mouths shur,
their eyes averted and not even referring to women cops as,
well, women.”

She groaned. “You know I'm not geing to get bent out of
shape over being called—"
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“‘kshlvn srmiled and shmg;.,rud “Yeah, not even that will get
Vol into any real trouble.”

“At least, not a formal complaint that will go in my file.”

*“Twon't hold it against you.”

Tain’s face sobered. “So what’s next™

“l'd like to talk to FIS and to Daly.”

*Any thoughts vou'd like to share?™

“Well, T want to know if we ot any prints from the recre-
ation center. After all, that could be a big lead if we geta hic.”

*You think that's likely?"

She shrugged. *1 don't know. I mean, 1 think this guy had
plann::d this. He was ur:_r,um.u:d He came prepared.”

“You think he wore gloves.”

Ashlyn nodded. “Lilﬂ:lg.f. But if he didn't, then T bet money
he’s in the system somewhere, or should be.”

“Thats something thats been bothering me. He’s so
efficient. No evidence trail, no tip-offs to the media to taunt
us in our investigation, no witnesses.”

“It makes me think we should be looking at every open
child abduction, see if there is anything that might connect
to this case and give us a cue”

“Tain shook his head. *God, you know whar happens when
vou start looking at past cases.”

The face of Michael Dunahee plastered on bulletin
boards and milk cartons from one coast of Canada to the
other flashed across her mind. The image souck her as being
a close likeness to a much vou nger Craig,

She’d always wondered why Craig didn't chanyﬂ his name.

“Timagine all those years, never knowing,” Ashlyn mur-
mured.

“Sometimes | wonder if the parents, the ones we dealt
with last year, would have preferred to not know the truth.”

A sea of faces flashed through Ashlyns mind, mothers
crying, their hushands’ reactions ranging from anguish o
rage. “They might say that now, but untl they knew, they
wanted answers,”
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*Then they still had hope.”

Ashlyn swallowed. Ir always gor to her when Tain spoke
softly. She was used 1o an assertive tough-guy front, the hard-
ass reputation he'd earned for himself. Although he was far
more relaxed and open with her than anyone else when he
showed weakness, it cut deep. “There’s sull hope for Taylor
Brennen and Lindsay Eckert. The one thing we know is thar
he doesn kill them right away. Bur this guy, he% either really
good or really lucky.”

“And you're hr.‘tl'll'I.E on good.” Tain parked the car and
switched off the ignition. “Me too. T wish we could find
some way to tie these girls togerher so we could figure our
his pattern.”

“Burnaby’s looking into that, right? For now, we can fol-
low up with FI5,"

“What does that have to do with Daly:”

“Maybe nothing,” Ashlyn said evasively. “Let’s see what
FIS says first.”

Tt was a scene that had become familiar to Craig in the past
few months, Too familiar, A grief-stricken cuupélf.., the woman
huddled on the couch, usually, like she was orying w keep
people ar a distance, like she had some kind of flo virus thar
a warm blanket, a cop of hot wea, a bit of dme and lethargy
could mend.

He just wasn't used o knowing the person masking the
pain. (;f!llb swallowed, thinking for a moment abour Ashlyn,
how she'd seetned to know exactly how he felt when t]"lv::'l.-'
worked together, how everything in him had screamed to
run away from that understanding, that feeling of having
vour soul ripped open and exposed. Every time he'd wanted
to reach out to her he'd been held back by the realization that
she could see into him, the feeling that there was nowhere in-
side himself that he could hide, and that honesty and open-
ness had scared him. Ar times he'd felt as though his chest
was constricting with such force that he couldn’t breathe.

He glanced ar Lori's wooden form on the couch, her eyes
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vacuously aimed at some arbitrary point on the wall, nor
meeting the gaze of anvone who'd walked into the room.

Vishal Dhaval was a different story altogether. He'd
jumped to his feet, his body bristling with energy, and then
stopped cold as he ser eves on Inspector Hawkins, Hawkins
stared back at him, and for a moment the whole room
seemed to be holding its breath. Then Hawkins moved to the
tar wall, and Craig stepped into the center of the room, Daly
beside ham.

“Craig Nolan,” he said.

Vishal blinked at him for a second and then shook his
hand, murttering a quick introduction. *Call me Vish.”

“And this 15 Sergeant Steve Daly” Craig paused as they
nodded at each other. “Every member of our evidence re-
covery teamn is outside vour door, waiting for the word, and
I will personally ensure that they don’t miss anything.”

Craig crouched down, watching Lori as she stared just to
the right of him, still not making eye contact, her head rest-
ing against her hand, her elbow on the arm of the couch, her
whole body wrapped in a wool blanker with her long legs
tucked underneath her.

The ng of tea in her other hand apparenty had been
forgorren.

The cup started to shake, and Craig reached out tenta-
tively. gently taking the porcelain into his hands and steady-
ing it. Her fingers slipped away,

“We're going to get him.”

Lori turned to face Craig then, the despondent look giv-
ing way to a sullen stare. Her gaze jumped up to a spor be-
hind Craig and slightly above him, and her eves widened
hefore she mrned away.

He stood and shifted his body at an angle as he reached to
set the nug down on the small table beside the couch so he
could see what Lori had looked ar,

Hawkins's cheeks turned a shade darker, and he cleared
his throat, looking down at his toes,

Anvone who couldnt handle this shouldn’t be in the
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house, They'd only make things worse. Craig wished he
could say it, but Hawkins outranked everyone present.

“Perhaps yvou could rake Mr. Dhaval to another room and
take his statement, and Inspector Hawlans can instroce the
FIS people waiting ourside,” Craig said to Daly.

“I'll take Lon’s statement,” Hawlkins said.

Craig felt his neck tense. “Respectfully, sir, I've taken all
the statements on the previous cases, and 1 know what we're
looking for, Trankly, so does Lorl. Tt would be best if we can
go over this and 1:»:&1‘.: this as uncomplicared as possible.”

“Nes, T agree,” Vish said, gesturing for the other men to
leave. C raig noticed Loris hoyfriend’s face pinched when
he looked at Hawkins, who paused for a second before
complying.

“Hes just being protective,” Lori muttered once the room
Was Cinpry.

“How long have you and Vish been togethert™ Craig
asked as he pulled up a small chair, sitting across from her.

“Oh, not Vish. I meant, vou know.” She waved her hand.
“Hawkins.”

She was still staring off, at some spot on the floor now,

“Tf something happened to me, Daly would be a mess,” he
told her.

Lori looked him straight in the eves then. “You're shit to
work with as a parmer, Craig. You've gor Dalys stamp of ap-
proval on everything, and you're so fucking competent you
make it hard for anyone else o look like they're pulling their
welght.”

She leaned forward, still staring right ar him. “But now,
now that its me, you know...” She glanced away and
blinked, lip quivering. She took a breath and looked him in
the eves again. “I'm glad vou're on this.”

Craig wasn't. He hoped the truth didn’t show on his face,
though he felr pretoy certain that Lol knew he couldn't
stand her. She leaned back against the couch and gave him a
wry smile.

“I guess I'm in charge of this interview, aren't I3”
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The hand thar had been supporting her head earlier
rubbed her forehead. Craig first noticed the shaking of her
shoulders, and then the hand fell down over her eves, her
other hand clamped across her mouth as she started to cry.

When Tain and Ashlyn arrived at the lab, Greg Galloway
was leaning back in his chair, strerching and making no ar-
tempt to stifle a yawn.

“Between this case and the rape cases, you guys are secing
me into a new apartment, " Greg said. ¢ 1 he overtme has al-
most doubled my salary.”

“(so0d to see someone’s happy abour all the crime,” Tain
muttered,

“Dioing vour best to spread happiness across the earth, eh,
Tainz"

“T reserve one week of the vear for pmmorinq joy.
December eighteenth to the twenty-fifth, annually.”

Gireg grlnned “I'mn surprised vou d:}nr have a standing
rental for a Grinch costume. Don't let his dour demeanor
waint you, Ashlyn.” He winked at her.

“Hes not that bad,” Ashlyn said, ﬂ:x.lmg her back straigh-
tent and her shoulders stiffen. “Where is everybody?”

“Another rape case. Second one today.”

“Jesus.” Ashlyn glanced at Tain, then Greg, “Any leads on
that?”

“Tf there aren’t, there'd better be soon, This rapist gradu-
ated to murder, and you know whar that means.”

“S5BB," Tain said.

“Big time.”

Ashlyns brow wrinkled as she looked at Greg, who didn't
offer an explanation. She glared at Tain.

“Shit stornm bevond belief.” Tain turned o Greg, “What
have you got from the recreation center:”™

Lireg leaned forward so his chair was level and pulled our
a file. “Prints galore. You'd think half the people in Coquit-
lamn had cozied up to that pop machine at one time or an-
other. T had the prints run, and you got no hits. Your guy
could be there—" he shrugged—"or not.
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“We didn’t ger any tire reads from the back parking lot.
s you already know, there was no security foorage back
there. T know that Daly had the officers ask everyone de-
tained in the recreation center, and nobody remembered
seeing a vehicle parked around back either.

“However, there are two red-light cameras within close
proximity to the Southside Recreation and Fimess Center. |
have already made a call and asked Traffic to pull all records
of tickets within a two-hour time frame, an hour on each
side of the abduction.”

“Czo0d thinking,” Tain said.

*What abour—"

“Patience, Ashlyn, T'm petting there. We did recover
prints from the fire door, inside and out. Fewer prints than
we got off the pop maching, and we ran them against ¢ach
other, There were four sets of prints that were on both the
fire door and the pop machine, but—"

“Wone of them are in the system. Still—" Ashlyn glanced
at Tain—"it%s betrer than nothing.”

“And that’s just about all I've got for vou, We checked the
floor thoroughly. There was no evidence of any kind of
chemical or a substance that might have been used to inca-
pacitate Lindsay, no blood to suggesrt she’d been injured . . .7
He looked ar them. “But then, you have a wape, right? T'm
just boring you with the derails.”

“Sall, this is more than we have for Tavlor Brennen,”
“lain said, tarning to leave.

Ashlyn put up her hand to stop him,

From the comer of her eye Ashlyn could see Tain frown,
but she ipnored hum. “Before we go, [ have a question.™

Craig wasn't sure how much time had passed, exactly, When
you're waiting time always seems to drag. Eventually Lori’s
shoulders stopped shaking. “Are you sure you're up to this?”

She took a deep breath and nodded. *Tr was just like all
the . . . all the others.™

“What did you do when you got home®”

“I, uh, made a plate of food, poured some wine, ran a bath
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and grabbed a book from the bedroom.” She rubbed the side
of her face absendy. “Sailing . . . Vish wants to take a holi-
day . .. sailing. Uh, you know. Up the Inside Passage.”

“Sounds nice.”

“So, T had a bath.” She stared off for a moment, as though
she’d forgotten what she was tallang about. Then she snapped
back. “Read. Are.”

*“Whar did you do next?”

There was a long silence, but no change of expression on
her face. Just the vacant stare. This time when she spoke the
words came fluidly. “T went into the bedroom. T felt him be-
tore I saw him, you know? The room was dark, so it musr
have been around ten by then. I'd just wssed the wwel on
the floor when there was this movement. .. "

Aftera moment of silence Craig quietly asked, “What hap-
pened then?™”

“He was trying to twist me around. T kicked him. Tt must
have hurt becavse he hit me.”

“Is that when he . . . 7" Craig glanced ar the bandage on
her head.

She reached up and touched it automatically, then nod-
ded. “He, uh, he called me a bitch.”

“He spoke?”

Lori stared at Craig for a moment. “Shit, veah, he did. 1
reached back and tried to claw him as he was pushing me
down, . .." Her face twisted, her gaze now focused some-
where off in space.

“Tt’s okay, Lor. Its not vour faule.”

“Doesn’t make me feel much berter, though.”

“Was there anything else that was . . " Craig searched for
the least offensive word. “Different? He spoke, he hit you.
Anything else?™

She shook her head. “T wied to fight, but then T heard a
knife click open, right beside my head. I heard thar blade
pop up, and Twent numb . . . T just knew. Everything seemed
so quiet, like the world had just stopped, vou know, burt then
I heard the pitter-patter of the rain.”

“Do you have any idea how he gor in?”
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“I never heard anything, but T ran the shower after my
bath. T don’t remember hearing him leave. He, uh, when he
was done, he took the blindfold and gag off and told me if T
smid anything, he'd carve me up like a Chrstimas turkey. Tt
seemed like forever, vou know, lving there, and then T puess
[ just zoned out, waiting for him to either kill me or go. The
next thing T remember is waking up this morning.”

*“Your hands were still bound:”

She wrung her hands for a moment, “Sonofabitch really
tied them good.”

Craig nodded at the rope burns on her wrists. “You did
that trying to ger free:”

“Yeah, for all the good it did me. Towasn’t unol Vish came
home and found me that I got unded, and even then he fi-
nally had to cut through the rope.” She swallowed, “Sorry.
Tampering with evidence and such.”

“Tt’s okay. We've seen this rope five times before. T doubt
he'd leave anything on it now.”

Her eves narrowed. “Fiver™ She sat up a litde soaighrer.
“What do you mean, five?”

“You weren't the only woman he attacked yesterday, Lori.”

“Hes praduated to multiple assaults?”

Ir was Craig’s turn ro avoid her penetraring stare, and she
leaned forward and twisted his face until he had to look at
her.

*“What is it What could be worse?”

He knew he couldnt keep the lie our of his eyes, and he
wiatched as the unspoken truth hit home, her hand dropping
from his face.

Tain tossed a folder on his desk. “Would vou sit down or go
for a jog or something? I'm getting tired just watching you.”

Ashlyn spun around. “I thought you were reading those
files.”

*T am. My awareness of your pacing is preventing me
from concentraong.”

She hopped up on his desk on the far side of the stack of
case folders he was going through, her legs swinging, but she
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kept her feer from banging off the drawers. “*Good thing
animosity doesn't hinder your worly, e¢h?”

Tain glanced up at her. “You know; I didn't really enjoy
having everyone hate me.”

“And now?” She waited untl his brow wrinkled and
grinned. “T'm just kidding, Tain.”

“So whats with Greg, anyway?"

Ashlyn felt her lip curl, despite Tain% teasing tone.
“Could he be any more obvious?"

“Cruys look ar you like thar all the tme, Ashlyn.”

She froze, then planced at him as the way he'd said that
started to tweak thought processes in the back of her brain,
hinting at things she hadn’t ever considered and wasn't sure
she wanted to think abour.

Tain had always struck ber as being handsome, once she'd
been able to get past his shitty disposition. OF course, she
knew now that he'd been assigned to push their former su-
pervisor to the edge and o find a leak in the deparment that
was hindering their progress on the investigaton,

And he was tall, athledc, with dark hair and a warn smile
when he finally let his guard down. She'd seen him take
things to heart, knew he felt deeply and was a compassionate
person underneath the indifferent exterior.

But she'd been more than a livde distracred with her pare-
ner at the time, as much as she mied to suppress ic. Craigh
memory still had a pretey good grip on her, along with all
the “what ifs.”

Tain had turned his gaze back to the file, but she knew he
wasn't reading a word.

“What are you so antsy about, anyway?™ he asked, finally
appearing to give up on the pretense of reading.

“Jast an idea.”

“T'm listening.”

She shot him a quick glance, then looked away. “T was
hoping to talk to Daly.”

He was studying her face. That much she was sure of. Tt
wasn't just because she knew him, had worked with him be-
tore, seen the layers of his personality and understood how
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his mind worked, that she was certain she was under scruting,
It was the way she felt her cheeks burn and her breath stick in
her throat, like her body was having an allergic reaction to his
stare,

Her face cooled, and she snuck a glance ar Tain, He'd
turned back to the folder, his eyes moving across the pages
with the appearance of acrally processing the material,
his jaw set in a hard line, his skin a tinge darker than be-
fore.

Damn him. He knew she could counter the banter bur
hardly seand the silence. “What, no lecture?”

Tain didnt look up this dme. *1 can’t make you talk if you
don’t want to.”

She leaned forward, gripping the edge of the desk with
her hands, “T never took you for a quitter.”

“When it comes to women | prefer pragmatist.”

“Is that why you're singler”

He did look up then, and what she thought she read lowd
and clear in his eves made her regrer her words.

“Tf yom want to tell me about your idea, you will. I'm not
going to play games with vou. It always nice to think vour
partner won't keep you in the dark. Something I'd think you'd
know a bir abour after working with Craig.” He shrugged.

*Wou're a fine one to talk about that, Tain.”

“Every time I say something, thar case gers thrown back
in my face. You know—"

“I'm not talking abour that. I'm walking abour Tim Win-
ters.”

His cheeks paled. “Whar’s Tim got to do with this:”

*That’s what I'd like to know.”

They sat staring at each other, Tain titting back in his
chair looking up at her, Ashlym perched on his desk. When
he didn't speak, she slid off his desk, leaning against it bur
breaking away from the relentless gaze she’d been matching,

Her hand bunched into a fist, and she tapped the files be-
gide her absently. “1 know vou called Tim and talked to him
about this case. And T haven't bugged you abour it. All T have
is an idea, something [ want to oy, and Daly might veto it
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automatically. Trisn' like T know somerhing and I'm holding
it back from youn.”

“I mk. your idea, if it’s risky enough that you think Daly
won't hear vou out, don't you think it makes sense to have
me back you up”

“Ts that your way of evading the issues”

She watched his jaw jur out, a sight she’d grown accus-
tomed to whenever he was thinking about something, usu-
ally something he was conflicred over, His lips settled into a
slight frown.

“TF T tell you, will vou feel obligated to share with Bumalba?"

*Iain, we have two girls who've been nmirdered and wo
more |T1i:ising, I can't believe that the Tain T know—" she
leaned forward and poked him on the chest—"the Tain who
has 4 heart of gold he tries hard to keep people from secing,
would put this investigation and the lives of a couple of girls
second to a pissing contest.”

“It’s not about territory and credit.” He grabbed her arm,
holding it firmly so she cooldn't pull back, and stared her
right in the eyes. “Let me ask you something. Do you think
these cases are linked?”

She felt her forehead wrinkle, her face flushed with her
awareness of his proximiry and his relentess gaze. *How
can you even ask that?” She tred o pull back, but he wasn't
letring go. *Of course 1 believe they're connected.”

“So what would happen if the original investigating eam
gotwind of a potential lead, something that would blow thar
theory apart? Something that could absolutely prove the
cases weren'T linked?”

Ashlyn swallowed, her arm going limp as she stopped
pulling against him. “Tt would be an excuse. Tt wouldn't be
their fault that more girls went missing. Just random, a fluke
that so many abductions happened .. " She felt her eyes
narrow as she stared back at him. “How can you even think
these cases aren’t connected?”

“I don't. But this ap, the reason [ called Tim—" he glanced
away, his jaw twisting again before he drew a deep breath
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and met her gaze—=it could prove one of the cases isn't con-
nected.”

“And vou think if we prove that, it will blow the whole in-
vestigation apart.”

“Even if they continue to look at the other three cases to-
gether, that would give Burnaby two and us one.™

“So they would rake the investigation back, even though
hoth of their girls were found on our patch i

“Tell me something honestly, Ashlyn,” he said, his grip
loosening as he moved his hand down to grasp her'-: instead
of holding her arm. “Do you think that Mullins and
Urquharr are the best invesrigarors for this case?”

She drew a deep breath of her own, “WNo. You know T don't.”

“Then vou know why I haven't said anything.” He re-
leased her hand.

Ashlyn lifted her limp appendage to her forehead, rub-
bing the skin as the tingling sensation in her hand subsided.
Tain had rurned back to the file, and she noticed he was even
redder than before, though she wasn't sure ar whar point
that had happened in their exchange.

She thought back to the obsanate, insubordinate officer
she'd first met less than a year earlier, sentenced to find the
leak in the department after gerting into hot water ar his old
detachment and finding his name on his supervisors shit list,
for reasons not thar different than the ones he was using to
justify his actions now,

He tossed the folder down on a pile and reached for an-
other one. She set her hand over his.

“You don't have to protect me, Tain. I'll back you up.”

*How can you promise that without knowing whar this is
abour:”

“T don't need to know the details. T trust vou,”

She stood up and walked away before he had a chance o
respond.

Lori stood, but her shoulders sagged. “You know the MO as
well as [ do. He doesn't leave evidence.”
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“And you know there’s always a chance. We have to try”

*“Theres no ‘we' in this. | have to do this. You don't have
to do anything.”

Craig put his hand on her arm lightly. “We may not al-
ways get along, and we might not always see eye 1o eye abour
how to approach every aspect of a case. But we have never
disagreed about asking our victims to go through the exam.”

Her shoulders sagged even further, and she moved back,
out of his grasp. Vish entered the room then and put an arm
around her. Craig noticed she didn’t draw closer to him for
support.

“Craigs right,” Vish said. *You aren’t going to rell me thar
sommeone who catches these monsters for a lving is going to
let the guy who atracked her go free.”

He shepherded her out the door then, not giving her an-
other chance to protest.

Craig resisted the urge to step outside after them and
draw a breath of fresh air, to get our of the cloud of tension
that had been building in the house since his arrival. Instead,
he rurned and went down the hall uneil he found Daly.

Inside what he assumed was the master bedroom, Hawlkins
wis barking orders and double checking wt:nrtl“u.ng everyone
was doing. FIS officers grirred their reeth and Craig suspected
they were bidng back comments running chroogh cheir
minds.

“Dramn it, T said to put it there,” Hawkins spun on his
heel, and Craig was pretty certain he missed the searing
glare the officer shot him.

Daly glanced atr Craig, barely raising an eyebrow. “*How is
sher™

Craig shook his head. “One minute she’s pulling it to-
gether and the next she's falling to pieces, Wot that [ expect
more from her than anyone else—"

“Buer”

“She was reluctant to do the rape kit. Her boyfriend had
to drag her our of here.”

“T doubt its something many women want to do. Just
because she’s a cop, it doesn’t make her invincible.”
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Despite their hushed words, Hawkins’s head snapped up
then, and he marched toward them.

“Where’s Lori?”

“She’s gone to the hospital.™

Hawkinss whole face wrinkled. *What for?™

“The rape lat.”

Hawkins put his hand over his mouth and slowly pulled it
down to his chin. “Is that really necessaryz”

From the comer of his eye Craig saw Daly lower his gaze,
He felt his shoulders suffen. *You know icis, sin”

“T know no such thing,” Hawkins snapped. “One of the of -
ticers who's had to ecomforr and support several women who've
been raped 1s now caught up in this nighonare as a vicom, We
already know this goy doesn’t leave DNA, so wh.u: the hell is
the point of putting her through more trauma?”

“If this rape victim had another name, we “ou]-dn [ &ven
be having this conversation, and you know it.”

Hawkinss cheeks puffed our, Hammg red, and his nostrils
flared slightly. “Are you suggesting thar—"

Daly interrupted him. “Dennis, T think we're all a little
upset. Lon’ one of ours. But Craig 15 nghe. If this vicim
were anyone else, we'd all try o persuade her to go to the
hospital. This guy has raped several women, and now he’
killed one of them. If there’s even the smallest chance thae
we can find some evidence, we have to take ir.”

The cheeks deflated and cooled visibly, Hawkins turmed
on his heel and walked away.

“Furgc:l: Lo being able to handle this, Is be going to be able
o coper” Craig asked Daly as they remreared down the hall.

Draly shoolk his head. “T don't know. T really don't know.™

The man lit the candles and gestured for Taylor to come.
She hesitated for less than a second this time, and through
the flicker of light she could just make our his smile.

“Well done, my child.”

His face turned toward the other bed, and he reached out
his hand.

“Ciome. Join us.”
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Taylor dared to sneak a glance in the direction of the bed,
willing the girl to do as she was wld. Please, please, please. Fust
fisten this time. She held her breath.

At last, the springs squeaked and the girl crawled across
the floor, sicting farther back than Taylor did.

“That is better,” he said, only his unsmiling mouth really
visible in the dim, orange glow. “We don't have much time. T
have to prepare you.”

T what?™ Tiplor bod asbed b on ber forst diy, He fad
strack ber face hard,

CThan shalt wot speak wnless permiitted. There ave The Rules,
Yome st abey The Rules to shom Ciod you ave veady to go bome.”

The new gird didn't ask and spared herself the smack,
though Taylor consoled herself wich the face that the girl had
already been lashed twice,

“Now, T expect you to echo what 1 say. Do you under-
stand?™

Taylor nodded. From the corner of her eve she could see
the other girl looking at her, trving to figure out whart to do.
Taylor kept nodding untl the new girl’s head bobbed up and
down.

“Tam the way, the truth and the life.”

“You ave the way, the truth and the life.”

“MNo one comes to the Father except by me.”

“No one comes to the Fatber except by you.”

“T am the Lamb of God.”

“You are the Lamb of God.”

“Appointed to go before the last davs of fire,”

“App..poinned to go before the last days of fore.”

“To cleanse the wayward of their sins.”

“lo dleanse the wyward of their sing”

“To teach the orue word and prepare the chosen.”

o teack the true wond and prepare the chasen,”
*To make those whom God sees fit ready for His service.”
T ke those whom Crod sees far .7

“You interviewed Vish?” Craig asked Daly.
“¥es. He said he was called our to a fire last nighr and had
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left a message for Lori on her cell. He didn't get home unril
almost ten am. He found her in the bedroom. Naked, lying
on her stomach across the bed, her hands bound. She had
rope burn from tying to get free.”

Craig swallowed.

“What is ier™

“He found her at ten, and we gort this call late this afrer-
noon.”

“You aren't thinking—"

“It makes no sense. Lori knows how important it is for us
to wet to the scene right away. Delays can cause contamina-
tion to the scene. There’s some physical evidence thar can
deteriorate and be unusable.”

“It’s not like vou can expect her to be thinking radonally
about this, Craig.”

“T know that, but it rained last night. Not much, but
enough to soak the earth. We could have gotten a footprint.
As it is, we may have lost our best chance at a solid lead be-
cause this call came in hours after it should have. T have a lot
of people looking for answers, not just Lori.”

“We've got to do the best we can with what we have and
try to find a way to crack this case open.”

“We need a profile. We need somebody who undersrands
the way people think who can help us ger inside the guy's
mind and figure him our. So far, he’s arracked blondes,
brunettes, redheads, Some of these women are tall like Lon,
and athers are short. They're scatrered across the civ. [ can't
find any physical characteristic or geographic rationale that’s
giving me a clue abour how hes picking his rargers or where
he's going o sorike next, and withour much physical evidence,
we're stack.”

Daly rubbed his forehead and then nodded. “1 agree. We
have to do whatever it takes, especially since this guy has
graduated to murder. So far, that’s the only case where any-
thing has been different, and Twant to know why.”

“Actually, it isn't. There was something different wich
Lori,” Craig said slowly, flipping his notebook open to the
right page. “Lori had murmed, so she was partially facing him
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when he moved to grab her. He tried to rwist her around.
She kacked him, and he called her a bitch.”

“He spoke?”

“Yes, and he struck her on the head.”

Daly was silent for a moment. “You think she ratded
him?*

“I...T'm not sure. It’s odd that he spoke. Four other
women and not one has heard a word from him, but after
the rape, he took Lor's gag and blindfold off and told her
he’d cut her to pieces if she tried anything.”

“WWhat dine was he heres”

“Around ten rar, as best as I can figure, based on Loris
statement. Could have been a bir earlier because it gor dark
earlier last night with the rain, or a bir later.”

“But Nitara Sandhu was killed around midnight, so it
sounds likely that he was here first and then went there.”

*“We should have a team go back over there and check for
any dirt, anything that might link this house to that one.”

“Its worth a shot,” Daly said. “And we can come up wich
the possible routes for him to have used and see if we can
identfy a suspicious vehicle, Tt stands to reason that he was
upset if he spoke to her. Tt a huge change in his MO."

“Mot even a screaming baby prompted him to curse before.”

Dialy shook his head, “You know, Craig, she'd probably
hate me for saving it, but good for her. Maybe we can voice
IT» him when we get him,”

“At this point, I'm prepared to take anything we can use.
It’s certainly the best lead we've got.”

“5ays a hell of a lot abour this case, doesn’tit?”

“Huh. You don't have to tell me that.”

Daly sank into his chair as though under the weight of a five
hundred-pound barbell that he simply didn’t have the strength
to carry any longer. His cheeks sagged, and his eves looked
lifeless. “Tell me vou have some good news.”

“Gireg matched four distinet sets of prints that are on
both the pop machine at the recreation center and the fire
door,” Tain replied.
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Ashlyn hadn't waited for an invitation to sit down and
Tain finally sat beside her.

“Thats something,” Daly mumbled.

“Unfortunately, none of them were in the system,” Ash-
hyn said.

Daly seemed to be forcing his head to rotate so he could
look at her directly. “Since when did you become the voice
of gloom:"

“T'mn just relaying the facts.”

His brow wrinkled, and he gave her a look thart said, O#,
Pease. Dot pliy swnocent with wre. “T know that tone of voice,
Ashlyn. God, this berter be good.”

“Tr could be.”

Dalys shoulders drooped even farther, and he sighed.
“T'm listening.”

Ashlyn glanced at Tain, pushing her hair back behind her
left ear. *T want to try to get prints from the scene where Is-
abella’s body was found.”

Dialy frowned. “You tried. And faled.”

“We did,” Tain said, trying to keep his eyes from narrowing.
“And, as I recall, Paul Chonlan told s it was our one shot and
that if he ardered us out, 1twas the end of the discussion. After
whar happened, 1 ean't see him agreeing to take us back in.”

“Weither can 1," Daly said, his gaze shifting to Ashlyn’s
tace. “I appreciate that you want to do anything you can to
miake some headway. Having a criine scene, even a second-
ary crime scene, to work with could help, butr T can't risk
vour lives and the safety of other officers by letang vou go
into 2 building that’s been condemned. You're damn hucky as
it 15 that Tain wasn't seriously imjured before.”

“T know that. 'm not suggesting we go inside the building.”

“Then how do you propose we look for evidencer Telela-
netically?” Daly’s eyes had widened as he glared at her.

Ashlyn stared back. “Are you going to listen to what |
have to say, or just provide dismissive jokes?”

Draly held his hands up and sighed.

“Firefighters access buildings all the tdme through sec-
ondary means,” she started. “They use ladder trucks to ger
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to windows, rappel from rooftops, climb fire escapes. Whar
[ was going to propose is that we use a hydro truck, or some-
thing with a bucker, o lift one person up there who can dust
the window, photograph the area, see about reaching the
table for prints. At the very least, a visual survey would pro-
vide us with more information than we have already.”

*How sof"

“For starters, we don't know if that window was deliber-
ately opened or if it was broken, We know Tsabella was al-
ready dead, so she didn't break it trying to escape. Burif the
window was deliberately opened, we could have prints, and
it could be thar her abducror wanted to make sure that room
burned.”

“Bur why not just put her in the room where he started
the fire"

“I don't know, Daly. The other thing is that when Tain fell
through the floor in the hallway, Paul said it looked like part
of the floorboards had been removed. He theorized for fire-
wood because that happens in some vacant buildings fre-
quented by homeless people. Burt this building didnt have
that kind of reputation.”

“So, vou're wondering if our arsonist removed the wood
trom the hallway. I don’t see how you could know for certain
without going back o where Tain fell through, and there’s
no way I'm letring you do that.”

“T'm not proposing that, Paul figured we weakened the
boards there when we walked across, and thats why Tain
went through. There’s no telling if there are other areas like
that, ready o give way.” She shook her head. *Nao, what [ ac-
mually want to do is check under the wmble to see if there’
kindling there.”

Dalys mouth opened slightly, “You mean, you think
maybe he was going to start the fire under her?”

*The preliminary report puts the fire starting on the sec-
ond or third floor, in the room at the back on the right side.”

“Why is it so vague?” Tain asked.

“They've only been able to take a look at the ground floor.
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Typically, people who start fires start them on the ground
floor, and because of what happened when we went in, Paul
wouldn't approve going any higher in the building. Bur the
one thing they know from the chaming and debnis is that the
fire definitely started in one of the two rooms directly below
where Isabella’s body was left.”

Dalys face wrinkled. “So, you want to do a visual survey,
hope for some prints. This sounds like a hell of an under-
taking without the chance of gerting us much.”

“Look, I know there are no guarantees. We could send
somebody up there and et nothing. But this isn't just one
case, and we owe it to these families ro explore every possi-
ble avenue of investgadon, If we did get prints up there, we
could check chem against the prints found at the recreation
center, Tt could give us conclusive proof that these cases are
linked, a piece of physical evidence that would help us con-
vict this guy once we get him.”

Tain nodded. “She has a poin, sit. Right now, unless we
catch this guy in the act or get a living witness who can 1D
him, we haven’t got nuch to tie him to these cases.”

“T know.” Daly sat sdll, his eyes murned down toward his
desk, his sober expression not hinting at any of his thoughts
abour Ashlyn’s proposal.

When the silence hadn't been broken after another mo-
ment, Tain cleared his throat “T'll do ic.”

Tain kept his paze straight ahead, on Daly, so Ashlyn
couldn’t make eye contact with him. She knew he'd always
had excellent peripheral vision, which usually camne in
handy, but he seemed o be ignoring her.

“So, you support this idea then?”

Tain nodded.

“If you're going to sign off on this, I'll be the one to go
up,” Ashlyn said, pointing a finger at her chest. “T suggested
this. I'll take the risks.”

Tain stll didnt look at her. “Just because it was your idea,
it doesn't mean you own ic.”

“I"'m as capable as you are.”
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“T kmow thar,” Tain retorted. “1—"

“¥ou know, right now I'm glad T didn’t have more chil-
dren.” After a moment of silence, Dalv contnued, “Tll
make some calls and see what we can do. Its late. Have you
two even eaten dinner?” Daly glanced from Ashlyn to Tain.
“Didn’t think so. Go home. Get some sleep. You've got the
meeting with Burnaby tomorrow, and vou need to go
through the open abduction cases before then. Thatks your
priority now, Mot the evidence recovery from the building,
not who should climb the ladder, but being ready for thar
meeting. Understood?”

Ashlyn nodded.

“Then T don't want to see either of vou unal tomorrow,
(+0 home.”

Craig blinked as the ligh[ went on.

“Can't get much done in the dark, can yous"

Hawkins was stll displaying 1'1u[ nervous energy so dif-
terent from his usual demeanor, pacing, reaching oot w fid-
dle with things and then pulling his hand back, like he’d just
remembered he was in a crime scene.

“T'm just going over the checklists, making sure we've
covered absolurely eww‘thlnq

Hawkins nodded, moving to the window, looking outside.

“They’re getting restless, you know. Wondering why you
haven't cut them loose.”

“Respectfully, I didn't think thar was my call.”

“Right.” Hawkins spun on his heel, scratching his head,
his gaze darting across the floor and around the room, look-
ing ar everything bur Craig. “You've done a good job on this.

I shouldn’t have charged in. Do we have everything?”

“As far as I can tell. I'm going to do one more walk-
through with the lists, but from what I've seen already, if
Vish’s nephew wer the bed when he was having a nap three
vears ago, we'll have the hard evidence to back itup.”

Hawkins nodded. “Good.”

“Maybe you should go ahead, rell them to pack up.”

“You're sures™
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“I think they need to hear it from you on this one, sir. Be-
sides, every RCMP officer is trained in evidence recovery. |
can handle anything that might turn up, and if T see some-
thing big thats been overlooked, Tl just call them back.
Vish and Lori are staying with family, so there’s no rush.”

*“You're going to be here for a while thens™

“As long as it takes for me to be certain there isn't some-
thing obvious staring me in the face thar I've overlooked.”

Hawkins walked out of the room without another word.
Within minutes, Craig could hear a number of doors clos-
ing, followed by the sound of motors starting,

He walked to the window. Hawkins was standing on the
sidewalk as the rest of the officers drove away. Hawkins
murned, looked back ar the house, then rrudged back to his
W CAT

What a nightmare. Craigs eyes took in things abour the
room he hadn’t really noticed before, the symmetry of the
wall hanging, the way the display of Alowers and figurines on
the cabinet seemed to suggest they'd been stolen from a
feng shui coffee-table book. His gaze stopped on a framed
photo and he moved toward it, then picked it up.

Vish and Lori, posed, smiling, looking like the picture-
perfect couple, Lori in a flattering dress unlike anything
Craig had seen her in at work, Vish in a suit.

What did Vish do? He realized that, in all the rension of
the investigation and, because he hadn’t interviewed Vish
himself, he wasnt sure if that had been relayed or if he'd just
forgotten, Not that it really mattered. Once they'd ruled out
[Dan Chalmers when his wife was raped, it didn’t seem as im-
portant to know abour the hosbands. Especially not once
Stephanie Bonnis had been raped in the exact same way.

Thaose first few weeks, looking as hard at the family of the
victim as anyone else ... Craig walked to the kitchen on
autopilot. He couldn't blame them if they hated the police.

Each parmer’s alibi had been checked by uniformed
officers who were assisting in the investigagon. None of
them had ever given any cause for doubr.

There it was, the ever-important list of contact numbers.
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His finger traced the list until it came to Vish’s work. The
itlam Fire Deparoment.

Craig flipped his notebook open and wrote thar down. He
could feel the pins and needles sensations in his arms, cg
their way up to his shoulders and his neck, buthe;ﬁ'u
them off and moved to the bedroom to review everything one
last time.




TUESDAY

“What do you want first? Red-light camera reports or the
open abduction cases:”

Ashlyn didn't answer, but kepe fiddling with her pen as she
rocked up and down in her chair, which produced a cry for
WI-40 every time she rapidly shifted posidon, Tain leaned
across their desks and snarched the pen from her hands.

“You heard what Sergeant Daly said yesterday. If you
spent half the night worrying about getting into that crime
scene that’s unfortunate, but not my problem. Right now |
need your head in the game. We have to get through this.”

Her mouth owisted as her eves narrowed. “T know, What
did you start on yesterday? The abduction cases:”

He nodded as he sank down into his chair. “T'm halfway
through, and T've only found two thar are even remotely
mmpﬂmh]e. It isn't looking good.”

“Dio you want me to start on the red-light Cameras, or
would you prefer to get through these first for sure? After
all, Burnaby expects this, They don’t know about Greg Gal-
Inw.lyq due diligence.”

“Fou go ahead with the camera records, If it stares w look
like I might not make it through the pile, vou can always pur
those aside.” He glanced at his watch. “Ics cight am now. We
have until ten, Aght?”

“As far as we know”

He pulled the file and opened it, still having the feeling
that she was watching him. When he couldn’t shake it after a
moment, he looked up.

“What?”
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“Can 1 have my pen back?”
“Only if you promise to use it properly.”
She stood and reached over to the second pile tottering on
his desk, pulling the folders toward her.
He tossed the pen back and turmed his eyes o the file.

“Do you want an examination table and a blanker?™ Craig
frowned ar Bill Burke, the coroner, who responded with a
simple smile, “You look worse than some of my regular
clients.”

*“You get repeat business down here, do vou?”

“Ah, the wit is inract. Though thars the kind of comment
I expect from guys like Tain, who has been giving me repeat
business lately.”

“Perp couldn’t kil him properly the first dine?” Craig
asked, thinking back to a moment and time when it had taken
all his willpower to hold back from wrapping his hands
around Tain’s throat and throtding him.

“He's on the child abduction cases.”

The words impacted like a physical blow. He'd just been
so grlad it wasn't him, “Oh, [ didn't know. What have you got
for me?”

“Well, this isn't news. It was clear she'd been strangled ar
the seene, and we didn't need w cut her open to prove that. 1
did check her fingernails and teeth for any indication that
she fought back and got a piece of this guv”

The look on the coroner’s face told Craig the answer.
“MNothing?"

“Wort a thing. She gripped the ties instead of her killer. All
the threads we did get marched them perfectly.™ He slid a
file off the counter. “But we got something off the ties.”

Craig frowned. “Shouldn’t FIS be handling them?”

Dr. Burke shook his head. “Not right away. They came to
me to establish conclusively that they matched the ligature
marks around her neck, which they do. Butr we did find a bit
of blood on the ties. See this?™ He passed Craig an evidence
photo. “The streaking runs across the cluster of ties, which
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indicates it should match someone who handled them this
way, 0 not from some accident thar her hosband had or
anything else. Whoever bled on them definitely had chem
wound together in the way they were when your victim was
killed.”

“Well, that's something. Anything physical connecting
this guy to the scene will help.”

“Unformanately, I can't promise you DINAL”

Craig felt ke he'd shrunk half a foor. “Why noc:™

“Its a really small sample, not much for the lab o work
with. T've sent the material over already, and 1 phoned per-
sonally and stressed how important this is.” He scowled.

“Let me ruess. You were yelled at about the fact thar of
course they know its important after spending half the
night at another crime scene,”

“Something like that, If T thought it would do any good, [
would file a complaint.”

“I wouldnt. One of our officers was raped before he
killed Mrs. Sandhu.”

The scowl vanished. “I wish I had something more for you.”

“Me too.” Craig took the file copy and walked out the door,

A quick glance ar the table was all Ashlyn needed w per-
suade herself that she should keep her eyes down,

Sergeant Quinlan had gone all-out, with Tim Hortons
coffee, donuts and assorted cookies. Tt looked more like a
social club event than a status meeting on an active police in-
vestigation into abductions and murders,

She wasn't quick enough to avoid carching a glimpse of
the sour look chat emerged when Daly walled in.

Tain moved around her, putting himself berween her and
Cainlan’s end of the table. Within seconds Daly sat down
on the other side of her and got straight to business.

“How far did vou get with your backeround checks:"

Zoe Mullins responded with what could only be described
as a seething tone. “Julie Darrens was nine. She played the
flute and took lessons from a teacher in Burnaby. She sang in
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a youth choir and was abour to start grade four at Holy
Cross Elementary. From all appearances she comes from a
stable Family, three older siblings, no hint ar discord, and she
was a Girl Guide. Nothing out of the ordinary at all.

“Isabella Bertini was ten. She also lived in Burnaby, was a
Giirl Guide, and was about to go into grade five at the Bum-
aby Fine Arts School. She loved to draw.”

*Same Gzirl Guide roop?™ Tain asked.

“MNo such luck,” Erie Urquhart inserted, appearing indif-
terent to Zoe’s glare. “Different packs.”

“Theres no connection between the Girl Guide groups.”
Zpe cast a slit-eyed look ar her parmer.

“5all, there’s always the possibility they could have been on
some st of weekend camping thing mgv.-:rhel a rally thar
had 4 number of local packs involved,” Ashlyn said.

“Ashlyn’s right. You need to check that our,” Cuinlan told
Zoe, who clenched her teeth as she looked down at her notes,

As though this case wasn't bad enough already. . . . Ashlyn
tele Tain tense beside her. That sixth sense kicking in, know-
ing him as well as she did, she didn’t need to look at him o
know what he was thinking,

Zoe spoke deliberately, carefully. “Not to dismiss that
suggestion, bur Taylor Brennen wasn't a Girl Guide, and she
was never in Brownies, So far as we can tell, Taylors life was
spent shuffling berween her mom’, her dads and her
Grandma’s house, The only other thing she did regularly
was look after her younger brother. Nohody indicated she
participated in any activities, and she attended Sacred Heart
Elementary.”

There was silence at the table for a moment. Ashlyn resis-
ted the urge to scratch the place on the back of her neck thar
always itched when she felc uncomfortable,

“We have three girls, living in three different regions.
Different schools. Two were Guides bur in different packs.
Beyond their gender, that seems to be the only thing any of
them have in common,” Tan surmised. “Any chance we
could be looking for a school photographer or a substitute hus
driver or someone that might have seen all of these girls?”
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“Tt’s possible,” Eric said, nodding. *We can check thar out.”

“Of course, it is August, If this guy saw these girls during
the school year, why start snarching them now?” Zoe said.

“We're grasping at straws to come up with a lead in this
case,” Daly said. “It’s definitely worth checking potential
school links. After all, we do have someone who seems to be
comfortable moving from one region to another, Theres no
geographic link or focal area he prefers. Substinute support
staff for schools seeins our best bet, and we should sall fol-
low up on the Girl Guide angle. Its always possible thar
someone who had exposure to a mumber of girls through a
Guide acrivity saw Taylor and just rook advantage of the sit-
uation.”

“Thars right. We know the perp planned to grab Lind-
siy—" Ashlyn began,

“How do we know that?™ Zoe said again, glaring at Ash-
Iyn from the other side of the table.

“Video shows him moving behind her, making slight phys-
ical contact. Then the video shows her rerurning to the
hallway to retrieve a necklace. We're guessing somehow he
unlatched the clasp to lure her back out there. He grabbed
her and took off. The necklace was found outside in the
back pmlnm., area, though the video clearly shows it on the
floor in the hallway. Her parents confirmed it belonged to
her.”

“Tt’s too big of a coincidence,™ Tain said. “The technical
guys called over this morning and said they'd blown up the
inages. Nothing tangible about our guy that we can work
with, but still, we know he targeted Lindsay.”

*Isabella and Julie were both taken in close proximity to
their homes, Lindsay from a place she frequented on a reg-
ular basis with her church.” Ashlyn glanced at Enic, sensing
she had his interest, though it was clear she had nothing bur
Zoe’ scomn. “Taylor was taken from the fairgrounds. Not
her home, not her neighborhood, not a place she could nor-
mally be expected to be ac”

“Are you suggesting that she might have been taken hy
someone elser™ Eric asked.
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Ashlyn shook her head, slowly at first, then more emphari-
cally. “There’s no reason to believe that,” she said, hoping her
cheeks didn’t betray the truth when she thought abour what
Tain had said to her less than twenty-four hours earlier. “All
I'm saying is that Julie, Isabella and Lindsay seem to have
been definitely targeted. Taylors abduction could have been
more of an impulse.”

“In which case, it would be more critical o find a link be-
rween the other three,” Daly said. “Tt is possible Taylor's ab-
duction was a crime of oppormnicy.”

“And it also possible it was someone else,” Zoe said. “Af-
ter all, this guy is taking his fime, with more than two weeks
between the first two abductions. Then more than a month
oes by and he grabs two girls on the same weekend? Thar’s
a big jump.”

“I think,” Tain said, *its most important that we examine
all potential connections right now and keep an open mind.
We don't have enough evidence to be sure of anything. We
don’t even have a specific abduction site for Taylor Brennen.
We'd be foolish to rule anything out conclusively based on
her not fitting the tenuous connection we've found so far”

“Tf Taylor Brennen wasn't abducted by the same person,
this investigation should switch back ro Burnaby and we
should assume the lead on the case again,” Zoe said, her eyes
narrowing.

“That would be premature,” CQuinlan said, “Right now,
Coquitlam is handling this case with our assistance. Surely
vou've not forgotten that the arson investigation seems to be
linked to the abdoctions? All the arsons have been in Co-
quitlam. Are you prepared to take the lead on that investiga-
tion as wellz”

Zoe’s checks burned and for a moment, she glared at Ash-
Iyn as though Ashlyn was personally responsible for every
hardship she'd ever endured in life. Ashlyn turned her gaze
back to the file.

“Right, so the next logical step is looking at Lindsay Fek-
ert and seeing if anything about her connects to Isabella and
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Julie, as well as pulling substinute support worker and teacher
lists for the schools invaolved, and records of who did school
photography or anything else thar could de in.”

“Exen the choir Julie was in,” Ashlyn added. “Sometimes
they use rented school buses to travel if they have an en-
gagement, or they might have had a group photo.”

“If you don't mind me asking, what exactly will you be
doing while we're collecting all this information?” Zoe said.

“We have a fire scene o attempt an evidence recovery
from. The concrete barriers that blocked fire trucks from
accessing that side of the building have to be moved first,”
Daly said. *Ar rhis poin, its too soon to tell, but we're hop-
ing that there might be some clues at the scene where Is-
abella’ body was left thar can help us with the investigaton.”

Ashlyn felt like her heart had jumped into her throat
Tain’s eyes crinkled at the corners as he glanced at her, and
she drew a deep breath.

She knew it was a long shot, but she had to test her hunch
about thar room. A hunch that had been building since
they'd questioned Luke Driscoll at his church.

“From yesterday?” The doctor glowered at Craig for a
moment and then wenr oo the records desk. “What was the
name:”

“Loni Price.”

He pulled a file from the cabinet and flipped it open.
“¥ou'll need to speak to Dr. Zaid abour this.”

“Is he here?™

“I'll oy paging her.”

So wuch for a nice bedside manner. Craig was relieved
that the doctor had rurned his deepening scowl in another
direction for 2 moment.

He hung up the phone and glanced ar the clock on the
wall, stared at Craig for a moment and then mrmed back to
look at the clock again.

“Shes...”

“Sorry, Mark.” Craig heard the voice from behind him.
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She came into his peripheral view as she leaned against the
counter beside him. “Whar do vou need:”

Mark, who hadnt introduced himself to Craig and had
remained nameless unal then, nodded at Craig and passed
[Dr. Zaid the file, leaving without a word.

She glanced at the file before looking over at Craig, who
held up his 1D automatically.

*Zafina Zaid,” she said. *What can I do for youz”

“T need o know the resules from the rape kit vou did on
Ms. Price.”

“Follow me.” She led him down the hall toward a small
office, her long legs maoving ar a brisk pace bur somehow
mamtaining an elegant, fermimine gaic. She glanced at b as
her evebrows rose over her black eves. “Generally, the
investigating officers are here during these exams,”

“I know.” He sat down across from her.

“No excuses. | can almost respect that.” Zatina flipped the
file open. “Not that T need to look. Formunately, we don't do
so many of these that we lose track.”

She recounted the derails succinetly and precisely, with-
out even a hint of a blush in her olive cheeks, The doctor
didn't glance at Cralg ungl she was finished detailing the
proaf of teauma. *“You don't look surprised.”

“T'm not, The same guy has raped five other women that
we know of .”

“Ah." She tossed her silky, dark hair over her shoulder,
“T'he bend-over bondage rapist.”

Craig winced. *T don't think he’s been dubbed that in the
media.”

“He’ being called that by people like us, who have to see
the results of his handiwork. No doubt the press is calling
him something civil, like the Silent Stalker. Scary, but not
enough for anyone to really break a swear over.”

“Tell that to my supervisor,” Craig nttered.

“You're going to maintain that your department is do-
ing everything it can when you weren't even here for the
rape exam?” Her black eves were enormous as she stared
at him.
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*You sound like a reporter, not a doctor,” Craig said,
standing.

She stood as well, her height enabling her to look him in
the eve with ease. “We get reporters here, you know. Ask-
ing questions. Wanting to know who the investigating offi-
cers are.”

“And in the furmre you can refer them to the media liaison
person at the RCMP”™ He turned to open the door, stopping
when he felt her hand on his arm,

“Look, I'm just warning vou that there are some people
who feel this case isn't being given priority. Until vesterday,
I'd only heard whisperings within my professional commu-
nity. Now I'm on every reporter’s hit list for an interview,
Don't tempr me to give them my candid opinion.”

“Ms. ... Dr, Zaid, T'm not here to tell vou what or what
not to sav to the press. You do what you can live with, within
the boundaries of your ethical guidelines in your profession.
AL T eare about is finding the guy whos doing this and put-
ting him away. Being hounded by reporters comes with the
territory when vou work in a hospital with rape victims and
attempted homicides, and if you don't like it | suggest you
find another line of work.”

She followed him down the hall, undeterred. “So you're
telling me that your deparoment is doing everything it can. 1
doubt it. You want o know what 1 see? An overworked
voung of ficer trying to catch a rapist without a partmer who's
going to get hung out o dry if he doesn’t carch this guy
soon, Maybe if T said something, vour aupcrlur:s would at
least give you some help, shoulder the blame.”

Craig took a few more steps and then realized that she
wasn't following him anymore. He spun on his heel and
walked back to where she stood.

“I did have a partmer. Constable Lori Price. Now maybe
you can ger off your high horse and ory to appreciate why [
was't here for her exam, and no, T don’t have a new parmer.
We weren't exactly expecting this.”

He pushed her stricken look from his mind as he spun
around and walked away, the incident almost overriding




138 SANDEA RUTTAN

the one thing that was different abour Lori’s case than the
others.
There was semen present.

Tain tried to keep the anger out of his voice. *You are the
most stubborn, infuriating person I've ever had to deal
with.”

*Oh, come on.” Ashlyn rwisted her face to give him a look
of profound exasperavon. “You've dealt with yourself plenty
over the years.”

“Why is it that you think being reasonable about some-
thing makes you seem weak? You dont have anything ro
prove here.” He choked back what he wanted to add. That
she didn’t have anything to prove to him.

“Why is it that when a woman holds firm, she’ stubborn
and unreasonable, but when a man does it, he’s principled?”

*“This 1sn't about you being a woman.”

“Really? Then why the hell do you have a problem with
me going up there:”

“I... Damn it, Ashlyn, T don't have a problem with you
going up there, But [ said I'd do it. Why are vou orying to
stop mes”

“You said you'd do it to support my proposal to Daly.”

“WNo, Ashlyn, T didn'e. T said it because T believe its our
best chance for fresh leads in this case.”

He watched her uncross her arms and reach around to
scratch her neck, a mannerism he was used 1o seeing fmm her

“T'm lighter than you are. If one of vs has to go—"

“Hey, wair a second. | [h{:ru;_.,ht‘l..rrm wanted prints from the
table and l'hL window? Now you're talking about going into
the room?”

She glanced away from him, toward the place on the grass
where the truck was being moved into position, as close
to the back right corner of the bumed-out building as it
conld get.

He reached for her arm and held it gendy but firmly unaol
she looked up at him. Her face betrayed a mix of defiance,
apology and frustradon.
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Tain shook his head. “T can® let vou go up there,”

“What if there’s evidence, Tain? What if there’s some-
thing in that room that could help lead vs ro the killer?™ All
the other emotions that had flickered across her face had
dissipated into one sincere appeal, to his determination to
solve this case.

“Christ, Ashlyn, you don't pull your punches, do vou? Did
vou ever stop to think of what Daly would do to me if some-
thing happened to vou up there, and he found oot T knew
vou were prepared to take a risk like this?”

“Draly knows that, at the end of the day, I'm a police offi-
cer. | face risks on tl'l.r_' job. Just like Craig.”

Craig, Tain swallowed, feeling his breath stick in his
thraat. “This isn't about vou being a cop. It's about accepr-
able risks, Tf yuu’n: go—"

“Tt looks like we're ready,” Daly said. Then his gaze went to
Tain's hand, still on Ashbyn's arm. “Is there a problem here?”

“No,” "kshlyn said. She stepped back as soon as Tain loos-
ened his hold.

Daly frowned. “Good. Then it time for you to get up
there.”

She tumed and walked toward the truck. Tain started to
go after her, bur Daly pur his hand up to stop him.

Draly looked him straight in the eyes. “When you were as-
signed to work with her, | told you I didn't want any prob-
lems.”

“I know that, hur—"

“Why do I get the impression personal feelings are cloud-
ing vour professional judgment:”

“I disagree. You're jumping to conclusions without all the
facts.”

“Really? Then enlighten me, Tain, Why don't you want
Ashlyn going up there?”

Tain looked at Ashlyn as she put the required safety gear
on. She'd be furious. And Daly trusted her. But Tain knew
he couldn’t forive himselt if anything happened o Ashbymn.

He looked at Daly and took a deep breath. “She’s prepared
to go into that room if she thinks there’s evidence.”
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A voice called, telling Daly they were waiting for them.
Tain held his gaze, unblinking.

Then Daly turned on his heel and marched toward the
truck, pausing midstride as he saw the lift already being
raised toward the window.

“No issues with heighrs®?” Adrian Vaughan asked her.

Ashlyn shook her head. *Ir isn't like this is even that far
up. I imagine twenty or thirty floors might be enough to
make you catch your breath.”

“When you're dealing with a fire vou've got a lot of things
triggering rthe adrenaline. 1 never really notice the differ-
ence.”

“Really? I'd think it would be foremost in your mind.”

“You think more about the kind of fire, potential explo-
sives, people who are canghr inside. And those are the back-
ground thoughts. You have to keep vour training front and
centet, or vou'll make mistakes that could cost you your
life.”

“I know what you mean,” she murmured.

The radio crackled. “Ashlyn Hart, 1 expect you to follow
vour instructions to the leteer. That means absolutely no un-
necessary risks. Do | make myself clear?”

“Ts your sergeant always so touchy®” Adrian asked,

She sighed. “If "Tain were going up, Daly wouldn't care.”

Adrian’s eyes widened, and she put up her hand,

“It’s not like that. I'm a friend of the family.” She knew
the part-truth was the easiest way out of the situation, not
that she owed Adrian an explanation. Ashlyn picked up the
radio. “Absolutely, Sergeant.”

“T'm serious, Ashlyn.”

“So am [ I'm only going to do what's necessary to help us
solve this case.”

“Ashlyn .. ."

“Look, Daly, T'll radio you every step of the way.”

She passed the radio to Adrian as they jerked to a stop. He
called in adjustments to line them up with the window in
fuestion.
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The next few minutes were the worst part of the lifr expe-
rience for Ashlyn. The jerking w a stop, jerking into mo-
tion, jerking to a stop again made her stomach flip becavse
she couldn't prepare for the sensation. When the lift opera-
tor dropped them a little too much too quickly, she felt her
throat fill and clenched the railing, white knuckled.

Onee they were in position, Adrian offered her a sympa-
thetic smile. “That’s as bad as it gets.”

“Thank goodness for that.,” She removed the camera and
ook a wide shot of the window, followed by a closeup of the
pane of wlass, stll very much intact.

The window had heen propped open on the far side with
a piece of wood. Ashlyn photographed it as well and then
peered between the ledge and the bortom edge of the win-
dow, moving from side to side in the basket and zooming in
on the markings on the wall.

No wonder Carl didn’t have a clue what it was. Tt locked
like nonsense.

She started with the fingerprint powder next, covering the
window ledge first and dusting it for prints. Then she dusted
the bottom of the window.

“Are you going to do this w evervthing vou can reach?”

Ashlyn nodded. “Actually, it would help if you could hold
the window up so T can dust the wood.”

He ook the gloves she passed him and pulled them on be-
fore pushing the window up from the outside of the pane of
glass, instead of the frame. Adrian raised it just enough for
her to remove the piece of lumber. “Its staying up, acrually.”

“How is it going up there?” Dalys voice crackled over the
radio.

Ashlyn and Adrian exchanged a smile, and she reached for
the radio. “Fine. The window hadn’ been broken. Tt was
propped open.”

When she was finished with the wood, she leaned in
throngh the window and started dusting the table. Tt was just
like Carl remembered. She was beginning to understand
why it could be so difficult to find usable evidence at an ar-
son scene, with soot and pools of water intermixing to ruin
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potential remnants of DINA or fingerprints that might have
helped their case.

The feqr, If T con just get to the fegs .

That was when she saw the bundle on the floor. Ashlyn
pulled herself back into the bucket and removed her gloves.

“What is itr™

“I'm not sure.” She secured the camera strap around her
wrist and wriggled back into the opening as far as she could.

Omnee she'd replaced the camera and put on a new pair of
gloves, she grabbed the kic. “I'm going in there.”

*Wait a second. T was told—"

*Io take me up here and navigare this bucker into the cor-
rect position.”

He glared at her. “You're going to ger me into shit wich
vour boss,”

“Why is it that everyone seems to forger we're investigating
a nurder herer The nurder of a child="

“What good are you to her or those other kids if you fall
through those floorboards and get yourselt killed?™

She pulled herself up on the ledge. “Thats a chance I'm
willing to take.”

“Is she doing whar I think she’s doing?”

Dialy raised the radio without relinquishing the binoco-
lars. Beside him, he could feel Tain stiffen, craning his neck
to see what was happening,

“Ashlyn Harr, if vou don't get back into that basket right
now, Tl write you up for disobeying a direct order.”

He could see the firefighter rmn 1o look down, shrugging as
he held the window. Then the man mrned around and reached
for something, still holding the window with one hand.

“All you can do is yell at her, [ can't put this window down
or she’ll be stuck in there.”

“What the hell is so important that she’s gone in for?™

“Something on the floor. By the table.”

“What is it?”

“T don't know. We couldn’t tell, Jesus—"
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The radio cur out, and Tain grabbed the binoculars out of
[Daly's hand.

“Can you see anything?”

Tain'’s shoulders sagged. “Te’s clipped himself to the bas-
ket and is halfway in the window.”

Dalys hand covered his face. “What the hell have 1
doner”

“It% not your fanle.”

“Small consolaoion if something happens w her”

Tain lowered the binoculars. “Why do you think I wold
vou? You think she’ going to tell me the next time she plans
to do somerhing foolish:”

“Tf T'd listened o you, at least we could be certain there’d
be a next time.”

“That was the whole point, Sergeant,”

Daly watched Tain walk over to the truck and lean against
it as though he was stretching for a race, his head down.

Ashlyn had genty mudged the tble aside, lowering her feet
to the floor cautiously, hands still on the ledge.

The floor seemed solid and stable, though she had a fleet-
ing recollection of the crack that had broken the silence
when Tain wenr through the hoards in the hallway.

She started with the table legs, completing the two closest
to the window first and then moving to the chird, the one
nearest the bundle on the floor.

Just as she’d finished taking the prints from thar leg, she
felt the board under her left foot sag. Zipping her pouch
hastly, she took a step to the side, toward the bundle, and
heard the snap as her body jerked dowrward,

“Ashlyn, give me your hand,” Adrian called. She knew it
was pointless: She was too far from the window now, her
body rwisted away from him.

*Olkay, give me your foot. Can you ger your other foor out?”

Her left leg tingled, but there was no searing pain, no sign
of blood. She put her hands as close to the hole as she dared
and started to pull her leg up.
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Thar was when things gor rricky. She heard rthe rear be-
tore she felr it, presumably a nail slicing the slan.

Ashlyn lowered her leg again undl she felt her pants pull
free and moved her leg away from the nail. Then she lifted
it slowly.

She managed to wriggle her foot through the opening, mar-
veling at how something that found a way in could suddenly be
oo big to get out, when she heard the long creak as the floor
beneath her groaned. Realizing she didn't have nach tme, she
reached for the bundle and just managed to grasp it with her
fingers as the boards sagged agin, She fell a few inches and
then she felt her body being pulled back toward the window:

“Stav as soll as you can,” Adrian told her, She could feel
his arm tightly wrapped around her ankles, the bire of pain
in the injured leg and guessed he was trying to wriggle back
through the window without letting it fall on her.

Ashlyn could see through the floor now, to the room below,

“Oh my God.”

“Whart's wrongz" he asked frantcally. “Are you . . .

“Oh, nothing. T mean, P'm okay.”

“I'm going to lift vou up now. Tiv to keep vour body
steady, keep it from snapping down.”

She tensed muscles she barely remembered she had. He
jerked her up quickly, her legs not even impacting the ledge
until her knees were back beyond the edge of the bucker.

“Crive me that,” Adrian grumbled, releasing her legs after
she assured him she was secure. She reached back and passed
him the fabric bag,

He grabbed the wood and stuck it back under the window
ledge. “MWow, lets ger you back in here and ger down. You're
done.”

“Not before you give me the camera,”

Adrian glared ar her. “You tempted fate once, Tsn't that
enough:”

*“Look, you can hold me, right? T won't move forward an
inch. Just give me the damn camera.”

“What the hell is going on up there?™ Daly’s voice cut in
over the radio again. They both ignored it.
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“Fine,” Adrian said, bending for the camera and passing it
to her. “But I take it back.”

“Take what back?”

“T wouldn't want vou working with my squad. You'd get
somebody killed.”

The worst thing about the drive to the emergency room had
been the silence.

Draly had dealt with the evidence, since he had to rerumn
to the station to check up on another case. That lefr Tain
setting Ashlyn gingerly on the front seat, treating her like
some delicate doll he thoughr would break if he didn’t wrap
her up properly before transporting her,

The pain that hadn't felr so bad when she was being cur
open had become steadily worse, Adrian had wrapped her
leg while they were being lowered, but the blood was spot-
ting through already.

Onee they'd reached the hospirtal, Tain had stuck a police
idenofication tag in the window and left the car near the am-
bulance bay before picking her up and carrying her inside.

She tried for an apprecatve but apologetic smile, “I can
manage with just a bit of help, vou know.”

“Clearly, you can’t.”

“What does that mean?” she demanded.

“The Ashlyn 1 know would have raken my head off for
treating her like a damsel in distress,”

“The "Tain I knew from a year ago would never—"

*Constable Hart?"

She pushed herself up on her good leg.

*I'm Dr. Zaid. There’s no need.” She held up a hand as
Tain stood, about to pick Ashlyn up again. The doctor dis-
appeared into the hallway and retumned with a wheelchair,
“Seems to be my week for police officers. Now, what have
vou done to vourself: " she asked as she wheeled Ashlyn awaw

Daly glanced ar the call display and groaned. He hadn't left
the arson scene vet, and he knew he was manning late.
“I haven't forgorten,” he said instead of a greeting.
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*“(ood. I've already started dinner”

“Oleay. T won't be much longer.”

He hung up the phone as Paul Quinlan marched over.

“What the hell was she thinking?™

Daly tossed his hands in the air helplessly. “You've never
had a problem holding a man back when he knew someone
was insice?”

Some of the fire lefr Paul’s face. “You're going o give her
a pass?”

“I've got an officer who was just raped by the perp shes
been trying to catch, two girls who have been abducted and
two more who have already rurned up murdered and a serial
arsonist running around, playing with matches.”

Adrian Vaughan came into view as he walked around Daly
to stand by Paul, “You knew she was going to cross the line,
That’s why vou radioed up there.”

“T didn't know anything until Tain told me. If T'd listened
to him right away, I could have grounded her.”

“Lock, this fire department has had enough to deal with.
The arsons, two of those missing kids turning up at fire
scenes, and now one of our own has to bury his wife becanse
she was raped and murdered.”

Daly blinked. “Mr. Sandhu is on your squad?”

“Rav was transferred temporarily to fill in for someone on
sick leave.” There was silence for a moment, and then the
remaining tension in Paul’s shoulders dissipated, “Look, 1
know you're under pressure. | won't file a formal complaint,
as long as everyone here agrees to let it go.”

Daly glanced ar Adrian, who stared back ar him for a mo-
ment and then nodded. “You kick her ass,” he told Daly,
pointing at him. “She might be willing to take risks, but 1
wasn't prepared to let her die for it, not when I'm backing
her up.”

“Noted. Don't worry. Il deal with her later.”

*“You'd beteer.” Adrian walked avway, giving Daly a chance
to thank Paul for his leniency.

“Tt doesn’t excuse what she did, but it sounds like—"
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A voice cur through from behind them. “Boss! We've got
another fire. A biggie.”

“Suspecred arson?”

“Not this ome. Hotel fire, Occupants inside.”

“Let’s move,” Paul Qiinlan rurned and started giving or-
ders, Daly and Ashlyn’s recklessness apparently forgotten.

Daly watched as, within seconds, the truck was pulling
away, sirens blaring.

Tain had driven Ashlyn from the hospital to the station.
She'd had a chance to shower and change before driving to
the address Alison Daly had given her for the dinner party.

Tt didn't take long to et to the howse, which was in the
south part of Port Moody, on a relatively quiet streer with
lots of trees. As she sat in her can, listening to nothing but
the sound of wind rustling leaves and the far-off calls of kids
in a nearby park, she realized she’d been on autopilot, avoid-
ing all the thoughts she kept suppressing.

She got out of the car and started limping to the sidewalk
when she saw the Rodeo pull up. Even then, it didn't fully
register, and when she realized whose vehicle it was she fele
her cheeks bum.,

He smiled as he got our of his vehicle. Craig looked ex-
actly as she remembered him. Mentally she was kicking her-
self. She should have known right away who Steve and
Alison would want her to have dinner with. Maybe she'd just
been in denial.

All she knew was she was glad she had her hand on her car
hecause her knees almost gave our.

“It’s been a while,” he smid.

She nodded and limped forward.

Craig looked down at her leg, “What happened?”

She shrugged and offered a sheepish smile. “All in the line
of duty.”

The front door opened. “No crutches?” Daly asked.

Her eyes narrowed. “Try not to sound so disappointed.”

“I might not complain about an excuse to keep you at a
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desk for a few days right now. You should still keep off thar
leg, mve it a chance to heal.”

Ashlyn blew out a deep breath. *“T will. T'll rest it all night
while T sleep.”

Daly led them into the living room. “Ashlyn, you might
think you're getting away with this now, but 1 will speak to
vou abour this.”

*“You just can’t accept the fact that I might get hure on the
job. We wouldn't even be having this conversation if it had
heen "Tain or Craig.”

*“Craig and Tain obey orders.”

“What planet are you on? You nmst be living in a parallel
umiverse,” Her cheeks were burning now, and she forced
herself to stare ar Daly so that she didn't have o see the look
on Craig’ face,

“Stop trying 1o deflect responsibility by bringing up my
past transgressions, Ashlyn. What did she do, Dad?”

She glared at him. “Craig—"

“ thought we agreed there would be no talk about work,”
Alison said as she walked into the room. “This is a house-
warming party for Craig, not an inquisition.”

“This is your house?"

“Whose house did you think it was?™ he asked.

She hadn't thoughe it was possible for her face 1o ger any
hotter, but she’d been w‘mng. “But theres furnimre.”

“Courtesy of my parents.”

“0Oh, is that why there isn't plamL on ite”

“T tuul-. it off when T gat here,” Alison said.

I didn't even know you were working in the lower main-
land until now, Ashlyn,” Craig said. “Someone neglected to
mention that”

“I should have called. First it was the arson investigation,
and then T got parmered with Tain on these child abdue-
tions.”

*“Where are things at with the arson cases?™ Daly asked
her. “With evervthing else going on, [ keep forgetting.”

“T've gone over everything that Rﬂhmson had for the fires
June fourteenth, July eighth and July twenty-tfth,” Ashlyn
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said. She noticed Craighs eyes pinch together, the twist of his
jaw that had always betrayed the fact thar he was thinking
abour work when they were parmered. “To be honest, we've
got as much from the two fires this past weekend as we do
from the earlier ones, which isn't nch.”

Alison called from the kitchen, reminding them that there
was to be no talk about work and asking for help. Ashlyn got
up, hobbling out of the living room, leaving the conversa-
tion about the cases to continue without her.

Daly relaved the status of the investigations, right up w
Ashlyn’s trip to the hospital,

“Do you have a working theory on your case?” Craig asked.

“Well, right now, best we can figure is that the arsons and
the abductions are connected somehow: Julie and Isabella
were both found at arson scenes connected to the cases Ash-
byn is working on. What is it?” Daly asked. His eyes nar-
rowed as he looked at Craig’s face.

Craig opened his mouth to answer.

“Oleay, dinner is ready. And Tve already warned you about
talking about work twice. We're going to have a pleasant
evening socializing without any mention of crime,” Alison
sald. Her eyes met Daly’s first, then Craigh. “Understood?”

After dinner the conversadon eventually returned to work,

“I don't think I've ever heard you menton Tain,™ Alison
said to Steve,

“That’s surprising,” Ashlyn said. “Tain has quite a reputa-
tion.”

Craig said, *Acrually, Dad never talks abour work at home,
unless I'm there.”

“What? Toral separation of the job and marriage?”

“You think I want to go home and talk about vou guys?™
Daly said. “That’s precious time I'd never get back, and I can
think of plenty of better things o waste it on if I'm just
looking to fill hours. It’s called having a life.”

“Maybe you should teach that class at the Depot, Steve,”
Ashlyn said, lifting her glass. “How to Be a Police Officer
and 5tll Be a Person 1017
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“You rwo would have failed,” Daly said.

They took their dessert to the living room.

“I hope vou don’t mind,” Alison said. “This gives Ashlyn a
chance to elevate her leg.”

Craig shook his head. “You know me, 'm not fussy.
Strawberry-rhubarb crumble. You made all my favorites.”

“Thart was the idea,” Alison said. “So, what do you think
of vour present?”

“Tr’s funny, T was just thinking about pano furniture the
other day.”

“Ah." Daly stood up. “Then you haven't seen what else is
out there. Come on, I'll show you the harbecue. Just your
basic starter, but T suspect you'll get a lot of use out of it.”

“You mean I'm supposed to cooks” Craig followed Daly
outside, “Are you going to give her a reprimand?™

Daly sighed. *Don't stare.”

*“Come on. You and | both know there've been times you've
crossed the line when you thoughe it was necessary.”

“She almost got herself killed roday, Craig. You have to be
prepared to carry a lot in this job, but 'm not prepared to
shoulder unnecessary risks.™ Daly sank into one of the patio
chairs, and Craig followed suit, noticing that the evening
was unusually dark, despite the fact thar it was early.

“T thoughe it was unfair to par Ashlyn with a parmer she’d
have to keep an eye on, but Hawkins insisted.” Daly rubbed
the side of his face. “Turns out Tain is the reliable one.”

Craig looked past Daly, in through the patio doors w
where Ashlyn sat on the smaller sofa, chatting casually with
Daly’s wite. “You're being a bir harsh, dont you think?
Would we even be having this conversation if it had been
Tain?"

“No, because you'd think he deserved what he got. Just
because you and Ashlyn worked together before . . .” Daly
leaned back, locking up at the sky, his thoughe lefr untin-
ished.

“Why didn'’t you tell me she was heres”

“You were having enough problems with Lori. Did you
want me to throw it in your face? “Oh, by the way, Craig, the
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one person you actoally have gotten along with over the
vears is here, in the lower mainland, bur she’s working wich
Tain.” T didn’e think it was the right time to mention it.”

Daly stood and started walking back to the house. He
glanced over his shoulder as he opened the patio door.

Craig got up and followed him inside without another
word. Alison was in the living room by herself. He lefr his
parents and found Ashlyn in the kirchen.

“T told Alison she didn't have to do that”

“She didnt. After all, she cooked.”

Craig took the tea owel off the stove and intercepted the
dish Ashlyn was abour to set in the drainer.

“They can air dry, you know.”

“And they coul d've been washed mechanically if I'd
phoned the repainnan.” He watched her silently, her hair hang-
ing just past her shoulders now, a few inches longer than it
had been when he first met her, her eagle eyes surveying his
yard in the meticulous way he'd seen her survey crime scene
after crime scene. “What’s it like, working with Tain
again:”

The cormers of her eyes crinkled, and she shrogged. “Not
as bad as T thought it would be.” She glanced up at him and
smiled. “Really. He almost took my head off ar a crime scene
before he knew itwas me.”

“Ah, so he has retained his unique charm.”

“Older and a slight bit wiser, but don't tell him T said
that.”

*“Which makes vou, what? Just a bit older?”

Her eyes pinched rogether as she glanced at him. “Steve
told you.”

“He'll ger over it.”

“You mean he didnt send you in here to lecture me?”

“Ashlyn, do you really think I need him to ask me w? If [
thought it would do any good, I'd tear a strip off you my-
self.”

“So you think I'm hopeless?™ The murmmr of voices from
the other room sounded like they were getting closer.

“You lnow that’s not what | meant.”
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He didn't avert his gaze when she looked up at him again, a
shadow passing behind her eyes so quickly that he almost
thought he'd imagined it, but when his parents walked in and
she marned toward them it was a forced smile that emerged.
One that didn't reach her eves.

“How long do you need to go easy on that legs™ Daly
asked her.

She shrugged. *“A couple of days.”

“That’s good. Then you won't be able to go anywhere to-
morrow. That will give vou plenty of dme to rest.”

“Tain can drive. The doctor said its actually good for me
to get up a bir, keep the blood circulating.”

*“Tain can handle things without vou, and you can do your
hobbling ar home. You're raking the day off.”

She opened her mouth to protest, and he raised his hand,
Craig knew the look on Daly’s face, and a quick glance at
Ashlyn told him that deep down, she knew better than to ar-
gue with Daly when he got like '[hlS

Craig thanked them for the dinner, and Ashlyn didn't try
to avoid leaving when his parents made their exit. Part of
him wanted to ask her to wait, but one look at his parents
told him it wasn't a good idea, Not tonight.

Onee they were gone he drifred around the main floor, nor
really thinking about what he was doing. Within a few min-
utes, he'd sertled down on the smaller sofa, staring vacuously
at the fireplace, his thoughts drifang back to that case last fall,

If it hadn't been for the remporary transter he hadn't
wanted—and had tried hard to get out of—he wouldn't have
met Tain and Ashlyn abmosr a year ago.

It wasn't that he hadn't wanted to keep in rouch. He'd
picked up the phone more times than he could recall and di-
aled Ashlyn's number, but every time, he'd felt at a loss to
know what to say and replaced the handset before the call
went through.

There'd been so much he could have said in the weeks af-
ter, but he'd been wound o gghe, fighting too hard to stay
in control, dealing with too much of his life being exposed
and the wounds still being raw.
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He glanced at the solitary glass on the coffee table, wished
he had more than juice and water on hand, and swood up.
Craig flicked the light off and rook the glass to the kitchen,
wondering how well Tain and Ashlym worked together.

Wondering why it bothered him so much that she seemed
happy.

Lori sat on the edqe of the bed, overdressed compared to
her usual Slt:'i:plnf:. attire, blankly gazing through the window
to the darkness in the sky, l]ﬁte:nmg to the whir of the elec-
tronic teothbrush, the sound of water running, silence, then
the splash of fluid being spir against the sink.

The vsual bathroom sounds were just the background blur
as she sar there, not really knowing what she should think
about, not really knowing what was next. Tt had all come out
from under her in a hearthear, that second when she turned
to find someone moving toward her in the darkness, some-
one who would change everything for her.

Send her life spiraling out of control, turn her world up-
side down or pull the rug out from under her feet . .. How
many ways were there to politely say that someone had
made a choice and that the result was that she had to getan
HIV rest, go through ST1D sereenings, thar she had to make
a staternent about what it felt like to have someone force her
down on her own bed.

Lori yelped and realized she'd dug her nails into the flesh
of her palms. She knew she’d heard the footsteps approach-
ing, somewhere in the layers of sound and sensation her
brain was processing, bur she still jumped when she felr his
hand on her shoulder and pulled forward from his grasp in-
stincovely.

“I...dont think I can sleep in here amymore,” she said,
standing suddenly, reaching for her housecoat to pull over
her already-covered body.

*T thought the doctor said it was best for vou to v to re-
zain control of your life, to not let this person take away
anything more than he already had.”

Auything muorve thon be already bad . . . What is thar, exacdy?
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Her sense of security, her self-confidence, her dignity? She
fumbled with the cord on her housecoar, her hand shaking so
violenty she had to physically force herself to stop and draw
a deep breath as hot tears stung her eves.

“You've got it all figured our, haven't vou? Doesn’t bother
you to sleep in the bed T was raped on.”

He got up from the bed and followed her toward the hall-
way. “Lori, you're heing rl:llmlr:ruc: Yesterday you said—"

“Yesterday T was wrong,” she snapped. “Oh, I'm sorry.
You expect me to have this all figured out in a matter of
hours and just move on. Well this isn't like charting a course
tor a sailboar, Vish, so give me a goddamned fucking break
if it takes me a while to get it together.”

She stomped down the hall, and the whole house shud-
dered with the foree she used to slam the door to the den be-
hind her, her shoulders quivering as she slumped back
against it, her body sliding down as she covered her mouth
and choked back her sobs.

Ashlyn’s shoulders lifted before she forced her torso down
again, remembering that her leg injury meant she had to
sleep on her back and forgo the vsual tossing and turning
she did on any given night.

“Damn,” she muttered, her eyes staring up at the black-
ness, anly a thin shinmer of moonlight plistening on the
chimes above her bed.

Bear chimes that Craig had bought her. 1 remind you, his
note had said.

As though she could forget.

The next day, he'd been gone.

It had been glossed over, with terms like “unexpected” and
“sudden departure™ and “serious case™ being thrown about to
mask what it really was for her: Craig had been ripped from
her life. She hadn't known until then how muoch she'd relied
on him when they worked together before.

She squeezed her eyes shut, but all she could see was the
look on Craighs face the first night she’d met him. . . .

When she opened her eyes his image remained.
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She brushed the tears aside, the ones that always came
when she thought of that case. Maybe that was the real rea-
son Craig seemed so damned important o her. He'd potren
her through it all. Then he’d been gone in the blink of an

?e_

':}Hur thoughts shifted to the girls they were looking for,
the body of Tsabella Bertini lying on the cement in front of
her, and she shut her eves again, this time, her mind ready to
rest,

“Martha."

“Wo, whar’s your real name:”

“Shhh. T don't want to get lashed.”

For a moment, Taylor thought chat the girl was going to
listen to her, but then she heard the quictest steps coming
toward her and felt the bed sag as the girl sar down beside
her,

“My name’s Lindsay.”

“He says to call you Delilah.”

“That’s not my real name, and T dont like ir.”

“Its (zod’ chosen name for you”

“Then why didn't GGod tell me Himselfz"

“Taylor opened her mouth o answer, then closed ir again.

“What’s your real names”

She mashed her lips together, saying nothing.

“Are you Taylor?™

“Ho-how do vou know?™

*“We said a prayer for you at Mass on Sunday morning.”

“Oh.” Taylor felt her heart sink. It didn't make any sense.
Why did she feel so scared that this girl knew her real names?

“We have to try to find a way out of here.”

li“}h}r‘?ﬂ

“He’s going to hurt us. Those other girls . . . they're dead.”

“What girls?"

“DidnT you watch the news:”

Taylor shook her head.

“The day he took you, they found a girl. What do you re-
member about the day he took you?”
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Nicly, Nicly, Nicky . . .

*I was looking for my brother at the fairgrounds.”

“That’s where he grabbed you from?”

She nodded.

“Then what*"

U'd opened sy eyes, but all I could see was back. Trolled avosnd
@ bit, trying to 51t up, but 1 eould feel the cov and hear the engine.,
My leg buomped something, another leg, and Iz ngqim' orer as dose
as 1 coedd, wery move towching oy bt there was vope tn vy smonth,
_]’:.r.r.r like the rape in your mouth when be bronght you bere. Want-
iy to screans aiid the person there, fn the davkress, dedn't wale wp
or sy anything. | .

“Do you remember how vt got in heres”

Taylor hugged her legs to her body, her chin resting on
her knee,

“I'want to go home,” Lindsay told her.

She heard the tremor in the words and kmew what that fele
like, wanting to ery but needing to be brave, biting your lip
or putting vour face into the pillow if it was really bad.

“Do . .. vou really think he’s going t hurt us?”

Lindsay leaned so dlose that Taylor could feel her hot
breath on her cheek. *T think he’s poing to kill us.”




WEDNESDAY

“You've pot to be kidding me,” Tain murmured as he lis-
tened to the message on his voice mail, Daly relling him thar
Ashlyn wouldn'e be coming in as per his orders. Tain stiled,
for a moment forgetting how much this complicated his life
as he imagined the Took on Ashlyn’s face when Daly told her
she was taking a sick day.

With Ashlyn not in, John-John mowved to the top of his
list. Maybe he could rule that out without any complications
and keep her from getting into more hot water. His smile
faded as he thought abour what Ashlyn would say if she
knew he was trying to shield her, but it didn’t stop him from
grabbing his jacket, a few files and walking our to the car.

Knowing it would be early for John-John to make an ap-
pearance on the streers, Tain did a licde recon in the area
where John-John vsually worked, then stopped at a local
Tim Hortons,

So far, the open abduction cases hadn’t turned up any-
thing pertinent. Daly had intervened and passed those off to
Sims. Shir. Sims had lefr a message saying to see him abour
that Wilson character. . .. Tain flipped w the page i his
notepad, hoping he'd wm:zmher to track Sims down. Some-
thing about Wilson just didn't sit right.

The list of recreation center member names hadn't yielded
much in the way of criminal interest, bur there it was, near
the bottom, too much of a coincidence not to take a hard
look at.

Alex Wilson was a member at the Southside Recreation and
Fimess Center where Lindsay Eckerr was abducted. Alex
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Wilson wasn't exactly a rare name, but it was worth checking
it out to see if it was the same Alex Wilson. Tain reached for
his cell phone and glanced ar his watch when he pgor the
volce mail and left a message.

He was sitting in his car now, sipping coffee. Something
he'd acquired a taste for duning the past year, as he put in
longer hours and spent more time working alone. A solitary
hgu re stepped out of a doorway onto the sidewalk, Ll:mclng
in the opposite direction, oversized hands stuffed in the
pockets of the leather coar, the bald head reflecting sunlight.

Tain didn't need the quick glance at the photo to tell him
who thar was. He opened the door and got our of the car.

“Yeah?™ Ashlyn groaned, her hand covering her eves as she
spoke into the handset

“You actually stayed at hmne and you're sleeping in?
There might be hope for you vet.”

“Very Funn],l'. Steve.” She risked exposure to the light with
a quick glance at the clock. Ashlyn groaned. “T didn't realize
it was so late.”

“With all the hours on this case—"

“Yeah, yeah, T likely needed i. What's up? You want me to
come in, after all?”

Dialy laughed. “Can't blame you for cving, can 13"

She smiled as she sarup, inspecting her lower leg and foor.
The searing pain that had escalated after she'd sliced 1t had
subsided with the assistance of painkillers, bur it hadnt re-
turned during the night.

“Honestly, [ just called to check up on you.”

“T know."

“T meant—"

“Tt’s okay, Steve. You're just calling to make sure I'm okay.
Mo pain, no swelling and—" she propped the phone berween
her shoulder and her head as she removed the last of the
bandages—"the wound is clean. Doesn't look like irs infected.
I'll be parading around in short skirts again in no tme.”

“You didn't bump your head when vou were up there,
did you?™
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She smiled, trving to sound mildly offended as she said
good-bye and hung up.

Craig sat down across from Daly. “Tt was either genuinely
funny, or the job stress is getting to you.”

“Maybe a bit of both. Bul: this time, amnusement was the
greater part of the mix.” Daly’s smile faded as he studied
(.ml;:, s face. “Why do I get the feeling thar what you're  go-
ing to say isn't going to be good for my blood pressare:”

“As though much [ say or do ever is.”

“Point taken.”

“Look, it just something thar came up last night, abour
the dates of those arson cases Ashlvns working, June
fourteenth, July eighth, July m'enw-hfd't Augst eighreenth
and  August nineteerth are all dates the arsons have
happened on, the ones that were linked by MO when the
case was soill Rclbinsun’s, right?”

Daly nodded. “And June fourteenth was when Julie Dar-
rens was abducted. Isabella Bertini was abducted Joly eighth.
Julie’s body was found at a fire July twenty-fifth, and as you
likely know, the two most recent dates corresponded to find-
ing Isabella Bertinis body and the abductons of Tavlor
Brennen and Lindsay Eckere.”

“Tune fuurl:rw:nth_ July eighth, July owenry-fifth, August
eighteenth, August nineteenth . .. Doesn’t anything else
about those dates sound familiar?”

Daly laauqer] "Those are the dates of your rape cases.”

“Thiee big investigations happening simultaneously and the
dates match for all of them. Doesn't that sorike you as odd?”

“There was also an arson on July eighteenth. You don't
have a rape reported for that dae.”

“Which is hardly conclusive, given the stats on rape re-
ports.”

“Those same statistics could mean there are a dozen more
rapes that we don’t even know about ver. We certainly know
there aren't a dozen more fires we haven't heard about.”

“You don’t have a child abduction matching July eigh-
reenth either.”
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Daly leaned back in his chair and groaned. “*Whar are you
thinking?"

“Tust that its odd. TS got me wondering . . .7 Craig paused,
then shrugged.

“T find it hard to fathom how a rapist could connect to child
abductions and murders. At least, this rapist. None of these
girls has been sexually assaulted, a fact we haven’t released ro
the press.”

Craig frowned, “T'm surprised Hawkins wouldn’t want to
reassure the public with that small piece of consolaton.”

“Hawkins has certainly had his own agenda with all of
these cases, from the Immnmng" Daly mutrered. Then he
slared at Craig. “And you know better than to repeat that
putside this office.”

Craig put up his hands, “No need to worry about me, T'm
just hoping he'll back off from the rape investigation a bir.
This thing with Loni seems . . ™ He shrugged again, unwill-
ing o voice his thoughts, even to his dad.

Daly reached for the ringing phone and barely managed
two words before he hung up and passed Craig the note he'd
serawled.

“Another rape.”

“We know there wasn't an arson fire last nighr.”

“Careful. T'm starting to believe in coincidences. And the
Tooth Fairy and Sanra Claus.”

John-John spat on the sidewalk as Tain approached him.
“Fucking cops. T can smell yvou lot a mile away, Whaddya
want:”

“Connie Brennen,” Tain sad. “T can see from the sneer
that you know who I'm talking abour.”

“So what if I do? She hasn't been down this way in ages.
Mot since she roped some sucker into marital bliss.”

“You telling me you didnt have a bit of an axe to grind
with her? No lingering grudges, scores to sertler”

“What the fuck? Why'd T waste my time goin® after her
now: "

“You've gone after others before.”
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John-John stared at him, and Tain glared back, waiting to
see what he'd do.

Finally, John-John shrugged and sank back against the
stairway he was leaning against, his oversized ass pressed
against the concrete and spilling over like waffle batter when
too nmech is put on the grill. “This business, sometimes you
have to have a firm hand. Spare the rod and all that. You
gotra know how hard it is makin® a bitch behave.”

“So you admit you like to keep your girls in line.”

“I don't ‘like’ it. [ do what | gotta do to make sure the hills
get paid.”

“Just a respecrable businessinan.”

“That’s right. Fucking tax-paying citizen,”

“And Jenny Fowler? That whole little mess with her girl
was just what? Protecting your investment?”

The snarl rerurned. “Hey, T was cleared of that. No way
vou're coming back on me about that now.”

Tain held up his hand. “I acrally want to talk o you
about Taylor.”

“Taylor who:”

*You're serious? You can know who Connie Brennen is—
and that’s her married name—but you're telling me you don't
know the name of her kid? The one horn less than nine
months after Connie stopped working for vous™

John-John's mouth set in a hard line, but he didn’t try to
get up again, “That Taylor, What about her?™

“I heard some interesting rumors.”

*“Yeah? She following in her mama’s footsteps? Bit young,
bt there are those who'll pay top dollar for thar sort of thing.”

“Doesn't make your gut twist to think of some perv hav-
ing a go at your own kid?"

John-John's face paled and then flushed hot. “What the
fuck are you saying? Tavlor’s my kid? No fucking way.”

*“Word was you were Connie’s steady back then.”

He snorted. “Connie fucked anyvone who could scrape
up enough cash, and vou oughtra know that. When she got
herself knocked up it could have been half of the local trade
who was responsible.”
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“Bit of a stretch on the suspect list, don't you think?”

“She did a lot of business, Real efficient.”

Tain felt his lip curl. “So you're telling me thar you don't
think Tavlor Brennen’ really vour kid:"

John-John shook his head. “T mean, not like I'm saying |
couldn't perform the senvices, but it coulda been anyone, like
I said. Connie spent more time out of her undies than in
them.” He glared at Tain. *What d'vou care, anyway?”

“You don't know?"”

John-John stood up, but he didn't draw himself to his full
height. “Like T said, haven't seen Connie in years.”

“You not heard abour the guy going around snarching
voung girlss”

“Them ones found in burning buildings?™ He shrogged.
“Heard something about it.”

“He snatched Tavlor Brennen last weekend.”

There was no widening of the ¢yves, no change in the color
of John-John's face, nothing to give Tain a clue about what
he was thinking. Tain pulled a card from his pocker.

“If you do think of anything, anvone with some special
interests, anyone with a grudge against Connie—"

*“What good would that dof Those other kids, their moth-
ers working girls too?”

Tain shook his head. “Tust being thorough, Always possi-
hle when kids go missing thar someone else takes advantage
of it, you know? Trv to hide their crime behind the obvious
suspect.”

John-John nodded as he sauntered off down the street,
and Tain started walking back to the car.

Noaw, I greess we'll see whetber be was being straight with me.

Craig held his ID up, and the woman pulled the door open.

He stepped inside the townhouse and followed her as she
led him down the hall to a cozy living room.

*Can I ger vou some coffee, tea?”

“Mo, thank you, I'd like o speak o Michelle, whenever
she’s ready.”
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The woman looked up from the kirchen, visible on the
other side of the counter that bordered the living area. “T'm
Michelle.”

Craig felt his eyes pinch slightly as the woman turned, re-
placing the jug of milk inside the fridge, seemingly unaf-
fected by his failure to identfy her as the latest rape victim.

He'd seen a bit of everything from these women. Anger,
emptiness, desperation . . . For a woman who'd been raped
last might, she was really holding it together.

“You sure? " she asked again, pointing at her mug as she sat
down across from him,

He shook his head as she crossed her legs, her hands folded
on her lap. “Where do we beging” she asked.

“You're Michelle Bohner, and vou phoned the station this
moarning to report that vou'd been raped.”

She nodded. “That’s right.”

*“Can you tell me what happened?”

“Hell I'd just come out of the shower when he grabbed
me.”

“Did you see him?"

She shook her head. *No. T just felt his hands around oy
arms.” She ook a sip of her drink. *He pushed me down the
hall into my bedroom.”

“T know this might not be easy, but can you tell me what
happened then?”

“He ted me up and raped me.”

Craig took as long as possible to draw a big question mark
on his nutv:pﬂd before looking up. “Can vou tell me how he
tied you upr’

“He ok the cord off my bathrobe and ted my anms
the headboard.”

“Together or separated:™

“Together,” she said, holding her wrists together and life-
ingr them over her head. “Like this.”

Craig made another note. “12id he gag vour mouth or
cover your eyes?”

“He . .." She looked away for a moment before uncrossing
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and recrossing her legs. “He covered my face with his hand
and told me to shut my eves or he'd lall me. T just did what 1
was told.”

“Olkay, Ms. Bohner—"

‘IMrS.J'

“Sorry. You live here with vour hushand?”

“And ren-year-old daughter, Jolene.”

“Where was she when this happened:”

“She and her dad are away, camping. They won't be back
until the end of nexe week.”

Craig glanced at the bookshelf, a family photo on display.
“Whar does your hushand dos”

“Semi-retired. He used ro be a mechanic, fixing fire trucks
and stuff like thar. Still goes in occasionally on call.”

“T see. So, what happened next:™

She shrugged. “He left.”

“How did you get free?”

“I worked my hands out.”

“Did you take another shower, wash the sheets on your
bed?”

Her eves narrowed, “Uh, is that a problem?™

“Michelle, we really need to bring in a team and have
them look for evidence.”

“Tsn't my statement enough?™

“T'n afraid its exceptionally difficult o bring charges in
riape cases and even harder to get a conviction, TFwe could find
some DNA or fingerprings, we'd have irrefutable evidence to
present in court that would help us put this guy away.”

She stared at him for a moment and then blinked. “I . ..
I'm not sure.”

“Mrs. Bohner, I'm not going to lie to you. Without having
rape-kit results and data from evidence recovery here at the
scene, it will be virnally impossible for us to get a conviction.”

She stared at him and blinked again, the color starting to
drain out of her face.

Ashlyn sar down on the couch, propped her foot up on a pil-
low and reached for the first folder. She wasn't one to copy
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files and bring them home en masse. Typically, if a case had
taleen over her life, she'd be at the staton amyway.

Bur something had niggled at her over the past few days,
and she'd packed a bag complete with most of the general
information on the abductions and arsons. When Tain had
taken her back to the station to change she’d remembered to
bring the copied files with her, and she silently gave thanks
o whatever sixth sense had kicked in to motivate her to col-
lect the data in the firse place,

She opened the file on Julie Darrens and reached for a cal-
endar and a pad of notepaper, her eves already skimming the

rriculars noted inside, writing down june 14 across the top
of the blank page and underlining i, lipping the calendar
back two months and noting as well that Julie Darrens had
gone missing on a Thursday.,

After she’d gone through the reports, Ashlyn set the file
for Lindsay Eckert down, tapping her pen against the note-
pad resting on her leg, her fingers mgging s their way through
her hair.

She pulled the calendar out from under one of the other files
and started counting. Wot weeks, Nothing tiggering there.
Days berween abductions? No. The intervals were random,
scartered. She had a fleeting glimpse, a memory of doing the
saine thing, months before, when the missing teenagers’ cases
had been gathering dust on the shelves, right avound the same
e that the drug case was limping along on life support,

She looked ar the dates berween when the two girls were
found, bue that didn’t help. They only had two.

Ashlyn pulled our her arson sommary, making a new list,
circling July eighreen. Why wasn't there an abduction for July
eighteen? Was it possible there was a body they'd missed® She
thought about all the open, missing-kids files that had been
pulled because of this, but she couldn’t recall one being
brought to her attenton that had seemed o fit the pattern.

Although she hadn't had as much time as Tain to review
all the files. . ..

She counted the days between Julie’s abduction and when
thev'd found her body. Exactly forty full days had passed.
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Then she counted the days berween when Isabella was taken
and when her body had been carried from the burning
building.

Forty full days.

She rested her cheek against her hand. Tt was something
Craig had taught her, about looking at every angle on a case,
even if it doesn't make sense to you.

Forty days.

She got up without wo much couble, notcing it was even
easier now to cross the room to her iMac, She turned it on,
limping to the kitchen for a refill.

Ir had to mean somerhing. Random abduction dares, sear-
rered locanons the pirls went missing from. Only two things
connected thar she could see. Fire and forty days between
when they went missing and when they were found,

Ashlyn sat down in front of her computer and clicked on
the Safari icon, then typed in the keywords she wanted in-
formation about.

Sims nodded. “One and the same.”

“You're positver ™ Tain asked.

“T even phoned the manager of the recreatdon center and
gora descriprion. Thick black glasses, bleach-blond hair, blue
eyes, bit of a spindly freal. The managers words, not mine,”
Sims added quickly.

“So his purpose in being at the recreation center isn't to
use the weights.”

Sims stared at himn for a moment, and Tain was convinced
the man couldn’t have looked more surprised it Tain had
grown a second head. “Guess not. He used o work for a pho-
tographer’s studio, taking school pictures and group photos
and stoff, Six months ago he started working at Cargo
Clearance.”

“Interesting.”

Sims didn’t pause as long this time. “Tt gers berter. He ook
school photos at Holy Cross Flementary and Sacred Heart
Elementary last fall. T double checked. Wilson took the school
phoros of them that have been printed in all the papers.”
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“Please tell me he connects to Burnaby Fine Ars.”

Sims's simile faded. “Sorry. At least, nor that T've found so
far, but T'll check prior years. Could be she was in another
group or something.”

“Do we know why he changed jobs?”

“No." Simns passed Tain a slip of paper. “The manager
wasn't very keen to talk about it. T figured some face-to-face
persuasion might be in order.”

Tain folded the paper and put it in his pocket, then
snapped his fingers. “She was a Girl Guide.” Tain rurned and
walked away.

Ashlyn unlarched the chain lock and opened the door,

“How? the leg?” Adrian asked, handing her a bundle of
roses, She stepped back, setting the bouquet on the krchen
counter.

“Almost good as new.” She led the way into her living
room and sat down.

*But you stayed home anyway? That’s not exacdy the im-
pression T had of you.”

Ashlyn felt her nose wrinkle, and her neck itched. “T was
ordered to take a day off.”

“Ah,” he said, surveying the room, glancing our the pario
doors, “So this is homes"

“For now. How did you find out where I livedz™

He sat down in a chair opposite from her, dose to her com-
puter. “I have my sources. Seriously, I just wanted to make
sure you were okay.”

“Shouldn’t I be the one sending you an apology instead of
vou bringing me flowers?™

Adrian offered a sheepish grin. “Yeah, I suppose.”

“You were pretty choked.”

“And T had all night to think about what T might do if T
was working on a case like this.” The smile faded. “I remem-
ber Carl bringing out that body, that one girl. Tr must get to
you.”

She guessed he could understand, on some level, bue this
wasn't something she was going to talk to him aboue. “Can 1
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get you something? Tea, juice? My coffee maker is the third
appliance this week thats gone on strike, and [ haven't had a
chance to deal with any of them.”

“T'll mve vou the number for Bob. He's the repairman we
use at the hall.”

*“That would be great.”

His eyes surveyed the room, the few scattered, framed
photographs she’d managed to ger up since moving in, the
lingering boxes waiting o be unpacked, stacked against the
tar wall, the plants gasping for water. Adrian’s gaze lingered
on the computer. “What on earth are you looking at?"

“Something abour forty-day calendar eyeles used in an-
cient tmes. Apparently some are advocating for the retum to
a forty-day month.”

“Like the people who pushed for a change in daylight sav-
ings time?”

“Its not quite the same. [ suppose theres a group out
there voicing an opinion for just about everything.”

He scrarched his head. “Shame more people don't lead
productive lives instead of whining about when to move
clocks forward and back, What are vou reading about this
for, anyway:"

She hit her lip and looked slightly to the lefr of him. “Just
sommething thar came up.”

“With your case.”

Ashlyn looked at him. “What makes you say that?™

He nodded at the coffee table. “Files, calendars, notepa-
per ... You're working.” He held up his hands, “Relax. T'm
not here to give you grief.”

*Good. T heard more than enough from Tain and Daly
vesterday.”

A shadow crossed his face, his eves betraying some darker
thoughts that had surfaced in his mind, but the look passed
almose as quickly as it appeared. “So, the forty-day month
thing? How does that tie in?”

“That’s what I'm trying to figure out. It might not be the
calendar. T'm looking for anything significant about forry-
day fime frames.”
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“You mean like it raining for forty days and forty nighrs?”
he asked.

“What’s that from?"

His eyes widened. “Never heard of Noah's Arks"

She felt her cheeks flush. “Of course. It's on Mount Ararat
or something, but every time people try to prove it%s there,
they get shot at or kidnapped or struck by lightning.”

Adrian leaned back for a moment, looking at her without
speaking, Finally, he gave her a small smile, “Ts it the jobs”

“Is what the job?"

“The skepticism? T didn't peg vou for such a cynic.”

I don't know nuch abour religion. Noah's Ark is—" She
shrigped,

“Biblical.”

“T think even T'd worked out that mmach, What else can
vou tell me="

“Just that when (God judged the world, He sent rain for
forty days and forty nights. T vaguely recall something abour
other references o the number forty, but its been a long
time since T was in Sunday school.” He shrugged, smiled
and stood up to leave, “T'd say you should talk to iy cousin,
but T think you deal with enough nutcases in your job al-
ready.”

“Your cousin g priest or something?™

Adrian laughed. “You equate priests with crazy peopler
You really are a skeptic, Wo, my cousin was pretty hardcore,
Spent a fair bit of dme with the born-again Christians before
getting drawn into some fringe group.”

“Born-again Christians aren’t fringes”

*Olkay, before getting into an even more bizarre group
than them. Sarisfied?”

*So he knows a lot about biblical . . . soaffz”

Adrian shrugged. “Spends a few hours a week loitering
around the station working on his car, telling me abour the
wickedness of the world and how we’re all going o be bap-
tized o be purified before God.”

“Family dinners must be fun.”

The smile was back. “Slighty better than a root canal.”
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“¥es, but the deparoment has a dental plan. Eradicating
religious programming isn't covered.”

“Does that mean I couldn persuade you to come over
on Sunday?” Before she had a chance to respond he put up
his hands “Look, if you're interested vou know where to
tind me.

He walked out of the room, and she listened as the door
opened and shut behind him, then gor up to lock the door.

[Daly gripped the arns of his chair, venting his anger into his
1lm,rt:r'_~. as Lori jumped to her feet.

“You're just saying thar becanse you never wanred me on
this case,” she said.

His waords came out conmrolled, caleulated, despite her
purple shade, “Sit back down and be glad T'm willing to
overlook that remark, all things considered.”

Lori did as she was told, her back as rigid as ever, shoul-
ders squared, but some of the color had faded from her face.

“¥ou aren’t ready to come back to worl.™

“I disagree.”

Daly ignored her. “Even if you were ready, vou would
have to be reassigned.”

“That% ridiculous! Nobody lnows more abour this case
than I do.”

“And nnl‘u‘.-d].r is more likely to ler her emotions override
her judgment,”

“When have vou ever seen me do that on the job?”

“This isn't about your track record, Lor, which T have to
say isn't stellar. You and C raig have had problems since the
beginning.” He held up his hand o silence her. “Right now
our priority is solving this case as quickly as we can and mak-
ing sure that we can get a conviction. Your participation in
the investigation now would compromise that. A good de-
fense attorney—"

“Fucking lawyers.”

“We have to be realistic here. Your participation in this
case could jeopardize an arrest.” Daly stood, moved around
to the other side of the desk and perched on the edge of the
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desk near her. “Go home. Take care of yourself. Spend some
time with your family, friends, people who care about you
and can support you.”

She looked up at him, her eyes blazing, her cheels ghostly
white, “Don’t make me go over vour head.” She hissed the
words.

He lifred his hand. “Theres the door. I'm not going to be
coerced or pressured into making a decision that I know is
wrong,”

Lort stared at him, her mouth draswn in a harsh ljne, her
back stiffening even more. She stood. “This isn't over,” she
said. She yanked the door open, then slammed it behind her
with enough force to rattle the windows.

“Wha .. . what do vou want?"”

Tain noted that Alex Wilson's shoulders tensed, thar his
hand had dropped and not opened the screen door once he
recognized the person standing on the front step, and the
quick glance back toward the room he'd come from, as
though hoping whatever was in there was securely hidden
from a nosey police officer’s eyes,

“Do you mind if T come in for a minute?" Tain reached
tor the handle.

Alex hastened w open the door and stepped ouside in-
stead, blocking the handle from Tains reach. “Whatks this
about? T told you evervthing.”

“Just some follow-up questions. You have a membership
at the rec center, the one on Twenty-fourth Ave.”

“So#”

*“(30 there oftens™

Alex Wilson folded his lang, thin arms across his chest.
“What arc you? The bulk-up patrol?”

*Tr was just a question.”

They stared at each other for a moment before Alex
shrugged his right shoulder. *Often enough.”

“Sunday night?”

“What abour it?"

“Were you there Sunday night”
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“What do you care if T wass”

“A mirl went missing from Southside Recreanon and Fir-
ness Center on Sunday night.”

“T didn'’t find her brother in the parking loz.”

“Nobody said vou did.”

*“Then what do you want="

All the anger and suspicion Tain had expected in their first
encounter that hadn’t been there, that had been suppressed
under some form of guilt and fear, was surfacing now. Alex
Wilson seemed to feel more comfortable on his home turf.

“Well, vou're a member of that fithess center, and we've
been trying to eliminate people from our suspect list for ab-
ducong Lindsay Eckert.”

“Whart’s that got o do with me?”

“We recovered some fingerprints from the scene, but, you
know, there’s plenty of passing traffic and such in a place like
that. T was wondering if we could take vour prints for the
purpose of eliminating you, so we don’t waste time looking
far someone we know couldn't have taken her.”

Alexs mouth hung open, a thin slit of darkness against his
pale skin.

“Would that be okay?™ Tain asked.

“Oh, Tuh, I themght . . . Do [ need a lawyer:™

“Fou didn't grab Taylor or Lindsay or those other girls,
die youz”

He shook his head.

“Then there’s nothing for you to worry about, is there?
Just coine down to the station and give them this,” Tain said,
removing a letter from his pocker. *Then, hopefully, we
won't have to bother you again.”

Alex took the letter and disappeared inside his house,
promising to stop by on his way to work.

Tain walked back to the car. There was something going
on with that guy.

“Now, you girls stay right here and don't mowve.”
At first, nothing seemed unusual about that order to Tay-
lor. There had been a few times that he'd made them sit for




WHAT BURNS WITHIN 193

hours on the cold floor, usually after repeating the Pledges,
as he called them, over and over and over again unal the
only thing she could hear in her head was the same words
ringing in her ears,

Delilah—Lindsay—had even done well ar sicting still this
tme. Taylor guessed the sores made it hard, but she was re-
ally rying. She hadn't been lashed ver today.

The door opened again, and a girl—the same girl Taylor
had seen once before—walked in, carryving a tray,

She had long black hair and enormous dark eyes. Her skin
wast't dark-dark, not like what Taylor’s mom called black,
but it wasn't white either.

The girl set the tray down in front of them and then sat
down on the ground, passing our the fancy cups and plates.

“You are ready now,” she said, Taylor thought she sounded
sig, like a schoolteacher who thinks you've finally gor
something vou should have figured out ages ago.

The girl passed out the plates, thin wisps of steam rising
trom the bread, which smelled so good Taylors stomach
actually gurgled. There were pats of butter on the side of
the plates, with small, flat wooden spoons.

“You can spread your butter on like this,” the girl said,
demonstrating how to use the flar spoon with the burter.

Taylor glanced ar Lindsay and then reached for her bread.

The first bire seemed w dissolve on her tongrue. Within
seconds, the warm bread was gone,

She glanced at the door, then at the face of the girl who
she'd almost begun to believe she'd dreamed about.

“What's your name?” Lindsay whispered.

*“Hannah.”

“Not your new name. Your real name.” Lindsay reached
for her bread.

“Hannah is the only name I need now.”

“Don't you want to get out of here, go home:"

The new girl, Hannah, stared ar Lindsay, who stared back
at her. Then Hannah smiled. “T am going home. He says T'm
almost ready. Like the others who used to be here. When
they were ready, he took them home wo.”
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“Ready for what?" Taylor asked.

“Ready to be pure before God.”

“He’s nort sending you home. He's a sick person. He’s go-
ing to kill you,”

Hannah yanked the bread from Lindsays hand. “Liar!
You're the liar. Lies are the devil’s work. She’s evil,” Hannah
velled, grabbing what was left on the tay and running from
the room.

Onee Hannah had disappeared, the man came and stood
in the doorway. He shook his head.

“T thought you were ready. You still have much to learn.”

Taylor felr a twisting inside her chest, bur instead of com-
ing in with the whip again, the man stepped back and locked
the door behind him.

Daly rubbed his forehead, which did nothing to ease the
pinch of the skin as he watched Tain pace back and forth.

“.-"n-‘[;q},-‘be I was wrong,” Tain said.

“Do you really think sof™

“Oh, T don't know. T mean, the guy definitely gave off a
guilty vibe when he was here before, but not like it was about
the girls. Tt was something else, When 1 asked about those
glrlq he seemed genuinely surprised.”

“Then what did he have to be edgy abouts™

“Tain shoolk his head. “My pur, something about bows. The
way he became still whenever T mentioned Nicky, the way he
was oo quick to defend himself and insist he hadn't done
anything wrong . . . the fact that he never explained what he
was doing in the park to begin with.”

“Didn’t you or Ashlyn tell me that one of the kids from
Lindsays church group mentioned something about a puy
watching them change:™

“Yeah, but it wasn't Alex Wilson.”

“You're sure?”

“Positive. The peeper was a lot younger. Wilson may be a
bit of a seventies leftover, bur he's notin the late teens, early
rwenties age bracket.”

“So we need to take a good, hard look ar Wilson.”
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“Sims did a thorongh check. He definitely ries o Julie
Darrens and Taylor Brennen, but 1 don't have a link for
Lindsay or Isabella yer.”

Daly thought about what Tain had told him, about Wil-
sons background. “Odd that he'd pick up Taylor Brennen's
brother, drive him to a police station, the next day Taylor’s
picture, a picrure he took himself, is splashed all over the
news and he never says a word about it.”

“That’s what T mean. This guy, theres something going
on with him. He was I'E:I]l}' uncomfortable with me showing
up at his house todav.”

Daly frowned. “Whar were you doing ar his house?”

“T went to talk hun in to giving us his fingerprints for
elimination purposes.”

“Seriously:™

“Sericusly. He didn’t exactly admit it, but he didn't deny be-
ing at the recreation center Sunday night. I told him we had to
print everyone and eliminate peaple we knew weren't involved
so that we could try to find the person who took Lindsay.”

“And he bought that®”

“My puess is, he was so relieved that T didn't think he'd
nabbed the girls, he was willing to help. Like he was hiding
something else thar he was afraid I'd come to see him abour,
and when he realized it was just those girls, he stopped wor-
rying.”

“What's Ashlyns ke on him"

“Unfortunately, she hasn’t had a chance o size him up
ver.”

’ Daly’s eyes narrowed slightly. “Why not?”

“Carl Parks was ready to talk at the same time Alex came
in for his interview. She knew Carl, so she dealt with him.
Truth is, I'd like o see how Alex responds to Ashlyn.”

“What's your gut telling yous”

“This guys got no use for women. Not in an aggressive
kind of way, bur T think he% afraid of them.”

“It’s not a crime o be gay.”

“And T couldn't care less. Bur I'd put my money on his
preferences being age and gender speciic.”
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“Little boys.”

*“I think Ashlyn should ralk to Nicky again, too.”

Daly glanced up and stopped fiddling with the sticky
notes he'd been rearranging,

“Tust to be on the safe side.”

*“What are vou going to do now:" Daly asked.

“Find our why Alex Wilson stopped working for the pho-
tographer.”

“And then?”

“See if Burnaby has come up with a link for Taylor and
Lindsay.”

“You know, Tain, you could be right abour Alex Wilson,
and it could still be him.”

“What do you meanz”

“The girls weren't raped. Whatever these abductions and
murders are about, it isn't sex. Could it have something to do
with working out soime issue he’s got with women by lalling
rirls®”

" “When I get my psychology degree T'll get back to you.”

“Very funny.”

“Sergeant Daly, why don't we have a profiler in on this?”

Daly glanced at the door until he felt reasonably certain
nobody was lingering in the hall outside his office or ap-
proaching. “Some people are concerned that if we bring a
pmﬁler in now, it will send a message o the public that we
weren't doing all we could from the beginning and we're
trying to correct our mistakes.”

“That’s ndiculous, This wasn't eve—

“Sit down, Tain, and lower the 1nlume. It wasn't our case.
You know that. 1 know that. You only got put on when Julie’s
body was found on our territory. Thats stll less than a
month you've been working it, and that was as a back-burner
resource person until the past few days. But the public won't
care. We're under a lot of pressure, with this case and with
one of our own officers being a victim of a serial rapist
who’ graduated o muorder.”

“So, what you're telling me is, someone’s playing politics
because we could use a profiler, and Craig could use a pro-
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filer as well, but if they bring one in now it will seem like the
drpa;l'nncnr didn’t mive a damn unti]l one of our own was
raped.”

There was silence for a moment, and then Tain stood.

“T'll go track down Alex Wilson’ former employer.” Tain
looked out into the hallway in silence, not moving, and then
leaned down over Daly’s desk.

*I thought lending Craig to that investigadon last year
was supposed to have earned you a big chip to cash in. Are
vou telling me that vou don't have a favor left to call in, or
that you won't use it for this?”

He straightened up and walked our of the room before
Daly had a chance w respond. Daly leaned back and rubbed
his temples, his eves closed.

When he opened his eyes, he groaned,

Craig shur the door and smiled as he sat down. “That
bad, huh:"

“I just talked to Tain.”

*Ah. That can be enough to suck the will to live out of any
senior of ficer.”

Daly smiled. “I find it surprising you don’t have any ani-
mosity toward Tain.”

“I'm not a senior of ficer.”

“And you share a common tendency toward insub-
ordination and independence.” Daly sighed. “And thar’s not
all.”

Craigs smile faded. “We worked together on a difficulc
case, Whenever vou're in a tough situation and don’t know
who to trust, once you've worked that ourt you ger pretoy tight.
You know that.”

Daly nodded. *But I think there was more to ic.”

Craig could feel his neck burn and saffen simultaneously.
“I never crossed the line. Not with—"

Daly held up his hand. “It’s none of my business.”

“Dramn right it isn't”

Draly drew in a sharp breath, but didn't respond to that.
“You here to fill me inz"

Craig waited until he was sure he could siphon all the
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anger out of his voice. “We went over the scene thoroughly
onee we got consent.”

“What do you mean, once you got consent?”

“Char victim wasn't too keen to have us search for evi-
dence.”

Draly stared at him. He knew that look on Craigh face, the
one that hinted at a thousand things being deliberately left
unsaid. “Our wich ic.”

“My gut tells me she wasn't raped.”™

*“You're serious?”

“Look, if she was, it was somebody she knows and it wasn't
our guy. She didn’t know any of the holdbacks abour his
MO, According o her, he didn't bind her the same way or
gag her. He tied her arms to the headboard with the cord
from her robe and told her to cdose her eyes.”

“Anything to corroborate that?”

“Nobody found her. She allegedly worked herself free
and then threw out her robe with the morning trash.”

“And called you long after the garbage was picked up.”

“I've seen a lot of women react afterwards, you know? T've
seen anger, ['ve seen denial, and I've seen desperation. T'm
not saying I've seen it all, but what T haven't seen is calm,
eool, collecred and *do you want cream in your coffee?” Add
that she eventually called a lawyer before agreeing to let us
search her house, and she absolurely refused a rape kit, despite
the fact that T told her it was almost 2 certainty we wouldn't
get a conviction without it.”

Daly raised his hand to stop him, “What are vou going to
do now?”

“The only thing I can do. I'm going to work hard on the
other cases. If we do find any prints of interest that pop up
in the system, I can check them out, but she'd vacuumed the
floor, changed the sheets and washed the original ones.”

“I'm having a brieting in here tomorrow morning to
review the arson and abduction cases. Mavbe vou should
sit in."

“Why? T thought you felt there wasn’t anything solid to
suggest a link.”
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“Srill, T'd like vou to hear everything, The dates are a bir
of a coincidence.” He reached for his glass of water and
opened the top drawer of his desk, removing a borttle of
Tylenol. “You really need a partner on this case.”

“Speaking of which—"

*“You saw her?” Daly swallowed the painkallers and took a
sip of warer.

Craigs mouth twisted as he nodded. “Sheks not doing
well.”

“She wants to come back to work.”

Crdiq snorted. “She’s not touching this case.”

“Persomally, | agree. But she threatened o g0 OVer my
head. ' noc saving she’ll have any better luck higher up the
ladder.” He gave an almost imperceprible shake of his head.
“T'm just warning you that she’s going to try”

“Constable Tain. Tain,” the voice called, the sound of quick
foorfalls gerting londer as the person approached.

Tain refaxed when he saw Sims.

“There’s someone here to see vou.”

“Whor™

“His name is Tggy Klipper,”

Iggy Klipper? Tain stopped walking. “Did he say whar he
wants?”

Sims nodded. “He said he saw thar girl at the Cloverdale
Fair the day she went missing,”

“Tain scratched his head. One good, promising lead he re-
ally wanted to chase down, mavbe something constructive to
tell Ashlyn in the morning. Five seconds later and he would
have already been ourt the door,

He swuffed the paper with the address back into his
F;oc]»:x:t.] “Where is het™ he asked, following Sims back down
the hall.

Ashlyn sar down on her conch, gesmring to the chair across
trom her. “Thanks for coming over.”

Luke Driscoll sat down, his usual easy smile in place. “No
problem. What happened:”
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“Iwent through some floorboards.”

The smile added a questioning twist to it “Ts thac all in a
day’s work for you?”

She shook her head. “Not exacdy.”

“So, what can I do for you?”

*“What can vou tell me about the number forty:™

“Are you serious? You called me up and asked me to come
over to talk about the number fory?™ The sinile hadn't dis-
appeared from Luke’ face, but his eves had narrowed 4 touch,
like he was lingering somewhere between intrigued and baf-
fled.

“Ir has some religions significance, doesn’r it?”

“Sure, There are some who believe that it take foryy days
for a soul o be purified, that its a predetermined period of
devotion and preparation.”

Ashlyn grabbed her notepad and started asking questions.




THURSDAY

Ashlyn barely felt a twinge of pain as she walked to her desk,

rhaps a lirtle slower than usual, bur under her own power.
She set her files down, tucked her hair behind her ears and
started skimming through her messages.

Maothing, nothing, nothing . . . Nicholas Brennen. Himm,
She glanced at her wartch, convinced it was far too early to
call. She set that message aside.

That’s when she noticed the folded paper, mcked partway
onto a tray. She knew the handwriting immediately, pulled it
out and sat down.

Asilyn,

We've bad o witness come formmnd with some potentiol
desrely aborr Tirylor Brevmen' s abdnction, aied Aley Wilvon i
turning out to be @ viable suspect. Pve put all the notes in a
e, which is tn the tap drawer af wy desk,

There’s also a veport from the laf in theve with the data
ot the contents of the bindle you recovered from the five and
the phates you took of the ofject on the watl and the vomn be-
fone, There wws adro o weeemge from Cavd Pavks for yor, 1
puet it in that file.

Tl be in carly—Daly’s bringing breakfast, He said be's
[uiting a disphry board in Bis offie, and be wants us fn there
at 8 AN, ready to go thvongh everything.

Kneapsng you, ity 52300 ar you vead this, so you shoudd
bave envugh tinre to get veady.

Tiren
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Ashlyn set the note back on her rray, glanced at her warch
and smiled. She went to his desk and removed the files.

“What did you do, wait until it was officially past midnight
and come to the of fice then?”

She spun around, the words, “Will you . .." already out
before their gazes met.

Craig offered a half shrug as an apology. “Sorry. Looks
like you're ready for this, though,”

He knew her well enough to guess ar what was going
through her mind, but she had no opportunity to ask. Tain
and Daly walked in.

Tain shook Craigs hand, offered a curt nod but said noth-
ing.

“Olkay, take me thruugh everything we've got,” Daly said.

“Tune fourteenth.” Ashlyn pointed to the date at the top.
“Tulie Darrens went nussing. She went with her oldest sister
to pick up a few [hlngs at the corner store. This wasn’t a
daily rirual, but it wasn’t uncommon. Jolie had a tendency to
dawdle, and her sister was walking briskly, rrying to coax her
along. She murned back and found the bag Julic had been
carrying was dropped on the sidewalk. Julie was gone.” Ash-
by rapped the evidence phoros, one of Julie from school,
one of the scattered groceries on the pavement. “They were
walking past a vacant lot on one side. Across the streer was
park land, a treed section with walking paths about ten feet
off the road. Since it was June and the trees were covered in
dense, green leaves—"

“Wo eyewimesses,” Daly said.

“Same day; a building here—" Tain moved beside Ashlyn
and tapped the map—“was set on fire. Simple gasoline ac-
celerant, but the thing that stood out was the fact that wood
had been cur out of the floorboards, stacked meticulously,
doused in gas and then set ablaze. A charred doll was found
Iving on top, like a funeral pyre, and an angel had been hung
from the front door.”

“Similar scenario on July eight,” Ashlyn said. “Isabella
Bertini went missing. She disappeared from her own back-
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vard, where she'd been playing with her sister. As simple as a
ball rolling into the trees behind their home, and she never
camne back. The ball was found a few feer from the Bertini
family property.”

“The Bertinis have since put in a fence,” Tain added.
“Same day, another fire here.” He pointed to the next loca-
tion. “Same accelerant, same thing with the angel on the
door.”

“Tuly twenty-fifth, another arson, Only this tme, we
didn’t have another girl go missing. Julies bodv was found ac
the scene. The fire was in Coquitam, the lead investigators
on the abduction cases worked from Burmaby, coordinaring
with Robinson, who was soll in charge of the arson invesn-
gation then.” Ashlyn shrugged. “And mayhe the scene could
have been handled better, We don't have much to go on,”
She tacked a picture of Julie Darrens’ body up beside the
date.

“Before thar, though, we had another arson, same par-
tern,” Ashlyn continued. “This one happened July eigh-
teenth. No abduction and no body.” Tain circled the place on
the map where that fire had occurred. “And vou'll note, no
pattern emerging with our fire locations either. They're all
owver the place, just like the abducrions.”

“Someone who feels comfortable moving around,” Craig
|11u1111u1'e~d.juqt like his rapist.

“August eighreenth. 'l".jv]ur Brennen goes missing from a
fair. We have another arson.” " Ashlyn urned and looked at
Tain, who marked that location on the map with a number
4. “We're srill working leads about Taylor’s abduerion.”

Tain nodded. “1 wok a statement yesterday from a man
called Tggy Klipper. He claims he saw Taylor at the fair-
grounds without her brother, He said that she was ap-
proached repeatedly by a clown and also by a vendor selling
jewelry.”

“Did he see her go with either of them?” Daly asked.

Tain shook his head. “He didn’t think muoch of it at the
time, and he went out of town that day, to do a small fair in
Victoria. He got back, saw her picture in the paper—"
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“And came in to alleviate his conscience,” Daly said.

“At least it’s something we can follow up on,” Ashlyn said.
“And the critical factor is that on thar day, we didn’t just
have a girl go missing. Isabella Berani’s body was found at
the scene of the fire.”

She removed more photographs from the file and racked
them up beside that date. “Exhibit A. A photo of a marking
drawn on the wall near where Isabella’s body was found.”

“The sacred heart, a religious symbol,” Tain said. “Also
the name of the school that Taylor Brennen artended.”

“T :huught you hadn't been able to identify the markings
originally,” Dalv said.

“We didn't,” Ashlyn answered. “Carl Parks remembered
what it was and phnned Tain checked it our, and sure
enough—"

“Carl Parks?™ asked Craig. “What did he have o do with
thist™

“He pulled her body from the building,” Ashlyn said. She
pointed at the next date. “Thar leaves us ar August nine-
teenth. Lindsay Eckert is abducted from a recreation center
in south Coquitlam. This is caught on video, Our guv is pre-
pared. Looks like he managed to undo her necklace to lure
her into the hallway. He kepr just out of ql;?hl: of the security
catneras and grabbed her from behind, using a fire door that
had a broken alarm mechanism.”

“This guy knew who he was going after, how to get her
alone and how to remove her without artracting atrention,”
Tain said. “Same day, another angel arson here.” He drew a
number § on that locadon.

“How did the guy know Lindsay would go intm the hall-
way for the necklace?™ asked Craig.

“Tt was very important to her, A sterling silver necklace
bought for her by her grandmother. She evidently never
ook it off,” Ashlyn answered.

“But how would he know that?”

Ashlyn shook her head. “We're open to suggestions. So
far, there are only a few things that seem to connect the
girls, and they're a strerch. A couple were Brownies and then
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Girl Guides, different packs. We have Catholic schools and
public schools, but none of the girls arended the same
school. They had different hobbies and interests.”

“One thing that does connect these two,” Tain said, point-
ing at Julie and Taylor, “is Alex Wilson. Alex Wilson rook
the school photos of them that have been running in the
newspapers.”

“Whar else is special about him?” asked Craig. “That
seems precty weak for naming him as a suspect or a link.”

“Hes the guy who found Taylor’s brother ar the fair-
grounds, Instead of taking him to police services there, he
called 911 and drove him here,” Ashlyn answered.

Craig whistled. “That is mteresting, -\mrthing else o go
on with this guy? Whart does vour gut tell your”

“That he’ got nothing to do with the girls,” Tain said.
“He came in and voluntarily provided his fingerprints so
that we could eliminate him from our investigation into Lind-
say Eckert’s death.”

“Mr. Wilson is also a member at the recreadon center
where she was abducted from,” Ashlyn rold Craig.

He frowned. “Mr, Wilson seems a bit more connected
than any completely innocent person should be. What's your

lanz”
d Tain sar on the ann of a chair, “Well, T wasn't entirely
honest abour the reason we wanted his fingerprines. Wilson
is puilty of something, but what, T don't know, He left his
job as a photographer—"

“A job that had him traveling around from school to
school, church group o church group, Brownie packs, what-
ever—" Ashlyn circled a large area on the map with her
finger—*all over this part of the lower mainland. He's a guy
who feels comfortable with all the areas the arsons and ab-
ductions have been in.”

“But you don't like him for chis="

Ashlyn glanced at Tain, who turned to Craig. “Ashlyn
hasn’t mer him yer. My gut tells me no. 1 think he prefers
hoys, which is why he was so freaked out by being alone with
Micky.”
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“I'm going to talk to Nicky,” Ashlyn said. “And once we
know why Mr. Wilson stopped working as a photographer,
we'll decide whether to bring him in again. We have nothing
at this time to connect him to Isabella Bertini, though.”

“&till, three girls out of four.”

“My muess is, three girls out of five,” Ashlyn said.

Daly and Tain both snapped their heads to look in Ash-
Iyn’s direction.

“Hear me out,” she said, holding up her hand.

She taped the June, July and Aupust calendars to the
wall, the pertinent abduction dates circled, as well as the
dates bodies were found. “I"ve marked the abductions in
blue, the body recoveries in black and the arsons in green.
[f you count the days between Julies abduction and Julie’s
recovery, vou get exactly forty full days, Same thing with Ts-
abella.™ She mapped July 18. “T think he ook another girl
here.”

“Why?” Daly asked. “Why wouldn't she be reported?”

“I can think of a few reasons. She could be a pseudo-street
kid, one who's been brought up hard, parents don't care. Or
she’s been mistaken for a runner.”

“Fussihlc." Tain said as he glanced ac Daly.

“The thing is, forty is a number with 1&[19:31.1@ sigmificance.
I did some checking. Some people think it’s the number of
days required to prove devotion and dedication. There are
all sorts of biblical references to forty.”

“It rained for forty days and fm'l:r.f nights,” Craig said,

“3nd Moses prayed for forty days.”

“Right. So, rake thar, plus the fact that he built funeral
pyres under the room where Isabella’ body was left, and in
the building where Julies body was found, and hes hanging
angels on the doors outside as though they're some guardian
or something, plus the sacred heart drawing near Tsabella’s

D-aly leaned forward, his face buried in his hands. *Olay.
Fair enough. We have to look at the possibility this guy is
some religions nut,”

“Wo sexual trauma to the girls. My guess is this guy thinks
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he’s preserving their innocence. He takes them for forty
days of testing.”

“And then they pass the test, and he sends them
heaven,” Craig said, feeling the distaste in his mouth as his
jaw pwisted. “Sick.”

“But that stll doesn't explain to me why you think an-
other girl went missing July eighteenth,” Daly said. “I can't
send people around lmﬂclcing on doors over the whole city
doing a head count.™

Ashlyn pulled out five photographs. “The contents of the
bundle retrieved near the table Tsabella’s body was found on.
Five meral crosses. The first one—" she taped it up heside
Julie’ information—"inscribed Deboab, fuly twenty-frve. The
second one engraved, Ruth, Awgust eighteen. The remaining
three are inscribed, Hatak, Awguot twenty-eight, Mortha,
September twenty-cight, Delilak, no date. If these are w com-
memorate their deaths, our next victim has just under a week
o live.”

“And she was abducted July eighteenth,” Daly said. “He's
ot three girls.”

“And all we've got to work with is Alex Wilson, chasing
up this clown and the jewelry vendor from the fairgrounds,
and mracking who made those crosses,” Tain said. *Hopefully,
they were distincove enough that someone will remember
the order. But they could have heen done anywhere this side
of the Fraser River.”

There was silence in the room. Ashlyn finally sat down,
near Daly, removing her juice from the drink tray.

Craig surveyed the particulars and glanced ar Daly, who
shrogged. Craig stood.

“June fourteenth. Karen Chalmers is raped.” He made an
X on the map, marking the location. “July cighth, Sara
MecPherson. July twenty-fifth, Stephanie Bonnis. No rape
reported yet for July eighteenth, and we've got no abducrion
report for that date, just an arson.” He held up his hand as
he glanced at Ashlyn. *Not that I doubt your theory for a
second. That girl is out there, just like my rape victim is sill
working through denial.
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*Cindy Parks is raped August eighteenth. August nine-
teenth, Lori Price is raped. She fights him. He leaves, rapes
Nitara Sandhu and kills her.”

Craig marked the locations on the map, all as varied as the
abduction reports and arsons. “T've been trying to figure our
what linked these women. Obviously, there was no geographic
connection. He wasn't favoring blondes, brunettes or redheads.
He crossed ethnic lines. The only thing thar appeared to be
cormmon to all of them was that they lived in detached houses,
and he seemed to know when t]m}? would he home alone, as
though he'd been watching them.”

He ser down the dry-erase marker and picked up a differ-
ent color, starting at the top. Beside each case date except
July eighteen, he wrote a number. “Any guesses?” Craig
watched as they all looked over the information, first Tain
and then Daly shaking their heads. “Ashlyn? If anyone fig-
ures it out, it should be you.”

Her brow wrinkled. “Station numbers:”

Tain’s eyes narrowed, and he pulled our a file, glanced at
the list and then the numbers on the board. “How do they
connect:”

“They were all girlfiends or wives of men who were on
the fire departments called out to those arson fires.”

Craig sat down, and Tain moved off the arm of the chair
he was still perched on, shumping back into the sear. He
rubbed his temples with both hands. “T haven't got a fucking
clue how this all conmeces.”

“You and me both,” Ashlyn said, “Abduct girls to punfy
them for heaven, ser fires for no apparent reason ar all half
the time, and then go rape women? It doesn't make any
sefise.”

“Didn't you have another rape reported yesterday?™ Tain
asked.

Craig nodded. “Burt theres a lot about it that doesn't fir,
and our victim wasn't cooperative with us doing an investi-
gagon of the scene. Evidence destroyed before she called it
in. Plus, she was beyond calm. And the MO doesn’t match

the other cases.”
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Daly leaned back in his chair. “That case doesn't seem to
fit. Regardless, there’s as mmach reason to believe the rape
cases are connected to the arsons as there is to believe the
arsons connect to the abductions. The arsons seem to be the
link. Okay. Tt looks like you three are working together
now.,”

“What about Lori?” Craig asked.

“¥ou can't be sertons® You can't let her back on this,” Ash-
Iyn said, her eves wide as she stared at Craig and then Daly.
“Naot since she’s been raped.”

“Tt might not be up to me,” Daly replied. “TF it is, she'll be
on medical undl fall.”

“D‘un tyou have some pull?” Ashlyn asked.

“Tused up a lot of influence gerting Tain on the abduction
cases and keeping him there, Look, Lo booked for holi-
days in Seprember anyway. If Hawkins knows what hes do-
ing, he'll keep her at home where she belongs.™

“It’s been bad enough with the abductions and arsons,”
Tain said, looling at Craig, “Please rell me you have some-
thing to go on.”

“No prints in the system, so far DINA has only been re-
covered from Lort’s rape kit, and we haven't got resules back
ver.”

" “But these women are all girlfriends or wives of firefight-
ers?” Ashlyn asked. “1 take it you mean live-in girlfriends.”

Craig returned Ashlyn’s gaze and nodded.

“Then whar you need is to join the fire deparoment and
get yourself a midfdend.” They all looked at her. “Seriously.
The only link you've got is the fire department. My job was
supposed to be hanging out, being around, keeping my eye
open for anyone showing signs of stress, who might be re-
sponsible for the arsons, If all vour victims had a de to the
fire department, it’s possible the rapist is a firefighter. Some-
one in there, someone who knows all of them, knows where
they live.”

“It would make sense,” Tain said slowly. “Wouldn't
firefighters know when a unit’s been called out 1o a big fire
toos”
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“So they’d know when a particular guy would be on a call,
leaving his wife or girlfriend ar home alone. . . ." Daly nod-
ded. “Ashlyn’s right. You need 1o get inside the department,
but I'm not so sure about needing a girlfriend.”

“Think about it. Craig goes through all the motions a
rookie would. You've got the house, so that’s no problem,
Maybe you can flush this guy out, make him tip his hand.”

“Whart abour the firefighrers who've had contact wich
Crag and know he's a cop?™ Tam asked.

“They're all on leave,” Daly said. “I can make sure they
don’t come back, TF we do this.”

“Look, its just my opinion, bur Craig would fic righr in.
He just needs a girlfriend who would ger noticed.”

“You,” Tain said quietly:

“Mer"

“You've been around those scenes. You know a lot of the
guys, and ["ve seen the way they look at you. Trust me, you
come in ‘off the job’ for a day with Craig on your arm, and
he's joining the department. . . . Our guy won’t miss that.
Plus you know these cases. .\Io sense bringing in someone
new who would need to be brought up to speed. You and
Craig have worked together before”

Craig glanced ar Ashlyn first, then Daly. *Whar do you
think:"

“I don'® like the idea of purting Ashlyn in as baic.”

“Fou could have a unit watching the house every hour
she’s at home alone. Silent motion detectors to alert them if
anyone tries to enter. Our guy wouldn't know, but Ashlvn
could have an earpiece to alert her, and the team warching
the house would have instant notfication if someone broke
im,” Tain said.

“There’s no guarantee he'd even go after Ashbym,” Craig
said. “Tt could be just as valuable from the perspective of her
evaluating the scene. If she goes through all the modons
with me, she can have more access to the other firefighters
and evervone who connects to the deparoment. That would
give her a chance to see if anyone seems suspicious. Every-
one I come in contact with, we do a check on, regardless.”
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“And if you put it out there that Ashlyn's on leave as disci-
plinary action for her stunt the other day, then shes gor a
perfect excuse for not being ar work,” Tain added.

Daly frowmed. “T don't know. Flow will T explain it to Paul
Chainlan®”

*“Tell him its out of vour hands, ordered by the bosses.”
Craig glanced ar Ashlyn. “Tt makes sense. You have the per-
tecr excuse for pulling her off the case right now, from ex-
ternal appearances anyway. She'll stll be acuvely on duty,
bt she already knows a lot of these guys, which gives her a
head start. Our rapist has artacked another police officer, so
he’s not likely to be scared off. Every single person | cross
paths with, nght dawn o Paul Ouinlan, gets their name run
through the syscem.”

“Tt sure as hell beats sending out a memo to all the fire-
tighters asking them o not leave their wives at home alone,”
Tain said.

“Tain’s right. We're working with some preety thin leads,
and if this puy holds to form, next week we'll have another
arson, another rape and another body on our hands,” Craig
said,

“T'll do it, Daly. T want t0.”

Daly put up his hand. “Our. All of you. [ need to think.”

Two hours later Craig walked into his father’s office withour
knocking and shut the door,

Daly stood, hands on the window sill, staring outside. He
5I:r:i1g]1tt:1'u:u;1 and turned.

“Craig Nolan, [ expect you to knock like any orher officer
in this building.”

“I'm not any other officer. 'm vour son.”

Daly’s face darkened. “Oh, this is rich. You're usually the
one telling me not to treat you differently, not to do you any
tavors.”

“And T don’t want you to treat me any differently than you
would anyone else. That’s the goddamn point!™

Daly pointed a finger ac him. “Watch vour mouth.”

Craig grabbed the back of a chair, squeezing the padding
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with his fingers, letting the anger course through his arms,
hoping some of it would evaporate instead of finding its way
into a response. He looked up at his father. “There’s only
one thing for you to consider: if this was anyone else, would
vou ey i

They stood staning at each other. Craig knew the answer
to his question. They'd been grasping at straws for so long,
on the arsons, the abductons and the rapes, and there was a
rood chance having g man inside the fire department could
help them make headway on at least one of the cases, if nor
all of them. Tt was the right thing to do.

Ir wasn't the job holding Daly back, and Craig knew it. It
had more o do with fear and regret fu:r the mistakes Daly
had made himself as a much younger man.

Mistakes Craig was a constant reminder of,

“I'm not a kid. This is my job, If it was anyone else—"

Daly raised a hand to stop him, then shrogged. “Go get
Tain and Ashlyn,” he said quietly.

When they returned to Daly’s office Daly ignored Craig and
walked up to Ashlyn, put his hand on her shoulder,

“Are you sure about this:"

Ashlyn nodded. *Positive.”

“Tf anything happens o vou—"

“SSBB,” Tain said. “T'll park ourside the house myself and
monitor her when she’s alone if T have to. Neither of us—"
he pointed o Craig—"is going to let her get hurt.”

Craig knew that look. Dhaly'’s logic was hghting against his
teelings as he weighed the pros and cons. Finally, he reached
tor his phone.

“I still have to get this cleared. Meanwhile, you—" he
pointed at Ashlyn—"go see Nicky Brennen.”

Ashlyn knelt down by the car mat on the floor, where the
hoy was playing. “Hi, Nicky: Remember me?”
He glanced up and offered her a shy smile and a guick nod.
“What are you building?" She sat down on the carpet
near hin.
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“Ir’s a special garage for fixing the old cars.”

“Do the old cars break down a lot?”

He shook his head. “Not really. In the old days they didn’t
make junk.”

Ashlym smiled. “Ts thar what your dad says:”

Nicky nodded. He'd been leaning forward, partially lying
on the floor, but now he sat up and looked at her. “You're
looking for my sister.”

“That’s nu‘ht

“But you haven’t found her.”

Ashlvn shook her head. “T'm afraid not. We've been look-
ing everw.rhere we can think of.” He nnd-:‘ler] his big eyes
wide. “Could we talk about that day agains”

Nicky tapped two pieces from his hUI]{']lI'lLE kit together.
“Will it help you find Tavlor?” he asked eventually, back to
moving cars and toys.

“It might. It could be very helpful for us.” He looked up
from his toys and gave her a quick nod. “*What do vou re-
member about the man who found vou at the park?”

Nicky shrugged.

“Did he say anvthing to you?’

“He called me a special lictle boy.”

“Do you remember whart he was wearing?”

“]::Jnﬁ And a T-shirt.”

“The whaole time you were with him?"

Micky’s tousled curls bobbed as he nodded,

“He didn't have a jacket?”

His blond locks shook this tme.

“Did he say anything else?”

Micky shook his head again. “Just called someone and said
he'd found what he was looking for.”

Ashlyn felt her eves pinch. “1 thought he called the po-
lice.”

“He did. After.”

“Oh. Okay.” She rucked her hair back behind her ears.
“Iid he touch your”

“He held my hand.”

“Was that when he took you to his car?”
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Nicky nodded.

“Anything else? Par vou on the head . . .” Ashlyn shrugged.

“No. But . ..” Nicky fiddled with the K’'NEX now, clip-
ping pieces together absently, but quicty.

“Ir’s okay. You can tell me.”

Nicky’s nose wrinkled. “It's supposed to be a secret.”

Ashlyn put her finger to her lips. *T won't tell. Promise.
Bur it might help me find our what happened to Taylor.”

Micky pursed his lips for a second and then leaned to-
wards her, whispering, “He took my picrure.”

She played dumb. “You mean he took a picture you had in
vour pockers”

The blond curls shook again. “No. He had a camera.™

“(h. Did he just take one picture?”

More shaking,

“Can you tell me where you were when he took your pic-
turer”

Hawkins rossed his hands up as if to say, Whar do you wanr
from me? “Look, Daly, she’s at a desk. Ir’s the best T can
do.”

“Not for her, Dennis. She shouldn’t be here. Have you
seen herr She’s lost weighr already, and she’s gor dark circles
under her eyes.”

*So she looks like shic. What do you expeces”

“How about enough common sense from her bosses to
keep her at home and make sure she gets counseling. It’s nor
like she's a cashier at Safewav. She was on the case huntng
this guy. | don’t want her coming anywhere near it.”

“¥ou always underesomated her.”

“No, Dennis. You overestimated what she was ready for.
She’s capable of being a fine officer, but shes not ready to
work without a net. Lori needs supervision. Now more than
ever.”

*“You've gone just about as far ourside the boundaries of
rank as I'm willing to let vou, Daly. Okay, she made some
mistakes, maybe could have handled things a bit better. But
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we hoth know Craig was prepared to cut her loose the first
time she did something on her own ininagve.”

“T don’t think yom're being fair”

“Really? Craig hasn't got the best track record when it
comes to partners.” Dennis murned and gestured to the info
boards set up in the office. “What this about?™

“Progress on the arson, abduction and rape cases.”

Hawkins tarned a chalky white. “Are you rrying to tell me
they're linked?®”

Daly stood up, running down the particulars, warching
Diennis’ face wet longer with each new detail.

Craig groaned when he saw his desk and almost morned on his
heel, but his annovance propelled him forward. As though she
knew he was approaching and what be was thinking, Lor
spun around.

*“You can’t go through this.” Craig took the file from her
hands.

“Are you saying von won't tell me where things are are™

“Lori, you know T can't talk to you abour this investiga-
tion.”

“You've got to be kidding me.” She stood up and looked
him in the eyes. “Every other. .. everyone else has the
courtesy of |.ht.~1|'|L: informed. You tt:]lu'lq me I don’t deserve
that?”

“Don't twist my words, You know this isn't about what
vou deserve to know. And you know damn well you're going
after more info here than we ever give the victms.”

She blinked. “Craig, 1 really need to know if you're mak-
ing any progress.”

“Some.” He pushed past her and gathered all the files and
relevant information into a box. “And that’s all I'm prepared
to say.”

“]’!:ru back at work. Officially approved, vou know.”

“But you're not back on this case.”

“¥eah, butr you don't have to trear me like shit. Common
courtesy to a fellow officer.”
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“Laori, this isnt abour you being my colleague or my for-
mer parmer on this case. Anyone comes waltzing through
here and wants o know the latest, I'm going to tell them ro
read it in the Swa. You know that™

“You were always such a hard ass, you know? Worst fuck-
ing partner [ ever had.”

Craig shrogged, rurmed on his heel and walked away,
thinking it cut both ways.

“S0 what kinds of cars do vou see going by your house?”

Nicky showed her how PT Croisers and Sunfires and
other average cars would go by, *Then there’s the school
buses.” He pulled one off his shelf and drove ic past his
house.

“What tme does the school bus go by?"

“F.ar]}rin the morning and then again in the afternoon”

*“What about other vehiclest Ave there any cars you see in
the afternoon a lo"

He shrogged. “Somenmes fire oucks go by, and 1 like to
run to the window and wave in case its Dad.”

“That’s nice,” Ashlyn said, smiling, “Are these the cars

¥, =7

vou see here, at Dad's?

He nodded.

She propped her chin up on her hand, restng her elbow
on her knee. “Can you show me whar cars you saw when you
were still staying with your mom:"

It was a similar scene, but then he went to his shelf, fin-
gering one car for a moment.

“Whart’ special about that car?” she asked him.

“Well, it used to come by our house a o Its a Corverre. |
always watched it go by,” Nicky said, still fiddling with the car.

“Why don't vou show me?r™

He took it off che shelf and brought it to the mat, making
it drive down the road very slowly.

Ashlyn mocked a puzzled expression. “Can’t that car drive
very fase?”

“Ohh, it can. It’s a fast car. Bur he never drove it fast. Al-




WHAT BURNS WITHIN 217

ways really, really slow while he looked out the window art
the houses.”

“T bet vou didn mind, becanse it a nice car”

Nicky shook his head. “T liked watching it.”

“When did it stop driving by your house?”

“After Tavlor went away,” he said quiedy. “Before Dad
said T could stay here all the tme.”

“You know whar, Nicky? You've been such a big help. 1
brought you something.” She handed hom a bag, and he
pulled out the model rruck, his face lighting up like the sky
above Washington on July Fourth,

He ran down the hall to show his dad, and she followed
him. While Nick senior expressed proper enthusiasm and
managed to persuade Nicky to go back to his room to play,
Ashlyn felt Tain’ eves searching her face.

Their gazes met, and she had a pretty firn belief that he
knew exactly what she was thinking. Now they had to tell
Mick Brennen—on leave from the department, fighting his
wife in court for permanent full custody of their children,
waiting to hear if his daughter would be found alive or if she
was never coming home—that his son had been exposed toa
possible pedophile.

Nick showed them out, and she waired unril they were
halfway back to the car,

“What kind of car does Alex Wilson drive?” Ashlyn asked.

“Red Honda Civie hatchback.”

“Wot exactly a car that stands out around here.”

“Nope. Why?"

She told Tain what she’d learned and relayed what Nicky
had said abour the Corverte. “The way we've seen it, all of
these girls were known before they were taken. It could be
this guv was watching her for a while, looking for an oppor-
tunity. Julie went missing in her neighborhood, Tsabella
from right behind her house. Taylor always seemed odd, dis-
appearing from the fairgrounds.”

“But not if he was watching for a while, saw his chance
when she got separated from her brother and went for it.”
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“All that stuff abour rhe second phone call, the phoros . . .
That's really sick.”

Tain nodded, his mouth twisting with distaste. “T'll ask
Dhaly if he can have Sims look into it.”

“I can do it. Whart do vou think 'm going to do all day?
Clean house and cook Craig dinners”

A smile flickered across Tain’ lips. “More like rell him to
cook his own damn dinner when he walls in the door.” He
put his hand on her arm, looking down on her. *“You don't
have to do this. 1 know [ put vou on the spot.”

Ashlvn shook her head, *No, Tain, you put the job ahead
of the people involved, which is whar you've got o do. Irs a
preat idea. That doesn’t change because it means I'm going
to be the one playing the pare. I'm up for ic.”

“T know.”

“Then you should never doubt that you did the right
thing by putting this forward and suggesting me. Don't
think of it like losing your partner. You can call me when-
ever, we can still hash over the case, and I'll do the paper-
work.”

He smiled as he stepped back, his hand falling away.
“That almost makes up for hitdng the streets on my own.”

Daly looked ar the box Craig was carrving, “What are you
d{'.-ll'l[.f"
“Taking all of this stuff home.”
“¥ou could make copies for Ashlyn to work from.”
“Ita not that. T found Lon snooping through my desk.”
Craig shut the harch to the back of his Rodeo, locked it
and looked at Daly, who was resting a hand on the spare tire
on the back of the old sport-urility vehicle.
“T told him she wasn't ready to come back.™
“For all the good it did. What's the deal with this anyway?
Lori have some kind of clout with Hawlans:™
Daly shrugged. *Your puess is as good as mine.”
“But he signed off on the plan.”
“On one condition. We have to bring Paul Quinlan in on
i, keep him informed.” Daly looked up and mert his gaze,
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and he shrugged. “There’s nothing I can do abour it. They
don’t want the deparoment to look like its dropped the ball
on any of the ongoing, pertinent investigations. Hawkins
wants us to reassure Uhiinlan that we're mking the arsons se-
riously. Besides, we need someone to facilitate vour new ca-
reer on the departiment. Quinlan can do that.”

“This means exposing our link about the rape cases.”

“Which affects the fire deparmment as well. They've got
men on leave, one burving his wife, one hoping his daughrer
will be found alive. Hawkins felt that someone on the de-
partient needed to maintain confidence in us.”

“Like we're not doing all we can .. .7

Dialy’s fingers drunumed the tre, and then he let our a
deep breath. “T could call in a few favors to bring in a pro-
filer, but if T do, Hawkins could make it his mission to see
you transterred out.”

“Did he say that?"

“He’ made it clear I'm not to step any further outside the
boundaries.”

“Look, Dad, we have a chance to maybe make some
progress with this. I'm not trying to tell you how to do your
job, but I'd hold back a card or two before exposing your
hand. If we can work this thing to closure withour a profiler,
then you sdll have cards  play. And if we have o do an
end-run around Hawkins, we'd berter make sure we're cov-
ered so he comes through it looking like the mastermind
behind the whole thing.”

“Funny, I never thought of Dennis as one to play the po-
litical game on every big decision, particularly when he’s
been so upnght abour making progress after Lon's rape.”

“There’s something odd there. If it was anyone else .. .”
Craig shrugged.

Daly turned to walk away. “T know. Believe me, T know.”

Daly had phoned Ashlyn to tell her he wanted to see her in
his office when she returned to the statoon. When she ar-
rived he updated her. “We've already had silent alarms set up
around all the windows and doors. There was a rental available




220 SANDRA RUTTAN

behind Craigh, one that bordered the alley. We've signed up
for it and got a team moving in. They have all the monitor-
ing equipment on site and a clear view of the yard from an
upstairs bedroom.”

“I seriously hope they won't sit up there with binoculars
watching the patio doors.”

“Funny. No, we're purting up a satellite dish, which is re-
ally a cover for a camera. The back entrance will be moni-
tored visually from there, and the front entrance will be
watched from a remote camera ser up from Craig’s house. |
still want vou keeping all the exterdor lights on, Ashlyn. I'd
prefer it if we find this guy withour him coming afrer you.”

“Me too.”

She watched the shadow cross his face as he glanced at his
desk for a moment, his fingers tapping the surface absently,
like they often did when he was thinking hard about some-
thing. When he lifted his head to look at her, she felt her gut
tighten.

il'l')_a]}l__1¥

“Hear me out, Ashlyn. This isn't a simple assignment.
And ity complicated by the fact that you personally know
your partner.”

“I don't see thar as a complication. [ see thar as a bonus.”

He looked at her for a moment, tied to bury his real con-
cerns. “I just want to make sure youre comfortable wich
this,”

“Daly, ic’s Craig. I'm perfectly fine with this.”

“Maybe thats the problem.”

She rossed her hands up. *“Whart's that supposed to mean?”

*You know Craig, and you know Tain. Tain almost cov-
ered for you the other day. Your personal relationship wich
both of them could compromise their judgment. And
yours.”

“Personal reladonship? We're colleagues. We work to-
gether. I've been partnered with Craig and with Tain. Part-
ners have o get to know where each other’s limits are and
when to give them some latimade.”

“Ashlyn—"
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“Daly, T'm not going to do anything.” She sat up straight
as she looked him in che eyes, “I won't compromise Craigh
safety or my own. I'm simply going to be the doting girl-
friend by day and the investigator behind the scenes, T’ re-
lay everything to Tain, and T’ Il make sure Every person we
come in contact with is screened. Thats "

“I'm still not sure abour this.”

“Daly, itk Craig. 'm in good hands. Seriously, you've got
me working with someone T can trust. That's all T can ask
for.”

He sighed. “There’ a van scheduled to meet vou at your
apartment in fnrty-ﬁve minutes. They'll move your stuff.”

For the first time since this idea had come up she looked
uncertain.

“Fou didn't think we'd go about this halfway, did you?
This guy has to believe you and Craig live together, or he's
going to work it out. Guys around the department know
you're a cop, so when you're out with Craig..." He
shrogged.

“I get the idea.™

“Is there anything else you need?™

“Daoes Craig have Internet access?"

*I don't know. How crucial is it”

“T can check some things from our system from remore
access, and it will enable me o do online searches for related
case information, Tve been using itat home,”

He reached for his phone. “Then T'll make sure you're

hooked up.”

When Ashlyn came downstairs from unpacking Craig asked,
“IJid you have enough room:z”

“How many clothes do yvou think [ have:”

He shrgged. “Tt looked like a lot.”

She opened her mouth to offer a retort and then shook
her head. “Tr wasn't all clothes, Craig. Picrures, books, stoff
that I would actually have ar home. You know, to make it
look like T really live here.”

“Have you reviewed all the security information=”
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Ashlyn nodded as she sank into a chair. “Daly really went
overboard.”

“I drew the line at having audio feeds in the bedroom.”

“How thoughtful of you™

Craig glanced at the coffee table for a moment and then
got up. “Can [ get vou anything?”

“So we're still in phase one of our relationship, are we:”

*“Whar’s phase one?™ he asked as he walked to che kitchen.

“The stage where you still offer to serve me before you
start complaining about all the housework [ haven't done all
dhay.”

}‘I thoughr [ wouldn’t srart in abour thar undl romorrow.
Last chance,” he called.

“Cranberry tea.”

“Tmeant a cold drink.”

“Thought you said anything.™ Ashlyn got up and managed
to straighten her face by the time she reached the litchen
door. “How do you feel abour this? Really:”

She couldn’t see his face because his back was to her. He
filled the kettle, located a tea bag and a g and waited for
the kettle to boil. Then he unplugged the ketde and poured
the water. He opened the drawer and removed a spoon, all
withonr speaking or looking up.

“T think my dad’s having a coronary.”

“It%s not like we haven't shared the same roof before.”

“Not the same thing.” He passed her the mug, and she
backed our of the doorway, turning on her heel, careful to
avold eye contact.

After she sat down on the smaller couch she blew on her
tea for a moment and tested it. Then she looked over at him.
“Daly’s not always impartial when it comes to giving me as-
signments,”

Craig smiled. “I know the feeling.”

There was a knock at the door, and they exchanged a
glance.

*“That better not be him coming over to check up on us,”
Ashlyn said. Craig got up and she listened as he went down
the hall and then opened the door.
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When Craig remarned Tain was following him.

“Hawve you got your computer set up yet?” he asked her.

She shook her head.

“Then you'd better get to it. Daly wants to make sure
everything is working so we're ready to go tomorrow mom-
ing.” He passed her a box. “He’s got you an e-mail account
and a NEssEnEer SYsIem that VOouLcan use o l'&'a}' informa-
tion directly to him. Daly says he wans you o keep the
phone lines clear when you're home alone, so that the team
|11|rn'|i|:r1|r'in5,Ir vou can call and check on any potendal false
alarms.”

“(+od. He really is going overboard, isn't he?” she said as
she looked at the ]ﬂptup and folder in the box. When she gt
no sympathy from Tain she forced herself to her feet. “Up-
stairs or downstairs?”

“Phone jack or cable:”

Ashlyn tumed to Tain. “Phone.”

“The spare room upstairs has an empty desk and a phone
jack,” Craig said.

As spon as Ashlyn left the room, Tain sar down.

Craig frowned. “We haven't even started. What could
possibly—"

“Someone was watching rhe movers ar Ashlyn’s place.”

“Are they sure?”

“Somebody murned down the block and parked, starred to
get out of their vehicle, and then Ashlyn arrived. The driver
didn't think anything of it unil he realized the uy had gor-
ten back into the car and was sdll sitting there. As soon as
Ashlyn went into the building, this guy drove off.”

“Tell me he got a license plare.”

Tain shook his head. “When the guy pulled our, another
moving van came down the street, going in the opposite di-
rection. He double parked our guys in. They'd had some
words before, and the driver was pretty choked about being
held up, wa[rinﬂ to start loading. By the time the argument
was over .. .” Tain shrugged.

#Shic," {_,1‘ﬁlb1s mouth twisted. Then he looked up ar Tain.
“Y¥ou thinking what I'm thinking?”
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The sound of footsteps coming down the stairs silenced
both of them.

*“Oheay, there. Satisfied? Trs all done, it works, ready o roll.”
Ashlyn glanced from Craig to Tain. “What'’s going ons™

“Just wondering if you'd be a good litdle kept woman and
get me some dinner. ['m starving,” Tain said. He gave her
the most innocent smile he could manage.

Her hands went to her hips, and then she tossed them up.
“As it so happens, 1 think there are leftovers,” She turned on
her heel and walked to the kitchen.

Craig shook his head. "When T was working with Lori 1
should have taken a page from your hook.”

“Lori Prices” Tain snorted, “That one would have you
written up hefore you could say sex, never mind sexual ha-
rassinent. How's she doing, anyway?"

“Not good.”

Their eyes met for a second before Ashlyn returned to the
room. Tain pushed the weight from his face and forced a grin.
“See, this is bringing out your hidden domestic talents.”

“Tust becanse I don’t cater to vou on a daily basis doesn't
mean they're ‘hidden.' ™

“T'll just have to drop by more often. Wouldn't want you
to ger out of practice.”

She glanced from Tan o Craig and then reached for her
tea. “T'm going t bed. Don’t forger to rinse that before you
e, she said to Tain,

He waited until he heard her reach the second part of the
stairs, “Theres always a chance it could be nothing. Daly
said we shouldn't jump to conclusions. He%s gor an extra
team monitoring your place for a few days, and someone’s
watching her apartment. Just in case.”

Ashlyn heard the door shur, then footsteps coming up the
stairs. She sensed him stop at the doorway.

“That’s my side of the bed.”

She didn't look up from her book. *You sleep by the
fireplace.”
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“Wot while you're here, I don't. Move,”

Ashlyn ser Crasr down on her lap. “Are you serious:”

“Stay where you are and you'll find out.”

He disappeared into the walk-through closet, into the
bathroom. For a moment she tried to go back to the book,
but her mind was focused more on Craigs nmminent return
than anything else. She marked the page she was on.

The bathroom door opened, and Craig came back through
the closet and into the bedroom, He pulled his shirt off and
glared at her.

“T meant it, Ashlyn.”

“Really, Craig.”

After a moment under his relendess paze she muttered,
“Fine,” and moved over.

“How did you know T usually sleep on the other side, any-
wia

E‘rl:sh]}ﬂl lifted a copy of A Good Dy to Die, which glistened
in the 'hﬂ:ll}__']\r He ook it from her, serrng it down on the
nightstand. She turned on her side to face him.

“This guy doesn’t break in when men are home. Being on
this side or that side doesn't make me any safer, but you're
willing o have a stupid argument just to put more distance
between me and the door.”

He was lying on his back and didn’t turn to look at her, in-
stead staring up at the ceiling, his right arm folded back, his
hand tucked under his head.

“And [ am capable of defending myself. Just last nigh, |
slept all alone.”

Craig rarned to look at her, the somber expression remind-
ing her of the Craig she'd first met a year before, the Craig
who had carried the weight of the case, and a hell of a lot of
guilt about his past, on his shoulders. “Are vou secing any-
body?” he asked.

She felt her jaw drop and foreed it back up as she tried to
decide what she wanred to say to that.

“Seriously, Ashlyn.”

“Are you”




226 SANDRA RUTTAN

*“That's not the point.”

“Well, if you don't mind me asking, what 1s?"

“Is there any reason a man would be coming o your
house to lock for your”

Even in the dim light she sensed a shadow passing behind
his eyes. “What did Tain tell you?”

“It’s possible someone was watching you when you were
with the movers.” He told her what Tain had said earlier and
shifred his left arm ander the pillow,

She blew out a long, slow breath. “Craig, there could have
been a dozen reasons the guy left that have nothing to do
with me.”

“All the same—"

“Evervone is overreacting becanse of this case.”

“Nobody wants to see you get hure,”

“Neither do 1, bur you're all beginning to sound like
broken records. I'm not your litde sister, and [ don't need
you rushing to my defense every time you see someone step
on the playground vou don't like the look of.” She could see
his face harden at her words, his shoulders taut. “Look, 1
didn't mean it quite the way it sounded. It's bad enough hav-
ing Daly looking out for me, but 've had Tain playing the
overprotective-partner thing to the hilr. T just wanr every-
one o let me stand on my own two feet”

Ashlyn started to turn onto her back, but he reached for
her shoulder and stopped her,

“It isn’t you | don't oust. Its the guys out there.”

His hand slid down onto her armi, and then he pulled it
back to his side of the bed. For a moment they both lay face
to face unmoving, and then Craig turned away and switched
off the lamp.

She rolled over, gently rubbing her amm to oy to alleviate
the pins-and-needles sensation that bombarded her when he
touched her, listening to his breaths, which hadn't deepened
yer

*No.” The word came out of nowhere, unexpectedly break-
ing the silence.
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“Wo what?” Ashlyn asked.

*The answer to your question. I'm not seeing anyone.

He rolled over all the way, his back to her, and her head
snapped back against the pillow again, her eyes wide as she
stared at the ceiling.




FRIDAY

Meither of them mentioned the conversation in the mom-
ing. They began working their way through a list Ouinlan
had provided through Daly of things Craig needed to get to
work at the fire deparmment.

“What's next?” Ashlyn asked Craig,

“I have to go pick up some uniforms,”

“Thatk it

He shook his head. “Formunately, T was on a volunteer fire
department during university, so I have enough training to
et by, although (J'umlﬂn gave me some refresher videos. |
have ta watch those later. First, a full physical exam b} the de-
partment doctor. And them T have to get a pager.”

“What’s the pager for:”

“That’s what they use to bring in volunteers on call. And
repular firefighters who might be needed for backup if
there’s a big fire, like one of the angel arsons.”

“They page those guys in?" she asked.

Craig nodded. “Smaller departments still use radios. They
have a tone that gets broadcasr and then the call center re-
lays the information.”

“Hardly secure. Any journalist with a police scanner can
pick it up and be at the scene before the deparoment has even
responded.”

“Why do vou think they're using pagers here? And not
just journalists. Anvone with a scanner can know who's just
been called our of their house in the middle of the night.”

“Can you imagine? You live in some small town where
evervone knows you. You get called out to a fire and come
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back hours later to find your stereo’s gone because some thief
with a scanner knows you live alone and that you'll be our for
a few hours.”

“Tf they used them here it could be harder to pin down a
rape suspect.”

A ongling sensation worked its way down Ashlyn’ spine.
“Anyone could know whose wife was home alone. . ..
Scary”

“Maybe the departments will catch up to the twenty-first
century hefore the rapists catch on and start relocating.”

“Well, it doesn't have any bearing on this case. Whoevers
doing I:]'I]ﬂ has to be connected to the department. There’
rotation for who's on call and who isn't.”

“Hopefully T can get that information from Cuinlan to-
morrow,”

*“You're starting rotation then?”

He nodded. “Two day shifts, followed by two night shifts.
Four days on, four days off.”

“So do vou ger pmd by the fire deparoment and the police
department while you’re doing this”

Craig gave her a wry smile. “Be serious.”

“There should be something i in it for you. After all, vou've
got a girlfriend to support now.”

“Oine with her own credit cards.”

“Did T ever tell you about the course 1 rook in check
forging:”

“Ashlyn .. ."

She spent the next twenty minutes or so tryving to occupy
herself while Craig got his uniforns, inspecting every item
the store sold, trying to feign interest in shopping while
making mental notes of every guy who looked at her side-
ways while the salesclerk fussed over Craig,

An approving whistle had her mrming before she thought
betrer of it

The clerk was offering her admiration for how Craig
filled out che uniform.

“Check him out,” the salespirl said, calling her over. “What
do you think?”
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For half a second she wondered what the male equivalent
of aute was, but she knew what was expected. “He looks hot.”

“See, I told you,” the clerk said as she arned back to Craig.

Onee Craig had gone back into the change room, the sales-
girl snapped her fingers. “Boots. What size does he take?”

Ashlyn felt her face lengthen as she tried to remember
every time she'd seen Craig put on shoes or boots, and then
she shook her head. “I don't know”

The clerk gave her a knowing grin, but stopped short of
winking. “Come on. You must have some idea.”

“Tain felr his eyes narrow with annoyance and then widen as
he realized who was sitting in his chair, flicking through his
notes. He pulled an extra chair from the desk he was walking
past and set it down next to his own work area,

The youth leaned back, rocking in Tain’s good chair, a
half grin on his face. “So this is where you hang out, huh:"

“Trls where T work.”

“And the babe you had with you the other night.”

Tain frowned at him. “Constable Hart's desk is right
there.” He pointed to the one across from his, For some rea-
son, looking at the two desks facing each other now re-
minded him of when his own desk had been pushed far
against the wall, away from the team he worked wich, back
when Ashlym and Craig had sar across from each other.

“You're so predictable.”

“Excuse me?”

“Can't admit you think she' fine. Got to be all pe.”

“What would vou know abour ir?”

“Hell, you tried going to school anymore? T mean, some-
times vou just don't like somebody because they're a jerk, you
know? Now the school counselor wants to figure out if it
because they're white or orange or have a wimpy voice. Got
to put bullshic labels on everything when it might just he
that they're a jerk.”

Tain suppressed a smile, “You're pretry sharp, Marvin.”

“I've got life experience.”
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“Evidently. And if you can learn to warch your mouth,
vou could have a career in the police department.™

“Nah. Maybe the fire department. Burt it’s, vou know, su-
per hard to get in.”

Tain nodded. “So T hear. What else would vou want to do?”

Marvin shrugged. “Not sure.”

“So what brings you by?”

He watched the boys face harden. “She’ not coming back,
is she?”

Tain couldn’t blink under Marvin’s relentless stare, so he
drew a breath and decided to play it straight, “Its not
looking good. We're doing everything we can.”

“But it’s been davs. T read that in most abduction cases,
every day that goes by increases the odds the vicim’s been
murdered.”

“That’s usually true. Buc this case is a bit different.”

Marvin looked up from where his fingers were pulling at a
loose drawer handle. “Are vou putting me on?”

Tain shook his head. “T'd bet money she’s sl alive.”

“Probably wishes she wasn't.”

“What makes you say that?” Tain looked up, seeing the
figure approaching, the questioning pglance at the boy seated
at Tain%s desk.

“He’s probably, vou know . . . doing stuff o her. Stuff she
wouldn't like.” He shrugged.

“Tf Lindsay comes home, in time, with help, she can be
okay. She’s got a family that loves her and a lot of friends like
vou nhi: care about her. And it sounds like she’s a strong
person.”

Dyaly sar down on the corner of Taink desk and extended
his hand. “Sergeant Daly.”

“Marvin Ferguson.”

“You know, Marvin, theres something I'd like to show
you. [t might help you remember something important. You
up for it2” Tain asked.

Marvin shrugged again. “Yeah. Yoo got a pop machine
around here?”
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Tain reached into his pocker and flipped Marvin a two-
dollar coin. “Just down the hall, there.” He waited unl Mar-
vin was halfway across the room before he stood. “T'll show
him the video of the lobby before Lindsay went missing, see
if he remembers our guy.”

Daly nodded. “Not a bad idea. Shouldn't we be showing it
to all the kids”

“We mried Luke Driscoll, and he didn’t remember any-
thing. Most of the parents are a bit freaked out, blew a gas-
ket about us asking questions withour them present.”

“You'd think we'd get more cooperation from people who
want to protect their children.”

“They're scared. People do all sorts of crazy things when
they're afraid, especially when kids are involved.” He didn't
think he really had to explain that to Dalv,

For a second Daly’s eyes took on a distant look. “What
have you got planned after this?™

“I'm supposed to be tracking down the clown and jewelry
vendor from the fairgrounds, but ['m going tw ke Marvin
home after we're finished.”

“What about those photos of Nicky Brennent” Daly
asked.

“Ashlyn’s supposed to start looking into that later.”™

“Right. Let me know if you hear from her.”

Tain nodded, rommaging through another file, retrieving
photographs of red Honda Civics and silver Corvettes,

Ashlyn rubbed the bridge of her nose before tossing the
magazine down on the coffee table in front of her.

This was the one place she was reasonably certain the
rapist wouldn't be found, and the one place she'd spent the
better part of her day. Once she'd established that every
nurse and receptionist on site was female, she’d proceeded
to flip through the magazines lying around, finding nor
much of particular interest and absolutely nothing that got
her any further along on the case.

Of all the places 1o be stuck on a beautiful summer day . . .
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She glanced our the door to the hallway and felr a prickling
sensation i her shoulders as they rensed.

He looked like he nwst have been mopping the same bit
of floor for five minutes untl he saw her look up. Then he
glanced away and shuffled off down the corridor.

She fished around in the purse she was carrying and re-
moved g scrap piece of paper, jotting down a quick descrip-
tion of the man who'd been warching her.

Ashlyn glanced at the clock, She knew that patients were
usually kept waiting anywhere from ten to thirty minutes in
the exam rooms, Craigs physical was going to ke at least
an hour, depending on which tests the doctor felr were nec-
essary, and he'd been gone for an hour now.

She got up and stepped into the hallway, trming in the di-
rection she'd seen the cdeaner going,

After a few moments, Tain knocked again.

This time, he heard someone lumbering down the hall
toward the door. He wasn't surprised when it opened a crack
a moment later, revealing the overgrown eyebrows thar
dominated the face of Father Benjamin,

“Do you have news for the family=”

“I'm afraid not, Father. Bur 1 was hoping o speak with
them,”

The already creased face added wrinkles as Father Benjamin
frowned. “T'm not sure that would be wise, The Eckerts are
still quire disressed.”

“Tunderstand that. This won't take long.”

Farher Benjamin seemed o have mastered the art of stop-
ping just short of scowling, maling Tain sense his disap-
proval without exactly pinpointing what it was about the
face that gave it away, Somchow, the priest made Tain feel
guilty, as though he was doing something he knew he
shouldn'’t.

But he'd need more than a look of practiced condemnartion
used for hellfire lecrures o put Tain off,

Lindsays mother looked about to faint, clurching the top
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of her blouse tightly, and Mr. Eckerr started to stand until
Tain motioned for him to sit back down.

“I don't have any news. I'm sorry,” Tain said. There was
silence for a moment before the high-pitched voice of Lynn
Eckert curin.

“Why are you here then? We know she isn't here. You
should be out there, looking for my daughter.”

She crumpled into a ball, her back shaking with the sobs.

“There, there, Lynn, Come on, come lie down,” Father
Benjamin cooed as he mabbed her back, coaxed her o her
feet and led her from the room,

As far as Tain could tell, Ted Eckert seemed to find noth-
ing unusual in the priests behavior, He stared blankly out
the window as though his wife wasn't coming aparr at the
seams, his davghter wasn't missing and his world wasn't
spinning out of control.

“Mr. Ecleert, T spoke to Lindsay’s friend Marvin. He was
very helpful, and T do have a few leads to follow.” Tain drew
a breath, waiting for some reaction from Lindsay’s father.
When there wasn't one, he went ahead. “Would von mind if
I talked to Lindsay's brother and sisters™

Ted Eckerts head snapped around to stare at Tain then,
his previously pale cheeks filling with red. *“Why?”

“Mr. Eckert, its possible the person who took Lindsay
was watching her. I'd like to ask Danielle and Caleb if they
saw anvone around,”

Afrer a moment, Ted Eckert nodded and walked down the
hall, back toward the door. He climbed the staies at a snail's
pace, as though his feer were weighed down with cement
blocks that made it hard for him o move his stocky frame
upward at any respectable pace.

“Dan..." he tried, his voice getting stuck in his throat.
He coughed and then tried again. “Kids.”

Within seconds, two doors opened, one revealing an older
version of Lindsay, the long, silky hair pulled back in a
ponytail. The other door revealed a young boy about Nicky
Brennen’s age, with straight blond hair and rosy cheeks,
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which didn't really fit with the generally colorless tone of
the rest of the family.

Mr. Eckert arned on his heel and started clunking back
down the stairs.

Tain held up his 1D and, for whar felt like the hundredch
time that day, cursed Ashlyn’s absence.

“My name is Tain,” he said.

“Huh. Lame.” The girl rolled her eves, her arms folded
across her chest, her hip parked against the door frame,

“I need to ask you some questions,” he said, trying o re-
sist the urge to scowl at her.

“Abour my sister?” the boy asked.

“That’s righe.” Tain looked down at him. “Did you see
anybody around your house who seemed to be . . . to want
to talk to her?”

“Like her friends?"

“He means, like strangers,” the girl said, rolling her eyes
at Tain again and taking her brother back into his room, sit-
ting down with him on the edge of his bed. “People who
shouldn't have been here.”

Caleb’ checks puffed out, and he shook his head. Tain
looked at the girl, who shrugged and shook her head.

“What abour any cars ourside that aren’r usually there?”

“Plenty of those now,” Dandelle said.

“Bur before. Any around like this?” He extracted an enve-
lope of pictures from his pocket, pulling out the first one,
passing it to Danielle.

“Seriously? These things are all over.”

“50, no new ones hanging around your street, say, the
week before Lindsay went missing?™ He reached our and
took the photo from her, sticking the picrure of the red
Civic back in the envelope, Tain passed her another photo.
“What about that one:”

Her face lengthened, and then her nose wrinkled. “T think
s0."

“T've seen that car,” Caleb said, looking up ac Tain. His
eyes looked as big as a puppy’s, and he almost smiled.
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“Really? Where have you seen a car like tharz”

“Chaside when [ came home from school.”

“School? That must have been quite a few weeks ago.”

Danielle shook her head. “No, we all go to a vear-round
school. Not much since . . .7 She shrugged. “You know: Tt’s
holidays next week anyway.”

“You saw this car outside your house? When you last went
o school?”

Caleb nodded.

“And you last went to schoal .. 27

“The Triday before Lindsay disappeared.”

“I'hanks. Thar’s really helpful,” Tain said, backing toward
the door hesicantly,

“Cro play,” Danielle told her brother, crossing the roomn as
he went to his table to color a picture,

She shut the door and looked up at Tain as she stepp::d
into the hallway. *“You cops, vou haven't got a clue, do you?

Danielle walked past him into her room and slammed
the door.

Ashlyn had deliberately managed to spill half the water that
hadn™t already sloshed over the sides when she kicked it
*(h, geesh, I'm so sorry! 'm so clumsy. Here.” She grabbed
the bucket. “Let me help.”

“Tha-thars okay. | ean do it,” he said. He bent down,
grabbed the handle of the bucket, his gaze instanty going to
her legs, which were bare below the knee-length skirr she
was wearing, the cut from a few days before barely notice-
able. He fumbled with the bucker as he moved it a safe dis-
tance from her, and managed to force himself uprighe, but
only glanced at her face quickly before he resumed mop-
ping, his eyes focused in her general direction, about a foor
off the floor.

“Cree, I'm really sorry. I'm uh, looking for a pay phone.
My cell phone died.” She did her best to offer a wide-eyed
stile.

“We...uh...there—theres a phone down by—by the
doors. Th-that way,” he said moving toward the main hall-
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way, out of the secondary hall he was standing in. *They,
uh...there...”

“There vou are. T wondered where vou got to.”

Her head spun around, and she plastered on an instant
smile. “All finished?" she asked, moving forward and ignor-
ing Craig’s hand. She wrapped her arm around his waist in-
stead, and glanced back ar the man with the fish pin on his
collar.

“Thanks.” She wave him what she hoped was a fliratoos
smile and then leaned against Craig. “Did you have fun?”

He looked down at her, “Did you"

“Unless your doctor is a viable suspect, thar’s the only one
in the building T caught looking at me.”

Ashlyn felc his hand on the small of her back as he opened
the door and ushered her into his vehicle, “You're supposed
to be creating a suspect list, not charting them up.”

“T wasn't close enough to see his name g, Unidentified
cleaning person’ wasn't going to be very helpful.”

He frowned at her and shook his head as he shut the door.

Craig felt his chest tighten as he felt Ashlyn’s head brush
against his arm, She smelled of . ..

He realized he didn't have a clue, bur whatever it was, it
was nice, Not too heavy and demanding, bur soll appealing,

Was it just him, or was she finding this tough?

A clerk finally came over to offer assistance, Without even
looking at Ashlyn, Craig felt the slight nudge against his arm
as she turned, pretending to inspect the pagers on display, all
the while serutinizing emplovees while he explained his
business.

“Oine of our managers handles that. I a special account.
I'll go get him.”

“What's wrong?™ Craig asked, watching Ashlyn rub her
shoulder.

“I st have slept funny.”

Craig’s fingers were aumomatically starting to work on the
knot that seemed to be causing her tension when someone
said, “Can [ help you?"
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He rurned to look ar the man, apparently one of the man-
agers, and explained he was there to geta pager issued by the
fire department.

“Da you have your employinent letters™

Craig held up the piece of paper in his opposite hand.

“Everyone on the department comes to me. | want to
make sure you've got the most reliable equipment possi-
ble.._."

He gestured for them to follow him behind the counter to
a desk in the back. Craig felt "thlyn tense again, bur she
didn't show it in her face, maintaining a steady smile.

She srood back, lerting Craig rake the far chair, then sar
down and crossed her legs. Her skirt inched a bic higher,
While Craig discussed the pager and how it worked with the
manager, Ashlyn leaned back and managed to look bored
with the whole process.

Craig noted the manager seemed to have grown about an
inch raller, and his morions lacked the fluidity of ease, bur he
kepr his eyes nivered to Craig’s face, as though afraid o look
at Ashlyn. As though afraid to betray his thoughs.

It wasn't until they got up to leave that the manager
chanced a glance at her, his eyes not even taking in her warnn
smile, bur moving straight down to her hody, his skin glis-
tening.

Craig made a point of shaking his hand, confirming
his hunch, The manager was sweating, despite the air-
conditioning.

Onee they'd rerurned to his house and started unloading
their purchases he said, *You know, I didnt think you had it
in you."”

“What? To be a first-class flirt:”

“Not exactly your style, but T have to hand it to you. You
got yourself noticed.”

“For all the good ic did.”

“What are you talking about? That guy at the telephone
place, you made him break into a cold sweat.”

“So you didn't see the other guy:"

Craig felt his forehead pinch. “Evidently not.”
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*“When the employee went back to get the person to help
us, he called someone else out. The guy we talked to, he was
sent over to handle the account and rold to present himself
as the regular manager for it. The other manager was lurk-
ing in the hallway, watching the whole rhmg

Craig glanced at her as he put the groceries away. “Is that
why vou wanted the ourter chair:”

“That, and it kept my legs visible.”

He looked at her. Ashlyn's lips had twisted into a sour
look. “Feeling the need to rake a shower:”

“Hey, I've encountered my share of creeps, and T usually
don’t wy o encourage them. The thing is, a lot of times
rapists go undetected because they don’t appear unusual.
The guy who was helping you with the pager could have
been flustered by my presence, or he could have just been
agitated by the fact that his boss was watching him handle
this, like it was a test.”

“What abourt the boss? Catch his gaze wandering from his
employecs? ™

“He noticed me, for what its worth. Whether or not he
was interested . . . [ can't really check these goys out, any-
way, unless T can come up with a home address.”

“50 as far as the case goes, we're no further ahead.” He
poured a glass of juice and passed it to her,

Her eves narrowed. “And beyond the cases” the asked.

“Tust think of how pood its been for vour ego,”

She glared at him, took her juice and walked away.

The silver Corverte meandered down the road, seemingly
oblivious to the honks of the vehicles behind it

Finally, the driver pulled partially off the road, letting an
agitated motorist pass, waving his middle finger and shour-
ing curses at the same time.

He paid no artention to the stream of cars that whizzed
by, intent on his task. He'd nudged his car in beside a small
Sprine that was pulled right up against the curb, but he
couldn’t stay here.

Once the road was clear, he pulled back our and continued
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moving along the block, looking for a place to stop. Noth-
ing. It was wall to wall cars wathout any obvious spor he
could rake advanrage of.

From the far end of the street he could see the girls, walk-
ing along, ralking, tossing their hair over their shoulders,
waving coyly at a group of boys who were trying o look
more interested in skateboards than the smiling crearures in
halter tops and shorts, indulging in Slurpees and giggling as
they strolled toward the house he was just passing.

Damn! His hand struck the steering wheel, and then he
praved for forgiveness,

If you weve meant to warch ber today, theve’d be a space, he
told himself.

He warched in the rearview mirror as the girl and her
friends walked up to the house and sat on the ledge of the
porch, bare legs dangling, still sneaking glances at the boys
on the comner between their whispers and giggles.

“Thart’s not exactly light reading,” Craig said as he crawled
into bed beside her.

“No, it isn't”

“Anything juimp out at you, something we might have
missed:"

Ashlyn set the file down on the nightstand and lay down,
“Mothing so far. I would agree with your assertion rhar this
isn't someone new. Whoever’s doing this, he'’s raped before.”

“Just nowhere that we've been able to find a record from.”

“Thats the problem with these cases.” She sat up,
punched her pillow up and lay back down on her side, this
time facing him. “Rape victims are understandably reluctane
to report their attack, and in the meantime, the puy goes our
and attacks other women. By the time a pattern emerges,
there are multiple victims in his wake, especially if he’s this
good.”

“The department needs to look at betrer ways to handle
these cases so that women aren’t afraid to come forward.”

*Teisn't just the deparoment, Craig. Its society. Some peo-
ple still have the artitude thar it isn't the worst thing that can
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happen to a person, or that if a woman gets raped she must
have asked for it, or she might have consented and then
cried rape. We have women complicating the issue by using
rape as a cover or a ploy for sympathy, and we have some
segments of our population looking at women who've been
raped as ‘damaged goods." "

“What’s the solution then?”

She shrugged. *Society’s attimude about sex needs to change.
You have to go to the root source, and with politicians being
caught paving for hookers or with their pants down in the
office and then trying to lie their way out of it.. . well,
we're just reinforcing the idea thar most men don’t respect
woren. [ts more subtle than it used o be, but itk stll
there.”

“Te 1sn't just men who pay for sex.”™

“Not anymaore, but the overwhelming majority paying for
it are men.”

“I suppose it sounds weak to say it’s berter to pay than rake
it by force.”

“T think i’s best if two consenting adults have a relation-
shi.p based on some dcgn.c of respect, instead of negotiating
a price per performance.’

Craig smiled. “In an ideal world, Ashlyn, love would be
hased on giving instead of getting and we'd put the needs of
others first, and not just the sexval needs.”

“Women would be seen as valued partners instead of bur-
dens.”

He arched an evebrow. *T thought 4 you weren't bothered
by all the harassment vou gor last vear.

“T expect it. And that’s part of the problem. T work in a
field where women are still outnumbered. I'm young. What
am I supposed to do, gain twenty pounds so guys won't bug
me?”

They lay there, looking at each other. There was a hint
of color in her cheeks that he wasn't used to seeing, her
mouth drawn in a hard line for just the briefest moment.
Then she lifted her hand to rub the shoulder that had been
sore earlier.
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“Srill giving you tronble:”

“Maybe I pulled the muscle by lying on my arm last
night.”

%hYﬂu don't usually sleep on that sidez”

“T usually sleep on my stomach.”

“Roll over.”

She opened her mouth but then closed it and rrned
around.

He kneaded his fingers over her shoulders, massaging
around the tense areas and then gradually working into the
knots, feeling the stiffness in her ebb away:.




Ashlyns mouth twisted while she considered whether to
start with the suspected pedophile or the rapes. She absently
picked up dishes from the table, took them to the kitchen,
rinsed them and then looked at the dishwasher.

I shaudd talk to Adrian abont that repare giey, she thought,
mrming to the Fﬁdy: for the juice.

Neither option seemed likely to get her any closer to their
abductor, but she had to start somewhere. She walked up the
stairs, went into the spare room that was doubling as her of -
fice, and started her compurer. Then she started doing
searches of child porn sites,

The doorbell rang and she went downstairs to let Tain in.

“Hungry:" he asked, holding up a bag of nmffins,

Her whole face wrinkled. “No, and you won't be either
when you see what I'm looking at.”

He followed her upstairs, “Tesus,” Tain said when he sat
down ar the computer. “Is this all local?”

“Evidently there are regionalized groups for photo
swapping.”

“And God knows whar else.” Tain turned away from the
desk to where she sat on an extra chair she'd brought up-
stairs, “There must be an easier way to try to track this?”

“If there is, I'm open to suggestions.”

“T know someone who was working in the morality crimes
division. Still is, T think. T'll ask him if he’s got any tips.”

“I thought they dealt with physical-abuse cases.”

“That’s one thing abour broad, general definitions. You
can be assigned anything.”
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“Did vou make any progress yesterday?”

“Well, Marvin came to see me.”

Ashlyns eves widened ar thar. “Ohz”

“Not much useful there. He didn't remember seeing any
specific vehicles around, bur he also admitted he'd never
been to Lindsay’s house and they go to a different school.
And he remembered Lindsay being bumped, bur they were
oo distracted to notice zmrthmg else, and they weren’t pay-
ing attenton to Luke ar all.”

She nodded, her mouth twisting wryly. “Not surprising.”

“T also talked to the Eckert kads, They also remember
seeing a silver Corverte, but couldn't be more specific. [rwas
recent, before Lindsay disappeared.”

“So we could be looking for someone who drives a silver
Chevy Corverte, Any idea what vear?"

“I'd guess the 78, which was their silver-anniversary edi-
tion. There are loads of them around.”

“Something else for me to check on, then.” She frowned
as she looked at Tain. “What about that support staff list
Eric and Zoe were supposed to go over?”

“I'm meeting with them later.”

She smirked. “Lucky vou.”

“We could always move the meeting here.”

“And keep me from all the domestic chores Tve gots
har’s okay. You can handle them.”

Tain's smile faded. “You learmn anything useful?”

“{In the rape casest” She shrugged. “A list of names o
check out.”

“But nobody leaping to the front of the suspect list.”

“Wotyet. Craig’s on day shift today and tomorrow, and then
he’s on nights. Hopefully, by then we can screen most of the
people he comes in contact with and see if there are any flags.”

He nodded.

She sighed as she leaned back, resting against her arms.
“Tain, what about that other potential lead for Taylor’s ab-
ducton? Have you chased it down?"

“Yeah. I don't think there’s anything to it.” He gave her an
overview of the sitmation, and John-John’s reaction.
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“Make sure you tell Daly.”

“Your concern is touching.”

“T'm serions. Daly will back you up.”

Tain nodded, got up and started walking out of the room.
“T plan to talk to him later. You let me know if you need any-
thing.”

“Let me know if you learn anything,” she told him as she
tollowed him down the stairs.

“Fou'll be here all day®” He pulled his shoes on, reaching
for the front door.

“Pretty wuch. T have to go back to the store and pick up
some extra boots for Craig. They didn't have enough in his
size and had o have them sent over from Maple Ridge.”

He nodded and winked at her. “I'll give you a call after the
meeting, let you know how much Rob Quinlan misses vou,”

She groaned and shut the door behind him.

Craig had his back to the group of firefighters, so he didn't
see which one spoke. “Not bad, rookie. Maybe once you get
a handle on pnlishing the truck up properly, we'll let you
take it for a drive.

“T fail to see what cleaning a vehicle has to do with your
ability to handle it on the road,” Craig said.

The men sitting around watching him work all laughed.
“(h, that’ right. From the person who's driving a "91 Isuzu
Roden.”

“That runs like a charm.”

Wiy we see it, anyone who spends hours polishing this
baby isn’t going to want to get it suck under a low bridge or
scrape the side of a semi that’s hogging your lane.”

Craig bir back his response to thar and rinsed out the
dirty water. “Whats next?™ he asked after he'd finished
cleaning up.

They looked at each other and grinned.

“New hoy's eager o show us his stuff,” one said.

“I don't know. Maybe we should go casy on him. I'm not
sure he's up o it,” another said.

“Yeah, bur they're coming round to take the calendar
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photos tomorrow. What are they calling it this vear? Lrgf;;{*_”)
My Fivez”

There were snickers ar thar. “Yeah, and thev say men are
pigs. All these women wanting to see us with our shirts off.”

“It having my picture taken is the worst vou can throw at
me, maybe [ should be hLlpmg vou boys get into shape. You
don’t want to look like you've been sitting around on your
oversized backsides warching others work, do you?”

Jeers and whistles were the response, as well as a steely
grin from the one in the front, who'd had the most to criti-
clze about Craig’s cleaning abilities so far,

He stood up and poinred ar Craig. “Right, prerry boy. Ill
see you in the gyn.”

Craig followed him upstairs, ignoring the comments from
the men walking behind him,

Tain sprinted up the sidewalk and didn't even knock on the
partially open door.

“All right, that’s enough, break ic up.” He glared ar Nick
Brennen, “T said, break it up. Back off.”

Nick turned and put his fist through the wall.

“You're going to pay for that.” Connie Brennen screeched
the words.

“Fuck, simce T met vou, all T've been doing 1s paying,” Wick
raised his hand, his breaths shallow and rapid as he glared
past Tain, pointing behind him. “And if you think that piece
of trash is going o take my kid away, you can go o hell.”

Tain turned to see wha'd walked in behind him.

“Shes my kid,” John-John said.

“I thonght vou told me there was no way you were
Taylor’s dad,” Tain said.

John-John shrugged. “Some things came back to me after
vou left.”

Tain exhaled. “You know, [ don' think Mr. Brennen is an
idiot, John<John. T think he knows Taylor wasn’t the product
of a virgin hirth. You don’t know anything untl yoo've had a
IINA comparison done. Meanwhile, Nick Brennen is her le-
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zal father. Hes named on her birth certificate, he’s raised
her, and she shares the same last name. And as far as I'm
concerned, hes the only person here who really gives a
damn about her. Nick.” He tumed to face him. “Go home.
Stay away from your ex and stay away from this piece of
garbage. Don't do anything thats going to jeopardize you
getting full custody of your kids.”

*But what if he . . . what if she? [ mean, what will happen?”

Tain put a hand on his shoulder and steered him toward
the door.

“You're her legal father, even if you aren't her biological
parent. ‘The courts aren’t going o take her aw ay from you o
give her to some drug- dc-:lllnu pimp with a second set of
rooms on Fast Hastings.”

“But Connie—"

“Nick, right now, we just want to find Taylor and bring
her home. Tt isn't helping vou or her or me, for that matter,
if this gets in the way. And Nicky is her brother. The courts
aren’t going to tear apart two children to pur one with an in-
comperent parent.”

“But sometimes, its happened. | know good men who lose
their kids, even when the mom is 2 useless sa—"

“I'll dov a report for vou for the court. I'll do whatever | can.
Lets just hope we ger o the point where you have w worry
about thar. Now, are you going to go home and be with vour
som 5o that T can get back to finding yvour daughters™

Nick Brennen swallowed and nodded. Tain watched unal
he got into his car and drove away. His cell phone rang, Tain
pulled it our and looked ar the rime and swore under his

breath.

After making an exhaustive list of every site she'd searched
Ashlyn tlted her neck from side to side, rubbing at the lictle
kinks that had sertled in, and tried something different.

She whistled and redid the search, localizing it to British
Columbia, reducing the resules by over a thousand.

“Well, that’s a start. ..”
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After a few hours of taking notes about the relationship
between sex and fire she clicked on an archived new article
and leaned back, her eyes popping open as she processed the
details of the incident.

Then she ripped out a fresh page of paper, made a list of

notes and wrote down the reporter’s name.

New guy makes the meals, new guy does all the cleaning,
new guy has o kick ass in bench pressing and an assoroment
of other physical tests. . . . Craig hated to admit it bur he
hadn’t been at the gym enough lately. Some of those muscles
burned.

After he'd finished showering and changed, he walked
into the sleeping area with his doffle bag. “So? Do [ pass or
what?"

One of the guys pointed him to a locker. “All yours.”

He pulled the door open and started unpacking a few
things Quinlan had told him he'd need to keep at the hall.

And a few things Ouinlan hadn’t mentioned, like Ashlyn’
picmre.

They'd had to drive around to half a dozen different
places and get coey for the camera. He'd also found a pic-
ture of them from last fall, Ashlyn with shorter hair, which
helped make it look like I:ht}r'd been a couple for a long
time. He pinned up a picrure of Ashlyn alone and someone
offered an appreciative whistle,

“Hey, haven't [ seen her around?” somebody asked.

Another guy smppcd his fingers, “Tain’t she that cop? Work-
ing on those arsons:”

“Who cares? She can hang out around here anytime.”

“Whart's this?” a new voice asked. “We letting anyone have
a locker ‘round here now?™

“Rotation C, meet the new boy.”

“New boy gor a name:”

“Craig Nolan.” He arned to survey the next shift starting
o filter n.

One of the men looked at him and then past him ar the
locker. He marched over, his eyes narrowing.
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“What the hell are you doing with her picture? She’s a
cop, not 4 pinup girl.”

Craig held up one of the photos of them togerher. “You
got a problem with me having pictures of my girlfriend?”

One of the men from Craigh shift walked toward his
locker, patting the new man Craig was speaking with on the
shoulder.

*Adrian has a thing for the ladies.”

Adrian scowled. “Shuot up, Brert.”

“Well, geez, vou've heen the self-appointed guardian of
her virtue ever since she started working on the arson cases.
o and thar parmer of hers.”

“T wouldn't have to be if vou weren't all a bunch of pigs.”

“Face it, you didn’t know she was seeing someone and you
just wanted to get into her pants,”

Adrian lunged at Bretr, and Craig stepped in, holding
him bacl.

“Back off,” Craig told him.

Adrian held his hands up and backed away, his face red,
eyes blazing. Once Craig was reasonably sure it was safe to
turn around, he pointed a finger at Brett,

“Don't you ever talk about her like that in front of me
again.”

gHt: slammed his locker door shue and walked away.

The street was proving as busy today as it had vesterday.

He finally managed to find a spot, right across from her
house, and pulled over.

She was hanging around ar the corner today, swinging
aronnd a lamppost as the boys tried to jwmp the curb wich
their skateboards.

She needed to be rescued.

He practically jumped out of his skin when he heard the
tap-tap-tap on the passenger window and turned to see a
woman in a uniform standing there, a ticker book in her
hands.

His hands shook as he leaned across the sear and rolled
down the window:
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“You're being issued a parking ricker.”

“Why? Whats the problem:?”

“This is a permit-only zone. Your vehicle isn't displaying
the proper permit.”

“But I'm in it, so I can move it, no problem. No big deal.”

“Onee the tcket 1s written, it has to be ssued.”

“You could see I was sitting in the car.”

She glared at him, tapping her pen against the paper.
“What T can see is you're parked in a restricted permit zone,
watching a group of kids who live in this neighborhood.
Mext you'll be giving me some song and dance about being a
PL, hired by one parent to check up on the kid because the
other parent has custody or some crap like that, but frankly,
[ don't give a shit. My job is to make sure the people who
park in these spots are the ones who've got a permit. You
don't. End of story.”

The woman ripped the ticket of f and tossed it on the seat.
“Now move on, before I feel the need to call you in.”

His fingers slipped on the keys twice, and he rubbed his
hands on his pants. Then he started the car and drove away.

“Sorry to..." Tain stopped as soon as he saw Dalys face.
Daly nfﬁﬂt’ed a slight nod roward a chair and Tain sar down,
waiting.

“Your list of substtute reachers. All the ones who worked
with one child we left dear, two of the gids marked in vel-
low, three in blue. Same thing,” Zoe continued, rossing an-
other pile of papers an inch thick down in front of him,

“with the bus drivers.”

*And these are the school and group photographers.” Enic
slid a file across the table.

There was silence for a moment, and Tain could sec Daly
looking down, his face hard.

“Should T assume nobody connects to all four?™ Tain
asked.

“Why should they? Our guy isn't involved with all four
rirls.”

i “What are you walking abour="
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*Taylor Brennen,™ Zoe snapped. “You thought vou'd hold
back on the fact that Wick Brennen isn't her real father, thac
there’s someone out there with a pretty compelling motive
for grabbing that girl.”

“Tust a second, For starters, we don't know that John-Jahn
is her father. From a legal standpoint, Nick Brennen is her
dad. T ralked to John-John myself. He seemed genuinely sur-
prised that anyone was asserting that he was Taylor’s dad.”

“That’s not the tune he'’s singing now, though, is ic?”

Tain lifted a hand and then let it fall to the table. “Then
whys he poing over to Connie’s place flipping out if he
grabbed her:”

“The point is you withheld vital information to this inves-
nL,aunn hecause von wanted to stay in control of it. Here
vou give us your bullshit about wurklng as 4 team and not
being after the credit when you're sitting on relevant infor-
mation that affects how this case is handled.”

“I'm not sitting on anything. Tf you want o ralk about
credit, fine, let’s talk about who fucked this case up from day
one and let it get out of hand, to the point where four girls
have gone missing,”™

“Three.”

“Four, at least.™

Zoe's eyes narrowed, “What the hell does that mean? You
think there are other parents out there not looking for their
missing kids? You'd say anything rif:,ht now to try to justify
keeping this case and you know it

“Uka_m,, that's muuqh Both of vou, sit back down,” Daly
said. “This isn't helping anyhody.”

“T'm not happy about this.” Rob CQuinlan looked at Tain.
“We're being kept in the dark.”

“Look, this case has snowhalled, and there are other in-
vestigations that are affected by it. T can’t just throw open
the files for anyone now,” Daly said.

*Are vou saying we're being officially shur out, after do-
ing all this legwork:"” Zoe spat the words,

“I"'m saying that if you have a problem with how it being
handled, you have to go to Inspector Hawkins.”
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Tain noticed Rob’ shoulders sag, just the riniest bit. It was
about ome Hawlkins did something useful.

“I appreciate evervthing your team has brought to the
table. Right now, [ can't disclose anything else about the sta-
tus of the investigation,” Daly said.

To Tain, Eric looked indifferent, Zoe’s face was burning,
her eyes bulging, and Rob Quinlan looked like he was chok-
ing on hort sauce. He stomped out of the room, Zoe waiting
only a second before she pot up and marched after him,

“Sorry about all of this,” Tain said to Eric as he stood up.

“Don't worry about it. T wouldn't want to work with her
gither”

Once Erc had lefr, Daly walked w the door. Without
looking at Tain, he paused nnl].r to say. “My office. Now.”

When Ashlyn got to the store she asked for the salesgirl
who'd helped Craig the day before.
The man leaned across the counter and winked ar her.
“Nothing she can do for you that T can'e.” He frowned,
looking her up and down. “Unless . . .”

Ashlyn wondered when guys started being so fucking ob-
vious, or if this case was really just making her hypersensi-
tive. She tried to suppress her disgust. “I'm here to pick up
some boots my boyfriend urdt:n:d Craig Nolan.”

“(h, hi. We got those in.” The salesgirl came out of the
back room with a stack of boxes balanced precariously in her
arms. She walked past the counter t a display area. The
man's eyes followed her movements, focused on her back-
side and the swishing of rhe short skirt she was wearing.

“Fire, police or paramedic:”

“Excuse me?” Ashlyn stared at him.

“Your boyfriend. Which is he?”

She almost had to correct herself. *Fire.”

“You look the type.”

Ashlyn felt her eyes narrow; in spite of her best efforts to re-
miain relaved and nonpudgmental. “Whart kind of gype is that?”

“Here we go,” the salesgirl said, ignoring the conversation
between Ashlyn and the salesman. “Now, [ know Craig paid
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for these yesterday, but I still have to get you to sign this.”
She removed an invoice record, made out in the names of
Craig and Ashlyn Nolan, with Craig’s address at the rop.

“My last name isn't Wolan.”

“So there’s hope for me yet,” the salesinan said, winking at
her again. “Just sign his name for him.”

Ashlyn did and grabbed the stack of boxes, pausing as she
mrned and saw the salesman holding the front door open
for her. Despate the surprisingly cool breeze she stepped out
into, she felt her cheeks burn with the certainty that this guy
was tind-fucking her as she walked away.

“Where the hell have you beens” Vish demanded when she
walked into the house.

“At work,” Lori responded, glaring at him,

“You should know you shouldn't be out wandering around
alone.™

“Twasn't wandering around alone. Twas just driving home
from work.”

“Whatever. [ thought vou were staving here.”

“(Oh for Christ’s sake, stop treating me like a baby! You're
acting as though walking out the front door will make me a
targer for every pervert around.”

“Tr doesn't take walking out the front door and you should
damn well know thar. What the hell are you doing hack ar
work already, anyway?”

Lori stiffened and started to march past him. He moved
in front of her.

“I'm not having this conversation with you. You're being
completely unreasonable abour this.”

“Me? I'm trying to protect you, to make sure you're okay,
that you work through this properly. How can going back
to that job and dealing with psychopaths and freaks all day
help you:™

“See, T knew you wouldn't understand. Just ger our of
my—"

She glared ar him as he grabbed her arms, enraged, ignor-
ing the pleading in his eves.
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*This isn’t helping yon,”

“¥ou're damn right about that! Tr isn't. All you're doing s
making me stressed and agitated. [ may as well have stayed at
work.”

“You can’t be serious. You're going 1o use me as an excuse?
You're going to try to convinee yourself that I'm driving you
away? Lori, look at yourself. You look like shit. You're ross-
ing and turning half the night. You need help.”

“So what, you're going to solve all my problems? By
wrying to persuade me to stay here all day and be a happy
homemaker?™

“If thats whar it takes for you ro feel normal again,
then yes.”

“Normal? You want me o feel normal? How the fuck do
vou think I'm supposed to ever feel normal again? This guy
comes in here and . . . and . . . and now you want me to leave
my career because you don't think it’s suitable and that’s sup-
posed to help me feel normal?”

She yanked herself oot of his grip and mrned around,
grabbed her coar and keys, and slammed the front door
behind her.,

“Where were your” Craig asked as soon as Ashlyn rerurmed
to the house.

“Forging your signature at a shoe stove.”

He gave her a wry smile and grabbed the boxes as she
slipped off her sandals. “Very funny.”

“Seriously. | had to sign some paper saving 1 picked these
up.”

P“Dun’t want customers trying to get a second order free.”
Craig set them on the small table in the corner of the
kitchen. “Thanks for doing that”

“And thanks for cooking,” she said, surveying the array of
pots simmering on the stove. “My trip to the store was a bit
maore interesting today.” She leaned against the counter and
grabbed a carrot from the tray of vegetables he was dicing.
From previous experience she knew he was actually & good
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cook, but he seldom bothered when he was alone. Unless he
had company, Craig tended to live on cakeout.

“That girl give vou more insight into male anatomy=”

She laughed. “Tardly. Her co-worker was there and hes a
real womanizer. Ass man t0o.”

Craig frowned at her. “Wice.”

“Wo different than some of the guys we worked with last
pear.”

: “Probably not much different than any number of guys
vou walk past on a given day. Especially working those arson
cases.”

She chewed slowly as her eyes pinched together. *You
know something char T don "

“You're quite popular.”

“T don’t think T want to know what that means.”

“Where are you going?” he asked her as she started 1o
walk into the hallway.

“Upstairs to change. These short skirts are driving me
crazy.”

“Mayhe you can sue the department for harassment, mak-
ing you wear those,”

“T'm going after hazard pav for the high heels,” she called
baclk.

Craig lifted the cutdng board and scraped the vegerables
into the pan just as the doorbell rang. He started to mn
answer it and then stopped, tuirned the burner down, and
walked to the door.

For a moment they stood looking at each other. Craig
ried half 2 dozen different lines in his head and couldn’t
think of what to say. She solved the problem for him.

“Can [ come in?”

He opened the door wider and stepped back. “T'm just
making dinner.”

“Smells good.”

Lori followed hin down the hall into the kitchen, where
the contents of the pan were sizzling,

“How did you find out where T live?”
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*Te wasn't hard.”

Craig glanced at her. “Wot exactly reassuring.”

“T meant for someone in the department.”

“Right. What brings yvou by?"

“Wo ‘can T get you a drink?’ or *want to stay for dinner?’
or ‘how have you been?” formalities from you, huh?"

He flushed as he looked up, but she offered him a birrer
smuile.

“At least vou're consistent, You don't baby me.” She suff-
ened. ""mrr} I'm intruding.”

Craig followed her gaze to the hallway, where Ashlyn had

used.

“WNo, not at all.” Ashlyn walked into the kicchen. “Can 1
get you something to drink? Tea, juice, lemonade?™

Craig noticed the pinch of Loris eyes, followed by the
slightest widening, as though she’d just made a connection.

*“You work for the department, don't your™

“Um-hmm. Teed teaz”

*Sure.”

Lori glanced at Craig, looking like a poker player who'd
just picked up a winning hand.

“Why don’t you two go into the living room v.]ult: I finish
dinners” Ashlyn said. “Tll call you in a few minures.”

“Lon isn't staving,” Craig said,

“You know, Craig, department policy and all thar jazz.
Could really hurt vour career if the wrong people knew
vou're involved with another of ficer.”

“Tt’s none of your business,” he told her.

“Really?”

“We aren’t partnering now, so what ['m doing in my per-
sonal or professional life has nothing to do with you.”

“T want back on the rape case.”

*“You're dreaming.”

“I don't think so. And 1 think you can help me with that.”

“Lori, go home. Honestly, vou aren’t even ready to be
back on the job. I'd let someone take this rape case away
from me before 1'd be willing to work with vou on ie.”

She smiled and ser her glass down on the counter. “If
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that’s the way vou want it, that’s fine.” Lori held up her hand
as Ashlyn started o follow her into the hallway. “T can see
myself our.”

He inched the tape forward a millisecond at a tme, paused
it, studied the image for a moment, and then backed 1t up.

Perfect. The more sophisticated technology became, the
easler it was for him to convert frames from tape to his com-
puter, where he could save them as images, She'd make a
nice one for his collection.

Onee he'd transferred all the data, he printed the image
off, studying her. An eye-carcher in her own right, vivacious,
a real intelligence to her, despite the casual indifference.

Nice legs. And a real nice ass.

His smile faded as he heard footsteps coming down the
hall, and he stuck the photo into his bag, glancing ac the
clock and cursing being held up again, on a Saturday as well,
He wasn't even supposed to be working today, but with sum-
mer vacations and staff being sick, he was on mega-overtime
at the moment.

And there was a fire onight. Not as big as some, but big
enough for a quickie.

She was on the wrong rotation, though. He smuffed the
personal informanon in beside the photo and cleared his
computer screen so that nobody could see whar he'd really

been doing,

“Anvthing else to go off?” Craig asked.

“A few things to chase down, but notr nuch. You know,
vou'd think it would be easy to sit around a house all day and
just track down info, butits enough to drive me crazy. What
about your”

“Remember being a cader at the Depot?”

Ashlyn offered a sardonic smile. “Does anyone ever
forgerz™

“Today was like a repeat.”™

*“That much fun, huh:"

“I thoughr police officers were had. These firefighters are
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pretry competitive,” Craig said, getting up to answer the
door. “Ind you see Tains™

“Briefly. He was supposed to call back . .7

Craig stepped back while Daly walked past him word-
lessly. He followed Daly back to the living room.

“Did you know?™ Daly demanded.

“Abour what?” Ashlyn asked, remaining curled up on the
conch.

“About another possilile motive for the abducton of Tay-
lor Brennen.”

“Is this why I didn’t hear from Tain? You didn't suspend
him, did you:"

“T came prery damn close, Ashlyn, First vou and now
this. Since when do you cut me out of the loop?™

She opened her mouth and then looked at Craig before
murning back to Daly.

“Look, Burnaby’s bungled this from the beginning, and
there was no reason to think that Taylor’s abduction wasn't
connected to the other girls. If we jumped to conclusions
and let them take the case back, we wouldn't be where we are
now. What about the connection to the fires? And the rapes?
Taylor’s case fits those patterns,”

“We know thar now, Ashlyn.”

“Tain checked it out, quiedy. We just didn't want anyone
getting excited and getting ahead of whar the facts merited.”

Draly sank down on the sofa and leaned forward, looking
at her. “So you're saying Tain twld you and vou agreed to
keep quiet.,”

Craig warched her, canghr the split-second hesitation.

*I'm saying that Tain did the right thing, and I supported
his decision.”

“That doesn't answer my question.”

*I'm not hanging him out to dry to cover my own ass
here.”

“Ashlyn, this is the second tme vou've demonstrated to
mie that you can be reckless. Ts this how vou work on the job,
or is this the influence of Tain?”

“It’s on me, Daly.”
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“Then I'm pulling you out of here.”

“What? I don’t think thar’s a good idea,” Craig said, mov-
ing around behind the smaller sofa to stand behind Ashlhyn.

“Craig, vou can stay in the department and we can get
that list checked, but T'm not having an officer in an
undercover role if T can't trust her”

“The puys ar the department believe she’s my girlfriend.
Pulling Ashlyn out could jeopardize my position there.

“Diad, vou know damn well if Bumaby had caught on o
the p-nwht]l.w that Taylor’s abduction wasn't linked, they
would have snatched that case back. You'd be dcallnt{ with
Coquidam families you couldn’t help.” Craig sighed. *1 know
Tain, and T know he's capable of a lot of things, but not for
the sake of his ego. He did this becanse he believed it was
right.”

*There was a time you weren’t so quick to trost him "

“But I've always trusted Ashlyn, and so have you’

Daly stared back at Craig for a moment before he shifted
his gaze down o Ashlyn.

“My question here is whether Ashlyn and Tain trust me.
You both could have come w me and 1 would have sup-
ported you. T can protect you if T know what the hell you're
doing.”

“T...T'msorry. There's been so much stress vou've been
undn:r, and I'm not just saying that to try to brush this off.
You know the hours Tain and T were putting in. Stuff came
in, and we just had to voll with it and sort it our as best we
could. There were times T was looking for vou and vou were
caught up with Craig or Hawkins or ar a rape scene. Tain
wanted more information before he put it forward because
we were still actively working with Burnaby, and then once
he'd tracked it down, T was pulled off for this.”

“When did he tell your" Daly asked.

“Everything? This morning.”

“But you knew about it before.”

“T knew he was holding something back, and he told me
enough for me to support his decision.”

“Did Hawkins flip out?” Craig asked.
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“Hawkins alreadv cut the team from Burnaby out of it, so
Tains on his own, m:c::ﬂ:vt for whatever help you can give
him. Bur Hawkins did call to rell me he expected me in early
tomorrow morning for a meeting.”

Craig saw Ashlyn look up at him.

“When did he call?”

“Twenty, thirty minutes ago. Just as T was driving over.”

This time, Craigs gaze met Ashlyn before he moved
around the sofa and sat down beside her.
“Then it might not have anything to do with Tain. Lori
showed up here. And she thinks she can use my alleged rela-
tionship with Ashlyn to ger back on the rape case.”

Ashlyn had gone upstairs hefore Daly left. Craig found her
already in her pajamas, in the spare bedroom, “Thinking of
exchanging vehicles?”

“Very funny.”

Craig picked up the photo, resting a hand on the back of
the chair she was sicong on. “What's the significance®”

“Taylor Brennen’ brother remembered seeing a car like
that around their house before she went missing.” She
leaned back and looked up at him. “The kids a car fanatc.
He noriced it. Tain asked Lindsay Eckert’s brother and sis-
ter. They remembered a similar car in the area,”

“Hardly conclusive. There are a lot of 78 Corvertes
around.”

“Sall, easier to wack down than red Honda Civies.™

“Lsn't anything: ™"

She smiled. “We're grasping at straws, bur you know how
it 15. We have to check our everything.™

“Well, if you're thinking your abductor used this vehicle,
vou've got a lictle glitch to consider.”

The smile vanished, “Whart's that:™”

“No standard trunk. Storage is behind the seats. There
are three compartments, one with the battery, one for gen-
eral storage and one for the jack.”

“You're telling me with a backend like that there’ no
room for a kid wm be stashed:”
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“Well, you could pur stff on top of the compartments
and use one of those screens that pull up, the kind people
have in station wagons to conceal anything that might be in-
teresting to car thieves. I'm just not sure that it would be the
most practical, Whoever grabbed these girls had to pull the
seats forward, stuff them in there, and the slightest bump or
wiggle could reveal their presence to anyone looking. Tt
would be risky.” He set the photo down. “But he could have
scouted out the area in this car and had another vehicle he
used when he grabbed them.”

“T don't know. It seems to me he was opportunistic. He
grabbed Isabella when she wenr into the woods for a ball.
You couldn’t know beforehand that was going to happen and
plan o take vour car with the orunk instead.”

“Unless this guy is a fortune teller,” Craig started walking
down the hall to the bedroom. “Do you need the bath-
room:"

“Wo, already done.” She followed him. “If he is, then he
knows we're coming after him. Wouldn't he change his
methods or move:”

“T gruess that depends on whether the futare is fixed and
unalterable and we're all just pawns on somebody’s chess
board, or whether we have freedom to make our own
choices.”

The light from the barhroom reduced to a rickle, and she
climbed into bed, Within minutes he was lving beside her.

“We are not having this debate,” she told him.

“You're no fun.”

“Maybe the guru with the chess ser made me an unhappy
pawn.”

“Thought we weren't having this discussion.”

She grabbed the extra pillow between them and hit him
over the head. “Not my fault. I'm just a puppet wich
somehody else pulling the strings.”

Ashlyn started to turn over and felt the pillow land against
the side of her face.

“I take it you don’t believe in a higher power controlling
vour destiny.”
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She rossed the extra pillow on the floor. “Tf we're all just
pieces in some cosmic game, then what’s the point of what
we do? Ttisn't anybody’s fault that they're a rapist or a child
murderer or an arsonist. It that cosmic being chat’s respon-
sible.”

“So we should arrest God?™

When she murned to look ar him, she was surprised to find
his face only a few inches away. 1t was becoming so normal
to touch him in public, she'd ‘found her hand going to his
arm or his waist automarically when they were together, bur
lying there, virtually nose to nose, his presence wasn't just
another part of the routine.

“Hawve vou never felr like blaming God for all the suffer-
ing you seef” She shrugped. “Even for the things you've had
to deal with in your life?™

“So that T could avoid raking rn:sponsihi]itj,r myself?”

“You know what T mean, Craig. Life isn't fair. Some peo-
ple start with harder lives than others ever live o experi-
ence.”

He was quiet for a moment. “I know. 1 don’t have all the
answers.”

“Yer at quarter to eleven on a Saturday night, when you
have to get up and go to work romorrow, you want to debare
about free choicer™

“I was cu rious to know if what 1 thought vou believed was
correct,”

“Can [ ask you something?™ When he nodded she rook
the plunge, “Why don't you go by Daly?”

For a moment there was silence. “Nolank my middle
name,” was all he smd.

She felt as though a dozen burterflies had just flurcered
into her chest as he rolled over, hede more than a dark
shadow beside her as she lay staring at his back. After whar
fele like hours, wondering if she'd hurt him, Ashlyn propped
herself up and saw that he was already breathing deeply. She
collapsed back against the pillow, staring wide-eyed at the
ceiling for the third night in a row.
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Ashlyn was sitting with Tain at the dining-room table, catch-
ing up on the meeting with Hurmhv that she'd missed the
day before. “You're kidding me.”

“Nope.” 'lain grinned. “T've never seen a chick look so
pissed,”

“Not even one you were hitting on at the barf” She
siled. “Is Daly getting vou some help on thist™

*5ims is now my loval servant.”

“What did he do to piss off the powers that be?”

“Your guess is as good as mine, but I'm not complaining.
He’s thorough. Although he'll be disappointed when he
finds our abour you and Craig.”

She groaned. “Is it something in the water these days, or
what? Never mind,” she said when she saw his eyes pinch to-
gether questioningly. She told him abour the rear design of
the '78 Corvette, “T checked, Craig was right.”

“Damn him.”

“Sall, we should check them out. Even if someone was
around rthe area, you never know if they saw something.”

“True. Tr just feels like one step forward, three back on
this.”

“What else is sull pending? It seems like every dme we
have a plan, something sidetracks us and we're chasing down
new leads. Whart have we forgotten:™

“A big, far circle around the name Dong Fisher, who did
some on-call desk work at Southside Recreation and Fimess
Cenrer.”

Ashlyn nodded. “He was the only staff person who wasn't
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working a notmal schedule during the week before Lindsay’s
abduction.”

“Hardly conclusive.”

“And T know his name from somewhere.”

“Okay, I'll run that down, T also have a lead on our cdown
and iL"!.l.-'n;:lr_i,r vendor. They're at the Pacific National Exhibi-
tion today.”

“You're going to the PNE? Lucky you.”

“T wan't be riding the rides, Ashlyn, or taking in a concert.
Just going to track these two down. Imagine if we found
witnesses to Tiylor's abduction.”

“I'd be wondering why they hadn’t come forward.”

“They could also be suspects.”

“Hey, that would be a first on this case. Did you ever find
out why Alex Wilson stopped working as a phutus_{mpht'r*

“T'm just one person, not Superman, you know.”

“And your friend from morality crimes:"

“He'll call you, bur it sounds like its hours of tedious
screening and a lot of luck.”

“Wonderful.”

“We also need to go through the munaway and missing-
persons reports for July eighreenth.”

“I'll add thart to my list.”

Tain leaned back in his chair, scratched his head. *So what
else will you be doing?”

“There’sa guy who has a contract to do repairs for the fire
halls. I'm going to track him down and see abour gerting
him to fix Crang’s dishwasher”

“Tain’s eyebrows rose. “How . . . domestic of you.”

“Acmally, T thought anything mechanical was men’
work.”

He whistled. “Don't let Hawkins hear you discriminating
against the better half of the department.”

“I'm not disr.‘rim:iml:ing against the better half.”

“You're in a mood.”

“Ever oy sleeping with Craig?” She grmnod 45 00T as
she realized what she’d said. “Never mind.”

After she gave him a rundown of the other things she




WHAT BURNS WITHIN 265

planned to cover, he lefr. She started a load of laundry,
grabbed a glass of juice and rerurned to the computer, pre-
pared to devote one more hour to scanning vile websites for
photos of Micky Brennen,

Hawlkins let out a long, slow breath as he sank into the chair
across from Daly. For a moment, Daly kept his eyes focused
on the desk while he rubbed the subble on his chin. Then
he looked up.

He looked almaost as bad as Lori. Daly felr his stomach
plummet and twist,

“I'here’s no easy way to pur this. Lori knows thar Ashlyn
15 staying at Crajp’s.”

Daly nodded. “They told me last night.”

"5]1';:’5 trying to use it as leverage to get back on the rape
case.”

“Then it’s time for somebody to deal with her. Discipline
her, suspend her, put her on forced medical. . . . Can't we re-
quire a psych evaluation to deem firness:"

Hawkins's eyes drifted away from Daly’s face to the book-
shelves, retaining a glossy film, as though they weren't really
focused on anything,

“Ir’s not cthar simple,” he finally said.

“WWell, it should be, She could end up jeopardizing Craig’s
and Ashlyn’s safery, as well as compromising this case. You
can’t expect e to stand by and let her self-destruct or take
other people down with her.”

“She’s having trouble here, trouble at home . . . She needs
mmethm;: to put her back up against, you kmow.”

“That’s not my problem. She needs help. Before she hurts
somebody else.”

Hawkins sighed. “I know. T know.” He stood up and
walked to the door, pausing with his fingers on the handle.
*I just wanted to give you warning, so you knew what was
going on.”

“What [ want to know is what's being done about ic.”

“I'll handle ir,” Hawkins said.

The door dosed behind him.
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Daly leaned back, his hands covering his face. He had a
bad feeling about this.

The three girls moved to their spots automatically, knecling
against the cold floor while he set ourt the bread and wine.

They moved through the recitations flawlessly, he ob-
served. Even the defiant one responded promptly, did all she
was asked.

He smiled approvingly before lifting the bread.

“This is my body, broken for you. Eat of my flesh and we
shall be one.”

He tore off a piece and passed it to the girl he called
Hannah—whaose real name was Maria—who also tore off 2
piece and passed it to Taylor, who he'd named Martha. She
did the same, passing it to the girl he called Delilah,

Delilah tore a piece of bread away and glanced ar the oth-
ers, unsure, before passing the bread back to him.

He smiled at her.

“Eat my fesh.”

When he put the bread in his mouth, they did the same.

Onee he'd swallowed, he repeated the process with the
wine,

“T'his is my hlood.”

He lifted the cup to his lips and drank from the chalice,
wiped the edge with a napkin and passed it o Hannah.
Slowly, it made its way from gir] o girl unal they had shared
the contents.

“Let us prav.” He folded his hands together and closed his
eyes most of the way, observing through the tiniest slir thar
they had all closed their eves as well, sitting obediently in
silent contemplation.

He let his thoughts drift to the other one, the one sull out
there, lost, soon to become a harlot. God’s voice was grow-
ing louder now, telling him it was almost time.

“These guys have been making vou jump through hoops
ever since you got here,” Paul Quinlan said to Craig as he
gestured for him to sit down.
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*“They're taking their best shot.”

“Always do.” Cninlan’s smile faded. “Any progress:”

“Ashlyn’s checking out everyone we've been in contact
with since I joined. You've got a list of all the volunteers and
firefighters for us?”

He nodded. “T hate to think of giving it to you, but there’s
roo much at stake. And if T've got an arsonist on my hands, 1
want him caughr. He% jenpardizing the lives of every man
here.” Chuinlan passed him a file, “Te looks like your employ-
ment information, but all the names are in there. Just don't
let anyone else get their hands on ic.”

“Once Ashlyn’s checked them, ir will be destroyed.”

*“You can circumvent the chain of evidence?™

“We're checking evervone I come in contact with. If
there’s a name on there that looks promising, you're going
to introduce me.”

“Kind of an end run, isn't it2"

“I'm beyond caring. T just want this guy behind bars.”
Craig stood. “There was something else we were wondering
about.”

*“What's that?”

“Security cameras. You keep taped footage on file?”

Ouinlan nodded. “A few weels” worth.”

“Any chance of us getting a copy="

“Sure. How do you want me to get it to yous"”

“Courier it to Daly at the department. He'll make sure we
getit.”

“How does Ashlyn like pushing papers?”

Craig smiled. “Believe me, she’s paying her penance for
that stant she pulled.”

“Mrs. Nolan?”

“Uh, who's calling?"”

“Craig Nolan was at our store a few days ago, getting a
fire-department pager.” He rattled off the name and loca-
ton, and she felt her neck 1cch.

“Yes, T was there, What can I do for you?”

“The deparmment is reissuing new pagers to some
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people. It looks like theres a better one on the market now
thz:llt we have available. Can you come by and pick it up
today”

“T don't have the other one. Craighs at. . " She swallowed.
“He's working.”

“Oh, well, that's okayv. If you want to pick this one up
today, he can drop the other one off tomorrow or the
next day.”

She agreed to drop by and hung up the phone,

(Heary, 've gone throngh the missing pevsons files for July eight-
een. As expected, nothing thut fits our profile. Stiil no sign of any
Pphatas af Nicky Brennen being posted, Damm, whbat if they've for
iVimuspmwte collection? She tossed her jeans on the end of
the bed and changed into a short dress.

When she got to the telephone outlet that doubled as the
company’s main district office, she pushed the sunglasses up
on her head and leaned against the counter, explaining her
business.

Within minutes the man who'd been warching her from
the hallway when she’d been there before appeared, equipped
with smiles and pleasantries, holding out a chair for her,
double checking all their information.

“Mr. Nolan or you can drop off the other pager anyrime.
This one really will work much beteer, . "

Ashlyn muned cur the rechno-habble, bur she did cake note
of how his waze scemed to continue to find 1ts way back to
her instead of the gadget he was holding. When he passed it
to her, his fingers lingered on her skin for just a smidge
longer than she liked.

She smiled and thanked him, keenly aware of his close
proximity as he followed her back to the main counter.

“When did you say Mr. Nolan could drop the other
pager offz”

I didn’t, she thought. But she forced a smile.

“I'in sure he can bring it by tomorrow or the next day.
He'll be working nights then.”

Whatever trivial nonsense he said to thar barely regis-
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tered. She wrote down his name as soon as she got back to
her car and underlined it twice.

Tain waded through the clusters of children and preteens
filling the spaces berween the rides, wondering how many
actually came wath adults. It was a sea of opportunity for
some child snarcher.

People think because it it Voronto v Lor Angeles, nothing bad
arn dapper. He shook his head as he approached the row of
vendors.

Tain found his firse likely suspect, walked up behind him
and tapped his shoulder.

The clown spun around. “You don't look like my usual
customers.”

“What about her? She look like one of your regulars?”

“Her?" The clown took the picture, his exaggerated
mouth mrning down into an enormous frown. “She looks
familiar.”

*“Think back to last weekend, the fair in Coquidam.”

“Oh, her. Yes, T think I saw her. Tried to get her tw sit
down and get her face done, but she ran off.” He passed the
picture back.

“And you didnt think it mighr be relevant to rell us thar,
what with her going missing that day*”

The clown’s face froze. “I didn't know.”

“What's yvour name?™

“Who's asking®"

Tain held up his 11,

The clown’s expression didn’t change. “I don't see how |
can help you.”

“Thart’s for me to decide, not you. I'm giving vou a choice.
You either answer my questions here or come down to the
station.”

The clown sighed, and the cheery, child-friendly voice
vanished. A raspy one replaced it. “Look, I've got a sheet, all
right? But for nothing like that.”

“What fors”
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“Perty thefr. Name's Bert Klavic.”

*“Thar’s your full name?”

“Robert, if you must know.™

“Nou telling me you didn't come forward because of your
record:”

“Everybody’s anal these days about hiring criminals, espe-
cially for stuff like this. T've been clean for two years, you
check yourself. Bur nobody wants a convicr, even just a
thief, around their kids.”

“It’s quite a career change.”

“Not really. It a good wav to distract parents while they
aren’t paying artention to their wallets. Not that [ do thar
But vou'd be amazed what they'll shell out to make their kids
shut up.”

Tain almost laughed as he shook his head, “Creative, T
give vou that.”

“Anything else?™

“There was a jewelry vendor who might have ralked
her.”

“Him.” The clown spun around and pointed down to the
end of the row. “Now, hes one they should take a look at
booting.”

“Why?”

“Tust warch him for a bic. Wait untl a girl bays a neck-
lace.”

He started to move away, and Tain grabbed his arm,
“Anyone else who might have seen her?”

The clown frowned, then shrugged. “She ran off in the
direction of the merry-go-round. It was beside the park.”

Tain let go, but he didn'’t leave.

“Sometimes, there was a religious nut there, trying to talk
to people.”

“Wias he there that day?”

“Look, I'm not sure. But he got kicked our a few mnes for
scaring some kids. Some load abour saving them from their
carnal desires or something,”

“Merry-go-round guy, he working here?”
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Bert shook his arange hair. "Sorry. Think he went to the
tair in Aldergrove.”

This time, when he mrned to walk away Tain didn’
stop him,

Craig glanced up and smiled. “What brings you here?”

She held up the pager. “Seems the one youn've had for
forey-eighe hours isn't good enough.”

“Happens sometmes,” said one of the men leaning agaimst
a counter between chewing his mouthful of sandwich. “Wives
are always bitching about that guy giving out the wrong
pager.”

Craig noticed Ashlyn's lefr evebrow arch as he offered her
his old pager.

“No, thanks. You get to take that in tomorrow.”

*“You're out anyway.”

She smiled. *But 1 haw: other things to do.”

*That reminds me.” He went to his locker and removed a
large folder. “My employment information. Can you take
that home?”

She took it from him and looked at one of the other men
by the counter. “You were on that one arson a week ago,
weren't your”

He nodded. “NWasty call that was, Heard you got sus-
pended.”

She shrugged, “When vou've got missing kids, you've got

to go the distance. Bosses don't seem to get thar. We've got
a dishwasher that doesn't work, Adrian told me there’s a re-
pairman you guys use whos pretty good.”

“Bob.” He flipped open a cupboard and grabbed a piece
of paper, writing down the number. “He ends up fixing most
things for the guys around here. Dishwashers, dryers, stoves.
Daoes a bit of plumbing too, strictly on the side. Not much
of a talker.” The man passed her the paper. “But he gers the
job done.”

“Thanks.”

“I'll walk you out,” Craig said, putting his hand on her




272 SANDRA RUTTAN

back as he ushered her to the door “What’s the real deal
with the pager?™

“Just what 1 said. Called me up and went over everything
again, Wanted to know when you were working,” she mur-
mured.

“And the repair guy:”

“He connects to the department, doesn’t he? Makes sense
to get your dishwasher fixed and charge the RCMD ar the
sgine ting,”

“There’s a complete staff listin the folder. I told Ouinlan
we'd destroy it once we checked evervone out.”

“You know all those guys are still warching us from up-
stairs, right?™ she asked as he opened her door,

He bent down and kissed her on the cheek. “The things |
do for this job,”

She smacked him with the folder, and he walked away.

Tain introduced himself and held up his 11

The man didn’t respond.

“We going to do this here or at the station?”

The shaven head lifted, the stecly eyes unblinking as the
tattooed arms flexed.

“Look, I've gort all day. All [ have to do is call the exhibir
coordinator and mention T have to tke you in for question-
ing in the disappearance of a young girl—"

“Fine, What the hell do you wantz"

“Tain held up the picture of Taylor. “Remember her, Lex?”

Lex scowled. “Ar the fair a couple weeks ago or something,”

“Bur you didn’t think it might be important o phone
that in?”

“You damn cops, always stirring up shit for people doin’
nothing wrong.”

“I like your little serup here, Polish these glittering things
up nice and shiny and then get the girls to come over, half of
them wearing low-cur T-shirts, bending over your displays.”
He frowned, pretending to compare the semp to the other
ones on the strip. “Ts it just me, or is this table a bit shorter
than the rest of them?”
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The scowl became a snarl. “Look, she was alone. The
clown tried to get her to sit down, bur she took off. Bit young
for me.”

“Did you see where she went?”

ier by the merry-go-round. Looked like she was going
to go to the park, but that Jesus freak stopped and talked to
her.”

*Did you see what happened then?”

“MNo. Bunch of people came by, Mever saw her again.”

“What about the Bible thumpert”

“f_‘l"l’_}'l‘]t‘_' n

“And you didn’t think that mlghl: be important when you
found out the gir was missing?”

“Hey, one day, every couple hours different security sraff
came around to clear him out of there, Going on about car-
nal sin or some such erap, freakin® kids our. One girl was
bawling 'cuz he told her she was going to hell.”

“What did he look like:”

*Like your average nutcase.”

“Serionsly.”

“T don't know. Nothing about him stood oot Average.
Mot too old, short brown hair, not too tall but not a shrimp
either. Not fat but not super-skinny.”

“You're a real help, you know.” Tain slapped one of his
cards down on the table. “If you think of anything else.” He
wilked away.

Lo walked in the door and was halfway into the living
room when she saw the snitcases.

“What’s going on?”

He didn’t look up from his newspaper. “I don't think
we've got much left to say to each other.”

“Vish, really. —"

He put the paper down and stood. “I'm serious, Lon. |
think you should move our.”

They stood in absolute silence, him staring at the wall be-
hind her, her staring at him, trving to will him to shift his
gaze and look her in the eves.
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“You never could accept my job. This is just your excuse
to try to get me o be something I'm not. If you want some
secrerary or schoolteacher who'd punch a clock, why didn't
vou shack up with one of them to begin with?™

“That wasn't what I wanted,” he said, his voice sounding
strained, as though he was fighti ng to choke the words out.
“But you've never been satisfied with this.”

*“What about our plans? Sailing up the coast, maybe Alaskar
Can't we try—"

“You don't get it. I'm past trving. No marter what I do, it's
wrong, I'm too supportive, too sympathetic, too demanding,
too critical. Where'd you sleep last night, Lori? You think |
just went to bed and didn’t give you a second thoughe”

She swallowed but didn’t answer.

“You either agree to counseling, or vou leave,”

“So this is love, huh? A list of conditions, snap my fingers,
get over it and move on?”

He shook his head. “You've always been so damned good
at manipulating me. Not this tme.”

“Vish...”

“You're the one who walked out that door. You walked
away from me. 1 called everywhere T could think of, left
dozens of messages on your cell and ar work, and you dldn T
even call back. You just waltz in here like evervthing is fine
and it’s nk.w to treat me like shir. Well, it isn’t, Lori. It
never was,”

He walked away, and she heard a door shut, presumably
his den door. She waited five minutes, then ten, and when he
didn’t come our, she picked up the bags and v.r'l]kr-_-d w the
tront door, not bothering to brosh away the tears streaming
down her face.

Tain double-checked his messages, then picked up the
phone.

“Is Careg therer”

“Day off.”

“Who' in charge, then?”
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“Bobby, T guess.”

“Cret him for me.” When that was mer with silence, Tain
added, “Please.”

“What do you want, Tain?" a voice said after 2 moment. A
voice that was chomping on something as it spoke.

“Why the hell don't | have the results from the fire scene
back yert?”

“We're swamped. Short staffed, under budget, summer
holidays,” More chomping,

“I don't give a shit. This is a muldple child-abduction and
murder case. Since when doesn't it ger priory?”

“Since a rapist sunk his claws into one of our own.”

“Fou're telling me that'’s sull got you backlogged ™

“Look,” the voice said after it swallowed, “best [ can do s
remind Greg you need this and hope we can get it all done
tor vou by Tuesday.”

“We've got a working timeline. We expect another arson
on our hands in a few days. This could make the difference
between saving a kids life or carrying her body our of a
burning building.”

“Shit, well, cry to your bosses. [ mean, I'm just following
my own orders, and nobody’s going to thank me if T pull an
end run around my supervisor. You might ger away with
that, but we aren't all so lucky.”

“Then T'll do what [ have to do.”

“And TN warn Greg.”

“Thanks,” Tain nmuttered, slamming down the phone.

“Um uwm um.”

He warched her walk up to the front door, iddling with a
collection of keys until she found the right one and disap-
peared inside.

Rob leaned back and smiled. Thank God for security cam-
grws, he thought as his fingers traced the shape of her on the
photo he'd printed our.

Yes, she'd make a fine addicon.

“Now, 1 just need a fire to keep her man out, and 'l be set.”
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The house had proven perfect. They lived in a quier
neighborhood, lots of oees, plenty of concealed access to
the front door or any of a number of gronnd-Aoor windows.

This was one he thought he might like to take his ome with.

He looked up to see an elderly woman glaring at him,
dawdling along with her fluffy dog in tow. Rob started the
engine, folded up the map he’d had our as though he'd been
lost and checking his directions, and drove away.

A glance in his rearview marror told him the woman was
still warching. He checked again one last time before he
reached the end of the block, seeing the Rodeo pull in to the
drive.

Rob swore again and drove away,




MONDAY

Sunlight was streaming through the windows merclessly
when Ashlyn finally admirted thar it nmst be morning. She
opened her eyes,

The covers from Craigh side of the bed were tossed back.
She glanced at the clock, almost regretring the hours she'd
lost track of as she’d continued with her research the night
before, coming to bed long after Craig had already fallen
asleep.

Her stomach was grumbling, and then she realized she
smelled food. She pushed her covers back and went down-
sLairs,

“Smells good.”

Craig glanced ar her “Don't you think vou should ger
dressed:"

She looked down at the oversized dark green shire thar
hung past her hips, the plaid pajama shorts protuding be-
low. “I'm betrer covered than when I'm wearing those short
skirts. Did you mean to leave the door open?”

Thats when the screen door rartled, and she heard foot-
steps in the hall, Crag smirked, and she wmed w find
herself face-ro-face with Tain.

“Are those vour pajamas:™ he asked,

“What's wrong with this?”

“It’s completely messing with my fantasy life. You really
wear that to bed?”

“Mo. I sleep naked,” she said, grabbing the plates from the
counter and walking into the dining room. She could imag-
ine Craig turning his back to conceal his amusement, the
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look on Tain's face, but when they joined her at the table
they'd both regained whatever composure they'd lost over
her conmment.

Tain whistled. “You know, Craig, you're really cutdoing
vourself. T almost feel guilty enough to take you ourt to din-
ner.”

“As long as you don’t want to cook for me.” Craig passed
the toast to Ashlyn. “The department is paying for all of this
right now anyway.”

“Yes, but it was still nice of you to cook.” Ashlyn said.

WAL, it was clear you weren't going to. [ was beginning
to think you expected breakfast in bed.”

“Some of us were working lage.”

“Some of us are working two jobs,” he responded.

There was a moment of silence at the table untl Tain
spoke. “Find anything?™ he asked Ashlyn.

She nodded. “T have your probable cause for a search war-
rant for Alex Wilson's place.”

Tain’ lip curled. “Sick bastard.”

“Shame he doesn't fit for the peeper at the recreation cen-
ter,” she said as she went into the hall and retrieved the file
she'd set out for him.

Tain snapped his fingers. *Acrually, you know thar kid
who was working at the fitness center, the one who'd come
in on call? Doug Fisher. | figured our where you knew his
name from.”

He pulled the file from the stack he'd hroughr with him
and passed it to her as she walked back to her chair, She
opened it, starting skimming and whistled.

*Are you thinking what I'm thinking?” she asked.

“I checked. He never worked a shift when the church
group came in, not at the front desk. But he was a customer
every Sunday night, theoretically working out in the weight
rooin.

“You planning to pull his photo and see if Marvin can 11D
him:"

Tain nodded. “And 'm going to bring him in for a chat,
regardless.”
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*“(zood thinking. Anything else?”

“A possible lead on the guy who took Taylor.”

She stared ar him. “And you were just going to casnally
mention that when? On your way out the door?™

“Its too soon to be certain. P've got one more potential
witness [ can talk to before 1 track this guy down.”

“Will that be possible?”

*It seems he was kicked out of the faivgrounds repeatedly
for scaring kids with his religious dogma. The secority de-
partment is bound to have a record on him.”

“T wouldn't be so sure,” Craig said. “A lot of the security
staff is hired in specifically for summer events. University
and college students.”

Tain shook his head. “There stll has to be a supervisor |
can track down, And T thought you guys had some leads,”

“We have a few, but so far no hits on the police checks,”
Ashlyn told him.

“How old are these guys? Early- to mid-thirties®”

Ashlyn shook her head. “Younger. Twennes.”

“Then you might not find anything in the system, even if
they've been in trouble.”

“Tuvenile offenders v.hu ve managed to keep themselves
clean for a couple of years,” Craig said qnm]],r “When are we
going to get rid of this rdiculous idea that a sixteen-year-old
can't form intent?” He looked at Ashlyn. “Tain’s right. You
might need to look in the newspapers for any leads on local
teenagers being sentenced as young offenders in the past
five vears or s0.”

She nodded. T did. And I have a reporter to talk w©
There'’s one case that [ found paracularly interesting. Tt hap-
pened in Cloverdale. Boy grabbed a girl, forced her into a
barn, lit a lantern, pinned her down, and she resisted. The
hay caught fire, but he didn’t stop. The fire brought people
to the scene pretty quick. The girl cried rape, there were
signs of a struggle, and he finally admitted enough o pet
slapped with a minor charge. Sixteen, so he got his ome in a
juvenile facility and wasn't labeled a sex offender. He was
also charged with arson.”
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*“Thar does sound promising,” Craig said. “Bur how are
vou going to find out who it was?™

“What T'm going to do today is compile a list of our mose
likely suspects, and then I'm going to beg, brbe or threaten
this reporter until he tells me if our teen is on the list.”

*“You're assuming he knows,” Tain said.

“He has . Those kids go in and out of court and ger
seen, even if their names aren’t printed. Think abour the
Taber shooter, Identity protected untl he disappeared from
a halfway house. Suddenly pictures taken of him vears ear-
lier are on the front page of newspapers from coast to
coast.”

Craig nodded. “She’s right. This reporter, if he covered
this case, he’ll know.™

Tain’s cell phone rang, and he answered it. His face saff-
ened as he listened to what was said and then cortly replied
before hanging up.

“Womens intuition strikes again.”

Ashlyn frowned at him,

“A family just came forward. Their daughter has been
missing since July cighteenth.” He grabbed another piece of
toast. “T'll talk to you later.”

Craig also stood.

“Where do vou think vou're goingz"

“To have a shower. I cooked; you clean.”

Daly looked up ar the sharp knock on his open door.

“What is it, Sims?”

“&ir, I thought 1 should bring this o you. DNA results
from Nitara Sandho's murder and Lori Price’s rape.” Sims
set the files down on the desk but didn’t move.

“What is 17"

“Lori was trying to sign for these when the lab sent them
over.”

Daly pursed his lips. Damn Hawkins. If he wouldn’t deal
with her .. . He looked up at Sims and nodded. “Thank you
for telling me. And thanks for intercepting these.”

“Do you want me to take them to Craig’s house?”
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*No, I'll handle ic.”

Sims nodded and left.

Daly sighed as he pulled open the firse file and started
reading, Within a moment, he'd gotten up, file sall in hand,
closed the door and sat down.

Onee he was finished reading, he leaned back and whis-
tled. Then he reached for a Tylenol.

“What the hell am I going to do abour this?”

Sims mert Tain in the hallway outside an interview room.
“They're waiting for you. T got them some tea,”

“Thanks.” Tain paused midsrep. *You want to sit in on
this, or do you want to follow up on something ¢lser”

He could see the conflict on Sims% face, half wanting to
be on the front lines of the abduction case, half wanting to
be on the street,

“Likely makes more sense for me to chase down leads.
Maore efficient.”

Tain suppressed the smile. “Remember our friend Alex
Wilson? Check this out. Ashlyn found our probable cause
for a warrant on his place.” He passu:'l Sims the file. “With
evervthing happening, T never made it to his old emplover,
(3o sweet talk him into telling you why Alex left his job and
then get the warrans, We want to arrest him,”™

Sims nodded. “Should I ... [ mean. . ."

“Giet everything ready, then come and find me. We'll go
get him together.” Tain started to walk away and then
turned around. He passed Sims another file. “And if T'm re-
ally held up, pick up this guy. You can tell him we're ques-
tioning recreation center employees, just eliminating seaff
and people from our fingerprint hirs.”

*Bue?”

“We think he% the one whos been peeping at boys in the
change room. He's got history.”

Sims nodded again and walked away.

Tain opened the door to the room where Mr. and Mrs,
Sanchez were waiting.

“I'm Constable Tain.”
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“¥ou're the one who can help us?™ Mrs. Sanchez looked
up, dark eyes filled with tears, her black hair pinned back
from her face.

“I'm going to ty” he told her “T understand your
daughter went missing July eighteenth?”

She nodded. “Maria. T've brought a picture.” She pulled it
out of her bag and passed it to him.

Long dark hair, dark eves, a sweet smile . . . Pretoy girl.
Tam looked at Mr. S;Lni_hc:.ﬂ “Can you tell me why you
didn't report this until now?”

His whole face fell. “God help us, we were illegal. We .. "
He shrugged as Mrs. Sanchez started to sob. *We're legal
now, Now we can leave the church, We came straight here.”

“You've been living in a church?”

Mr. Sanchez nodded. “Holy Redeemer.”

“Catholic?”

Mr. Sanchez nodded again.

Ave all of these givle Cotholic? Lindsay, yer, Inbelln wac. Julte
went to Holy Cross and Tiplor .

“I need to know how long vou've been there and the
names of everyone who had contact with you at the church,
at least for the month of July.”

“You cannaort think it is someone from the church. They
have been wonderful o us,” Mr. Sanchez said, gaping at him,

“Well, somebody took her, and if you haven't lefr the
church building unt] now .. ."

The Sanchezs looked at each other and then started to tell
their story, while Tain wrote evervthing down.

Ashlyn opened the door.

“I'm Boh.”

“Ashlyn. Thanks for coming over.,” She glanced at her
watch. “Wow, that was fast.”

“Mo problem. I do a lot of business for the guys on the de-
partment. Kinda get viewed as a part of the team, you know?”

“Kirchen’s this way.” She glanced at her watch. Craig would
be furious.
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Bob started to work on the dishwasher as the phone rang.

“Hi. Oh, veah?” she said, glancing over her shoulder. Bob
didnt seem o be paving much atrention to her, bur she still
moved farther down the hall,

Daly filled her in on the rape kits. “There weren't any
DNA matches at Michelle Bohner's house because she'd
done a pretty thorough cleanup.”

*Oh? And what about a physical checkup? Do you think
that’s negessary?”

Dhaly hesitated. “Who's there?”

“Cyuess it doesn’t hurt to check things oue™

“Potenrial suspect:™

“Uh-huh.”

“Where’s Craig?”

“Chat.”

“Aghlyn—"

“Sorry, I think T missed what vou said. The physical
gxam ..."

“She declined to have one. So no DNA there either. But
we did ger prints, surprisingly enough not hers or her hus-
band’s, almost as though she'd cleaned the place from top to
bottom just before the alleged rape occurred.”

*50 whar arned up?”

“Prints for a guy named Bob Gliddon. He's in the system
for an assanlt charge, and he did a soetch on a rape charge
when he was nineteen. He’ also done some contract work
tor the fire department.”

“Yes, T know.” She could feel her heart pummeling apainst
her chest, and then she heard the door open and let our her
breath. “He’s here now.™

“Ashlyn—"

“Did you want to speak to Craig?”

“You mean he’s there? Good. Fill him in”

“Twall.”

She hung up. Craig glanced in the kitchen and then stepped
toward her, his smile disappeanng as soon as he was our of
the repairman’s sight.
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*1 thoughe T tald you nor to let anyone in while I was our.”

“He was early.” She glanced at her warch again. “And you
were late.”

Craig nodded at the phone. “Daly:”

“Seems our repairman’s prints were all over the head-
board of Michelle Bohner’s bed.”

“You think he’s a viable suspect?”

“He did time for rape when he was ninereen. 1 chink you
should talk to her.”

He nodded. “When he leaves. And you're coming with
me.”

“Craig, sericusly.”

“T'm on the verge of askmg Tain to stay here tonighe.”

“Don't be ridiculous.” She saw the look in his eyves and
sighed, “Tine, fine, okay, whatever, T'll be upstairs getting
paperwork done.”

The man shook his head and snorted. *Look, T don't want
any trouble with anyvone. T just want to run my business and
be left alone.”

“T only have a few questions.”

“Tts never just a few questions. It's questions, followed by
a quhlmem followed by court dares. 1 mean, thars what
vou're after here, right? Police don't come around asking
about why some guy lost his job months earlier unless
thev're looking at charging him,”

Sims sank into a chair and slid a photo under the man’s
T,

“Oh, good God.” He winced and pushed it back.

“Mr. Williams, [ know that’ not a pleasant thing to look
at. And it isn't a pleasant thing to have happen. Now, there’s
a man who lives not too far from here whose daughter is
missing. And that same man now has to hear that his son—"
Sims rapped the photo—"has been victimized by a perverr
like Alex Wilson. T chink a bit of inconvenience o you and
mie 150t so mch to ask so chat this family sees some justice.”

Williams blew his breath our and leaned back. “Yeah, he
worked for me. Good worker too. Always early, always will-
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ing to stay late, willing to put in extra shifts on evenings and
weekends in the fall for all the church groups and youth
groups and choirs and such. Never stole anything, never
talked back.” He shook his head, grttng his teeth., “Should
have known he was too good to be orue.”

*“What happened="

“We did a Scout troop one night. Most of the kids had
gone, but one boy hadnt heen picked up ver. The Scout
leader sand he was going to the bathroom and then he was
going o phone the parents. Came back and found Alex
coaxing the boy to pose for him. Alex denied it, but the
Scour leader called me and threatened o ralk to the police. |
just live upstairs, so I was here in no dme, and T ok the
camera. Told Alex not to sweat ir, that the pictures would
clear him,”

“And they didn't. The boy didn't press charges”

“Well, the Scout leader was negligent. You know how it
is. He left the kid alone with a stranger....” Williams
shrogged.

“And it wouldn’t look too good for your business if it
came out that yvou'd been sending a pervert into schools to
take photos of children, would ic"”

Williams sighed. “No. And I haven't had a decent night’s
sleep over this since it happened. Tr isn't like T feel good
about it.”

“Tust not bad enough to pick up the phone and maybe
spare some other poor kid from being violated.”

Williams turmed away. *T've told vou what T know. Now
gget lost, and let me ger back to my business while I still have
one.”

Tain looked up to see Sims approaching,

“How did it go with the parents?” Sims asked.

Tain shook his head. *“They were illegals, so they didn’t re-
port her missing. All this time, holed up in a Cathalic church,
insisting nobody's had access t their kids.”

“Denial, huh:"

“Big time. How'd you make out?”
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Sims filled him in and then showed him the warrant,
“We're ready to roll on him whenever. T wasn't sure if you
wanted to go after this other guy first or nor.”

Tain glanced at his watch. “I'll ask a couple of guys on pa-
trol to track him down. If they can bring him in after a few
hours, we should be able to handle both this afternoon.™

“This is the life of detective work, huh? Nonstop, all
hours, whatever the case needs?”

“My dog is filing to divorce me as his owner.”

“(ro0d thing you aren’t married then, ehz”

“NYeah, well, you punch a clock. What’s your excuse?" Tain
didn’t wair for an answer. He walked away to find the parrol
cops he wanted tw ask for a favor,

Michelle Bohners face sagged when she recognized Craig,

*This isnt a good time,”

“Is your husband home:"

“He’ still away.”

“Your daughter?™

“T told you before. Jolene's with him.”

“Then why is this a bad ames™

She swallowed. “Look, its just, 'm getting . .. Look, T'm
expecting company.”

“This won't take long, Mrs, Bohner,” Ashlyn said, “Bur it
Is Very important.”

Michelle Bohner looked from her to Craig, and then her
shoulders sagged. She turned on her ]mel not bothering to
l:rp-::n the sereen door for them, “Fine.”

Craig glanced ar Ashlyn. He almost smiled when he saw
the look in her eyes.

Once inside, it was his first real taste of being back on the
scene with his old partner. Her eyes took in everything, but
not in a really obvious, intrusive way. She just had the ability
to scrutinize her surroundings and make mental notes for
furare reference, ones thar often proved essential to piecing
together her impressions of a crime. Ashlyn may have been
inexperienced on the job when they first worked together,
but she'd never been sloppy.
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“I was wondering if you could provide a list of all the
people who were in your house, say the week prior to your
atrack,” Craig said, noting there was no offer of a beverage
this time. Michelle Bohner had promptly sat down across
from him, leaning forward with her hands clasped together,
her backside on the edge of the cushion, as though she ex-
pected to jump up suddenly at any moment.

Ashlynt cell phone rang, and she glanced ar the display,
then at Craig apologetically, She left the room for a mo-
ment, leaving Craig and Michelle to sit in silence. Craig al-
most wished Ashlyn would take the lead with this woman
when she came back. Unlike Lori, Ashlyn didn'r feel the
need o prove herself by taking control,

“Look, Mrs. Bohner, I've already told you how difficulr ic
can be to get a conviction in cases like this. You phoned the
police. You made a statement. You consented to let us search
vour house for evidence. One of the things we need to do
now is eliminate any prints that had a reason to be there so
that we make sore we don't suspect people who had legiti-
mate business in your home.”

Her eyes stayed focused on a spot on the coffee table, an
imaginary stain that she leaned forward and rubbed with the
end of her sweater.

“WNobody should have been in my bedroom.”

“Nobody ar all?”

She shrugged, sall avoiding his gaee, “Just the funily, And
I had cleaned the house earlier chat day, so even then .. .”
She shrugged again.

“50 you didnt have a reason to have anyone upstairs? No
leaky toilet or faulty electrical oudet or something that re-
quired you to call in a repairman?”

Her head snapped up then, “Why do vou ask?™

“Mrs. Bohner, I'm just trying to think of any possible rea-
son that someone might have been upstairs. Lirtle things
that might not seem important could make the difference
between identifying a viable suspect or accusing the wrong
person.”

She sar with her mouth hanging open, the lower lip
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trembling visibly, staring first ar Craig and rthen ar Ashlyn as
she walked back into the room.

Craig glanced ar Ashlyn, willing her to understand thar
he'd be okay if she wanted to pomp in on this. He watched
her mouth twist slighty, and then Ashlyn pulled a photo
down from a shelf, one of the ones mcked in the back a bit.

“Is this your husband?™ Ashlyn asked, holding the picture
up as she moved over to the couch Craig was sitring on. Ash-
Iyn sat down beside him and passed him the photo.

“Yes.”

“Which department is he with?”

Michelle shook her head. “None, not now. Early retire-
ment. Got cancer, All thar ash and crap that firefighters
breathe in, you know. He was cleaning that garbage our of
the engines. Soll fighting over the medical.”

“I hear more and more firetighters are gerting compen-
sated for things like this.”

“And they should,” Michelle said. Tr was the only thing
she'd said with convicton since they'd walked in.

Ashlyn leaned forward a bit. “Mrs. Bohner, we do have a
possible suspect. Having that list Craig asked you for, itisn't
to cause problems for vour friends or family. Tt just to
make sure we're looking in the right direcrion. If the name
we're looking at 15 on vour list, then we'll know we haven't
found the man who raped you. And if it isnt, then we’ll
bring him in for a chat at the stadon and hopefully press
charges. That should help give you some closure. It isnt
perfect, but it% the only thing we can offer vou.”

“And then I suppose you'd want me to explain why any-
one was up there and prove what they were doing and that it
was legitimate business.”

Ashlyn glanced at Craig, and he looked back at her, shrog-
ging slightly. Just then, the front door opened.

“Hey, babe, | managed to fit that job in early, so I stopped
and gor us some "

The words stopped as spon as Bob walked into the living
room and saw Craig and Ashlyn sitting across from Michelle.

“Make vourself right at home,” Craig said. This rime
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when he glanced ar Ashlyn, he watched her eyes widen and
then narrow. She clenched her teeth and looked at Michelle.

“It would seem you have some explaining to do, Mrs.
Bohner.”

“You can't do this,” Alex Wilson squawleed.

“We can, and we are,” Tain told him. “Look here. Tt says
we have the right to seize all photographic equipment, films,
photo allwms, video wmpes, TWDs, CDs that might be stor-
ing photos, your cell phone—"

“Oh, and you're under arrest,” Shns said.

“On whar charge:”

“We found your pictures on the Internet. Distributing
child pornography. Not only something that even BC judges
are known to frown on occasionally, but something that will
earn you a special place in the hearts of your fellow inmares.
They've got their own little scale of filth, and this will put
vou right at the bottom.”

“Where you belong,” Sims added.

“You babysit him, Sims. I'll warch these guys.” Tain
turned to find himself nose to nose with Greg.

“You can't call my guvs and hassle them about your cases,”
Greg told him.

“The hell T can't. T still waiting on prings from the fire
scene. The one where Ashlyn almost killed herself to ger
that evidence. Shit, Greg, we think he’ going to kill another
girl this weel. That means in a matter of da}ﬂs we'll have an-
other body on our hands and another fire,”

“Hey, its not like I'm trying to make your life difficulr,
“Tain. It just the way things are. We're swamped. Short
staffed, operating under what should be our standard bud-
get, overworked . .. What the hell do vou want me o do
about it?"

“Look, Greg, | go over vour head on something like this,
it isn't personal. The only thing T care abour right now is
solving this case before we've gor another dead child to deal
with.”

“Then do me a favor and try not to shut down a porn
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distribution nerwork berween then and now. Couldn you
have waited a few fucking days for this?”

They'd been walking through the house, surveying the
search when they stepped into a back room, the mother
load. Walls of videos, dated and labeled, photo albums,
stages for posing kidson . . .

“Overworked and operating under budget,” Greg said,
shaking his head as he looked around. *Who the hell is
roing to catalog all of this?”

“Jesus,” Tain said, feeling his stomach drop.

“Somehow, T doubt he'll be up for it,” Greg muttered.

Daly proaned. “Whart?™

“They've been having an affair. She said it goes back to
her husband’s davs with the fire department,”

“Then why cry rape”

“Seems the neighbor heard a lot of | . . noise,” Ashlyn said
as she passed Craig and Daly their drinks and sat down, her
lip curling. “Michelle was afraid her husband would hear
about it and start asking questions. Not even dumb enough
to think about the fact that she’s got the guy strolling in the
front door in broad daylight.”

“50 she lies and says she’ been raped. She wasted police
resources and manpower |, .. ." Daly shook his head. “What
do you want to do about this?” he asked Craig.

Craig shrugged. “Te’s your call, She definitely deserves to
be charged for filing a false report. Waste of man hours,
money.”

*50 whars next for you two?”

“Well, we've eliminated the deparoment repairman as a
suspect.”

“(rood work, Craig, That’s stellar progress,” Daly said
dryly,

EI]}p,lrf_'t the bed all to myself tonighe,” Ashlyn added.

Daly looked like he'd stuck a wedge of lemon in his
mouth.

“Whart Ashlyn means is that 'm on night shift, so this is the
tirst real oppormunity anyone would have to come after her.”
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Daly nodded, his mouth still twisted.

“I've gor a list I'm working on,” Ashlyn said. “So far,
nothing’s really jumping in the name check with the depart-
ment.”

“Well, T hope you can come up with something, and fast.
Tain and Sims have gone to arrest Alex Wilson.” Daly
gl.qm-ed at his watch. “Good work on that, Ashlyn. T have
1o go.

After Daly lefr, Ashlyn asked, “Ts it just me, or does he
seem unusually tense?”

“Probably just doesn't want to think about vs sleeping
together.”

“Well, ronight he doesn't have to.”

“No. Tonight he has even worse things to think abour.”

“So, Alex. It looks like we have a lot to talk about.”

“TI've got nothing to say.”

“Well, not that it matters much. Your private video collec-
tion speaks volumes.”

Tain sank down into the chair across from Alex Wilson
and leaned back, arms folded across has chest, Sims was lean-
ing against the wall, watching.

“You've got no righr .. .7

“Oh, but we do, Alex. Remember the search warrant?
Signed by a judge. We've gor hard evidence, linking you to
distribution of child porn via the Tnternet, as well as your
own personal collection.”

“Mot to mention the reason you lost your job,” Sins added.

Alex’ head jerked up then, and when he saw their faces,
his shoulders sagged.

“Williams won't ralk.”

“He already did,” Tain told him.

“I knew I should have just walked away. T knew . . .” Alex’s
jaw clenched, and he looked back down at the table.

“Of all the people to be in the park that day, it just happened
0 be yvou. There you were, probably jerking off in the bushes
while you watched the little boys ac the playground, and out of
nowhere this blond, curly-haired boy appears, all alone.”

)
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“Oippormanity like thar, you've got to jump on it Sims said,

“Couldn’t let him walk away on his own.”

“You never know whar might have happened to him,”
Alex mumbled.

“You mean what might have happened that would have
been worse than having you take advantage of him and make
phutﬂs for perverts with his face on them?”

“Not the same as those girls,” he responded, the thin
voice barely above a whisper,

“Fuck, no. But bad enough thar this licde bovks dad is al-
ready worried about his missing daughter, and now he’s ot
to hear abour this.”

“He gers his hands on you, he’s liable to string you up by
vour balls.” Sims said.

Alex turned white. “T. . . Tshould probably call & lawyer,”

“That’s vour right. And believe me, with w:r}frhing we've
got on you, vou won't be going E.['.I}?“"hLTL Tain leaned for-
ward, resting his arms on the rable. *You know, the first time
I set eyes on vou, [ knew there was something odd abour
you. Never rc:ally liked you for taking the girls, but you
smelled of fear.” He leaned back. “T imagine thats how
vou'll be smelling for a lot of years to come. Boys inside are
going to love you.”

“That’s sick, vou know. You people are so full of your-
selves, saying you're supposed to uphold the law, then taune-
ing me about gecting raped in jail.”

“We uphold the law for law-ahiding citizens. You cross
the ling, you're on mv "don't give a shit’ list. Scum like you
ggets raped in jail, some mighr call thar justice.” Tain stood.
“Come on, Alex. We'll send you down for processing and
make sure vou get vour lousy phone call.”

They'd barely started walking down the hall when the of-
ficers Tain had asked o pick up Doug Fisher came in with
him, leading him toward an interview room.

“We'll be back in a few minutes,” Sims told chem. *Mayhe
vou could get him a drink, ger Mr, Fisher settded while he
wairs:"




WHAT BURNS WITHIN 203

Tain felr Alex’s arms tense and he looked ar Doug, who'd
lost all color when he set eves on Alex Wilson. Tain couldn't
quite put his finger on why, bur he felt his gut twist.

He walked a bit faster, nudging Alex forward and out of
Doug’s line of sight.

Ashlyn rubbed her forehead with both hands, her elbows
propped against the desk.

“Ts it that bad?" she heard Crang ask from the doorway.

“There’s no way I'll get this reporter to take me seriously.
I haven't got a guy with a record anywhere on this list, other
than Bob.”

“A record that we know about,”

“Well, ones I don't kmow abour aven’t doing me much
good, are they:™

“What about guys in the right age range for a juvenile
record:"

“There are too many. I can't give him a list of three dozen
suspects. [ewill look like T haven’t got a legal leg to stand on,
and [ don'.”

“Parts of this case have been a bit of a nightmare,”

“Which parts?”

“Mainly, working with Lori.”

“Couldn't have been too much fun to have o deal with
her as a victim either.”

“Te was a hell of a lot easier than working with her, and 1
teel like a jerk for saying that.”

She looked at him for a moment. “You're just being
honest, and its only me here. | know you well enough ro
know you aren'’t rrying to be cruel.”

He looked away from her and drew a deep breach. “Then
vou'll understand when T tell you 1 want you to carry this with
vou evn:r;mhn:re T don't care if you're just going to the bath-
room.” He set the device, similar to a pager bur with an aco-
vation panel on the side, down on the dPl:Sk still not looking at
her. “You hic Y11 and the goys monitoring you will be here
instantly. And T want you to keep the bedroom door locked.
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Once you've cleared thar space, protect yourself. The idea
isn't to get you huare.”

“We don't even know this guy will come after me,” she
said, “T'm sure I'll be fine.”

He put his hand over hers and did look ar her then,
straight in the eves. “All the same, T want you to promise
me.”

*“You going to call and check up on me too:”

“Just promise me vou'll do as T ask,” he repeated quietly.

There’d been moments when she'd seen Craig be as-
sertive, slam a door so hard it almost separated from its
hinges, or be complerely enraged, bur it was the quiet in his
voice, the fearin his eves that was worse than anvthing she’d
seen him dish our before. She could argue againse his stub-
born streak, but not this,

She nodded, taking the personal alarm and purting it in
her pocket. “T'll be careful, Craig. 1 promise.”

Tain frowned. “Ihd you see the way Alex and Doug looked
at each other:”

“Tt makes sense that they would know cach other, at least
in passing. Alex was a regular at the fitness center where
Doug worked.”

“Feah, but my gut tells me there’s something more w it
than that.” Tain bit his lip. “I feel like ['m walking into this
blind.”

“I did a thorough check on him. Nothing in the system,
other than that one charge.”

“A slap on the wrist for a bungled break-and-enter charge
when he got caughr climbing in the window of an eighe-
vear-old boy’s room.” Tain stared ar Sims for a moment, the
ideas starting to form, “Can vou talk to Doug’s parents?™

Sims shrugged. “If you think its important.”

“I do. And if they aren’t willing to tell you what happened
to Doug when he was a child, then mention the name Alex
Wilson.”

“What are you—"
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“Just go, and quickly. T'm going to stall on this, keep i
nice and light and boring and all about this guys job unal
vou get hack.”

Simsk eyes narrowed, but he didn't argue. “Okay, never
mind. I'm gone.”

Tain scratched his head as he watched Sims walk away.
They were only scratching the surface with Doug Fisher,
and he needed more than he had o nab him.

“You wanted to see me?”

Daly turned to look ar Lori and nodded. “Please, have a
sear.”

She remained standing in the doorway, half in the hall,
glancing around as though looking for an excuse nor to en-
ter. Daly remained standing, leaning against the window
ledge.

“Have a seat, Lon.”

She sighed, walked into the room and slomped into a
chair. “Can we make this |:|m|:'Lcr

“That depends on you.

“What's that supposed to mean?™

“T don't like being pressured.”

She swallowed bur stayed silent.

“FYou've been going over my head w try o get back on the
rape case. ['m gning to tell you for the last rime, thats not
going to happen,”

A sly smile emerged as she straighrened up slightly, cross-
ing one leg over the other. *Oh, T don't think we'd be here if
[ wasn't gerting somewhere on this. Sounds to me like there
won't be much you can do o stop me.”

“You might be thinking that. You might even think you've
got an ace in the hole, puaranteed o get what you want. |
wonder, Lori, is there anything that could come our that you
wouldn't want people to know abour?”

She stared at him, the color slowly ebbing from her cheeks.
“Are vou threatening me?”

Daly shook his head. “No. I'm not threatening you. T don't
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work that way, Lori. I'm not someone who’s ever felr the
need to sleep my way up the ladder. This job has never been
abour my ego. It’s my career, but its got nothing o do with
making a name for myself.”

“I don't like your inference.”

“And 1 don't like you. Since the start of this case you've
been causing problems. As an officer, sure, you had potential.
Personality-wise, you were difficule, bossy, stubborn, and
vou lied about the | investigation to steal credit. T don't find
any of thar very commendable. And vou were reporting on
evervone, [ don't like that either.”

She shrugged. “When you're a woman in this department,
vou have o nml-.c friends to get ahead. Tr's always been the
same old story.”

“T think you're reading from an old plavbook, T see
women officers rising through the ranks on a regular basis.
Ones who deserve ta.”

“So you're saying I don't? You think T should go back on
patrol, or maybe push papers at a desk for the rest of my ca-
reer because I'm damaged goods?”

“Don't put words in my mouth. I'm saving you shouldn't
come back on this case. And you should get some counsel-
ing, rake some time to deal with this.”

She pointed a finger at him, “Technically, T wasn't injured
on the job, so vou can’t make me go through therapy.”

“WNo, but T can keep you off the rape case. For now, thats
enough.”

Lo stood up, arms folded across her chest, “You don't get
it. As long as [ don't ger back on this case, it'll always be the
horse that bucked me off. Nobodys going o tust me o
back them up as a parmer. And there’ll be that fear, what if
we put her on the street and she draws a rape? Will she be re-
liable? If vou keep me off this case now, vou're killing my ca-
reer.”

“If vou'd done what we asked, taken the medical leave,
gotten counseling, T wouldn't have an issue. But I'm not put-
ting vou back on this.”
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“We'll see abour that. T have friends with more influence
than yon.”

Daly moved behind his desk, picking up a file. “And T have
some very interesting reading here. DINA results from your
rape kit.” He saw her eves widen, her face tense, but he didn't
stop. “The only question is whether or not [ have to use this.”

She gaped at him for a moment. *You wouldn'e.”

“It% up to vou. Push this, and you’ll see how far I'm pre-
pared to go." He tossed the folder into his top drawer, “T've
got several copies.”

He put his hands down on the desk and leaned forward.
“This isn't personal. I'm interested in protecting the lives of
the officers working this case, and T intend to get an arrest
that leads to a conviction. And I won't have you, or anyone
else in this departinent, jeopardizing this investigation, Now
get out. And this better be the last T hear abour this.”

She stomped out of the room, slamming the door behind
her.

“Mrs. Fisher? 'm Constable Sims.”

Thc older woman'’s face didn't flinch. “What’ he done
now?"

“I just wanted o talk to yom about Doug.”

Her eyebrows arched slightly at that, and then she pushed
the screen door open with her meary hands. Sims followed
her inside,

“So he’s not in ooubler™

Sims paused. “T'm actually wondering about what hap-
pened to him. When he was a child.”

She wasn't a woman of obvious reactions, but Sims saw
the way her whole body froze, even for just a few seconds.
Whatever Tain suspected, Sims figured he was dead on.

“Why don't vou ask him?™ Mrs. Fisher said.

“I'm asking you.”

“It’s not for me to talk about. Doug wouldn't like it. And
its none of vour business, We dealt with your people long
ago and its over”
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“Is it really ever over, Mrs. Fisher? Or have you just tried
o forget about i?”

She shrugged. “Whats the difference?”

“Ohne is like having an exterminator come through the
house and get rid of the bugs, The other is when the bread
crumbs are pushed under the counter and the bugs might he
out of sight, but they’re still there.”

She picked up her knicting and went to work, slowly and
methodically moving her oversized fingers as the metal ends
of the needles clacked rogether.

Sims leaned forward. “Mrs. Fisher, please. Tt’s verv impor-
tant.”

She didn’t look up, and she didn't respond.

After a few minures, Sims took a deep breath. “Then tell
me about Alex Wilson,”

“Anyone else who seemed a little of f7°

Tain was doing his best to keep his gaze on the face across
trom him, and off the clock on the wall. He'd started by do-
ing a very meticulous run-through of Dougs employment
history, how long he'd worked at Southside Recreation and
Fitness Center, wha'd trained him, et etc,

From there, Tain asked him questions ahour specific co-
workers. The longer they talked, the more Doug’s shoulders
relaxed and the more willing he was to shave rales about the
people he worked with whom he didn't like, the ones who
were having sex on weight benches or using the pool after
hours,

Tain made notes, pretending it was all fascinaring, asking
questions to clarify things. When he finally did look up ar
the clock again, it was more than two hours since he'd sent
Sims to the Fisher home,

“Can [ get you anything? A hamburger, a sandwich?”

Doug shrugged and then nodded. “Olkay, sure.”

Tain wrote down what Doug wanted quickly and stood.
“There’ll be an officer outside the door, in case you need
anything. I won’t be long.”

{Come on, Stms. Where are you? He relayed clear instruc-
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tions to the officer waiting outside the interview room, then
headed for the cafeteria.

Craig sat down in the living room, across from Ashlyn,
“Wasn't Tain supposed to look into that?”™ he asked.

Ashlyn nodded. *He just hasn't had time.”

“Last year, all those girls. . . Trwas a tough case.”

“Bur you could understand ir,” Ashlyn said quiedy.

Craig stared at her.

“Its not . .. Look, what [ mean is, as sick as it was, even |
could understand it. This rapist, T can even understand that.
Doesn't mean | like it or agree, bur abdueting girls, halding
them for days and feeding them nothing but bread and wa-
ter and then dr owning them, placing their body in an aban-
doned building and setting it on fire? [ don't get this atall.”

“I suppose with the rapist, it all goes back to what we
talked about, unhealthy attimades toward sex and relation-
ships. You know, vou sounded like a bit of a feminist when
vou were talking abour that.”

Her nose wrinkled. “1 don’t exactly fall under that um-
brella.”

Craig tossed the file down on the coffee mble. *So you
don't believe in equal opportunities for men and women?”

“Advocare for i all you want, bur nobody’s working on a
way for men to ger pregnant that 've heard of.”

He smiled. *“What exactly do vou think?™

She leaned back. “I helieve each individual person should
have the opportunity to do whatever they are physically,
mentally and psychologically capable of. I'm not interested
in advocating for women to have the chance to do anything
they want. That’s different from what they’re capable of, for
starters, One of my friends married a firefighter. She said
the deparement got turned upside down over the issue of
hiring women. It might surprise you to know this, bur the
wives of the firefighters had more of an issue with it than
the men did.”

“Worried about their hushands sharing sleeping quarters
with women?”
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“Wothing so ridiculous. Tt just boiled down to the fact tha
they didn’t think that the average woman was capable of
meeting the physical demands of the job. And when their
husbands go into a burning building, they want the best per-
son possible backing them up. They didn't care if it was a
man or a woman, or if they were pink with purple polka
dots. They just wanted their spouse to have the best chance
possible of coming our alive.”

Craig nodded. “T can appreciate that”

“You see, thar’s where some of these lobbying groups mke
things too far. There are a lot of women who aren't fit
enough to be police officers. Nor just physical fimess, either.
Tt takes a lot to be able to handle your fear on the street. You
teel like you have to work rwice as hard as anyone else to
prove yourself, and yet theres sdll this lingcri.ng doubt
about whether you can really hold vour own.”

“Which is ridiculous,” Craig said. “Men get beaten and
even killed on the job as well. Bullets don't care if you're
male, female, black, white or otherwise.”

“The physical side isn't where 1 see women falling short.
It%s the mental toughness and the psychological fitness. Your
old partner, Lor, she’s heading for a big brick wall that’s go-
ing to come crashing down on her, and she’ll have no career
left if she keeps acit.”

“Which is actually sad, becanse she is very capable.”

“But at this point in tme, shes not up to the task, She’s
dangerous, not thinking ratonally. I don’t care what women
think about me saying l‘.hia T wouldn’t want her backing me
up on the street right now.”

Craig was silent for a moment. “So all these commments
between you and Tain . . " He shrugged.

Ashlyn laoghed. “You L'nuw, it sounds terrible, but this
case brings back memories. T think we just had to let off
some steam to cope with it. Every time | think about one
of these girls being grabbed, or when T was standing over
Isabellas body...all T could think abour was...” She
shrugged. “You know.”
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Craig watched her draw a deep, shaky breath, but he
didn’t comment on it

*So, vou ready o share your views:” she asked.

“Oin this subject? Not a chance,”

“You really are impossible, you know that?”

He stood up, paused by the end of the couch where she was
sitting and placed his hand on her shoulder with just the light-
est touch. “I'd choose vou to back me up on any call, Ashlyn.
You've always held your own on the street and in the office.”

“Even if 1 am making predictable, sexist remarks tw
Tain?"

“Even then.”

She put her hand on top of his. “Thanks, Craig. Do you
want some dinner before vou have to go?”

“That's okay. We eat together at the hall.,”

She got up as soon as he'd pulled his hand away. “T guess
that means microwave entrees for me alone, then.”

“If this goes on long enough, T could always reach you to
cook.”

“I'm capable, you know.”

“Really? I'll withhold judgment unal vou present me with
some evidence.”

Tain was just about to open the door w the interrogagon
room when he saw Sims walking toward him. He passed
Dioug’s lunch to the uniformed officer and sprinted down the
hall.

“What did you find?"

“Hell of a hunch, Tain.”

“So vou got the informaton we need?” Sims passed him
his notes, as well as an old file.

“T had to chase that down. It took longer than [ thought it
would.” Sims glanced at his watch. *Shir, sorry”

Tain held up his hand as he glanced over the notes,
whistling. “Forget about it. This is perfect. Ashlyn and I had
a feeling.”

“How do you want to handle this?”
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Tain tore a scrap of paper off and wrote on it. “Have
someone else go get him for an 113 and then come join me.”

Sims mrned to leave, and Tain looked up 1o see Daly
walking toward him.

“CGood work with Wilson.”

“Thanks. Tt looks like we'll have another arrest before the
day is through.”

He relayved what they'd learned and Daly nodded. “Thartk
erreat, but T take it this means you're no closer to nailing our
child abductor:™

Tain shook his head. “Ashlyn’s on it, as much as she can
be. We haven't had any hits so far, though.”

Ashlyn stretched the phone cord as far as it would go and
just managed to nudge the door o the refrigerator shut,

“Hi, ves, I'm still here.”

She listened to the voice on the other end rattle off the
info, the rushed words becoming a jumble.

*Sorry, can vou say that :l,c,,ram, a bit slower:™

“Look, T don't have time.”

“Make ame, or I'll come over there with a warrant and
shut you down while T go ﬂ&ruugh your records myself.”

“Whart's vour I'mdge numiber:”

Ashlyn rattled it off. “And be sure to mention that you
were fﬂ]l]ng to cooperate with an investigation into the ab-
ductions of five local girls, two of whom have been found
murdered. Wait, never mind. I can mention that for you
when the press starts camnping on my doorstep.”

The person on the other end of the phone repeared the
information, and Ashbyn wrote it all down.

“Thank you very much,” Ashlyn said. “This has been re-
ally helpful. T'd like to send a sketch artist down to work
with vou to make a drawing of this guy.”

“Yeah, yeah, whatever,” the voice muttered, and then the
phone clicked.

Tain introduced Sims to Doug Fisher when they returned to
the interrogation room. “Sorry we took so long.”
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“Whatever. T wouldnt mind gerting our of here soon,
though.™

“Well, we just have a few more things we'd like to cover.”

Doug shrugged again, “T've probably told you all there is
to know about the people at the recreation center.”

“But it must bother vou, working there, having to serve
people like Alex Wilson.”

Doung blinked, his cheels uming a pasty whire. “Wh-why
should i?"

“Oh, come on, Doug. You know,™ Sims said.

“Daoes it bother you when he sits and watches the kiddie
pool:” Tain asked.

“Oir do you set han up with special viewing privileges:™

“I..."” Doug licked his lips, then reached for the soft
drink, “T should maybe call a lawyer.”

“What would you need a lawver for, Dou:.,- You didn't
have anything to do with those girls, did yous"

“No. I swear I didn'e.”

“And we all know Alex doesn't swing thar way,” Sims said.

Doug n:mmph:d down against the mble. “You guys know.”

“We aren't interested in playing games with you, Doug,
It better if you give us your side of the story, straight. Alex
has been arrested, and we've got police going through his
house right now, if von don’t tell us what we need to know,
the evidence will.”

Doug pushed himself up, “He took some photos of me
when [ was a lad.”

*Was that all he did®”

“I thomghr you knew.”

Tain shrogged. “We linow enough.”

“Yeah, things eventually got out of hand. Tt started with
me raking leaves and mowing the lawn at his house. Tormed
into me coming in for cookies and . . . and when my parents
found out, they freaked.”

“Didn’t he go to jail?”

Doug shook his head. “Boiled down to my word against
his, and the cop who caughr it back then, this Hawkins guy,
he was on a bigger case at the time, just wanted to clear this
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up. I didn't really remember, but my mom told me once, af-
ter my dad left. The police convinced them I'd be labeled
and everyone would know.”

“So your parents split over thist” Sims asked.

Doug nodded.

“And you never got any counseling or anything.”

Tain waited until Doug shook his head.

*“We've got police officers bringing someone down here.
Are they going to tell us you're the one peeping at boys in
the change room where you work?s”

Doug finally looked up and met Tain% relentless stare. He
nodded.

“Olkay, what T want you to do is write a confession. But
hefore you do, have you ever touched a boy? Ever?”

His head shook, not emphatically, but with the tiniest mo-
rion.

“Don’t lie to me, Doug. I'm going to work something out
for vou, but this is a one-shot deal. You blow it, everyone re-
ally will know about your problems.”

Doug’s head shook again. “T swear. I-I've wanted to, okay?
... Its like I'm my own worst enemny, and 1 want to stop
|111,'S::|F because its sick, but T can't.”

His whole body was shaking. Tain stood and slid a pad of
paper across the table, along with a pen.

“Wiite your confession, Doug. 'm going to go ralk to my
boss,™

Sims followed Tain back into the hallway.

Tain tumed to the officer oumide, "Keep a close eve
on him.”

Dyaly was ar his desk, and Tain didn't even pause when he
knocked but walked right in. Sims hesitated at the doorway.

“That boy came down, Maran, He idendfied Doug Fisher,”
Draly said.

“We've got to make sure he gets help.”

“Whar are vou suggesting?”

“He needs therapy, not jail.” Tain sat down.

“Tain, vou never struck me as such a bleeding heart.”
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“I'm serious, Daly. He said an officer named Hawkins per-
suaded his parents to let it go without pressing charges, his
parents split up, and he’s been drifting ever since. Alex Wil-
son should have been jailed years ago, but because Hawlkans
was apparently on a more important case at the dme, Wilson
was left to prey on children in this community for more than
a decade.”

He watched the color drain from Dalys face.

“Loak, all T'm going to say here is that T think Doug needs
help. He needs counseling. 5o far, all heks done is look.
Mame one teenage boy who hasn't snuck a peek at a gird,
given the chance? I'm not saying its okay. I'm just saying,
with what he’s been through, we can oy o understand.”

Daly nodded. *There are some programs, places thar deal
with kids like this. T make some calls,”

“And Hawkins?"

“Cret a statement from Doug and from Mrs. Fisher, and
bring them to me.”

Tain nodded.

There she was. Like so many other Mondays before, friends
nowhere to be found, hanging out all alone.

He didn't know whar the deal was. Friends ar swimming
lessons, having extra Jong weekends with the part-time par-
ent. . .. He didn’t really care. All that martered to him was
that it was predictable,

Which made whar he had planned possible.

He had to admit he didn’t have the best vehicle for this ei-
ther, but with the minor modifications, nobody ever sus-
pected a car like this would be carrying a child he'd snarched
off the streer.

It was the perfect vehicle because it wasn't a van or an
SUV. No darkened windows that hinted at what they might
conceal. Just a classic car with an average guy behind the
wheel, his crosses and crucifiv tucked away beneath s shirt
and jacker, nothing external to hint at any eccentricities,

Aaron knew there were some who thought he was insane.
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He knew the guys on the department, where his cousin
worked, thought he was a right-wing nutjob. They'd con-
spired to make sure he never got on the department, he was
sure of it.

Mo matter how much Adrian swore it didn't work thar way.

But it didn't matter. He'd thought helping others would
give his life meaning.

Now he realized his purpose was to help others, just not
in the way he'd thought,

Aaron glanced at his watch. It was almost time.

Time to save another girl,

Craig jumped in the back of the rruck, wondering if the
crash course he'd had really was going to be enough for him
to handle himself in a real fire,

COuinlan jumped in beside him. “Usually, T wouldn't be
here, but | thought you should know. This one fits the pat-
tern.”

“Shit. T don’t have any way of gerting a message to Ashlyn.”

“I thought she was heing warched.”

“She is, but . .

“Look, I'm Lf_ﬂl'lg to hold you back, make sure vou don't
gget purt in over your head here. And Hl radio our a call so
vour sergeant knows.”

Craig nodded. “Thanks.”

Ashlyn glanced through the peephole and then unbolted
the door,

“Alex Wilson is behind bars.™”

She saw the gleam in Tain'%s eye, the hint thar chere was
much more to tell.

“Come on, don't hold back now.” He followed her inside
and the phone rang. “Just a second. I'd better get that.”

“Craig’s personal secretary, huh="

“Hardly. Most likely its him, checking up on me.”

Once she was finished on the phone, she hung up, exhaled
and leaned against the hall wall. *It’s another arson fire,”




WHAT BURNS WITHIN 7

Tain frowned. “These guys watching vou, are they check-
ing license plates of wehicles around the area, just in caser™

Ashlyn blinked. “Uh, I haven't a clue. To be honest, they
were so concerned about making this a complete safe house,
I muned out most of the techo-stff after a while.”

“Ashlyn, really.”

“Do you have any idea what it’s like, Tain, to know you
put yourself ar risk and have everyone harping on you
ewenty-four seven about how dangerous something 157 Like
vou all think I'm completely fearless and the best ching for
me would be if Twas shaking in my boots, scared out of my
mind:"

*“That’s not our point, and you know it,”

“Bur it wears you down, you know what I mean?”

He sighed. “Sdll, T wouldn't mind talking to those
guys. ...."

His cell phone cut in then, and he answered it. After a mo-
ment he said, “Olkay, T'll bring her with me,” and hung up.

“Tain, seriously, I'm fine.”

He shook his head. “It's not that, Ashlyn. Another girl’s
gone missing,”




TUESDAY

It was hours later, just before dawn, when Tain and Ashlyn
arrived in Daly’s office to brief him.

“Tell me we have a lead,” Daly said.

Tain shook his head. “Nobody saw anything. She went
outside to draw in her sketchbook, Her parents didn't notice
anything untl she was late for dinner.”

“Of course not. Why should parents pay attenton to
their children?” Daly looked up at Ashlyn. “Sorry. S0 we
have another girl missing, and we're no further ahead wich
this case?”

Ashlyn set a drawing down in front of him. “Composite
sketch of a possible suspect.”

He frowned. “If nobody saw anything, where'd you ger
this?"

“I rracked those crosses to a cash purchase made in New
Westnunster, and T sent the sketch artist over this afrernoon
to get a description.”

Hawkins walked in then, “We have a deseription? Why
the hell haven't we released it to the media®”

*Te’s tentative, What we need to do is see if the clown and
the jewelry vendor from the fair can I this as the guy who
was seen with Taylor Brennen just before she disappeared.”

Hawkins pointed a finger at her. “I don't give a shit abour
it being tentatve. The public is outraged. We look like we're
getting nowhere, and we need to reassure local residents
that our streets are safe and we're making progress.”

*“For Chr—"
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“Tain, shut up.” Daly glared ar him for a moment before
looking ar Hawkins, “Its too late now for the newspapers
anyway, but I agree the picrare shouldn’t be released yer.”

“And why the hell notz”

“We expect him o kill another girl.”

*“Which is a hell of a good reason to ask every citizen to
be looking for him, if you ask me. Maybe the stress of this is
clonding vour judgment.”

Draly's eyes narrowed. “Tf he wakes up in the morming and
sees his picture on the news, what do you think he'll do? He
was going to kill one of them already. Why not kill them all
and take off?”

Hawkins swallowed, “This isn't my call, and it sure as hell
isn't yours.”

“Tain, Ashlvn, go home, Sleep. TN have officers rack
down the TID on this guy. Tain, come back at noon. Ashlyn,
don't come back at all, unless we call you in.”

“If you get a lead on this guy, I want to be there.”

3 Daly held up his hand. “One step at a time. And close the
o™

As spon as they left, Daly looked up at Hawlans, his eyes
burning.

“You are dangerously close to being written up, Daly. I'm
warning you—"

“No, Dennis, I''n warning you.” Daly pulled a file from
the top drawer of his desk and handed it to Hawkins, “Right
now, I'm nat inclined to hang you out to dry on this. My of -
ficers are wurkmg from hehind because they're cleaning up
vour old messes.”

He watched Dennis’s eyes scan the papers, the rows of
wrinkles that emerged seeming to age him ten vears in less
than two minutes,

“Sreve,

“Right now, Dennis, I only care abour one thing. Closing
these cases without any more of my people gerting hurt.
Now, you either support my call on this, or vou pull me off.
But don't expect me tw keep my mouth shue.”
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Dennis mrned and yanked the door open, slamming it be-
hind him as he left.

When Craig dragged himself up to the front step of his
house, a shot of adrenaline surged through him. He reached
for his gun instincoively and then cursed.

Tt was the one thing he couldn’t risk taking to the fire de-
partment.

Craig set his bag down on the steps. The door was open,
and he entered cautiously. Then he checked each room on
the main floor, stopping at the safe long enough to reclaim a
Weapon.

There'd been no sound from the rooms above him while
he'd been moving through the ground floor, but he can-
tiously started up the stairs, gun ready, moving slowly and
making sure he avoided the creaky spots.

When he'd checked all the roams, he felt as though some-
thing had reached inside his heart and squeezed i, pushing
all the air out of his longs in the same instant,

He walked back downstairs and heard movement from
the doorway. Ashlyn locked at the door and then him.

“Creee, T thought somebody had broken in,”

He closed his eyes and exhaled. Then he glared ar her.
“Where the hell have you been? And don’t touch that door,
Unless vou left it open when you went out, someone did
break in.”

“I left you a note, Craig.”

il:'i""l.“: "",

“On the fridge, on vour memo board. There was another
abduction last night.” She wrinkled her nose as she walked
past him, eyes sagging. “T don't have to ask what you were
doing.”

Craig picked up the phone, and after a moment he fol-
lowed her into the kitchen.

“Did they have a good explanation?™ she asked.

He shook his head, his mouth owisting into a wry smile,
“Since you were out, they shut off the alarm monitoring.”

“Can’t wait to see how they explain that in their reports.”
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*Someone’s going to come over, useé the patio door to
come in and duost the front door. We can leave it open so it’s
not as easy to see them check for prints and then they'll lock
up on their way out.”

“We going somewhere?”

“Bed. You look as oired as 1 feel.”

She glanced at her watch. “For a few hours, but then I
have to ger back on this.”

“T talked to my dad. He said he ordered vou o come
home and rest and that Sims can handle it from here.”

Ashlvn sighed. “Fine. We got a composite sketch of our
suspect.”

“That’s great.”

She started to climb the stairs. “Unbelievable. I'd planned
on mitking yvou breakfast this morning,”

“Don’t worry about it. You can make me lunch later.”

Sims glanced at his watch. “You're early.”

“Any other case, Daly wouldn't have dreamed of sending
us home. We go at these like sprints.”

*This one'’s more of a marathon.”

“And T damn well hope we're in the home stretch, What
have yom got for me?” "Tain asked.

“T tracked down your clown and the vendor from the fair,
They hoth gave me a posigve I1) on our composite skerch.
This is definitely the guy who was spreading his version of
good news on the fairgrounds.”

Tain skimmed through his messages. “Damn.” He glanced
up at 5ims. “Not about thar. There are two guys we have to
track down who might be able to give us an 1D on the
suspect.”

“The merry-go-round guy who's working out in Alder-
grove.”

Tain’s eves narrowed. “How did . . . #7

“I asked Bert and Lex. Surprisingly helpful for guys with
records. ['ve already been to Aldergrove.”

“T don't like the sound of that.”

“Hey, I mied. He couldnt tell me any maore than the ather
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rwo did. Well, other than a bit more of the rwisted docrrine
this guy was spewing about being cleansed in the baptism of
death and purged by fire.”

“Cleansed in the . . ." Tain covered his face. “Shit. Right
in front of our fucking eves and we couldn’ see i.”

“See what?"

“The girls had drowned.”

“He baptized them and held them down?” Sims asked, his
jaw dropping, “Jesus,”

“It’s as good a guess as any. We'd berter hope that securiny
guy is in today. He'’s been on holidays, which is why T stll
don’t have a message from him. He was supposed ro be back
on the job vesterday.”

“Let’s go, then.”

“Tust give me a second, T have to make a call.”

Tain dialed and then tossed Sims a coin. *Can you get me
a soda? I'm going to need the caffeine. Thanks.” He heard a
quiet voice on the other end of the line answer. *Craig,
thank God you answered.”

The voice on the other end of the line sounded grogey.
“Why? What's up?”™

“Nothing, its just... Look, are the officers watching
vour place noting license plate numbers?”

*“They're supposed to be, Well, T think photographing all
cars and then gerting the prints developed.”

“T think you should get them on that right awaw”

Silence. “Olkay. Why?”

“Tust a fecling T had last night when T was talking to Ash-
Iyn. There was this car. Did Ashlyn tell you?”

Craig groaned. “Be serious, Tain. Look, its just as well
vou had her with you last night. Someone broke in here.”

“You're on night shift again tonight, aren’t you? What are
vou going to doz”

“Hope like hell you're ready to bring in your suspect so
she’s at work.”

“Look, I've got to go. I've got my cell. Call me before you
leave for the fire hall and we'll come up with a plan.”
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Tain hung up and swore beneath his breath, Then he
prabbed the information he needed and went to meet Sims.

“There’s nothing more T can do,” Hawlkins said.

“That isn't good enough. There must be something,” Lori
argued.

“Well, there isnt. You're going to have to deal with that.”

*“You said if I was ready to make a change we’d have a fu-
ture.”

*“That was before.”

“Before what? Before the rape?”

“T'hat has nothing to do with it, Lori, and you lmow ic.”

“So this has all been for what? Stroking vour egos”

“That wasn't ie.”

“Really. Prove ic.”

“Lori, danm it, there’s nothing more T can do. Nothing,
Mow ust let it go.”

“You don't ger it I've got nothing left 1o lose on this.”

“Don't be ridiculovs. How abour Vish? What about your
career?”

“If they don't put me back on the rape case, my career will
be 45 good as dead and you know it.”

“Nb, that’s not true. Daly, he’s right to make thar call. You
shouldn't even be back at u.urk and if it wasn't for your con-
stant abuse—

“You're accusing sre of abuse? How’s this going to look
when it comes out? Just another sorry old bastard abusing
his positon for sexual favors,”

He shook his head and laughed, a hollow staceato laugh.
“Tesus. How could T be so fucking blind? And T thoughr 1
loved you. Prepared to piss itall away if you'd just snap your
fingers—"

“I'm here knocking on your door and you tell me to leave.
Don't vou dare tell me vou were ready to put it all on the
line.”

“¥ou didn't leave Vish, He kicked you oot Don't give me
that look. T know. He phoned me. He'd figured it all out.
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Mow here you are, putting the screws to me again, trying
one last dme o get your way, and if T don't do what you
want, you'll expose me. For all the good that'll do your ca-
reer,. You think people won't want vou backing them op on
the street? Nobody will want to promote yvou for fear people
will think vou earmed it on your back.”

She slapped him hard across the face and pulled her hand
back to slap him again, but he grabbed her wrist and held it
until she squirmed, trying to wrench free.

“Onee I'll let go. Do it again, and Il go public myself and
mike sure you take your share of the blame.” He could feel
her remble.

“You wouldn't dare.”

“Laori, the only thing | can do is give you a heads up abour
an arrest, Mu].rhc get you in on it But 1 mn’t put you back on
the case,” He let go of her arm. “I'm sorry.’

She backed away, her eyes wide and w ild, as though it was
her face that had been struck instead of his. Then she rurned
on her heel and walked away.

“Constable Ashlyn Hart,” she said again, spelling out her
badge number. “Oh, give me a break. 've talked to three
people in that office, and nobody knows how to answer my
question, T want to speak to a supervisor,”

She sat at the desk, rapping the pen against the notepad in
front of her, waiting while her call was transferred again,

Finally, a person answered. Ashlyn repeated her name and
her request.

“I'm not sure I can give that informarion our. Our em-
plovees have rights.”

“Look, I'm not interested in charging any of them. I
won't even tell you if they admit they were grabbing a coffee
at Starbucks instead of finishing their route. But I need to
know the names of cach person ticketing on that streer for
the past week and how to contact them.”

“Maybe if vou had a warranc.”

Ashlyn clenched the pen. “If T get a warrant, T'll be com-
ing into your office and going through your records person-
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ally, and not just for last week on that street. I'll be looking
tor the months of June, July and August for half a dozen
other streets that relate to chis case. Now, ar this moment,
I'm feeling generous. The last girl that was abducted was
taken from this street and we believe she was being watched.
That means one of your people might have seen a suspicious
vehicle, someone hanging around. Their memories are
fresh.”

“Look, vou know, 1'd like tw help vou. T'm not just trying
o be difficule.”

“Fine. I'll be there in an hour. And 'l be calling all che af-
tecred employees off the streers until I'm done interviewi ng.
I'm sure my supervisor can let the press know that you're
helping us with our inquiries and therefore oo busy to do
much ticketing, likely (}ur the next week anyway. T can be
Very rhon:mgh with my interviews if T have to be.”

“Just a minute,” the voice grumbled.

When Ashlyn had the information, she smiled. *Thank
vou. Have a wonderful day.”

“Well, when are you planning on getting them developed?”
Craig glanced up at the ceiling. He could hear Ashlyn mov-
ing around the small room as he listened to the voice on the
phone. Then he responded. *“Yes, T need them righe away.
No, dont worry about that. It fine if you're a man down
for the nexe two hours. T don'’t hdw.-: tor leave untl four thirty.
Right. Yes, it is very important.”

Craig hun:1 up his cell as Ashlyn came down the stairs,
“Any luck?™ he asked her.

“After [ basically threatened o go over there and rip the
supervisors head off.”

“Tain’ been teaching you his version of diplomacy?™

“Whats with people being so uncooperative:” Ashlyn
sighed. “Maybe [ bring out the worst in people.”

Craig laughed. “Hardly. Hey, you have that list of all of
our potential suspects, right="

*“You mean Quinlank master listz Or the short list of
names that hr the young offender theory?”
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*“That ane. Three dozen or so, right?”

She nodded. “Sitting in the red file beside the computer.
Whys”

“What have we got on their vehicles:”

Ashlyn shook her head. “Nothing. We were strictly look-
ing for an existing record. The only one even connected to
the department with a record is Bob, and we should have
known we wouldn't tind anything. The fire deparmment
screens its staff thoroughly.”

“Yeah, but don't we have checks on all the peripheral
guys? The ones from the store where they et their uni-
torms and the pager company?”

Ashlyn sighed. “Not really. T don't have their home ad-
dresses, so all | could do was 2 name check. In owo cases, |
didn't even get local listings under the names that T could
positively match. No way to be certain abour a record check
without more information.”

“And they have really comnmon names too, don’t they?”

“Mot obscure ones, that’s for sure.”

“Listen, if you get time, and 1 stress the ‘if’ there, can you
see if you can get some more information on them?”

“T'll try. P going to have the phone tied up for the next
hour or s0.”

“Wo problem.” Craig watched her go back upstairs and
waited undl he heard her pull out the chair before flipping
his cell phone open again and making another call,

“MNothing unusual? Well, what about cars you ticketed along
there? Yes, for the whole week.” Ashlyn rubbed her forehead.

“Uhm, T tickered a blue Tauros and a silver Weon and one
of those PT Cruisers. That one was black.”

“All just standard violations?®

“Parked in the handicapped spor with no sticker, no
maoney in the meter.”

“Anything elses”

“I'd make los of money if I could dcket those skate-
hoarders always hanging around on the corner, cutting out
into rraffic. One day, someone’s going to smack into them
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and I'll feel sorry for the driver, you know? Those kids don't
pay any attention to what they're doing.™

“They hang out there all day?”

“Muostly in the afternoons and evenings. T was in that area
in the morning last week, so [ didn't have to deal with them.”

“Thanks.”

Ashlyn flipped her notebook open. Dog walkers, resi-
dents . . . no skateboarders. She picked up the phone and di-
aled,

He answered after one ring. “Tain.”

“Ashlyn Hart.”

“What's up? Everything okay?”

She ignored the note of concern in his voice, “Just won-
dering, in vour canvassing last night, did anvone mention
skateboarders to vou:”

“ND- W‘h}:r"-"

“I'm talking to all the meter maids who were oicketng in
the area for the last week. One mentioned theres usually a
group on the corner in the afternoons and evenings.”

“You want me to swing by, ask some questions®”

“Aren’t you tracking down a clown or something?”

“Sims did that. We're orying to find the security guy. He'’s
our last shot ar purting a name to this guy. Posidve 1D,
though. Confirmed by three gays at the fair”

“Oleay. I'll see if any of the other people dckedng on that
street can help, Tain, if you get an 11 on this guy, you call
me.”

“Twill. Don't worry, You'll be with e on the arrest.”

“Czood. Use my cell phone. I've just finished charging ic.”

“Right. Bye.”

“Thisis it,” Sims said.

“Let’s hope driving halfway across creation’s been worth
the ip.”

They went inside and Sims started o explain to the
recepuionist why they were there.

“Wo offense, but we want to talk o whoevers in charge,”
“Tain said, pulling out his ID.
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Sims glanced at him. “It’s a wonder Ashlin puts up with
you.”

“She knows me. Spend an hour with us, and you'll hear
her dish it right back.”

“You're wrecking my image of her.”

*“You should see her in her pajamas.”

Sims’s cheeks went red. “And T asked vou for her phone
number. (zeez . . ."

“We aren't involved, Sims, She's sleeping at Craigs.”

Tain almost smiled when he saw the look on the young
man’s face. He wasn’t sure which option Sims considered
worse: himself or Craig, bur Tain felt no pang of guile, no
need o explin,

The receprionist returned, the manager in tow.

“What can T do for your" he asked,

Tain held up the 1D sdll in his hand. “We need to wlk w
the main staff person who worked security at the fair in Co-
quitlarn during the week of August mwelfth to the eigh-
teenth.”

“We staffed that mostly with university and college sm-
dents.”

“T know. That’s why T said the main staff person.”

Tain and Sims followed the man, who'd idendfied himself
only as Joe, into his office. “We understand there was 2 man
removed repeatedly from the fairgrounds thar week becanse
he was frightening children with his religious propaganda,™

“S0f Whar does that have to do with us? Or you, for that
matters”

“We believe he may be a key witness in the child abduoc-
ton case.”

Joe sat down on his desk. “I see. Well, T don’t think we can
help vou. [ mean, [ wish we could—"

*There was supposed to be a main supervisor overseeing
things at the fairgrounds. Are you telling us that you had
probationary workers on duty without supervision?”

“Some of those smdents have worked for us before, or
work for us part-time vear round. They were hardly all pro-
bationary staff.”
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“Then we need a list of their names, addresses and rele-
phone mumbers.”

“Do T have to give that up withour a warrantz”

“Do T have to tell the press your security company may
have violated operating procedure and is reluctant to cooper-
ate with the investigation into the abduction of a child from
the fairgrounds you were paid to monitor?” Tain siled.
“Besides, I called. | was old there was a staff person who su-
pervised the fairgrounds, Witnesses have an older man, not a
student, present ar a number of the removals. His name
wis .. " Tain leafed through his notebook. “Fred Hibbert.”

“Fred’s on holidays.”

“He was supposed to be back yesterday.”

“A permanent holiday.”

“You fired him?"

Joe glared ar Tain and then cleared his throar. “Look,
here's his address and telephone number. Does that get you
of f my back?”

“Only if he can help us. If he cant, I'll be back for that
list. And T promise T won't be as charming if T have to make
this trip twice.”

Tain looked at Sims as he turned around, and the younger
man automarically started walking our the door.

“Tust wait,” Joe said. He pot up from the desk, went to a
computer and hir a few buttons. Then he pulled a sheer of
paper from the printer.

“That’s everyone,” he said.

Tain took the list. “Thank vou.”

“Ever heard abour flies and honey, Tain?” Sims nmr-
mred as they left the building.

“We have the list. Thats all that marters.”

Ashlyn tried to siphon the frustration from her voice, thank-
tul she was on the phone so she didn’t have to suppress her
scowl. “Look, T already ralked to Marci. She said there are
wsually a bunch of skateboarders hanging around on the
cormer.”

The meter maid answered. “Not every day. Mondays are
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pretry quiet, from what I've seen when I'm in the park with
my own kids. The girl you're looking for, Angie, she was al-
ways around. But not the rest of them.”

Ashlyn stifled her groan. e must have been watching her
longer. He had to know Monday was the perfect day. . ..
“Can you think of anyone in the past few weeks that you saw
hanging around, anyone unusual?”

“This time of year with a park across the street? Take
vour pick.”

“It’s really important. We think this guy would have been

watching her for a while. Likely come along, park and sit in
his car, pretendme’ to look at a map or something, bur really
warching the girls.”

“Well, there was this one guy. . . . He had binoculars. Buc
he was watching the park.”

“What did he look like?”

“Short, bald, fat guy. Drove a red mustang.”

*Anyone elses”

“This guy I conldn't ticket because he'd pay to park, et
out and piss on the bench.”

“Lovely."

“There was one other guy. T dcketed him just a few days
agn.”

g“i-"vh at was his story?”

“Who knows? He'd parked in a no-parking zone, so |
slapped him with a tcket,”

“Remember what he looked lile?™

She rattled off a quick, penenc description, one that fit
perfecty with their composite.

“Any chance you remember what he was doving?”

“Yeah, an old Corvette. Silver. 1 remember because it
seemed weird, all these religious stickers and that metal fish
and crap.”

“Where? On the bumper:”

“No. Inside the car, on the drivers door.”

“Weird.” Ashlyn felt her heart pound against her chest.

“Tell me about it. Thought it was hizarre that some reli-
gious nut would have a car like that. Don't they usually drive
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something, yvou know, not vain and showy? You want his
plate number:™

Ashlyn smiled. “That would be great.”

“You think he did it?”

“He might know who did. We have o consider every-
thing,” Ashlyn lied.

She wrote down the number, then hung up the phone.

Taylor and Lindsay both sat on their beds, not moving more
than their eyes as they warched Maria clean the room.

“He says he wants everything to be perfect. Today’s my
special day. I'm going home.”

Taylor's eyves flickered in the direction of the new bed, the
girl staring wide-eved, her tear-streaked cheeks pale, her
mouth and hands bound, She’d cried a lot when she was
brought in, way more than even Lindsay had, and she’d tried
to et out twice.

“Kicking and screaming won’t help you,” Lindsay had
told her. Taylor thought it was odd. Lindsay, who'd been so
sure that he was going to kill them. Lindsay would have
been so glad to have another girl there willing to oy to es-
cape just days before.

Maria was prarding on abourt her “special day” and how
wonderful it was going w be, and that if they were very
good. they might have a special day when they were ready to
o homne as well,

Taylor thoughrt of the whip he'd used on the new girl the
night before, the screams that rpped the air and made Tay-
lor cringe as the girls body was cut over and over again.

She wanted to go home.

When Tain answered the phone he'd hoped it would be
Ashlyn. Tnstead, he heard Craig ask, “Any luck?”

*5tll working on it. Close, though.”

“Ashlyn’s made some progress.”

“What did she say?”

“Something about a silver Corverte. She has a plate
number.”
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“Then I can assume she’s tracking it down and even if the
secunty guv’s a dead end, we'll have a name.”

“Security guy gives you vour warrant, though, doesn’t he?”

“Fuck, exigent circumstances.”

“You're planning for those, are you?”

Tain snuled. “Tf T need to. Geez, look what vou made me
say, Craig. Sims is plugging his ears.”

“¥ou should be more considerate. Not like he asked w
work with vou.”

“Who does? Bur irs not my fault. [ failed Sensitvity
Training 10:1."

Tain could hear Craig laugh. *I'm off o the station. [ had
the puys take the photos in and told them w go over every
vehicle tonight. In the morning I'll have a list to cross check
against the names we've got,”

“And in the meantimes"

“Look, 1 called Daly. He said that he'd give you two
hours, and then he'd pull Ashlyn in, if not before.”

“Why two hours?™

“He needs time to think up an excuse.”

“Shes going to be wondering why we even sent her over
there.”

“Ashlyn knows why, and we actally have all the
information we're going w get. Daly should pull ber our”

“Do me a favor? Don't tell her thar when I'm around.”

“No hixed address? For Christ’s sake.” Ashlyn half laughed,
half groaned. “How the hell can you register a car in this
province with no fixed address?”

She stared at the information, really not much more than
a name, becanse the only address listed was one of those
rental boxes in a Mailboxes, Etc. store in Port Coquitlam.
This guy could be anywhere.

Aaron Vaoghan. Aaron . .. an old, classic car. .. Ashlyn
snapped her fingers and ran down the stairvs, sticking her cell
phone in her pocket as she ran out the door, making sure she

locked it behind her,
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As soon as she'd pulled out onto the streer, she dialed
[Daly's mumber.

“It’s tne for you girls to get ready,” he said. “Come with me.”
Tavlor glanced ar Lindsay, who kept her eves straight
ahead as she walked to the door. Maria was smiling, her dark
eves sparkling. Beside her, Lindsays eyes were overshad-
owed by dark circles, her cheeks drooping.

Ever since she’d been stuck there, Taylor had been think-
ing abourt writing stories. She was good with her words and
good with her descriptions. Everyone said so. Tt was a
strange thing for a girl her age, bur in some ways, she had
her mother to thank.

Her mother was always going on about whar people
looked like, how they failed to keep themselves up, The only
time she’d ever seemed 1o pay attention to Taylor was when
she was pointing out someone with waxy skin or a flawed
complexion.

Talor had worked hard to learn the words so that she knew
what her mom was talking about. Tt earned her a fleeting mo-
ment of approval instead of a smack for being an idiot.

He led them into another room—just Maria, who sall in-
sisted on being called Hannah, Lindsay and her. The new
girl, the one who didn’t have a new name yer, was still ged to
her bed.

The new roomn had a shower and a table with hairbroshes
and clips, and three new dresses hanging in the closer.

*“You girls need to shower, Make sure you use the soap.
Then get ready with your new clothes. Irs Hannah's special
day today, and we're going o celebrate.”

He shut the door behind him, Tador hearing the faine click
as he locked it, and the shuffle of his feet as he moved away,

The man who'd answered the door was wearing pants and a
wifebeater, a few days of stabble on his chin, and he reeked
of stale booze. “Yeah, what do you want="

“Are you Fred Hibbert?”
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*“Whob asking="

Tain held up his ID. *Constable Tain, Coquitlam RCME
You used to work for the LM Security Company.”

“Used to is nght,” he said, and snorted. “What do you
wante”

*“You were supervising at the fair in Coquitlam before you
went on holidays, right”

*I was supposed to be. That was the problem with that
company. Short staffed, so they bounced me around all over
the place. | complained and got sacked.”

“But you were at the fairgrounds for part of the time?"”

He nodded and shrugged. “Briefly. Whys"

“Do you remember this puy?” Sims asked, holding up the
compaosite.

“Looks like that religious nutcase T dealt with a couple
times. Man, he was a real piece of work. You want a com-
plaint in writing about him, Il give it to vou, gladly.”

“What we'd really like is hls name,” Tain said. “Tell me
vou wrote him up or something.”

Hibbert's face fell. “Sorry. By the time T dealt with him, I
was late for the other rotation [ had to deal with. T let my
main guy there write him up. T think his name was Avon or
Adrian or something like thar.”

Tain held up the seaff st “Which of these guys should
we talk to first? Ir's urgent.”

Hibbert tapped the page. “Tleft him in charge.”

“Thanks. And if you think of anything,” Tain said, pass-
ing hi his card.

“See? [ can be nice,” he told Sims as they got in the car.

Sims just shook his head. “T'll call these numbers and see
if T can find Sean Becker.”

“(zeez, Craig, your girl can’t get enough of you.”

Craig mrned to see Ashlyn walking through the parking
lot toward the garage. He grabbed a rag to wipe his hands
and tried o walk casually to meet her.

“What's going on?"

“Is Adrian Vaughan here:”
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Craig nodded. “He’s covering a shift for someone.”

“I need o talk to him. Its imporgant.”

Her eyes were shadowed with concern, bur she sizzled
with a nervous energy that she often displaved when things
got heated on a case. *T'll go get him.”

Within a minute, he'd remaomed with Adrian,

“0h, hell. You two want to calk to me becanse T asked
vou outs”

Ashlyn shook her head. “WNothing to do with that, e’
about your cousin.”

“Which one™

“Remember you told me you have a consin, bit of a right-
wing religious zealot who comes over and uurks On Cars,
somnetimes hangs our here?”

Adrian nodded, “Yeah, Aaron.™

“I need to find him."”

“Why?"

“Adrian—" Ashlyn glanced ar Craig, who gave her just the
slightest shake of his head. “It%s just really imporeant. We be-
lieve he can provide critical information about our child-
abduction case.”

“Aaron? T don't see how.”

“Do you know where he living? His drivers license has a
mailbox in Port Coquitlam for him.”

Adrian turned from bher to Craig and then shrogged.
“Sure. He moved into this religious compound, but then the
group got run off. Don't really remember the whole deal.
He just told me they'd all gone, and he was sull there, keep-
ing the place ready for when they came back.”

Ashlyn wrote down the address, and then her cell phone
rang.

“We found a name,” Tain told her,

“Aaron Vaughan,”

“(eez, | owe you a drink now, don't I3

“I've got an address.” She gave him the directions. “T can
meet you there in ten minotes.”

“We can pick you up.”

“I'm at the fire hall.”
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“Ohkay, we'll meer you there, then. T'll call Daly and get
backup. And you wait for us.”

Craig glanced over his shoulder, then followed her 1o her
car. She popped the trunk and pulled out her Kevlar,

“You think this guy is armed="

“A religious nut who drives a Corvette? Who knows:"

Craig glanced at the men in the garage again, all watching
him and Ashlyn, Adrian’s face distorted with confusion.

“T have to go.”

“Be careful.”

She nodded. *You too.”

Craig watched her drive away, then marned back to the
garage, Adrian stll watching him.

The men pla}"ing cards all Taughed,

“God, T can't believe some of these broads. Dress me up in
a Santa suit and suddenly I'm their idea of a sexual fantase”

“Got 1o wonder how desperate they are, fantasizing
about yon,”

“Father complex. Jolly far man who brings presents.”

Craig groaned inwardly. Hours of stories over dinner, first
about the women who liked special pumpers, and now this,

“5o, you guys ger all these women throwing themselves ar
vou just because you're firefighrers?” he asked them,

“Your murn next, buddy. Oh, they’ll steer clear when they
see your girl around, but any night you want a taste of
mm.ethm;b else, you'll have your options.”

*“That% not my stvle.”

“No? You aren’t married.”

“Maybe [ should be,” he murmured, more to himself than
anyone else.

“We don't just get the chicks. Plenty of other nutjobs
around here,” Adrian said. “All the wannabes?”

Maost of the men at the table groaned then.

“Don't even get me started on those guys.”

“Living vicariously. Can’t make the cor so they hang out,
want to volunteer.”

“Whar's wrong with thar?” Craig asked.
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“They didn't even make the volunteer cur,” another man
said.

“That one guy, you know, at the place where we ger our
pagerst He’s, what, failed three ames now?”

“I don't know why they keep letting him ory.”

“Probably want to keep him happy, you knmow, managing
our account and all thar.”

*“Which one is that?” Craig asked. “Greg?”

“Mo, the other one, Rob. He's the one who handles all the
accounts.”

“T had someone called Greg. He said he did it all.”

The men laughed. Craig looked arcund, and nobody met
his maze,

“All righr, enlighten me. What's the joke?™

“Fou must've taken Ashlyn with vou.”

“Why do you say thae?”

“Rob loves to watch the ladies. He can't handle a cus-
tomer with a pretty girl on his arm.”

“Must be why he wants to be a fivefighter,” said one of the
other men who'd just walked in. “So he can flex his pumper.”

They all laughed, except Craig, He was thinking about
how Ashlyn got called back to pick up a new pager.

Onee they'd finished washing up and gettng dressed, Tavior

and Lindsay sat down. Maria, or Hannah, continued to buzz

around the room, picking up their clothes, folding them,
tring ﬂen‘thmg’ hack the way I:l'lE} “d fnund it.

“Were you like that at home too?” Lindsay asked.

“Like whar?”

“Fussy. Always cleaning up and looking after stuff.”

Maria shrogged. “We have a big family. Everyone has to
help.”

The latch clicked, and the door opened. He stood there,
dressed in black, excepr for his white collar Once he'd
looked them over, he smiled.

“Ir’s oome.”

He took Maria’s hand, leaving Taylor and Lindsay to fol-
low them.
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When rhey gor back to the main room thar they'd stayed
in, a large door on one wall had been opened, revealing an
oversized fish tank, as far as Taylor could tell. She’d never
really seen anything like it

Along the far wall, all the shutters had been pulled back,
revealing windows and even one that was nothing more than
a screen, the warm sunlight and gentle breeze filtering in
through the sheer drapes.

“T am the way,” he began.

“You are the way,” they echoed.

“T show the path to God.”

“You have shown us the path. .. .7

Taylor peeked at Lindsay as they recited the words, the
words he'd spent hours teaching them, hour after painful
hour of sicting with their knees pressed against the hard
concrete, learning the pledges, learning how he wanted
them to respond. . . .

Lindsay stared blankly ahead now, her lips moving auto-
matcally, the words coming without resistance. Taylor had
seen the wounds on her back when she'd washed, stll
scabbed and locking angry and sore. Lindsay had even
winced as she pulled the dress over her head.

“It is ame,” he said.

He resched for the bread and followed the ritual, and
then they shared the wine.

Onee they were finished, they sang a short hymn and then
he stood up, extending his hand o Maria, the girl he called
Hannah, who took it

He led her to the rank and lifted her inside.

“T will baprize vou and cleanse you of your sins.”

He pushed her backwards, under the water. Taylor waired
for him to let her up.

Maria started to squirm under the water.

“Pray for her, girls. Her spiric is willing, bur the flesh is
weak.”

“Hek going w kill her,” Taylor whispered.

Lindsay lunged forward, grabbing at his hands. For a mo-




WHAT BURNS WITHIN 329

ment, he let go of Maria, who pulled herself up, clutching
the side of the tank as she gasped for air.

“This is 17" Tain asked as be jumped out of his car.

Ashlyn nodded. She pulled her gun out of the holster.
“Apparently, he was part of some religions sect that had set
up camp here. The rest of them left, but he stayed on.”

*Oleay. We believe he has four girls. He'’s not afraid to lill
them.” Tain finished relaying the orders. “Sims, you lead
vour team around back. Ashlyn, you're with me.”

Tain, Ashlyn and four other officers made it to the front
door with little concern. All the windows on that side were
boarded up, and there was no evidence of anyone, Once
they got to the front entrance, it was another story.

The lobby was wide and two hallways ran toward the back
of the building, a large, wide staircase climbing up. Tain ges-
tured to two officers, sending them to check the main floor.

“Let’s goup,” he whispered to Ashlyn, nodding for the re-
maining of ficers to follow them.

“Shouldn’t we wait for the all-clear?”

“T have a bad feeling about this,”

She nodded. “Olay, let’s go.”

They srarted up the stairs, each raking a side, tilting their
heads back to try to see if anvone was observing them from
above.

Onee they reached the second level, Tain quickly assessed
that the access door was locked on their side. The main floor
had been cleared, and he gestured to those men to try to
open the second-floor door.

They continued vpward, toward the top floor. Ashlyn
reached for the door and murned the handle all the way. As
she pulled it open, they heard a scream.

Tain and Ashlyn ran in the direction of an open doorway
across a large, empty area from where they were. They could
clearly see that nobody was in the main room, with mast of
the side doors closed, Ashlyn half torned, gesoring to the
side doors, waiting until other officers went w check them.
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They reached the door as another seream ripped throngh
the stillness. Tain peered around the doorway.

“Oh, Christ,” he said, rushing in.

Ashlyn was partway into the room before she could really
see what was going on. A girl tied to a bed against a wall,
crving silently because she was bound and gagged. Another
girl was sirting on the floor, just staring. Her mouth was
open with no sound coming out.

The man, dressed like a priest, had been dragging another
girl across the room to a tank, her hair being pulled in one
hand, a whip secure in the other. She screamed again, and he
pushed her into the water, raising his hands with the whip as
though he was going to strike her.

“Police! Stop. Don't move,” Tain said.

At that moment, another girl lunged upward, out of the
tank, giving the man the distraction he needed. He grabbed
her, spinning arcund, pulling her in front of him.

“Get behind me, Satan.”

“Let the girl po,” Tain said.

“She is Gods.”

“Not yours,”

“T am the way to God.”

“Let her go, and you can explain it to us.”

The other girl jumped up then, grabbing him around the
neck, pulling her scrawny arms tight. Ashlyn could see the
murkiness of the water, blood coming from the wounds on
the second girl’s back.

“Tavlor, po over there,” Ashlvn whispered to the girl on
the floor. Taylor looked up ar her and blinked.

‘I.(-';u"'

Sims rushed forward then and grabbed Taylor, pulling her
back.

“Aaron, it’s time for us to end this,” Ashlyn said.

He turned and looked ac her. “Harlot. Whore. You have
not been saved from your wickedness.”

1 *“Well, if you let the girls go, maybe you can help me with
that.”

“Y¥ou're beyond help. They have to die before sin takes
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hold, or they will be separated from God forever.” His eyes
were bulging.

The girl trying to choke him, who was too weak to have
any real effect, bit his cheek and he screamed, letting go of
the other girl as he turned and punched the one behind him.
She fell back. For a moment Aaron was clear, but he was
rurning. Ashlyn fired, but he twisted enough for the bullet to
strike his shoulder.

His eyes blazed as he ran toward the window. The girl in
the tank had slipped beneath the water, but Aaron was ger-
ting closer to the last girl, the one on the bed.

“Whoever gives one of these littde ones a cup of cold
water will not lose his reward. Seef This is my blood,
poured out for yow,” he said, holding a stained hand up for
the girls to see, lcking it. “He who loses his life shall find
|:."

*“There’s no way out of this.” Tain grabbed the girl who'd
fallen on the floor and pushed her behind him. Ashlyn could
just see her stll wriggling, oying to ger back into the room
as another officer pulled her from behind. Tain moved to-
ward the tank slowly, and she nodded. He put his gun away
and reached down to lift the body of the girl from the water,

“If 1 cast myself from this height, He will summon a
thousand angels to carry my body to the earth.”

Ashlyn still had her gun rained on him. “Aaron, lets talk
about this, You need wo—"

He jumped through the screen, screaming as his body fell
from view,

“Wo. Christ,” Ashlyn swore, rushing to the window. “Call
an ambulance.”

“You mean call a coroner,” Sims said, stopping beside her.
“Look at his neck.”

“Bur the girls . . .” Ashlyn said, rurned around. “Shit.”

Tain was kneeling by the girl who'd been in the water,
performing CPR.

Craig was finding it hard to wait, not knowing what was go-
ing on, when the alarm sounded.




332 SANDRA RUTTAN

Quinlan again jumped on the truck beside him. “It%s a
medical call, not a fire.”

“Thats stll good news. Ashlyn identified the suspect.
Hopefully they arrested him.”

Ouinlan nodded. “Good. T assume it wasn't one of my
men: "

“Your guys are all clean, as far as the arsons and abdue-
tions go.”

“What about the rapes:™

“We still aren’t sure about that.”

As they pulled in, Craig saw Adrian’s face go white and
then he lonked at the vehicles already there, police cruisers,
Tain's car, Ashlyn's. .

{Juinlan pur his hand on rmaf"-: arm, which was the only
thing that kept Craig from racing forward. He drew a shaky
breath as Quinlan called out the orders, leaving Craig noth-
ing to do with the scene.

The men Quinlan had ordered in disappeared into the
building. Craig moved beside Adrian.

“¥ou're a cop, aren't your”

“That bad as a firehghter, huh:”

“No. Just...with everything happening and Quinlan
shielding you. You're okay as a firefighrer.”

“Gzood. Because if vou even think about telling anyone,
["ll have to arrest vow.”

Adrian looked at him, “How many have you got working
the arson caser”

Craig shook his head. "T'm working the rape case.”

“You mean . . . Ashlyn, she% bait? Man, maybe it’s just as
well I thought vou guys were an item. [ don't think [ could
take a girl who puts herself ar risk like that.”

The first group of men were retuning now, a girl on a
board, followed by another girl on a board, and then two
girls walking down with firefighters, being led toward the
paramedics who'd arrived.

When the last group came down, Craig almost swore,
Not dead, but not good either. He looked up from the ashen
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face to see Tain, Ashlyn with her arm around him, relling
him something.

She looked up and their gazes met.

Then the forensics team armived, and a group of them
were sent around the building.

“Where’s Aaron?™ Adrian asked Ashlym.

Her mouth opened, but no words came out. She shook
her head. One of the other of ficers came forward and asked
for Ashlyn's gun,

Adrian’s eyes widened. “You shot him?”

“T didn't kall him.”

*T'his is just a formaliny,” the officer told her. “No deadly
force. All accounts say it was completely justified, thar
mayhe you should have popped him in the head.”

Ashlyn turned hack to Adrian and Craig, but before she
could say anything Quinlan grabbed Adrian by the shoulder
and pulled him away, out of earshot.

“What happened up there?™ Craig asked.

“Baptism of death.” Ashlyn mumed around, her eyes rese-
ing on Tain, who was bent over the front of his car, his
shoulders taut. “T've got to go talk to him. He really wanted
this to end clein, you know:"

“If you didn’t kill him—"

“He jumped out the window. Broke his neck and splar-
tered like an egg. 1 don't figure him for our rapist, but we've
got no way to know for sure now.”

“Unless we catch someone else,” Craig said.

e, you don't have to worry about me, T won't be home
tor hoars.”




WEDNESDAY

“Craig, Wit up. There a call for you.”

He ser his bag down and went back o ger the phone.

“Fou just leavings” Ashlyn’s voice. Sall heavy, with ex-
haustion he guessed.

“On my way home,” he told her,

“I'm still at the station,”

“Any idea when vou'll be done:"

He heard her breathe out. “Not a clue. Likely won't be long,
but I might have to sit through another round of guesdoning.”

Exhaustion and guile. “If you guys need anything, call. 1
got some slecp last night. How's Tain?”

“He’ll be okay.”

“Good.”

Craig hung up and saw Chanlan walk over,

“Crood thing you have the next four days off.”

“You thinking more puvs are putting it together?”

“Just maybe it'll give you a chance to get this guy.”

“T hope so. Hey, vou know the place we get our pagers
from? Whar’s the name of the guy who handles the accounts”

“Rob Kearns, Why?"

Craig shrugged. “Tust checking everyone connected.”

Paul Quinlan stared at him for a moment. “Do they teach
vou how to lie, or does it just come namrally?™

Craig smiled. “Not natural enough if vou know I'm do-
ing ic.”

Dennis Hawkins sighed as he slumped down on the bench
across from her, the little diner humming with the morning
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rush. Tt was an out-of -the-way place, the kind of mruck-stop
diner that he never ok Lo for even knowing existed.
“What is it this time?" he asked her.

“Can I order you something? The breakfast special?”

“I can’ stay. What do you wane?”

She wrapped her hands around her mug of coffee, staring
down at the table for 3 moment before she looked up at him.
“I'm sorry.”

“That’s a first.”

“Really.”

He swallowed, studving her face. He'd heard it all from
her, believed everyrhing, until he'd realized he'd never
had a clue what she was really after from him. Dennis
shrugged.

“Then T trust there won't be any problems.”

He started to ger up, but she reached across the table and
put her hand on his.

“I went back ro Vish. Promised him I'd quit or take a desk
job. It . . . it what he wants, you know: And itk all T've got
left, really.”

He stared at her, willing her to say more, tip her hand if
necessary, but not really sure what to say to that,

“I always loved him. | loved you too. You probably don't
believe that T'm even capable of it,” she said with a thin
smile. “Bur it’s woe.”

“Lo, "

“Wo, just let me say it | had to look at my priorvities and
my future.”

“You mean [ no longer had anything to offer you.”

*T mean you said vou didn't want me anymore.”

“Tr was never like that. Just not being threatened. I'm not
going to abandon my wife and tear evervthing apart becanse
you say vou're going to go public.”

“I'm not going to do that.”

*So T have nothing to worry about?”

“MNo, not a thing.”

“Then I hope things work out. T can see about a ransfer
vou know.”
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She shook her head and waved her hand. “There’s only
one thing [ want. Just one last call.”

He looked at her face. Some of her color was back, and
the black circles under her eves were fading, Her energy was
bubbling again. Not boiling like it usually did, bur starting
to simmer.

“I'll let you know.”

This time when he stood, she didn’t stop him. He turned
and walked away.

“What on earth can they still be talking about®” Tain mut-
tered.

Sims returned, passed him a botded water and set one
down in front of Ashlyn.

“Dieciding whether or not to suspend me, T'd guess,” she
said.

*“You:" Tain shook his head. “Christ, Ashlyn, if yon hadn't
done what you did, that girl would have been dead for sure.”

“Any word on her condition?” Sims asked.

Ashlyn held up two empry hands, “Not so far.”

“Seems almost unfair, bringing Taylor Brennen out of that
and subjecting her to the drcus she'll face in court now.”

“What are you talking abours”

“]uhr]—]uhn filed some sort of suit. I've been sumimoned as
a witness,” Tain told Ashlyn. picking up an envelope from
his desk and waving it in the air, “TF there’s any justice at all
tor her, he won't be her dad, or she'll ar least get to stay with
Mick Brennen, where she belongs”

“You think he'd want her, if she wasn't hisF” Sims asked.

“Taylor is Nickys sister. That counts for something,”
Ashlyn nmrnmured.

“TI'd want to keep her,” Tain said,

Ashlyms nose wrinkled. “I'm having trouble picruring you
with kids, Tain.”

“If T can raise a dog, T can raise a kid.”

She laughed. “Kids do more than go ferch.”

“So does my dog.”

“True. Your dog finds dead bodies in the woods.”
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“See? Raising him to follow the family career path.”

“Yeah, but as [ recall, your dog has a personalioe”

“Very funny.”

“N¥ou know what T stll don't understand?” Sims said.
“How did they connect?”

“They were all Catholic,” Tain responded. *T talked to the
parents at the hospital. Seems our man made costomized re-
ligious charms or pendants for all these girls over the past
few months.”

“What about Marias family?” Ashlvn asked.

“They had him come to the church to tke an order.
Thar’s how he saw her.” Tain looked over as Daly and a
group of senior officers entered the room. “Here we go.”

Ashlyn stood, her eves fixed on Dialys face. He gave her a
tiny ned,

Onee they'd deale with the compliments from their supe-
riors and a press conference, Daly intersected Ashlyn.
“Come to my office.”

She tollowed wordlessly, sinking down in her chair.

He went to his locked drawer, removed her gun and
passed it to her.

“No suspension, huhz"

Daly shool: his head.

“What did chat cost yous”

“Nothing. On this case, under the circumstances? You
didn't even use deadly force, Every single ufﬁn‘r at the
scene backed you up, and a girl made a statement.”

Her eyes widened. * They"ve pot one talking already?"

“Angie. “laylor hasn't said a word, and Maria hasn’t
stopped screaming. From what the doctors said, he almost
killed her”

Ashlyn felt her lip curl. “He was spouting that religions
garbage right to the end, you know?”

“Uiness he never heard of “Thou Shalt Not Kill." ™

“Well, if someone had to die today, T can live with it be-
ing him.”

“Go home. Get some sleep. You'll feel better after a few
days off.”
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“After we close the rape case.”

Daly shook his head. “I'm pulling you out. It's too much
right now.”

“Right now, almost everything [ own is at Craigh, ['m ei-
ther sleeping there, or supervising a move.”

He looleed at her for a moment, face blank so she couldn't
tell whart he was thinking. “Craig doesn’t have a shift tonight
anyway, so vou shouldn’t be in any danger.”

She stood up, reached for the door and then paused. “Any
word on Lindsay?”

“Crideal condition. Every hour she holds on increases her
chances.” Daly nodded toward the h:i]l'ur ay. “You'd berter go
before Craig sends out a search party.”

Craig listened to the message again, oying to place the
name, and then it clicked.

He dialed the mmmber and glanced at his watch, consoling
himself with the idea thar any average family would be up by
now.

A voice yawned a greeting into the phone.

“May 1 speak to Bvan Lewis please?™

“Hang on.” The phone clunked against a hard surface,
and then a voice velled for Ryan to come to the phone.

Another voice answered after a moment, the voice Craig
vaguely remembered.

“This is Constable Craig Nolan, You called and left a
message for me.”

“Hey, veah, sorry to call at home. T was away camping un-
til yesterday, and thats when [ heard something. You
haven't . . . have you already caught the guy?”

Craig rubbed his forehead. “No, not ver.”

“Well, this might not be anything.”

“That’s okay. Whatever you heard, I'll check it out.”

“Oleay, well.”

Craig could hear him moving, sounds in the hackground
getting quicter and londer simultaneously, as though he was
moving away from a blender in the kitchen and roward a
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stereo. Then the music stopped, just as Craig placed the al-
bum as The Rising, which left him to wonder where his copy
had gotren to.

“YSou know how I wld you about the house on the
corners”

“I hope you didn't go over there, snooping around.”

“Wo, no, nothing like thar. Bur the people who live there,
they have 2 nephew abour my age, Tommy. He stays with
them somenmes when his mom has to work, When T got
back from camping he was there, so he came over and we
got talking.

“He was relling me about this guy he saw in the alley the
other night. Says this oy was there . .." He pavsed. “You
know.”

“Enlighten me,”

“You know. Jerking off. Tn the lane right behind thar
woman'’s house.”

“Did he get a good look at him:”

Ryan rattled off a description, generic as it was.

“What night was this?”

“Sunday night.”

“He see anything else, like a car?™

“I'hat’s the thing. There was a car parked down ar the end
of the alley, blocking it. Really pissed off Tonuny's family
hecause they couldn’t ger in. Tommy wrote down the make
and model and license plate number and said they should
call someone, have it dcketed or towed.”

“Let me guess. They didn't want to, because of their
strained relationship with the local authorities.”

He could hear the smile in Byank voice. “Something like
that.”

Craig wrote down the informadon. “This is all great. Re-
ally helpful, Ryan.”

“Enough to get me a tour of your precinet?”

“Enoogh to get you a tour.”

“Cool. But that's not all.”

“You have more?”
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“Tommy’s family was going on and on about how they’d
seen that same car about a week earlier. He went back and
asked when 1 was so interested.”

“Are vou telling me it was in the lane the night Nitara
Sandhu was murdered:”

“According to them, it was. So whats that worth to you?”

*Name vour price.”

“Well, a ﬁhﬂnl:ll]z:, 1 lesson at the range would be cool.”

Craig was just coming back down the smirs when Ashlyn
walked in the door.

He stopped shorr. “How did it go?™”

S]!:: held up her gun. “Cleared. Where are you going:"

“I have a suspect.”

“You do? Lets go.”

“Ashlyn, vou should stay, get some rest.” He looked at her
for a moment, then threw up his hands. “Fine. You know
what? I'll call Daly, see what he wants to do.”

Within ten minuates, he'd joined her in the living room.

“We're wairing?"

Craig nodded. “Daly’s sending someone to the place
where he works to see what he up to. Should be able to
bring him our without too much trouble.”

“How'd vou catch on to him?”

As soon as Craig filled her in, the phone rang again. Ash-
Iyn reached to the end of the small couch and grabbed the
phone before C raig could, ignoring his frown.

*“You aren't going to believe this,” Daly told her.

“Try me.”

“It’s his day off.”

“Have we got a home address?” she asked, putting the
question as much to Craig as to Daly,

Craig nodded. “But we might need a warrant.”

Daly’s voice was talking in her other ear. “T'll run the
warrant through. T want vou two here to pick it up. T've gota
couple ofticers here who can go out with yow.”

“Feeling awfully generous, Daly.”

“¥ou put a lot of hard work in on these cases, and |
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know you want to get this guy. Plus, I'll never hear the end
of it.”
“We're on cur way.”

As soon as Lori saw Craig and Ashlyn enter the building, she
felt her stomach flip.

Ashlyn had been there all night on the other case. Now she
was here with Craig? Lori stared at them as they walked
down the hall, becoming smaller, her pen tapping against the
files in front of her, and then she smacked her forehead. So
that was why she was at Craigs, Working the rape case too.

She picked up the phone and dialed Dennis’ cell.

“How come T haven't heard from your™

“There’s nothing o hear.”

“Then why are Craig and Ashlyn marching into Daly’s of -
fice along with a group of officers who look like they're
about to storm a bulding:”

The silence was followed by a sigh. “I'll see what T can
tind out.”

As soon as she put the phone down, Lod got up. If
Hawlins was thinking about backing down, she still had a
card or two she could play.

“What the hell was that abour anyway?™ Ashlyn asked afrer
they'd lefr Dalvk office.

Craig shook his head, “Hawkins has been unpredictable
ever since Lori was raped. He threatened to take the case
away from Daly.”

*“Is that why Dalys chewing on aspirin like candy?”

“Can't be easy babysitting us.”

He tried to sound flippant, but fell short. The line of his
mouch, the look in his eves . . . Craig worred about his dad
but always buried it deep.

When she didn't respond he asked, “You ready for thiss"

Ashilyn put a full clip into her gun. “As ready as Tl ever be.”

“Robert Kearns, this is the police.” Craig called again. He
banged on the door with his fist, harder this time.
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Silence.

Within seconds the door was shaling on one hinge, and
they were scouring the honse. It ook unl;r a motnent before
the officers who'd gone into the basement called the all
clear. He wasn't there.

Ashlyn locked out the kitchen window. “Garage,” she
called. She ran our the back door, through the yard, Craig
following.

Kearns was standing near the back, his hands in the air.
Ashlyn guessed the garage was about th:rw-ﬁw.—: teer long, an
extended area at the back equipped with tools and saw-
horses, lumber leaning against the walls. She could see the
two officers they'd sent around standing in the lane, looking
through the two-car door opening, puns drawn but holding
back. Then she saw who they were deferring to.

“Shit.”

Craig moved inside the garage nice and slow, approach-
ing the suspect. “It’s okay, Lori. We've gor him. Tsn't thar
right, Rob?”

Rob Kearns swallowed and nodded.

Lor stepped forward, her jaw clenched. “Say it," she
hissed.

Craig glanced ar Rob, rurning his gun in Lori’s direction.

“I need to hear him say it.”

“Laori, this isnt going to make things any berrer.” He kepr
moaving slowly, to shield Rob Kearns,

“Say it,” she screamed.

Ashlvn had stepped inside the garage, just by the door
Craig signaled her with his free hand to stay where she was.

Lori lifeed the gun a bic higher, pointing it at Craig. “Call
them off.”

He glanced at the officers behind her, whe moved around
the side of the garage, into the yard.

“I want to hear him say ie.” Her voice was thick and low.
“I want to know why.”

“Lori, put the gun down. There'll be plenty of time to
talk about what he did at the station.”
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She started to laugh. “You think I'm going to fall for thar?
Jesus, Craig, what do you take me tor? A fool? Theres no
evidence. We've gor nothing to tie him w any of this. Tf he
doesn't confess, he'll wall™

He fought to keep his voice calm, to speak patenty and
with confidence. “That’s not true, Lon. How do you think [
found him? An eyewitness places him at the scene of one of
the rapes.”

“Vou're lving.”

“Lori, put the gun down.” He stepped closer to her, com-
pletely shielding the rape suspect from his former parter.,

As soon as Ashlyn heard the shor, she saw Rob jump aside.
Craig fell. Ashlyn turned toward Lo, telling her to put the
gun down.

Lori was turning her gun at the man who'd raped her,

Ashlyn squeezed the tigger and watched Lori stagger
back, bulging eves staring straight at Ashlyn for a moment as
the gun clactered against the concrete and Lori fell.

One of the other officers, who'd moved around o the
side of the garage, rushed forward, kicking the gun away
from Lori. Ashlyn urned and saw the suspect on the ground
beside Craig, a pool of blood cozing from his bodv. She'd
been too slow to stop Lori from gerting a second shor off,
she realized as she knel on the ground beside Craig,

“Call an ambulance,” she velled at the other officers out-
side,

It felr like forever, holding Craighs hand, telling him tw
hold on, until the paramedics arrived. They tried, unsue-
cessfully, to pry her away. Nothing they did seemed to stop
the blood. She knew she was losing the battle to keep the
panic out of her voice. “Jesus, can’t you do something?”

“Ma'am, you need to stay here,” a voice told her. She felt
hands tugging on her and shrugged them off.

“I'm not leaving him. Craig—" She squeezed his hand.
“Haold on. T'm right here. I—7

“Ma’am, really, you have to stay here.”

This time she felt strong arins grip her from hehind,
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around the waist, pulling her back. She twisted and tried to
resist, but she felt Craigs hand slipping from her grasp.

Tain had felt his chest tighten when he’d heard there were
officers down, Craig and "nshlynt arrest had gone horribly
wrong, but nobady was saying more. “*Couldn’t they tell you
who'd been shot:”

Daly’s face was white. “Twn ofticers down. Thark all 1
know.”

“They had a team, right:”

Daly nodded, and then he stopped cold.

When Tain reached the doorway, he felr like he'd raken a
bucket of e water in the face. There'd been the odd mo-
ment he’d seen Ashlyn wipe a tear away, but he'd never seen
her like this.

Her beige shirt was soaked red, and the skin on her arms
was shades darker than normal, the blood stains there al-
ready dry.

She ]o-n'.LLd up then and saw them, her face a pasty white.

“Ashlyn, what happened:”

“They won't tell me anything, Daly. They won't even tell
me if he's alive.”

Tain and Daly moved into the room, and Ashlyn pur her
armns around Daly's neck, her body shaking,

“T'll go see what they can tell me,” Tain murmmred. No-
body needed to ask. He'd seen the impact of unspoken truth
hit home in Daly’s eyes the minute he saw Ashlyn.

Craig had been shot.

Daly shook his head as he undid Ashlyn’s grip on him.

“T'll go. They might not tell you anything, either.”

“Tain warched Daly murn away, draw himself up and walk
out of the room.

“Come on, sit down.” Tain took Ashlyn by the arm and
ot her settled, removing his coat and putting it around her
shoulders,

“Constable Ashlyn Hart?” a voice asked from the doorway.

She looked up, and Tain felt the pressure in her hand as
she squeezed his arm.
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The man held up his T1. *We need to ask you some ques-
tions.”

“Cro on.” Tain nodded. “We'll wait here for yon.”

Ashlyn squeezed his hand and stood up again, her legs
wobbling as she took a deep breath and then followed them
out of the room.

As soon as they had left, Daly returned.

*“They took her for questioning already. What the hell’
up with that?”

Daly sank down into a chair, not the one Ashlyn had
been sitting on, which was smeared with viscous red
streaks. “They won't tell anyone anything. Straight, uncen-
sored | mttnu:vrs all their ducks in a row before we know
more.”

“Political posturing while our friend might be dying in
there? This is bullshit.”

Daly shook his head. “T can tell you this. The three people
shot were the suspect, Craig and Lori Price.”

Tain'’s elbows propped on his knees, his face in his hands.
“What the hell was she doing there?”
Daly didn't answer,

The man was your quintessential pencil-pusher—balding,
with thick black glasses and Coke-bottle lenses, He'd been
doing most of the talking. The two nondescript women wich
him also made notes and glanced up to scrutinize Ashlvn’s
expression, she guessed to gauge her responses.

They asked her question after question about what hap-
pened next, the few minures that had seemed to pass in slow
motion for Ashlyn ar the ome, everything moving forward
frame by frame, Lori pulling the trigger, Craig falling to the
ground, Rob Keamns jumping out of the way, Ashlyn hearing
the boom of the gun going off in her hands, not realizing
Lori had gotten another shot off unal she saw Kearns on
the ground after Lori fell. . .

By the time the questioning was over, she'd miven up rying
to wipe away the tears. Finally, the man put his pen down.
“¥ou're quite upser abour this.”
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Ashlyn blinked, her mouth hanging open. “Is that 3 ques-
tion?”

“Officers have to be prepared to handle life-and-death
situations all the tme without getting distraught to the
point where they can't function.”

“I'm not on the street. I'm in a hospital, where T've been
for hours, and nobody will even tell me how my parmer is.”

The man pushed his frames up on his nose. “You were
here last night, weren't vous”

She nodded.

*“You shot a suspect in another case.”

Ashlyn nodded again.

“How 1s that suspects”

“He died.” Ashlyn paused, and then she shook her head.
“He jumped out a window and broke his neck.”

“In the past twenty-four hours, you've been involved in
two high-profile arrests where suspects have died, and on
both occasions, you fired your gun. How much sleep did you
get in the past fory-eighe hours:™

Ashlyn stood, imagining she must look like a newborn
fawn trying to stand for the first dme. She reached for the
table to support herself. “Tf you have any more questions, |

et to have counsel present.”

She didn’t have the energy to slam the door behind her,
just concentrated on pucting one foor in front of the other
as she moved steadily back to the small room that had been
cleared for police officers. Through the doorway, she could
just see Daly and Tain, others pathering as well, before
everything wenrt black.




AFTERWORD

“Did you go to see Ashlyn today?"

Alison nodded, poking ar the food on her plare with her
fork,

She did more poking than eating. Daly frowned, thnu;:h i
didn't feel like much of an effort for his face to S|||:l into that
expression. There hadn't been much to smile about in the
past few days.

Questions, accusations, internal investigations, funeral
arrangements. Never mind the grief. The regrer. All the
things he could have done, should have done dﬁferen[]}f

He studied his wife’s face for a moment, noting the way
the corners of her eves sagped, the droop of her shoulders.
“She’s not doing well?*

“T think she's lost some weight. Doesn’t look like she’s
sleeping nauch either. Can you explain to me why she’s still
staying at the house?”

Daly groaned. “With everything going on, we never had a
chance to get her moved back to her own place. And undil
they've finished the investigation, its likely best not ro do
,anvtlum. thmu-,,h the department.”

“Its not like Craig would mind. Bur T can't imagine it's
helping her right now.”

“No, probably not.”

*I tried to persnade her to move in with us for a while.”

“Dho you want me to talk to herz”

Alison shook her head. “We can let her know we're there
for her, but that's abour the best we can do. She's going to
have to work through this on her own.”
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“1 always thought of Ashlyn as being pretty tough and ea-
pable.”

“Not invincible, though. She cares, Daly. Handles the
guys like one of the pack, but she has a big heart.”

“It would be a shame to lose someone with so much
prommise.”

“Do you really think that could happen?”

Daly shook his head, pushing his plate aside.

Alison looked at him. “Since when does the deparoment
refuse to disclose whether an officer is alive or dead, any-
wiay? The way this is being handled, T don't like it.”

“Me neither. Bur there are a lot of things ro consider.”

“Like how Lor Price found out who the suspect was.”

Daly nodded. “I'm being questioned this afternoon.”

Her shoulders drooped even further, something he hadn't
thought possible, “Why do T get the feeling there’s something
vou haven't told mes"

“Because you have good instiners?”

“Where were they when [ decided to marry a cops™

Daly knew part of her was joking, but it was the ather part
of her, which was deadly serious, that had him worried.

Ashlyn opened the door. *I thought you were going away.”

Tain shook his head. “T didn't want to be unreachable.”
He followed her inside. “1 didn’t chink you were here. Your
car. . ." He gestured to the empty driveway.,

“I parked it in the garage,” she said, offering no further
explanation.

He followed her ro the living room. “I thought you'd like
to know aboutr Rob Kearns.”

She sank down on the sofa, hugging a pillow. “What about
him="

“They found all sorts of stuff on his computer. Security
toomge thar he’d edited and made photwgraphs from.
Karen, Cindy, Stephanie, Nitara, Lori . . .” Tain swallowed.
“You. And the reporter who covered that case years ago, he
confirmed Rob was the teen arrested. Juvenile record wiped
clean.”
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“Guess that should make iv easier o e up the loose
ends.” She mumbled the words as she leaned against the arm
of the sofa, her feet tucked under her body.

“The departinent went public oday. He died in the hos-
pital.”

She didn't respond.

“We do have some good news.”

Ashlynk eyes mrned in his direction.

“Lindsay Eckert’s in stable condition, Long-term progno-
sis is good.”

“That’s . . . that’s grear, Tain.”

“We should go out, have a quiet dinner, just a few hours
to clear your head and take your mind off things. What do
viou says”

She didn't answer, Her mind seemed to go from an end-
less jumble of disconnected thought to blank.

“Ashlyn . ..

“Nobody will tell me anything.”

She could hear Tain blow out a deep breath.

“I do know something. Lori and Hawkins were having an
affair, and she used it to find out where the rape suspect
lived.”

She looked up. “Is thar why they're keeping such a rnghr
lid on this?”

He shrugged. “I suppose its as good a reason as any
There are rumors about internal reviews on all our
procedures becanse of the whole mess.”

Tain put his hand over hers and squeezed it gently. “Tr
wasn't your fault, Ashlyn. There was no way you could have
known Lori would find out the address and beat vou there,
The officers who were sent around back and deferred to her
have a hell of a lot more to answer for than you do.”

“I shot another cop, Tain.” She pulled her hand back, rub-
bing her forehead as she squeezed her eyes shur. “That’s
something I've got to carry”

1 *And she shot your partmer first. Nobody’s going to forget
that.”

“I guess Lori has a lot to answer for.”
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When he didn't respond, she dropped her hand and

opened her eves. Tain wasn't looking at her; he was looking at
the floor. She’d seen a lor of raw pain from him, a lot of
concern for her. Avoidance wasn't something she was used to.
“Tain—"
“Ashlyn . . ." He looked up, locking like he was orying to
find the right words. “Lori didn't make ie.”

“Arwhat point did vou become aware of the relationship be-
rween Inspector Hawkins and Constable Price?”

Daly cleared his throat. *When the results of Constable
Price’s rape kit were put into a report thar [ received.”

“And why did you receive that mformadon?”

“The officer on the case, Constable Nolan, was doing
field work."

“You mean the undercover arrangement with Constable
Hart?™

“That’s correct,” Daly said.

“What did you do with the report?”

“Mothing "

*MNothing®"

“T didn't inform Constable Nolan of the contents.”

“Did you inform any of your commanding officers?”

il:Nur!"

“Why not="

“As you know, we were in the middle of three very serious
investigations. Lor . . . Constable Price had been taken oft
the case, and dealing with an affair didn't seem a high prior-
ity at that nme.”

*So you did not reveal your knowledge of this matter to
anyone.”

“Yes,”

“You did disclose the results of the kit”

Daly nodded. “Tt came to my actention that Constable
Price was still trying to get back on the rape case. T told her
that if she continued to pursue an involvement with the rape
case that T would disclose the results of the rape kic.”

“There’s one thing I'd like to be clear on,” one of the
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women said, “How was it thar Inspector Hawkinss DINA
came to be on file with our crime lab?"

“A few years ago he was involved in a case where he was
injured. There were several blood samples taken at the
scene, and his DNA was taken for elimination purposes in
the investigation.”

“Shouldn’t it have been deleted from the system:"

Daly shrogged. “I can’t explain why it wasn'c. All I know is
that when T confronted Constable Price, she didn’t deny it.”

“Did you have any other supporting evidence in your pos-
session that confirmed the affar?”

“Wo, sin.”

The questioning contnued, covering his working rela-
tianship with all the officers involved. _ . .

When it was over, Daly went to his office, locked every-
thing away, took his few personal photos down from the
shelves, put them in his briefease, and went to hand in his
badge and gun.

He unlocked the door and stepped inside. The night was al-
ready unusually dark because of the growing storm clouds,
but he didn't urn any lights on,

No marter how many times he was questioned, he found
it hard to believe that the case was being handled the way it
was. No telephone, limited access to a selecr group of peo-
ple. . .. All this dme and he still didn't even know exactly
what had happened. From the moment he’d hit the pavement
evervthing was hazy or nonexistent. There were so many
FEAPS, SO MANy (UeSLions.

And he'd had a hell of a fight to get released from the hos-
pital. They'd tried to persuade him to wait untl morning,
but he’d pushed back hard, arguing over the ments of a
good night’s sleep in his own bed.

Now, as he stood there, listening o the sound of nothing,
his anticipation of being home was overshadowed with the
new realicy. Finally, he could ger some answers., He swal-
lowed, wondering if he really wanted to hear what he dreaded,
what he feared most.
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Nobody would answer him when he’d asked abour Ash-
lyn. The way their eves had skirted away from his paze, the
slight tensing of the facial mmscles . . .

He leaned against the wall, closing his eves as the mmage
of her walking into the kitchen in her pajamas, taunting
Tain, Hashed through his mind. He rubbed his forchead,
thinking about the first night she’d slept there, sitting in bed
with a hook in her hands, the way she’d glared at him when
he miade her move over. . . .

Those moments when they'd talked over the case, and the
moments in between, when they didn't have to say anvthing
atall.

The clock tcked softly as he stood there, coming to terns
with the fact that he was going upstairs w an empry bed-
rooi, not knowing whether it was too late to wll her how he
felr.

Craig trudged up the stairs and walked down the hall. He
paused. The warm orange glow of the fire shimmered on
the walls of his bedroom.

He stepped inside the room and rarned toward the walk-
through closet. He felt a lump rise in his throat and swal-
lowed hard.

She had a loose robe pulled around her, and her eyes were
focused on the ground, as though something was pushing
her head down. Then, as if she could feel his gaze. she
looked up,

Ashlyn’s eyes widened, her hand covering her mouth as
she pasped, and then her whole face lic up with a smile, de-
spite the rears that starred wickling down her cheeks.

“¥ou're okay?” he asked her.

“Me?" She brushed the tears from her face. “T was .. .1
didnt. . . They wouldn't let me see vou.”

He tried to give her a reassuring smile. “Nobody would
tell me anything, either.”

“Tain came by, said they gor enough evidence to seal the
case against Rob Kearns.”

Craig nodded. “That’s good. I, uh .. ." He scratched his
head. “I didn’t think you’d be here.”
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Her smile lingered despire a shadow that had passed be-
hind her eyes, her relief ar seeing him giving way to uncer-
tainty as she tied to explain why she was still in his house.
“Ciuess they were too busy with the inquisition to worry
about moving me out.”

“I'm just sorry you had to handle things without me. [
guess they were keeping me sealed off to make sure they
could set the record straight.™

“They've been interviewing yous”

“Relendessly for the past week. How do vou think T gor
my strength back?”

She gave him a thin smile. “Not strictly motivated by hos-
pital food?™

His gaze drifred over her form, her pale skin, recalling the
hollow cheeks that had stood out starkly before she set eyes
on him and smiled. “You look like you haven't eaten arall.”

She shrugged, only the ghost of a smile remaining on her
face as she turned away from him.

He moved toward her, standing just behind her and
slightly to her left side, brushing his ﬁngc:rs against her arm,
“Ashlyn...”

The images were cloudy, like a fog had been over his
brain when it was happening so he couldn’t pull the memory
into focus, but he could hear her words, hear her telling him
to hold on, telling him she’d be right there.

There were fleeting seconds where he could remember
her face, the look in her eves that made him think he
wouldn't be foolish to hope.

Or was it all just jumbled impressions that had been dis-
torted through the mix of fear and painkillers?

She'd started to cry again, her shoulders trembling, her
hands covering her face.

“Hey, everything is going to be okay.”

*I know,” she said as she wiped her cheeks again. “T'm just
s0 relieved. The more time passed . . "

He tilted her chin up with his fingers. “What happened
wasn't your fault.”

She tured, reached up and pur her arms around his neck
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gently, kissing his cheek. He felt her silky hair brush against
his skin. “T was so worried, Craig.”

Ashlyn held him for a moment, and then he felt her slip-
ping away as his heart pounded against his chest. He
wrapped his arms around her.,

“All they would tell me was that another officer had died.
When nobody would tell me how you were .. ™ he said.

“Don’t you remember anything:”

“Hazy images thar I wasn't sure T hadn't dreamed.”

They stood looking ar each other for a moment, Craighs
grip on her loosening,

“Here vou are, worrying about me when you've just been
released from the hospital. T'll sleep on the couch.”
“¥ou don't have to do that.”

“TF T'd known you were being released, T would have gone
home.”

“I'm glad you're here.”

“Why? So you can enjoy the comfort of your own home
and still get breakfast in bed?”

He smiled back at her, running his fingers across her
cheek. “That would be a first.” He took a deep breath, “Do
vou know what the worst thing about this case was? Lying
heside you and knowing you could be so close, bur I eouldn'
really be with you,”

Ashlynk eves expanded for a second, and then she shook
her head, “You're unbelievable, All this time, and T could
never figure out . . "

“T didn’t know vou were investing a lot of energy into
that.”

“Be serious.”

His expression sobered. “T am, Ashlyn.”

They stood for a moment, both staring at cach other,
Craig finally gave her a wry smile. He released his hold on
her and turned away, moving toward the bed as he unbue-
toned his shirt and started to maneuver his arm out of his
sleeve, strugaling o pull it around with his one ann, avoid-
ing the use of his injured shoulder.

He almost cursed as he strerched a bit beyond whar was
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comfortable, and then he felt her hands, guiding his arm o
relax as she pulled the shirt back carefully, avoiding the ban-
dages as she pushed it down his arms and o the floor.

Craig turned as she moved to face him. His skin tingled as
she touched his arm. Her eyes glistened as she reached up,
pushed his hair back and lissed him, hesitantly at first, her
lips lingering a few millimeters from his own before they
pressed against his with intensity as she moved to close the
wap between their bodies. As he reached to tighten his hold
on her, she moved her arm, bumping his shoulder, and he
groaned.

She pulled back. “T guess I should go easy on you.”

He shook his head, reached down, tugged on the cord that
held her robe in place and slid it off her shoulders, his breach
catching as he felt her smooth skin against his own, He bent
down and with his good arm lifted her up and put her down
on the bed as he felt her arms reach around him, her lips
pressing against his own.
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