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For Brian and Jeff
Should all your stars explode and your worlds turn to ash, I’ll shine a light and lead you home.
There will be comfort food and pugs.



PROLOGUE
 
“WHERE IS THIS place?” he asked.
“Not far.” She undid her seatbelt, slid across the split leather of the bench seat, and pressed her body against his.
As the road turned sharply, he adjusted his headlights and the high beams illuminated an iridescent cloud of swirling snowflakes. Thick brush and dense trees inclined toward a gunmetal grey sky, trapping the snow on the pitted asphalt that cut through the stony escarpment. Tall evergreens crowded against the rocky shoulders of the old two-lane highway. If they broke down, they’d be in a world of trouble.
The high beams of an oncoming truck pierced the cracked windshield of his old Buick. He tried to avert his eyes and the car skidded to the right. Looming in his peripheral vision was an ice-coated snowbank flanked by two giant rock formations. With a gasp, he steered into the skid the way his father had taught him. The back wheels did a loose shimmy across a patch of black ice before he gained control of the vehicle.
His girlfriend took a brush from her purse and ran it through her long dark hair. He could smell a hint of lemon from the shampoo she used.
“I thought you told me that Reece Hash and his fiancée… What’s her name?” she asked.
“Sam McNamara,” he mumbled. She talked about McNamara all the time and it pissed him off that she was pretending not to remember Sam’s name.
“I only went to your parents’ farm for Christmas because you said she’d be there.”
The accusation was loud and clear, as if he’d offered a macabre bribe: You’ll get to meet the famous private investigation duo who thwarted a sociopathic cult leader’s evil plan. I’ll take you to where he buried all those women and massacred seventy-two of his followers.
But the horror of Bueton Sanctuary wasn’t her interest, as it turned out. It was Incubus, the serial killer. Three years ago, the psychopath had held the city of Toronto in the grip of terror before Sam McNamara exposed him. As hypnotic snowflakes twirled around the car, it occurred to him that his girlfriend’s fascination with Incubus was downright creepy. No wonder she’d made such a bad first impression on his family.
As if she’d read his mind, she said, “Your family should love me as much as you because we’re together. What’s their problem? I mean, come on. They’re pig farmers.” She laughed.
“Soy.”
“What?”
“They grow soy. The pigs were my little sister’s 4-H project and we kept them.”
“Doesn’t it bother Hope that you eat her pets?”
“We don’t eat them,” he retorted.
“But you sell the piglets to people who eat them,” she argued. “And your older sister was a total bitch to me,” she went on. “You never stand up to Margaret.”
Bullshit, he thought, but didn’t say anything. Last week, he hadn’t shown for his weekly lunch at the university quad with Margaret because of the catastrophic family visit. That was when he accepted that he’d surrendered his balls to his girlfriend. But there were advantages to going along to get along.
She shifted in her seat and he glanced at the gentle curve of her thigh as she crossed her long legs. His eyes drifted across her flat stomach and up to the swell of her full breasts. The ethereal ambient light reflected off her jet-black hair, and her skin was so pale it appeared translucent in the strange light. She was beyond hot—way out of his league. He was just a skinny country bumpkin who suffered from anxiety. When she’d initiated a conversation with him on Bumble, he’d thought it was a joke. But they’d connected right away. Over the past four months, he’d been the envy of all his friends.
Shearing winds broadsided the car and visibility dropped to zero in the whiteout. He cringed when she started playing with the radio. The last thing he needed while driving through a blizzard in the middle of nowhere was the distraction of music. And her preference was heavy metal, which he hated. After a moment of fiddling with the dial, she exhaled in frustration, dug her phone from her purse, and expertly tapped on the screen. “Dead Memories” by Slipknot blared from the phone.
The weight of her body pressing against his leg and shoulder was making him claustrophobic. He nudged her with his elbow. “Put your seatbelt on. I wish you’d told me how far northeast of Toronto your friend’s cabin was.”
“Don’t be a pussy. It’s just snow.”
He nudged her harder. “Seriously, babe, put on your seatbelt.” With a worried eye, he studied the sinking fuel gauge. They should have stopped at the last station, but she’d insisted they had plenty of gas to make it in and back out again.
A gust of wind threw sheets of snow across the windshield and plunged them into darkness. His stomach clenched with fear, and he bit his lip so hard he tasted blood. The labouring old wipers cleared a narrow crevasse that expanded until the road opened before him once more. He released his breath in a puff and rotated his neck to loosen the stiff muscles.
Unconcerned with the fact they had almost careened into a ditch to die of hypothermia, his girlfriend kept talking. One of the reasons he’d fallen in love with her was her charming ability to chat with anyone. He hated when he was the one who had to keep a conversation going. But tonight, he wished she’d be quiet and let him drive. Above the roar of heavy metal, she gushed over how they were family and would be together forever. How, once they found an apartment, they’d do everything together. How, once he changed his major to business, they’d have all their classes together. It would be awesome, she gushed, to spend every moment of every day side by side.
His earlier sense of claustrophobia escalated to suffocation. Cold sweat prickled his forehead and the back of his neck. The hideous visit to his parents’ farm replayed in his mind. His father had battered him with questions about how he was going to swing rent in one of the most expensive cities in North America, pay his car insurance, and contribute to his tuition. All while keeping his marks up so he didn’t lose his scholarship. The lecture had droned on for twenty minutes. He’d dodged every call and text from his family since.
The wind was now blowing at gale force and whistling through the poorly sealed windows of the old Buick. The tires kept spinning against a carpet of freezing slush that coated the asphalt. Pounding bass from the deafening music made his headache worse. He wanted to go back to his dorm room and pull the blankets over his head. No—what he wanted to do was go home and let his mother stuff him with comfort food while he played video games with his younger brother and sister.
“Oh, see those yellow markers? Turn right.” She ran her hand across his thigh and into his crotch. “I bought you a little treat.” She rifled in her bag and ran something soft across his cheek. It jangled beside his ear and he glanced at her hand. Handcuffs. Fuzzy purple fabric covered the bracelets. Dim light caught the metal chain and it twinkled salaciously. Instead of being aroused, a wave of terror embraced him as he visualized himself handcuffed and vulnerable in a wilderness cabin.
Reducing the car’s speed to a crawl, he navigated the turn. The car plowed through loose snow on a narrow lane, and his stress increased with every rotation of the tires. Getting accepted into the University of Toronto’s Environmental Studies program had been brutal. Why was he switching to business? At nineteen, he didn’t want the responsibility of an expensive apartment or a live-in girlfriend.
High evergreen boughs protected the unplowed trail from the heavy snowfall. Driving was much easier but the road was barely wide enough to accommodate his car. He winced as branches scraped the sides of his Buick. This was stupid. He didn’t want to be stuck in the middle of nowhere during a snowmageddon. He’d only agreed to go because the road of least resistance was peaceful. It was time to man up and tell her he’d changed his mind. But the small gas station they’d passed a while back wouldn’t be open now, and he didn’t have enough fuel to make it back to a major highway to find a 24-hour station. They’d have to wait until morning. Tonight, after a few drinks, he’d tell her he wanted to slow down. If he chose his words with care, she’d understand.
A ramshackle log house loomed in the headlights. The car skated a few feet before stopping a foot from a rickety porch.
She gathered her belongings and reached for the door. “I popped some supplies in the trunk. Grab them, okay?”
He shut off the car but left on the headlights and stared at the log house. It wasn’t what he’d expected. Sheets of plywood covered the windows. There were three padlocks securing the door. He spied a CCTV camera mounted above the door. Why did the owner need so much security out here in the boondocks?
In the side mirror of the car, his appearance depressed him. His narrow face was pale. There were dark circles beneath his hazel eyes, and his long brown hair was limp and greasy. He’d lost too much weight over the past few months, and his back and shoulders hurt from the tense drive.
Turning away from the mirror, he reached into the backseat for his overnight bag and dug out his cell. No signal. He climbed out of the car and leaned against the open door, staring at the house. Something about it felt wrong. Sam McNamara had once told him that evil has its own energy. Her eyes had been pools of dark glass when she warned him to trust those primal instincts. You feel it, run. She never spoke of the horrors she’d witnessed, but over the past six months, she’d changed. They were scary, unhealthy changes.
“Rough drive, overactive imagination,” he mumbled. The feeble reassurance did nothing to reduce his anxiety.
“What? Come on, it’s cold.” She was doing a little jig and fiddling with a keychain.
“I don’t have a cell signal.”
She shrugged. “It’s the storm.”
“Is there electricity?”
“Why are you being such a pussy?” She stomped away and he waited for her to open the padlocks on the front door before he popped the trunk. The interior light illuminated two large boxes. Bewildered, he examined multiple cans of meat, fish, fruit, and vegetables. Why pack so much food for a short visit?
“Are you jerking off over there?”
He slung his bag over his shoulder, stacked one box on top of the other, and heaved them from the deep trunk. Balancing the boxes in his arms, he closed the trunk with his elbow and tramped through shin-deep snow and up the steps to the porch.
She used the light on her cell to guide him through the door. The small circle barely lit a foot in front of him. He shuffled inside. There was a terrible odour. Like an animal had died. Under the rancid stench, there was a strong musk of body odour and a whiff of shit.
She poked his back. “Keep going straight.”
He took a couple more lumbering steps. His legs quivered with the need to run. “This place is giving me the creeps.” He placed the boxes on the ground.
“It’s because it’s dark. Leave the boxes and we’ll go to the cellar and start the generator.” She pushed him.
He stiffened his body and braced his legs. She shoved him again. Hard.
His heart thundered in his chest. The smell and the darkness were freaking him out. No way was he staying in this hellhole. “Hey, I’m sorry but I’m out. Let’s find a motel.” Prepared to deal with tears, he turned to face her.
The light she held illuminated her face. For a split second, he didn’t recognize her. Pure rage contorted her elfin features. Before he realized what was happening, the left side of his head was on fire. Backing up, he tripped over the boxes and fell. A sharp pain jabbed his lower back when he landed. Canned goods clattered around him. His hands flailed at his sides, swiping against tumbling cans that rolled across the floor.
“Why did you make me do that?” Her voice was deep and impassive.
Dazed and disoriented, he stared up. She was holding something long and cylindrical in her right hand. Above him, the world spun. He squinted as sharp needles of pain gouged into his eyeballs. A gurgle emanated from the back of his throat.
“Now you’re marked,” she said.
The dizziness intensified and dots danced in front of his eyes until they joined and there was nothing but black.
* * *
HE WOKE TO the sensation of his body sliding. Warmth bathed the side of his face. A taste of coppery blood filled his mouth. When he tried to speak, all he produced was a weak burble.
She was panting and her iron grip was crushing his anklebones. His head bounced against uneven edges of wood. His dragging fingertips brushed against stairs, but his hands were nonresponsive to his brain’s command to grab the edge. The smell of sewage and body odour intensified as they descended. A narrow shaft of light came from somewhere on her body, but her back blocked the source. Oppressive darkness blanketed him.
At the bottom of the stairs, she tugged him across cold earth. Jagged stones dug into his hands. She dropped his feet and there was a rattling. Grunting, he struggled to roll over but she took hold of his ankles and yanked him across a barrier. His feet fell to the ground again. She circled his prone body and loomed over his face. An LED light on a band around her head blinded him.
“They won’t come because of them.” Her voice was serene. “They’re the bait. You’re the prize.”
His body finally obeyed his brain’s command. He turned on his side and grabbed her ankle, trying to pull her foot from under her so she’d fall.
With a squeak of alarm, she shifted her weight to her other foot and wrenched her leg free. She kicked him in the stomach and pain lanced from his belly to encase his torso in misery. There was a clang, followed by stomping footsteps. Above him, a door slammed. Then silence.
Blind in the darkness, he crawled forward until his forehead hit a barrier. Shifting his weight onto his knees, he felt carefully about him with his hands. It felt like metal fencing. He wrapped his fingers through the mesh in front of him and hoisted himself gingerly to his feet. Excruciating pain made him exhale in a gasp. Salty tears mixed with the blood dripping into his gaping mouth. His legs shook as he took tentative steps alongside the chain-link, moving his fingers from opening to opening. There was a lock box against the edge of a door. He continued to trace the barricade. It ended at an L-junction and he shuffled to his right. As he circled the pitch-black confinement, his jumbled brain refused to accept what his fingers insisted was there. A cage.
Someone moaned. With intense concentration, he listened. He heard it again.
“Is someone there? Hey! Can you hear me?” He shook the chain-link and the rattling echoed through the darkness. “Hey! I’m trapped.”
“We’re all trapped,” a resigned voice whispered. “Shut up. She doesn’t allow talking.”
“What’s going on? Why are we here?”
“No talking!” hissed a different male voice.
“How many people are here?” he asked. “What does she want?”
A third voice murmured from his left, “Shut the fuck up.” There was a high-pitched giggle, the deranged sound of insanity. A moment of silence followed before the voice said, “Wait for it, brother. It’s what happens if we talk.” Ominous laughter rang through the darkness.
Suddenly ear-splitting music pounded all around him. Screaming in terror, he stumbled backwards and clamped his hands against his ears in a futile attempt to block out the screeching vocals and hammering bass. Turning in a tight circle inside his dank enclosure, he screamed until he was hoarse and all he produced were gasping sobs of despair.



CHAPTER ONE
Sam
IN THE HALLWAY, Sam shook snowflakes from her short strawberry-blond curls and stamped her feet to loosen the grime that clung to her boots. Instead of remaining on the rubber mat, the filthy slush flew through the doorway and settled into the old orange shag carpet. Not that it mattered, what with the multiple stains that already spotted it.
She understood why her fiancé and business partner hated their office. The scarred old partner desk took up most of the three-hundred-square-foot space. Bent orange metal blinds on the windows listed to the left because the cord had broken last month. A pair of dented file cabinets prevented them from opening the door all the way. The place was a dump, plain and simple, and they needed to renovate, a point Reece had been making for the past two years. He’d left the Ontario Provincial Police and joined her PI firm when they fell in love. He’d given up a lot to be with her and deserved to be comfortable. It was clear he wasn’t.
Reece sat hunched at the desk, clad in a cable-knit sweater, a scarf, and a pair of thick woollen socks. A knitted cap covered most of his thick black hair. Wind whistled through the crevasses around the window beside him and a space heater rattled by his feet.
“How’s your day?” She squeezed by the file cabinet. If she gained an ounce of body fat, she wouldn’t be able to get to her chair.
Reece grunted. He studied his laptop with an expression of disgust and blew on his fingertips. The rogue eyetooth in his otherwise straight teeth was showing, and his blue eyes were as stormy as the winter sky.
“I have to leave in an hour for a seminar,” she said.
“What? You promised to do the background checks the insurance company needs today.” His tone matched his sour expression
“Can’t you do it?”
“No, I have a paper due.”
When Reece had made the decision to finish law school, Sam hadn’t understood the ramifications to their investigation firm or to their relationship. On the rare occasions he was home, her fiancé had his nose stuck in a textbook or glued to his computer screen. Going back to school at thirty-eight wasn’t easy, and she was trying to be supportive. It was different for her because she was younger. She had only been out of graduate school for a few years when she’d entered the psychology doctoral program.
“The seminar is important for my PhD,” she said.
He exhaled loudly. “So my studies take a backseat to yours?”
“I didn’t say that.” She slouched against her chair and tried to stretch out her legs, accidentally kicking Reece in the shin. At six foot three, he had to keep his legs straight or his knees would press against the top of the short desk.
“We need to hire help,” she said with a sigh.
He raised an eyebrow and grinned. “At breakfast, when I told you I was interviewing someone this afternoon, you said—”
“The office is too small and we won’t find anyone for what we’re willing to pay.” She put her elbows on the desk and cupped her chin in her hands.
Sam didn’t like change, didn’t trust people, and didn’t want a stranger in her personal space. But it wasn’t fair to continue to dump work on Reece, and she missed spending free time with him.
“When is the first candidate coming?” She dug into the pockets of her coat for her mittens.
“At three, and he’s the only candidate,” Reece said. “His name is Elijah Watson. I can check his references, run a background check, and hire him today.”
“What? No, I have to meet him,” she said.
He scowled at his computer. “You aren’t going to like anyone. Let me take care of it. We agreed on relevant education, a valid PI licence, and computer skills.”
“It would be good if he wasn’t a criminal.” She glanced at The Globe and Mail on the desk. “Did you read the article about police finding a University of Toronto freshman’s body posed as a statue? How did the perp position the corpse so precisely?”
“He froze it. Read the whole article instead of skimming it,” Reece muttered and typed on his keyboard.
“I doubt the dumping ground was the primary crime scene,” Sam said as she read.
“I agree. The ritualistic aspects are frightening,” Reece said.
“The killer removed the victim’s eyes and embedded black stones in the cavities. No cause of death released yet, but they say there wasn’t a mark on the body and every inch of skin was a coppery colour.” She thought about it. “Probably some sort of tanning spray.”
“Goddam it! Now the screen is blue.” Reece slammed his hand on the keyboard in frustration.
Someone knocked on the office door. “It’s open,” Sam yelled.
A young man popped his head in. The door jammed on the carpet, and he put his shoulder against it and pushed. The door slammed against the file cabinet with a crash. He stumbled, tripped over his feet, and careened into the desk. An orange plastic visitor chair toppled, and he knocked over the second one when he tried to right it. Colour flooded his face and a long, puckered scar from the side of his nose to the corner of his right eye showed white against the blush.
“I had hoped to impress you with my professional demeanour.” He took off his parka and smiled.
He was in his mid-twenties with brown hair and hazel eyes. He was about five-seven with a wiry frame. There was no reason this young man would want to impress them. But, if he did, he shouldn’t have been wearing torn jeans and a dorky long-sleeved T-shirt with Homer Simpson’s face plastered across the front.
“Help you with something?” Sam asked.
He held out his hand. “Elijah Watson. My friends call me Eli.”
The kid was two hours early. The fact he couldn’t tell time wasn’t a good start.
She shook Eli’s hand. The sleeve of his T-shirt rode up and she glimpsed cigarette burns on his inner wrist. He released her hand and tugged down the sleeve of his shirt.
Reece stood to greet him. “I thought we said three o’clock.”
“Oh.” He put on his parka with stiff, robotic motions. “I am sorry. I will wait downstairs. No worries.”
The lack of contractions in his stilted speech was strange. He didn’t have an accent, so English wasn’t the issue. When Eli walked to the door, he didn’t move his arms. There was an odd rigidity to his body, and he hadn’t made eye contact when he shook her hand. Sam took an instant dislike to him.
“Don’t be silly, sit down.” Reece circled the desk and sat on one of the visitor chairs, motioning to Eli to take the other. “When you called yesterday, you never said where you heard about the job.”
“Oh, well, we know some of the same people and somebody mentioned you might be hiring an intern.” He rummaged through a Boconi laptop bag slung across his chest and handed Reece a piece of paper. He glanced at Sam, blushed again, and grabbed a second one that he held out to her.
Ignoring the kid’s resume, she asked, “Who?”
“Excuse me?”
“Who do we know in common?”
“I graduated from Police Foundations at Fanshawe and did two years of criminology at King’s College—that is, Western University. Well, not main campus. I did not get in.” His eyes widened and his cheeks flushed. “I mean, my marks at King’s were good enough.” He shuffled his feet. “To transfer, I mean. I have advanced first aid and CPR training and completed the mandatory training for the Ontario private investigator license.”
Eli’s stilted speech was getting on her nerves, and he’d used an evasive tactic to avoid answering. Diverting a direct question with a prolonged explanation implied dishonesty. Sam was ready to send him packing.
Reece crossed his legs and motioned again at Eli to sit. “A couple of ex-OPP cops teach at Fanshawe. I bet you heard about us from Wayne Kalstein. I talked to him last week about recommending a past student.”
“Mr. Kalstein was one of my teachers.” Eli cleared his throat. “I am a cook at the artisan pizza restaurant down the street. Customers like to watch the dough being hand-stretched.”
“I love to cook,” Reece said. “But I haven’t mastered hand-stretching dough.”
Based on her partner’s cheerful expression, Reece was probably visualizing a halo of light shimmering above Eli’s spiky brown hair. There was something familiar about the kid but Sam couldn’t place him. “Have we met?”
Eli’s eyes flicked over her shoulder again. “I do not think so.”
“No, you look familiar,” she insisted.
“Uh, well, I enjoy the bakery downstairs. The cannoli filling is excellent. I sublet a basement flat in a house in Little Italy. Maybe we have run into each other.”
“So, why do you want to work for a PI firm?” Reece asked.
“Working as an investigator is a passion, but getting onto a police force is tough. And, well, I do not drive.” He blushed. “You have to have a driver’s licence to be a cop.” He rushed to add, “I have excellent computer skills.”
“Did Wayne tell you we want someone to set up a database and scan our paper files? Is that something you can do?” Reece asked.
Eli dug into his bag. “I can create a contract repository that will catalogue the key points and give you an instant overview of all your legal documents.” He passed Reece a folder.
Reece perused the presentation and then passed it to Sam.
Eli’s ideas were impressive. In addition to listing information that she normally had to hunt through a physical contract to find, his mock-up had an alert feature that sent out a notification ninety days before the termination date. Handy, since approaching her clients before they realized the contract was expiring could prevent other PIs from poaching her cash cows.
“The pay isn’t good,” she said. “Minimum wage.”
“I do not care about the dollars. I want a reputable PI to give me a chance.”
Instead of ingratiating him to her, his enthusiasm struck Sam as desperate. “Why did you move to Toronto from London?”
He licked his lips and picked at a thread on his jeans. “I felt like a change.”
“Why did you drop out of university?”
“Uh, I ran out of money.” He peered at his feet.
He was lying. Maybe the university had kicked him out. She could find out.
Eli browsed in his bag again and produced another sheet of paper. “Here are my references.”
Wayne Kalstein’s name was on the list, so Eli hadn’t lied about that. Still. That scar kept drawing Sam’s eyes. She’d seen enough knife wounds in her days. But it wasn’t recent. His face had grown around it.
“A car accident,” Eli said brusquely. “Everybody stares.”
A blush warmed her cheeks. “I get it.” She held out the backs of her hands. The burn scars were puckered and brown.
“I noticed,” he said.
But I didn’t stare, like you did.
The unspoken words hung there, a silent accusation intended to deflect from his lie. When he claimed it was a car accident, he’d closed off his body and held her eyes. When people typically avoided eye contact, a moment of intense sincerity was as good as a lie detector.
Eli stared at the depressing blue screen on Reece’s computer. “Want me to fix that? From here, it looks like Windows crashed.”
“That would be great.” Given Reece’s gleeful expression, fixing the computer would seal the deal and he’d hire Eli on the spot.
Eli bent over the laptop. The tip of his tongue poked from the corner of his mouth as he worked.
“You’ve got some malware, too. Bet you’ve received emails in your spam that use your email address as the sender. I’m going to format and reinstall Windows. Don’t sweat it, though. I’ll protect all your data so you won’t lose anything.” His hand dived into his bag and he extracted a USB drive that he popped into the laptop.
Computers must be Eli’s comfort zone because he’d dropped the formal speech, Sam mused. She didn’t know what to think. Maybe Eli’s oddities were just nerves.
Reece jerked his thumb and Sam followed him into the hallway.
“What do you think?” he asked.
“Too bad he can’t tell time.”
“I’ll give Wayne a call and check his references.” Reece’s eyes shone with excitement. “Wayne wouldn’t send us anyone but a top candidate.”
“Did you notice his strange body language and odd speech? He doesn’t make eye contact. And what’s with the scars?” Based on his expression, Reece considered her observations shallow. “Eli doesn’t have any experience,” she added.
“Which is why he’ll do grunt work for minimum wage,” Reece said. “He has related education and is demonstrating his computer expertise.”
“I’m picking up something weird about him,” she insisted.
Reece laughed and pulled her in for a kiss. “You pick up something weird about everyone. It’s an occupational hazard as an ex-cop.”
She frowned. “Then why aren’t you more suspicious? You were with the OPP ten years longer than I was with Toronto Police Service.”
“I’m eight years older and more emotionally mature.” He turned to the office door. “I like him and I don’t want to recruit, vet resumes, and interview. But we’ll do a major background and reference check. Satisfied?”
She wasn’t but followed him back into the cramped office.
Eli was tucking an Alienware laptop back into the Boconi shoulder bag. Both the computer and bag were out of her price range.
“Thanks for stopping in,” she said. “We’ll give you a call.”
He looked crestfallen but recovered fast. “I hope you give me a chance. I will not disappoint you.”
Reece handed him a card. “I owe you for fixing that beast.” He pointed at his laptop.
“I was happy to help.” Eli turned to Sam. “Nice to meet you.” Arms glued to his sides, he marched out of the office.
She stood at the window, which looked out over the front entrance to the building. As Eli exited, a girl with long black hair ran across the street and grabbed his arm. The young woman’s mouth moved fast and she gestured passionately with her free hand. Eli shrugged out of her grasp and crossed the street. The girl jogged after him. She turned and looked over her shoulder at the building.
As she glared up at their office window, there was no mistaking the raw hatred on her face.



CHAPTER TWO
In the Cellar
Angel
HE’S SCREAMING AGAIN. Yesterday, he thrashed against the bars of his cage, hollering senseless threats and shouting obscenities until his voice turned ragged and hoarse. Today, stark terror fills those screams. The darkness is closing in on him. He’ll break or he’ll adapt. Either way, it doesn’t matter. There’s no way out.
I tried to be a good person. Even after all the energy people expended to dehumanize me, I believed I’d find love. Now, at twenty-three, I accept the truth. There are those of us who repel people. It’s the antithesis of charm. You live in a world where people dislike you. A few pretend to be your friend until they’ve raped you of what they covet. Then their capacity for cruelty emerges. Sniping comments erode your confidence. Nasty gossip impugns your reputation. Telephone calls, emails, and text messages go unanswered. Eventually you skulk away, accepting that you’re disposable. I’ve existed under this ebony umbrella of disdain my whole life. Is it any wonder that I’ve ended up here?
I was seven when the first glimmer of understanding dawned in my conscious mind. I’d stayed after school to practice for our Christmas concert. In the schoolyard, fat white flakes of snow toppled onto the hood of my furry brown coat and stuck to my red mittens like moulting ermine fur on Saint Nick’s crimson suit. Above me, clusters of stars shone against a deep purple sky that clung to just a whisper of dying daylight.
My best friend, Lizzy, skipped into the arms of her smiling mother. She prattled on about the songs we were learning and the play we were rehearsing. When Lizzy told her mother that the teacher had awarded me the role of lead angel, I pirouetted. Her mother studied me with no expression. Not even the hint of a smile. She tucked Lizzy under her arm and marched her to their car.
Something tiny cracked in my heart as they drove away and left me alone on the empty playground outside the deserted school. That was the first time the voice whispered to me, and it said, Lizzy’s mother doesn’t like you.
I walked down the empty, winding driveway of the school to a path that ran through the woods to the street where I lived. The sheen of purple had faded from the sky. Clouds masked the starlight and the moon, making the night inky black. The wind moaned and snowflakes mutated into a swirling blizzard of sharp ice pellets. With my mittens clasped against my cheeks, I trudged along the tree-lined path as the winter wind screamed through the barren branches. My imagination conjured beasts lying in wait to drag me to their putrid lairs. Terrified, I tried to run but my feet slipped and I fell. I wept with fear and crawled on my hands and knees.
At the end of the path, I stumbled to my feet and stood under the lustrous beam of a streetlight. Houses lit up the threatening night and the woodland monsters retreated into the shadows of the forest.
As I scurried by a neighbour’s home, I peeked through the open curtains of a dining room window. A family sat around a table laden with steaming dishes of food. Through the brightly lit window, a boy’s mouth moved in conversation. The father laughed and slapped his son on the shoulder. Next, the girl’s mouth moved, and the family shifted its attention to her. It was strange. The boy was older than the girl was. Why did they care what she had to say?
I pulled my eyes away, ashamed that I was spying, and became aware that the world had returned to normal. There was no blizzard, no clouds hiding the brilliance of the stars, and no ominous wind screeching through the trees. The monster was in my mind.
I continued walking home and wondered what we’d have for dinner. I was fond of baked macaroni and cheese but lasagna was my favourite. Now, I can’t eat either dish without the pasta congealing in the back of my throat until I gag.
When I arrived home, Mama yelled at me to remove my filthy boots. I tugged them off and breathed in the rich aroma of tomato sauce and baking cheese. Steam coated the kitchen window as my mother filled the sink with hot, soapy water. A radio was playing and she was humming in perfect pitch to a song she often sang with the church choir.
“I got something to tell you,” I said breathlessly.
“Tell your father, Angel, and set the table. Your sister has a project due, so you need to take her dish duty tonight.”
I raced into the living room to find my dad.
He was with my older sister. Like always. His arm was around her shoulders, and he was smiling down at her upturned face. She sat cross-legged on a velour armchair, which Mama had forbid me from sitting on because I’d dirty the fabric.
I chattered about the school pageant and the scary walk through the haunted woods. My cheeks were warm from the fading cold, and excitement made my voice high and fast.
“You’re interrupting. Again.” My father crossed his arms against his chest.
An odour of damp wool drifted up from my furry coat. I crinkled my nose, clamped my lips together, and waited for permission to speak.
My fourteen-year-old sister got up from the chair with a grimace of annoyance. “May as well listen to whatever tall tale she’s got this time.”
Mama entered the living room, wiping her hands on a tattered dishtowel tucked into the waistband of her jeans. “No one wants to listen to one of your wild stories,” she said. “If you can’t tell us about school without making up lies, no one’s interested.”
I wanted to tell them how I’d won the role of lead angel in the pageant. I wanted to tell them about the white costume and the wire wings strung with gossamer threads of silk netting and soft feathers. I wanted to make them proud.
I wanted to describe a sky that resembled a king’s lavender robe studded with twinkling diamonds. I wanted to share how I had twirled like a prima ballerina with my hands above my head and my face lifted to the heavens.
Instead, I told a tale of escaping ogres that hid in the woods. I told them how the sky had changed from soothing purple velvet to wicked darkness, and how the wind had screamed with glee as it massacred the winter nests hidden among the barren tree boughs. I told them how I’d cringed in fear as demons tore the birds’ frail bodies to shreds while the tiny creatures howled in the throes of death.
Mama clouted me across the ear. Without a word, she returned to the kitchen.
Blood pounded in my swollen ear. I stood in my wet, smelly coat with my head hung in shame, and hot tears poured down my plump cheeks.
“Liars don’t take meals with the family.” Father took my sister’s hand and led her to the kitchen.
When my grade two class performed, the seats for my family were vacant. My older sister was singing in the church choir that night. My parents couldn’t be in two places at once.
When adults don’t hear children, either they stop talking or they talk incessantly. They tell stories. They lie. Either way, they grow to learn that the people they love despise them. They understand that everyone will abandon them, leaving them alone with a monster that lives in their heads. And one day, they embrace the monster as their only friend.
He’s crying now and calling for his mother. But she is gone and this is all that remains. Misery will bind us together for as long as we live.



CHAPTER THREE
Reece
REECE UPLOADED HIS completed paper to his law professor’s site and stared out the window. The snow had stopped but the view was gloomy. Thick grey clouds pressed down on the city, promising more snow. He offered silent thanks to Eli for fixing his laptop. At least he hadn’t had to drive to the university library. Libraries reminded Reece of Sarah and he avoided them.
At thirty-eight, Reece had had plenty of casual relationships and more than a few one-night stands, but Sarah had been his only serious girlfriend until he’d met Sam. It was funny how a man’s taste changed between his twenties and thirties. Sarah had been gorgeous on the outside, but ugly on the inside. He would never again excuse immorality. Love shouldn’t require you to compromise your core values. That was a lesson Sam had taught him, and Reece knew how lucky they were to have found each other.
“Give a girl a ride home?”
He turned to find the woman of his thoughts in the office doorway.
“Everyone’s trying to beat the storm home,” she said. “Let’s have a drink before we tackle the traffic.” She shrugged off her coat and flopped onto a chair. “Did you get your paper done?”
He opened the mini-fridge on top of a decrepit wicker table and poured her a glass of Chablis, which he handed her before grabbing a beer. “Paper’s done, background checks are done. I was about to call Eli’s references. How was the seminar?”
She leaned back for a kiss. “I found a subtle way to mention to the hosting psychiatrist that I applied for a clinical practicum. We’ll see if she remembers me when it comes time to set up interviews.”
Reece stifled laughter. Sam didn’t do subtle. His fiancée had probably accosted the unsuspecting doctor and badgered her into submission. It was doubtful that the psychiatrist would forget meeting Sam McNamara.
“So, I have parking,” he said. “The tenant down the hall left and we were next in line for the spot.”
“You mean where the dumpster used to be?” She frowned. “It’s dark as Hades. You’ll need a flashlight to get to your car.”
Her negativity didn’t dampen his good mood. Hunting for parking near their office was frustrating and he hated public transportation.
“Let’s see what Wayne Kalstein has to say about Eli.” Reece looked up the number and put his cell on speaker.
“Wayne, Reece Hash. How are you?”
“There’s a voice from the past. Got your email last week. Sorry I didn’t call, but I made some queries.”
“One of your old students contacted us. Elijah Watson.”
There was a long pause. “Say the name again?”
Sam raised an eyebrow and took a sip of her wine.
“Elijah Watson. Caucasian, twenty-four, five-seven, one-thirty-five, brown hair, hazel eyes.”
Sam was motioning at him, drawing a finger across her cheek.
“Six-centimetre scar across the right side of his face and a two-centimetre scar on his left eyebrow.”
“Sure, I remember him,” Wayne said. “We’re getting old, my friend. Eli reached out?”
“He did, and he fixed my computer on the spot.”
Wayne laughed. “That sounds like Eli. I told him he’d be an asset to the Canadian Cyber Incident Response Centre. But he wasn’t interested in following college with computer engineering. He’s smart enough to have made it.”
That was positive. “So what’s your overall opinion of him?” Reece asked.
“You’d be lucky to have him. What’s he doing in Toronto? Last I heard he went to your old stomping grounds at Western for criminology.”
“Well, he’s here now with a shiny new private investigator licence. What were his marks like?”
“Good, or he wouldn’t be on my referral list. He had good attendance, lots of initiative, no discipline issues, and no bullshit drama. Truth is, Reece, you wanted someone older, and over half of my referral list works in law enforcement now. I doubt you’ll find anyone else chomping at the bit to take the job.”
Reece trusted his own instincts but it was nice to have confirmation from someone he respected.
“I’d give him a chance, but that’s just my opinion,” Wayne continued. “Let’s grab a beer next time you’re in London.”
Reece agreed, put down the phone, and turned to Sam. “Thoughts?”
“Undecided.”
He took a swig of beer to hide his aggravation. They weren’t investigating a CEO candidate for a billion-dollar corporation. “I did a background check. No priors. He’s clean.”
She was tapping her foot. “Eli doesn’t use social media. That’s strange for a Millennial. So I called Behoo and asked him to dig. His report was scant. That’s so unlike Behoo.”
Reece could not believe that she’d paid a hacker they kept on retainer to run a deep web check. He threw his beer can into the recycling bin harder than he’d intended.
Sam stared pointedly at the bin.
“What did you expect a hacker to uncover?” Reece asked. “A false identity?”
“Sarcasm doesn’t suit you.” She sighed. “King’s didn’t kick him out. He did well and dropped out after his second year. If he ran out of money, why didn’t he apply for student loans?” She chewed her lip. “And I got the impression that Behoo was hiding something.”
A headache was starting to throb at Reece’s temples. “Are you suggesting a white-hat hacker we’ve used for years—a man who protected us from a vicious cyberattack, no less—is suddenly lying to you?”
She was studying him with a frown. “Why are you so grumpy?”
“What do you want to do about Eli?”
“I’m not convinced, but I trust your instincts.” She stood and balanced on her tiptoes to kiss him. “Let’s go home, grumpy.” She ran her hands down his chest. “Maybe you need some help to reduce the day’s stress.”
He grinned. “Well, if you insist.”
As Sam gathered her things, Reece called an elated Eli with the news. After he arranged to meet their new intern in the morning, he packed up his laptop and picked up his coat.
At the top of the stairs leading to the street, they bumped into a young woman. Reece narrowly avoided shoving her down the steep staircase. He grabbed her upper arm and stared in shock at his best friend’s daughter.
Margaret Walsh’s eyes were red and swollen. She’d tucked her long chestnut hair under a red toque. She was cold, miserable, and frightened.
“I need help. I don’t want to tell my parents.” She swiped a tissue across her eyes and a smear of black mascara marked her pale cheek.
When a third-year university student refused to tell her parents something that upset her this much, it wasn’t good. Betty and Harry were close friends of his from Uthisca, the town where he’d run the OPP detachment before joining Sam’s PI firm. Withholding information about a daughter from her father was the fastest way Reece knew of to destroy a friendship.
Sam ushered the sobbing young woman into the office. “What’s wrong?”
“My brother’s gone.” Margaret wiped the heel of her hand across her running nose. “Angel was so rude at Christmas, but I shouldn’t have said anything. Bart got mad. And now he’s disappeared. He’s missed ten days of classes,” she said with a sob. “My brother’s going to flunk out and lose his scholarship.”
Reece sat beside her and took her hand. “What do you mean he disappeared?”
She swallowed a few times, struggling to contain her tears. “We have lunch on campus once a week. He never showed. I figured he was mad because of the things I said about Angel. He hasn’t answered my calls or my text messages. His roommate said Bart told him a week ago that he and Angel were going away for the weekend, but he never came back.”
“Who’s Angel?” Sam asked patiently.
“His girlfriend. He met her on Bumble.” Margaret practically spit when she said it. “It’s a dating app. Both sexes can like profiles, but only females can reach out for a chat. It’s all about hooking up based on pictures.” She snorted and held a tattered tissue to her nose. “My brother isn’t photogenic. I have no idea why someone who looks like Angel would go for him. But she did, and not even four months later, Bart is in love? Can you believe that?”
Reece could believe that. He’d met Sarah after dropping out of law school and joining the OPP. She was younger and in her first year of library science. After a month, he was sure it was love.
Sam handed Margaret a fresh tissue. “What happened over Christmas?”
“Bart invited Angel to dinner and she arrived two hours late. Strutted in like a diva, interrogated us about you two, and hung all over Bart.” Her nose crinkled. “It was like watching an audition for a porn movie. She wouldn’t eat Mom’s roast, didn’t say anything nice about the Christmas decorations, ordered Bart around, and now my brother is gone.” Her voice caught and she pressed the fresh tissue against her nose and snuffled.
Reece considered what she had said. In summary, the family disliked their nineteen-year-old’s new girlfriend. Bart and Angel were retaliating by giving everyone the cold shoulder. They were probably having a lovers’ tryst to commiserate over how unfair it was that Bart’s family didn’t approve.
“Why was Angel asking about me and Reece?” Sam asked coldly.
Confused by her tone, Reece glanced over at her. Her face had hardened to a stone mask and her green eyes had darkened to a cold emerald.
“Morbid curiosity,” Margaret answered. “She’s obsessed with that serial killer.”
Sam’s jaw clenched. “Incubus.”
Margaret nodded. “Mom asked her to stop talking about it. But she wouldn’t. Angel was graphic, going on about how the women weren’t drugged when he tore out their wombs. How he tattooed a white lily on their ankles and kept them alive until the skin healed.” She wrapped her arms around her waist. “Angel even speculated over how scared they must have been and how much pain they suffered. My little sister cried. It was awful.”
The colour had leached from Sam’s face. Her freckles were brash spots against her pale skin.
“Angel thought it was cool that all the victims were holding a flower.” Margaret shuddered. “Can you believe that? She wanted us to guess why the psychopath picked a white lily.”
“No one knows what it meant to him.” Sam’s voice was ragged with emotion.
Incubus had killed her older sister, Joyce Russo. Few people knew this, and Sam protected her pain, refusing to discuss it. Reece suspected it was a self-inflected penance because she hadn’t found Joyce in time.
Eager to get off the subject, Reece asked, “Anything else happen at Christmas?”
“Dad argued with Bart in the barn, but I wasn’t there. When they went outside, Angel told Mom that if she didn’t welcome her to the family, we’d never see Bart again. ”
Betty was mild-mannered with a kind disposition, but steel ran through her veins. Reece had no doubt that Betty would take care of Angel in short order, but he understood why Margaret didn’t want to tell her parents that Bart was missing. A few years ago, their youngest daughter, Hope, had disappeared in the middle of the night. Authorities had found her close to death. If Reece could avoid it, he’d protect his friends from going through the hell of a missing child again.
“You said Bart met Angel on Bumble, What other social media apps does he use?” Reece opened his laptop to take notes.
“No idea. I’m not on social media.”
Reece tried another tack. “Did Bart bring his car to the city?” Prior to relocating to Toronto, he’d spent many Saturday afternoons helping Harry and Bart fix up the old Buick.
“I checked and it’s gone.”
“Have you tried to reach Angel?” Sam asked.
“I don’t have a number. She said her cell wasn’t working and she had to get a new one.” Margaret hung her head. “I’ve tried all Bart’s friends. No one has heard from him.” Her eyes filled with tears. “Please find him before he ruins his life and loses his scholarship.”
Sam turned to Reece. “I can call in a favour and have a BOLO issued for the car.”
Reece wasn’t keen on asking for an official favour. But Sam had been a police officer and her father had been a respected homicide detective until his death nine years ago. There were cops on the force who owed Colin McNamara a favour and would pay it forward to his daughter. Asking for a be on the lookout for the Buick didn’t cross many protocol lines.
He nodded. “I’ll reach out to the provincial police, too.”
“He lets me drive the car sometimes.” Margaret opened her wallet and removed a photocopy of the ownership.
“Do you have a recent picture of Bart?” Sam asked.
Margaret scrolled through her cell and passed the device to Sam. “This was a month ago at a sorority party. I’m with Alpha Gamma Delta.” Her lower lip trembled. “Bart had such a good time.”
Sam tapped on the keys of the phone and handed it back. “Did Angel go? Do you have a picture of her?”
“Bart didn’t tell her about the party,” Margaret said. “At Christmas, she wouldn’t let us take her picture.”
“We need to get into Bart’s social media,” Sam said. “There should be pictures he posted of his girlfriend. What’s she studying?”
“Angel wanted Bart to switch to business so they would have classes together. But three of my sorority sisters are in business and they swear Angel isn’t in their classes.” She frowned. “When Mom asked about her family, Angel wouldn’t answer. Wouldn’t even tell us where she grew up.”
There was a low-frequency hum inside Reece’s head. This girl claimed she didn’t have a phone, refused to have her picture taken, wouldn’t share her background, and had possibly lied about attending the university.
“Okay,” Sam was saying. “We just hired an intern with an IT background. Maybe he can track Bart’s social media and check if your brother’s been online. What cellphone plan is Bart on?”
“Rogers, same as I am.” Margaret snagged a pad from the desk and wrote down a number.
“We have a contact,” Reece said. “I’ll ask her to ping the cell and get a location. I want a list of your brother’s friends and professors. Does Bart have a credit card?”
“Dad gave us one for emergencies. It’s the same number.” She took her card from her wallet and Reece wrote down the details.
“The key is his girlfriend,” Sam said. “What’s her full name?”
“Angelina Stuart.”
All the air disappeared from the room. Reece sat rigid in the chair, struggling to keep his features impassive. Sam was speaking, but the humming inside his head had increased to deafening white noise and it drowned out her words. His mouth was dry and his heart thundered inside his chest. Now he knew why Bart’s girlfriend had interrogated the Walsh family.
Angelina Stuart’s interest wasn’t Sam. It was Reece.



CHAPTER FOUR
Sam
HER SISTER IS naked, holding a white lily with an icy green throat. Blood blossoms across the tips of the snowy white flower. It drips in a steady stream from the petals and flows down the emerald stem, turning from crimson to black as it cascades across her dead hands. Joyce’s eyes are beseeching. Her lips part and blood pours from her mouth, filling the throat of the lily and crushing the delicate stamens. It’s his lily now, she whispers.
Sam jerked awake from the nightmare and reached for Reece. His side of the bed was empty. Had he even come home? After their meeting with Margaret, he’d mumbled something about study group and disappeared. She’d waited up until after midnight but he hadn’t even called.
She crossed the bedroom to the barn doors that hid the large closet and ensuite bathroom. Wet shower walls and a whiff of aftershave proved that Reece had come home at some point. Below her, the loft was silent. They always ate breakfast together. Not today, apparently. Her stomach growled with disappointment. Reece was an amazing chef. His Belgian waffles would stand up to the Chopped judges. Confused, she sent him a quick text.
After getting dressed, she hoisted Brandy, their arthritic golden retriever, down the steep ladder staircase that descended from the bedroom loft to the thousand-square-foot main floor. The gourmet kitchen was clean. Carrara marble countertops twinkled in sunlight that streamed from the southern wall of windows.
She popped a T-disc into the Tassimo and peeked into the dishwasher. Empty. Reece hadn’t even made a cup of coffee before rushing out in stealth mode. In the two years they’d been together, she couldn’t remember a single time he’d left without telling her. Not that he had to report to her. Still…
A blinking light by the front door caught her eye. The alarm was disengaged. Reece wasn’t fond of Toronto and mistrusted the hordes that occupied the enormous city—a throwback from being a cop, and a testament to his preference for country living. Reece never forgot to activate the alarm. A niggling voice inside her head warned her that something wasn’t right. And he wasn’t answering her text. She called and it went straight to voice mail. Maybe he was in class and had turned off his phone. She sent a second text.
Cranky and a bit annoyed, she sipped her coffee and wandered across the large open space, her sock feet sliding a little on the hemlock floor. The view from the exterior wall of floor-to-ceiling windows was depressing. It was sunny, but thick icicles dangled from the streetlights and not a single drop of water trickled from the pointed ends. Pedestrians, bundled in a scary amount of winter clothing, scurried along the city sidewalk three storeys below her. What was so important that Reece had had to leave early on a bitterly cold morning?
His behaviour at the office after Margaret had left last night had been weird. Maybe Bart’s disappearance worried him, but Reece wasn’t prone to jumping to conclusions without evidence.
She eyed Brandy sprawled across the heating pad in her dog bed. Sam tried to ignore the untouched dish of dog food. Cold weather made Brandy’s arthritis worse, but Sam wasn’t confident that the medication was working. The vet had prescribed Cartrophen injections once a month. Initially, they’d noticed a huge improvement in Brandy’s mobility. Not so much any longer. The heaviness in Sam’s stomach shifted to a cramp of fear.
“You’re fine, old girl,” she said soothingly, projecting a calm she didn’t feel. “It’s cold and that’s hard on old joints. A quick walk and I’ll turn up the heat.”
Rheumy eyes—a milky cataract covering one—gazed into hers. The twelve-year-old dog thumped her tail against the side of her bed.
Sam tugged on her boots and stuffed her arms through the sleeves of the heaviest jacket she owned. She layered on two scarves, a toque, and gloves with mittens overtop. Ready to go, Sam turned to the dog. Brandy wasn’t pleased to have her warm coat strapped on or her leash attached. Descending the stairs was an ordeal, and tugging the shuffling dog to the exit increased Sam’s depression. Her mood didn’t improve when she opened the door. Cold fingers of icy wind probed the bottom of her thick jacket and burrowed beneath her layers of clothes. Shivers ran up her back. The inside of her nose burned when she inhaled, and her breath surrounded her in plumes of misty vapour.
At the back of the warehouse, she checked the resident parking lot. Reece’s car was gone, but since he drove everywhere anyway, this provided no clue as to his whereabouts. There was a thick layer of ice on the windshield of her snow-covered Grand Am. She stared at it morosely. Reece always scraped her car when he left before her. Not today.
At a small community park a block north of Queen Street, Brandy circled on shaking legs and squatted to do her business. While waiting to clean up, Sam sent Reece a third text. Brandy tugged on her leash in the direction of home and they hustled back to the warmth of the building. After she collected the mail, she carried Brandy up the stairs to the loft.
She flipped through the mail, stopping at a white envelope with a Millhaven Institution return address. She instantly dropped it on the kitchen table and wiped her hands across her jeans. Her fingers felt dirty touching an envelope that Incubus had handled.
Don’t open it. Throw it out, murmured her voice of reason.
Using the end of a teaspoon, she flipped over the envelope. There was cursive writing on the back. It’s about the recent murder. Open this one.
Sam sank into a chair at the table. The very idea of opening the seal—covered in the monster’s saliva—made her stomach somersault.
This wasn’t the first letter she had received from the serial killer since his incarceration. Incubus had written once a month. It was the reason she insisted on picking up the mail. She hadn’t told a soul about the letters. It was her dirty little secret. The man who had savagely murdered six women wrote to her. The man responsible for the brutal slaying of her sister considered her a pen pal. Nausea rolled through her belly and she wiped sweat off her forehead.
She had read his first letter. That was before the court had sentenced him to life without eligibility for parole. Looking back, she couldn’t say what had motivated her to open it. She’d been the one to trick him, trap him, and expose him as Incubus. She was responsible for his amputated left arm and the burns across the left side of his face. At first, she was resentful that he had survived the fire. Later she was elated because of the grotesque pain he suffered from the massive third-degree burns across thirty-five percent of his body. The man was a monster, and now disfiguring scars ensured his outside matched his inside.
Sam tried to find something to clean in the spotless loft. Her eyes kept drifting back to the letter. She threw it in the trash bin and grabbed her laptop bag. When she pulled out her computer, Eli’s resume fell out of the bag. She stared at the neatly typed sheet of paper. Something about the kid bugged her. It wouldn’t hurt to do a bit of digging.
There wasn’t a Canadian birth record for Elijah Watson born October 1992, which might explain why Wayne Kalstein had spaced on Eli’s surname. But that didn’t make sense because Behoo had told her he’d hacked Elijah Watson’s school records. She ran a credit check. There was no credit record for him, either. He didn’t even have a bank account. In the age of debit cards, people who used nothing but cash were usually hiding something. Eli did have a cellphone, though. An expensive one, from what she had noticed at the office, but she could find no record of any service plan. She considered calling Behoo again. But her hacker was temperamental and she didn’t want to alienate a valuable asset by asking him to double check his work.
She closed her laptop and stared at the trash bin.
It’s about the recent murder. The reference had to be about the university student found frozen and posed as a statue with black stones embedded in his eye sockets.
There was nothing strange about an inmate reading a newspaper or watching television, she told herself.
She went upstairs and grabbed a pair of tweezers from the bathroom. Back in the kitchen, she opened the cutlery drawer and extracted a knife. With a sigh, she retrieved the letter from the trash.
Using the tip of the knife, she flipped the envelope over and checked the postmark. It was from a few days ago. Right after the news had reported the murder. She licked her lips and flipped it over again.
Open this one.
It was a guess. He was guessing that she didn’t open his letters. Holding the edge of the letter with the tweezers, she ran the sharp knife under the seal and tweezed out a sheaf of folded papers. The fold was even and the crease was tight. He’d probably used the edge of his despicable fingernail to flatten the fold. Incubus was fastidious.
She closed her eyes. Images from her nightmare flashed beneath her lids.
Incubus had picked women in their early thirties with long, dark hair. They all had lovely hands and no tattoos, until he adorned them. Incubus fancied himself an artist. He had meticulously groomed his naked victims and staged them peacefully. He’d left them all with a single white lily that matched the tattoo on their ankles.
Incubus had chosen all but one of his victims randomly. He had targeted Joyce. By telling Sam why he had picked her sister, Incubus had guaranteed that demoralizing shame would be Sam’s perpetual companion. No amount of education in psychology would ever change the disgrace and guilt that burdened her. Her sister’s blood tarnished her hands. For that, there could be no forgiveness.
She unfolded the sheets of paper. There were three in all. The paper was unlined, but the cursive writing was perfectly straight.
 
Dear Samantha,
It has been a while since I put pen to paper. I hope you think of me from time to time. I suppose it’s inevitable that you do.
I’m doing well. I have a fine selection of books and some cheery photos to brighten the walls of my cell. The prison allows us televisions. I detest inane entertainment, but stay up to date on current affairs. It excited me to see you interviewed seven months ago after your ordeal. Have you truly recovered from what you suffered at the hands of your abductor?
Have I offered belated congratulations on your upcoming nuptials to Mr. Hash? You never struck me as the marrying sort. Curiosity piqued, I asked a friend to research your betrothed. There was a magazine article from three years ago regarding the cult in Uthisca. It quoted your young man. It pleases me that Mr. Hash doesn’t appear to be a dullard. Of course, a gifted writer can make a simpleton brilliant. How delightful that he left the Ontario Provincial Police and joined your little PI firm.
I understand your fiancé is roaming the hallowed halls of academia to complete his law degree. I do hope you influence him to stand in defence of the downtrodden. I wish him the best of luck this time around, since he failed miserably twelve years ago during his first attempt. Perhaps renowned defence attorney Jim Stipelli can assist him. Are you and Lisa Stipelli still close friends? Do congratulate her on the birth of her second child. A son this time, or so I hear. I have always admired Lisa’s long black hair and beautiful hands, but I would never debase myself by removing a mother from a child’s life. Mothers are so important, don’t you agree? But I realize now that you would sacrifice your life to protect your friend. Had I understood your protective nature, well, just think of the possibilities.
As for me, I’m enjoying celebrity status. I receive positive attention from fans inside and outside the prison. Incubus’s reign of terror enthralls them all, which brings me to the point of my letter. Have you noticed any similarities between my work and the first victim of the Frozen Statue Killer? I realize that the press has yet to dub the killer with a ridiculous nickname, but they will. I never understood why they called me Incubus. I had to research the origins of the demon. What a pedestrian appellation to describe the virtuosity of my work. Then again, the media is pedantic by nature. But I admit that I’ve grown fond of the name. It evokes fear in the bravest of hearts. I’m sure you understand my hypocrisy. You are the only person intelligent enough to appreciate my genius. The delicate intricacies of my work eluded the imbecilic prosecutor assigned to my case. Without you, the fumbling homicide detectives would never have apprehended me. Please don’t fret; I harbour no ill will toward you.
The recent murder is the work of a serial killer. This person has the unmitigated audacity to copy my brilliance, but the idiot authorities will fail to make the connection. The precision with which the killer staged the victim implies forethought, planning, and a skilled hand. As with all artists (even the derivative), this killer will strive toward improvement. Over the coming days, I will wait with bated breath to see if my theories on the methodology prove accurate. Have I tweaked your inquisitive nature?
I’ve queried my attorney, bumbling fool though he may be, to request expediting your visitation application. I am delighted to tell you that you can visit within your professional capacity shortly after submitting the completed form. Why don’t you go ahead and submit it? After all, it creates infinite possibilities.
What a feather in your cap for you to expose a serial killer with only minimal causalities this time.
Forever yours, Incubus
 
Sam set the letter on the table with a shiver. She didn’t want to consider how the monster knew that Reece was attending law school again. She refused to think about how he had discovered that Reece had quit law school years ago, or how he’d found out about her best friend’s new baby. She swallowed hard.
Fans outside the prison.
Slowly, she got up and took the letter to the sink. She rummaged the junk drawer and found a candle lighter. As the letter burned, she reminded herself that Millhaven Institution was one of Canada’s most secure maximum-security penitentiaries.
You would sacrifice your life to protect your friend… just think of the possibilities.
Sam scooped up the soggy, charred remains and threw them in the trash. Determined to put the letter out of her mind, she focused on Eli. Everyone had tells when they lied. She was an excellent liar—a necessary skill in her profession—but she had one uncontrollable tic: her right nostril flared. The best idea would be to confront Eli face to face to identify his.
After bundling up in layers once more, she set the alarm and ran to catch a streetcar.
As she gazed through the steam-covered window, a growing sense of impending doom blossomed in her chest. She clamped her trembling hands in her lap and accepted that she had made a terrible mistake. It had taken her years to overcome her homicidal obsession with Incubus.
By reading the letter, Sam had invited him back inside her head.



CHAPTER FIVE
Three Years Earlier
Sam
THE WOMAN’S FACE is expressionless. She stands in the doorway of my new PI office and stares at me. I have the urge to whip out a deck of cards and dazzle her with a magic trick.
She’s tall with long brunette hair and wide brown eyes. Her complexion is flawless and her cheekbones are high in her oval face. Her lifeless expression, coupled with her perfect posture, reminds me of a fashion model pausing at the base of a runway. The fabric of her blue dress falls in perfect lines against her slim figure. The cut of the garment screams haute couture. The dress is pretty but it pales against the beauty of the woman herself. I have no idea what she’s doing outside my open door. She might be here for the previous tenant. If she can afford the Gucci purse she’s holding, she can afford a better accountant than the one who left this dismal little office.
“Can I help you with something?” I ask.
“I’m looking for Sam McNamara.”
“You found her. What can I do for you?”
Something flickers across her eyes—disappointment, maybe.
“You expected a man,” I state.
There’s a pause before she says, “It might be better that you’re not.”
I pull a coffee maker out of a cardboard box and plop it onto a decrepit wicker table. “Want something to drink while you make up your mind?”
“You’re moving in,” she says. “Why? It’s dreadful.”
I appreciate directness and hers makes me laugh. “Yeah, well, it’s cheap and I took a shine to Maria, the woman who owns the building and runs the bakery downstairs. The space will be nice when I renovate.”
She doesn’t look optimistic and I don’t blame her. Nicotine stains the walls from years of cigarette smoke, and the shabby orange carpet is filthy. I rescued the scarred partner desk from the side of the road on garbage day. I made a mistake there. Refinishing it will cost more than buying a spiffy new desk from IKEA. My predecessor left the two orange plastic chairs with rusted legs and the circa 1980s wicker side table. A pair of dented file cabinets line one wall. They’re my fault because I bought them off Kijiji when the seller offered to deliver. They look worse than the online photos did.
She takes a tentative step into the office and frowns at the two orange chairs, as if the legs will collapse if she parks her butt on one. I sympathise with her concern, but they’re the only chairs I have.
I sit. “Do you need a private investigator?”
She perches cautiously on the other chair and crosses her ankles. “You’re young.”
I get that a lot, too. “Twenty-six,” I say. “I have a master’s in psychology and was a cop for two years.” If she follows the news, she knows the circumstances under which I resigned my position at Toronto Police Service.
Two months ago, my face was plastered across the front page of every paper in the city. I’d shot a fifteen-year-old Crips member who gunned down my partner in cold blood. The perp had two outstanding warrants—first-degree murder and extortion. It was a righteous shooting, but the media’s focus was his age. As far as most people were concerned, a cop had killed a teenager and that was all that mattered. The upper echelon of the police force didn’t appreciate the negative press. I didn’t agree with the politics, so leaving was my best option. But if I’d stayed and fought the charge of wrongful death, I’d have won.
“You didn’t mention your name,” I say.
“Lorna Maracle. I’m a fashion designer.” Her hand flutters against the silk of her dress. “Detective Mansfield gave me your name and address. I shouldn’t have bothered the police.”
“But you did.” I make it a statement and hope she opens up to me.
Her shoulders slump and she fiddles with the strap of her purse. “Whoever is doing this is probably just guilty of poor judgement. Sometimes people have strange ideas, you know?”
“Tell me what’s going on.”
“Someone is following me and watching me at night. Two days ago, I received a letter.” She pauses. “A love letter, I guess.”
“Did you bring it?”
She opens her bag, pulls out a sheet of paper, and holds it out to me.
The first thing I notice is the elaborate swirls and curlicues in the handwriting. It resembles calligraphy. The thick ivory stationary is linen. There’s a subtle aroma of men’s cologne—woodiness and a hint of patchouli.
Your beauty and elegance renders me mute with insecurity. With reverence, I study you as you drape luxurious material across an unworthy woman. The garments you design are too lovely to share. No other woman can do justice to the flawlessness of your creations. No other woman compares to you. Your lustrous dark hair makes the goddess Hera weep in envy. I worship you and long for you to understand that my life belongs to you.
A few burgundy drops stain the bottom of the note. I scrape at it and sniff my fingernail. It doesn’t have an odour.
“Pomegranate juice,” Lorna says. “The note came with a pomegranate wrapped in gold tissue.” Her face flushes and she chuckles.
My stepfather is a fan of Greek mythology and I immediately grasp the reference. “Hera is the goddess of marriage and childbirth. She was often depicted holding a pomegranate,” I tell her.
“It symbolizes fertile blood. I looked it up.” She wraps her arm across her stomach.
In Greek mythology, it’s also the fruit of the dead, but I keep that nugget to myself.
“He says he watches while you work. Could it be a co-worker?” I ask.
“I work alone from my garage studio. I have to lease warehouse space and hire staff, but I’m waiting until after New York Fashion Week.” She pauses with a pensive expression. “It could be a vendor.”
“Are there windows in your studio?”
“Yes, and I seldom close the blinds.” She sighs.
“Is this the first contact he’s made?”
“Yes, but I’ve felt followed for weeks. Last night, I came home from dinner with friends and someone had closed my living room drapes. Nothing was missing and there was no sign of break-in, but I’m positive someone was in my house. There was a scent. It reminded me of incense.”
I hold out the sheet of stationary. “Is this the scent?”
She sniffs the paper and her eyes widen. “Yes.”
I’m sensing excitement in her voice and in the quick way her hands move. I think the attention flatters her, which scares me. Underestimating secret admirers who break into your home could have dire consequences.
“Could this be a relationship that turned sour?” I ask.
Lorna shakes her head. “I live to work and don’t have time to meet people. I’d love to be in a relationship. Life gets lonely, you know? Anyway, the police said they couldn’t do anything to identify the person.”
It isn’t a crime to deliver a pomegranate. The letter writer didn’t make a threat.
“What kind of help do you want?” I ask.
“I want a name, so I can talk to the man.”
She must witness surprise on my face because she rushes to add, “If I talk to him, I’m sure he’ll stop.”
My guess is she hopes her admirer is a successful, attractive man and they’ll live happily ever after. What a naïve attitude. The squirrel was inside her house when she wasn’t home. But I need a client and people are free to make their own choices in life.
Lorna cocks her head to the side and smiles. “Can you find him?”
“How about I visit your house and work space tomorrow? I’ll install cameras and see if we can identify him. If you get another letter or gift, don’t touch it.”
I stand, flip through a file drawer, and pass her some papers. “This is my standard contract with my fees. Look it over and we’ll talk tomorrow.”
She stands and hands me a card. “Here’s my address and phone number. I’ll be there all day.”
“I’ll walk you out.”
We part company on the sidewalk. Tonight is family dinner with my spiteful mother and perfect sister. Joyce is seven years older than I am. We have nothing in common except simmering resentment toward each other. My mother and I don’t get along either, but I adore my stepfather.
In spite of his staggering wealth, Harvey is an unpretentious man. He bawled at my father’s funeral, completely unconcerned about the cops in their dress uniforms standing stoic beside the open grave or the reporters vying for a photo op. This billionaire philanthropist stood hunched with grief as they lowered his best friend’s casket into the dark hole. He married my mother two years later but I don’t resent him. Mother is fond of Harvey and he worships her. They seem happy and it isn’t my right to judge.
As I start the car, it dawns on me that I don’t have time to go home and change. Late and dressed like a hobo. It’s going to be a long evening of insults cloaked in a pretext of concern.
* * *
MOTHER REFERS TO her lavish home on the Bridle Path as a palatial estate. That’s fair, since it’s an eight-bedroom, twenty-two-hundred-square-foot stone castle with auto-gated entries, an elevator, a movie theatre, an indoor pool, and three kitchens. The magic gate swings open and I drive down a tree-lined lane to a circular driveway. A ridiculous fountain graces the centre.
My brother-in-law answers the door. “Step lightly,” Leo whispers in my ear. “They’re up to something.”
Leo is six feet, five inches of sculptured muscle. He shaves his head to hide a receding hairline but it suits him. His family owns Russo’s Construction. My sister married well. Not because of the money or because of Leo’s smouldering Italian looks, but because my brother-in-law is a wonderful person and adores his wife.
He drops my leather jacket onto a giant cherry wood table in the foyer. It sits like a black slug beside a priceless Ming vase overflowing with fresh orchids.
“Joyce is cooking,” he says woefully.
My stomach growls in protest. My sister is a food Nazi. Meat, butter, cheese, gluten—anything with flavour—is off limits. We’re in for a yummy dinner of cardboard-tasting delights.
I follow him into the lounge and Harvey gets up to engulf me in a bear hug. My stepfather isn’t an attractive man. He’s short and stout with wispy grey fringe circling his bald crown. Fingerprints smudge his thick glasses and the heavy black frames are crooked on his bulbous nose. His wife must have dressed him tonight because the tailored suit hides his sloping shoulders.
I trot over to my mother, Grace, who perches on the edge of a fragile Elizabethan chair with her ankles crossed and her back ramrod straight. Four months ago, doctors diagnosed Mother with early-onset Alzheimer’s disease. I tried to make peace with her, but her icy demeanour and disapproving opinion of me hasn’t softened. I’m close to the end of my rope with her, but I cling to an iota of hope that she’ll eventually accept me.
“Hi, Mother,” I say cheerfully. “You look great.”
“Samantha, you’re an hour late and I see you dressed for the occasion.” Her lips pucker and she avoids my lame attempt to kiss her cheek.
“I didn’t realize it was a fancy dinner.” It always is but I don’t do fancy.
“Want a drink?” Leo offers.
“White wine,” I answer gratefully. “Your hair looks nice,” I say to Mother.
This is a safe compliment because a renowned hair stylist comes to the house once a week. She can’t accuse me of flattering her over something I failed to notice last time I saw her. This week, her hair is black—her natural shade. It suits her better than the platinum she tried last month. Mother’s complexion is pale and her eyes are dark, almost black. She’s barely five feet and slim. The lighter shade aged her, whereas the black chin-length style makes her appear younger. Her clothing and makeup are impeccable. She’s a beautiful woman and my sister inherited her English rose genes. My ginger hair and freckles come from our Irish father.
Joyce emerges from somewhere within the cavernous house. At five-ten, she towers seven inches over my head. She leans down to hug me in a disingenuous show of affection.
“I’ve made cream of mushroom soup to start and lemon herb sole. Hope you’re hungry.”
How she executed the soup without butter or cream is a mystery, but the fish is hopeful.
“I’m starved.”
“Let’s have a drink. I want to hear all your news.” She tucks her long black hair behind her shell-shaped ear and tugs me to a sofa.
My older sister has zero interest in anything I do. Everything about me embarrasses her. She won’t visit my loft in Corktown because she fears a meth-head will rape her.
“So how’s the new office?” she asks with a bright smile. “I’m so excited for you.”
I try to keep my jaw from hitting my chest. “Oh, thanks. A cop referred a client already.”
“Word of mouth is vital,” Harvey says. “But you can do this on your own.”
“She wouldn’t have to do anything had she defended her honour and remained with the police.” Mother takes a sip of her sherry.
Under normal circumstances, Mother’s little minion would cackle and egg her on. Not tonight. Something is up with my older sister.
Joyce’s hand dives under the sofa and she pulls out a gift-wrapped box. “Ta-da! It’s for you.” She plops the present onto my lap. “To celebrate your new business.”
“Uh, that’s so nice.” I try a smile on for size but it feels like a grimace stretched across my face.
The gift sits on my lap like a ticking bomb. Joyce thinks I wasted a master’s degree in psychology. She was unhappy when I joined the police force and horrified by the scandal that resulted in my resignation. When I told her I was opening a PI firm, she was so upset that I feared she was having a heart attack.
“Open it.” Joyce pokes me in the side.
I remove the beaded ribbon and silver paper and stare at the box containing a Bushnell night vision monocular. We live in Toronto. When am I going to need night vision?
“It’s water resistant and I charged the battery before I wrapped it.” Joyce beams.
“It’s great—thank you.” I remove the lightweight scope and show it around the room. “What a nice thing to do.” I lean over and peck my sister’s cheek.
After everyone has oohed over the spiffy gift, I tuck it back into the box and we sit in uncomfortable silence.
“I want to swing by the loft and check on the renovations,” Harvey says.
Mother rolls her eyes. She’s doesn’t approve of Harvey funding the work. Before I could refuse his generosity, he’d already assigned a contractor.
“I’d love your advice,” I say.
Out of the blue, Joyce announces, “Leo and I are starting a family.”
“That’s wonderful. When are you due?”
“Well… let’s just say we’re hoping to have a baby.” She winks and giggles. “I know you’ll be supportive.”
“Sure. Whatever you need.” We aren’t close and there’s nothing my sister needs from me, including my affection.
Joyce clears her throat. “I want to talk about the cottage.”
I’ve been dreading this day for five years. My socially ambitious sister wants me to give her the cottage that our father bequeathed to me. She doesn’t want the cottage. She wants the land. In 1949, our great-grandfather bought six acres of waterfront property on Lake Muskoka. Today, Muskoka is Canada’s version of the Hamptons—a summer playground for the rich. Dad was a visionary and saw it coming. He knew that I’d never sell the land or demolish the original cottage. Dad had trusted me with his two most precious possessions: his vintage Grand Am Colonnade coupe and his beloved cottage.
“You can use it anytime,” I say. “So how many kids do you want?”
“It’s not like you’ll ever go back,” Joyce says, ignoring my question. “That’s where you met Liam.” Her jaw stiffens.
I will not allow my spiteful sister to throw my criminal ex-lover in my face. Refusing to take the bait, I repeat in a neutral tone, “You can use it anytime. Are you staying in your house or buying something bigger?”
“You can’t afford to keep up the cottage,” she says to me. “I bet it’s fallen to ruin in the past five years.”
She has forgotten that our great-grandfather established a trust to enable his descendants to maintain the property and pay the taxes. I’ve always suspected that Dad kept the trust a secret. In addition to her looks, Joyce inherited Mother’s love of money.
“Let’s talk facts,” my sister declares with a nasty sneer.
“That would be a refreshing change.” I kick myself for engaging but it’s too late now.
Her eyes narrow. Things are about to get ugly. My sister has a propensity for cruelty when she doesn’t get her way.
 “Why would you ever go to the cottage? Have you no self-respect? You slept with Dad’s partner—a corrupt cop twice your age. Dad couldn’t turn evidence over to Internal Affairs because of you. You disgraced him and ruined his career.”
Trying to defend myself is pointless. Every hateful word is true. Besides, Joyce is on a roll with a captive audience, and nothing short of an earthquake is going to stop her.
“Where is Liam now, hmm? Still with Hell’s Angels?” She snickers.
“Joyce and I have discussed this at some length,” Mother says. “I expect you to give the cottage to your sister. Your father intended to remove you from the will after your abortion.”
She’s lying but tears burn behind my eyes. I get up and walk to the liquor trolley to pour more wine.
“You were such a terrible disappointment, seventeen and pregnant by a corrupt police detective,” Mother continues. “You forced your father to compromise his values to protect you from a deranged motorcycle gang. And now Toronto Police Service has fired you. Once again, you’ve soiled your father’s memory in the eyes of his esteemed colleagues.” Mother glares out the window and dabs her eyes with a handkerchief.
“Daddy would want his grandchildren to have the cottage.” Joyce sniffles along with Mother.
Leo moves to stand beside me in a show of unity. “Sam said we can use the cottage. Let it go.”
Joyce sidles over to Mother. My sister needs soldiers when she attacks. “I bet she sold it,” she says. “She had a drug problem, remember?”
I have never taken drugs and the accusation outrages me.
“You’re delusional.” To my horror, I hear my voice rising. “Talking with you is like driving in a rain storm without windshield wipers.”
I march across the room to get the hell out of the nuthouse. At least I won’t have to choke down my sister’s vegan soup and pretend it’s tasty.
“Samantha, walk out that door and you won’t be welcomed back,” Mother states evenly.
“What a calamity,” I say and keep on stepping.
Joyce follows me to the foyer and grabs my arm. “Daddy should have left that cottage to me and Leo.”
“He left it to me.” I wrench my arm out of her grasp and stomp down the front steps. “Until you find a way to reverse time and change that fact, deal with it.”
My sister hurls the box with the night vision scope at my head. Fumbling, I catch it before it smashes on the stone driveway.
“You did not just throw that at me! Grow up.” I yank open the car door and toss the box into the backseat.
Joyce’s raised voice pierces the quiet night, accusing me of a bevy of wrongdoing. From the corner of my eye, I see a man on the lawn. I turn to get a better look at him. It must be one of Mother’s many gardeners. I don’t know why he’s raking in the dark, but it embarrasses me that he’s witnessing his employer’s grown daughters quarrelling like children.
My sister concludes her rant by shouting, “I never want to see you again!”
The door slams before I can tell her how magnificent that sounds.



CHAPTER SIX
Sam
ACROSS THE STREET from the office, Sam hopped off the streetcar and trotted to an outside entrance beside the bakery that led to the upstairs offices. She skulked down the hall and crept to her office door. Eavesdropping wasn’t beneath her, but spying on Reece was. She wasn’t even sure why she was doing it.
She nudged the door and peeked inside. Eli was alone, hunched over the desk, scrutinizing a stack of papers. His fancy laptop was on the desk, a scanner was to his left, and a thick red file folder was to his right. The tip of Eli’s tongue poked from the corner of his mouth as he read with intense concentration. She had only used red for one case. Her breath caught in the back of her throat and her cheeks flushed with anger.
Son of a bitch!
She threw open the door and it slammed against the side of the file cabinet.
Eli jerked. Papers fell to the floor and he pushed back his chair with a grunt. “Oh my God, you scared the shit out of me.” He uttered a nervous laugh and bent to retrieve the papers.
Marching into the office, she snatched them out of his hand. “What are you doing?”
Confusion flowed across his features, and he rubbed the scar on his eyebrow. “I am scanning your files into a database.”
“You were reading the Incubus file,” she retorted. “Why?”
“I have to catalogue the documents. I will demonstrate how the database works.” He rotated his computer screen to face her.
“I don’t care. Explain what you’re doing reading confidential material.”
His lips thinned and the white scar across his cheek was garish against his flushed skin. “I cannot allocate keywords without reading the document.” He spoke the words in a careful, clipped fashion and avoided her eyes. His fingers plucked an elastic bracelet around his left wrist.
Sam removed her mittens and unwound her scarf. “We need to talk.” She sat across from him and studied his face. “You weren’t born in London, Ontario.”
“I never said I was.” The corner of his eye with the scarred brow twitched imperceptibly, and he repetitively snapped the elastic bracelet against his wrist.
If he weren’t hiding something, he wouldn’t be so nervous. Sam intended to get to the truth. “There isn’t a Canadian birth record for Elijah Watson born in October 1991,” she said. “You lied.”
He glanced out the window and his jaw tightened. “I use my foster parents’ last name. After my folks died, I ended up in the system. Want to hear the gruesome details of living in the system when you are eight?” He leaned to one side, yanked out his wallet, and tossed it on the desk between them. “A PI licence is government issued.” He was yelling now. “You have to show two pieces of identification to get it.” He spread his hands wide and cackled shrilly. “This is whacked. Why would I bullshit to get a minimum-wage-paying job in this hell-hole of an office?”
He stood and knocked over the chair, which he kicked. Sam watched in amazement as he flapped his arms at his side. His whole body was twitching, his eyes roamed without settling, and the loud verbal outburst along with the physical quirks… Something tugged at her memory. It was a condition taught in her undergraduate program, before she’d settled on a speciality in abnormal psychology.
“Eli, sit down,” she said calmly.
He slapped himself in the forehead and walked in a tight circle. There was something peculiar about his gait. He stopped pacing, closed his eyes, and mumbled complicated mathematical equations under his breath.
Her eyes strayed to the elastic around his wrist. The skin beneath the bracelet was crimson from the repetitive snapping. The diagnosis hit her.
“What’s going on?” Reece stood in the doorway. His eyes darted between her and Eli.
Sam ignored him. “I’m sorry, Eli. I didn’t mean to be aggressive.” She snagged a twenty-dollar bill from her pocket and put it on the desk. “Take a minute. Go downstairs and get some cannoli. Introduce yourself to Maria.”
In an instant, the anger drained from Eli’s face. He licked his lips. “A minute would be good.” He focused on his shuffling feet. “Want something?” he muttered.
“Coffee. Maria knows how I take it.”
After Eli went downstairs, Reece stared at her. Dark puffy bags underneath his bloodshot eyes attested to the fact he hadn’t slept.
He put his fists on his waist. “What was that about?”
“I asked Eli some questions about his childhood. He got angry. I think Eli has a form of Asperger syndrome.”
“It’s mild,” Reece stated. “He has coping mechanisms when he becomes overwhelmed and anxious.”
“Snapping the elastic on his wrist transfers emotional overload to physical stimulation,” she said. “Counting redirects brain activity.”
“We conducted due diligence and hired the kid.” He laughed in a mean way. “How does an employee’s childhood have anything to do with the way he does his job?”
Put that way, it was nosy and inappropriate. “It bothered me that Wayne couldn’t place the last name. When I couldn’t confirm a birth record or any credit history, I wanted to figure out why.”
“The framework he designed for the database is amazing. He did it last night on his own time. It would have taken most IT specialists days to develop it. Everyone has challenges, Sam, and he told me that he deals well unless he’s in a confrontational situation he can’t understand.” Reece’s expression was one of disgust. “So you attacked him on his first day. And who are you to judge someone who has trouble connecting socially? Has your popularity risen unbeknownst to me?”
Shock prevented her from saying anything. Reece lost his temper occasionally but he was never cruel. She swallowed hard. “That’s unfair and nasty. If you’d bothered to tell me, I would have approached him differently.”
“You shouldn’t be approaching him about personal matters that aren’t any of our business,” Reece insisted.
“Come on! You’re being ridiculous. I asked him a question as his employer.”
From behind them, Eli cleared his throat. “I will collect my belongings and leave. I am sorry.”
Sam looked over her shoulder. There was icing sugar on his lips and he was holding a half-eaten cannoli in one hand, a takeout coffee in his other, and he had The Globe and Mail tucked under his arm.
She had the overwhelming urge to laugh, which was ill advised. “I was born tactless,” she said honestly. “We’ll work on our communication style. Now, get to work. Those files aren’t going to jump into your spiffy database by themselves.”
He grinned and handed her the takeout coffee and the newspaper.
She dropped the newspaper on the desk. “Can we talk?” she asked Reece.
He ran a hand through his dishevelled hair, nodded, and followed her into the corridor.
“What’s going on with you?” she asked. “Where were you last night, and why did you leave this morning without saying anything? If you’re pissed off, tell me why.”
He placed his hands on her shoulders and gazed into her eyes. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have attacked you like that. When Eli told me that he struggles with change, and why, the first thing I thought was how lucky he was to be working with you.”
She wrapped her arms around his waist. “But something is wrong. I’m worried. Can we talk about it tonight?”
“We’re good, I promise.” His eyes told a different story.
When they re-entered the office, Eli glanced up from the open newspaper spread across the desk.
“Police found a second frozen victim,” he said. “It’s a serial killer.”



CHAPTER SEVEN
Sam
OVER THE NEXT three days, the discovery of the second frozen statue filled the front page of every newspaper. The media didn’t disclose the victim’s name, but did confirm that he was another freshman at the University of Toronto. The killer had frozen the young man’s naked body in a pose and left him at a remote stretch of beach on the banks of Lake Ontario. His eyes were gone, replaced with black stones. The crime scene was identical to the first victim. Sam agreed with Eli—Toronto was dealing with another serial killer. Reece disagreed, arguing that two victims were not enough to jump to conclusions.
Reece was acting strange. He was secretive and argumentative. Yesterday, he’d snuck out of the loft again without telling her where he was going. He’d ignored all her text messages and hadn’t come home until late. This morning, she’d overheard him on the phone, arranging to meet with the staff inspector of homicide. A hard knot of fear had taken up residence in the pit of her stomach. She understood that Reece was worried about Bart Walsh, but that didn’t excuse unilateral decisions. They were business partners with a professional obligation to disclose all aspects of an ongoing investigation. Based on Reece’s reaction when she’d insisted on accompanying him, he hadn’t intended to tell her about the meeting at all.
There was no reason to involve police. Bart wasn’t missing. He was an irresponsible young man in love. The last location of Bart’s cell was northeast of Toronto, where it had pinged off a tower ten days ago. Dead zones and spotty service weren’t unusual in smaller communities during inclement weather. And his roommate had said Bart and Angel had left Toronto for a romantic winter getaway. Evidence supported the assumption that Bart was avoiding his family because they hadn’t accepted Angel. Sam had told Reece they needed to gather some information about her. Interviewing her friends and family might provide a clue as to their whereabouts. But Reece had insisted they involve police and stubbornly refused to discuss his rationale.
Reece maintained a brisk pace as they walked across downtown Toronto in sub-zero temperatures. She’d asked him twice to slow down. He either hadn’t heard or had chosen to ignore her. Over the past week, ignoring her was his new modus operandi, along with his grumpy demeanour and argumentative attitude.
She was miserable and cold. If they’d taken public transportation, a streetcar would have dropped them right outside the front door of the Metropolitan Toronto Police Headquarters where they were meeting Bryce Mansfield. Trapping Reece in a streetcar would have provided an excellent opportunity for her to engage in a candid discussion about the impact his negative disposition was having on her state of mind.
But as usual, Reece had insisted on driving, which wasn’t an indication he was avoiding a chat—he drove everywhere. But his claim that he needed to concentrate on circumventing distracted drivers was bullshit. Reece was an ex-cop and an excellent city driver. He could easily manage to drive and talk at the same time. Then he’d parked six blocks from their destination, announcing that it was as close as they could get without paying at an expensive lot. They were not poverty-stricken and there were several warm parking garages near police headquarters. Reece knew how much she hated cold weather and he was being inconsiderate.
The bright sun reflected off the twinkling snowbanks along the sides of the icy city sidewalk as they trudged along. She’d forgotten her sunglasses and was blinking and squinting as she jogged behind Reece. Her toes were numb and her ears burned from the frigid cold. Crossing Bay Street required agility to avoid drivers who were struggling to turn right on the red. By the time she got to the other side of the street, she could barely detect Reece’s head as it bobbed above a sea of pedestrians crowding the sidewalk.
Her nose was running and she didn’t have a tissue. She swiped the back of her mitten across her upper lip and tightened her scarf. It didn’t help. Icy wind burrowed beneath the wool and crept down her back. She quickened her pace. When she arrived at the building, she was panting.
“We’re early,” Reece said. “Bryce was emphatic about how tight his schedule is today.” He stared up at the building. “One of the interesting things about this building is the rose granite.”
Sam had zero interest in listening to a didactic lecture about “neo-eclectic” angles defining postmodern buildings. A blast of frigid wind blew her sideways, and she stumbled to keep her balance.
“Do you have a tissue?” she asked.
“No.” Reece studied the Eldon Garnet Serve and Protect sculpture collection, staring pensively at a brass statue of a police officer.
“Maybe Bryce will share details about the recent murders,” she said.
Incubus’s letter was never far from her mind. Now there was a second murder, she couldn’t help but be a bit curious about why Incubus believed there were similarities to his own repugnant crimes. The police always withheld facts from the media. If Bryce shared a tidbit or two, she might be able to get Incubus out of her head.
The cold was seeping through the soles of her boots and her toes tingled. “I want to grab a coffee. I’m freezing and I need a tissue.”
“You should have worn a heavier jacket,” Reece said in a judgemental tone.
Her temper snapped. “I didn’t expect to walk six blocks and stand shivering while you appreciate architecture and sculptures. I’m going inside.”
“Wait a minute.” He turned to face her but she couldn’t read his expression. “Before we go in, I want to talk to you,” he said.
Relief warmed her cold back. “I’d like that.” She waited expectantly for him to explain his bad mood and thoughtless behaviour.
“I’d appreciate it if you kept any theories about the recent murders to yourself.”
Her mouth fell open in shock. “Excuse me?”
“For once, just let the cops do their job,” he said.
“I get that you’re upset about Bart,” she said through gritted teeth. “But you’re being an asshole.”
He blew out his breath in a puff and mist billowed around his face. “Do me a favour and don’t chirp about serial killers. There’s no evidence that’s what this is.”
“It’s clear that this killer will strike again,” she said firmly.
“Two murders don’t equate to a serial killer.”
He was being ridiculous and contentious. Again. She was fed up with it. She stomped to the door, leaving him to follow her for a change.
Inside the lobby, she wiped the snow off her boots and unzipped her heavy jacket. Reece brushed past her wordlessly and went to the elevators. They rode in uncomfortable silence. When they reached the bullpen, Sam snagged a tissue from a box on a detective’s desk.
“Cold out, eh?” he said.
“How’d you guess?” She blew her running nose.
He grinned. “I’m a trained detective.”
Reece was standing outside the partly open door to Bryce’s office, his face tight with impatience. She joined him and he knocked. Bryce glanced up from a stack of papers on his desk and waved them in.
Reece marched through the door and held out his hand. “Thanks for meeting me. I appreciate the time.”
Bryce nodded a greeting at Sam. “You said you had information to share. What is it?”
Reece sat across from Bryce’s desk. Sam remained standing.
“A young man named Bart Walsh is missing.” Reece put a picture on Bryce’s desk.
Bryce picked up the photo and studied it. “What’s your connection?”
“He’s from Uthisca. His father and I are close friends,” Reece said.
“And the parents told you he’s missing?”
Reece shook his head. “His sister Margaret is a third-year student at the University of Toronto. Bart’s a freshman there. She hasn’t heard from him in over a week and his roommate hasn’t seen him. Neither have his professors and friends.”
Bryce’s expression had hardened while Reece spoke. He took a sip of his coffee. “Tell me about this young man.”
Reece briefed him on the information Margaret had shared. When he got to the part about Angelina Stuart and the awkward Christmas visit, Sam saw something flicker across Bryce’s eyes. The expression was fleeting and she couldn’t read it.
Bryce slid the photo back across the desk to Reece. “This isn’t the young man we recovered.”
“Do you have an ID on the victim?” Sam asked.
“Micha Washington, nineteen, from Sudbury. He was studying civil engineering on the Canadian Armed Forces’ dime. His father works in the Athabasca oil sands. We had a problem reaching him.”
“What do you know about the first victim, Lester Griffiths?” she asked.
“Twenty-two and from Winnipeg. First-year social work. You say that Bart is in environmental studies?”
Sam nodded. “Besides attending the same university, have you found any other connection between Micha and Lester?”
“Nothing concrete at this time,” Bryce said.
“Are other male students missing from campus?” she asked.
“Counting your friend, fourteen. We found six of them unharmed,” he said.
“All freshmen?” she asked.
Bryce nodded. “There’s a good chance we’ll find the others. First-year is tough and it’s January. Kids return from Christmas break overwhelmed.” He shrugged. “They drop out without notifying the university.”
She leaned across Bryce’s desk. “The time and research required to prepare the victims for staging suggests an organized mind with a purpose. This killer is perfecting his art.”
“That’s a reach.” The dark look on Bryce’s face contradicted his dismissive statement. She’d hit a nerve. Two identical crime scenes with commonalities between the victims implied ritual and psychological gratification. There would be more murders. She knew it and so did Bryce.
“The crime is calculated and planned,” Sam said. “The victim connection is first-year U of T male students. The question is why the killer is going to so much trouble with the bodies. What is he trying to say? Have your forensic psychologists got any ideas? Have you—”
Reece held up his hand and interrupted. “Bryce, how long were Lester and Micha missing before you found their bodies?”
“Approximately ten days,” Bryce said.
“How about the other missing students?” Reece asked.
“Four of them were last seen thirteen days ago. The rest vary anywhere from a month to a few days.”
Shooting a look of annoyance at Reece, Sam continued, “Let’s assume the abductor took all his victims simultaneously. That means at least four young men are dead or being held.” Sam paced the small office. “The paper said the first victim’s skin was dyed and the body was frozen. That requires a workshop of some sort and a walk-in freezer. Lester was kneeling with his arms above his head. The killer needed space and equipment to position the body in the pose prior to freezing it in place. Have you traced the black stones in their eye sockets?”
Bryce sighed. “Generic. Sold online and at craft stores and department stores. Forensics identified the chemical breakdown of the tanning solution as a product included with home spray tanning kits.”
“Cause of death?” Reece asked.
“Cyanide inhalation,” Bryce said. “The victims’ eyes were removed posthumously. No sign of forced or consensual sexual activity. We’re holding a press conference later today and will release to the media everything I’ve just told you.”
“No marks on the body. A perfect statue.” Gooseflesh crawled up her arms.
Maybe Incubus’s hypothesis about the crimes warranted deliberation. But he was a psychopath, a deluded monster with a distorted perception of reality. He suffered grandiose delusions and a fixation with torture and death.
Sam said to Bryce, “The victimology and cause of death may differ between Incubus’s victims and these two, but there are similarities. Incubus abducted his victims and killed them at a primary crime scene but dumped them at a secondary. There wasn’t a mark on the victims. He took great care in staging them as art, just like this killer.”
“Sam, I respect the fact you’re working on your PhD in abnormal psychology,” Bryce said. “I also respect the work you did on the Incubus case. And you were a good cop back in the day—intuitive and tenacious. But there is no connection between these two murders and Incubus.” Bryce paused. “I sure as hell don’t want the press getting the wild idea we’re dealing with a copycat killer.”
“I agree one hundred percent,” Reece said. “But my concern is Bart Walsh. He fits the profiles of Lester and Micha.”
“I’m telling you, there are similarities between these murders and Incubus,” she insisted. “Investigating that possibility could provide valuable clues.”
A flash of anger sparked in Bryce’s eyes. “These victims are male and a decade younger than the females Incubus targeted. The killer held Lester and Micha together. Incubus abducted the women individually. Cause of death here is poison, whereas Incubus exsanguinated his victims by removing their uteruses. This new killer doesn’t leave calling cards,” Bryce said.
Unlike the white lily that tormented her.
“Your imagination is running amok and it stops here,” Bryce concluded.
Refusing to back down, she asked, “Who did the autopsies? Was it Dr. Morgenstern?”
“Enough, Sam. We’re done here.” Bryce stood. “Police will undertake the search for Bart Walsh. The two of you stand down.” He pointed his finger at her. “Three years ago, you chose to resign rather than defending your actions to Internal Affairs. You are not a cop. You are not involved. We’ve got this.”
Reece glared at her. “I need a minute with Bryce. I’ll meet you downstairs.”
“Excuse me?”
Reece stood and opened the door. “See you downstairs.”
For a second she stood motionless in shocked embarrassment. Reece matched her stare with a hard scowl.
“Fine,” she said tersely. “I’ll see you at home.” It came out as more of a threat than a statement.
She stormed out of the office and marched across the bullpen, ignoring the greetings from some of the cops she knew. Blood rushed to her face and tears burned at the backs of her eyes. At the elevators, she pounded on the button and lowered her head.
That loving, supportive talk she’d planned was off the table now. She was getting answers, even if she had to pull them from Reece by force.



CHAPTER EIGHT
Sam
RATHER THAN GOING home to brood over Reece’s disrespectful behaviour, Sam went to the gym. A high-impact mixed martial arts class was about to start, so she suited up and joined, planning to use the class to release some of her anger. An instructor paired her with a woman the same height and weight as her for some sparring, and Sam was confident she’d win easily. It took a hot minute for her opponent to get her in submission. Not even five minutes into the fight, she had to tap out to concede the match. With a smug grin, her challenger held out a hand and suggested Sam take some intermediate lessons before hitting the advanced mats again. At least the physical pain was dampening her distress about her souring relationship, but the humiliation just added to the sting of Reece’s insulting behaviour at police headquarters.
She limped home and found the loft empty—a blessing, considering how beat-up she was. Brandy gazed up from her dog bed and thumped her tail, but stayed where she was. Sam tossed a stack of mail on the kitchen table and knelt beside her dog. She petted the silky head and kissed the cold nose, blinking back a sudden rush of tears. The thought of never bundling her beloved dog into bed for snuggles or hearing the tap of her toenails against the floor was too painful to consider. Not now. Not with Reece acting distant and contentious. She reached for the treat jar and gave Brandy a dehydrated chicken strip. Relief flooded over her when the dog gobbled it in a single bite.
She gave Brandy another kiss on the head, stood with a groan, and went upstairs to stand under a hot shower. An ugly bruise on her side hurt, but at least her face wasn’t marked. Today was the kind of day when you found solace in small things because everything else sucked.
Feeling slightly restored, she pulled on a soft T-shirt and sweatpants, descended the ladder staircase, and went into the kitchen to grab a glass of wine. Their friends, Lisa and Jim, had given her and Reece a bottle of Chardonnay from a case they’d bought last summer during a Pelee Island wine tour. Sam grabbed a glass from the cupboard, uncorked the bottle, and poured herself a generous glass. Sitting at the table, she sipped wine and savoured the cool liquid flowing down her dry throat. Hints of honey lingered on her tongue. Maybe she’d cork the bottle and save it for dinner. Reece was a wine connoisseur and he’d appreciate the velvety feel of the golden Chardonnay.
He hadn’t called or texted her, so she assumed he was coming home for dinner. Since he hadn’t come home after meeting with Bryce, he’d probably headed straight to that damn study group that was hogging all his time. Still sipping her wine, she considered how to approach him about his behaviour. From experience, she knew that an act of kindness was a better way to open a difficult conversation than indignant aggression was. She’d make dinner. Reece was a fantastic cook. Her, not so much. But her dad had taught her to make chilli and she could handle peanut butter cookies for dessert.
Leaving her wine glass on the table, she dug around the kitchen cupboards and it delighted her to find all the ingredients she needed for dinner. After popping her iPod onto the docking station and cranking up the volume, she set to work. Brandy perked up and followed her around the kitchen to munch on dropped morsels. An hour later, fragrant chili bubbled on the Viking range and cookies cooled on a rack. Fabulous aromas filled the warm loft and sunlight flooded through the windows.
Sam turned the chili down and picked up the stack of mail, flipping through it absently. She put a service reminder from Reece’s car dealership on the centre of the table where he’d see it. Underneath the hydro bill, she found a white envelope with a Millhaven Institution return address. She dropped the letter on the table.
Her inner psychologist voice warned her that Incubus was trying to worm into her head and mess with her. She’d tried to kill him, after all. She’d put him in jail for the rest of his disgusting life. Best to leave it alone, whispered that voice.
The investigator half of her was curious. Antisocial personalities like Incubus understood other psychopaths’ deviance better than behavioural scientists did. If the monster held some insight into the recent murders, Sam owed it to the missing students to compartmentalize her personal feelings and investigate. Two young men were dead and police couldn’t confirm the location of the other missing freshmen. As she’d grudgingly realized this morning, Bart fit the victimology of the dead students.
Spinning the letter on the tabletop, she chewed her lower lip. Procrastinating wouldn’t change the outcome. She opened the envelope and removed the sheets of paper.
 
Dear Samantha,
A second victim. How delightful that I predicted the subsequent murder and the media’s unimaginative “Frozen Statue Killer” placeholder. I’m certain our forthcoming visit excites you. Together we will thwart this inept copycat’s attempts to disparage my talent.
If it perplexes you why I’d bestow the lavish gift of my collaboration upon you, let me clarify. As I lay in agonizing pain having my burns scraped with a wire brush, I grew to revere your acumen and luck. By God’s celestial grace, the fire only deformed your hands. Most women would wear gloves to hide such repulsive scars. Of course, most women are more feminine, aren’t they?
Before we discuss your trifling favour in reciprocation for my generous assistance, I offer congratulations. I learned of your mother’s battle with early-onset Alzheimer’s disease. As Grace’s memory rots, do you witness grief wash across her face each time you remind her of your sister’s death? Do you assure her that Joyce dances on angel wings amid the clouds? I think not. I believe you whisper in her ear that Joyce burns in perdition as Lucifer’s minion.
On to my proposition. The idea took root after I had weeded through a multitude of requests from the tedious psychiatrists, psychologists, and graduate students who grovel to spend time with me. Conversing with pedantic scholars is unfulfilling. Where is my recompense? And then, last year, I had an epiphany. The masses have an insipid fascination with serial killers. My brilliance will enthrall them. As will be evident to you from my letters, I’m a gifted writer. I have penned a true-crime novel entitled The Adventures of Incubus. The dilemma is Canada’s law prohibiting offenders from profiting by recounting their crimes. You, then, will take credit for the masterpiece. Prior to submitting my manuscript to a publisher, you will insert moralizing dashes of psychological babble to appease the critics. Our novel is sure to be a bestseller. In exchange for my generosity—with the book and with my assistance on this case—you will convince your friend, Jim Stipelli, to defend me pro bono at my appeal. With the assistance of the best criminal defence lawyer in Canada, I’m certain to emerge victorious.
To whet your appetite and as a show of goodwill, I will tell you that the Frozen Statue Killer is not a man. That should be obvious. Poison is the fairer sex’s weapon of choice. Obtuse criminologists will contend that a female cannot execute the labour-intensive preparation and staging of the body. They will argue that women sociopaths seldom work alone. They will be wrong on both counts.
I venture to guess (and I’ve been correct so far) that she has additional victims in her grasp. Unlike me, she enjoys psychologically torturing them prior to killing them. She is a pedestrian creature, rather than an artist. Much of her gratification comes from witnessing her victims break mentally. That requires time. Intelligent ones cling to mental acuity and deny her pleasure. She will have one whom she plays with to terrorize the others. Anticipatory stress is a powerful tool to induce fear.
If you identify the primary kill zone, you’ll find survivors. I can help you attain that goal. Assuming, of course, you consent to meet me and bring with you a letter from Jim Stipelli agreeing to represent me at appeal. Otherwise, the Frozen Statue Killer may exceed my number of victims and undermine my fame.
These young men depend on you, Samantha. If you refuse my help, their innocent blood will coat your hands.
Forever yours, Incubus
PS: It might be best to keep our association secret from your betrothed.
 
The wine turned sour in her stomach and acid bubbled into her throat. Incubus’s intimate words danced behind her eyelids and a fresh wave of nausea rolled over her.
“Their” book, as if she was his best chum. Mixed with her repulsion was stone-cold fear. How did he know her mother had early-onset Alzheimer’s disease? And his assumption that she took pleasure in torturing her mother by reminding her of Joyce’s brutal murder appalled Sam. She was not a monster. She was nothing like him.
She held the foul letter between the edges of her fingernails and burned it in the sink. After gathering up the charred remains and putting them in the trash, she scrubbed her hands with dish soap and scalding water until the puckered skin across the burn scars stung. The aroma of chili made her stomach flip-flop again. She knelt and searched through the liquor cupboard, grabbing a bottle of Kentucky bourbon.
“Compartmentalize and focus,” she whispered.
She poured two fingers of bourbon into her empty wine glass and threw it down her throat, choking as the fiery alcohol travelled to her stomach. Her heartbeat slowed in response to the warmth that blanketed her belly.
Could the Frozen Statue Killer be female? It was improbable because the killer would have to subdue each victim during abduction. Micha Washington had had military training. He would have fought an assailant.
Leaving the glass and bottle on the kitchen table, she crossed the loft and stood in front of the windows. Delicate condensation on the interior glass testified to the brittle cold temperature outside. She drew an infinity sign through the moisture and wrapped her arms around her waist, wincing when her fingers nudged the bruise on her side.
If it was a woman, she could have drugged her victims. Rohypnol, GHB, and ketamine were all club drugs that would mentally incapacitate a victim without rendering him unconscious. Alternatively, the killer could have orchestrated an impromptu meeting with her victims. Most men would willingly approach a woman, confident they weren’t in danger. A promise of sex was an influential incentive. But how could a woman transport a frozen male corpse to a remote area of waterfront park without leaving evidence? The more Sam thought about it, the more convinced she was that the perpetrator was male. Incubus was a gifted manipulator and she wasn’t playing his deranged game.
Her phone chirped and she took it out of her pocket and read the text.
Study group. Assign due am. CU 2moro. Talk then. Luv U.
Reece was staying out all night again. She tried to squash her resentment. All third-year law students coveted a position in that study group because the members excelled and caught the eye of prestigious law firms. If Reece didn’t adhere to the group’s gruelling schedule and strict attendance rules, they’d kick him out. It was time to pull up her big-girl panties and give Reece space to figure out how to balance school, work, and their relationship. He’d done it for her last year when she was struggling with her PhD. Now that she’d found work–life balance, her fiancé didn’t have any.
She packed the home-baked cookies into a container and turned off the burner under the pot of simmering chili.
Karma was a bitch.



CHAPTER NINE
Reece
THE ALL-NIGHT study sessions were driving Reece nuts. Most groups stopped when the law library locked its doors at eleven p.m. But the students in his group were night owls and insisted on meeting late and working into the wee hours of the morning. Reece had spent all night hunched over a rickety kitchen table in a freezing basement apartment that reeked of urine and pot.
It wasn’t just the timing of the study sessions. The kids in his group irritated the hell out of him. He was stuck in a generation gap where he was the old codger. When they weren’t on their phones, they were quibbling over semantics and engaging in lengthy debates on strategy. Whenever Reece pointed out a law enforcement inconsistency in their argument, they’d freak out over the criticism.
Getting kicked out of the group before he secured an articling position for next year would be tantamount to career suicide. And he needed their help to keep his marks high, which wounded his pride. At thirty-eight, law school should be a cakewalk for him. It wasn’t. And it upset him that he was taking out his frustration on Sam, rather than finding a constructive way to deal with the issue.
Concentrating last night had been a nightmare because of how he’d left things with her at police headquarters. He’d acted like a total jerk. Confessing in private to Bryce had removed a weight from his shoulders, but it hadn’t done his relationship any favours. He’d intended to go home after class and admit his deception to Sam. But after class, he’d received an urgent text to meet the study group. If he hadn’t gone, he would have failed the assignment. Things were spinning out of control.
At least he’d had the sense to reach out to Margaret and warn her about the police involvement into her brother’s disappearance. He’d called her the second he left Bryce’s office. Margaret had promised to talk to her parents before detectives arrived to question them, but Harry and Betty Walsh were good friends and Reece had to disclose what he knew about Bart’s girlfriend. And he couldn’t do that until he told Sam. School was messing up every relationship he valued. Major damage control was in order, and it began with confessing to Sam.
When he trudged into the loft at a little past seven in the morning, he heard the shower running upstairs. He shuffled to the kitchen and popped an espresso disc in the Tassimo. Beside the coffee machine was a container of homemade cookies. Sam never baked. Confused, Reece opened the fridge and lifted a red cover off a plastic container. Piled inside was homemade chili. She’d cooked a nice dinner and he hadn’t come home. He was a total dick and a cowardly liar. Filled with self-disgust, he flipped through the mail on the kitchen table. His hand paused at an empty envelope with a Millhaven Institution return address.
He crushed the envelope in his fist and threw it. It hit the corner of the marble countertop and bounced to the hemlock floor. Reece knelt beneath the sink, opened the cupboard, and flicked aside a wet paper towel from the top of the garbage. Perched on an onionskin he spied a corner of charred paper. After she’d read the psychopath’s letter, she’d burned it. So long as Incubus lived, Sam would never be free of his evil.
With calculated coldness, an unbidden thought drifted through his exhaustion. Pay an inmate inside Millhaven to shank the psychopath.
Jesus, what the hell was happening to him? He wasn’t the kind of person who considered hiring a killer. He gulped his espresso and the scalding liquid burned the roof of his mouth.
Reece tried to focus on why Incubus would write Sam now. He considered her insistence in Bryce’s office that there were similarities between the new murders and Incubus’s crimes. His gaze dropped to the wrinkled envelope on the floor. It clicked. This wasn’t the first letter. Reece dumped the kitchen garbage and rifled through the pile of rubbish. At the bottom, he found a second envelope and checked the postmark. So the animal had originally written following the police’s discovery of the first victim. Then he’d written again, when authorities found the second body. Incubus was fucking with Sam’s head and she was keeping it a secret.
“What are you doing?”
He continued rummaging through the heap of trash. “Searching for the letter.”
It wasn’t there and he turned to stare up at her, challenging her to deny the letter’s existence.
Her eyes darted to the crushed envelope in the middle of the kitchen floor. “I burned it.”
Reece tidied the garbage off the floor and grabbed a fresh bag for the can. “And the first one?”
“I… I burned it, too. Please don’t make a big deal out of this.” She snatched the envelope, opened the bag he’d finished tying, and disposed of the envelope.
He squeezed soap on a dishcloth and cleaned the floor. “Did you read it?”
“I don’t read them.”
“Don’t lie to me.” His tone was sharper than he’d intended. Shame rolled over him. What a judgemental hypocrite he was. He was concealing a major secret and had the nerve to accuse her of lying.
She leaned against the edge of the sink. “You look terrible. How was study group?”
“What did the letter say?” he inquired calmly.
She sighed. “He sees a similarity between these new crimes and his work. He thinks it’s a copycat.”
“Why didn’t you keep the letter and show it to Bryce?” Reece was sure he knew the answer. Incubus was his fiancée’s obsession. Sam held onto her wrath and hate, refusing to admit to anyone—including herself—the power those emotions gave her nemesis.
She grabbed cream from the refrigerator and prepared a mug of coffee. “You heard Bryce yesterday. He denies any connection. Besides, Incubus will only share his theory in person.”
Blood pounded in Reece’s head and he ground his teeth together to keep the rage from his voice. “He wants you to visit.”
“Four young men—that we know of—are missing,” she retorted in a defensive tone. “And we can’t find Bart Walsh. We have to investigate all leads because we need evidence. Bryce will discount supposition, just like he did yesterday.”
Reece’s eyes widened with disbelief. “You’re considering it? The man is a psychopath. He’s trifling with your emotions.”
Her lips puckered and she glared at him. “Contrary to your opinion, I can take care of myself. Busy as you are doing you, it may have escaped your notice, but I’m completing a PhD in deviant psychology.”
“I agree that you’re a talented psychologist. But you aren’t impartial. And Bryce ordered us to stand down and stay out of his investigation,” Reece said firmly. “I am begging you to leave this with the homicide squad. Look, even when I was an inspector with the OPP that would be protocol.”
“Oh, I realize I failed to rise to the lofty rank you did in law enforcement, but I muddle along. I was the one who identified Incubus, in case you’ve forgotten.” Her voice dripped with sarcasm.
Reece scrubbed his hands over his face. “Stop reading negative subtext into everything I say.” His eyes itched from fatigue and he struggled to rein in his temper. “You’re angry over what happened at Bryce’s office,” he continued in a moderate tone. “You have every right, and I owe you an explanation and an apology.”
Her face softened. “I’m listening.”
He paused. Before he told her about Angelina Stuart, he needed to make her understand how dangerous it was for her to visit the prison. “We’ll talk, but first I need you to promise me you won’t go to Millhaven.”
Over the rim of her coffee mug, her green eyes hardened.
“The animal killed your sister,” Reece said. “You can’t manipulate him and crawl into his head. This will backfire. He has an agenda and it isn’t about helping police apprehend a killer.” He reached for her hand. “Promise me you won’t go to Millhaven.”
She squeezed his fingers. “You’re exhausted. Go take a nap.”
Her refusal to placate him meant either that she was going to the prison or she hadn’t made up her mind. Arguing was pointless. If he pushed too hard, she’d do the opposite of what he wanted.
“He’ll never tell you what the lily meant,” Reece said softly.
She dropped her eyes and picked at a loose thread on her sweater. “It symbolized something. I have to know what.”
He knew Sam believed that once she understood the meaning of Incubus’s lily calling card she’d find peace. But Reece doubted it would be that easy. Her obsession was an addiction that shielded her from painful emotions. Until she confronted those bottled-up feelings, Incubus would always have the upper hand. It terrified Reece.
“Can you do one thing for me?” he asked.
“What’s that?”
“When he writes again, I want to read it.”
Incubus would write to her again. The monster had an end game and he wouldn’t give up until he accomplished his objective. In order to protect her, Reece had to read those letters. Maybe he could figure out what game the psychopath was playing.
She pulled her hand out of his grasp and studied him with no expression.
“We’re partners in business and in life.” Reece relaxed his stance and kept his voice pleasant. “I want to support you.”
Her lips thinned and she crossed her arms against her chest. “We are partners, and I want an explanation for what happened yesterday.”
“Let’s talk.” Taking her hand again, he led her across the open-concept space toward the sitting area.
Her phone rang and she frowned at the display. “It’s Harvey.” She released his hand. “Give me a minute.”
She marched to the wall of windows and stood with her back turned. As she listened to her stepfather, her spine tightened.
In the two years they’d been together, Reece hadn’t met Grace or Harvey. Sam and her mother were estranged. Her stepfather wanted Sam to reconcile with Grace, but Sam had erected strong walls to prevent her mother from ever hurting her again. It was hard to forgive someone who perpetuated unkind behaviour and refused to own it. Reece got that. But he needed Sam to understand that forgiveness wasn’t for the benefit of the person who wronged you. It was a means of letting go of the pain.
“I’ll talk to him,” Sam was saying. “He’s busy with law school so it depends on his schedule.” There was a long pause before she said, “I’m not blaming anyone and I’m not making excuses.”
Reece sat on the leather sofa beside Brandy. Her tail wagged in response to his gentle pats.
A minute later, Sam flopped onto the sofa beside him and tucked her legs beneath her. “Harvey wants us to go over for drinks.”
Reece put his arm around her shoulders and pulled her close. She relaxed into the embrace and laid her head on his chest.
“Let’s get it over with,” he said and yawned. “How bad can it be?”
She laughed. “Bad. My mother blames me for Joyce’s murder. My stepfather blames me for not reconciling with my sister after the argument we had before she died.” With a deep sigh, Sam lifted her head and gazed around the loft. “Harvey paid for all this.”
They had a hefty mortgage and Sam had told him that she’d paid the down payment from her savings. “I don’t get it,” Reece said. “What did he pay for?”
“Renovations. They were expensive.”
“Oh, well. We’ll pay him back.”
“I’ve tried a hundred times but he refuses to take it. Feeling like I owe him money is an albatross around my neck.” She nestled closer to his body. “I’m sure Harvey doesn’t realize why the debt bothers me so much.”
Or Harvey understood exactly what the debt symbolized. “Did he ever ask for anything in return for the loan?”
“After Joyce and I argued, the next day Harvey asked me to offer an olive branch and give her the cottage.” Her voice caught and she pulled away from his arms and stood. “If I had given her the cottage, we wouldn’t have argued outside the house that night.” Her shoulders hunched and she shuffled to the stairs.
Before she reached the top of the staircase, Reece heard her say, “I’m the reason my sister is dead.”



CHAPTER TEN
Three Years Earlier
Sam
THE LOFT IS going to be wonderful. Positive thoughts are important because right now it’s one-thousand-square-feet of disaster. After three weeks, the space still resembles what it is—a third-floor chunk of a warehouse that once stored archived files. And I hate my contractor, Marcus. The feeling is mutual. Even a self-absorbed narcissist would sense the man’s exasperation and passive aggression.
“Carrera marble isn’t a good option in a kitchen,” he insists for the umpteenth time. “It’s too high-maintenance.” He blows air through his pursed lips and rolls his eyes, as if I’m the stupidest person he’s ever had to deal with. “It will destroy resale value. Pick one of these.”
Blocks of ugly quartz squat on a makeshift table, and he waves his hand with an aspiring magician’s fanfare. Marcus even has the requisite fake smile plastered on his face.
“Marble,” I say. “Did you get the stainless steel and frosted glass partitions for the upstairs loft?”
“Yes, but your choice of stairs is impractical,” he says with an exaggerated sigh. “You’ve got eighteen-foot ceilings, so the staircase has to ascend nine feet. The staircase base will extend too far into the centre of the downstairs space.” He pokes the blueprint. “Do you see what I mean?”
No wonder he’s single. Marcus probably communicates to all females in the patronizing way he speaks to me.
The engineer is on site to ensure the beams supporting the second floor are to code. I call him over. “Can we use a ladder staircase?”
He studies the plans. “It’ll be steep. If you close it in with the glass partitions it will add safety.” He eyes Brandy, my golden retriever. “It’ll be tricky for her to navigate.”
“I’ll carry her,” I say. “Let’s talk about the flooring.”
Marcus rubs his hands across the stubble on his chin. “Does it have to be hemlock?”
I nod.
“You can’t pull out the grey without the natural red in the wood ruining it.” Marcus turns to the engineer. “You tell her. Maybe she’ll listen.”
“Weathered hemlock will work,” the engineer says. “What are you doing with the backsplash?” He nudges the contentious Marcus aside and digs through papers to uncover the sketch I drew. “Herringbone stainless steel inset against glass, eh?” He whistles. “It’s going to be a bitch to install.” He kneels and rubs Brandy’s ears. “Who’s a pretty dog? You are, aren’t you?”
Brandy is a big suck and everyone loves her… expect Marcus. Brandy is my furry soulmate and the love of my life. This is her home, too, and she’s getting a luxurious bed and feeding station built into the kitchen. The fountain water bowl connects to a filter on the water line. Her bed has in-floor heating and a GFCI electrical outlet for a weight-sensor cooling pad in the summer. The bed is orthopedic gel memory foam. Marcus thinks it’s all ridiculous. He told me if a dog doesn’t have a dog job, it isn’t worth the cost of food. The comment warranted immediate termination but I didn’t want to offend my stepfather.
Harvey comes down from the upper loft, marches over to Marcus, and begins firing questions at him. Considering my stepfather’s aggressive tone, it’s prudent to stay out of the conversation. I wander over to check on the window installer. The design calls for seventy-five feet of floor-to-ceiling windows, which has caused endless installation woes. So far, everything has taken twice as long and has cost double the quote. I don’t know how I’ll ever pay my stepfather back.
“They should be further along.” Harvey drapes his arm around my shoulder. “I put some fire under Marcus’s ass. Guess you two aren’t going out for drinks anytime soon.”
I shudder at the thought of a date with Mr. Misogynist and Harvey laughs.
A newspaper is on a folding chair beside us. He picks it up before he sits. “Those poor women. Can you imagine how they suffered?”
I can and it’s horrific. The killer removed the women’s wombs so they bled to death. Toxicology identified no drugs in their system. Each one was alive and not anesthetized when he penetrated her cervix and tore out her uterus. Mortician’s makeup covered deep ligature marks on his victims’ wrists and ankles. The women fought but the psychopath didn’t want marks to mar the perfection of their naked skin. The monster tattooed a white lily with an icy green centre on the exterior of each victim’s right ankle. He took time to manicure his victims’ fingernails and toenails, wash and style their long black hair, and expertly apply makeup.
The media calls him “Incubus” after the demon that violates women in their sleep, because the killer stages his victims as if they’re peaceful in slumber. He folds their manicured hands against their naked abdomens and leaves them holding a snowy white lily with a long stem. The thirty-year-old woman they found last night bears a striking resemblance to the victim they found two weeks ago. The crime scene descriptions are identical. Toronto is facing a serial killer, and I’m worried for the women who fit the psycho’s victim profile.
Harvey drops the newspaper to the floor and leans his elbows on his knees. “I’d like to talk with you.”
I pull over another folding chair and sit beside him. “You’re upset about what happened at dinner last night.” I have to raise my voice over the high-pitched whining of a circular saw.
“Joyce was out of line and Grace didn’t help,” Harvey states. “I should have stopped it.”
I appreciate the sentiment, but once my mother and sister get started, no one can stop them. “It’s not your fault.”
“I’d like to understand,” he says. “Is the cottage that important to you?”
There’s nothing accusatory in his tone but my hackles rise. “Joyce hated the cottage when we were growing up. She wants it because she’s mad that Dad left it to me.” I sound petulant.
Harvey sighs. “You’re grown women, not schoolchildren. Don’t take family for granted. You’ll regret it when they’re gone.”
His parents died in France during the Battle for Caen. He was six and his mother had protected him with her body. His first wife had died of cancer, and his daughter committed suicide shortly after. She was just sixteen. Celina’s last school photo decorates Harvey’s office desk. Her eyes are haunted and she looks much older than her age. He never talks about what inner demons his daughter failed to conquer.
I don’t want to cause this generous and kind man any more pain. “This will pass,” I tell him and pat his hand.
“Your dad was my best friend, but he wasn’t perfect. You were Colin’s favourite and he didn’t hide that fact. He had trouble understanding Joyce. He thought beauty pageants were frivolous and disliked her vying for attention and validation. Girls need a strong male figure and it wasn’t easy for Joyce to grow up with an emotionally absent father.”
My father paid attention to me because my mother ignored me. Joyce and Grace were inseparable, and my mother was cruel toward me growing up. I’m sick to death of everyone implying Joyce is a pitiful victim, but I’m not arguing with my stepfather.
“I agree that Joyce and I need to act civil,” I say. “But we’ll never be friends. Please drop this.”
“Do you know she’s taking fertility drugs?” he asks.
“No.”
My sister is thirty-three and has been married for over six years. Leo wants a big family and so does she, so it crossed my mind they were having trouble. If she wanted to share, she’d have told me. I’m not reaching out to her about something I’m learning second-hand.
“Are you ever going to use the cottage?” Harvey asks.
“You want me to give it to Joyce.” I can’t believe he’s taking her side.
He shakes his head. “I want you to follow your own compass. But I worry that you never confront your white whales. That cottage represents pain and loss.”
“That’s not what this is about,” I state sharply. “Giving the cottage to Joyce would make her happy, which is everyone’s prime directive in this family.”
“It would be an olive branch.”
So he does expect me to sign over the deed to my self-absorbed, entitled sister. I’m speechless. Hammering and sawing rebounds around my loft. I gaze through the dust at the bedlam. There’s a ton to do before I have a comfortable home. I feel trapped because of the money I’m borrowing. No gift ever comes without strings.
Harvey frowns, as if it’s just occurred to him that his timing sucks. “This has nothing to do with what’s going on here,” he says firmly. “Consider phoning your sister, okay? You can fix this.”
Unbelievable. He expects me to fix something I didn’t instigate.
“I’m due at the office.” He stands with a sad smile. “Let’s have dinner next week.”
Tears burn behind my eyes, which infuriates me. I’m enraged at my sister for causing all this drama. In the moment, I actually believe I hate her.
“Dinner would be great,” I lie.
At the door, I stuff him into the hallway. “Thanks for dropping over.” I close the door and lean against it, trying to steady my breathing.
The disarray is depressing and claustrophobic. Brandy trots over with her leash in her mouth. She has always had a sixth sense about what I need. We rush out before Marcus can criticize more of my design choices.
In the lobby, my phone chirps and I wait until we’re on the sidewalk to read the text. My sister is ordering me to meet and talk.
“And there I was all excited because you promised never to speak to me again,” I mutter.
I delete the text without responding.



CHAPTER ELEVEN
Sam
SAM TOOK A few minutes in the bathroom to collect herself. When she went downstairs, Reece was snoring on the sofa. She wanted to talk to him about his attitude and hear his explanation, but it was ill advised to engage in a candid discussion right now. Exhaustion depleted a person’s cognitive reasoning. They could postpone their talk until he’d had some rest.
Reece was so exhausted that he didn’t even twitch in his sleep. A thin ribbon of saliva trickled from the corner of his open mouth. She tiptoed over, wiped away the drool, and tucked a blanket around him and Brandy.
She had time to grab breakfast before meeting Hannah at the Coroner’s office. Despite the fact that Dr. Morgenstern was twenty years older, Sam had once considered her a good friend. But she hadn’t seen Hannah since Joyce’s murder. It was too hard. Sam couldn’t look at the forensic pathologist without imagining the horrific vision of her scalpel cutting into Joyce’s lifeless flesh.
In the tenant parking lot, she glared at her buried car. Her Grand Am resembled a giant, twinkling marshmallow. A thick blanket of shimmering white cotton obscured every inch of her black car. At least the snow removal service had dug out the car. The previous company would have plowed around, trapping the parked vehicle in an impregnable cage of rock-hard snowbanks.
After ten minutes of brushing, it depressed her to hit a rigid coat of ice glued to every window. Once she’d managed to scrape off the windshields, her gloves were sodden, her arms trembled with fatigue, and her nose was running. Breakfast was out of the question. If she stopped to stuff her face, she’d be late.
Hungry and annoyed, she drove northwest of the downtown core to the Forensic Services and Coroner’s Complex in North York. The modern compound was an unassuming, five-storey structure that resembled an average office building. It was anything but average. Housed inside, in excess of one billion dollars of futuristic equipment surpassed the FBI labs at Quantico in Virginia.
The FSCC replaced the thirty-five-year-old building downtown where Hannah had dissected Joyce. A few years ago, before the official opening, Sam had taken a tour of the new facility. The forensic technology in the massive laboratories had impressed her, but she hadn’t been able to breathe in any of the autopsy rooms. She had experienced a full-blown panic attack in the room filled with natural light that accommodated ten tables for simultaneous autopsies. Gazing at the building’s glass façade today still caused her stomach to cartwheel with dread.
Security was extreme and accessing the visitor parking lot required inputting a numeric code Hannah had emailed her. Once she’d parked, Sam followed arrows along a shovelled path to the court entrance and went through a glass door to reception. Five floors rose around an airy central atrium that connected the two halves of the complex. The rows of white tables and brown chairs in the common area reminded her of a schoolroom.
Hannah was waiting in the foyer and she offered a small wave before going over to speak with a security officer. Sam joined them, provided identification, and signed away her life. When the officer was satisfied that she wasn’t carrying a bomb, security surrendered her to Hannah’s custody.
The forensic pathologist led the way across the sunny atrium to the administrative and staff offices. Numerous security cameras protected the space, and Hannah held her eye against an iris scanner to open the door.
When they entered the corridor, she turned and smiled. “Now that rigmarole is over I can greet you.” She pecked Sam on each cheek. “My darling, I was so happy to get your call.”
There were more lines on her friend’s face than Sam recalled, and her short hair was grey. It wasn’t a surprise that Hannah didn’t colour her hair or try to hide her age with makeup. She was aging with the same grace and dignity with which she lived her life. The woman was one of the finest forensic minds in the world. When Sam had met her ten years ago at the University of Toronto, she had taken an instant shine to the genius scientist.
“It’s been too long,” Sam admitted shamefaced.
“I understand. Thank you for your Hanukkah gifts.” Hannah led the way through a labyrinth of hallways. “It was sweet of you to remember us.” She stopped outside a closed door and dug beneath her misbuttoned green cardigan to expose a lanyard with an access card dangling from the end. The door clicked and she held it open for Sam to enter.
After they had chosen seats at a round table in the meeting room, Sam asked, “Did you perform the autopsies on the frozen statue victims?”
“Yes.” Hannah folded her hands and placed them on the cover of her iPad.
Scientists preferred candour and Sam got straight to the point. “Do you detect similarities between these victims and Incubus?”
Hannah’s brown eyes widened. “Excuse me?”
It wasn’t a request for her to repeat the question, so Sam remained silent and waited.
With a sigh, Hannah said, “Both victims were killed by the same perpetrator. It’s a serial killer again.”
“What about the cause of death, the condition of the bodies, or the crime scene?”
Hannah studied her with no expression. “I consider you a friend. But you used to be a cop. You know how this works. I can’t disclose details about an active investigation.”
“I’m not asking you to share with me anything that the Chief Coroner isn’t ready to release to the media.”
“Then why are you here?”
“Well, I hoped we could brainstorm, like we used to do when you lectured during my criminology classes.” Sam cleared her throat and wished Hannah had offered coffee. “I won’t repeat anything we discuss, and I accept that all speculation is of an academic nature and irrelevant to the case.”
“I don’t understand.”
“Incubus wrote to me after they found Lester Griffiths and again after police recovered Micha Washington.” She hoped her tone was objective and detached. “He claims there’s a connection to his crimes that police missed.”
Hannah scowled and the lines around her mouth puckered. “He’s hoodwinking you. You know better than to trust anything that man says.”
“He claims you’ll miss the connection.”
“Oh, I see.” Hannah laughed and cupped her chin in her open hand. “Now you’re trying a spot of manipulation. Hoping that bruising my ego will force me to collaborate, are you?”
Sam returned the smile. “Is it working?”
“No, my darling, I’m impervious to the rantings of a psychopath.” Her brown eyes grew sympathetic. “I’m not invulnerable to the pain it must cause you to receive correspondence from the man who savagely murdered your sister.”
“So you’ll chat with me? Off the record, I mean.”
Hannah leaned back in her chair with a pensive expression. “From what you’ve read in the papers, you must suspect a likeness or you wouldn’t be here. What are your impressions?”
“There wasn’t a physical mark on the victims. The killer left them near water and creatively staged their bodies. The recovery site is not the kill site. He—or she—is killing during the winter.”
“She?” Hannah arched an eyebrow.
“Is that impossible?”
Hannah ignored the question. “Let’s examine the disparate aspects,” she said. “Incubus abducted one female victim at a time and they were similar in age, appearance, and socioeconomic background. This new killer abducted both victims together. These young men differ in age and ethnicity and don’t resemble each other. They have nothing in common, other than being first-year students at Canada’s largest university.”
“Crimes can be similar when the victim profile differs,” Sam stated.
“But victimology is just one of many differences,” Hannah argued. “There are no calling cards, no ritual similarities, and the span between murders is much shorter.”
“I spoke with Bryce Mansfield at Toronto homicide,” Sam said. “He told me four other students are missing.”
Hannah nodded. “If those missing students are potential victims, then the Frozen Statue Killer is mass abducting. That’s a significant difference. There’s nothing that resembles Incubus’s MO.”
Sam ignored her statement. “Did Micha die at the same time Lester did?”
“No.”
“So the assumption is that the killer holds the men together,” Sam said. “Were there ligature marks on the bodies or evidence of sexual abuse?”
“Neither victim presented with signs of physical or sexual abuse,” Hannah said.
“How about the toxicology report? Were they drugged?”
“No.”
Sam was silent for a moment, thinking. The primary crime scene required privacy and space. It had to be large enough to hold a number of men. She didn’t think the killer kept them together. Without restraints or drugs, there would be too high a probability that the prisoners would rebel and overpower their captor. An image of cells rose in her mind. They might be together but in separate confinements.
“My darling, there is nothing in either autopsy that resembles Incubus’s crimes,” Hannah said. “I can promise you that.”
“But the killer chooses a method of execution that doesn’t leave a mark.” Her argument had a delusional ring, but she was certain they were missing something.
“You’re wrong. Incubus did use restraints,” Hannah said with brusque impatience. “He covered the wounds on his victims’ ankles and wrists with mortician’s makeup. Another inconsistency is that Incubus didn’t feed his captives. These new victims were well fed prior to death, as evident from their stomach contents during autopsy.”
“Bryce said Lester and Micha died from cyanide inhalation. Are you sure it wasn’t ingested?” As soon as the words left her mouth, Sam felt her cheeks flush with embarrassment. What an insulting thing to ask a forensic pathologist.
If the question offended Hannah, she hid it well. “The lungs showed a high hydrocyanic acid content.”
“How hard is to gas someone?” she asked.
Hannah shrugged. “You’d calculate the mass of chemical against the body weight of the victim. Once you had the lethal milligram dose, you’d drop the potassium cyanide into a vessel containing sulfuric acid to create hydrogen cyanide gas. The gas stops the victim’s cells from producing oxygen. Cardiac arrest occurs within seconds of inhalation.”
“But the room would have to be airtight, right?”
“Yes, and the killer would need to be cautious to avoid contamination. Crystal potassium cyanide can be absorbed through the skin,” Hannah said.
“How long does it take to freeze a grown man?” she asked.
Hannah shrugged again. “It depends on the size and temperature of the freezer and the weight of the man.”
“But you’d need a sub-zero walk-in freezer,” Sam said.
“Not necessarily. Based on the positioning of both bodies, forty cubic feet would provide adequate space if the height exceeded the width. A standing freezer that retailers use to sell bags of ice would work. They have a large glass door. The killer could stage the body and leave it for twenty-four to thirty-six hours to freeze in place.”
Sam thought better on her feet and got up to pace the small space. “How would you freeze it in the pose you wanted?”
“If you waited until rigor mortis passed, rope suspended from the top of the freezer and secured to the sides would work. Rather like marionette strings.” Hannah held up her hand before Sam could speak. “I’m not confirming or denying there was evidence to prove that hypothesis.”
Sam thought back to high school chemistry. “Mass increases when frozen.”
“Of course,” Hannah said. “Humans contain sixty percent water and the water becomes solid ice crystals that weigh more than liquid. I can tell you that the ice crystals were small, meaning the freezing process was fast.”
“So how did the killer transport heavy, frozen corpses to the secondary crime scene?” Sam asked in frustration. Maybe she was being played. Everything she was learning suggested that the killer had to be a man. A strong woman could drag dead weight. A female could stuff a man into a freezer and tie his arms into position. But Sam couldn’t imagine any scenario in which a woman could move a frozen corpse. The photos of Micha on Facebook depicted a tall, muscular man.
Hannah gazed into the distance with a speculative expression. “The killer might not pose them in a freezer. A freezer van would work. If that’s the case, the van could also serve as the gas chamber. Assuming you wore protection when you opened the doors and that you allowed sufficient time to air out the van, you’d face minimal risk of exposure. Hydrogen cyanide vapour is lighter than air and dissipates rapidly.”
Hannah reached across the table and clasped Sam’s hands. “I understand that another serial killer is bringing back terrible memories for you. Don’t let Incubus gaslight you. These crimes don’t resemble his.”
There was a similarity, but Sam couldn’t grasp what it was. “What about the black stones?” she asked. “Why did the killer remove the victims’ eyes? Psychologically that implies regret. The killer doesn’t want the victim to look at him.”
“It could be aesthetics,” Hannah said. “Eyes undergo visual changes after death. The appearance may have interfered with the killer’s image.”
Because the killer intends it to be art, Sam thought. Incubus had also considered himself an artist. That was why he had taken intricate care with the tattoos and why he’d groomed his victims and positioned his sleeping beauties with a lily. It was weak reasoning. But it might be a piece of the puzzle.
“What do you think the lilies meant?” Sam asked.
“Haven’t you tortured yourself enough over the years? Why does it matter?”
“It doesn’t.” She smiled. “It’s just professional curiosity.”
“How’s the PhD coming along? I’d love to read your thesis, when you’re ready for some input.”
“I’d like that and I appreciate you brainstorming with me today. I know how busy you are with the new murders.”
Hannah glanced at her watch and stood, reaching over to pick up her iPad. “I hope the data I’ve shared shows you the diametrical inconsistencies between the cases.” She opened the door. “There is no likeness between Lester’s and Micha’s deaths and Incubus’s crimes.”
Sam hugged her and a subtle hint of gardenia shampoo evoked happy memories of Friday Shabbat dinners with the Morgenstern family.
“Thanks for listening to my theory,” she said.
Hannah walked her to the exit and opened the door to the atrium. “Ah, but it isn’t your theory, is it? Incubus is a master manipulator.”
“He can’t manipulate me,” Sam assured her.
“My darling, don’t you see? He already has.” Hannah blew her a kiss and closed the door.



CHAPTER TWELVE
Reece
REECE JERKED AWAKE and a sharp pain bit into his shoulder. Groaning, he dug his fingers into the cramp and rotated his neck to stretch out the seized muscle. A crusty layer of saliva coated his chin. He rubbed it with the heel of his hand and blinked at his watch. It was almost noon. He’d slept for three hours. In addition to the spasm in his neck, his lower back hurt from slouching against the armrest.
Painful tingles flooded Reece’s foot, and he wiggled his toes until the pins and needles abated. A nap in his comfortable bed tempted him, but he had to drive to Uthisca. Although Margaret had warned her parents that homicide detectives wanted to question them about Bart’s absence from campus, Reece owed his worried friends a visit.
“Sam?” he called.
No answer. Reece shuffled to the kitchen. There wasn’t a note on the fridge door—their usual place to post messages—or on the island’s marble countertop. He limped over to retrieve his cell from the antique church altar by the front door. She had texted him an hour ago to say she had errands. Had he forgotten to mention the trip to Uthisca? Reece reviewed the morning’s events. Harvey’s phone call had sidetracked him.
“Damn it,” he muttered and texted, Need 2 go 2 Uthisca. Can U meet me @ loft or office?
She replied with, Tied up 2day. CU 2night?
Maybe she was working on her thesis. He’d put his studies ahead of everything, and it would be hypocritical to insist she change her plans. It wasn’t a big deal. He’d debrief Sam after he visited Betty and Harry Walsh. But he couldn’t tell Bart’s parents what he knew about Angel. Not until he confessed to Sam.
He texted her, Dinner date @ 7? Need 2 talk 2 U.
He waited and smiled at her response.
I’ll wear a dress ;)
He typed Sexy black heels?
& your BD gift!
As a joke for her thirtieth birthday, he’d bought her lingerie. He’d also given her a new 9mm Glock 17 and a membership at a club with indoor shooting ranges. They frequented the range often, but the pretty bra and panties had remained tucked in their pink box in the back of her closet. He hoped she intended to wear the lingerie and not the gun.
Upstairs, he resisted the urge to crawl into bed. Instead, he trudged into the bathroom and stood under a scalding shower. After a quick shave, he dressed and headed out to his Camry.
A gigantic pile of snow, topped with glassy sheets of ice, surrounded Sam’s empty parking spot. He envisioned her shivering and struggling to break through the half-inch layer of frost on her windshield. He always cleaned off her car. A small kindness to show he cared. With a sigh, he accepted that the misery of law school, combined with guilt over his secret, had turned him into a self-absorbed jerk. Reece promised that he’d smarten up, starting tonight at dinner.
It took longer than usual to exit the city because of an accident on the Gardiner Expressway. As the long line of traffic inched past the minor collision, his Toyota kept stalling. Traffic was heavy again outside St. Catharines but at least his car was running more smoothly.
As he continued east along Lake Erie toward Uthisca, he thought about Angel. Maybe this was all a strange coincidence. It was possible that Angel didn’t have an ulterior motive for picking Bart’s Bumble profile. But Reece had checked out the dating app and Margaret was right—the app was photo driven. In all the years Reece had been friends with the Walsh family, he’d never seen a flattering snapshot of Bart. Even the recent pictures from Margaret’s sorority party had depicted him as an emaciated teen with a beak nose, high forehead, and squinty eyes. The only thing that made sense was that Angel had picked Bart because he was from Uthisca, a place Reece called home.
Uthisca was a small town between Fort Erie and Port Dover on Lake Erie. Affluent people escaping Toronto’s chaos had snapped up the available land around town. During the winter months, most of the lavish country homes along the lake were empty. The townsfolk liked that just fine.
Betty and Harry lived on a three-hundred-acre farm that had been in the Walsh family for six generations. In the past hundred and fifty years, crops had changed but Harry continued to honour his ancestors’ tradition of maintaining the original homestead.
Reece parked between Harry’s old Ford truck and Betty’s bright yellow van with Walsh Florist embossed on the side. Before getting out of his car, Reece looked over the two-storey colonial farmhouse for any updates he’d been too busy to help with over the past five months. There was fresh white paint on every shutter, and Harry had cleaned the galvanized iron hardware. The wrap-around porch had new black shingles on the roof. Harry was afraid of heights, and Reece’s guilt amped up a notch. He should have made time to visit and lend a hand.
Snow covered the soy fields, and there were trails for cross-country skiing and snowshoeing. Harry had opened his land for the townsfolk to enjoy winter recreation. Sam loved outdoor sports, although she wasn’t keen on freezing temperatures. Reece would pick a weekend when the forecast wasn’t brutal and they could ski. There was a quaint bed and breakfast in town. A romantic getaway was just the thing to get their relationship back on track.
A tap on the window jarred Reece from his thoughts.
“You plan on sitting out here all day?” Harry asked.
Reece got out and shook the man’s hand. “Just admiring what you’ve done with the place. The white paint on the shutters is great.”
“The hardware was a son of a bitch.” Harry stuffed his hands into the pockets of his plaid jacket and gazed at his big yellow house. “We never close the damn things so it’s pointless. But Betty squawked about how my great-great-grandfather forged the iron, so I spent over a week on a damn ladder.” The smile of pride on his face diluted his gruff tone.
Reece followed Harry through the back door and they stripped off their winter boots and coats in the mudroom.
“Coffee?” Harry offered as they entered the kitchen.
Reece sat on a vintage 1950s chair with a green Naugahyde vinyl seat. “Love some. Where’s Betty?”
A shadow crossed the man’s grey eyes. “She’ll be along.” He poured water into a percolator and filled the basket with ground beans.
“Kids at school?” Reece asked.
“Margaret, Will, and Hope are. Is Bart?”
Reece shook his head. “You still haven’t heard from him?”
“Not since Christmas. That wouldn’t bother me because of the disagreement we had, but it bugs me that he hasn’t contacted Margaret.” His face darkened with anger. “It’s damn inconsiderate that he hasn’t called his mother.”
“Why did you argue?” Reece asked.
Harry sighed and placed a jug of milk and a bowl of sugar on the table. “Margaret told you Miss Angel Stuart came over during the holidays, right?”
Reece took the mugs Harry handed him. “It sounds unpleasant.”
Harry grunted and reached for the carafe of coffee. He sat, poured himself a cup, and handed the pot to Reece. “I accept people at face value,” he said. “But that little gal, well, there’s something wrong with her.”
“Why do you say that?”
Harry held Reece’s eyes. “Sam might be able to figure it out.”
“Angel has psychological problems.” Since he knew that was true, Reece left it a statement.
“I don’t know why Bart would treat us this way.” Harry stirred his coffee with more force than necessary.
“Because of that girl.”
Reece turned to find Betty standing in the kitchen doorway. He hoped his expression didn’t display his shock over her appearance.
Betty was a buxom woman with a full figure and blond hair that she kept impeccably styled. Her skin was rosy and her wide blue eyes always shone with a joyful twinkle. But today, her complexion was ashen and her eyes were dull and bloodshot. Crows’ feet and vertical lines on the sides of her lips aged her in a harsh way. She’d tied her limp hair into a tight ponytail at the nape of her neck. The severe style accentuated deep furrows in her forehead.
Reece stood and gave her a hug, cringing inwardly at how frail she was in his arms.
She pulled away. “If Bart could contact me, he would. She won’t let him.”
A spark of anger in her blue eyes reassured Reece that the strength he admired was still there, despite her broken appearance.
“Sit down and we’ll figure out what’s going on.” Reece pulled out a chair.
She sat, crossed her legs, and wrapped her arms around her waist.
“What happened at Christmas?” Reece asked.
Betty laughed without humour. “That girl marched in here like Cleopatra and hung all over Bart. When she wasn’t sharing gruesome details about Incubus and his terrible crimes, she interrogated us about you and Sam.”
“What did she want to know?”
Betty shrugged. “Why you left the OPP, if you had any family, how you met Sam, where you lived. Personal questions.”
Angel knew his parents and twin brother had died in a car accident when he was twenty-four. There was no reason she’d need to ask. But her interest in Sam wasn’t a surprise. Reece’s cheeks warmed as shame engulfed him. He should have tried to help her work through her troubles after what happened. Instead, he’d run away like a coward. But Angel was hard to help. She was prone to deception and Reece couldn’t tolerate lies.
“She was making Bart change his major to business,” Betty continued. “She threatened that I’d never see my son again unless I kowtowed to her demands, and she was nasty to Hope.”
“Will was ready to tear Angel apart for the mean things she said to his sister.” There was pride in Harry’s voice that his sixteen-year-old son had protected Hope. “She made our baby girl cry, when all Hope did was to try and take Angel’s picture.”
Angel had always struck Reece as being on the verge of an emotional outburst, but he couldn’t recall her being cruel. When she wasn’t fabricating wild stories, she was withdrawn. Her family had made her that way.
“She laughed at my nativity scene,” Betty said. “Told me that religion is for weak-minded fools who require a crutch to get through life.” Betty pulled her cardigan close against her chest. “She was French-kissing Bart and running her hand into his crotch. She wouldn’t eat what I’d prepared and I had to make her pasta. She didn’t eat that, and then refused to clear her own dishes. Bart wasn’t finished, but he leaped up and cleaned her place setting.”
People changed in adolescence and early adulthood, Reece knew, but the behaviour Betty was describing didn’t resemble the girl he had once known. The inconsistencies disturbed him.
“The boy was thinking with the wrong head,” Harry said. “We had a private chat in the barn, for all the good that did.”
“Now he’s gone and he’s going to lose his scholarship.” Betty’s voice cracked.
Harry patted his wife’s shoulder. “There’s still time for him to get things sorted.” Turning to Reece, he asked, “Why are police involved? Toronto detectives are visiting tomorrow. Margaret said you’d explain.”
Reece was certain that Bart and Angel were together, but it was clear that Angel wasn’t mentally stable. Bart had his own issues and could be in over his head. As a cop with the OPP, Reece had been a first responder at a suicide pact. He didn’t want to share that concern with Bart’s parents. But police were trying to eliminate Bart as a possible frozen statue victim, which would come as devastating news. Reece owed it to his friends to warn them.
“You’ve read about the murdered University of Toronto freshmen.” He kept his voice impassive. “Well, police are following up on all missing person reports from campus.”
The colour drained from Betty’s face and Reece rushed to add, “Toronto Police Service asked professors to report first-year male students who have missed multiple classes without explanation. Bart’s name was on the list.”
Betty wrung the hem of her sweater between her hands. “The Frozen Statue Killer could have my son?”
“No, this is just procedure and nothing to worry about,” Reece said.
Her eyes were wide with terror and her mouth slackened with shock. Harry’s face was a sickly grey colour and he clenched the edge of the table as his body slouched.
Searching for something reassuring to add, Reece parroted Sam’s argument from the other night. “All evidence points to Bart being with Angel. They aren’t returning calls because they’re angry over what happened at Christmas.”
Betty straightened her shoulders and wiped her cheeks with a napkin. “You’re right,” she said with conviction. “That girl is making good on her threat. She’s proving she controls my son.” Her eyes blazed with anger. “How can she love my son if she wants to isolate him from everyone who cares about him and take away his future?”
“How long before Bart’s scholarship is at serious risk?” Reece asked.
“Margaret explained to his professors that there are exceptional circumstances,” Harry said. “They’re keeping him on the enrolment roster, for now.”
“Why is he doing this?” Betty asked, and Reece again glimpsed a flash of anger beneath her shroud of worry.
“Bart thinks he’s teaching us a lesson.” Harry paused. “Or he’s taking the road of least resistance with his girlfriend in order to avoid conflict.”
“Can’t you and Sam find him?” Betty asked Reece.
“We’ve been ordered to stay out of the investigation.” Before she could argue, Reece offered a compromise. “But when police agree that Bart left on his own volition, they’ll be happy to surrender your inquiry to private investigators.”
Reece peeked at his watch. It was twenty past four. He needed to get moving to make it back to the city for his date with Sam.
Harry stood. “Is there anything you recommend in the meantime?”
“Yes.” Reece focused on Betty. “Don’t overreact. When I was with the OPP, I saw these disappearing acts often. The kids were thoughtless but fine.”
Betty’s face tightened and Reece instantly regretted his example. When he ran the OPP detachment in Uthisca, sixteen-year-old Amanda Reid had disappeared. He’d tracked the girl to Bueton Sanctuary, a cult run by a sociopath. It was during this investigation that he’d met Sam.
“Did I ever tell you I was stupid in love when I was in university?” Reece asked Betty.
She shook her head.
“Sarah was so hot she could melt ice, but her personality…” Reece rolled his eyes with a grin. “My mother would not have liked her one bit.”
Betty smiled.
“A nightmare girlfriend leads you straight into the arms of a good woman.” He cocked his eyebrow at Betty. “Take a look at who I’m with today.”
Her smile broadened and it erased ten years from her face. “And don’t you forget how lucky you are.” She stood and hugged him tight.
“I’ll walk you out,” Harry said.
Outside, Reece said, “If Bart contacts you, give me a call.”
Harry nodded. “Thanks for settling Betty’s mind. It’s easier to accept the truth from an objective observer. I could beat Bart’s hide for what he’s putting his mother through.”
Reece got in the car, started the engine, and opened the window. “Keep telling her he’s fine and try not to worry.”
As he drove away, he wished he could follow his own advice. The truth was that if Bart was in love with Angelina Stuart, he was anything but fine.



CHAPTER THIRTEEN
In the Cellar
Angel
THE OTHER CAPTIVES hate Bart. He refuses to obey the rules—and he talks. Sometimes, he just yells his name through the penetrating darkness. Other times, he cries for his mother until he collapses from exhaustion. Doesn’t he understand that for every action there is an equal and opposite reaction? The penalty for disobedience is the music. It is voice activated. When the system detects the cadence of speech, the music commences. It loops for fifteen minutes at a time. The hammering crescendo in the bridge drives the captives to the brink of madness. As an extra deterrent, a strobe light flashes with brilliant bursts of blinding white illumination that pulse on and off. Since Bart arrived, there is seldom a reprieve from the torture.
The others would kill Bart if they could reach him. It takes very little to turn reasonable men into killers—all you have to do is remove physiological and safety needs. Leave them in the cold darkness of the unknown and debase them by forcing them to urinate and defecate within the cells that imprison them. Stripped of compassion, people transmute into animals. But men are already animals. I learned that at a young age.
My father enjoyed a challenge, until he conquered it. He would haul us out to cross-country ski in the dead of winter when the wind shear dropped the temperature to artic conditions. Whenever I fell, my family would leave me behind to flounder in a swirling blizzard as Dad pushed onward, driven by his mission to beat his best time on the trail.
In the summer, we’d pile into the car and drive five hours into the wilderness. He’d make us portage through mosquito-infested bush with a thirteen-metre, fifty-two kilo skull rowboat. With Dad at the bow and Mama at the stern, my sister and I would try to support the middle. We’d tramp through thorny brush with the boat crushing our shoulders and my sister complaining that I wasn’t carrying my share of the weight. At the choppy lake, Dad would remove a stopwatch from a deep pocket of his cargo pants and begin the timer. Together we’d push the boat into the frigid water and his booming voice would command, “Sit in.” Before I managed to settle into my allocated seat in the coxed four, I’d hear, “Sit ready.” I’d clutch my oar in tense anticipation, but my arms would tremble with exhaustion from the terrible hike. Perspiration would sting my eyes as I waited for the dreaded call of, “Ready all—row!”
He’d grow frustrated and annoyed with my ineptitude, even though he’d never taught me sweep rowing and I was too young to compete. By day’s end, I’d be in agony. Mama would be furious at me for spoiling everyone’s fun. She’d threaten to give me something to cry about if I didn’t stop blubbering. During the trip home, I’d sit with my blistered hands clamped over my mouth and nose to muffle my despair.
My sister was six and a half years older than I was, so Dad had already instructed her on the intricacies of any childhood milestone I was ready to tackle. He tolerated me, but didn’t enjoy my company. It’s hard to hide that from a child. But until that night when I was thirteen, I hadn’t accepted how disposable I was to my family.
When my sister entered university, she entered a rebellious stage and defied Dad by dating an older man. It was a magical time! I’d huddle on the pink carpet of my bedroom floor and press my ear against the closed door. The sound of arguing would pierce the air from downstairs, and my heart would soar with glee. My imagination conjured scenarios that would ingratiate me to my parents. I’d gush over the spongy polyester dress with the heinous dropped waist that made me look like a deformed troll. I’d try harder at school and earn top marks. I wouldn’t talk too much or too loud, I wouldn’t exaggerate, and I’d never tell another lie or make up another story. If I could be what they wanted while my sister disappointed them, my parents would learn to love me.
After my sister took a job that enraged Dad even further, I did everything I could to be the perfect daughter. When I brought home an A+ on my first chemistry test that September, Dad actually congratulated me. I held that tiny bit of praise close to my heart, but I ached for him to tell me that I made him proud.
A week before Halloween on a Sunday night, I was home alone. My sister was at her part-time job, serving lifelong alcoholics watered-down beer in a dismal bar that I imagined smelled of urine and vomit. My parents were out—I don’t recall where—and I was in my bedroom rolling smoke bombs for my Halloween costume. I was going as a smashed television and had cut the bottom off a large box, made holes for my arms and head, and painted the box black. I wanted fumes to ooze from the crumpled tinfoil screen, so I was using ammonium nitrate, which I took out of a drugstore cold pack, mixed with a bit of water to dissolve the granules. I’d soaked folded sheets of newspaper in the solution and sun-dried them on the patio. When I lit the rolls, the smoke would enthrall Dad. He’d be so proud.
With the costume finished, I crept down the hallway to my sister’s room. She’d tossed an array of colourful blouses and dresses across her double bed. A slew of makeup and hair accessories littered her bureau. Hung over the corner of her mirror was a necklace that her boyfriend had given her. Tiny blue gems twinkled on a gold pendant. I snagged the chain and ran to my bedroom. I wanted to try it on and watch the light reflect off the miniature tanzanite stones. I longed for the day that someone would love me enough to bestow gifts.
The necklace, along with the other gifts, had upset Dad. He claimed that men did not give presents without expecting something in return. But those same tokens had charmed Mama. Shiny baubles turn a woman’s head and make her vulnerable to seduction, regardless of her age.
From below me, I thought I heard the front doorbell ring. I froze with the pretty necklace draped across my fingers. A few seconds passed before the doorbell chimed again. I stuffed the trinket into my sock drawer and ran downstairs. Peeking out the window, I saw my sister’s boyfriend standing on the porch with his hands stuffed in the pockets of his motorcycle jacket.
Confused, I opened the door. “She’s at work,” I said. “She won’t be home until after ten.”
He smiled. “Yeah, I know. She told me your parents were out tonight, too.” He stepped into the foyer. “Didn’t you invite a friend to hang out with you?” He peered over the top of my head and into the living room. “Aren’t you afraid to be here alone in the storm?”
I was unaware of the thunderstorm because I’d turned up the volume on the radio before going upstairs. I glanced out the open door at the dark night. We were the last house on a dead-end street and mature trees shielded our property from our neighbours. The light from the front porch illuminated a sea of gold, orange, and red leaves blowing across the yard. A flash of lightning lit the skeleton branches of a sycamore tree. A sharp reverberation of thunder followed and I shuddered.
He took my hand and tugged me inside, out of the doorway. He reeked of cigarette smoke and something strong and skunky that made my nose crinkle. I tried to wiggle out of his clutch but he tightened his grasp and his sharp fingernails dug into the back of my hand.
“How about I keep you company.” He winked.
Before I could figure out what was happening, he’d locked the front door. I thought about running, but I heard Dad’s critical voice reprimanding me for my overactive imagination. I felt the sting of Mama’s slap, punishing me for being melodramatic. This was my sister’s boyfriend. He wasn’t a stranger.
“I don’t suppose your dad has a beer around here?” He strolled into the living room, took off his jacket, and dropped it onto my mother’s velour chair.
“You have to go.” My voice was shrill and I wrung my hands together. “I don’t want to get in trouble.”
He laughed. “It’ll be our little secret. Don’t you want to get to know me better? Isn’t that the dream of every little sister, to be friends with her big sister’s boyfriend?” His eyes roamed over my body and I hugged my arms against my pyjama-clad chest, wishing I’d put on a housecoat.
He patted the seat beside him on the sofa. “I hear you don’t have any friends. That’s too bad. It must get lonely. How old are you—fourteen? Before you know it, the boys will be all over you. I bet you’re going to be a knockout when you’re older.”
“Thirteen,” I whispered. “I’m only thirteen. You have to go.”
He leaned against the back of the sofa and studied me. “Be nice. Your sister is nice. Don’t you want to be like her?”
I shook my head and took a step backwards.
I remember him jumping up from the sofa. I remember his calloused hands on my shoulders as he threw me to the carpet. His breath against my nose was rancid. The bristles from his beard scratched my cheek. The radio kept playing. A heavy metal band screeched something about the pieces being as good as the whole. Then the DJ was laughing, as if everything in the world was great. Vomit filled my throat and sick dribbled down my chin. Grunting, he flung my pyjama bottoms aside. His fingers were inside me. His sharp nails ripped and tore at my flesh. Turning my head, I focused on an image of a pink bunny that decorated the white flannel of my discarded pyjama bottoms. The pain was excruciating. I squeezed closed my eyes and sobbed in fear and misery.
When I woke, I was lying on the sofa in the den. The television was on and Desperate Housewives was playing. Gabrielle and Carlos were arguing about something. My hands flew across my body, feeling the flannel of my pyjama top. The stickiness against my inner thighs disgusted and humiliated me. Through my tears, I saw my pyjama bottoms flung across the bottom of the sofa. With shaking hands, I tugged them over my hips. Blood instantly stained the crotch and I cried harder. Outside, the thunderstorm quickened and flashes of brilliant lightning pulsed like a strobe light through the slit in the patio drapes.
The kitchen door slammed shut. Terror gripped me. I jumped to my feet, grabbed the fireplace poker, and hid behind the door in the den. My father’s angry voice drifted through the door. He and my sister were arguing. Mama was yelling at them that all she asked for was one night of peace.
I dropped the poker and stumbled down the dark hallway to the kitchen. My family stared at me but said nothing. “Your boyfriend was here,” I whispered to my sister. “He hurt me.”
My sister shoved me. “You’re a liar! Why do you always have to make trouble for me?” She stared at the blood on my pyjama bottoms and burst out laughing. “You got your period. You’re such a pig. Clean yourself up.”
My mother came out of the living room holding a man’s leather jacket, which my father snatched from her grasp. My sister lunged for her lover’s coat but Dad held it out of reach. He rifled through the pockets and pulled out a bag of weed and a fistful of condoms. Revulsion contorted his face, and he waved them at her as if she were the whore of Babylon.
“That’s it.” His voice was deadly quiet. “Gather up those ridiculous gifts. You’re returning everything and never seeing him again.”
I waited with Mama while Dad marched my sister up the stairs. I waited for Mama to ask me what had happened, to comfort me, to call the police. But she stood mute with her back rigid and no expression on her face.
Upstairs, the arguing reached fever pitch. I heard my sister say loudly that she’d left the necklace with the golden charm on her mirror. Dad was tearing apart her room. My heart hammered in my chest as he stomped to my bedroom.
Dad found the necklace in my drawer. Everything shifted as my parents and sister came together in a unified front. They branded me a liar and a thief. I’d stolen and Dad had proof of the crime. Theft was far more serious a sin than anything she had done.
Dad did confront her boyfriend about coming to the house. He claimed he had come inside when I begged him to because the storm frightened me. He said I flirted with him and it made him uncomfortable so he’d left. My accusation that he’d raped me outraged him. My parents believed him. After all, I had a reputation for exaggerating, lying, and making up stories. They never discussed the incident again.
A week later, at a little after midnight, I lit the smoke bombs in the basement. With the smoke alarms wailing, my family stumbled onto the sidewalk in their nightclothes and stood shivering in the freezing rain. The lights on the fire trucks washed the dead-end street in an eerie crimson glow that made the rain resemble showers of blood.
Bart is screaming again. One of the captives is begging him to stop. But he won’t. When you debase people long enough, they grow acquiescent. Or they fight back with more savagery because they have nothing left to lose.



CHAPTER FOURTEEN
Sam
THERE WAS A stain on her little black dress. Sam scraped at it with the edge of her nail. When that didn’t work, she dampened a cloth and tried blotting it, which made things worse. But there was time to have it dry-cleaned before her date with Reece.
It had taken a major favour from a grateful corporate client, but she had a reservation at Canoe on the fifty-fourth floor of the TD building. The panoramic views of the city would be so romantic, and a table at the swanky five-star restaurant would thrill Reece.
In the spirit of romance, she dug around her closet floor until she located the pink-striped box with the silky black lingerie nestled inside. The luxurious fabric of the high-cut panties was a dream against her skin, and the gel padding in the underwire bra scrunched her breasts and made them appear twice their teacup size. What a pleasant surprise.
Brandy lifted her head to watch her mistress twirl.
“Don’t judge,” she told her dog. “Tomboys get to be sexy, too.”
She plucked her black heels from the closet shelf, selected a simple pair of diamond stud earrings, and laid everything on a white suede loveseat. She grabbed the dress and stuffed it into a plastic bag.
“Back in a couple of hours.” She smothered the old dog’s head with kisses.
Meteorologists were warning Torontonians that early evening temperatures would be frigid, but the afternoon walk wasn’t too bad. Bright sunlight reflected off the ice-coated trees, transforming them into giant crystal ornaments. Squealing children were building a crooked snowman in a small park and Sam paused to watch them play.
Two blocks later, she dropped a mitten and turned to retrieve it. Behind her, a young woman wearing a knitted toque stopped short and turned her back to Sam, as if she expected her to attack her and snatch her purse.
Chuckling, Sam continued to the dry cleaner and dropped off the dress. A tantalizing aroma of coffee wafted from a bistro a few stores down. Getting to it required passing a flower shop. She closed her eyes, lowered her head, and hustled by. There was always a chance that there were lilies in a florist’s window display. Avoiding them was easier than dealing with the pain they caused her.
When she reached the café’s glass doors, she spied a figure reflected in the shop’s window. It was the young woman in the toque. She stood on the other side of the narrow street, staring at Sam’s back.
She’s following me.
Putting on her sunglasses, she stepped away from the door and leaned her back against a brick wall beside the bistro’s front window. She pulled out her cell. Keeping her head bowed, she studied the girl. A bulky red parka concealed her weight, but she was just over five feet and wore loose jeans tucked into combat boots. Best Sam could discern from the nine-metre distance was that the woman was in her mid-twenties. Without altering the angle of her phone, Sam snapped a picture. She continued to mime the action of reading and sending text messages and enlarged the image.
A black pompom toque with “Raising the Roof” stitched between white stripes covered most of the woman’s hair. Wisps of dark bangs surrounded a high forehead on a round face. She wore a ridiculous pair of oversized tortoise-framed spectacles that reminded Sam of a comic’s prop. The picture was too blurry to get a good look at her facial features. Sam tucked her cell into her pocket.
“Let’s see what you want.” She jogged across the road.
The woman sprinted down the sidewalk, shoving unsuspecting pedestrians out of her path. An elderly woman tottered and Sam grabbed her arm before she fell.
“My goodness, she was in a hurry,” the woman said.
“Are you okay?” Sam asked.
“Yes, thanks to you.” She smiled and continued on her way, pulling a wheeled shopping cart behind her.
Disinterested in coffee now, Sam strolled back to her building to fetch her car. As she walked, she scanned pedestrians. No sign of her pursuer. There was something familiar about her, but maybe the hat was evoking the nagging sense of familiarity. The toques were part of a popular city charity to prevent homelessness. Hundreds of Torontonians wore them.
Once she settled into her Grand Am, she drove west to Rexdale and pulled onto the street where Incubus had once lived in a modest bungalow. The abandoned property was an eyesore sandwiched between stylish homes with well-kept yards. Someone had boarded up the windows. Red spray paint on the white garage door spelled MURDERER. A graffiti artist had painted a giant lily on the brick façade of the house. “Incubus” intertwined the stem and transformed the art into a gruesome logo. The bungalow was a monument to both his sick fans and his justified haters.
The vacancy was odd. Incubus had gone to prison three years ago. The city should have seized the house by now, which meant someone was paying the property taxes. A lawyer entrusted to manage the monster’s money was Sam’s guess. But it was curious that he hadn’t sold the useless house. Incubus wouldn’t enjoy freedom ever again.
A neighbour to the right exited his front door with a gorgeous German shepherd. Sam jumped out of her car and climbed over a snowbank to meet him on the sidewalk.
“Hi, can I talk to you for a second?” She knelt and patted the dog.
The middle-aged man glanced at her Grand Am parked in front of the bungalow. “I’m aggrieved to tell you that house is not for sale,” he said in a thick English accent. “I know nothing about the previous occupant. You needn’t waste your time with inquiries.” He yanked the dog’s leash and walked away.
She followed. “Who owns it?”
He turned to face her and his expression hardened. “Are you a reporter or a crime author?” His nose crinkled, implying he held both professions in contempt.
“I’m a PI.” She tugged her wallet from her back pocket and displayed her licence. “My client wants to offer a price above market value, renovate, and flip the property.”
The man gazed at the disaster beside him. “That would be brilliant. My company transferred me from Manchester last year. Had my unscrupulous real estate agent disclosed the previous neighbour’s compulsions, I would not have bought the bloody house.”
“Why hasn’t it been put on the market?” she asked.
“My real estate agent told me it was tied up in legal paperwork due to the owner’s death, which turned out to be a lie. I suspect you know who used to live there. He’s imprisoned for life.” He exhaled in a puff.
“Do you know who pays the taxes?”
“I do, in fact. After the city told us the taxes were not in arrears, we had our attorney investigate. Aleksia Berisha, the owner’s daughter, pays them,” he said. “She’s in her early twenties, I believe, and lives in Albania. Given your occupation, perhaps you’ll have better luck contacting her.”
Sam had never discovered a child’s birth certificate during her original investigation into Incubus. The media hadn’t mentioned a daughter, and no one claiming to be his daughter attended the trial.
“An Albanian bank transfers the annual taxes to the city,” the man continued. “My attorney was unable to coax them into releasing contact details for Ms. Berisha.” He gave his German shepherd a hand command and the dog sat. “I suppose one can’t fault her for wishing to keep a low profile.”
There had been no daughter in the picture when Sam investigated Incubus. But his wife, Natasha, had been Albanian. Maybe Aleksia was her daughter.
Cadaver dogs had found Natasha’s body in a grave near the cabin Incubus used to prepare his victims, but she’d died before he’d begun abducting random women. Natasha had not died the way Incubus’s victims had—he’d stabbed his wife multiple times. It was a messy and frenzied kill.
Bewildered over this mysterious daughter, she asked, “Did Aleksia live here?”
He shrugged and gestured to a back-split across the street. “Mr. Tanaka has resided in that house for over twenty years. He knew the family but he’s in Florida until the spring. I don’t know any of the other neighbours. I prefer to keep to myself.”
“Thanks,” she said.
“Cheers.” He strolled away with his dog.
In her car, Sam considered options. The Canadian Border Services Agency would know if Aleksia had entered Canada. But that would take a serious favour. There had to be another way to gain access to the confidential material.
Her cell rang. Reece. Should she share this development? He wouldn’t approve of her questioning Incubus’s neighbour. She’d keep quiet, just until she could confirm Aleksia’s location. She took a deep breath and answered Reece’s call.
“I got dinner reservations at—”
“Sam, listen, my battery is about to die. My damn car broke down. I’m stuck on the QEW east of Niagara, waiting for roadside assistance,” Reece said.
He couldn’t make it back for their seven o’clock reservation. A sharp poke of disappointment cramped her stomach. But Reece was stuck on the side of the road. It wasn’t his fault.
“How about I meet you in Hamilton?” she suggested. “We can do fancy another night.”
“There’s no point trying,” he said. “An eighteen-wheeler ran off the highway. Roadside assistance said it would take them an hour to get to me. If they can’t get it running, I’ll hitch a ride to Niagara, rent a car, and meet you back at the loft.”
“That could take hours,” Sam said.
“I’m sorry.” Reece’s teeth chattered and he snuffled.
With a dead engine, poor Reece had no heat. “Are you warm enough?”
“There’s a Mylar emergency blanket in my roadside kit. If I’m lucky, by the time the mechanic arrives, traffic will be moving.”
“Text me when—” The phone went dead in her hand. Reece’s low battery had dropped the call.
Another long night alone stretched before her. As she drove home, she kept telling herself—sternly—that it wasn’t Reece’s fault. But when she cancelled the dinner reservation, she had to stifle tears. There was no justification for her hurt feelings. When Reece arrived home, they’d order takeout, catch up, and she’d model her lingerie. They could salvage the evening. For now, she’d dive into the investigation into Aleksia and use the time productively. On that note, she called Eli.
“Hey, I need you to do something and keep it between us, understand?”
He paused a few seconds before replying, “You do not want me to tell Reece.”
“I’m working on a lead. I’ll bring you both into the loop once I figure it out.”
Verifying that he was a member of her team didn’t land well. Eli saw right through the manipulation attempt.
“It is your relationship to bomb,” he said stiffly. “But you are asking me to lie to my other boss.”
“Stop being dramatic. This isn’t lying,” she retorted. “We don’t tell each other every path we take in an investigation. Can you be a team player or not?”
“What do you need?”
“Incubus has a stepdaughter.” She paused. “Aleksia Berisha.” She spelled it. “Spelling is a guess, so try variations. She’d be in her late teens or early twenties and lives in Albania. She may have lived in Toronto.” Sam recited the address. “Find out if she attended school here.”
“Uh… okay, but school records are sealed.”
“PIs have a loose attitude around privacy laws,” she replied with a chuckle.
“I understand that, but juvenile records are hard-sealed,” Eli said. “One must be very skilful to hack any government database.” He paused. “I know someone who can help. Is it okay to involve her? I trust her one hundred percent.”
Sam considered Behoo’s crappy attitude when she’d asked him to run the deep background check on Eli. She’d prefer not to ask her temperamental hacker for a favour right now.
“Keep the firm’s name out of it,” she said. “Since we’re taking this route, ask your hacker to find a birth certificate and a passport.”
“Do you want to know if she travelled outside Albania?”
Smart kid.
“I do. Keep this up and you’ll get a big raise. I bet you’re just dying to move out of that basement apartment.”
After they hung up and Sam had parked behind her building, she went into the lobby and collected the mail. A fistful of bills and one long white envelope, addressed with the monster’s neat cursive.
Inside the loft, she fed Brandy, who sniffed at her bowl but ignored it and lay back down on the heating pad in her bed. Sam poured a glass of wine, sat at the kitchen table, and picked up the letter. Incubus was writing every day now. What a dedicated pen pal. Maybe he was willing to share another insight. She recognized a tug of excitement in the pit of her stomach, and Hannah’s words from the morning came back to haunt her.
“He’s not manipulating me,” she stated to Brandy. “I’m in control.”
Am I?
Refusing to examine her motivation, she tore open the letter and smoothed out the folded sheets.
 
Dear Samantha,
Since my last letter, it distressed me to read in a back copy of Toronto Life that Reece’s aspiration is not to defend the innocence of the wrongly accused but rather to stifle their freedom. The photo of your fiancé with Gretchen Dumont, the Crown prosecutor responsible for my dismal lodgings, troubled me. The expression on your betrothed’s face as he gazed into the eyes of his mentor was disturbing. His admiration didn’t appear connected with her altruistic efforts to raise money for Toronto’s underprivileged whelps. Ms. Dumont is a comely woman. If I may offer unsolicited advice, postpone your nuptials until you are certain that his esteem doesn’t blossom into intimacy.
A fan wrote to me yesterday and I wish to share his letter with you. He is a great admirer of a Dutch sculptor who creates images of naked young males. Since you remain undecided on the wisdom of visiting me, I suggest you view online photos of the statues. Ask yourself if his art reminds you of anything. Does the idea of the fan’s letter tantalize you? You’ll have to visit to discover the rest of the contents.
Some poor young man suffers at the hands of a cruel captor. Are you so weak that you’ll refuse his desperate plea for help because you’re scared to visit?
Forever yours, Incubus
 
It was ludicrous to suggest visiting him scared her, and she laughed aloud at the lame attempt to manipulate her into doubting Reece’s fidelity. In his last letter, Incubus had stated that the Frozen Statue Killer was a woman. In this one, he referenced a male fan. Was he suggesting that a duo had committed the recent crimes? Neither Hannah nor Bryce believed that a woman was capable of the physical strength needed to stage the frozen statues. A team made sense—the woman lured the male victims and the man disposed of the bodies.
Curious, she searched online for Dutch artists and Danish sculptors but uncovered nothing that resembled Incubus’s vague description. She widened her search and hit a contemporary gallery in Amsterdam. Under one of the artists’ names, Sam found statues of male youths. Maybe these were what Incubus’s “fan” had referenced. Without copies of the crime scene photos, though, she couldn’t tell if the victims’ poses mimicked the sculptures. Curious, Sam texted the webpage link to Hannah. The forensic pathologist called five minutes later.
“Why are you asking if the victims’ staging resembled these poses?”
Lying was pointless. “A fan sent Incubus photos of statues.”
Hannah was silent for a long time. “Bryce Mansfield made it clear that you’re to stand down. My darling, I’m begging you to stop interfering in his investigation.” She sighed. “He knows you came to visit. He was… displeased.”
The staff inspector of homicide had eyes and ears everywhere. She should have considered that someone would recognize her at the FSCC with Hannah and report back to Bryce.
“I’m sorry,” she said. “Did you get in trouble?”
Hannah chuckled. “I did not get in trouble, but he was insistent on knowing why you visited. I reminded him we were friends.”
Sam doubted Bryce had bought that explanation. “What do you think about the poses?”
“All statues are posed,” she retorted.
“But are the poses of the statues on the website identical to the victims’ poses?” Sam asked.
“Absolutely not,” Hannah declared. “My darling, you’re a strong person, but your sister’s death broke you. Incubus doesn’t get to win again. Do not engage with him.”
“I have control, I promise.”
“That’s what manipulated people always think.” Hannah disconnected without saying goodbye.
Hannah was wrong. She had this. A year into her PhD didn’t make her an expert on profiling, but Sam knew Incubus better than most people did. If she kept her guard strong, she could find out what he knew—if anything—about the Frozen Statue Killer. When she had data, she’d share her findings with Bryce Mansfield.
She filled out the online visiting application and information form.



CHAPTER FIFTEEN
Sam
SAM AND BRANDY were snuggling on the sofa, binge-watching HBO’s Westworld, when her cell rang. Reece’s face lit up the smartphone screen.
“I’ve been trying to reach you for hours,” she said. “Where are you?”
“Toronto. Roadside assistance got my car running. Listen, Bryce just called. We’re to meet him at police headquarters,” he said.
Panic flood over her. She ran through plausible excuses for why she had been at FSCC visiting a forensic pathologist. Keep it simple. Best method of lying. She’d say she went to offer belated New Year’s greetings to an old friend.
 “Now? It’s after ten.” She infused her voice with curiosity. “Did he say what it’s concerning?”
“Only that it’s urgent. Can you meet me?” Reece’s voice was tight with worry. “Christ, I hope it’s not about Bart.”
Consumed with guilt over Bryce interrogating Hannah, it hadn’t occurred to Sam that he might have information pertaining to Bart. If so, the staff inspector of homicide wouldn’t be inviting them to headquarters to deliver good news.
“I’ll find a cab.”
She tugged on her boots and wrapped a scarf around her neck. As she jogged down the stairs to the Queen Street exit, she stuffed her arms through the sleeves of her jacket. Outside, she glimpsed a woman in a black coat scurrying around the east side of the three-storey warehouse. Darting a look at the deserted street, Sam sprinted after her, but the alley was empty. In the frigid temperature, her eyes watered from the cold as she circled the building. Nothing. No one lurked in the shadows. Returning to the front of the warehouse, Sam stood where she’d spied the woman and gazed up. From this vantage point, she could see clearly through the floor-to-ceiling windows of her loft. Gooseflesh crawled across her arms.
A cab idled at a red light on Sumach and she waved it over to the curb and climbed in, a sense of foreboding filling her veins with ice. As they drove, it occurred to her that if roadside assistance had fixed Reece’s car, he should have been home hours ago. Reece was hiding something. Given his devotion to honesty, it was a ridiculous notion. But where had he been? By the time she reached police headquarters and rode the elevator to homicide, she was convinced that Reece was indeed lying to her.
The elevator doors slid open to reveal Reece pacing. “Bryce is waiting.” He took her arm and tugged her toward the staff inspector’s office.
She dug in her heels and refused to budge. Plainclothes detectives and uniformed constables skirted around them. She stepped out of the traffic zone and leaned against the strip of wall between the two elevators.
“Where have you been for the past five hours?” she asked.
“What?”
“Where were you?”
He blew his breath out in an exaggerated sigh. “I had stuff for school.”
“Why didn’t you call or text?”
“My charger wasn’t working.”
“Then how did Bryce reach you?” she asked.
He studied her with a quizzical expression. “I borrowed a charger at study group. What’s going on?”
Before she could drill him any further, Bryce gestured impatiently from his office. Reece waved and headed across the bullpen, leaving Sam to follow.
Bryce had undone the top button of his wrinkled dress shirt and removed his tie. A rogue tuft of hair stuck up on his head, adding to his dishevelled appearance. A vein in his forehead throbbed, grey stubble covered his cheeks and jaw, and his pale blue eyes were bloodshot. His surly expression suggested he was in a toxic mood.
Bryce closed his office door. He circled his cluttered desk and sat, shoving aside a stack of file folders. “We have a suspect in the frozen statue killings. I’m sorry, but it’s not good news for your friend’s son, Bart Walsh.” A paper cup wobbled on the edge of the desk, and Bryce grabbed it before it tumbled to the floor. “The suspect is Angelina Stuart. Reece, I need you to tell me everything you know about her.”
“Bart’s girlfriend?” Sam sputtered, stunned.
“What evidence do you have?” Reece asked.
Sam couldn’t read his tone or expression but the slight slouch of his shoulders and the way he rested his arms on his legs conveyed sad resignation.
“She’s enrolled at the University of Toronto in third-year biochemistry,” Bryce said. “She was an honour student on the dean’s list but stopped attending classes in November and didn’t write her semester exams. She has the skill to convert potassium cyanide to a gas. The university has confirmed there is a quantity of cyanide and sulfuric acid unaccounted for in a lab she had access to.”
Sam frowned. “But Bart’s girlfriend was studying business.”
Bryce glowered. “Angelina Stuart is his girlfriend, correct?”
Sam nodded.
“The University confirmed she is… or was enrolled in biochemistry. She vacated her apartment without notice three months ago and no one has seen her since. We have confirmation that she bought a bag of twenty-five-millimetre black marbles online with her credit card. They were delivered to a mailbox service rented under her name.”
“A match to the black stones in the victims’ eyes?” Reece asked.
“Unconfirmed at this time,” Bryce said.
Something didn’t sit right with Sam. It was incredibly stupid to purchase the stones online and have them sent to a mailbox you rented. Serial killers were seldom complete idiots. Their high intellect and cunning were how they survived.
“What else?” Reece asked.
“Friends and family of Lester and Micha have stated that the victims had a relationship with Angelina Stuart,” Bryce said brusquely. “Including Bart, we’ve confirmed that four freshmen are still missing. They all met her on Bumble, a dating app.”
“That’s weak,” Sam argued. “If she’s also missing, there are too many unknown variables. And—”
“Sam, stop,” Bryce ordered. “You’re here as a courtesy because you brought Bart Walsh to our attention. I’ve said all I intend to say about the case. Neither of you has clearance in my investigation. You’re here to help me, not the other way around.”
“But—”
Bryce held up his hand to stop her from speaking. “I asked you nicely to stay out of my investigation, a directive you chose to ignore. Now I’m ordering you to stay out of it.” He crushed the paper coffee cup in his fist and held Sam’s eyes. “If you continue to seek confidential information about my case from your friends, I will view your actions as obstruction. Am I making myself clear?”
Reece turned in his chair and scowled at her. “What friends?”
She ignored him. “Have you told Bart’s parents?”
Bryce nodded. “Detectives spoke with them this evening.”
“Have you any idea where Angel is?” Reece asked.
“Not at this time,” Bryce said. “We’re withholding her name from the press.”
Police didn’t want to tip her off that she was their key suspect in the murders. That was the first thing Bryce had said that made any sense to Sam.
Bryce stood and walked to his office door. “I need a word with Reece.” He opened the door and waited for her to leave.
Dazed and embarrassed, Sam stood and exited the room with as much dignity as she could muster. So Bryce had summoned her to his office to deliver a scolding and a threat. But what did Bryce think Reece could tell the police about Angelina?
Before the door latched behind her, she overhead Bryce say to Reece, “What was Sarah’s relationship like with—”
The door closed, cutting off the rest of his question.
The only “Sarah” she knew of was Reece’s ex-girlfriend. He seldom spoke of her. All she knew was that he had met Sarah at university and that she had died of breast cancer eight years ago. She didn’t even know the woman’s last name. A cold shiver of dread ran up her back.
The second that Margaret had told them Angelina’s name, Reece had known exactly who she was. And her partner hadn’t whispered a word.



CHAPTER SIXTEEN
Reece
THE DRIVE BACK to the loft was wretched. Reece tried to initiate a conversation, but Sam sat rigid and silent in the passenger seat, glaring out the window. He should have told her the truth days ago. From Reece’s limited experience with deceit, after the person you duped discovered the lie, trying to justify your dishonesty never worked.
Before he’d even put the Camry in park, Sam was out of the car and stomping through a fresh blanket of ankle-deep snow. The door to the warehouse slammed behind her. He grabbed his backpack full of law books from the backseat and trudged to the entrance. His guilt and anxiety increased with each step.
In the loft, Sam was busy shutting all the window treatments across the south wall. In the two years he’d lived with her, he couldn’t recall her ever closing the electric-powered blinds. She stood with her arms clamped across her chest and watched them descend.
Reece dropped his wallet, cell, and keys on the antique church altar by the front door. He’d rescued the piece from a demolition site in Uthisca when they tore down a 1792 Quaker church. Bart had spent hours helping him refinish the maple to its original glory. Now Bart was gone and in danger. All because of a bad decision Reece had made in the past.
Keeping an eye on Sam’s unyielding back, he opened an expensive Riesling he’d been saving. He poured two glasses and crossed the open-concept space to the living area, where Brandy slept on the corner of a dove-grey leather sofa. He placed a crystal glass on an onyx table beside Sam, who stood motionless with her back to the room. Her jawline was stiff. She was grinding her teeth. If she clenched her upper arms any tighter, she’d leave bruises.
“You have every right to be confused, hurt, and angry,” he said.
She didn’t respond, but she picked up her glass and sipped the cold Riesling. He took that as a good sign. At least she was willing to listen.
“Angelina Stuart is my ex-girlfriend’s younger sister.”
She turned and met his steady gaze, and he cringed at the fury on her face.
“You’ve known this ever since Margaret arrived at our office.” Her green eyes shot daggers at him. “Is this how bad our relationship has become?”
She gulped her half-glass of wine and marched into the kitchen. “You made a fool out of me in front of Bryce.” Her voice caught. “Not once, but twice.” She swiped her knuckle against a tear-filled eye and the wine bottle shook in her hand as she poured.
He carried his glass to the kitchen and sat on one of the island stools. “I’d like to tell you what happened with Angelina. It’s going to change the way you see me.” A lump formed in the back of his throat.
She didn’t respond, but she topped up his wine and stood facing him across the island with her arms folded. Reece couldn’t look at her. Witnessing her repulsion would destroy him.
He licked his lips and swallowed. “I don’t know where to start.”
“At the beginning.” Her voice was acidic.
He kept his eyes glued to the top of the island. “I was with the OPP at the County of Wellington detachment in Rockwood. My parents and twin brother died in a car crash that summer. Sarah attended the University of Guelph.” He took a shaky breath.
“And?” Sam said.
“I wasn’t dealing with the death of my family. I was a jerk, enjoying lots of meaningless one-night stands. A buddy invited me to a party on campus and I went.”
He sipped his Riesling and tried to sort out the events from twelve years ago. “I was five years older than Sarah was. Too old to be messing around with a nineteen-year-old. But Sarah was mature and accomplished. At least I thought so, at first.”
None of this mattered. What mattered was Angel. But he was grateful that Sam didn’t interrupt. She was letting him narrate in his own way, which was more than he deserved.
“Sarah lived with her parents and we spent a lot of time in Guelph at her house. Her sister was thirteen. Angelina was… different.”
“How?” Sam asked.
He considered how to describe the timid girl with the wounded eyes. “She told stories and fibbed.” He sighed. “But that wasn’t why Sarah was cruel to her sister.”
“What do you mean, ‘cruel’?”
“She tortured her,” he admitted.
Sam frowned. “How?”
Reece focused his gaze on his folded hands. “One afternoon, Sarah asked me to sneak over and block the door of their downstairs bathroom when Angel was using the toilet.” The memory still made his stomach turn. “She said she wanted to play a prank on her. The bathroom had two doors. I was at the one that accessed the back-door foyer. The other door opened into the main floor corridor, off the kitchen. Sarah tiptoed over to that door. I had no idea what she was planning.” He took a sip of wine in a feeble attempt to stall.
Sam waited in silence.
“The bathroom door had a pop lock. I heard Sarah jam something into it to force it open,” he said. “Meanwhile, I held the second door closed. I heard Sarah burst into the bathroom, and a scuffle, and then Angel screaming. My door handle started to turn, and then I felt Angel throw her weight against it, trying to get out.” Reece had to stop. The memory of those screams overwhelmed him.
“You were an adult and a cop. She was a child. Why wouldn’t you open the door?” Sam asked.
“If I’d thwarted Sarah’s game, she’d have been furious. Going along with her was easier than the alternative. But I did open the door.” The ugly truth taunted him. “Angel was hysterical by then,” he admitted.
“Okay, Sarah invaded her sister’s privacy by going into the bathroom and embarrassing her,” Sam said with confusion. “Was there more to it?”
“Sarah had a can of wet dog food,” he said. “She’d bent back the sharp edge of the lid. While Angel was helpless on the toilet, Sarah smeared dog food over her sister’s face. When I jerked open the door, Angel fell into my arms. The dog food was up her nose and inside her mouth. She clung to me for a moment, but she suddenly realized I wasn’t on her side at all—I’d blocked her escape and let her sister attack her.” He pinched the bridge of his nose. “Angel’s expression haunts me. It was as if in that instant, she accepted that she was helpless to prevent people’s cruelty.” He drained his wine and reached for the bottle.
Self-disgust flooded over him. He took a sip of wine and then set down the glass. There was more to the story. He owed Sam honesty, if nothing else. “The lid’s razor edge had cut Angel’s cheek, hands, and forearms,” he whispered.
“Defensive wounds,” she said.
“The cut on her cheek required stitches.” His voice was barely audible. “She’d vomited and was choking. I had to perform the Heimlich manoeuvre. Sarah actually laughed when a chunk of dog food flew from her sister’s throat.”
“Oh my God,” Sam whispered.
Reece took a breath. He had to finish. “Angel’s pants were down around her ankles and she was making these awful noises. Like a wounded animal. I kept telling her how sorry I was. Meanwhile, Sarah just strolled to the kitchen sink and washed her hands.”
“Please tell me you broke up with her,” she said.
“No, I was afraid to leave Angel alone.”
You’re lying to yourself and to Sam, he thought.
“I was stupid and in lust and…” He trailed off. His shame was a sour ball of burning acid in his gut. “A few weeks later, doctors diagnosed Sarah with breast cancer. It was aggressive and metastasized. I couldn’t leave.” When he reached for the wine again, the bottle was empty.
Sam was silent for a long time. Reece expected her to go upstairs, pack his belongings, and kick him out.
“Did anything like that happen again?” she finally asked.
“Not to my knowledge. Angel promised she’d tell me if her sister hurt her again.”
“When was the last time you spoke with Angel?”
Fresh shame flowed over him. “Sarah’s funeral. Angel had just turned sixteen.”
“Did she try to contact you over the years?”
“I ignored all her calls and emails. I abandoned her, just like everyone else.” Reece ran his fingers through his hair, struggling to control his emotions. “With everything that happened in that family, I should have realized Angel was at risk of mental illness. If I’d bothered to stay in touch, I would have been able to help her.” He paused before admitting the ugly truth. “If she’s doing these terrible things, I’m partially responsible.”
“Can you reach her?” Sam asked. “Is she on Facebook or any other social media site?”
He shook his head. “I checked after Margaret told us her brother was dating her, but I couldn’t find her. Social media would be a constant reminder of her unpopularity. She never had friends. Before Sarah’s death, Angel had become withdrawn. She acted like a beaten dog, always prepared for the next attack but incapable of defending herself.”
“Do you believe she’s calculating enough to abduct and murder multiple victims?” Sam asked.
“I don’t know,” he confessed. “Anger changes people.”
“Her reaction to the abuse could have reached a breaking point in the past eight years.” She sounded dubious. “You’re describing severe psychological abuse at the hands of people who should have loved her. Psychopaths are born. Sociopaths are made.” She sighed.
Reece wanted Sam—his fiancée, not the psychologist—to yell at him. He needed her to tell him his actions were disgusting and shameful. He yearned for someone to hold him accountable and punish him for what he’d done to an innocent child.
“Are you going to say anything about what I did?”
She stood beside his chair and put her arm around his shoulders, tilting his chin so he met her eyes. “Good people do shitty things. It doesn’t define who we are at our core. You told me that once,” she said.
“But I was a cop and Angel was a child,” he whispered.
“A rookie cop who had just lost his whole family,” she said with compassion. “You made bad choices. I know who you are. You aren’t a bad person.”
“She targeted Bart because I know him. If he dies…” He choked up.
Sam wiped a tear from his cheek with the tip of her finger. “You don’t know that’s why she took Bart. Guilt amplifies everything. The fact you moved to Uthisca after her sister’s death doesn’t mean Angel hunted a boy from there to taunt you.”
Reece didn’t believe in coincidence. In his heart, he knew that Angel had chosen Bart because of him.
“Did Sarah’s parents like you? Would they speak with you? They might have some idea of where Angel would take the men.”
“I’m certain police have already interviewed them,” he said.
Sam stood and put the empty bottle in a return bin. “Since they aren’t releasing Angel’s name to the press, police wouldn’t disclose to her parents that she’s a key suspect in the murders. They’d take an indirect approach, perhaps suggesting she was a material witness to a crime.” She studied him with a solemn expression. “You had a relationship with them. There’s a good chance they’ll be more open with you than they would be with police.”
When he didn’t say anything, she crossed the large room and scooped Brandy into her arms.
He put their glasses into the dishwasher and followed her up the ladder staircase to the bedroom loft.
“Something feels wrong about this.” She put Brandy on the bed. “Why would Angel charge materials she planned to use in a murder to her credit card and use a mailbox in her name for delivery?”
“Yeah, that bugs me too,” he admitted.
“And why force Bart to switch to business if she was studying biochemistry?”
“A power-play to prove she controls him?” he suggested.
“I suppose,” Sam said dubiously. “But why steal potassium cyanide from a university lab? Don’t you have to sign out hazardous materials?”
“I don’t know. I assume so.” He didn’t see how any of this mattered. Angel was the Frozen Statue Killer and she had Bart. Reece went into the bathroom to get ready for bed.
She followed him, pulling off her T-shirt and jeans in the large walk-in closet. “This feels too neat.”
“Maybe she wants to get caught,” he mumbled through a mouthful of toothpaste.
Sam picked up her toothbrush. “In which case the forensic team would have found evidence at the scene and they didn’t. You can’t have it both ways.”
Reece finished getting ready for bed, wishing she’d drop it.
In the bedroom, she rubbed cream into the scars on her hands. “Emotional deprivation disorder typically doesn’t manifest into homicidal ideation,” she said. “We need to speak with her parents.” She nudged him toward his laptop, which sat on the top of his bureau.
With a sigh, he opened the computer and sent Dr. Stuart an email, adding his cell number at the end. The second he hit send, Reece regretted it. An obstruction of justice charge would destroy his law career before it even started. Everything he had worked so hard for was a heartbeat from blowing up in his face. Feeling resentful and a bit angry, he got into bed.
Sam cuddled against his chest. “You have to believe Bart’s still alive,” she said. “There’s time.”
Her words had a familiar ring. That was what Bryce had told Sam when Joyce vanished.



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
Three Years Earlier
Sam
INSISTENT RINGING startles me awake. Exhaling sharply, I bolt upright in my sleeping bag. Sourness coats my dry tongue, and I gag from a phantom odour of decay.
In a cinematic nightmare, someone had restrained me spread-eagled on a steel table in a damp cellar. A high-pitched whining ricocheted inside the room. Suspended above me was a blinding light. The pain defied description.
“A dream,” I mumble.
Brandy licks my cheek and presses her furry body against my shivering arm. I rub my wrist, expecting the slickness of blood against ligature wounds.
Taking deep breaths, I concentrate on the aroma of fresh-cut lumber and the silver moonlight shimmering across the polished hemlock floor. My heartbeat slows, but it takes three tries before my shaking finger succeeds in swiping accept on my ringing cell.
“It’s Leo. Is Joyce with you?”
Tossing aside the sleeping bag, I fumble to find a lamp I plugged in beside my makeshift bed.
“It’s three-thirty,” I croak.
“She went out to mail a letter and grab groceries on Danforth Avenue,” he says. “That was at ten-thirty. She isn’t answering her phone.”
Joyce and Leo live in the Upper Beaches. A twenty-four-hour grocery store is just west of Main Street in Greektown. My sister suffers from insomnia and likes to do her shopping late. I’ve gone with her a few times. In addition to being a food Nazi, Joyce inspects best-before dates and packs her groceries in a cooler she keeps in her trunk. Worried as she is about spoilage, she wouldn’t take a drive with food stored in the car. She’d pop into the market on her way home. Chances are she’s there now.
“Her cell probably died.” As soon as I say it, I realize it’s outlandish. Joyce views her phone as a vital appendage. She’d never let the battery die.
“Did you two have a disagreement?” My charming sister is an Olympic pouter. Disappearing would make her protective husband worry.
There’s a beat of silence before he says, “We argued about the cottage. But she agreed to apologize to you.”
She had called twice before I went to bed. I deleted the voice messages. But I doubt she apologized because my sister is sanctimonious. Regardless, Harvey and Leo are stuck in the middle of our petty disagreement. I need to quit avoiding her.
Reaching for my sneakers, I say, “I’ll check the market.”
“I’m so stupid. I never thought of that,” he says. “Thanks. I’ll meet you there.”
Once I find my wallet and keys, I trudge down the back stairs to the tenants’ parking. Outside, it’s unseasonably warm for mid-November and the full moon is high in the night sky. The streets are deserted and I reach the store in less than fifteen minutes. As soon as I pull into the east parking lot, I spot Joyce’s Lexus parked outside the front doors.
I imagine her glee when we race in with worried expressions. My sister adores being the centre of attention. Sitting in my Grand Am, I wait for Leo and try to figure out how to make Joyce understand why I won’t give her the cottage.
When Leo arrives, he gazes at Joyce’s Lexus with a bemused expression and meets me beside my car. “I feel terrible for dragging you out.”
“It’s okay. Let’s go find her.”
We enter and blink in the bright fluorescent light. One cashier is working and she glances up from an anatomy textbook she’s reading. She ignores me but smiles at Leo.
“You start on the left side and I’ll take the right,” I say to Leo. He trots over to the baskets of fresh produce.
In the cereal aisle, I meet a haggard woman with a baby in her arms. The infant’s face is crimson and her tiny features crinkle with rage as she wails. The exhausted mother juggles her flailing baby and reaches for a box of cereal. Two rows over, in the baby needs aisle, a lone man examines a tube of teething gel. No one else is in my section. At baking and spices, I run into Leo.
“Where is she?” I ask.
His confused gaze scans the store. “I didn’t see her.”
For the first time, I feel a pull of worry and go to the cashier. Her lips are moving mutely as she reads.
I hold my PI license and cellphone in front of the textbook. “Have you seen this woman tonight?”
She inspects the digital picture. “Why, did she do something?”
“She’s my wife,” Leo says.
“Oh, well, I haven’t seen her.”
“What time did you start?” I ask.
“Twelve.” Her eyes drift between Leo and me and her frown deepens. “Do you want me to get the manager?”
“Yes.”
We wait off to the side of the cash register. The man with the tube of teething gel joins the woman and baby. The mother is bouncing the howling infant while the father gestures toward the produce department.
“Help you?” a man asks to my right.
“Was this woman here tonight?”
His eyes widen as he ogles the picture. “No way. I’d remember her.”
My sister is gorgeous. There isn’t a man in the world who wouldn’t remember her.
“What time did you start?”
“Midnight.”
“There are security cameras, right?”
He nods.
I hold out my PI license. “I need to look at the footage between ten-thirty and now.”
“What? No. I can’t let you do that.”
“She’s my wife.” A ring of hysteria has crept into Leo’s voice. “Her car is outside.”
The manager licks his lips. His eyes dart to the right and left as if he hopes she’ll pop out from behind the candy rack.
Leo pulls out his wallet and removes all the bills. “I’ll pay you for your trouble.” A couple of twenties flutter to the ground.
The money intensifies the manager’s nervousness, and he glances up at a camera suspended from an overhead beam. “Come to my office.” He plucks the loose bills off the floor. They vanish into his pocket and he leads us to the back of the store.
The tiny office reeks of onions. On a cluttered desk is a half-eaten sandwich beside a white coffee mug with dark brown dribbles down the sides. Lining a wall is a bank of monitors that show different angles of the store’s interior and exterior. I home in on the view of the parking lot. Grocery carts block the front of Joyce’s Lexus and the camera angle doesn’t show beyond the rear of her vehicle, but at least the image is clear.
A uniformed security guard enters. “Sasha called me. What’s going on?”
“These people say a woman is missing,” the manager tells him. “That one’s a PI. She wants to look at security footage.”
I show the guard my badge and the digital photo of my sister. Something clouds his eyes and his jaw tightens. From his age and the way he holds himself, I suspect he’s a retired cop.
“My name is Dimitri. The monitors show real-time,” he states brusquely. “Saved data won’t have the same clarity. Low quality recording takes less disc space but the pixelation makes it blurry.” He sits and taps at a computer keyboard.
I lean over his shoulder and point at the exterior image that depicts the Lexus. “Start with that camera and go back to ten-thirty.”
He opens the archived file and fast-forwards it, slowing when Joyce pulls into the spot. The video is so hazy it’s impossible to distinguish her facial features. She gets out of the Lexus and disappears behind her raised trunk. A moment later, she lowers the trunk lid and strolls to the well-lit entrance. She’s holding insulated shopping bags.
He switches cameras and we follow her as she meanders through the aisles, picking up items along her way. At the dairy counter, a girl in her late teens talks to my sister. Without audio, we can’t hear the conversation but Joyce selects a block of cheese and hands it to the girl, who smiles and walks away.
Joyce carries her basket to the checkout. After a young man rings through her items and she pays, he picks up her bags. The girl with the cheese arrives at the cash. Joyce, the cashier, and the girl engage in a short conversation. Joyce takes the four bags from the cashier’s hands. She exits the store. The time stamp is twenty past eleven.
“Stop the tape.” I study the outdoor image.
There’s a vehicle parked beside Joyce’s Lexus. Carts hide the front grill and license plate, but it’s a minivan. A figure in a wheelchair is in the space between the two cars. The person is wearing a black sweater with the hood pulled over a baseball cap. The brim of the hat shadows his face but my instinct tells me it’s a man. A bad feeling rolls over me. Why wouldn’t he park in the accessible parking space on the other side of the door?
“Go ahead,” I tell Dimitri and he starts the playback again.
Joyce carries her bags to her car. The angle of the camera and the raised trunk lid block what she’s doing, but I imagine her fastidiously tucking her purchases into her cooler. She closes the trunk and stares at the man in the wheelchair.
“Is he calling her over?” Dimitri scrutinizes the grainy image on the monitor.
Joyce circles the rear bumper and stands behind the wheelchair. The occupant twists around and speaks to my sister. She answers, and reaches over to unlatch the man’s driver’s side door.
“She’s helping him.” My heart is thumping and a bitter taste of acid fills my mouth. “Stop the tape. That man wasn’t inside. Where did he come from?”
Dimitri taps on the keyboard and the recording runs backwards. Mere seconds after Joyce enters the store, the minivan arrives. It might be a grey or white Chrysler. The driver’s side door opens and blocks the camera. Several seconds tick past. The door closes to reveal a man sitting in a wheelchair. His head is bowed.
“He never went inside,” I say. A hard knot of fear cramps my stomach.
Dimitri fast-forwards to the place we left off. Helplessness flows over me as the scene unravels. My fingers clench the backrest of Dimitri’s chair.
The car door blocks the man in the wheelchair, but Joyce is visible over the top. My sister removes one of her gloves. She shows him her hands. He says something. Joyce laughs and tucks her long hair behind her ear. A few minutes later, the door closes and she backs the empty wheelchair between the two vehicles. There’s no sign of the man.
The minivan’s rear liftgate opens. It blocks Joyce’s motions but I figure she’s collapsing the chair and lifting it into the trunk.
“Wait! What’s that?” Leo peers at the screen. “Is that the handicapped driver?”
My breath catches. On the screen, the man jumps from the car and lunges out of sight behind the liftgate. A second later, the liftgate closes and he leaps into the van. The vehicle backs up and leaves the camera’s range.
Dimitri reverses the recording and stops it when the vehicle’s front grill enters the frame. “My eyes aren’t what they used to be. Can you get a partial on the plate?” He zooms in but the quality is so bad that the blob on the screen doesn’t even resemble an automobile.
“Where’s Joyce?” The colour blanches from my brother-in-law’s face, leaving his complexion grey.
“In the back,” I whisper.
“Jesus. I’ll call the cops.” Dimitri reaches into his pocket. “I used to be on the job. I’ll get detectives here.”
“No, this isn’t right,” Leo mutters. “She was helping him.”
The security guard speaks into his cell. The words woman, long black hair, and abducted punch me in the gut. Dimitri jogs out of the office to the market’s front doors.
“There must be a missing section on the tape,” Leo says. “It’s a technical glitch. Yeah, that’s it. She put away the chair and got into her car. Sure, she’s in her car.”
I take his hand. “Leo—”
“She’s playing a trick.” Leo utters a high-pitched, squealing giggle that chills me to the bone. “Joyce has a mischievous side.” He waggles his finger at me and a grotesque grin contorts his pale face.
I tighten my grip on his hand. “Leo, we have to wait for the police.”
The magnitude of what we’re facing resonates and my training kicks in, curbing my fear. I hope the security guard has the sense to secure the crime scene. We need a forensic team and an IT specialist to enhance the footage to try to get a clear picture of the perpetrator’s face. Maybe a forensic video analyst can catch the plate. I check my watch. It’s five o’clock. Rush-hour traffic will start soon. Thousands of Torontonians drive minivans. The odds of finding this one are astronomical. If police surveillance cameras around the city picked up the vehicle, we might be able to trace the direction it travelled and narrow the search. But he has a five-hour head start.
Leo tugs his hand free. “She’s in her car.” He charges through the office doorway.
“Stop him,” I yell to the manager.
“What? How? He’s a giant.” The manager steps aside and presses his back against the wall.
“Leo, we can’t touch the crime scene,” I yell.
My brother-in-law stops in his tracks. “Crime scene,” he whispers. “She was mailing a letter and buying milk. I wanted milk for my cereal.” His pupils dilate in his wide eyes. His breathing is too rapid, perspiration glistens on his face, and the skin above his carotid artery thumps in response to his galloping heartbeat.
I turn to the manager. “Grab me a soda. He’s going into shock.” Sugar and caffeine will help but the useless manager doesn’t move.
Leo clutches my hand so hard I wince. “My beautiful girl looks like the lily women. Is it Incubus?”
“We don’t know that.”
He pummels his forehead with the heel of his free hand. “I let her go out alone at night. What the hell was I thinking?” Loud, wrenching sobs tear from his chest. He collapses to the floor.
“I’m a doctor,” a quiet voice says behind me. “Let me help.”
I turn and face the woman who was shopping with the bawling infant. Her husband comes in from outside and hands her a black bag. The baby is screaming in her father’s arms.
Sirens stop outside. Ominous red, white, and blue flashing lights roll across the store’s front window.
The doctor removes the stethoscope buds from her ears. She fills a syringe and jabs the needle into the crook of Leo’s arm. His wails of despair slow to pitiful whimpers.
Compassion fills the doctor’s blue eyes as she turns to me. “Talk to the police. I have him.”
Outside, Dimitri is in deep conversation with a uniformed officer. I don’t recognize any of the first responders. An unmarked black Chevy Tahoe rolls up with emergency lights flashing across the front grill. Detective Bryce Mansfield steps out. I met him when he spoke at the police academy during my graduation. He’s a shrewd man with cold eyes. I wouldn’t want anyone else leading the investigation.
“Detective Mansfield, I’m Sam McNamara.”
He nods. “I know who you are. What’s going on?”
I explain.
“Where’s the victim’s husband?”
Bryce’s eyes follow my gaze toward the paramedics rolling a gurney to a waiting ambulance.
“Stay here,” he orders.
The doctor finishes giving her statement to a uniformed constable and walks toward a green minivan.
I intercept her. “Is it a heart attack?”
“Adrenaline crashed his blood pressure and caused tachycardia. The EMTs will monitor him to ensure his pressure rises and his heartrate decreases, but you should be able to take him home.”
I nod to show I’ve heard.
She lays her hand on my shoulder. “I hope you find your sister.”
“Thank you,” I manage to say.
Two cops move orange sawhorses from the parking lot entrance. A white forensic van parks beside Detective Mansfield’s Tahoe. Two men and a woman exit. They’re chatting and laughing as they pull on the requisite white jumpsuits that will prevent cross-contamination.
Everything is moving in slow motion, but the sky has grown light. Hours have passed.
Detective Mansfield marches over to me from the direction of the store.
Before he speaks, I say, “They need to print the right side of Joyce’s car. Maybe the perp touched it. There was a dark-haired girl at the cash just after Joyce checked out. Find her. All she bought was cheese. She must have witnessed the abduction.”
“Go home. There’s nothing you can do here,” he tells me.
“Have you contacted the employees on the afternoon shift? The cashier has sightlines. Maybe we can get a composite sketch.” I’m babbling, unable to stop. “If a forensic analyst enhances part of the abductor’s face, you can run it through facial recognition software. If he’s in the system, we’ll get a hit.”
Bryce doesn’t interrupt until I pause. “Sam, you aren’t a cop any longer. Even if you were, you’re too close to this. Take care of your brother-in-law.”
“Every hour that passes decreases the statistical probability of recovery. We need to—”
He holds up a hand and scowls. “Let me do my job. Go home and stay out of my investigation. Got it?”
“It’s Incubus,” I say. “Joyce fits the victim profile.”
His face softens, but just a tad. “If it is, he tattoos them within hours of abduction and waits for the skin to heal. There’s time,” he says.
Before he punctures her cervix and tears out her uterus, is what he means.
“Go home.” Bryce turns and walks away.
A red and orange sun dips above the eastern horizon line. Red in the morning, sailors take warning. A storm is coming. It will wash away evidence.
Through my tears I whisper, “Help is coming, I promise.”
My sister knows I always keep my promises.



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
Eli
KEEPING HIS HEAD bowed to avoid eye contact, Eli scampered off the train a second before the subway doors slid closed. He climbed the stairs two at a time and exited Union Station onto Bay Street. Clutching a parcel to his chest, Eli maintained a brisk pace north to Harbour Street. He arrived at the Pinnacle Centre Condos in less than six minutes. As usual, he ignored the concierge’s reverent greeting and rode a private elevator to the fifty-fifth floor.
Inside the forty-five-hundred-square-foot penthouse, he dumped his leather Boconi satchel in the elevator entry, tugged off his boots and parka, and descended the elegant curving staircase to the massive main floor. He stopped short. Danny was home, which he should have expected. She was a reclusive introvert.
She glanced away from one of five ultra-high-definition monitors suspended on the wall above her modular glass desk and glowered at him. Her standard greeting.
Hiding his parcel behind his back with one hand, he offered a chagrined wave with the other. She snarled something indecipherable and returned her attention to the monitors.
Eli circled the double-sided black granite fireplace and trotted through the massive living room surrounded by unobstructed views of Toronto and Lake Ontario. In the custom kitchen, he headed for the sub-zero freezer. After he popped a Jamaican patty into the microwave, he cracked open a Mountain Dew and guzzled the cold liquid. With a satisfied burp, he grabbed a paper towel and waited for the microwave to beep.
“What is this?”
Eli spun around to witness Danny picking up the package he’d dropped on the kitchen island. She sat on a counter stool at the breakfast bar and peered at the carrier address. Her eyes narrowed with suspicion.
Eli snatched the parcel from her hands and set it back on the counter. “A better question is what that is.” He pointed at a large box on the dining room table.
When she didn’t answer—not that he expected her to—he snagged his steaming patty from the microwave and went to the dining room table to investigate. Holding his snack in one hand, he rifled through the box contents with the other.
“I used one of your credit cards,” Danny said, without a hint of shame.
Eli groaned. “What are you planning to do with so many of them? And why not buy the classic toques? These pompom ones are ugly.”
“I like the pompom. I bought you a grey baseball cap. The logo is small,” she said.
“I am not wearing it.” He bit into his boiling pastry. Spiced ground beef seared the roof of his mouth. Hopping in a tight circle, he fanned his hand over his open mouth.
In response to his refusal to wear the hat, she retorted, “If things were different, we’d be homeless.”
“Do not go there.” He took a large bite of the patty and mumbled, “Everything is going according to plan.”
“If you say so.” She tucked a strand of black hair behind her ear and studied him with a grim expression.
Eli ignored her Debbie-downer mood. No one would describe him as an optimist, but he was a ray of sunshine compared to Danny. He finished the last bite of his Jamaican patty and crumpled the greasy paper towel in his fist.
“That chick is not stupid, Elijah,” Danny continued. “If you give her any reason to be suspicious of you, she’ll discover the truth.”
“Sam does not suspect anything.” He returned to the kitchen and dug a knife from the front pocket of his jeans. His tongue poked from the corner of his lips as he slashed the tape that secured the package flaps. Eager to inspect his treat, Eli tossed aside the bubble wrap and extracted a black zippered case from the box. There was a rectangular carton as well, but he left it for the moment.
Danny got up from the stool and peered over his shoulder. He unzipped the leather pouch and flipped open the lid.
When she viewed the contents, Danny blew her breath out in an aggravated sigh. “You stupid douchebag,” she exclaimed.
Eli took the 5M Taser from the case, leaving three cartridges and a charger in their foam inserts. “Wow, it even has a holster.” He removed the nylon holster and fitted the gun inside. “It is lighter than I expected. It doubles as a stun gun.”
“Aren’t these illegal in Canada?” Danny opened the instructions and began to read. “Where did you get it?”
“Oh, I have my ways.” Eli examined the safety and trigger. He ran his fingertips across the laser sight. “I wonder if it is charged.”
He turned it on and fumbled with the safety until it disengaged. He pressed the trigger and crackling blue light arced between two metal probes.
“When you attach a cartridge, it deploys two harpoons with nine-millimetre points,” Eli said. “The range is effective up to five metres. This is the same model cops carry.”
“You can only use a cartridge once,” Danny warned him as she read. “If you don’t hit your target the first time, you have to reload.” She scowled. “You won’t have time.”
“I will not miss,” Eli said.
“Aim it between the beltline so the probes hit the torso,” Danny said. “It has a one-inch arc through clothing. Based on the specs, I wouldn’t trust that.”
Eli grinned at her. “Got it. Do not aim at a parka.” He cupped his left hand under his right and sighted down the barrel.
“Don’t point that thing at me,” Danny said.
“No worries. I did not attach a cartridge.” He spun on his heels and crouched into shooting stance. It was cooler than the video games he constantly played. Reality was always better than fantasy was.
“Do not get caught with it, and you need to practice accurate deployment.” Danny’s voice was grumpy. “How many cartridges do you have?”
“It came with three, but I bought an extra pack of twelve.” Eli turned the Taser over in his hands.
“Sam better not see it.” She had Eeyore’s gloomy voice perfected, although it wasn’t her intention to mimic the donkey. That would take a sense of humour and Danny didn’t possess one.
“Relax.”
Ever the pessimist, she retorted, “Sam is dangerous to trick.”
“You covered the electronic trail,” he said. “She will not find out about him or about you.”
Her perpetual frown deepened. “I can’t guarantee that.”
Danny had graduated summa cum laude from computer engineering. There wasn’t a database she couldn’t hack or a record she couldn’t change. But her gloomy attitude was eroding Eli’s confidence.
“She is beginning to trust me.” His false bravado did little to reassure himself that he had control over the situation. Sam didn’t trust anyone, including her fiancé. Danny was right. She was dangerous.
Eli tucked his new Taser into the carrying case. His hands trembled and his right eye began to tic. He rocked his body back and forth.
His plan was working and getting caught was not an option. Not with Danny’s life hanging in the balance.



CHAPTER NINETEEN
Sam
BEFORE REECE WOKE, Sam slid out of bed and tiptoed down the ladder staircase to the main floor of the loft. The nightmare was getting worse. Last night, decay had sloughed rotten flesh from one side of Joyce’s face. The other side was porcelain, lined with grey veins. Black stones had replaced her eyes. She’d gestured to Sam with a white lily. Against the narrow green stem, her crimson fingernails had turned to razors. The flower had floated to the ground. Joyce slashed open her belly, tearing free her uterus and holding the gory gift out to Sam. It’s his lily now, she’d whispered, and black stone eyes had oozed blood that dripped down the china-white side of her face.
In the kitchen, Sam put an espresso disk in the Tassimo and heated milk in the frother. Latte in hand, she opened the electric blinds. Rain pummelled the windows. The sky was a dank slab of slate. Rain had washed away most of the snow, but heavy banks remained along the street curbs. Filth from the sand trucks coated the misshapen mounds. Frigid temperatures sucked, but waking to sunlight twinkling across a blanket of crystallized snow was less depressing than rain was. An image of her sister, crying tears of blood and gesturing with a white lily, materialized on the rain-streaked window. Sam jerked back and coffee slopped over her pyjamas.
Reece’s phone tweeted. A second later, it chirped again. She picked up his cell from the antique church altar. She wanted to be alone to psychoanalyze the reoccurring nightmare. Understanding it would stop it. If the text messages weren’t important, she wouldn’t wake him.
Sam unlocked his cell. In addition to two text messages, he had a voice message from Dr. Stuart. She scrolled to his text messages. Gretchen Dumont. Reece hoped to receive his experiential training at the Crown Attorney’s office. Articling positions were scarce and law students began the arduous application process a year prior to graduation. A reason to celebrate was just the ticket to disperse the lingering pessimism of her nightmare. She opened the text.
Excited to meet you today.
At the end was a winky emoji. The second text was also from Gretchen and read, Had a great time last night. That one had a kissy emoji. Sam gasped, unwilling to believe what she was seeing. There must be an explanation.
A kissy emoji… What possible explanation could there be, besides the obvious?
“Breakfast?” Reece asked from behind her.
She turned and handed him his phone. His hair was wet from his shower. He wore jeans and the blue cashmere sweater she’d bought him for Christmas. When he smiled at her, a dimple in his right cheek made her eyes fill with tears.
“What’s wrong?” he asked.
“You received a text.”
He took the phone and read the messages.
“What the hell?” His head snapped up and he stared at her with wide eyes.
“So that’s why you cancelled our date.” She blinked rapidly to stop her tears from overflowing. Lowering her head, she wrapped her tattered sweater around her chest. She’d never felt so frumpy and slovenly in her life.
“I don’t know what’s going on. I promise you.” He called a number and put the phone on speaker. When a recording for the Crown Attorney’s office began, he keyed in an extension.
A brusque voice growled a greeting.
“Gretchen, Reece Hash.”
He didn’t mention she was on speaker, which was a peculiar thing to do if he were engaged in an affair.
The woman sighed. “Calling isn’t ingratiating you. I’ll respond to all applicants in due course.”
“Did you text me?”
“Of course not,” she said tersely.
“I received two messages from you,” he said.
“Mr. Hash, I’m not in the habit of texting law students.”
Reece recited a number. “Is that you?”
“How did you get my cell number?”
“Because you texted me,” he insisted.
“I did no such thing,” the woman retorted.
“Can you check your phone for an outgoing message to me?” he asked.
She replied in a stilted tone, “There is no record of it because I did not send it.”
“But—”
“Mr. Hash, if you say one more word, I’ll remove your application from the system. Is that clear?”
“I apologize for bothering you.”
Gretchen disconnected.
“If that’s her number and she didn’t send these messages, where did they come from?” Reece asked.
Sam didn’t know what to think. “Competition for that articling position is brutal. Could someone have hacked her phone and sent them to you?”
“Why?” he asked in confusion.
“She was not pleased to hear from you,” she ventured.
His face tightened with anger and his eyes narrowed. “Whoever did this wanted me to embarrass myself with a woman who has a conservative and unforgiving nature.” His shoulders slouched and he ran his hand across his face. “Well, it worked. There is no way she’ll agree to be my articling principal.”
Given Gretchen’s tone, Sam agreed.
He tapped on his phone and they listened to Dr. Stuart’s voice message. The professor agreed to meet them at his home this morning at ten.
“I want to cancel,” Reece announced firmly. “I can’t risk my law career, especially with what just happened with Gretchen.”
Sam stifled her frustration and annoyance. “Talking to your ex-girlfriend’s parents isn’t going to tank your career.”
“An obstruction of justice charge will,” he retorted.
“Stay home then.” Sam marched upstairs to get dressed. When she returned, he had his coat on. His expression was as dark as the sky outside the windows.
In the parking lot behind their building, he headed straight for his car. She grumbled but climbed into the passenger side of his Camry.
They drove to Guelph in virtual silence, Reece grunting monosyllables in response to her questions. She had hoped that a decent night sleep after his confession would have improved his demeanour. Instead, the kerfuffle with the fake text messages had made him even grumpier than usual. Sam couldn’t blame him, but the damn nightmare had made her edgy and combative. She was exhausted and it took effort not to snipe at him.
An hour and a half later, they pulled into a long driveway. The two-storey house was plain, and the red shingles against the red brick made for a lifeless colour scheme. There was tons of space for gardens, but there were no flowerbeds. Wet brown grass ran from the sidewalk to the cement foundation. All of the windows had closed slat blinds. The ones alongside the front door were grubby.
“This is a waste of time,” Reece muttered. “And if Bryce finds out, he’ll be furious.” He glared at her.
She ignored him and rang the bell. A tall, slender, middle-aged woman with brown hair and a pallid complexion answered.
“It’s been too long,” she said to Reece.
“Mrs. Stuart, this is my partner, Sam McNamara.” He shoved her forward.
Sam held her hand out. “Thank you for speaking with us.”
The woman ignored her hand and assessed her with beady eyes. “You’re shorter than I expected.”
Not much to say to that. They crowded into a cramped foyer and Mrs. Stuart closed the door. They followed her down a shadowy hallway lined with portraits.
Sam paused to examine the gallery. All but one photo featured a gorgeous girl in various stages of development. Long blond hair framed a pale oval face with enormous brown eyes. The girl’s lips were scarlet bows of perfection. In one snapshot, she had her arms wrapped around a younger version of Reece. There was a possessive glint in her eyes. Reece’s expression reminded Sam of a trapped animal. This would be Sarah. It didn’t take a degree in psychology to glean that she was the favourite child—there were no similar pictures of her younger sister. A large family portrait caught Sam’s eye. In it, the proud mother and father flanked their elder daughter. Standing a few steps from her father was a younger, dark-haired girl with her head lowered. Angel had turned her face away from her family, and her hair hid her facial features.
A portly man with a full grey beard joined Sam. “That’s our daughter, Sarah.” Pride filled his voice.
“She’s lovely.”
“She was the light of my life,” he said. “It’s a mystery why God takes the good and leaves the wicked to prosper.” He studied her. “You must be the replacement.”
Not wanting to start out on the wrong foot, she said, “Sam McNamara.”
He nodded. “Reece’s fiancée. Shall we join them?”
She followed him into a bleak living room packed with dark, heavy furniture. A thin layer of dust coated a walnut coffee table. Arranged on an upright piano were more photos of Sarah. Even without Reece’s horrific tale of how Sarah had attacked Angel, Sam would have disliked her based on the calculated cruelty in her eyes.
Mrs. Stuart was sitting on a sofa beside Reece, clutching his hand. Dr. Stuart took the seat on the other side, sandwiching Reece between them. Reece sat with his back straight and his butt perched on the edge of a floral patterned cushion. His feet pointed to the door, as if he were making ready his escape.
Sam sat on an armchair across from them, feeling like an interloper. The Stuarts stared across the room at her. Mrs. Stuart’s expression was hostile.
“You said in your email that this is about Angel,” Dr. Stuart said. “Police were here yesterday asking about her. What’s she done now?”
“When was the last time you saw her?” Reece had to swivel his head between Dr. and Mrs. Stuart.
“A year ago when we returned from overseas,” Dr. Stuart replied. “After Sarah passed, I taught at the university in Edinburgh for seven years. A fascinating adventure.”
“Did Angel attend school there?” Reece asked.
“No.” Mrs. Stuart’s lips thinned to a slash. “We left her here to finish high school.”
Her response confused Sam. Reece had told her that Angel was sixteen when her sister died. “Who did she stay with?”
Mrs. Stuart scowled. “Angel didn’t have friends. Our family is in the UK, so we rented her a flat.”
“In our culture, Ms. McNamara, teens often study apart from their parents,” Dr. Stuart said.
In boarding school, Sam thought. Abandoning a sixteen-year-old and moving across the world appalled her.
Reece shot her a warning glance. “Did Angel visit you in Scotland?”
“Once.” Mrs. Stuart’s thin lips puckered. “She humiliated her father and we never had her back.”
“What happened?” Reece asked.
“I made the mistake of permitting her to accompany us to a faculty party,” Dr. Stuart said. “She dressed inappropriately and talked incessantly. She exhibited frightful social conduct.”
“You recall how she lied,” Mrs. Stuart said to Reece. “Well, she accused the dean of the history department of propositioning her.”
“Shameful situation,” Dr. Stuart murmured. “We put her on the next flight back to Canada.”
“How has she been over the past few years?” Reece asked.
“Stunted maturity,” Mrs. Stuart said in harsh tone. “The child psychologist was wrong. Angelina never changed.”
“You took her to a child psychologist? What was the diagnosis?” Sam asked.
After a moment of strained silence, Dr. Stuart said, “Mythomania. It’s a penchant for lying and exaggerating.”
“Was Angel tested for a neurological imbalance?” Sam asked.
“Unnecessary.” Dr. Stuart waved his hand dismissively. “The psychologist made the diagnosis when she was thirteen. He spoke with her twice but she was withdrawn and unengaged. Therapy was pointless. He assured us she’d outgrow it.”
You couldn’t diagnose a psychological condition after a few sessions. And she’d never read anything about patients growing out of pathological lying. Some experts considered mythomania to be an early warning sign of antisocial personality disorder. But often it was escapism in traumatized children with low self-esteem.
“Compulsive lying can be a coping mechanism,” she said. “Can you remember anything traumatic in your daughter’s early childhood?”
“Absolutely not,” Mrs. Stuart declared in a defensive tone. “Angel grew up in the same household as Sarah did. Our elder daughter was an accomplished girl with excellent grades and wonderful friends.”
“I recall Angel as timid,” Reece said. “Did you notice a tendency toward violence?”
“Never,” Dr. Stuart stated with a deep frown. “Angel is a meek introvert.” Alarm crossed his face. “My God, do police think she hurt someone?”
“How long has she been missing?” Sam asked.
“She isn’t missing,” Dr. Stuart said sharply. “Angel is a complicated girl who disappears from time to time. Our daughter isn’t a criminal, if that’s what you’re implying.”
Mrs. Stuart dabbed her nose with a tissue. “Angel likes to worry us. It’s thoughtless, but she always turns up. She’s fine.”
“Do you own a cottage or know of somewhere Angel could go?” Sam asked.
Dr. Stuart ignored her and twisted his body to face Reece. “Why are the police looking for her? They sent two senior-ranking detectives to interview us.”
Reece caught Sam’s eye and she prevented him from having to answer by asking, “Do you have a recent photo of Angel?”
“We aren’t a picture-taking family.” Mrs. Stuart snuffled into her tissue.
Dr. Stuart stood, indicating the interview was over. “This is upsetting my wife. We never should have agreed to talk to you. Please leave.”
After they said their goodbyes and drove to the highway, Sam said, “That was unbelievable.”
“I told you it would be a waste of time,” Reece stated.
“No wonder you didn’t want to go. They’re horrible people.”
He frowned. “That’s harsh. They lost a child and their other daughter is missing. Give them a break.”
“A break?” She’d had her fill of Reece’s bad attitude. “What parent doesn’t have a photo of her daughter? I suppose I shouldn’t be shocked since they abandoned a sixteen-year-old. I can’t believe they just left her alone with no friends, family, or emotional support.”
“You don’t understand the family dynamics,” he said with a sad sigh. “Angel told outrageous lies that hurt people.”
“So you throw your hands in the air and abandon your teenager? Maybe Angel wouldn’t have fantasized or tried to garner attention if her sister hadn’t tortured and ridiculed her,” Sam retorted.
“Police suspect Angel of abducting six men and killing two,” he said.
“The evidence is conjecture and innuendo,” she said sharply.
“Bryce must have concrete evidence,” he snapped. “I thought about it all night. We’re obeying Bryce’s directive and leaving this to the police.” He turned the radio up, a clear sign that their conversation was over.
Furious, she gazed at the passing scenery. Sociopaths were glib manipulators. Last night, Reece described Angel as defenceless and withdrawn. It didn’t make sense. If Angel were a budding sociopath in her early teens, she would not have endured her sister’s bullying without retaliation.
Something wasn’t adding up and Sam intended to get to the bottom of it, with or without Reece’s help.



CHAPTER TWENTY
Sam
REECE DROPPED HER at their office, warning her again to stay out of Bryce’s investigation. Rather than snapping at him, she tried to see things from his point of view. He’d been a cop for twelve years. His years of service had conditioned him to follow the chain of command. But Sam didn’t feel obliged to obey anyone. Deference wasn’t in her nature and Bryce couldn’t hold her actions against Reece. She was an adult, free to make her own choices and capable of dealing with the consequences.
Eli stood when she entered the small office. He stretched out his back and smiled at her. “Reece is not with you?”
“He won’t be in today.”
They’d once again made plans for dinner, and she’d made reservations at an upscale Japanese restaurant with tatami rooms where they could dine in private. It would be a romantic evening that Sam hoped would reignite the intimacy they’d lost during their weeks of constant bickering.
With a couple of hours to spare before she needed to go home to primp, Sam picked up the phone to call Margaret.
“Did the police take Bart’s computer?” she asked without preamble.
“Uh… I have his laptop.”
“Didn’t the detectives want it?”
“Well, sort of,” Margaret said hesitantly.
“Why didn’t you give it to them?”
“I, uh, told them I didn’t know where it was.”
Sam could almost see her blushing with shame. “Why?”
“I didn’t want them to take it,” Margaret whispered.
“I figured that,” Sam said. “Why not?”
“A girl in my sorority told me Bart was selling pot on campus. When I confronted him, he admitted that Angel made him do it so they could save money for an apartment.”
“You thought there was something on the computer that would implicate Bart,” Sam guessed.
Lying to the police was bad, but she could find a way to get Bart’s computer to Bryce without ratting out Margaret. The good news was that she’d have a chance to look at any pictures he had on his hard drive.
“Can you bring it to me?” she asked.
“Are you going to tell the cops I fibbed?” Margaret asked with trepidation.
“No, but we have to surrender it.”
“I don’t want my brother to get in trouble. About the pot, I mean.”
Dealing a drug that Canada was a heartbeat away from legalizing was the least of Bart’s troubles.
“Just bring it to the office, okay?”
After Sam disconnected, she turned to Eli. “What did you find out about Aleksia?” She removed her leather jacket and hung it over the back of a visitor chair.
“She attended Central Etobicoke High School,” Eli said. “The 2011 and 2012 yearbooks listed her—without a picture—but the 2013 did not. She did not attend grade twelve.”
She didn’t care if Aleksia had dropped out of high school. She wanted to know what kind of student she’d been and if there was any mention of home conflict in her school records.
“Well?” Sam said impatiently. “What did her records state about her?”
He shrugged. “I do not know. Her transcripts are not on the Toronto District School Board’s database.”
Confused, she said, “They don’t purge records that fast.”
“Well, there is no Aleksia Berisha in the TDSB’s system,” Eli insisted.
Maybe the Board of Education had removed her file after police arrested Incubus. It might have been a way to prevent an unscrupulous employee from selling confidential details about Incubus’s stepdaughter to a tabloid.
“What about a passport?” she asked.
“Albanian issued. Date of birth April 10 1995. She arrived in Canada in 2011 and left in December 2013. She hasn’t travelled outside Albania since. I also found her birth certificate,” Eli said. “Aleksia Zambak Berisha. Father unknown.”
Incubus had killed his wife in April 2012, a few months before authorities found his first lily victim. If Aleksia had returned to Albania in December 2013, she had been in Toronto when Incubus murdered Joyce.
“What’s wrong?” Eli asked.
Sam tried in vain to piece together what was bothering her. “Authorities discovered Natasha’s body twenty months after her murder.”
 “Right, when the cops found the cabin he used to kill his other victims. What about it?” Eli asked.
“He told neighbours that Natasha had returned to Albania to nurse a sick relative.” She grasped the incongruity. “Why wouldn’t his eighteen-year-old stepdaughter realize something was wrong when she couldn’t reach her mother?”
Eli shrugged. “Teenage girls do not always have great relationships with their moms,” he said. “He could have set up a fake email account for Natasha. Aleksia may not have been interested in speaking with her mom on the phone.”
He had a point. When she was in university, she hadn’t called her mother once.
“Okay, but why keep Aleksia in Canada after he killed her mother?” she said.
“Why not?”
“Because Incubus abducted and murdered his first victim three months after he killed Natasha,” Sam stated.
“So? He did not take the women to his house. He used the cabin,” Eli said. “Maybe it thrilled him to come home after he mutilated a victim. Besides, what was the alternative? If Aleksia disappeared right after her mother did, it would be suspicious.”
“I suppose,” she said. “Maybe Aleksia suspected something was wrong and fled Canada with the intent of meeting her mother in Albania.”
“Well, she never returned to Canada but she does own the house in Rexdale,” Eli said. “A law office pays the property taxes. I had no luck in finding an Albanian address for her.” Eli paused in thought. “She could have changed her name. You know, after police charged her stepfather with her mother’s murder.”
It made sense that Aleksia wanted nothing to do with her serial killer stepfather. The publicity surrounding Incubus’s arrest and trial had extended internationally. It would be awful for a girl who had just turned eighteen to deal with that stigma.
“Knock, knock,” said a voice from the hallway.
She turned to find Margaret standing outside the open door. Her chestnut hair was loose around her shoulders and her cheeks were flushed from the cold. She was hugging a laptop bag to her chest.
Eli’s mouth gaped and his eyes widened. Sam stifled a snicker. Margaret was a stunning young woman.
She took the laptop case and unzipped it. “Do you have any of Bart’s social media passwords?”
Margaret shook her head. She was staring at Eli with a puzzled expression. “I know you,” she said.
“No,” he mumbled.
“Sure. I’ve seen you around campus,” Margaret said.
Eli snapped the elastic on his wrist. “No, you have not.”
“Yes. You were with a girl. She had long black hair,” Margaret insisted. “She’s about my age. Twenty-two, maybe.”
Eli’s eyes danced around the room, never settling in one place. “I do not know anyone like that,” he murmured.
“Yes, you do,” Sam said. “I saw you talking with her outside the office the day we interviewed you.”
“I do not know anyone like that,” Eli repeated in a raised voice. His eyes darted up to the ceiling. He snapped the elastic with renewed force. “I have not been at the university. I do not know Margaret. Margaret is pretty. Her face is symmetrical. I have not seen her before.”
After Reece had told her that Eli had mild Asperger syndrome, Sam had done some reading and learned, among other things, that people with Asperger’s were often overwhelmed by angry or confrontational tones. Eli’s increasingly pedantic speech and agitated twitches warned her that a meltdown was imminent. She backed off and in a calm voice said, “Okay, we’ll leave that subject for now. Sorry, Eli.” Who cared if Eli was on campus? It was a stupid thing to lie about, but maybe he didn’t want to confess he was dating someone.
Margaret caught Sam’s eye, raised an eyebrow, and nodded at Sam’s unspoken warning. “Thank you,” she said to Eli.
“What for?” he mumbled.
“For saying I’m pretty.”
Crisis averted. Sam rolled her eyes at her intern’s grin and noted with quiet relief that his muscles relaxed and the twitching had stopped. She started Bart’s computer. “There’s a password.” Disappointing, but she’d expected it.
Eli sneaked a peek at Margaret. “My hacker friend can crack it. Easy breezy,” he boasted.
“Really?” Margaret’s eyes widened with admiration. “I wish I knew a hacker. He could have snooped into my cheating boyfriend. I’m single now,” she said coquettishly.
Oh boy, Sam thought. “Guys, I’m not running a match-making service here. Can we please focus?”
Eli stood up straight, all business again. “I will take the computer, crack the password, and make a copy of the hard drive.” He returned Margaret’s smile but quickly dropped his eyes. “My hacker is great. She can access any database.”
“Oh, it’s a she.” Margaret smirked. “Is she about twenty-two with dark hair?”
Eli’s eyes widened and he vigorously shook his head.
Margaret laughed. “I’m teasing. Relax.”
“How are your folks?” Sam asked her, deftly changing the subject.
Margaret sobered. “Bad. Can I tell them you’re trying to find Bart? That would make Mom hopeful.”
“Let’s keep it between us,” she said quickly. “Just for the time being.”
“It is confidential because Sam is keeping it secret from Reece,” Eli said. “Reece wants to leave your brother’s case to the police.”
His candour annoyed her. “Confidential means you don’t blab, Eli. And I’m not keeping anything secret.” She scowled at him. “We’ll bring Reece up to speed if we find a picture. Otherwise, it’s a waste of time.”
“Angel wouldn’t let anyone take her picture,” Margaret said. “She and Bart both closed their Bumble accounts months ago, so that won’t help. The photos he showed me on Bumble didn’t look like her anyway.”
“How so?” Sam asked.
Margaret shrugged. “They were glam shots. Her hair was different when I saw her and she wasn’t wearing makeup. In real life, Angel isn’t as sexy as the photos she posted on Bumble.” Margaret’s eyes grew sad and moist. “But she’s pretty and way out of Bart’s league. That’s why my brother puts her on a pedestal and does everything she wants.” Her tears spilled over and ran down her cheeks. “I don’t like Angel, but I can’t believe she’s the Frozen Statue Killer.”
“The police could be wrong,” Sam said.
Margaret swiped her cheeks. “I hope so.” She glanced at her phone. “Shoot, I have class. Want to get coffee sometime?” she asked Eli.
He blushed and avoided her eyes. “I would be delighted.” His hand twitched at his side.
Sam gazed out the window as Margaret exited the building. She glanced up and Sam stepped into the shadows. As soon as Margaret looked away, she lowered her head to her hands and her hunched shoulders shook as she cried.
“I’ll bring your brother home,” Sam whispered. “I always keep my promises.”
But that wasn’t true. She’d failed to keep her promise to her sister.



CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
Sam
SAM RUBBED AT a dark streak of blush and brushed her fingertip across her eyelid to remove some of the taupe shadow. Now the ring of black liner was too severe. She swiped it off with a cotton swab and peered into the mirror above the sink. Her makeup was far from perfect, but she’d fussed with it for over half an hour. It was as good as it was going to get.
As she removed the back of a diamond stud, her phone rang. A cramp of disappointment bit into her stomach. Sam dropped the earring into its velvet case, kicked off her heels, and shuffled into the bedroom to answer Reece’s call.
“We received a brutal assignment in criminal law.” He exhaled a puff of frustration.
She unzipped her dress and flopped onto the bed beside Brandy. “You have to meet your study group.”
“I’ll make it up to you,” he said woefully. “Reading week is the end of February. How about we go to Cuba?”
Her mood brightened a bit. A week of sunshine and no study group was just the ticket to put their faltering relationship back on track.
“That’s a great idea.”
A woman was laughing in the background and music drifted over the line. It sounded more like a party than a study session.
“Sounds like you’re having fun,” she stated callously.
“What?” He covered the phone and said something to whoever was with him. “Sam, I have to run but I’ll see you later,” he said briskly and disconnected.
She rolled over and hugged her dog. Brandy licked her cheek with a sympathetic whine. It was immature to be upset about a cancelled date but tears brimmed in her eyes. She trusted Reece but she wasn’t impervious to the way women looked at him. Her fiancé was tall, fit, and handsome. He was charming, accomplished, and exuded confidence. And she was a tomboy who didn’t even know how to put on makeup.
She sat up and opened her laptop. In the Toronto Life online archives, she found a picture of Reece at the December charity event. He was with Gretchen. The Crown prosecutor was tall with auburn hair and hazel eyes. A fitted brown gown accentuated full breasts and a tiny waist. Her makeup was flawless. Reece wore a black tuxedo and his hand rested on her shoulder. They made an attractive couple. Reece’s pleasant expression was stiff, staged for the photographer. Gretchen’s sardonic smirk bothered Sam. So did the direction of the woman’s eyes. She was gazing at Reece’s face, as if they shared a secret.
Her insecurity disgusted her. There was no evidence that Reece was having an affair. In fact, the opposite was true—Sam had heard Gretchen scolding him. Why did she suspect they’d orchestrated an elaborate scheme to trick her?
Closing the laptop with a snap, she stepped out of her dress and stripped off her sexy lingerie. She rolled everything into a tight ball and stuffed it into her closet. Never wearing the dress or lingerie again would suit her fine. She tugged on jeans and a T-shirt.
Going out for dinner alone was a depressing prospect. She wasn’t in the mood to work on her PhD thesis. What she needed was a compassionate ear. Sam texted her best friend and Lisa responded that she’d love company. Jim was working late and the kids were sleeping over at their grandparents.
Sympathy was a short drive away, and being in Lisa’s house could provide an opportunity for Sam to solve a worrisome problem. What she had planned was deceitful. It was also illegal. But if she were careful, Lisa’s husband would never know.
She chose a bottle of Chablis from the wine fridge and went out to grab a cab. Rather than the forecasted snowstorm, it was pouring rain. The sidewalks were vacant of pedestrians and she snagged a taxi before the downpour soaked through her jacket. As they drove across town to High Park, she stared at the raindrops pattering against the window. Was it possible for someone to send a text from someone else’s number without the owner’s knowledge? Curious, she called Eli.
After she described a hypothetical scenario, he answered, “On a smartphone, yes.”
“How do you do it?”
“If the creeper didn’t have great hacking skills he could put a remote access app on your device,” he said. “Once installed, dude could remotely send text messages without your knowledge.”
She smiled at how relaxed his language was when he didn’t have to face his audience and could engage on a subject that interested him.
“What if the person couldn’t gain physical access to the phone?” she asked.
“Malware would work,” he said. “Hide it in an app or attachment.”
Because of the confidential nature of a legal job, it was unlikely that a Crown prosecutor would download apps or open unknown attachments.
“What if the user didn’t download anything?” she asked.
“It’s not too hard to hack into a connected email account.” He paused in thought. “If you had moderate tech skills, IMSI catchers would work. International mobile subscriber identity acts as a cellphone tower. If the perp was in the vicinity of the device, he could catch the signal. There are other ways but they take serious tech chops.”
“So a hacker could be within my phone’s proximity and days later send messages without my knowledge?”
“Sure,” he said. “Did someone hack your phone?”
“Not mine. Is there antivirus software available?”
“Yeah, but if the user downloads embedded malware it’s not too effective,” Eli said.
“If you don’t download anything and an IT department installed antivirus software, you’re safe?”
Eli laughed. “No way, but a newbie couldn’t bypass it. If a skilled hacker wants access to a device, he’ll get it.”
“Okay, thanks.”
She paid the cabbie and scuttled through the rain to Lisa’s front door. It was unlocked and Sam let herself in, shaking water off her coat.
“You should lock your doors,” she shouted.
Lisa came to the door. “Relax. I was expecting you. I’ll grab a towel.” She crossed the foyer to a powder room off Jim’s office and returned with a fluffy purple towel.
“I brought wine.” Sam scrubbed the towel against her sopping hair.
Lisa’s mouth gaped, as if horns had sprouted from Sam’s short wet curls. “You’re wearing makeup.”
“It looks terrible, I know.” Lisa’s makeup was impeccable. Her long black hair flowed in silky waves across her shoulders. “You look great, as usual,” she said. “How are my amazing godchildren?”
“Kira is jealous of Max. You have to ask Reece to stop spoiling him,” Lisa said.
Max was Reece’s first godchild. Over the past five months since the baby’s birth, Reece had visited every toy store in the Greater Toronto Area. Reece always remembered a treat for Kira, too, but adjusting to a baby brother was hard for the six-year-old.
“And Kira is nagging me about February adventure day with Auntie Sam,” Lisa went on.
Sam had created “adventure day” once a month as a special treat that she and Kira shared. Last month, they had taken a train ride to Hamilton and visited a fire station. The little girl had charmed the firefighters. They’d taken her for a ride in a fire truck and let her slide down the pole in the fire station. Topping that would take some creativity.
“I’ll come up with something awesome and text you my plans.” Sam’s eyes fell to a large vase full of white lilies.
Lisa followed her gaze and her eyes widened in horror. “Oh my God, I’m so sorry.” She snatched the flowers. Water sloshed from the vase and dribbled across her hands. Clutching the vase to her chest with one arm, she opened the hall closet with the other and stuffed the vase onto the top shelf.
Even with the closet door closed, the flowers’ strong scent lingered in the foyer. Sam breathed through her mouth in shallow gasps.
“I’m so stupid,” Lisa said. “Are you okay?”
There was no reason to ruin their evening over a bouquet of flowers. “It’s fine,” she murmured. “Did Jim buy them for you?”
Lisa shook her head. “He wouldn’t do that. Someone sent them this afternoon. They forgot to add a card. I intended to get rid of them before you came.”
“Mind if I use the restroom?” Sam asked.
Lisa tucked the wine under her arm. “Take your time. I’ll be in the kitchen.”
Sam headed down the hall to the washroom, but passed the door and instead snuck into Jim’s home office. She rummaged around his printer, found what she needed, and tucked it into her shirt.
She joined Lisa in the kitchen and said, “Want to guess why I’m wearing makeup?”
“Reece cancelled another date,” Lisa said with a sympathetic smile.
“Study group.” She slumped into a chair at the kitchen table, rolling her eyes at Lisa’s new French door fridge. “Why do you need a television in the fridge?” A stupid question because Jim and Lisa were addicted to television.
“It’s a smart screen,” Lisa said. “I can look up recipes, post pictures of the kids, and there’s an interactive calendar.” She glanced at the news and reduced the volume, then uncorked the wine with expert ease and placed two glasses on the table. “I’m sorry about the cancelled date. I remember all those lonely nights while Jim was in his final year of law school.”
Sam filled their glasses. “Do you know Gretchen Dumont?”
“She’s a pit bull.” Lisa sipped her wine. “Jim hates arguing cases against her.”
“Have you spent time with her socially?”
“She attends the same events as we do, if that’s what you mean.”
“What’s she like?” Sam asked with studied indifference.
Lisa shrugged. “Rude and tactless.”
“But very attractive,” Sam ventured.
“Assuming you can ignore her unpleasant personality.” Lisa studied her over the rim of her glass. “What’s going on?”
Lifelong friends know you better than you know yourself, which was the point of Sam’s visit. But shame over her vulnerability made it difficult for her to figure out how to share her qualms.
“It isn’t just the cancelled dates,” she confessed. “Reece is thoughtless, picks fights, and disappears for long periods.”
“He talked to Jim,” Lisa said. “It’s shocking that police suspect Reece’s ex-girlfriend’s sister of those hideous murders.”
“We visited Angel’s parents this morning,” Sam said. “They abandoned their sixteen-year-old daughter and had the nerve to complain about her emotional immaturity. They had all these photos of Sarah and not a single snapshot of Angelina.”
“Just like your mother,” Lisa stated.
Sam snapped her head up. “What? No.”
“Angelina has a deceased older sister and a parent who favoured Sarah and neglected her.” Lisa tilted her head. “It’s reasonable that the visit would upset you.”
“I’m not transferring my feelings,” she retorted. “This isn’t about me.”
“Isn’t it?” Lisa asked.
“No.” Sam sighed. “Okay it is, but it’s about my relationship with Reece. He received these suggestive text messages from Gretchen. When he called, she claimed she didn’t send them.”
Lisa’s eyes widened. “That’s why you’re asking about her.”
Sam tore a hangnail off her thumb. Blood pooled against the ragged cuticle.
“You can’t believe Reece and Gretchen are lovers,” Lisa said incredulously. “Where would you get such a ridiculous idea?”
Sam rubbed her fingers across the mass of scar tissue on the back of her hand. She wasn’t a vain person and had always viewed the burns as a badge of honour. They represented justice because she’d caught and punished Incubus. Tonight, though, she saw the puckered brown skin in a different light, as a hideous deformation.
“Gretchen is tall and gorgeous and an accomplished lawyer. They have lots in common.” Sam licked her lips. “She’s very feminine.”
Lisa laughed outright. “She’s a wicked witch.” She reached across the table and clasped Sam’s hand. “Reece loves you.”
“Sarah was gorgeous, too. Tall and willowy, nothing like me,” Sam muttered. “I’m a foot shorter than him and look like his dowdy little sister.”
“Reece is no Casanova.” Lisa tightened her grip on her hand. “He’s anal about honesty. If your relationship dissatisfied him, he’d remain true to his core values and leave.” Her tone brooked no argument.
The reasoning was sound, but Sam’s sprout of distrust wouldn’t wither under the logic. She rubbed the heel of her palm across her forehead, trying to identify the root of her cynicism.
“The recent murders must be bringing back awful memories for you,” Lisa said with sympathy. “Are you sleeping?”
“I’m fine.”
“That’s what you said last time. Your obsession with Incubus nearly destroyed you,” Lisa said. “You’re biting your nails again and you’re jittery. Are you having nightmares?”
“I’m fine.” She didn’t want to talk about what she had become after Incubus murdered Joyce. Remembering how far she had descended into madness was too shameful.
“You aren’t a jealous person,” Lisa said. “What prompted this?”
She shrugged. “The charity event Reece attended with Gretchen. Were you there?”
Lisa nodded. “If they were intimate, I would have noticed.”
“There was a picture in Toronto Life,” she said.
“So? There was a picture of me with Judge Langley,” Lisa replied. “You can’t think I’m sleeping with the man.”
Sam chuckled at the image of Lisa frolicking between the sheets with the withered old judge.
“Someone’s messing with you,” Lisa insisted. “Who accused Reece of being unfaithful?”
“No one. It’s just that his behaviour changed after that event,” she said.
“It was December. Upper-year law exams are brutal and he was applying for an articling position.” Concern had crept into Lisa’s voice. “Are you taking his desire to mentor with the Crown prosecutor as romantic interest?”
Rather than sympathy, Sam detected pity in her friend’s expression.
“I’m not delusional.” Her defensive tone made her wince. “Assuming Gretchen didn’t send those text messages, I doubt Reece is in the running for the positon. You could ask Jim to hire Reece next year,” she suggested.
Lisa frowned. “Why can’t Reece talk to Jim?”
“He wouldn’t want to ask for a favour,” Sam said.
Lisa sighed. “Unlike you, since you had no issue with asking Jim for a huge favour. Will you please tell me what’s wrong?”
“I never asked Jim for a favour.”
“You asked him to represent Incubus at appeal,” Lisa said.
Blood warmed Sam’s cheeks. “Oh, that. Jim refused and it wasn’t a favour. It was part of a ruse.” She dropped her eyes and stared at Lisa’s immaculately manicured fingernails. They were dark red, a shade that complemented her Mediterranean skin. The colour was identical to the polish Incubus had applied on the nails of Joyce’s cold, dead hands.
“A ruse,” Lisa repeated with disbelief. “Explain.”
“Incubus claims he can offer insight into the Frozen Statue Killer.” Sam poured wine into their empty glasses. “Offering Jim’s services was a bribe. It was a stupid idea.”
“Reece says you’re talking to the psychopath and that you believe these new murders are a copycat.” Lisa’s brown eyes filled with tears. “I can’t bear for you to break again. Please stay away from that monster.”
Sam was silent for a moment. So Reece had gone behind her back and gossiped with their friends. “I’m not the same woman Incubus broke.”
Lisa stood and wiped her sleeve across her eyes. The gesture incited a wave of guilt in Sam. “What happened after Joyce’s murder will never happen again,” she vowed.
“Why invite trouble? Stay away from him,” Lisa said again. “He’s cunning and dangerous. Promise me that you’ll stop talking to him.”
Reading his letters and planning a visit wasn’t talking to him. Not yet, anyway.
“I’m not. I meant to ask, where do you park at the Ontario School of Art and Design?” She kept her tone light and curious.
The change of topic would irritate Lisa but Sam expected her to take it in stride. After years of friendship, Lisa knew that pushing an issue was pointless. Sam’s stubbornness was legendary.
Lisa turned her back and opened one of the refrigerator doors. “I take the subway. Why?” She nudged the door closed with her shoulder. In her arms was a tray of antipasti.
Sam took the tray and set it on the table. “Do you have many late classes?”
You would sacrifice your life to protect your friend.
Lisa passed her a plate. “One or two. Jim’s mom cured the salami. Try it.”
Sam loaded her plate with roasted red peppers, bocconcini, artichoke hearts, and thinly sliced salami. Lisa handed her a bowl with homemade bread sticks.
“I want you to start taking a cab instead of public transportation,” Sam stated.
“Excuse me?”
I receive positive attention from fans outside the prison.
Someone had anonymously sent Lisa a bouquet of white lilies. During his trial, Incubus had arranged for a florist to send Sam lilies every week. Was that a coincidence? A lump of congealed bread stuck in her throat. “There are lots of weirdos out there.”
Lisa’s eyes narrowed. “What are you talking about?”
“There’s a serial killer in Toronto.” She pointed to the television where the news was reporting Micha Washington’s murder. “Stupidity can be avoided.”
Lisa bristled and dropped her napkin onto the table. “Those young men did nothing stupid and they didn’t deserve what happened to them.”
“I didn’t mean that. I know you don’t fit the victim profile.” Sam refrained from adding, of this serial killer. “But it wouldn’t hurt to be careful.”
Before Lisa could reply, the image on the fridge display changed to Bryce Mansfield addressing a group of reporters.
Sam got up and went over to the fridge. “How do you turn this up?”
Lisa joined her and tapped on the display.
The broadcaster wasn’t recapping Micha’s murder. Police had found a third frozen victim, an eighteen-year-old first-year business student from Calgary. They’d found his body at Étienne Brûlé Park.
The exact location where Incubus had discarded Joyce’s body.



CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
Three Years Earlier
Sam
MY CLIENT LIVES in Yorkville, an affluent neighbourhood in downtown Toronto and the mecca of high fashion in the city. A professor who is away on sabbatical owns the right half of her Victorian semi. The house to the left is empty and for sale. Without the interference of vigilant neighbours, life is easy for Lorna’s stalker.
An ornate cast iron fence circles the front garden of her home and there is a detached garage at the back. Access to her design studio, parking pad, and miniature garden is via a private lane behind the row of houses. A second alley runs between her property and the vacant house next door. It’s just wide enough for foot traffic. There were plenty of spots for my team to install discreet surveillance cameras last week.
The hidey-holes around her home are a voyeur’s dream. Her stalker wears dark clothing and the requisite hoodie that peeping Toms favour, but he doesn’t bother to skulk. He roamed the property boldly for three nights in a row last week. Footage depicted him sauntering at a casual pace through the dark alley to Lorna’s workshop. The camera recorded him crouched under the window peering in for over an hour. When she turned out the studio lights, he jogged into the alley and lingered to watch her enter the house. After a few minutes, he strolled away.
He’s left a few treats, including an oil reproduction of John William Waterhouse’s Pre-Raphaelite painting “Pandora.” That gift set him back a hefty amount so he has a decent paying job, which didn’t escape my client’s notice. An accompanying letter extolled Lorna’s beauty, comparing her to the first human woman created by the Greek gods. The image of Pandora unleashing the evils of humanity doesn’t bother her. Lorna hung the painting in her studio. A few days later, her stalker left an arrangement of white hydrangeas, double-flowered lilies, and red roses. My client thought they were lovely.
She couldn’t identify the man on the recording but cooed over how attractive he is. Violent offenders don’t sport horns and forked tails. Almost seventy percent of Canadian women experience physical or sexual violence from men they didn’t recognize as monsters. Lorna’s positive reaction to the attention irritates me. Lurking and spying are not romantic. Obsession can turn ugly fast.
I haven’t told my client about my sister’s abduction. It’s a throwback from being a cop, when my life depended on focusing on the job and leaving personal issues at home. Since Joyce’s last name differs from mine, Lorna hasn’t connected the newspaper reports to me.
It has been two weeks since my sister vanished, and the teenager in the grocery store hasn’t stepped forward. The media plea for information went national—along with the grainy image of the young woman chatting with Joyce. Friends and family have inundated social media with requests for information about the girl’s whereabouts. It trended for over a week with no results.
This case with Lorna is my excuse not to spend long periods with Leo and my mother. Their grief is a pulsing entity, and I can’t bear the misery in their eyes. Analytically, I know avoidance is a behavioural response to guilt. If I had answered my sister’s call that night, Joyce would have been with me and not at the grocery store. Sometimes I worry that all the demons I compartmentalize into sealed boxes will someday breach the walls and be the demise of my sanity. Focusing on work prevents me from poking at the tenuous seals around those boxes.
I park across from Lorna’s house to wait for her stalker to materialize, and hope that she follows my directive and doesn’t come outside and interact with the sneaky creep. I think I’ve put the fear of God into her and she is beginning to understand that this situation could be dangerous.
It snowed last night and the temperature plunged to Siberian conditions. Some tree-hugger rapped on my car window to pontificate about engine emissions so I have no heat tonight. Spending another night freezing on a stakeout isn’t my idea of fun.
At a little after ten, a tall figure in jeans and a black jacket strolls up Lorna’s street. He doesn’t even pause to check his surroundings before darting into the alley. What an idiot. I get out of my car and tread lightly behind him. He walks with purpose to the garage studio and positions himself beneath the large window. When I’m about two metres away, he turns and has the audacity to smile.
“Hi there,” I say. “Out for a midnight stroll?”
“Do you live here?” he asks.
I laugh. “You know I don’t. Let’s talk.”
“Sure, come on over.”
His self-assurance is unnerving. Maybe I underestimated the loser and he’s carrying a concealed weapon. “You’re trespassing on private property and spying on the occupant,” I say. “That’ll catch you a criminal harassment charge.”
He shrugs with a chagrined expression that’s so contrived it’s comical. “And if it’s you I was hoping to meet?”
“It’s your lucky night.”
He removes his hands from his pockets and holds them out with the palms facing me. “I’m not doing anything wrong.”
“You’re a voyeur.”
He chuckles. “That requires achieving sexual gratification from observing Ms. Maracle disrobing. All I’m doing is bestowing gifts upon a woman worthy of my affection.”
I’m not debating the difference between obsession and affection. “Tell it to the cops.” I press 911, give the dispatcher the address and my name, and tell her that I’m a PI detaining a peeping Tom.
The man lunges. He’s going to make a break for it. Before I can grab him, he flops onto a patio chair under the backdoor light. With a sly smile, he lowers his jacket hood and cocks his head to the side.
He’s Caucasian, six-feet, one-eighty, with blue eyes and blond hair that’s too long for his age, which I guess to be late forties. There’s something familiar about him. He resembles an aged version of Kurt Cobain and has the same facial scruff around his mouth. But his appearance isn’t triggering my memory reflex. It was his swift movement to the door. The way he’s sitting stirs a sense of recognition deep in my memory.
“Ah, now I recognize you!” He claps his hands. “Samantha McNamara, the ex-cop who murdered the fifteen-year-old boy.” He points in my direction and chuckles. “The pictures in the paper didn’t do you justice. What a shame that the impunity enjoyed by most police officers excluded you. Rather inequitable, I thought.”
I’m certain that I know him from somewhere. Maybe I arrested him when I was on the job. “What’s your name?”
“Jerry Lutz.”
It doesn’t ring a bell. Once the uniforms arrive, they can run him for priors. If I picked him up in the past, I’ll know soon enough.
“How about you shut up while we wait for the police.” Response time for this neighbourhood is good, but it depends on how many free units are in the vicinity.
“Can’t I satiate your curiosity and enlighten you on the qualities that drew me to Ms. Maracle?” he asks.
“I don’t care.”
With a flair for theatrics he quotes, “Bid me with your joy rejoice till riotous longing rest in me!”
It’s getting colder and I want to go home, cuddle Brandy, and try to forget about the scumbags who wander the city streets.
“Dante Gabriel Rossetti. I’m a fan of the romantic period.” He sighs. “Alas, I was born ahead of my time. Romance is a dying art. Women have no morals—whores, all of them, contemptible creatures unfit to procreate from wombs that stink from the rot of their sins.”
His eyes darken and his dead expression troubles me. I elevate him from a nuisance to an outright nutcase.
“Ms. Maracle is a rarity,” he continues. “Ebony tresses shine poignant in iridescent moonlight as my goddess toils with innocence and purity against the wickedness of the unclean.”
A car door closes and distorted radio mumbles float on the wind. I turn to the mouth of the alley and holler at the officers.
Weirdo stands to greet them, holding out his arms in anticipation of handcuffs. “It seems, dear officers, that my attentions are undesired by the fair maiden. I stand before you repentant and accept my punishment with grace.”
Ignoring him, I brief the two constables on Lorna’s situation and conclude by saying, “The fair maiden in question is inside.”
The male cop handcuffs Jerry and marches him down the alley to the cruiser.
“Enjoy the rest of your night, Samantha,” Jerry calls over his shoulder. He laughs.
The female officer and I go into Lorna’s house. Since Jerry was happy to confess, the interview doesn’t take long and I’m in my car within an hour. Before I turn off Hazelton Avenue, my cell rings.
“Sam, Craig Branson. An informant just gave me a tip.”
My heart drops to the pit of my stomach. Craig is an investigative reporter for The Globe and Mail. He followed my case after the shooting and was the first reporter to disclose the victim’s multitude of crimes and recidivist behaviour. Branson is the lead journalist on the story of my sister’s abduction. There is only one reason he’d call me about a confidential informant’s tip.
Maybe the merciless deity that controls mortal puppets saved my sister. But I don’t believe that. The news is bad. A CI wouldn’t call a crime reporter with a human-interest story.
Craig confirms my worst fears by saying, “Police recovered a woman’s body tonight.”
A cavernous hole swallows the fragile spark of hope I’ve clung to for two weeks.
“Where?”
“On the Humber River Trail,” he says.
The trail is over thirty-two-kilometres and winds along the river from the Queensway in the south to Summerlea Park in the north.
“Can you be more specific?”
“North of Étienne Brûlé Park, somewhere near the railway tracks in Lambton Woods. I’m driving there now.”
I used to jog in that park. A pedestrian path crosses the trail to the west side of the river just before the railway tracks but there are dense forests on both sides. Hikers, joggers, and bikers don’t congest that section of the trail, especially in winter. It’s possible the corpse has lain undetected for weeks. Maybe it isn’t Joyce.
“East or west side of the river?” I ask.
“East. I texted you directions. Man, I’m praying it isn’t Joyce.”
“You and me both.”
I hang up, open his text, and head northwest. It’s after midnight and the roads are quiet, so I drive faster than I should. My tires keep spinning on a slippery blanket of wet flakes that coats the asphalt.
When I reach the point where Craig suggested leaving the car, I see his SUV. There aren’t any official vehicles so the police have found a different access route. A chopper circles above me, the beating rhythm of the blades intrusive in the tranquility of the night.
I run into the woods, stumbling over tree roots buried by snow. I trip, plunge onto the snow-covered path, and smash my knee against a rock. Searing pain engulfs my kneecap. An owl hoots and branches break as its prey scurries along the forest floor in a desperate attempt to evade death. Adrenalin courses through my veins and I struggle to my feet. Finally, I break clear of the trees and run toward the cluster of people around the river.
Craig steps in front of me and grabs my shoulders. “Sam, stay here.”
“Get off me.” I shove him and wobble to the river.
Detective Mansfield yells. The roaring in my ears mutates his words to gibberish. A uniformed officer rushes to my side. I beat him away and charge toward a woman lying by the edge of the murky river. A cop grabs me from behind, crosses my arms against my chest, and restrains me tight against his braced body.
Animalistic wails ricochet through the woods. The anguished cries are coming from me, but my mind has separated from my physical form. There is an eerie sense of detachment. From above the scene, I gaze at a spectral duplicate of myself flailing against the steely grip of the cop.
She’s lying by the water. The contrast between her raven hair and blue-tinged skin is gruesome. Harsh light shines on the crown of her head and the middle part is an obscene ribbon of white between coiffured waves that frame her oval face. Her makeup is flawless and my sister appears peaceful in slumber. Incubus has staged her with her hands clasped across her abdomen, covering the mound of her pelvic bone and modestly hiding her sex. The scarlet varnish on her nails is garish against the paleness of her naked skin. Joyce thought red nail polish vulgar and the sight of those manicured crimson nails wounds me to the core of my essence. Within the fold of her hands is the long stem of a white lily with a pale green centre. The blossom rests in the cleavage of her perfect breasts. Tattooed on her right ankle is an artful replica of the flower she holds.
“I would trade my life for yours,” I say through my tears. “You are so much more than I will ever be.”
Memories flash across my mind. Joyce at sixteen, cradling a bouquet of red roses and wearing the Miss Teenage Canada crown and sash. From the front row of the audience, I had clapped until my hands stung. I see Joyce on her wedding day, breathtaking in a backless Chantilly lace gown. She had hugged me close and begged me to make Mother change the hideous colour of lipstick she wore.
Joyce is the architect of our family drama but she is loyal and loving. When I was eight, a boy at school stole my lunch money and made me cry. My fifteen-year-old sister confronted him in the playground and slapped him hard. After her grade twelve prom, we snuggled together on her double bed and she described every detail of her fairytale night.
My sister can’t be dead. The woman who sleeps for eternity amid the filth of the riverbank cannot be my sister.
A crisp scent of pine fills my nose. It will be Christmas in three weeks. Leo bought Joyce a dinner ring encrusted with chocolate-coloured diamonds. Leo’s beautiful girl cannot be dead.
Bryce Mansfield blocks my sightline to the scene beside the river. The cop holding me lets go. Again, I dash toward the sleeping beauty. My feet tangle and I fall. Howling, I crawl on my hands and knees and almost reach the cold dead flesh of an outstretched foot before Bryce wrestles me flat against the wet ground. Decaying leaves stick to my cheek as I buck and squirm beneath his solid body.
“Stand down, McNamara,” Bryce yells in my ear. “That’s an order, Officer.”
The title snaps me from the incoherent grief. Rational thought dribbles through the chaos in my mind. This is a crime scene. I cannot contaminate the chain of evidence. My body falls limp and rotting foliage muffles my wails of sorrow.
“Get up,” he orders and tugs me.
Detective Mansfield spins me around to face him. His breath is hot against my cold face. “I will find the bastard who did this,” he says. “I promise you that.”
He wraps a blanket around my shoulders and tucks it under my chin like a father swaddling his child. “Go home, Sam. You can’t be here.”
My sight narrows to a pinprick. All that remains is my sister’s frozen Mona Lisa smile and her dead eyes gazing skyward at the circling helicopter.
The petty squabbling, the sibling rivalry, and the meaningless drama we injected into our relationship are finished now. It’s over. Joyce is gone.
I turn my back on my sister for the last time.



CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
Sam
THE NIGHT BEFORE, Reece had arrived home after midnight. Sam had pretended to be asleep. A childish avoidance technique that elevated her shame. Worse, she snuck out in the middle of the night and put a GPS vehicle tracker on his car. She’d attached the small black box to the on-board diagnostic port under the Camry’s steering wheel. The angle was awkward. If Reece didn’t search around, he’d never see it.
During a half-day seminar on borderline personality disorder, Sam’s qualms about her behaviour heightened. Efforts to avoid imagined abandonment, impulsiveness, and paranoid ideation were symptoms of the disorder. Tracking Reece’s car was invasive and deceptive. What was happening to her? Her emotions were alien and confusing. Every night, she lay awake until grey light crept across the winter sky. If she did fall asleep, nightmares of blood dripping from the petals of a white lily plagued her.
She arrived at the office just before five p.m. It was time she and Reece engaged in a candid discussion and she shared her concerns. If he had study group, she would ask him to cancel.
In an effort to prove to herself that she wasn’t mistrusting and needy, Sam didn’t open the tracker app to find Reece’s car. She trotted down the alley to the rear of the building and checked his parking space. His Camry wasn’t there. Movement caught the corner of her eye. Eli stood outside the back door, engaged in an intense conversation with a dark-haired woman in a scruffy black raincoat. The girl’s back was to Sam and she couldn’t see her face. Peeking around the brick wall, she strained to catch the conversation. They were speaking too low. Eli glanced furtively around and Sam slid out of sight. When she peered around the building again, Eli and the girl were gone.
She rushed up the back stairs and down the hall to her office.
Eli was packing his laptop. “I was about to leave,” he said.
“Who were you talking to outside?”
He tucked a wireless mouse into a pouch in his bag. “I was not talking to anyone.”
“I saw you with a girl,” she said.
“Oh, yeah, a street person asking for coin,” he muttered.
“She knocked on the door and you heard it?”
“Uh, no, I went outside to check how cold it was.” He cleared his throat and stuffed his arms through the sleeves of his jacket. “I should not have engaged with her but she was aggressive.”
“They can be,” Sam agreed.
“I have to get home. Is it okay if I leave?” Eli asked.
She stepped out of his way. “Sure.”
He mumbled something incomprehensible and scuttled out. She exited the office, locked the door, and stood at the top of the staircase. From below her, the sidewalk door slammed closed.
She jogged down the stairs and stepped outside. Eli was scampering east. A streetcar drove by her and stopped a half a block away. When it left, Eli was gone.
Sam flagged a cab and yanked open the door. “Tail that streetcar.” She slammed the door shut and stuffed twenty bucks through the Plexiglas partition. The cabbie shrugged and pulled into traffic, passing a car so he could get behind the streetcar.
At University Avenue, Eli got off the streetcar and walked briskly to the subway entrance. Sam jumped out of the cab.
“Hey, don’t you want your change?”
“Keep it,” she yelled over her shoulder and hustled down the steep stairs and into the belly of the underground station. A southbound train waited on the tracks and she caught a glimpse of Eli’s spiky brown hair as he entered a car. Sam ducked into the crowded car behind it and glued her eyes to Eli’s exit route.
She had no idea why she’d made the impulsive decision to shadow him. Panhandlers often accosted her outside the office. But Eli had told them he lived in a basement flat in Little Italy. He’d lied about going home and she was curious.
At Union Station, he disembarked and Sam tracked from a safe distance. The dense mob of commuters made it easier to tail him without his awareness. Eli walked with long strides to the Bay Street exit. He bowed his head and avoided eye contact with fellow pedestrians.
Outside the station, he headed south and followed the sidewalk under the Gardiner Expressway. This was a waste of time. The Toronto waterfront was touristy for her taste, but it boasted a range of activities. Her intern was probably meeting friends for a night on the town.
He made a sharp turn onto Harbour Street and paused in a laneway that led to a group of spectacular glass high-rises. After searching his pockets, he rifled in his shoulder bag. Sam closed the distance so she was right behind him. Unaware of her presence, Eli marched to the entrance of one of the expensive waterfront condominiums.
She reached out and grabbed his arm. He spun on his heels. His wide eyes and startled expression made her smile.
“Hi there,” she said.
“What are you doing here?” His voice was high and squeaky.
“Following you.” She gazed up at the opulent building. “Nice digs.”
He clutched a set of keys in his fist. “Uh, I am visiting someone.”
She wrestled the keychain from his hand. “Nice of them to give you keys.”
She unlocked a tinted glass door and strolled into a marble lobby.
A concierge greeted them from a reception desk. “Good evening, Mr. Watson. May I help you with anything?” The middle-aged man smiled at her.
The lobby was vacant, which struck her as odd. The bank of elevators didn’t have call buttons and there weren’t enough cars to accommodate the number of tenants she estimated would be living there. Returning to the exterior door, she opened it and stuck out her head. A gold placard beside the door read Executive Entrance.
Bewildered, she rejoined a dejected Eli who stood in the centre of the affluent lobby.
The elevators must be for the penthouse suites. “Want to lead the way?” she asked in a pleasant tone.
Eli’s head hung lower and he shuffled to an elevator. He held a black plastic card to a reader and the doors slid open.
Sam stepped inside. Eli trailed behind her.
“I can explain,” he muttered.
“Can’t wait.”
They rode in silence to the fifty-fifth floor. The elevator doors opened into a hundred-and-fifty-square-foot space with maple hardwood, white walls, pot lights in the ceiling, and a window with a fabulous view of Lake Ontario. The door of a two-piece bathroom was ajar. She peeked inside. The walls and floor were white marble and there was a standing white vanity with stainless-steel legs, a glass vessel sink, and a waterfall faucet.
Dazed, she walked to a set of double doors adjacent to the elevator and opened them. Inside was a walk-in closet with an array of boots and running shoes scattered across the floor. Pompom toques with “Raising the Roof” logos spilled from a cardboard box. The woman who had followed her last week had worn the same hat.
“Son of a bitch,” she said.
“This is not good. This is very bad,” Eli muttered.
“Damn straight.”
There were no other rooms on the floor, but a curving maple staircase descended to another level. Sam marched down. Around a slight curve, she froze and her jaw dropped.
Every exterior wall was glass. The unobstructed, panoramic views of Lake Ontario and downtown Toronto took her breath away. The open-concept penthouse was over three-thousand-square-feet. And that was what was visible. The bedrooms must be at the back, behind the staircase.
A freestanding black marble partition wall contained a bi-directional gas fireplace. Through the southwest windows, the CN Tower was so close she couldn’t see the top without straining her neck. Spinning in a circle, she gawked at a custom dining room table surrounded by twelve white chairs. The modern sectional sofas in the sunken living room probably cost more than her entire loft had cost.
She dropped her cell and jacket onto a Noguchi coffee table. “Is this an original Wassily?” She trailed her fingertips across the lounge chair.
Eli’s miserable expression deepened. “Yes.”
She went over to investigate a restored, autographed 1979 KISS pinball machine. Beside it was a classic Frogger arcade game in mint condition. Displayed under glass on floating shelves were antique typewriters, early personal computers, and first-generation video game consoles. Affixed to the glass cases, engraved silver tags denoted model names and dates.
The design aspects of the décor were seamless, but there was a rich frat-house feel to some of the furnishings, while others whispered cultivated sophistication. She snooped in a gourmet kitchen that would impress the most discerning of chefs. Shaking her head in wonder, Sam rounded the staircase and collided with a plain girl with unattractive bangs that cut straight across her thick eyebrows. The girl was glaring at her. She wore a baggy sweatshirt and loose jeans and stood beside a massive modular desk unit. In addition to her hostile expression, she stood with her legs shoulder width apart and clenched her fists.
“You’ve been following me,” Sam said.
“You’re delusional,” the girl snarled.
Eli scurried over. “This is Danny. She is my sister.”
“Why have you been following me?” Sam demanded.
“I’ve never seen you before.”
“You were arguing with Eli today. I also saw you on the sidewalk the day he interviewed and again last week outside the dry cleaners.” She reached for her cell. It wasn’t in her pocket.
“You have made a mistake,” Eli asserted in a stilted tone. “This afternoon, that woman was requesting money. I do not recall meeting a girl on the day of my interview.”
“Where’s my phone?” Sam asked.
Danny nodded her chin at a shelving unit at the base of the staircase. “Where you left it when you made yourself at home. Rude much?”
Sam was sure she’d left her phone with her jacket. Maybe she’d absently put it down when she came down the stairs. But the shelving unit was beside Danny’s workstation. If she’d left her phone there, she would have noticed the girl. Then it clicked. Danny must have come out from the bedrooms.
Retrieving her phone, Sam opened her gallery to search for the photo she’d taken of the girl in the red parka and pompom toque. She remembered that the angle hadn’t been great but she figured she could tell if it was Danny. The gallery was empty. She must have uploaded the picture to her laptop and forgotten.
“I know this looks bad,” Eli was saying.
Sam ignored him and addressed Danny. “You were following me.”
“Like I give a shit what you think, but I was not following you.” The belligerent scowl fixed to her face dared Sam to contradict her.
“I can explain,” Eli screeched.
Danny rolled her eyes and sat in a chair beneath five wall-mounted monitors. Sam stomped over. Complicated mathematical equations covered one display. Computer code covered a second. An engineer schematic was on a third.
“What is this?” she asked.
Danny tapped on a keyboard and the screens went dark. “It’s confidential.” She folded her arms across her chest. “Why don’t you show your boss the pool and Jacuzzi,” she said to her brother and snickered.
“This is not good. This is very bad,” Eli mumbled and snapped at the elastic around his wrist.
They had a private pool. Sam couldn’t fathom what the price tag for all this would be, but it had to exceed five-million-dollars. She exited onto a garden terrace with three-directional views. She followed it around the exterior of the penthouse. On the southwest corner was a sunroom with an indoor pool and hot tub. The construction was so superb that just a hint of condensation coated the weatherproof glass.
Inside, it was as hot as an August day, and a whiff of chlorine wafted from the luxury pool. Scattered across teak shelves in the solarium, exotic orchids bloomed. Around the pool, huge ceramic pots held hibiscus trees covered in vibrant blossoms. Someone had a green thumb. Astonished, she circled the blue-lit pool and opened sliding doors that accessed the dining room.
Danny had disappeared. Eli was pacing in a tight circle, mumbling.
“What the hell?” Sam said.
“It belongs to my parents. My father is a surgeon and is in South America with Doctors Without Borders. It is all very innocent,” Eli exclaimed.
“You said your parents died in a car accident.”
His expression was blank and his voice became formal. “They did. I have foster parents. I did not know someone was following you. It was not Danny.”
“Why did you tell me you lived in a basement studio apartment?”
He swallowed and chewed his lip. “People judge when you come from money. But it is not my money.”
Eli was rich by association. So was she, because of her stepfather. She had to give the kid credit. His father could have intervened and a prominent security company would have offered Eli an internship. Instead, he had chosen to make his own way. Sam respected that and it flattered her that he’d chosen her firm. But Eli had lied to her. Not by simple omission, but by fabricating an elaborate and unnecessary fantasy.
“I am sorry I did not trust you,” he said. “Are you mad?”
She sighed. “I’m exasperated. You broke my trust.”
“I did not lie about anything professional,” Eli argued. “This is personal.”
He had a point. But she couldn’t get her head around why he would lie about something so stupid. Eli must have a stronger motive but it eluded her.
“I can prove my value.” Eli ran over to Danny’s desk. “I retrieved a photo from Bart’s hard drive.” He sat and his fingers flew across the keyboard.
A photo appeared on one of the monitors. Angelina was asleep. Her dark hair spilled across a white pillowcase. A sheet covered her breasts, but her arm and shoulders were bare. She had tapered fingers and mid-length nails, painted a soft rose colour.
“I made you a copy.” Eli handed her a five-by-seven print.
“Why is your sister so hostile?”
“She is overprotective. Danny was not following you, I promise.”
Sam didn’t know what to think. Exhaustion dulled her instincts. She’d never had a good look at the woman following her. Reviewing the picture she’d taken would help. It must be on her laptop. She always deleted photos from her phone after uploading them.
“I swear I told you the truth about everything else.” He waved his hand around the lavish surroundings. “All of this embarrasses me.”
She tapped the photograph against her leg, trying to figure out what to do. Everyone lied about embarrassing things. She herself was a prime example because she never told people that her stepfather was one of Canada’s wealthiest men. Harvey’s money embarrassed her, too. She and Eli had more in common than he knew.
“I love working with you and Reece. Please do not fire me,” Eli said.
Continuing to tap the photo against her leg, Sam tried to sort out her feelings. Her crushing fatigue made it difficult to evaluate the importance of Eli’s fib. Finding a new intern with outstanding computer skills would be hard. And Reece had been furious when she’d questioned Eli about his childhood, stating that it wasn’t any of their business.
“I need to speak with Reece. I don’t know how he’ll want to handle this,” she said finally.
Eli exhaled a sigh of relief. “I will confess everything. You guys can come over and swim any time you like. Reece said he cooks. You could use the kitchen and everything.”
Despite the gravity of the situation, she laughed. “Okay, well, we won’t be doing that.”
After assuring Eli that she didn’t want his parents’ Wassily lounge chair, Sam managed to escape his frantic need for forgiveness.
As she rode his private elevator to the lobby, she stared at Angelina’s picture. The police had photos of their key suspect. There was no reason to hand this one over to Bryce. The photo opened new opportunities for a private investigator, but Reece would balk at any idea she suggested, insisting they honour Bryce’s directive to stand down.
An image of Joyce’s cloudy, dead eyes rose unbidden in her mind. Three families struggled with insurmountable grief over the ruthless murder of their loved ones. Three other families waited in ominous helplessness, yearning for the return of theirs. Time was running out for those abducted freshmen. The Frozen Statue Killer had murdered and staged three victims within three weeks. A fourth was imminent.
If someone didn’t stop Angelina Stuart, she would kill the remaining students. And then she would hunt again.



CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
Reece
WHEN ELI HAD called and confessed his lie, Reece’s first instinct was to fire him. In his opinion, the insignificance of the lie didn’t matter. Eli had broken their trust. But a partnership required consensus and he was consulting Sam before he lowered the axe. However, instead of a short discussion that ended in a unanimous verdict, it seemed they were debating the issue.
“He lied,” Reece repeated for the fifteenth time.
“Because the money embarrasses him,” Sam said. “I didn’t tell you my stepfather was wealthy until a year after we met. And I just told you last week that Harvey paid for the loft renovation.”
“You don’t lie with reckless abandon,” Reece retorted.
She got up and paced the room. “Private people withhold personal information. You’re blowing this out of proportion.”
Her lenient attitude was so out of character that his frustration was switching to concern. “Where do you draw the line? A liar is a liar.”
“You lied about knowing Angelina Stuart,” she stated. “Should I take a pre-emptive strike and eliminate you from my life because you might lie again?”
“That’s not the same thing. We’re in a serious relationship.” They were going in circles. “You didn’t want to hire Eli in the first place.”
“But I trusted your judgement. Extend the same respect,” she said.
The new murders had dredged up painful memories for Sam. She wasn’t sleeping and Reece wondered if sleep deprivation was impairing her judgement. The other explanation for her staunch defence of a liar was because she’d bonded with Eli. That was out of character for Sam, but Reece knew he hadn’t been around for her. With her defences lowered, their deceiving intern had wormed his way into Sam’s circle of trust. And when it came to her friends, she was loyal to a fault.
Trying a different direction, he said, “Give me one good reason to keep him on.”
“Behoo.”
He didn’t understand what their hacker had to do with the situation. “What about him?”
“Behoo is hard to reach and his attitude is poor,” she said. “We can’t function without a reliable hacker.”
“We’ll replace him.”
“How? Go online and search for illegal hackers?” She stomped to the sink and poured a glass of water. “Eli has outstanding computer skills and helped me out with a hacking job. We need those skills. He even found a picture of Angel.”
Reece twisted in his seat. “What? Where is it?”
She rummaged in her laptop bag and slapped a five-by-seven photo into his open hand.
“That’s not Angelina Stuart.” He dropped it on the kitchen table.
“Yes, it is. I sent it to Margaret Walsh. She confirmed that it’s Bart’s girlfriend.”
Reece frowned and picked up the photograph. A girl’s appearance changed over the course of eight years, but bone structure didn’t.
“This woman has long, thin fingers.” Reece pointed. “Angel’s fingers are short and stubby.” He tapped the image. “Angel has a heart-shaped face and a widow’s peak. This girl’s face is square and her hairline is straight. The nose is too large. The chin and jawline are wrong, and the mouth is too wide. I’m telling you, this isn’t Angelina Stuart.”
“But it is,” she insisted.
Reece took a photo with his phone. “I’m sending it to Dr. Stuart.” After putting his cell on speaker, he called Angel’s father and asked him to review the picture.
“That’s not my daughter,” the man said.
“Are you sure?” Sam asked. “You haven’t seen her in a few years.”
“I would recognize my own flesh and blood,” he replied tersely. “Reece, what has this woman got to do with my daughter?”
“I’m not sure,” he said. “Can you give me Angel’s last known address?”
“I told you, she isn’t there. The superintendent said Angel left three months ago.” He sighed. “This isn’t the first time my daughter has absconded and expected me to pay the penalties to break the lease.”
“I’d like to talk to the superintendent,” Reece said without thinking. He couldn’t interfere in an ongoing homicide investigation, he told himself again. A charge of obstruction of justice would seal his fate and the Crown Attorney’s office would never offer him an articling position.
Dr. Stuart recited an address. “What’s this all about?”
“Someone used your daughter’s name in the commission of a crime,” Reece said.
“The police didn’t say anything about a crime.” Panic flooded the professor’s voice.
Reece quickly said, “Please keep this conversation private.”
“You don’t want me to contact the detectives?” Dr. Stuart asked in confusion.
“No, I don’t. Give me a day or two, okay?”
Dr. Stuart reluctantly agreed and Reece disconnected.
Sam’s expression was skeptical. “The police must know about this woman, so why do they suspect Angel?”
He sighed. “They don’t. My guess is they figured this out after Bryce told us Angel was their suspect. I doubt he’ll share new evidence, but I’ll try.” Reece dialled homicide, but Bryce wasn’t in the office. He didn’t have the staff inspector’s cell number and had no option but to leave a message.
When he finished his call, Sam was putting on her coat.
“Where are you going?”
“Following your thread. Maybe the superintendent will recognize this photo.” Her hand hovered over their alarm pad. “Are you coming or not?”
So Angelina Stuart wasn’t Bart’s girlfriend, Reece thought with relief. She hadn’t met the missing freshmen on Bumble, and she hadn’t abducted them. No, Angel was a victim. Again. A vision of her cowering outside the bathroom, her face covered in tears and blood, rose up in Reece’s guilt-ridden mind.
He reached for his coat and followed Sam down the back stairs to the parking lot. They drove in silence to a three-storey walk-up on the outskirts of campus. The brick building was a box with a few windows and no balconies. Inside a small lobby that reeked of ammonia, they found a call button for the superintendent. Rather than letting them in, a middle-aged woman met them in the lobby.
“I’ve spoken to detectives about the Stuart girl multiple times,” she said irritably. “Don’t see what I can tell a couple of PIs.”
“Angelina’s parents are worried,” Reece said.
She snorted. “They didn’t strike me as worried. Her father was furious that he had to pony up some dollars to put things right. Tried to tell me it wasn’t his responsibility, even though he’d co-signed the lease.”
“She didn’t pay her rent?” Reece asked.
The woman shrugged her broad shoulders. “Did until she didn’t. Up and disappeared. Left all her stuff. Cost me a fortune to have it hauled away.”
“You threw out everything?” Sam asked.
“Had to rent the space,” the woman declared.
“Do you recognise this girl?” Reece showed her the picture.
She dug a pair of glasses out of a pocket in her pink hoodie and peered at the picture. “Looks like Angel’s friend. She didn’t have any others. Lived here two years. Never saw her with anyone until this girl came along.” She jabbed the picture with a pointed fingernail covered in streaky pink polish. “They were inseparable. I think they were lovers.” She chortled.
“Do you know her name?” Reece asked.
She shook her head. “Nope. Told the police all of this.”
“Do you recall when you noticed her hanging around with Angel?” Sam asked.
“Start of school. We had the units painted. The painters couldn’t get in because Angel changed her locks. Went up to talk to her but she wouldn’t say a word. Let her friend do all the yakking. Rude bitch,” she muttered. “Told them they could get the hell out since they wouldn’t follow the rules. The bitch laughed in my face.”
“You evicted Angel?” Reece asked.
“In my books, she skipped. Didn’t pay the gas or hydro, either.”
“When was the last time you saw either of them?” Sam asked.
“October,” she said. “Before Halloween. Can’t say for sure when they left but they were gone by November. Had a locksmith break in.”
“And nothing was missing?”
The woman scowled. “How should I know? I don’t snoop around my tenants’ apartments. A toothbrush was in the bathroom. There was a suitcase in the closet.”
“What about a computer?” Reece asked.
Her scowl deepened. “I got the right to confiscate what I can to cover back rent.”
“You sold it,” Reece guessed.
“Laptop and phone. Nice one, too. One of those new iPhones. Told the cops. They didn’t treat me like a common thief so there’s no reason you should. I got food on the stove.” She disappeared back through the door, yanking on it once to ensure it locked behind her.
“Angel wouldn’t leave without her phone,” Sam said.
He agreed. “Not by choice.”
“The Frozen Statue Killer abducted your best friend’s son,” she said. “She stole the identity of your ex-girlfriend’s sister. That can’t be a coincidence.”
She was right. They had a link to the serial killer. It was Reece.



CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
In the Cellar
Angel
MARTIN IS DEAD. Two nights ago, she dragged him from his cage. When she visits in the dark, the one she takes doesn’t come back. Martin never talked to me, but I’ve grown to care for Bart. Our cages are close and we’ve learned how to whisper without our voices activating the torturous music and strobe lights.
In addition to Bart, there is a musician named Gavin. He rarely speaks to us, and I don’t like the way he engages with the monster when she visits. It’s as if he believes he can befriend her so her feelings of fondness will prevent his death. Gavin’s desperation to gain her favour terrifies me because he might tell her about the whispered conversations Bart and I share. The last time she came in the dark, it shamed me to hope she would take Gavin. This morning, when she turned on the lights to feed and water her captives, Gavin stood blinking in his pen. The open door of Martin’s cage attested to the fact that he is gone.
We can’t tell time here because of the impenetrable darkness. I don’t know when she trapped me, but it was long before she brought the first male. She gives me water but minimal food, although she feeds her male pets well. For some reason, it’s important to her that they maintain a certain level of health. They have warm clothing, while I have only the jeans and sweater I was wearing when she tricked me. The jeans hang from my hips now, and the yarn in my sweater is unravelling. Dampness seeps into my bare feet, and my bones ache from the constant chill.
I’m filthy, but she doesn’t allow me to wash. However, she removes the men one at a time to shower. Bart told me she inspects their bodies and slathers ointment onto any break in the skin. The wound on Bart’s face is barely noticeable now. Last time she took him from his cell, he returned with a haircut. He could be next.
Bart studies everything during feeding, when fluorescent light illuminates the cellar. Sympathy filled his wide eyes when he first saw me huddled in the corner of my cage, shivering. That expression of selfless, human compassion made me fall in love with him. He memorized the distance between our confinements so he can flick food to me in the dark through the metal links of his cage. I’ve grown skilled at snagging the morsels and dragging them through the filth. Without those rations, I would have starved by now.
She never hits the male captives, but she abuses me. She screams at me that I ruined everything when I lied to her. She berates me for being loathsome and unworthy. When she works herself into a frenzied rage, she unlocks the cage and flies at me. I’m too weak to defend myself. The only dignity I can salvage is to refuse to cry out in pain. My leg is broken and splintered bone protrudes from a gash across my shin. It smells putrid but the swelling has stretched the fabric of my jeans so tight that I have no sensation below my knee. A tooth broke last time she attacked me. That pain is unbearable. Whether I die of infection or she kills me, what difference does it make? No one will mourn my death. But for as long as I can cling to life, I will because of Bart. In a macabre twist of fate, I’m the reason he’s here.
She told Bart her name was Angelina Stuart. She pretended to be my friend so she could steal my identity. How odd is that she seduced all these men and made them fall in love with her. Every man I ever met wanted just one thing before he discarded me.
Bart believes she’s waiting for Reece Hash. Reece and Sam McNamara are friends of his family. I’ve never met Sam McNamara, but a long time ago, Reece was kind to me. After my sister died, though, he never spoke to me again. By then, I understood that the people I loved would always leave.
A month after she broke up with my rapist, my sister introduced us to a new boyfriend. Dad liked him right away. Reece was a kind man with a heart of gold. He protected me from my sister’s torture once. Under his watchful eye, she stopped assaulting me. Not because she felt remorse but because Reece was a cop. But there is no law against psychological cruelty, so her mental torment grew more vicious.
When I was fourteen, Dad gave Mama a pair of diamond studs for their twenty-fifth wedding anniversary. My fascination with shiny baubles persisted, and those earrings were a Siren’s call. I snuck into my parents’ bathroom to try on the earrings. I wanted to watch the kaleidoscope of colours bouncing across the stones.
As I fumbled to affix the backing to the second earring, it slipped. I watched in stark horror as it skidded across the porcelain side of the sink and vanished down the drain. Hot tears rolled down my cheeks and I ran into the hallway, bumping into Reece as he headed to the upstairs bathroom.
“What’s wrong?” he asked. “Did Sarah do something?”
His voice was so gentle and his concern seemed genuine. I blurted out how I had taken the earrings without permission and lost one down the drain.
“Hush now,” he said, squeezing my shoulder. “Stay here and don’t run the water.” He ran downstairs and I heard him asking my sister where Dad kept his tools.
My heart sank. She would tell. If there were a way she could make my life more miserable, she’d grab it. But she didn’t say a word as her boyfriend crawled under the bathroom sink and removed the elbow pipe to retrieve the earring. Reece tucked the diamond stud into my palm and closed my fingers around it.
“We won’t tell,” he promised, glancing meaningfully at Sarah.
Reece meant well, but he clearly didn’t know my sister. It wasn’t enough that our parents had shunned me. It didn’t satisfy her that I was homely and unpopular while she was gorgeous and revered. Around my parents, she would feign love. Poor Sarah, she was so generous and tried so hard to be a good sister. Angel was so greedy and such a jealous, dramatic liar. The traitorous duplicity my sister exhibited around our parents stung more than the cruelty she perpetrated behind their backs.
My sister should have been my best friend, a person I entrusted with my secrets. Her death should have devastated me. But when they lowered the flower-covered casket into the ground, I felt only relief. Regret and pain came hard on their heels, though, as I watched Reece walk to his car. In a blink of an eye, my saviour was gone.
“He and Sam will come for us,” Bart whispers through the darkness. “I promise.”
“It’s too late,” I say.
“Help is coming. Dig deep and hang on.”
“My tooth hurts,” I whisper, ashamed that I’m complaining but unable to staunch my selfish need for empathy.
“Can you pull it out?”
I wiggle it and lancing pain engulfs the side of my puffy face. “No.”
“Try.” His voice is low and intense. “If you can remove it, maybe you can shove it into the lock so the cage doesn’t latch. Next time she comes for you, you’ll have to position your body near the door. If you can get the tooth in place, hold the door tight against your body after she closes it so she thinks the lock engaged. It could work.”
Even if I could jam the lock, I can’t walk. How will I get up the steep stairs or through the wilderness to find help? “But she takes the keys with her. How will I get you out?” I ask.
“If you can escape, we stand a chance.”
It breaks my heart that he has faith in me. How will I save him, when I’ve never been able to save myself?
“When we get out of here, you’ll live with me at my parents’ farm.” His voice catches and he pauses. When he continues, he forgets to whisper. “Please try. I need you.”
As merciless flashes of blinding light pulse through the dank cellar and music blares at an ear-shattering volume, the knowledge that I have a friend in death is bittersweet.
I wiggle the throbbing molar.



CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
Sam
SAM HAD LAIN awake all night again, terrified to dream of Joyce beseeching her to take the blood-soaked lily from her hand. Dreams were subliminal fragments from your psyche, she knew. She was certain that her sister’s haunting words, “It’s his lily now,” were a muddled reflection of her need to understand what the flower symbolized to Incubus. When she learned the meaning, the dream would stop. It had to.
The second Reece left for his morning class, she opened her laptop and set to work creating what she needed. Satisfied with the printed result, she shoved it into her handbag, gathered her coat and keys, gave Brandy a kiss on her shiny head, and headed down to the parking lot.
As she drove eastbound through the slush-covered streets, she called Incubus’s lawyer. The federal institution required forty-eight hours’ notice to pre-book a visit with a maximum-security unit prisoner, but she assumed that the psychopath’s slimy defence attorney could have her cleared. She explained that Incubus had written and requested that she visit. Then she waited on hold for fifteen minutes. At last, the man returned to the line, grousing about the official hoops he had to jump. She murmured her thanks, but her patience waned when he began to lecture her on visitation procedure.
“I’ve been there before. Thanks for your help.” She hung up and continued the two-and-a-half-hour drive to the federal penitentiary on the western outskirts of Kingston.
Low buildings, set well away from the road, sprawled across a vast property adjacent to Lake Ontario. Millhaven Institute shared six hundred and fifty acres with Bath Institution, a lower-security prison. Sam followed a single access road and drove to a diamond-shaped loop that bordered the maximum-security prison. Acres of isolated woodland surrounded the compound, and twenty metres northwest of the parking area Sam was surprised to see a doe peacefully grazing.
Two thirty-foot razor barriers circled the radial-designed compound and armed guards occupied observation towers at the corners. High poles with strong lights affixed to the top marched along the exterior of the perimeter fence. Between the light posts was taunt wire strung with additional spotlights.
She had taken a prison tour during her undergraduate studies at Queen’s University in Kingston. Millhaven’s perimeter fences included a microphonic intrusion detection system. It analyzed signals and notified correctional officers if someone cut, climbed, or lifted the barrier. An electromagnetic system, installed between the two barriers, detected movement. Anyone breaking in or out would have to defeat two physical barricades and the invisible system. And do it without being shot by the tower guards.
Sam parked in a crowded visitor lot and reported to the registry office, which was located in a building separated from the institution. At the security check desk, she waited her turn and signed a visitor’s log, showed photo identification, and stated her reason for visiting. An officer herded her and a dozen other visitors into a cramped room. She slouched against the wall and covered her nostrils with her knuckle to minimize the reek of a woman’s suffocating perfume. The group watched a short video outlining correctional officers’ rights to interrogate and search visitors. It annoyed her that several people whined about their civil rights. Behind the prison walls, federal intake and assessment inmates commingled with vicious criminals, many serving multiple life sentences for horrific crimes. Incubus was not the only killer who called Millhaven home.
The second a guard opened the door, Sam darted out of the tiny room. An officer escorted her to an ION scanner that identified drug residue. He swabbed her hands and wristwatch and ran the sample through the machine. Once that was completed, he waved her over to a walk-through metal detector. She dropped her leather jacket, her keys, and her wallet into an x-ray bin.
At visitor security control, she declared a document to a correctional officer. He examined the single sheet of letterhead and frowned, glancing at her with a puzzled expression. She said nothing. After consulting with a colleague, he returned the document and gave her a visitor card and a key to a locker. Relieved that the rigmarole was over, she deposited her belongings in the locker, keeping the letter with her, and rejoined the rest of the visitors.
A corrections officer escorted her group through a locked gate and down a walkway that led to the institution. They crossed through a second security gate to enter the prison. A different officer instructed her to stand still with her arms at her side. A gorgeous black lab sniffed her front and back, burrowing up her butt and into her crotch. After three rotations, the dog stepped back and the guard removed him from her path.
The clearing process had taken over forty minutes, but finally a guard led her to Closed Visiting, an area reserved for inmates whom the correctional manager ruled a possible security risk. It was doubtful that anyone had permission for contact visits with Incubus. Still, it comforted Sam that she wouldn’t be confronting him face to face. A physical barrier would make it easier for her to maintain psychological distance.
The large room contained a line of pods, divided by half walls constructed of cinderblock. The tops of the dividers were glass, allowing for no privacy. In each individual cubicle, chairs faced a long glass partition. Each pod had a short metal shelf suspended below the window that separated the visitor from the prisoner. A black phone with a metal cord snaking from the handset permitted two-way communication. Loud conversation swirled around her, punctuated by heartbreaking wails from a woman in her late seventies. The room stank of body odour and desperation.
Armed control centres gave guards a bird’s-eye-view of the visitor area and the room that housed the prisoners. CCTV cameras ensured there were no blind spots within the individual visitor pods, and she was aware that a listening device—embedded somewhere within her cramped pod—enabled eavesdropping in the event of suspicious conduct.
Every officer she had encountered was polite and respectful. But she witnessed a couple of them whispering and looking in her direction. They had recognized her name, and both her visit and the document she carried baffled them. Sam understood their curiosity, but it increased her anxiety. She sat impassive, willing her body to relax. Perspiration dribbled between her breasts and she had to clasp her hands in her lap to hide their tremors.
Twenty minutes later, a door on the other side of the glass opened. Chains circled Incubus’s waist, securing his lone wrist to his body and ending in shackles that bound his ankles. While a guard processed him, Incubus’s single icy blue eye drilled into hers and his lopsided smile was grotesque on his half-melted face. On his left profile, puckered ridges of scar tissue twisted across shiny pink patches of skin. A black eye-patch hid his empty eye socket. His left nostril and the left corner of his lips drooped down, giving his face a liquid appearance. The fire that had ravished his left side had fused his outer ear to his skull and the earlobe was missing. Wisps of blond hair sprouted in tufts from creases of warped tissue on his scalp. The left sleeve of his shirt dangled empty by his side, but bulging muscle stretched the right sleeve. He had been working out and taking care of himself. Bile bubbled into Sam’s throat.
The right side of Incubus’s face was perfect. Long dark lashes encircled a striking blue eye. A short, well-groomed beard lined his jaw. Wavy blond hair fell across his right shoulder. The stark difference between the two sides of his face was terrifying.
Guided by two correctional officers, he shuffled to a chair behind the glass. One guard rested a hand on his weapon while the other one freed Incubus’s hand. They backed away, their eyes never leaving the monster.
Incubus picked up his phone, leaning close to the window as his single eye scrutinized her.
Sam lifted her handset.
“Did you bring what I requested?” he asked.
She held the paper to the glass.
“Excellent,” he murmured as he read.
She dropped the letter to her lap.
“You look fabulous.” He tilted his head. “A bit tired, perhaps. I’m disappointed you cut your hair. Women should always wear their hair long. Let me see your hands.”
When she refused to display her hands for inspection, he peered at the one that clutched the phone receiver.
“Did you drive your daddy’s black Grand Am?” he asked pleasantly. “I always loved that car. You do your father proud by keeping it in such mint condition.”
“I gave you what you asked for, so tell me what you know about the Frozen Statue Killer,” she said.
“Ah—right to the heart of the issue.” He leaned back in his chair. “You might have noticed that the killer is leaving her victims at the same locations I used.”
“And?”
“Well, Samantha, I transported my victims by boat, hence the reason I staged them by water. I believe you’ll find the same is true here.” He scowled at her. “The twat is copying my process for entering and exiting without leaving tracks. It’s curious that she figured it out. The ineffectual forensic analysts never did.” His smug grin twisted into a sneer on his skewed face.
There had been endless hypotheses on how Incubus had staged his victims without any sign of access, but authorities hadn’t proved any of them. This could be a valuable clue, assuming he hadn’t conjured up this fantasy for his own amusement.
“Fine. Tell me how you did it,” she replied.
“She visits the site prior to disposal and collects organic substance from around her chosen location,” he stated. “After she positions her statue, she removes any trace of egress and tosses the sack of debris to further thwart investigators’ efforts to track her path.” He lifted his one arm. “Voila! Nothing appears out of place.”
When he raised his single arm, the cuff of his sleeve slipped down. She glimpsed the outline of a lily tattooed in black ink on Incubus’s wrist. It hadn’t been there during his trial.
“Footprint impressions are difficult to remove.” She fought to keep her tone neutral.
He laughed. “Not in the winter when the ground is frozen, and not if you select areas protected by trees.” He paused in thought. “But you may also have noticed that she stages her victims during storms. The same as I did. Fresh snow and torrential rain work to her benefit.”
“If it’s a woman, how does she move her victims? They’re frozen. That’s tremendous weight to carry,” Sam said.
He gazed at her with disgust, as if she were supremely stupid. “She doesn’t carry them. They’re on a trolley. She rolls them down a ramp,” he said with exaggerated patience.
“There would be wheel impressions,” she argued.
His disgust shifted to disdain. “Samantha, you disappoint me. Can you conceive of no scenario to avoid that happenstance?”
She took a discreet breath and willed herself to be patient. Enabling his self-aggrandizing by playing the student might lower his guard so she could trick him into getting what she needed.
“She’d lay a barrier. She’d remove it, rake the crushed debris, and drop a top layer.”
He held the receiver against his shoulder and mimicked clapping with his one hand.
Sam wasn’t convinced. Forensics wasn’t a qualification she possessed, and she couldn’t tell if this elaborate strategy would work to foil an analyst’s attempt to reconstruct the killer’s trail, but she doubted it. Information about the Frozen Statue Killer would have been a bonus, but it wasn’t her objective today.
Feigning a look of interest, she pressed on. “She must be more confident than you,” she said. “What you’re describing takes time. The threat of someone witnessing her activities is high.”
“If you’re implying she’s smarter than I am, you’re mistaken.” He blew out an aggravated sigh. “She is copying me and she can’t even pose her creations with originality. Did you review the work of the sculptor I recommended?”
“The victims’ poses don’t resemble his work,” she stated.
His one eyebrow rose. “Is that so? Then you aren’t privy to the details. How disappointing it must be to be excluded.”
“I’d like to see the letter from your so-called fan,” she said.
“I’ve shared a secret with you. Rather than demanding more, you should be appreciative.” The working side of his lip lowered into a pout. “You can run along to that priggish bore, Mansfield, and illuminate him on this clever theory. Maybe you’ll ingratiate yourself and he’ll reinstate you. Wouldn’t you rather be part of the blue brethren? Private investigation work is so beneath you.”
“I noticed that you commemorated Incubus’s reign of terror,” she remarked and gestured at the inside of her wrist.
“How observant of you,” he declared with delight.
“Unimaginative,” she murmured.
“Excuse me?”
“A symbol of death and rebirth.” She shrugged. “It lacks creativity.”
He leaned forward and his breath steamed the dividing window. “Is that what you believe my lily means, Samantha?”
She swallowed. “I don’t believe it has any deep intellectual significance, if that’s what you’re asking.”
He lowered his voice to a seductive purr. “Are you trying to banish your demons?” His superior expression oozed satisfaction. “Is that why you burned down my little cabin, the inspiration for my art?”
She said nothing.
“I know a secret,” he whispered in a singsong voice. “You lied to Detective Mansfield. Before my arrest, you visited my kill room. You tampered with my tools and contaminated the scene. Just think of all the evidence a judge would have had to deem inadmissible.” His tongue flicked between his lips. “Did you appreciate my little workshop, Samantha? Think about what you saw.”
The thin veneer of clinical objectivity she’d been clinging to cracked. She swallowed dryly.
“You withheld my identity and the location of the primary crime scene,” he continued. “While you obstructed justice and plotted your revenge, another innocent woman died.” He smiled with candid glee. “Had I told the authorities what you did, I believe you’d be the one languishing behind bars right now. Are you curious why I protected you and never uttered a word?”
She kept her expression deadpan.
“I guess not.” He flipped his head and a wave of blond hair fell over his shoulder. “Here’s a fun fact,” he said playfully. “Of all the women I killed, Joyce was the only one who didn’t beg for her life.”
Her sister’s name on Incubus’s despicable lips caused nausea to roll across Sam’s stomach.
“I admitted to her that you and I were friends,” he remarked cheerfully. “It fascinated me to witness how her will to live died the second the truth resonated. You were the reason she was there.” He gazed into the distance, as if captivated by a pleasant memory. “As the last of her life drained from between her thighs, she called your name.” He leaned back with a whimsical smile. “Was she forgiving you or damning you? What do you think?”
Stunned and sickened, Sam could do nothing but stare at the monster behind the glass.
“By the way, I liked the white coffin—very stylish. I do wish Grace had selected lilies instead of orchids, though.” He winked at her. “How entertaining it was to watch your mother disgrace herself at the cemetery.” He uttered a high-pitched giggle. “How wicked of her to berate you and shriek how she wished it was you in that coffin.”
The air crackled around Sam. Her breath caught in her throat. She tried to drop the phone but shock prevented her brain from issuing the command. It couldn’t be true. Incubus could not have stood among the crowd of mourners, amused by her family’s unyielding grief.
“Remember what I told you in the warehouse?” he said in a conspiratorial tone. “Someday soon the evil inside you will break free. And when you kill, you’ll understand the truth.”
“You’re going to an uncategorized portion of hell,” she whispered.
He laughed with genuine merriment. “Where the flutter of demon wings will bring mortals to their knees and you and I will rule together.” He held the phone receiver against his shoulder and placed his palm on the glass. “You believe you’re nothing like me, Samantha. But all humans have the capacity to kill for pleasure. One only needs to break them.”
She stumbled to her feet, knocking over her chair in her haste to leave. Imagined echoes of his giggles taunted her as she scrambled for the exit. She choked back tears and focused on regulating her breathing before she hyperventilated.
A CO escorted her out. “This job is hard,” he stated matter-of-factly. “Victim visits remind me why I do it. Will you be alright?”
“I caught him,” she croaked. “I’m not a victim.”
His eyes filled with sympathy. “Aren’t you?” He held the door open to the registry office. “Have a good day, Ms. McNamara.”
She collected her belongings with shaking hands and fled to the parking lot, sucking in gasps of fresh air and trying to slow her pounding heart. Safe in the driver’s seat of her car, she locked the doors and clenched her eyes shut, desperate to block out the image of her sister calling for her in death.



CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
Three Years Earlier
Sam
POLICE RECOVERED THE body of a thirty-year-old woman last night. After two weeks, my sister’s murder is no longer the lead story in the papers. The public has reduced Joyce Russo to one of Incubus’s victims. In my dreams, I lie beside her on that frozen riverbank. She whispers in my ear and begs me to avenge her murder. My inadequacy traps her between worlds. Until she rests, I’ll never find peace.
I’ve spent six years studying clinical psychology. You can’t go around grief. You have to go through it. But my anger paralyzes me. My hatred for Incubus consumes me. Only when his blood coats my hands will I be free. But to hunt him, I must understand him. His acts have significance that extends beyond the pleasure of the kill.
A friend on the police force sent me copies of the crime scene photos. I have burned every detail into my mind. The lily calling card has meaning for Incubus. Many people associate lilies with funerals because the flower symbolizes restoration of innocence in death. In Greek mythology, the lily is a symbol of motherhood because milk that spilled from Hera’s breast transformed into the flower. In Christian theology, a white lily represents the qualities of the Virgin Mary. One victim connection is that none of the women had children. Immaculate Conception in death is what I think that lily means to Incubus. Perhaps he suffers erectile dysfunction or infertility and blames the impurity of women for his condition.
After tedious research, I’m positive his calling card is a tetraploid strain called Lilium Ice Cave. The snowy white flower with the pale green throat blossoms in July. Incubus grows them in a winter greenhouse. If he bought them, police would know from where, and they don’t.
Yesterday, I realized what’s wrong with the lily he left in my sister’s hands. In the crime scene photo, there is a circle of stamen extending from the bottom of the blossom, but there isn’t a pistil in the centre. Incubus removed the carpel. The same is true on the tattoo that disfigures all the women’s ankles. He tears out his victims’ wombs and he rips out the lily’s female reproductive parts.
Detective Mansfield doesn’t believe that I remembered this tiny detail from what I witnessed at the crime scene. He didn’t ask how I obtained copies of the official photos, but I need to be careful with him. He’s warned me twice to stay out of his investigation, and the second time he included a threat. Bryce confirmed that police know about the mutilation of the lily. They also suspect that the monster grows them. He claims they’re close to catching him. That cannot happen. I must find Incubus first. Without death, there will be no justice.
Close to midnight, my cell rings and I shift my dry eyes from the gruesome pictures that litter my office desk.
When I pick up, Lorna says, “So Mr. Lutz is out of jail. He’s parked outside, sitting in a red Honda.” She sighs. “I want to talk to him. You know, find out what he wants.”
I think about the dead expression in his eyes while we waited for police.
“The creep is unbalanced,” I say firmly. “Please trust me and stay in the house with the doors locked. I’ll be right over.”
She sighs with annoyance but agrees and we disconnect.
Stopping Incubus tonight isn’t possible, but I can put the fear of God into Jerry Lutz. After I grab my keys, I drive to Yorkville.
A red Honda sedan idles outside Lorna’s front door. Lutz has upped his game. Instead of skulking like the rodent he is, he’s making sure she knows he’s spying on her. I hang back a block away and wait for him to leave. Let’s see how he enjoys a stalker.
The car remains stationary for close to half an hour. Jerry keeps the engine running, and the interior light illuminates the back of his head. Just after one a.m., the interior light snaps off and the car pulls into the street. It turns left and I follow.
Jerry travels north to the highway and moderate traffic allows me to keep a few cars between us, not that I care if he spots me. Ninety minutes north of Toronto, he exits the highway and treks along back roads. According to my GPS, we’re moving northeast. After multiple turns, we follow an old country highway that cuts through an escarpment. The moon is full and cloud cover is light but it’s drizzling and I don’t want to be stuck in the wilderness during an ice storm. I consider turning back but I’m curious about where he’s going.
An hour later, I navigate a sharp curve. The flicker of taillights is gone. As the road straightens, I catch a glimpse of red in the woods to my right. Maintaining my speed, I peer into the bush. Brake lights shine on a narrow road. It has to be Jerry. I continue past but memorize the location of the lane.
About a half-kilometre along the two-lane road, there’s a spot to turn and I circle back to the lane. The idling car is gone.
My Grand Am bounces over potholes in the uneven dirt road. About a kilometre in, a sensation of unease engulfs me. My gut instinct is screaming at me to get the car out of sight. Without rationalizing it, I kill my headlights and pull into an opening between the evergreens. The moonlight is bright but visibility within the shadows of the towering trees is poor. I stop the car and grab a flashlight from the glove compartment. Then I remember the night vision monocular that Joyce gave me. Turning, I rummage in the backseat until I find the gift box.
I walk back to the lane and peer through the scope. A dilapidated house looms in the distance. Five minutes into the hike, there’s a drone from an approaching engine. I dive into wet forest brush and lie flat against the cold ground. The red Honda drives by without slowing.
Standing, I brush wet leaves off my jeans and walk to the house. There are no vehicles parked in the yard and no smoke from the chimney. A red light flashes above the door. Three seconds later, it blinks again. Backing into the cover of the trees, I examine the porch through the night vision lens. A CCTV camera hangs above the front door. Avoiding the camera’s arc, I round the house. The high foundation implies there’s a cellar. If it’s a hunting lodge, it’s doubtful that Jerry drags his murdered animals through the house. There must be an exterior entrance to access a butchering and curing room.
Searching for cameras, I circle the house. Flat brown cellar doors arch from the ground and extend two metres up the stone foundation. There is no camera. A centre deadbolt lock secures the cellar doors. I trot over and kneel. It’s a basic pin-tumbler design.
Pulling off my gloves with my teeth, I remove a pick set from my wallet and pop out the tension wrench and Bogota rake. Placing the wrench at the bottom of the key hole, I apply just enough pressure to let the driver pins rise before inserting the rake at the top of the lock and sliding it to the back. I feel for the right torque on the wrench and scrub the rake back and forth to set the pins. It takes a few tries but the driver pins clear the shear line. There’s a click and I tug open the doors.
Cement steps slope into a dark hole. I wiggle my fingers into the tight gloves and switch on my flashlight. Ducking my head, I descend the stairs. A fetid odour of decay fills my nose. A rodent’s faint scratching causes the hair to rise on my neck.
A narrow corridor leads to a door. It swings open when I push on it. It’s an empty space with a dirt floor. A freestanding staircase ascends to ground level. Swinging my flashlight beam around the circumference, I realize the dimensions are wrong. It’s the correct width, but there must be another chamber beside this one. Returning to the corridor, I spot a second door. As soon as it opens, a coppery reek of blood makes me gag. Staggering back, I pull the edge of my turtleneck over my mouth and nose. This must be where Jerry butchers his slaughtered animals. The strong LED beam illuminates the interior and my face slackens with shock. My brain struggles to process what my eyes insist is there. The heavy flashlight shakes in my trembling hand.
In the centre of the room is a black medical exam table with steel legs. Brown leather restraints circle the outstretched metal stirrups. Bolted at the table’s midpoint is a second set of restraints with buckles. Beneath the edge of the exam table is a puddle of gelatinous liquid pooled on the soil floor. A gluttonous rat feeds on the substance. Its red eyes glare at me and it crouches on its hind legs and hisses, baring its sharp yellow teeth.
Beside the right stirrup is a stainless-steel trolley with wheels. On top is a case with diamond-embossed surface panels surrounded by an aluminum frame. There are two shiny U-snap latches and a sturdy handle on the front panel. To the far side of the left stirrup is a stainless-steel instrument table with four swivel casters and a crank handle to adjust the height. Shiny surgical tools lie on a blue sheet. A three-tier makeup pallet rests beside it. There are two stools at the base of the exam table.
Below the right stirrup is a foot pedal with a thick blue cord winding up to the trolley. A brass connector on the end of the cable rests like a snake’s head beside the closed black case.
Air whistles out of my gaping mouth. I lurch toward the table, kicking the rat’s fat body and moaning as I crouch beneath the stirrups. A sweet, pungent odour fills my nose and the metallic stench plugs my throat. The puddle of gore is sticky beneath my fingertips.
“No,” I whisper. “This can’t be right. This isn’t right.”
I crawl to the trolley with the black case on top, knocking over one of the stools as I grapple to clutch the metal edge. My heart gallops in my chest and white noise fills my head.
Fumbling, I unlatch the two silver clips and open the case. Perched inside high-density black foam dividers are four giant silver pens with palm-sized steel frames that hold dual coils. Attached to the thick metal barrel of the pen is a tapered tube. Below the tattoo guns is a power supply. Nestled inside cut inserts in the lid are half a dozen different size steel tips. Bottles of ink stand upright in pockets at the bottom of the case.
A guttural yelp tears from my throat. Clasping my hand against my mouth, I spin in a circle, unable to compute the horrors that flash before my eyes.
Joyce’s naked body lying on the medical table with her legs secured to the stirrups. A high-pitched whine of a tattoo gun as the needle plunges into her tender skin. A fastidious hand wiping away a bead of crimson as a hideous lily emerges against the gentle curve of her ankle. The silhouette of a man hunched between my sister’s thighs. Her agonized screams as he pierces her cervix and scrapes away her uterus.
Powerless to stop the vision of Joyce’s blood gushing from her body to soak the ground, I scream until my throat is raw. I hurl a stool and shove over the trolley. The alloy box containing the tattoo guns falls and lies with the lid ajar beside the puddle of blood.
Howling, I drop to my knees and dig my hand into the bloody sludge. Did my sister pray that I’d save her before the last of her life dripped from her mutilated womb?
I move elsewhere in my mind. My hand opens and the blood-soaked dirt falls away. I no longer sense the dampness of the cellar or smell the reek of death. My sight narrows to a pinpoint of white through a hazy wash of red. My breath grows shallow and my arms fall limp against my sides. Emotional detachment washes over me.
Jerry Lutz is Incubus.
With jerky movements, I pick up the tattoo kit and secure the lid before I place it on the trolley. On deadened legs, I trudge to a stool and roll it into position by the right stirrup. I set the instrument table where I first saw it and brush the blood-tainted soil from the exam table.
The torture chamber looks exactly as it did. I back out and follow the corridor to the stairs. Outside, an orange and yellow glow tinges the eastern sky. It’s sunrise. Hours passed while my soul perished in that cellar. The noise in my head fades. Kneeling, I remove my gloves and select my tools. There is nothing but the wrench in my left hand, the rake in my right, and the open lock. With laser focus, I relock the deadbolt and use my scarf to wipe away my fingerprints.
Incubus will never know anyone found his lair. When the final flicker of light extinguishes in Jerry Lutz’s eyes, Joyce will have her revenge. I will be free.



CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
Eli
MUNCHING ON A Jamaican patty, Eli strolled through the condo to Danny’s workstation. He wanted her advice about Reece. Over the years, Eli had memorized hundreds of social rules and had learned to simulate somewhat normal eye contact. It was exhausting to act the way society expected, but he did okay. His challenge was that the subtext and hints hidden within average speech confused him. If a person beat around the bush, Eli missed the point. Deciphering facial expressions and body language was tough for him. If everyone talked plainly, life would be simple.
This afternoon at the office, Reece had told him that he was disappointed over Eli’s lie. He hadn’t fired him, so Eli considered the subject closed. But people seldom said what they meant. Human communication required the receiver to read nuances, which Eli couldn’t do.
Danny was an introvert and hated everyone, but she was great at decrypting emotionally saturated code. Eli possessed verbatim recall and could recite any conversation that troubled him. If Reece had concealed a secondary message, Danny would recognize it.
“I talked to Reece,” he told her between bites of his patty.
Danny ignored him. Her expression was grim as she studied one of the five HD monitors above her desk. Eli popped the last bite of meat-filled pastry in his mouth and peered over her shoulder. The display showed a satellite map. A blue dot flashed inside a pale red circle.
“Who are you tracking?” he asked.
Her eyes never left the screen. “We have a problem.”
It took a minute for him to recognize the aerial view. Woodland surrounded two clusters of buildings and a body of water was across a main road.
The muscles in his arms loosened and his legs turned to jelly. His jaw dropped and his cell slipped from his hand. “Who is it?” he croaked.
“Sam.”
Eli clenched the headrest of the chair. A sharp cramp bit into his stomach. “What? She should not be there. Why would she be there? This cannot be happening!”
“Well, it is. I hid an SMS tracker on her cell when she was here.” Danny tapped the blue dot. “That is Sam McNamara and we are in a world of shit.”
Eli flapped his hands and spun in a tight circle. “No! This cannot be happening. She cannot be there.” He wrapped his arms around his waist and rocked his body.
“Well, she is there.” Danny swivelled her chair so she could study him. “She’s been there for the past hour and a half.”
“What!” he screeched. “That cannot be right. This cannot be happening.” He tried to sort through a thick haze of confusion and panic. “Hack her phone. See if she texted anyone or made any calls.”
“I did,” Danny replied. “She made one outgoing call this morning to a lawyer’s office. It went through a main number. I have no way of tracking where reception transferred her call.”
“A lawyer?” Eli squawked. “His lawyer?”
Danny’s grim expression turned darker. “Stay calm. Yes, she called the firm. But they have dozens of lawyers. It could be a coincidence.” She stood and took a step toward him.
“A coincidence?” Eli shrieked. “Are you stupid?” He tugged on his hair, struggling to control his anxiety. “This is not good. This is very bad.”
“She’s working on a PhD in abnormal psychology. She might be there because of school.” Danny took a second step in his direction.
“Because of school?” Eli echoed. “You are an idiot. You were supposed to prevent this. You did not prevent this. This is your fault. You did this on purpose. You foiled my plans. You never wanted me to work with her. You have never understood why I had to do this.”
“Eli—”
“There is only one reason Sam McNamara would be at Millhaven. She knows.” Eli marched in place, his arms flailing. “How did this happen? You said this would not happen! You promised. You said she would never find out.”
Danny grabbed at one of his flapping hands. He swatted her. Emotions collided in his head. Flashes of colour distorted his vision. An insistent buzzing in his ears made it impossible to focus. His chest tightened and he gasped for breath.
“Eli, calm down. We’ll figure this out together,” Danny said.
“Calm down?” He clamped the heel of his hand over his twitching eye. A light of inspiration dawned. “She cannot get in unless she is on his visitor list. That is a long process and—”
“She’s a PI,” Danny interrupted. “With his lawyer’s support, she could bypass regulations and visit in a professional capacity.”
“This is not good. This is very bad.” Eli tugged at his T-shirt, crumpling the fabric between his fists. Hot rage choked him and he pummelled his forehead with his fist. Danny’s life was in jeopardy. Sam could not be investigating him. All his hard work and planning could not disintegrate while he stood helpless and dimwitted on the sidelines.
“We don’t know why she’s there,” Danny said. “Don’t act rash.”
Her continued calmness dispersed some of his spiralling anxiety. “Hack into the prison’s database. Find out who she’s visiting.”
“Eli, I can’t do that quickly,” Danny said. “I have to go around the firewall with a client-side attack. Without a foothold in the network, I can’t set up encrypted tunnels through the firewall.”
“Try again!” he shouted. He grabbed her arm and dragged her over to the computer.
“If she is visiting him, what will he tell her?” she asked. “He has much more to lose than we do. He might play with her, but he won’t tell her anything about us.”
Eli gyrated, aghast that Danny couldn’t recognize the threat. “Do you understand what will happen?” he hollered. “He’s going to—”
“The car’s moving.” Danny twisted in her chair and examined the monitor.
Tripping over his feet, Eli stumbled to her desk. The blue dot moved with steady pulses, heading west along a road that hugged Lake Ontario.
“She’s returning to Toronto,” Danny murmured.
Eli’s cell rang. He stared at it in horror.
“Shit,” Danny whispered, glaring at the phone. “She might not know anything. You can’t have a meltdown.”
Eli took a deep breath and answered, “Hi, Sam.”
“Hey, I need you to do something for me.” Her voice had a nasal quality, as if she had a bad cold.
“Okay,” he squeaked.
“Incubus owned a cabin. The address is in the file. Can you find out if it’s still there?”
Danny began typing in frantic staccato motions.
“Uh… yes,” he said. “I will call you back.”
“Can you do it now?”
He glanced at Danny. Her fingers flew across the keyboard. An aerial view of a dense forest filled the screen. She zoomed in but a canopy of trees hid the ground.
“The forest is too thick. The satellite does not show anything,” he said.
“I tried that. Is there any way you can find out if the cabin is still there?” Sam asked.
Danny licked her lips and glanced up at him, an expression of stark terror on her face.
Eli wrote on the whiteboard DO SOMETHING!
Her eyes darted between the five monitors. In rapid succession, she pulled up lines of code on one monitor and documents flashed on a second and third.
“What is going on?” he asked.
“It’s a long story,” Sam said. “But I need to know what happened to that cabin.”
Danny poked his arm and waved at the screen, gesturing at him to read to Sam what she’d typed. Eli put the phone on speaker and put his finger to his lips. Danny scowled but remained silent.
“Well, Jerry Lutz’s lawyer filed a Statement of Claim against Toronto Police Service,” Eli told her. “He accused the forensic team of burning Lutz’s cabin.”
“Is there a fire marshal’s report?” she asked.
“The complaint says that the lawyer visited the property after Lutz’s conviction and found it burned. The fire department was not called at the time of the fire.”
“Possible. It was isolated,” she said. “Did police investigate?”
Danny typed on the screen. Eli leaned over to read. “No. Lutz withdrew the Statement of Claim two days after he filed it. That was the end of it.”
“So the cabin is gone,” she said.
Eli swallowed. “Where are you?”
“Outside Kingston. Did you talk to Reece?” she asked.
“Yes. He went back to the university.”
“But you guys are okay?”
“I have trouble interpreting people’s feelings,” he admitted.
“Reece says what he means,” she replied. “I’ll see you later.”
Sam disconnected and Eli stared at Danny, hoping he had read that conversation right.
“She doesn’t suspect anything,” Danny said. “For now,” she added ominously.
He released his breath in a rush. Things were getting much more complicated than he had planned. “We just need a bit more time,” he said.
“If you say so.” Eeyore’s pessimistic whine matched the woebegone expression on her face.
“You can’t live this way.” He clasped her hand and the warmth of her flesh against his skin calmed him. “And I can’t lose you.”



CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
Sam
SAM CUT ACROSS downtown Toronto toward Incubus’s old neighbourhood. During the trial, forensic psychologists had theorized that Jerry’s wife, Natasha, was his trigger. Watching his wife die had awoken a pathological need to inflict death. All his victims were similar in age and appearance to his wife. If the experts’ hypothesis was correct, then the lily calling card had something to do with Natasha.
Sam had searched property records to locate someone who had lived near the Lutz family and found neighbours who had owned their house for ten years. If luck was on her side, they had known Incubus’s wife.
Between the five-hour round trip to the prison and the draining visit with the monster, Sam was having trouble focusing. Fatigue had dried her eyes and blurred her vision. There was a low humming inside her ears and hallucinations bloomed in panoramic splendour.
Joyce’s ivory coffin adorned with orchids. Leo’s blank expression as he caressed the glossy surface of his young wife’s casket. Her mother’s face contorted with grief as hurtful rhetoric spewed from her pale lips.
And Jerry had hid among the graveside mourners, savouring her family’s anguish. Now she knew he had been there, in every horrid memory that flickered across her mind, Incubus stood in the background laughing. Had he gone to his other victims’ funerals? Sam didn’t think so. Joyce was special. Incubus had not randomly chosen her sister.
Lights were on in the small house beside Jerry’s vandalized bungalow. She took a deep breath and rang the bell. A dog barked from inside the house and a woman opened the door. A bulldog puppy pranced around her feet, uttering little yips of excitement. He hadn’t grown into his skin and loose wrinkles circled his stubby legs. His thick chest, front legs, and big paws were white but his hindquarters were solid fawn. The break in the colour resembled the waistband of a pair of trousers.
A tall, youngish woman in a tie-dyed T-shirt and faded jeans shooed the puppy from the doorway. “Can I help you?” she asked.
Sam resisted the urge to drop to her knees and scoop up the puppy. Instead, she showed the owner her PI licence. “I’d like to ask you a few questions.”
The woman frowned and Sam adjusted her age from mid-thirties to mid-forties.
She examined the license and her expression shifted from alarm to curiosity. “I know who you are.” She handed back the wallet. “You caught Jerry Lutz.” Curiosity morphed to horror. “My God, he didn’t escape, did he?”
“No,” Sam said. “It’s personal. My sister was a victim.”
Sympathy shadowed the woman’s eyes. “I’m so sorry.” She held open the door. “During the arrest and investigation, we were in Europe. I don’t know what I can tell you, but come in.”
Sam stepped into an exposed entry. Golden hardwood ran throughout the main floor and brown stone with shimmering gold flecks surrounded a wood-burning fireplace with a solid oak mantel. At the back of the house, the kitchen cupboards were grey, the backsplash was stainless steel, and the countertops were speckled granite.
Sam removed her boots and followed the woman to a cozy sitting area. White sofas lightened the small space and the colours in an area carpet picked up the gold from the stone and the grey from the kitchen. Abstract art decorated every available wall space. She sat on one of the sofas. The puppy trotted over and stuck out his pink tongue, waiting for undivided attention. Sam was happy to oblige and picked him up, settling him on her lap.
“I’m Leah Fateux, and that little darling is Walter. Can I offer you coffee?”
Sam tugged on Walter’s floppy ears and rubbed the loose folds of skin across his back. “No, thank you.”
Leah sat. “How can I help you?”
“Did you know the Lutz family?”
She nodded.
“What was Natasha like?”
“Kind.” Leah gazed into space. “She used to bring me roses from her garden, but she rarely stayed for a visit. English was her second language but that’s not why she kept to herself.” Her lips pursed and her forehead creased. “Looking back, I think she was trying to protect us from her husband.”
“Protect you how?” Sam asked.
“If we’re going to talk about him I need a drink.” Leah stood and crossed to the fridge. She grabbed a bottle of wine and reached into a cupboard. “Will you join me?”
“I’m fine, but thank you.”
She poured her wine and returned to sit across from Sam. “A few weeks before she vanished, Natasha was in the yard cutting down a tree. It was April but unseasonably warm. My husband wanted to help her, but he worried it would enrage Jerry.” She shuddered. “Witnessing her toiling in the heat was agony. We decided to go inside.” Colour bathed her cheeks. “Cowardly, I know. Before we went in, Natasha collapsed. My husband leapt the chain-link fence. I ran to get Jerry. When we got to the backyard, Ken had revived Natasha.”
She sucked back a large gulp of wine. Her hand shook and the rim of the glass chattered against her teeth. Rather than peppering Leah with questions, Sam waited out her silence.
“Ken lost his cool. He yelled at Jerry about the despicable way he treated his wife. Natasha was cowering by Jerry’s side, mumbling that she was sorry and stupid. Whatever Jerry said to her in Albanian made her cry. A week later, she disappeared.”
“Did you ask about her?”
“Jerry told me a relative was ill.” Leah flipped a strand of brown hair out of her eye. “He gave me Natasha’s email address, so I didn’t think anything of it.”
“Did she grow lilies?” Sam asked.
“I don’t think so. She had spectacular roses.” Leah gestured behind her. “They still grow wild against the fence. We put up a privacy fence after the rabbit.”
“Jerry didn’t do anything about your husband reprimanding him?” The psychopath would not appreciate criticism.
“The rabbit.” Leah’s voice caught in her throat.
“What rabbit?”
“They kept rabbits in an outdoor hutch.” She licked her lips and swallowed. “The day after Ken told him off, we were all out in the yard, Ken and the kids and I, and Jerry came outside. He waved, opened the hutch, and removed a bunny.” The colour drained from Leah’s face. “My daughter asked if she could hold it. Jerry lifted the rabbit over the top of the fence. He smiled while she cooed and patted it. I can’t describe his expression but it scared me. I told Eva to give him back the rabbit.” Leah paused and ran the back of her hand against her mouth. “He cut its throat,” she said. “Blood spattered across my daughter’s face. She was screaming and Ken grabbed her and raced for the house. I froze. My son Dalton was fifteen at the time. He went nuts, calling Jerry a psycho. Jerry held my eyes with a smile and gutted the rabbit.” She swallowed hard. “The entrails gushed out. He caught a handful and held it out to my son.”
“Did Jerry say anything?”
“I don’t remember.” She wrapped her arms around her waist. “All I remember is the terrible smell and the blood dripping between his fingers.”
“Did Natasha and Jerry have children?” Sam asked.
“Natasha had a daughter called Aleksia,” Leah said with an odd expression Sam couldn’t decipher.
“Was his stepdaughter there when Jerry killed the rabbit?” she asked.
Leah nodded. “I didn’t see her but my husband did. She was in the back doorway.”
“She was close to your son’s age. Did Dalton know her?” she asked.
Leah’s expression darkened and she finished her wine in a single swallow. She carried her empty glass to the fridge and said over her shoulder, “They went to the same school. Aleksia was a year or two ahead.”
“You didn’t like her,” Sam guessed.
“Well… no. But considering what was going on in that house, who can blame Aleksia for being a bit off?” Leah brought her wine to the living room and sat.
“Off how?”
“She took my son’s bike once. He’d left it on the driveway and she helped herself,” she said. “Another time, she came to the door to collect money for a school fundraiser.” Leah rolled her eyes. “It wasn’t legit, which we knew because our kids went to the same school. Stuff like that.”
“Did Aleksia have a good relationship with her stepfather?” Sam asked.
“I don’t recall ever seeing them together.” Her eyes widened and wine sloshed out of her glass. “Oh my God, she isn’t dead, is she? Did he kill her, too?”
“No, she’s in Albania.” Sam changed tack. “Have you noticed anyone around the abandoned house?” she asked. If the Frozen Statue Killer’s intent were to pay homage to Incubus, holding her victims in his bungalow would be poetic.
“Vandals, occasionally,” Leah said. “Kids with spray cans, mostly. Our neighbourhood watch is vigilante. One of the men is ex-military.” She mumbled something Sam didn’t hear.
“Say again?”
“He’s the one who boarded up the windows.” She paused and lowered her eyes. “And he installed cameras. Once a month, a group goes inside to check the property.” She rushed to add, “I know it skirts the law but we had so much trouble after Jerry’s arrest.”
So it wasn’t possible for the Frozen Statue Killer to hide her victims in the abandoned property without someone catching her.
Sam moved Walter from her lap. She instantly missed the warm solidity of his small body against her legs. “You are too cute,” she said and snuggled her nose against Walter’s soft fur.
“He’s four months,” Leah said. “I love him to pieces.”
“I have a golden retriever.” She stood and went to the entry for her boots. “Her name is Brandy. I can’t imagine life without her.”
“Jerry is never getting out, right?” Leah asked.
“No. The judge declared him a dangerous offender.” Sam put on her coat and reached for the door.
“But I heard he’s appealing.”
“It doesn’t matter,” Sam assured her. “The Ontario Court of Appeal dismissed his request for a new trial. The Supreme Court will deny his leave to appear next month.”
“I hope so,” Leah said. “Nice meeting you.”
The night was dark and it was getting colder. Ice shimmered across the puddles along the curb and tiny snowflakes fluttered from the sky. Inside the car, Sam adjusted the heater and sat shivering, waiting for the Grand Am to warm up.
If Aleksia had demonstrated delinquent tendencies, the school had probably documented it. Understanding what went on behind Jerry’s closed doors might offer a clue as to why he had chosen a lily as his calling card. Behoo might be able to track down Aleksia’s missing high school records. Their hacker had deep web contacts and access to databases that he could breach with anonymity. She called him.
“I’m looking for intel on a girl named Aleksia Berisha,” she said when he answered. “Find anything from Central Etobicoke High School from—”
“No way,” Behoo interrupted.
His peeved tone exasperated her. “What the hell’s going on with you?” she retorted.
“With me?” He laughed. “I don’t know what’s going on with you but I’m done. I told you last time you ragged me out for no reason to get Hybrid to do your hacking.”
Sam couldn’t even remember the context of their disagreement because it had been so insignificant. She wasn’t in the mood to deal with Behoo’s hypersensitivity and had no idea who “Hybrid” was.
“Stop being such a diva,” she said.
“Does insulting people work out well for you?” he snapped.
She blew out her breath in aggravation. “Quit with the high and mighty attitude and get me Aleksia’s school records.”
“Fuck off.” He hung up on her.
Sam pounded her steering wheel in frustration. From the corner of her eye, she caught movement at Jerry’s bungalow. She peered through the darkness and glimpsed a figure sprinting around the garage. It was most likely another graffiti artist intending to tag Incubus’s property. Or the person was spying on her. She glanced around but there were no cars parked on the street.
She drove to the highway, checking her rear-view mirror every few minutes. No one was tailing her. By the time she pulled into the lot behind her warehouse, she was hyper and jittery. She scurried to the back entrance, her breath catching in her throat as she ran. Her visit with Incubus had unnerved her and she was imagining things. Laughing a bit at her paranoia, she climbed the stairs and rounded the corner to the third-floor landing, where she stopped short.
Lying on the centre of the floor was a fresh white lily with an icy green throat.



CHAPTER THIRTY
Reece
“IT WAS HERE.” Sam turned in a tight circle, jabbing her finger at the floor. “A white lily.”
Sam had barrelled into the loft, screaming at him to follow her. Startled, he’d run after her in his bare feet. She’d yanked open the door to the back staircase and pointed at the landing.
There was nothing there.
They hadn’t passed anyone in the hall, but Reece craned his neck down the staircase. No fleeing footfalls against the lower stairs. The building was quiet.
Her face was pale and the finger she aimed at the floor shook. “She left a lily.”
 “Who?”
“I don’t know,” she yelled. “A woman’s been following me.”
“What?”
Shrewdness narrowed her eyes and she pursed her lips together. “She parked on a side street near Lutz’s house and took a different route here. That’s why I didn’t see her.”
“What were you doing at Incubus’s house?” he asked.
“She snuck into the building, put the lily on the landing, and hid.” Sam’s voice rose to a feverish pitch. “Don’t you see? She’s his accomplice. She took the lily so you’d think I was delusional.”
Reece’s bewilderment turned to concern. “I believe you,” he said in a soothing tone.
She dropped to her hands and knees and ran her fingers across the ceramic tiles. “There should be dust from the anther.”
“From the what?”
“The orange things that top the filaments,” she yelled.
Residents were popping their heads out their doors to see what the commotion was. Reece reached down and took Sam’s elbow. “Let’s go inside.”
Her eyes brimmed with tears. “You don’t believe me.”
“I do.” He wrapped his arm around her shoulders, alarmed by how thin she was.
In their loft, Reece led her to the kitchen table and pulled out a chair. Her body twitched with involuntary spasms. A vein in her forehead pulsed and her eyes darted from side to side.
He knelt between her legs. “When did you sleep last?”
“Whoever is following me put Incubus’s calling card on the landing.” Her voice cracked and tears spilled down her sunken cheeks.
“When did you notice someone following you?” he asked.
“She was standing outside the loft the night I went to Lisa’s house. No… It was before that.” Sam jumped to her feet. “I took her picture.”
She thrust her laptop into his hands. “She was wearing a red parka and a pompom toque. I thought it was Eli’s sister but now I’m not sure. Why would she be at Incubus’s abandoned house?”
Reece scrolled through photos from their godson’s christening, Christmas at Lisa’s house, and pictures of Kira at a fire station. Those were the most recent.
Sam grew very still.
“Could it be on your phone?” Reece picked up her cell and opened the gallery. It was empty.
“I’m positive I took a picture.”
“Maybe you didn’t tap the screen in the right spot,” Reece said.
“Someone deleted it,” she insisted, glaring at him as if he might be the culprit.
He held out his hand. “You need sleep.”
“Stop acting like I’m delusional,” she yelled. “She did follow me and I did take her picture.”
“Hush now,” Reece said. “We’ll figure it out in the morning.”
Her jaw tightened into a rigid line of stubbornness. “If you’re tired, go to bed. I’m staying up.”
Arguing was pointless. Reece scooped Brandy into his arms. “Who wants a cuddle?” he murmured to the old dog, hoping to tempt Sam upstairs.
She didn’t move.
Reece settled their dog onto the king-sized bed and leaned down the stairs. “Can you bring up one of her pain pills and a piece of cheese?”
Sam came upstairs and dropped her laptop on the bed. She fed Brandy a wedge of cheddar with the white pill hidden inside and patted the lethargic dog.
Reece stripped to his underwear and got under the covers, picking up his eReader from his bedside table.
Sam massaged Brandy’s hindquarters. “Her arthritis is acting up.”
Reece didn’t believe that was the only problem. “I’ll make a vet appointment tomorrow. I have early classes but I’m free all afternoon.”
“She’s okay, right?”
Her desperate need for reassurance wounded Reece but it would be cruel to lie to her and give her false hope.
“We’ll talk with the vet,” he said. “You want to get ready for bed?”
She opened her laptop. “I’m going to work on my thesis,” she muttered.
Go to sleep, he wanted to scream.
From the side of his eye, Reece read what Sam was typing. It was gibberish, riddled with spelling errors, run-on sentences, and missing punctuation. She worked away, oblivious to the nonsense she was creating. After an hour, Reece couldn’t take it any longer.
He got out of bed. “How about hot chocolate?”
“A sweet would be good.” She didn’t look up from her keyboard.
Reece went into the bathroom and opened a drawer in the vanity. He held a prescription bottle, struggling to rationalize the ethical ambiguity of drugging his exhausted fiancée without her knowledge. Her paranoia and conspiracy theories were symptoms of sleep deprivation. One little pill would solve the problem.
Reece removed a tablet from the bottle and went downstairs.
As he melted chocolate and steamed milk, he tried to ignore the immorality of his actions. He placed the pill on the countertop and used the back of a teaspoon to crush it. Reece poured the chocolate and frothed milk into a mug, stirred in the white powder, and added a dash of cinnamon.
Upstairs, he handed her the mug.
She sipped her drug-laced cocoa. “Yummy. Thanks.”
His stomach lurched and self-disgust made him lightheaded.
Twenty minutes later, she was asleep with her body curled around Brandy. Little snores emanated from the back of Sam’s throat and her foot twitched. She mumbled in her sleep, something about Joyce, a lily, and blood.
Reece put on a pair of track pants and a sweatshirt. In the kitchen, he washed the mug, scrubbing away the evidence of his deception.
His cell rang. “Hash,” he answered.
“I don’t know what’s wrong with your woman, but I’m done. I told her so tonight and now I’m telling you.”
Reece wasn’t in the mood to mollify their temperamental hacker. “Can we talk about this tomorrow?”
“Work with Hybrid going forward. I’m done,” Behoo said with self-righteous indignation.
Hybrid had helped Behoo to stop a vicious cyberattack against them last year, but Reece had never met the hacker. “I don’t know who Hybrid is or how to reach him.”
“You hired Elijah Watson.”
“So?”
“So get him to do your hacking,” Behoo retorted.
“Eli is Hybrid?” Reece was livid. “He’s a hacker on the deep web and he never told me?”
“Not him,” Behoo said impatiently. “His sister, Danielle. She’s a computer engineer with mad skills.” He paused. “Hey, man, didn’t Eli tell you?”
“No.”
Either Eli was a pathological liar or he had a hidden agenda. And Reece had convinced Sam to hire him. If the little worm had ulterior motives for joining their firm, it was Reece’s own fault.
“I did them a solid and kept my mouth shut,” Behoo said. “But I flipped out on Eli tonight because we had an agreement.”
“Kept your mouth shut?” Reece repeated.
“Sam got up in my business because I didn’t give her a detailed report about Eli. I told Eli he had to tell you or I would. He said he explained and you were cool.”
Cold dread tightened around Reece’s heart. “What didn’t you tell us about him?”
“About his father.” Behoo paused. “Or Danny’s father. I’m not sure which one is related to the guy because Danny did a solid job hiding everything. If I didn’t know her from school, I wouldn’t know anything. But I think it’s Eli’s father because he figured you wouldn’t hire him if you knew the truth about the old man.”
“What about him?”
“He’s a con, serving serious time in some high-security federal pen,” Behoo said.
The air rushed from Reece’s lungs. “Get me a number for Eli’s foster father,” he said.
“I—”
“Find me a damn number for Dr. Watson. Now,” Reece yelled.
“Chill out,” Behoo muttered. “Give me a sec.”
A few moments later, he recited a number and hung up.
Reece dialled and an authoritative male voice answered.
“Dr. Watson, this is Reece Hash in Toronto.”
“Mr. Hash… Is Eli okay?”
“Your foster son lied to us and I want answers,” Reece said. “Who is Eli’s father?”
There was a heavy pause before the man sighed. “I warned him not to lie but Eli marches to his own drummer.”
“Who is his father?” Reece repeated.
“A dangerous man,” Dr. Watson said. “He’s responsible for the scars on Eli’s face and the cigarette burns on his forearms. He’s in prison, serving twenty years.”
“Convicted of what?” Reece asked.
“Eli believes that his father murdered his mother, but the court convicted him of armed robbery. The man is eligible for parole this year.” There was fear in the doctor’s voice. “It’s imperative that he doesn’t get out.”
“Why?”
“He’s forcing Eli to do something,” Dr. Watson said. “He has disreputable friends inside and outside of prison. Everything Eli is doing is to protect Danny. Millhaven can’t release his father.”
Reece couldn’t believe he’d been so gullible. “Eli’s father is at Millhaven with Incubus.” Before the doctor could respond, Reece disconnected.
Pieces of the puzzle clicked into place. Sam wasn’t deluded. Lutz was playing some sort of sick game with her. But for his manipulation to work, Incubus needed help from people outside the prison.
And Eli and his hacker sister had access to every aspect of Sam’s life, including her phone, containing evidence of the woman following her.



CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
Sam
SAM WOKE DISORIENTED. Congestion forced her to breathe through her dry mouth and there was a barbed pain in her throat when she swallowed. A headache throbbed behind her bloated eyes. Groaning, she rolled over. Reece wasn’t there. Brandy lay across the bottom of the bed, and Sam gave her rump a little pat. She blinked at her cellphone. It was eleven o’clock. How had she slept so late?
She climbed out of bed and dizziness caused her to wobble. She stumbled into the bathroom, adjusted the showerhead, and stood under the piercing needles. Jets of cool water bathed her parched mouth. She twisted the massage setting to a soft pulse and turned up the hot water. Steam filled the shower and her stiff muscles began to relax. Some of her confusion cleared. She must have fallen asleep while working on her thesis. That would explain why she had woken in her clothes.
Reluctantly leaving the warmth of the shower, she pulled on jeans and a long-sleeved shirt. It was cold. She added a thick sweater and shuffled into the bedroom, flopping onto the bed beside Brandy.
“Time to get up, sleepy-head.”
Her golden retriever didn’t stir. Brandy’s chest moved in shallow rapid motions. She opened her unfocused eyes.
Trepidation swelled in Sam’s chest. The headache pounded mercilessly behind her eyes. Lightheaded with fear, she tucked her arms under Brandy’s middle and lifted her. Brandy’s mouth opened and a whimpering groan whistled out. Lowering her cherished dog, she wrung her hands with abject helplessness.
“I’ll get Magda,” she whispered. “You’re okay. Everything will be okay.”
She called her vet’s office, explaining to the receptionist that Brandy was unresponsive. A moment later, the vet came on the line.
“Hi, Sam. Can you move her?”
“No. I tried and she cried. Can you come? I don’t know what to do.”
They’d gone to school together and although Sam wouldn’t call Magda a close friend, they’d known each other for years. She’d cared for Brandy her whole life.
“I’m on my way.”
Sam hung up and called Reece. It went to voice mail. She texted him 911! Urgent! Brandy.
Ten minutes passed without a response. She called again and it went straight to voice mail again. Shoving aside her growing panic, she tried Eli. He didn’t answer. Beginning to cry, she called Lisa but her voice message said she was unavailable until five. She phoned Jim but his assistant said he was in court. Her stepfather was out of town. No one else could fetch Reece from class. She was alone.
She held her tear-streaked face to Brandy’s snout. “You are such a good dog,” she said. “Magda is coming. Hang on, my precious girl.”
The doorbell rang and she leaped up, hurtling down the stairs two at a time. She wrenched open the door. “She’s upstairs. Hurry, she’s—” Sam clamped her mouth shut.
Eli’s sister was standing on her threshold.
Danny frowned. “What’s wrong?”
“It’s my dog. I thought you were the vet. What do you want?”
“I can’t find Eli,” Danny said. “He’s not answering his phone. I thought he might be with you.”
“He’s not. Get out.” Sam tried to push her into the corridor.
Danny dug in her heels and refused to budge. “Where’s your dog?”
“Upstairs.”
Without waiting for an invitation, Danny shoved passed her and stomped up the ladder staircase. She knelt by Brandy and stroked her head.
“How long has she been in distress?” Danny asked.
Distress… How could she have slept through it? She should have gotten the vet hours ago.
Danny glanced up and rather than her perpetual disapproving scowl, her expression was sad. “I volunteer at the humane society. Your dog is dying,” she stated bluntly.
The girl’s callousness dumbfounded Sam, rendering her speechless.
Danny draped a throw blanket over Brandy and tucked it around her body. “Until the vet gets here to euthanize her, there’s nothing you can do but make her comfortable. It’s a bit cold. Can you put up the heat?”
Sam wrenched her away from the bed. Danny stumbled and tripped.
“Get away from her,” Sam screamed. “You aren’t a vet. Get out of my house.”
Danny disregarded the outburst. She stood, circled Sam with a wary glance, and sat on the other side of Brandy.
“You shouldn’t be alone.” She began to sing softly to the dog in a language that Sam didn’t recognize.
Downstairs, the bell rang and Sam raced down.
“Where is she?” Magda asked.
Sam dragged her upstairs. Danny ignored the vet and kept singing and stroking Brandy’s head.
After her examination, Magda removed her stethoscope buds from her ears. She stood and faced Sam. “Her abdomen is distended. She has ascites—fluid retention—and she’s jaundice. It’s end-stage liver disease, now.”
Sam shook her head vigorously, incapable of processing what Magda was telling her. “We put her on prescription food six months ago. It was working. You said so. Do something.”
“I warned you that it would only prolong the inevitable. I’m sorry, but it’s time.”
Sam grabbed the vet’s bag and pushed it into her arms. “You have to save her.”
“We can’t maintain stable health, Sam. She’s slipping into a coma.”
End-stage liver disease… If she had taken Brandy to Magda weeks ago, this wouldn’t have happened. Her dog was suffering because she was too cowardly to face the truth.
“I did this,” Sam said. “If I’d called sooner, if—”
“The outcome would be the same.” Magda took both her hands. “She’s twelve. It’s time to say goodbye.”
Sam had been eighteen when her dad bought her the puppy. She’d taken a bouncing, ill-behaved Brandy everywhere that summer. Her liquid brown eyes, fluffy gold fur, and gentle temperament stole everyone’s hearts. Even Lisa’s germaphobe mother had given in and let Brandy visit inside their house. At Lisa and Jim’s wedding, Brandy had walked with polite dignity down the aisle, a satin ring pillow tied like a saddle to her back. Lisa had woven a crown of roses that rested between Brandy’s floppy ears.
“It’s not time. She can’t go.” Guilt washed over her. Brandy had lain dying and she had slept. She’d never forgive herself.
Danny was speaking to Magda, but Sam couldn’t hear their conversation. She didn’t care. Eli’s sister was a trespasser with no right to witness her anguish.
She remembered coming home from Joyce’s funeral. Impotent rage had formed a hot mass of hate inside her. Her burning need to find Incubus and avenge her sister’s murder had consumed her, turning her into a monster she feared. Brandy had pawed her leash off the peg by the front door and carried it over to Sam in her mouth. Driven by habit, Sam had taken Brandy to the park. Her golden retriever had trotted over to a group of boys playing Frisbee. They threw the disc and laughed as Brandy gracefully leapt into the air to catch it between her teeth. Rather than returning it to the children, Brandy had brought it to Sam. With her woeful chocolate eyes imploring, she’d waited for her mistress to understand. In that moment, a sliver of light had penetrated the evil blackness in Sam’s heart. She’d accepted Brandy’s gift and they had spent all afternoon playing with those kids. Sam had experienced a sense of hope for the first time since Incubus had taken her sister.
“You always knew what to do.” She cuddled Brandy’s head against her lap, and her tears dripped onto the soft gold fur between her perfect ears.
For twelve years, Brandy had loved her unconditionally. When she had fallen into the abyss of madness after Joyce’s death, Brandy had brought her back. Her dog was the one constant in a life filled with ugly change that she was powerless to prevent.
“Sam, she’s in pain,” Magda said softly.
After all their years together, Brandy deserved better than to suffer.
“It’s time,” Magda said.
Choking on guilt and tears, all she could manage was a slight nod of her head.
Magda filled a syringe and administered the injection.
Blinded by tears, Sam stroked her dog’s head. Brandy’s eyes opened once. She gazed up with such love and trust that shards of Sam’s shattered heart pierced her chest with an almost physical pain.
“You’re such a good dog,” she whispered. “Thank you for loving me.”
Brandy’s large brown eyes drooped and closed. Beneath Sam’s trembling hands, the tension in Brandy’s warm body released. She took a final shuddering breath and lay still.
There was no air in the room. Sam couldn’t breathe. Crushing grief weakened her back and she slumped across Brandy, desperate to hear the comforting beat of her heart. It was silent. Brandy would never be waiting at the door, excited to greet her. She’d never romp in the park or gobble down her treats. No more bundling her to bed and spooning with her. Her beloved dog was dead.
“Your friend is calling a pet cemetery,” Magda said gently. “They’ll take good care of her, I promise. Attendants will be here soon.”
 There was no sense of time as Sam slumped over the still warm body of her dog. At some point, a man was talking to her. She raised her wet face, desperate for the protection of Reece’s strong arms. Her heart somersaulted with disappointment when she realized it wasn’t Reece. He should be here. They were partners.
Danny took her arm. “Come downstairs with me,” she said. “They’ll bring her.”
Powerless to object, she let Eli’s sister lead her downstairs. Danny spoke to a second attendant. A few minutes later, the door closed behind them. Brandy was gone.
Sam sat still, staring at the full food dish on the kitchen floor. Brandy hadn’t eaten her dinner. Why hadn’t she called the vet last night?
Toys littered the floor around the vacant dog bed. The sight of them caused her stomach to lurch. Her eyes fell to a bookcase with a framed photo of Brandy and Reece playing in the water at the beach.
Hours had passed and her fiancé was too busy to come home or to answer her 911 call.
All the reminders of what life would be like without Brandy tortured her. She walked on dead legs to the kitchen and removed a garbage bag from a box beneath the sink. She bent and picked up the food dish, placing it in the deep bag. She unplugged the water filter and tossed the ceramic fountain into the sack. In the living room, she discarded all the toys and the silver-framed photo.
Danny watched silently with a disapproving scowl.
Systematically, Sam removed every trace of her dog from the loft. Her mind was dull and her body was numb.
“Don’t do this,” Danny said. “You’ll regret it.”
“Please leave,” she said.
She opened a photo album and tore out pictures of Brandy as a puppy. Moving chronologically through photos of her dog’s life, she concentrated on staunching the flood of memories. Eradicating Brandy’s existence was the only way she could cope with the loss.
“It’s because I love you,” she whispered through her tears. “The reminders are too hard. I’m too weak. Forgive me.”
“Where’s Reece?” Danny asked.
“Not here. Please, leave.”
Danny pried the bag from her fingers. ““I’ll take that out for you.” She paused at the open door. “The service is tomorrow. I left the address of the pet cemetery on the fridge. I made all the arrangements and paid for it.”
Sam tensed with anger at her audacity but said nothing. The door latched behind Danny.
Alone, she stood motionless in the centre of her empty loft. Imagined echoes of happy barks tormented her. She lifted her hands to her face, inhaling a faint aroma of her dog. Strands of silky gold fur clung to the sleeves of her sweater. Sunlight streamed from the southern windows, bathing her in warmth. The sensation was obscene. Inside her, there was nothing but cold, hollow darkness.
“Joyce, take care of her,” she whispered. “She’s your dog now.”



CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
Reece
REECE GAZED AT the hole in the kitchen where Brandy’s custom bed used to be. It was gone, along with every other trace of her existence. Throwing away all the reminders of their dog was unhealthy avoidance. And Sam refused to share her feelings. This morning, she’d announced that they were having a service at a pet cemetery today but he didn’t have to go if he was too busy. With stoic determination, she was hiding her fury beneath passive indifference. Reece didn’t blame her for being angry with him. His guilt over abandoning her during her time of need devastated him, but his shame over drugging her was crushing. When he told her the truth, her anger would turn to contempt.
His cell rang. Reece glanced up at the bedroom loft. Sam was getting dressed and it wouldn’t be a good idea to be yakking on his phone when she came down. He checked the caller ID before sending it to voice mail. Harry Walsh. Reluctantly, he accepted the call.
“Did you read the morning paper?” Harry asked.
Reece opened the front door and grabbed the paper. “Not yet. Why?”
“They found a fourth Frozen Statue victim.” Harry’s voice was tight. “A first-year physics student.”
Reece unfolded the paper and scanned the front-page story. Police had discovered Martin Cloutier, a nineteen-year-old from Brockville, on the edge of the Don River, just north of Pottery Road. The article reported that forensics had identified trace evidence of a plant indigenous to northern Ontario. It could be a substantial clue, but the paper didn’t report much else.
“That idiot Staff Inspector Mansfield isn’t any closer to finding Bart.” Harry’s voice caught. “They have nothing.”
“Police withhold information from the media during an active investigation,” Reece said. “But they found evidence at the crime scene this time. She’s getting sloppy. They’ll catch her.”
Harry grunted. “Reece, I’m on my knees. Find my son.”
Reece considered the good news he’d received yesterday afternoon. Interfering in Bryce’s investigation now would result in career suicide. “Bryce is a good man,” he said. “I promise you there’s nothing I could do that his team isn’t doing. They’ll bring Bart home.”
“Margaret told us that Bart’s girlfriend lied about her name,” Harry said. “She said you have a picture of her. I’ve read about facial recognition software. Why can’t the police identify her?”
“I’m sure they have,” Reece said with false optimism. “They’re closing in.”
“Why can’t you and Sam look for Bart?” Harry asked. “That’s what you do. You find people.”
“My hands are tied.” Reece tried to find something he could offer. “But I’ll call homicide later today and see if they’ll share anything.”
“If that’s the best you can do, we appreciate it.” Disappointment resonated from Harry’s voice. “Thanks.”
Reece put down his phone and ran his hands through his hair.
“Is this law career of yours worth losing everyone in your life?” Sam asked from behind him.
He spun around. “It’s not like that.”
There was no expression on her face. “Harry is your best friend.” She leaned over the paper and read the front-page story. “Bart could be next.”
“There’s time.”
She stared at him. “Not if she accelerates. The longer she keeps them alive, the higher the risk. She could end this cycle with two victims.”
The doorbell rang and Reece was enraged to find Eli standing outside the door. He had intended to confront their lying intern yesterday morning, but before he began the conversation, he’d received Gretchen’s call and had to leave.
“What are you doing here?” Reece asked.
“Uh… Danny said the service is today.” Colour rushed to Eli’s cheeks. “I hired a car.” He glanced over Reece’s shoulder. “I am very sorry for your loss,” he said to Sam.
“Thanks,” Sam said. “What’s that?”
Eli held out a pewter urn inlaid with mother of pearl. “If you do not like it, it is okay.” His eyes zipped around. “I did not think you would remember to purchase one for the ashes,” he muttered.
She took it, turning it over in her hands. “This must have cost a fortune.”
“Not really,” Eli mumbled.
Another lie, Reece thought bitterly.
She hugged the deceitful little worm. Reece resisted the urge to drag him off her.
“I figured you would not want to drive.” Eli’s eyes darted to the ceiling and his hand twitched at his side. “I am very sorry if Danny overstepped yesterday.” He paused. “Or if I am now.”
“You are,” Reece retorted. “Your sister shouldn’t have planned the funeral and you shouldn’t have bought that.” He pointed at the urn.
Sam scowled at him.
Eli licked his lips and turned to Reece, avoiding eye contact. “You ran out so fast yesterday that I did not get a chance to congratulate you on your articling position.”
Sam’s expression was a mix of anger and shock. “What articling position?”
The timing of his announcement couldn’t be worse, but Eli had left him no option. “The Crown Attorney’s office accepted my submission,” Reece said.
“Reece was so excited when he got the call,” Eli said.
“Got the call,” Sam echoed.
“I had to meet to discuss next steps.” He hurried to add, “That’s why my phone was turned off.”
“You were with Gretchen Dumont yesterday,” Sam said.
To Reece’s utter astonishment, she laughed.
Eli grinned and slapped Reece on the shoulder. “You two deserve good news.”
Either Eli had no idea that he’d incited a shit storm or it was a talented show of naivety. Reece wanted to throttle the kid.
“You hired a car?” Sam asked Eli.
He nodded.
She stuffed her wallet in her jacket pocket. “Great. Let’s go.” Over her shoulder, she said to Reece, “You should take your own car. You might need to leave.” She disappeared out the door.
“I think I am missing something,” Eli mumbled.
Reece poked him in the shoulder. Hard. “You and I are going to talk. Be at the office this afternoon.”
Eli looked baffled. “Okay.”
Reece shoved him into the corridor and slammed the door shut. If Sam hadn’t hated his guts before, she had every right to now. It appeared that he’d been celebrating with Gretchen while Brandy died. Reece blew his breath out in a puff of exasperation and grabbed his keys.
In the back parking lot, his jaw dropped and his keys fell from his hand.
Someone had totalled Sam’s vintage Grand Am. All four white-lettered tires were in shreds. The chrome bumper was torn from the rear of the car. A web of cracks surrounded a deep indentation in the rear window. Pebbles of glass from the smashed side windows littered the ground. Reece circled the car. The headlights and taillights were all broken. Deep scratches marred the glossy black paint. Huge dents peppered the hood and roof. Rage boiled up in his chest as he picked up a broken side mirror. Reece peered inside the coupe and gasped. The vandal had hacked up the burgundy leather interior.
Standing in the chilly morning sun, he gawked at the ruined car. Her father’s classic car was Sam’s pride and joy. She couldn’t see it like this. He had to do something. Reece called her garage. As he described the damage, her mechanic went ballistic. After spewing a graphic depiction of what he’d do to the vandals if he caught them, the mechanic told Reece he’d send a tow truck and arrange a loaner car.
Next, Reece called the police and waited for the officers to arrive to take the incident report for the insurance claim. His stomach churned as he snapped multiple pictures of the extensive damage. Finding authentic replacement parts would be tough, if not impossible. It would cost thousands of dollars to fix the vintage car and it would never be the same.
The cops were finishing their report when the tow truck arrived. The driver whistled at the damage and the group of men stood around commiserating over the senseless destruction. Finally, everyone left Reece alone in the parking lot. This wasn’t the act of kids or a random attack. The vandals hadn’t touched any other car. The perpetrator had targeted Sam.
Reece got in his car and drove to the pet cemetery. He’d missed most of the service but he might be able to sneak in before it ended. When he pulled into the parking lot, his heart took another nosedive. Lisa was outside the chapel doors, holding the pewter urn.
He parked and walked over to her on heavy legs. “Where’s Sam?”
Lisa took his arm and led him to a bench. “Can we talk? It’s important and we don’t have much time.”
He sat, expecting Sam’s best friend to scold him for missing Brandy’s funeral. “Someone totalled her car,” he blurted. “She doesn’t know yet.”
Lisa’s eyes widened in horror. “How bad is it?”
“Very bad,” he said grimly. “I didn’t want her to see it. I had to wait for the tow truck.”
“My God.” Lisa rested the urn in her lap.
“What did you need?” Reece asked.
“Jim’s been trying to reach you,” she said. “He’s in court and couldn’t be here but it’s urgent.”
Jim had left two messages last night. Reece had assumed he was calling to congratulate him on his articling position.
“What’s going on?”
“Jerry Lutz’s stepdaughter called Jim from Albania,” Lisa said. “She’s enraged because her lawyer told her that Jim is defending Lutz at appeal.”
Reece was stunned.
“He isn’t,” Lisa rushed to say. “But Lutz has a letter. It’s typed on the firm’s letterhead.” Her lips thinned to a slash across her face. “Jim’s signature is on it.”
“Someone forged it?”
She nodded. “And took it to Millhaven. A CO scanned it and put it in Lutz’s file. Jim talked to the Warden.”
“Who would do that?” Reece asked.
“It was Sam.” Lisa hung her head. “The prison logged the letter she declared at the visitor centre. She must have stolen letterhead from Jim’s home office when she visited me.”
Shock prevented Reece from saying anything. He put his elbows on his knees and lowered his face to his hands.
Lisa rubbed his back. “The letter states that Jim is taking the case pro bono. That violates his partnership agreement. He has to tell his partners. There’s no guarantee that he can convince them not to press fraud charges.”
Forging official documents from a law office was serious. Reece couldn’t understand why Sam would do something so reckless.
“But we have bigger problems than the letter,” Lisa said. “This Aleksia woman is blackmailing Jim.”
Reece sat up and stared at her.
“Aleksia claims she has evidence that Sam knew about Jerry’s cabin days before the showdown at the warehouse. She alleges that Sam was inside the primary crime scene and she can prove it.”
“No,” Reece said. “That’s impossible. Lutz was stalking her client. Sam followed him to protect Lorna but she didn’t know he was Incubus until he bragged in the warehouse. Sam never went inside that cabin,” Reece insisted.
Lisa shrugged. “Not according to Aleksia. If Jim represents her stepfather, she’ll turn over what she has to police. Withdrawing from the case wouldn’t be a problem, except for—”
“The forged letter,” Reece said.
What the hell was Sam thinking? The only ethical way Jim could retract his offer was to disclose to Lutz’s attorney that he didn’t write the letter and implicate Sam.
Lisa gripped his hand. “How does Lutz’s stepdaughter know we’re close friends with Sam? She must know, right?”
Reece’s confusion escalated. Blackmail only worked if the person receiving the threat wanted to protect someone. Aleksia must believe that Jim would protect Sam. But none of this made any sense.
“If Aleksia provides the court with evidence that Sam lied to police, Lutz’s appeal team will have grounds to argue the validity of the evidence collected at the cabin,” Reece said. “So why is she doing this? Incubus could walk on appeal.”
“Jim tried to tell her that. She wouldn’t back down. Jerry killed her mother and her sole focus is to make sure that a renowned defence attorney doesn’t accept his case,” Lisa said. “Jim says he can’t judge the threat against Sam until Aleksia discloses her evidence. But…” She trailed off with a sigh.
“She’d have to release it to authorities.” Reece scrubbed his hands against his face. “If this proof shows that Sam withheld evidence in a serial killer investigation, it also proves she committed perjury during the trial.” The consequences were dire.
“It’s even worse,” Lisa said miserably. “Aleksia claims that Sam used Lorna as bait to lure Incubus. She says she can prove that Sam set up the date between Jerry and Lorna and sent them to the warehouse together. Aleksia says Lorna Maracle is willing to corroborate this.”
“Sam wouldn’t put an innocent woman’s life at risk,” Reece insisted.
“Wouldn’t she?” Lisa took his hand. “After Joyce’s murder, Sam became someone else. You weren’t here, but it was bad. Her hatred toward Incubus grew to monstrous proportions.”
“Why would Lorna change her testimony now?” Reece asked.
Lisa shrugged. “I don’t know anything about the woman. I remember at the trial that Lorna refused to speak with Sam. She acted as if she hated her.”
“Jesus,” Reece murmured.
“Sam did all this because of the stupid lily,” Lisa said. “Why Incubus chose that flower drove her into madness after Joyce’s murder.” She picked up the urn and hugged it to her chest. “During the trial, someone sent her white lilies every day. Incubus had to have been behind it.”
This was why Sam had found a white lily in the staircase of the loft. The same person had probably trashed her car. Incubus and his accomplice were playing mind games with her, trying to shove Sam over the edge and into madness again.
“Jim and I are worried.” Lisa wiped a tear from her cheek. “She’s not sleeping and she’s making bad choices. Just like three years ago.”
“I’ll talk to her,” Reece said. “We’ll figure this out.”
Lisa glanced up. “She’s coming. She won’t like it if she finds us talking.”
Reece reached for the urn but Lisa held onto it. “She doesn’t want it. I’ll take it home for now.”
Sam strolled over with a tight smile. “Nice of you to show up,” she said caustically.
“I should go,” Lisa mumbled and hurried toward her minivan.
Reece took Sam’s hand. “Sit down, please. We need to talk.”
She tugged her hand free. “I’m driving to the office with Eli. We’ll talk later.”
“It’s serious. Sit down.”
“What’s wrong?”
Reece had the ridiculous impulse to laugh. Everything was wrong. There wasn’t one positive thing in their lives. He could start with his confession over how he’d drugged her. He could inquire why she had forged an official letter. They could discuss the ramifications of tampering with evidence and committing perjury. A chat about how she’d used her unsuspecting client to trap a serial killer would be fun.
Sam studied his face without saying anything, then turned and walked over to Eli and his sister. Reece half expected her to get into the hired car and leave him sitting on the bench. She spoke with them and they got into the limo. Once it drove away, she returned to the bench and sat beside him.
Reece turned her stiff shoulders so she faced him. “Our lives are about to implode. We’ll fight what’s coming together. But I need you to do something for me,” he said.
“What’s that?”
He caressed the scars across the back of her hands. “Tell me what happened the day you caught Incubus.”



CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
Three Years Earlier
Sam
I’VE HUNTED INCUBUS for three days. After seventy-two hours of exhaustive investigation, I have found nothing in Jerry’s life that offers a psychological explanation for what he became. He’s a psychopath. They’re born, not created. For them, killing is as fundamental as a rational person’s instinct to eat and to sleep.
He works as a DNA analyst in a private lab uptown. He lives in an inconspicuous bungalow. That’s where he grows his lilies. Hydroponic light consumes extensive electricity, and the monster’s hydro bills are high—I paid a hacker to access his past bills. In addition to being intelligent, Incubus is methodical because it takes skill and precise scheduling to force the plants to bloom consecutively.
Jerome Karlheinz Lutz is an only child. He was born outside Regina, Saskatchewan in 1971 to a surgeon and a stay-at-home mom. In 1994, he obtained an honours degree in human genetics from McGill University. Three years later, he completed a Masters in forensic science with a speciality in DNA and serology from Marshall University in Huntington, West Virginia.
In December 1995, two female students disappeared from the Marshall campus. Police found the body of one of them on the banks of the Ohio River but never recovered the second. A year later, authorities discovered the body of a woman from nearby Front Royal on the banks of the Shenandoah River. The police didn’t connect the murders. The only similarities were that the perpetrator hadn’t raped the women and had stabbed them multiple times in the abdomen. Jerry lived in West Virginia at the time of all three murders. I know in my heart that he killed those women.
Psychopaths evolve as they perfect their craft, but he’s displaying his work now for a reason. Staging his macabre art must rouse an omnipotent delusion that gratifies him. Maybe it’s the thrill of seeing his crimes retold in the news. Or perhaps it’s the sport of outwitting Toronto’s best criminal justice minds. When serial killers stage their victims with intricate style, they have a reason.
My sister’s ghost irrevocably ties me to Jerry Lutz for eternity. He is my obsession. I feel as if I’m floating senseless in a deprivation tank where the oppressive blackness strips me of all emotion except hate. When exhaustion fractures the wall of impotent rage that masks my rational sensibilities, I fear this obsession will be my destruction. Salvation will come only when Incubus dies by my hand.
He left work early today. It was mere chance that I caught his red Honda exiting the DNA lab’s parking lot. An hour ago, I lost sight of the car. I’m lightheaded from lack of sleep, and my nerves are tight as I trawl aimlessly, hunting for the monster’s car.
Christmas is in six days and Toronto is hectic with bustling shoppers. Vehicles clog every downtown street. Drivers slow to search for cheap parking and to gawk at spectacular displays of holiday decorations. Pedestrians dart into traffic to race to the next shop. Happy parents tow hyperactive children to The Bay’s elaborate window displays of dazzling wonderland scenes. Joyce loved Christmas and these garish decorations flood my soul with darkness.
When we were kids, Dad took us skating at Nathan Philips Square every Christmas Eve. With our mittens wrapped around paper cups of hot chocolate, Joyce and I would huddle in front of Toronto City Hall and ogle the thousand holiday lights that twinkled around the iconic arches above the ice rink.
A ringing yanks me from the memory, and I accept the call while scrutinizing the streets.
“I found warehouse space,” Lorna says. “It’s by the rail maintenance facility.”
I don’t care, but say, “Congratulations.”
A red sedan turns off Spadina Avenue and I give chase, my heart hammering as I cut off a Ford RAM in an effort to see the car’s license plate.
“Jerry got a tip and—”
“What!” I slam on my brakes.
The RAM truck leans on its horn and swerves erratically to avoid smashing into my rear bumper.
“Jerry Lutz?” Speaking his name causes the saliva in my mouth to dry up.
“He sent an exquisite bouquet and the sweetest note. He signed that one.” Trilling laughter floats down the phone line. “Jerry invited me for coffee yesterday to apologize in person. I didn’t see the harm, so—”
“Lorna, where are you?” There’s a whishing noise in the background. She’s driving and the phone is on speaker.
“If you let me finish, I’ll explain,” she retorts with a sharp edge of defensiveness. “Jerry’s shy, you know? He never intended to upset me. We had a lovely time getting to know each other yesterday. This morning, he offered to reach out to his friend so I can be the first to make an offer on the warehouse. Isn’t that thoughtful?”
Jerry’s car was at the DNA lab yesterday. It never left, which means he took evasive measures and did a bait-and-switch in the lab’s underground parking garage. Incubus knows I’ve been tailing him. A cold shiver runs down my back. I try not to panic. There’s no way Jerry suspects that I know he’s Incubus. This is about Lorna, but she’s a lonely woman and I’ve put her at risk by not warning her.
The painting’s extravagance impressed her, I remember. She was utterly charmed by the arrangement of grotesque lilies and hydrangeas. When she saw his face on the CCTV recording, she said he was cute. Lorna was never afraid of her secret admirer. She wanted to know who he was. The monster’s generosity flattered her, and I gave her no concrete reason to fear him.
“Stay away from him,” I order her now. “Jerry Lutz is not what he seems. He’s dangerous.”
“Don’t be ridiculous,” she says tersely. “Once you get to know him, he’s intelligent and charming.”
Most psychopaths are. The warehouse could be anywhere, but I know where the maintenance station is. Wrenching the steering wheel, I cut across two lanes and shoot onto the exit for the westbound Gardiner Expressway.
“Lorna, do not go near Jerry Lutz. He’s a psychopath.”
“Samantha, I take offence to your unflattering appellation.”
My blood runs cold. Jerry’s voice.
His tone is jovial. “Here I am acting the gentleman and escorting Lorna and you’re sullying my character.”
Nausea rolls across my stomach. He has her. If she dies, it will be on me because I withheld that Jerry Lutz is Incubus. The industrial area around the nest of railway tracks is massive. I’ll never find them.
“Jerry tells me you’re following him.” Lorna sighs. “Please stop harassing him.” Her voice is formal and tight.
As the expressway skirts Humber Bay, a plan takes shape. Grinding my molars against a pure, searing hate that pounds through my veins, I say, “Of course! I’m so glad I was wrong.” My laugh sounds hysterical to my ears. “Jerry, I’d like to meet and apologize.”
I need ten minutes to reach the maintenance facility. I try to think of a plausible reason I would be in the vicinity. “I’m just leaving Toronto South Detention Centre. Can I meet you two at the warehouse?”
“That’s kind, but it’s unnecessary,” Lorna says.
“I acted badly. Please, let me buy you two a drink.”
“We’d be delighted,” Jerry says. “The last time we chatted, Samantha, you reminded me of someone.” His chuckle is like nails against a blackboard.
My head throbs with rage. “Great! Give me the address.”
Lorna recites an address and is in the process of saying something else but I disconnect. I stomp on the gas and the back end of my Grand Am fishtails. Horns blare as I whip between cars, racing toward the southbound exit for Islington Avenue. With one hand, I call Detective Bryce Mansfield.
The second he picks up, I yell, “I know who Incubus is. He has another woman.” I scream out the address. “I’m five minutes away. Send backup. I don’t have a weapon.”
“What the hell are you talking about, McNamara?” he growls.
“Incubus is Jerry Lutz, Lorna Maracle’s stalker. He has her. Cops arrested him four days ago but let him go. I’ll explain everything, but get units to that address now.” Before he badgers me with questions, I hang up.
I turn left into an unpaved vacant lot outside a single-level warehouse that is set away from the more modern developments. A grey minivan sits empty nearby. It must be the van Incubus used to abduct my sister from the grocery store. My rear tires lock against the gravel as the Grand Am screeches to a stop.
Scrambling out of the car, I run to the warehouse. Posted to a crumbling brick wall adjacent to an open door is a condemned notice. I step through the door and can hear voices echoing inside the vast space—one male and one female. It’s pointless to sneak up on Jerry. I’ll keep up the charade, get Lorna out of the building, and hope Bryce is on his way with backup.
Slowing my frantic pace, I stroll in a casual way, stepping over broken glass, and crumbled plaster. They are standing together, silhouetted against an open loading dock door. “Wow, nice space.” My own voice, falsely cheerful, floats up into the vaulted ceiling. It sickens me that Lorna is holding Incubus’s murderous hand.
“Jerry says not to worry about the condemned signs. The owner is bringing everything up to code.” The right side of her mouth tilts up in a lopsided grin as she stares adoringly at him. “It’s just perfect. Thank you so much, Jerry.” Her simpering tone makes me weak with dismay.
Pasting on a jolly smile, I give her free hand a gentle tug. “Would you mind waiting outside so I can speak with Jerry?”
She doesn’t budge and wraps her arm around his despicable waist. “Whatever you have to say, you can say in my presence.”
Hoping my expression appears chagrined rather than homicidal, I say, “I’d like to apologize in private.”
Jerry steps away from Lorna. “Give us a moment, sweetheart. We’ll put this unfortunate business behind us and join you outside.”
He swipes his chin-length blond hair behind his ears.
Lorna practically swoons. “Don’t be too long.”
He blows her a kiss and his eyes follow her until she exits the warehouse. He turns to me. The charming pretense drains from his face. His eyes harden until they resemble cold sapphires.
“You aren’t that different from me, Samantha.” He smiles. “You’re a killer. I see it in your eyes.”
“Figured out who I remind you of?” I ask through gritted teeth.
“Your sister, of course.” He smiles with satisfaction. “Would you like to know how Mrs. Russo caught my eye?” He holds open his arms as if inviting me to dance.
My neck cracks as I rotate my head. A crowbar rests beside an open wooden crate a metre to his right.
He clicks his tongue and wags his finger at me. “Touch it and I kill you.”
If he has a concealed weapon, I’m done. If he hasn’t, I may be able to hold my own until the cops arrive. Three months’ training in Muay Thai isn’t sufficient to beat a man his size in combat, but if I stay away from him and he doesn’t knock me off balance, I stand a chance. Low kicks and teeps—a Muay Thai specialty kick—should allow me to keep a tight guard and slow him down.
“You’re welcome to try,” I say.
I stagger my feet, placing them a bit wider than my hips, and angle them a little to the side. My right elbow and forearm are close to my torso, and my fist aligns with my jaw. I drop my chin, tilt my head, and tense my abdominal muscles.
“Fighter stance—oh, I’m aquiver with trepidation.” He claps. “You’re very different from your lovely sister. I had so hoped she’d be a challenge. Alas, she was the same as all whining whores.” There’s a mocking, singsong quality to his voice. “She certainly showed spirit by throwing a box at you that day, however. What was it she hollered before you drove away?” He snaps his fingers. “Ah, yes. She never wanted to see you again. How fortuitous it was that I was able to grant her wish.”
The room spins and my breath rattles. My core weakens and I brace my legs to keep from falling.
“Do you understand?” He raises an eyebrow and smirks at me. “Do you see the chain of events you initiated?” His voice is soft with the condescending tone of a parent disciplining a child.
“You followed Lorna to my office.”
Jerry holds up his index finger. “That’s one point. Wish to go for two?”
“You tailed me.”
“And…”
“You saw Joyce.” The ugly truth jackhammers inside my skull. “You were the gardener in the yard that night.”
“And…”
“You picked my sister because of me.” A hysterical bark escapes my gaping mouth.
I was the catalyst that led to my sister’s murder. A jet engine roars inside my head. Muay Thai flies from my mind. I lunge. My fingertips graze the crowbar. Jerry grabs the back of my hair and yanks. My feet grapple for traction as he drags me backwards. I stop struggling and gravity pulls my limp body down. With a grunt, his grasp weakens, and I jerk out of his clutch. Leaping to my feet, I turn and run at him and smash the heel of my hand against his nostrils, driving the impact up to force bone splinters into his brain. His head whips back and blood spews from his nose, but his powerful uppercut catches me on the chin. My teeth snap against my tongue. Blood fills my mouth and pain floods across my jaw.
Shaking my head to clear my vision, I stumble backwards. A fraction too late, I glimpse the hazy outline of the crowbar clenched between his hands. The hooked metal teeth plow into my hip. He wrenches it free. Blood streams down my thigh. He lifts the crowbar and swings again. All I have time to do is pivot and duck. Hard metal collides with my right shoulder. There’s a pop. Blazing pain engulfs my upper arm. Warm urine flows down my inner leg. Gasping for breath, I choke on bloody vomit and collapse.
Air whistles above me. I roll to my left. The crowbar tip clashes against the floor and sparks leap up from the concrete.
He will not kill me while I lie submissive on my back. Using my uninjured arm as leverage, I teeter to a standing position. Cradling my right arm, I turn to confront him. Raging hate fuels a rush of adrenaline. My heart gallops in my chest. The pain fades as my respiration accelerates.
I charge.
The crown of my head barrels into his stomach. A warm puff of air billows against my neck as his breath whooshes out in a groan. I ram my knee into his crotch and drive the thumb of my uninjured hand into his eye. He grabs my wrist with both hands and wrenches my claw from his face. My teeth clamp onto his forearm and his vile blood drools down my chin.
With a howl, he releases my arm and shoves me. Adjusting my balance, I swing my leg in a semicircle and strike the side of his head with the front of my foot.
Panting, my eyes search for the crowbar but a dark mist blurs my vision. I shake my head, focusing, and see Jerry on his hands and knees, crawling toward the crowbar. With a banshee wail, I stomp my foot into his kidney. He grunts and falls flat on the floor. I stomp on his back once more and kick him in the head. Jerry lies motionless on his stomach with his arms and legs splayed.
Sirens scream outside. I stagger toward the exit. Every jarring step sends torrential waves of agony through my beaten body.
A blast reverberates behind me.
Scorching air hurls me airborne. As I crash to the cement, my breath rushes from my lungs. I lie wheezing and disoriented. My ears ring and pressure builds, as if I’m underwater. The stench of burning hair and flesh fills my nostrils. I roll onto my back, stunned and confused.
The back wall of the warehouse is in flames. As I watch in horror, an apparition emerges from the oily black smoke. The fiery spectre jigs and a glowing phoenix wing reaches for me. Strands of charred hair droop across one wide blue eye that stares sightless from bubbling flesh. His lips twist in a horrific grimace as his melting skin constricts. The demon collapses on top of me.
Screaming, I shove him off. Blisters bubble across the crimson skin on my hands but there is nothing but pressure. Crawling, dragging my useless arm at my side, I cover a few feet before collapsing.
Someone grabs my left wrist and turns me onto my side. A man’s mouth moves but I’m deaf. Detective Bryce Mansfield picks me up and throws me across his shoulder. Cold air blows against my face. I’m lowered onto a flat board. The bright yellow and black jacket of an EMS moves into my range of vision.
From the corner of my eye, I see three paramedics holding IV bags over another gurney. As they run with it toward one of the ambulances, I catch a glimpse of Jerry Lutz. One side of his face is sooty but intact. The other half is a mass of charred flesh.
I clutch Bryce’s hand. “Is he dead?”
“Give us a minute,” he says to the paramedics who surround my gurney.
After they step away, I say, “He’s Incubus.”
“How do you know?”
“Cabin,” I croak. “Primary crime scene. Saw it. Location on my GPS.”
“When?”
“Three days. Followed him.”
Bryce hunches so his face is level with mine. He glances behind him. Around us is chaos but he is the only one in earshot.
“Sam, did you go inside that cabin?” His voice is urgent. “You used to be a cop. You know why I’m asking. Did you go inside?” he repeats.
The tinnitus is fading from my ears, and I’m suddenly acutely aware of the searing pain in my shoulder and lower hip as the world surges back into sharp focus.
The GPS proves I found the cabin days ago. If circumstances around the discovery imply tampering, a judge could rule all evidence collected inadmissible. By obstructing justice, I’m not a credible witness. I need plausible deniability that I suspected Jerry Lutz was Incubus. Without that knowledge, there is no motive to withhold evidence with the intent of engaging in vigilante justice.
“Never went inside,” I whisper with conviction. “Camera over door will prove I left.”
Bryce waves away an approaching paramedic. “Why do you think Lutz is Incubus?”
“Told me,” I whisper. “Was going to kill me and take Lorna.”
The tension in Bryce’s face relaxes. He hollers at a woman, who runs over.
“Repeat it,” Bryce orders.
His partner leans over the gurney. A detective shield hanging from a metal chain dangles an inch above my nose.
“Lutz is Incubus. Bragged he killed Joyce at a cabin.”
The detective whistles low and grins at Bryce. “Christmas is early.”
“Get the techs to pull the GPS from her car,” he tells his partner. “What I’ve got so far is that Lutz stalked Ms. Maracle. Officers picked him up so we have confirmation. Concerned for her client, Sam tailed Lutz to a cabin. He told her today that he’s Incubus. Find that cabin and get a warrant. It could be the kill site. Get a forensic team on that Chrysler minivan. It matches the make and model of the vehicle used to abduct Joyce Russo. McNamara’s statement provides probable cause.”
A paramedic shoves Bryce aside and hooks me up to an IV. A sensation of warmth swaddles my aching body. Bryce’s voice fades to an insect buzz. Behind my closed lids, I envision Jerry’s deformed face. I was wrong. Death was not the answer. This is the perfect act of revenge.
My sister has justice, but Joyce’s legacy to me is eternal guilt. She died because of me. I will forever stand beside her in that dank, mouldy cellar where her life drained from her body. Her eyes will forever stare accusingly at me from that fetid riverbank.
This is all that’s left of my life. It’s all I deserve.



CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
Reece
AFTER SAM FINISHED her story, Reece told her about her car. She cried, but her reaction was not just because of the damage to her father’s vintage Grand Am. It was an aftereffect of Brandy’s death. Holding her, he promised they’d get through it together. He didn’t tell her that Aleksia was blackmailing Jim or that they knew about the forged letter. He didn’t confront her about her visit to Incubus. He just held her as she cried and squashed his renewed desire to hire an inmate to shank the psychopath. Reece knew he would never act on the impulse, but his homicidal rage scared him.
Rather than taking her to the office, he insisted she go home and rest. The last two days had broken her and she didn’t argue. Her passivity worried him because it was out of character. Sam was a fighter.
He dropped her at the loft and continued to their office. If Eli and his sister were Incubus’s minions, they’d be in jail by nightfall, even if Reece had to beat a confession out of the lying little worm. He parked in the cramped space behind the building, marched to the back entrance, and took the stairs two at a time. He flung open the door and stood with his hands on his hips.
“What do you want from us?” His voice was a low growl.
Eli placed his cellphone on the desk. “You talked to my foster father.” His voice was heavy with resignation. “He called. I can explain.”
“Your sister’s alias is Hybrid. She’s a hacker on the deep web. Start there.”
“You need to know about the money.” Eli’s eyes flickered around the room.
Reece removed his coat and sat deliberately in the chair across from Eli, never taking his eyes off him. “What money?”
“The condo does not belong to my foster parents. It is mine. I bought it for Danny,” Eli stated.
“You bought a multimillion-dollar waterfront penthouse.” Reece laughed. “And how did you manage that?”
“When I was in university, I developed a video game and put a short, playable portion of the multi-player strategy game on Kickstarter. It is a—”
“I know what it is,” Reece retorted.
“People played it, loved it, and donated money. With the funds, Danny developed enhanced graphics,” Eli said. “We put it on Steam and it became a top-selling game. Microsoft came knocking.”
“How much did they pay?” Reece smirked, not believing a word of the story.
“Twenty-three million dollars,” Eli mumbled. “In exchange for all the rights, including the graphic code.” He shoved a file across the desk to Reece.
Reece read the purchase agreement, his astonishment growing with every legal word. Eli was violating a non-disclosure agreement by revealing the amount of the sale, but everything he claimed was true.
The revelation fuelled Reece’s rage. Eli didn’t need a low-paying internship. “Why did you take this job?”
“Dad told you about my biological father.” Eli’s expression was dark. “He found out about the sale. He called, wanting money. I refused.”
“What does that have to do with me and Sam?”
“He threatened Danny’s life.” Eli’s lips thinned and his eye twitched. “A week after the call, someone attacked her on campus. He said, ‘Next time you’re dead, unless your brother gives up the money.’”
Eli snapped the elastic around his wrist with such force that Reece winced.
“Danny… Her past is messed up. I will not let anyone else hurt her.” He bit his lip so hard that blood dribbled down his chin. “My foster dad’s lawyer set up a corporation. I do not exist. Everything I have is in the corporation’s name. I changed my legal name before I applied for my security licence. Danny changed her name, too.” He licked the blood from his lip. “Before we moved, Danny wiped out any trace of us online. I wanted to give away the money but my parents talked me out of it. They said the money would keep Danny safe.”
The bigger concern was that giving it away would enrage their son’s intimidator. Reece said nothing.
“This nightmare is because of the money. I hate it.” Tears welled in Eli’s eyes. “It put Danny’s life at risk. He will kill her, just like he killed my mother.”
“What do you want with us?” Reece asked.
Eli leaned across the desk. “I want you and Sam to help me. We have to prove that he murdered my mother. We have to do it before his parole hearing in June.”
“For Christ’s sake, Eli, why didn’t you just ask us?” Something occurred to Reece. “How did you find out we were hiring an intern? It wasn’t Wayne Kalstein at Fanshawe, was it?”
Eli shook his head. “Behoo told Danny. She helped him last year when Bloody Widow launched a cyberattack against you.” He rushed to say, “But I want to be a private investigator and I want to mentor with you. I have to be the one to keep the douchebag in prison. He has to know I am responsible. If he does, he will leave Danny alone.”
Reece doubted that. Revenge was a stronger motivator than money was. He stood and went to a bar fridge perched on a rickety wicker table and grabbed a beer. He paused before offering Eli a bottle.
They opened their beers and drank in silence.
“I am not good at reading people’s body language,” Eli said. “If they do not speak directly, I miss the point. But even I could tell that Sam disliked me at the interview.” He sipped his beer and lowered his head. “A standard background check would not tell you anything. But a deep web hack would,” he mumbled. “So… well, I got Danny to ask Behoo to lie.”
Behoo’s lack of loyalty disappointed Reece but he’d deal with that later. “Does your father know Incubus?”
Eli shrugged. “I doubt it. Incubus would be in protective custody. That would be in a different block.”
“Have you or Danny ever gone to Millhaven?” Reece asked. “Or communicated in any way with an inmate?”
He shook his head.
“They log everything,” Reece warned him. “Visits, phone calls, letters—we’ll be able to find out.”
“I have never contacted anyone. I promise.”
A call to the prison administration would confirm his claim. Reece didn’t have the authority, but the woman who prosecuted Incubus did. He hated to ask Gretchen Dumont for a favour, especially now, but he’d grovel if it meant protecting Sam.
“I was going to tell the truth.” The skin around Eli’s wrist was bright red from snapping the elastic. “If I proved my value as an employee, Sam would like me.” Eli’s eyes grew moist and his lip trembled. “People do not like me. Not usually. My quirks make them angry. When I was a kid, they were mean.”
Reece rubbed his eyes. Sam wouldn’t have hired an intern associated with a convicted felon, especially one serving time with Incubus. And she hadn’t liked Eli, not at first.
“Were police involved after your sister’s assault?” he asked.
Eli nodded.
“Give me the date and names.”
He recited the details and Reece called a contact at London Police Service. He waited on hold while the detective looked up the case.
The incident report confirmed everything Eli had said, including the accusation that his father had orchestrated the attack against his foster sister from behind bars. Reece hung up and gazed pensively at his intern, undecided over what to do. It didn’t appear that Eli or Danny was helping Incubus with the psychological warfare against Sam. But Reece wasn’t positive. It had to be someone who knew Sam, today or in the past.
Eli typed on his keyboard and then twisted his laptop to face Reece. “This is the file on my mother’s murder. The minimized docs are my father’s arrest record and transcripts from his trial.” Eli swallowed. “The PDF icon is my Children’s Aid record. I’m telling you the truth. These will prove it.”
Reece read the first document. An unknown assailant had gunned Eli’s mother down in a convenience store robbery. Eyewitness testimony stated that the masked robber had walked into the crowded store and shot her. There were no other casualties, and the perpetrator had escaped with less than five hundred dollars in cash. Reece closed the file and read the second document. Police had apprehended Eli’s father during a failed bank robbery where one of the perps shot a security guard. Eli’s father testified against his accomplice and received a reduced sentence for armed robbery and second-degree murder. Reece opened the CAS file last. The details of Eli’s abuse as a child sickened and horrified him. His eyes strayed to the two scars on Eli’s face. He dropped his gaze to Eli’s wrist. Below the red ring from the elastic, circular burn scars covered his forearm.
It was dark outside by the time Reece gave Eli back his computer.
“You should have told us,” he said.
“The lies spiralled. I could not figure out how to come clean,” Eli said in misery.
“I wish you’d given us some credit,” Reece said. “You aren’t responsible for your father.”
Eli’s face brightened. “You mean you will help me nail the douchebag before his parole hearing?”
Despite the gravity of the situation, Reece chuckled. “You’re a multi-millionaire. You could hire a team of PIs to find evidence against your father. You don’t need us.”
“But they would not teach me how to do it,” Eli said with desperation. “They would not let me intern with them.”
His naivety around the power of money astounded Reece. He laughed outright, but checked himself when he witnessed Eli’s crestfallen expression.
“There can’t be any more lies,” Reece stated firmly. “Law enforcement careers require loyalty and honesty. It’s black and white. Lies cause distrust that negatively impact relationships. Get it?”
Eli’s head bobbed. “Got it. I will not let you down.”
“I’m not guaranteeing anything but I’ll talk to Sam.” Reece stood. “Come on, I’ll drive you home.”
Eli gathered his belongings and they opened the office door.
Sitting in the corridor outside the door was a vase filled with white lilies.



CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE
Sam
SAM SAT AT the kitchen table, gulping a double espresso. The caffeine wasn’t helping. Rather than clearing her head, it was making her jittery and anxious. She had slept for about four hours, never entering a cycle of deep sleep. Joyce had visited four times, brandishing the blood-filled lily.
In the most frightening nightmare, her sister had taken her to the putrid cabin. They’d floated down scorched and crumbling stairs and through a shadowy stone corridor to the kill room. Blood had wept from the stones in the cellar walls, running in rivers and pooling on the dirt floor. Incubus’s other five victims had stood in a line at the bottom of the medical table. Each gestured to Sam with a white lily, welcoming her to their hell. Two of the women stood behind shiny metal stools. They set their blossoms on the seats. The flowers’ green throats began to glow and pulse inside the shimmering white petals. The women’s mouths had opened in silent horror and maggots had spilled across their chins, tumbling in a squirming mass across the swell of their naked breasts and dropping to the flowers on the stools. The maggots’ fat white bodies burst and gore spilled across the lilies’ velvet petals. Joyce had run her finger through the blood that dripped from the stools’ seats. “Remember,” she had whispered.
Sam gazed out the window. The day was dark. Toronto had received less than fifty hours of sunlight in January, rather than the seasonal average of over eighty. February wasn’t shaping up to be any better. Along with exhaustion, the gloomy days and cold dampness were feeding her depression. She wandered over to the mangled photo albums that lay in a discarded pile beside a bookcase. Why had she thrown out all of Brandy’s pictures? It was stupid impulsiveness, done in a moment of black grief.
Shoving her arms into her leather jacket, she jogged down the back stairs, expecting to find a lily on every landing.
Outside at the dumpster, she clutched the edge of the filthy bin and hoisted her body up. Empty. The city sanitation service had already been by. Tears burned behind her eyes as she jumped down. Lisa would have puppy pictures. But Sam didn’t want those. They wouldn’t be her private memories.
Her phone tweeted and she opened Reece’s text.
Meet me at noon where you caught Incubus.
He expected her to drop everything and race to the warehouse in a half hour. She sighed. Justice was black and white to Reece, and he’d have trouble reconciling why she had withheld evidence during a police investigation. His typical text messages were a muddle of symbols and cryptic shorthand, but this one was plain and to the point. She suspected he was in ‘cop’ mode, and he’d unconsciously mimicked that professionalism in his text. If he wanted to reconstruct the events that led to the final showdown with Incubus, Sam had damage control to do. Tiny fissures in a relationship grew into impassable caverns fast.
Disheartened, she went to the ugly loaner car and drove to the warehouse.
Someone had poured fresh gravel in the lot. New windows circled the top of the huge single-level structure and bricklayers had patched the damaged walls. Someone must have bought and renovated the burned-out warehouse. The new doublewide security door was a solid grey metal, but one side was ajar. She glanced around for a company sign, but there wasn’t one. Reece’s Camry wasn’t there, but a minivan suggested that someone was inside. Sam pulled both of the doors open wide to prevent anyone from suspecting her of trespassing. She stepped inside.
Boxes, wrapped tight with industrial cellophane, sat on wooden skids that marched down the centre of the enormous space. On the right side, giant pallet racking ran in horizontal rows. The grey metal frames held bright yellow racks stuffed with more plastic-wrapped skids. The high shelves reached close to the metal-beamed ceiling. It reminded her of Costco, without the merchandise displays.
Even with the natural light from the open door, the gloom restricted her sight. She hunted for a light switch. There were seven of them on a console by the door, but when she flicked them, nothing happened. She circled a parked forklift and wandered between two rows of racks. The height of the units cast long, dark shadows. The shelving ended about three feet from the exterior wall. A narrow corridor ran the length of the building and was wide enough for foot traffic. The high windows provided faint streaks of light from the overcast sky. There was no company signage affixed to the interior walls, either. Sam examined the racked inventory. No identification on the foggy plastic wrap, and she couldn’t read the labels stuck to the heavy cardboard underneath. They were yellow and black, which made her think of chemicals. She strolled back to the wide lane beside the skids.
“Is anyone here?”
A woman yelled, “Over here, at the loading dock.”
It grew darker as Sam walked to the rear of the large warehouse. She switched on her cellphone light. A woman stepped out from between the tall racks.
“What are you doing here?” Sam asked in shock.
“Wondering the same thing.” Lisa flipped her long black hair over her shoulder. “My daughter isn’t a girly-girly, but I doubt she’ll find this fun. What’s your plan for adventure day?”
“Adventure day?” Sam repeated.
Lisa waved her phone. “You texted me to meet you here. You said you wanted to show me what you and Kira were doing for adventure day.” She frowned and raised her eyebrow. “I thought you’d plan something for Valentine’s.”
A knot of fear clenched Sam’s stomach. “I didn’t text you.”
“You did,” Lisa insisted. She thrust her cell at Sam.
Come check out what I planned for Kira’s February adventure day. Meet me at noon. A second text from Sam’s number was the address.
Reece hadn’t invited her here, which was why the language in his text was unusual. And whoever had lured her best friend knew that Sam took her goddaughter on adventure days. Panic gripped her. She shut off her phone and covered Lisa’s cell with her palm.
“Turn it off,” she ordered in a low tone.
Lisa did, and then put it in her pocket. “Why would a six-year-old want to visit a warehouse? Are there toys in the boxes?” She giggled.
“Lower your voice,” Sam hissed. “I didn’t send that text.”
Just like Gretchen hadn’t sent those text messages to Reece. It was a trap. Sam snapped her head from side to side. Anyone could be hiding between the multiple rows of pallet racks. She studied the shadowed aisle between two rows. Empty. She grabbed Lisa’s arm and dragged her to the wall at the end of the shelving unit.
Something banged and Lisa jumped. Sam shoved her flat against the wall. The racking blocked them from the centre aisle. They were too far from the front for anyone who peered down the corridor along the wall to detect them. A door slammed, leaving only the murky grey light from the high windows.
“Stay here,” she whispered.
“What? Where are you going?”
Keeping her right hand on the wall, Sam shuffled back toward the loading dock. She peeked around the towering shelf that blocked her from sight. She couldn’t make out more than a metre down the aisle adjacent to the skids. But the noise had come from the front. If she was fast and quiet, she should be okay. She slid to the loading area and tugged on the rolling door. Locked. She didn’t have time to hunt for a switch box and it would need a key to activate. They’d have to escape through the front door.
Keeping low, she returned to Lisa and took out her phone. A better plan would be to hide until police arrived. She stared at her cell. No signal. But they’d had a signal just a moment earlier.
“Check your phone. Do you have a signal?”
Lisa fumbled her phone from her pocket and turned it on. “No.” Her voice was tight with panic.
Whoever had brought them here had jammed cell signals. They were on their own.
“Oh my God,” Lisa moaned. “Are we trapped?”
 “No. This narrow corridor is unobstructed. It’s wide enough for us to get through single-file. We can follow it to the door,” she murmured.
Lisa twisted her body and squinted down the dingy corridor, an expression of abject horror on her face.
Growling laughter echoed through the space.
“What is that?” Lisa yelled.
Sam pressed into Lisa’s chest, trapping her tight. She clamped her hand across her friend’s mouth and leaned in to whisper into her ear. “You have to be quiet.”
Something clanged against metal and the noise was deafening. Lisa jumped and whimpered low in her throat.
“Not a sound,” Sam warned her.
They stood motionless, listening to footsteps crossing the vast space.
“Come out, come out, wherever you are,” an inhuman voice growled.
A few more minutes passed in tense silence. Lisa gasped. Her eyes widened and her mouth gaped as she stared transfixed at something behind Sam.
She craned her neck to peer over her shoulder. When she caught sight of their hunter, she pressed her hand harder over Lisa’s mouth.
“Come out, Samantha, and I’ll let your friend live.”
She stayed still, holding her breath. Her eyes locked onto a thing that clomped over and stopped, standing at the base of the racks that shielded them. If the man glanced to his right, she wasn’t sure the shadow cast by the boxes was dark enough to hide them. But the brightness emanating from the intruder’s hideous costume might blind him to their location.
He wore a phosphorescent cloak that lit up the darkness, making him appear to be a phantom. A glowing mask covered his head and face. Curling goat horns wrapped around the sides of the demon mask like deformed ears. The lower part of the face was the snout of a wild boar. Two glittering yellow fangs protruded from the corners of fluorescent grey lips. Under the elaborate costume, it was impossible to determine body mass or gender. The voice wasn’t human. A voice changer with effects was Sam’s guess.
With a roar, he swung an axe against the inventory on a rack. Boxes collapsed under the assault. A jug spilled from a crushed box and fell with a clatter. It rolled down the aisle. A foot encased in a hoof-shaped shoe kicked it. The container smashed against the wall to their left and thick liquid dribbled out. The gooey substance reeked of chemicals.
“It’s time for a reckoning, Samantha.” The head of the axe dragged on the cement floor like fingernails scratching a blackboard.
As the laughter faded away from them, she dropped her hand from Lisa’s mouth and gripped her shoulders. Her friend’s mouth was slack and her eyes were glazed. In the faint light, her complexion was blotchy with spots of bright red standing stark on her pale face. Her body was frozen in place. Sam realized that Lisa had reached the edge of her cognitive load, a psychological “blue screen of death” that disabled her from moving. If she couldn’t snap Lisa out of this, she wouldn’t be able to run.
“Lisa, I need you to do what I say,” she said quietly. “Can you do that?” Sam pinched her friend’s chin between her thumb and index finger, forcing Lisa to focus on her calm voice. She squeezed her shoulder with the other hand and gave Lisa a gentle shake. Her head bobbed but her eyes didn’t focus.
“Look at me,” she whispered.
Slowly, Lisa’s eyes cleared and she blinked. She jerked against Sam’s grasp.
“Don’t scream,” Sam said. “Stay very quiet.”
“What was that?” she whimpered.
“A person wearing a costume.”
Lisa was shaking her head. “No. The smell. Sulphur.” She started to cry in gasping snuffles.
Sam pulled her into her arms. “A container broke. The odour is from the chemicals they store here.”
Lisa hiccupped against her shoulder. “It’s a demon,” she hissed. “It has cloven hooves.”
“Shh, it’s a costume.”
From the other side of the centre skids, the thing was calling for her. It was time.
She pulled away from Lisa, keeping a strong hold on her shoulders. “When I tell you to, run for the door. When you get out, get to the main road. The jammer won’t have that far a range. Call the police.”
Lisa’s eyes widened. “Leave you with—”
“I’ll be right behind you. I promise.”
“We’re going to die.” She cried harder.
“We aren’t dying here today.” Sam gripped her chin and forced Lisa’s face up, so she could hold her eyes. “On my signal, you’re going to run.”
Sam glanced around the pallet racking. He wasn’t there, but he could jump out at them. Doubt paralyzed her.
Music blared, a heavy metal song, the screaming vocals indecipherable against the pounding bass. Lisa cried out and cringed.
The music would cover any noise her friend made. “Do you trust me?” she asked.
Lisa nodded.
“Run.” Sam shoved her.
Lisa stumbled, tripped, and staggered to her feet. Crying, she outstretched her arms and shuffled along the dark, narrow passage. Halfway down, she staggered into the side of the racking and a box fell with a bang.
“I hear you,” the animal howled. Pounding footsteps ricocheted, headed to the front of the warehouse.
Lisa was moving too slowly. Their captor would intercept her. There was only one way Sam could guarantee her friend’s escape.
She dashed between the racking and burst into the centre of the warehouse behind the creature. “I’m right here,” Sam screamed. “Come and get me.”
The monster growled laughter and lurched toward her. Seconds that felt like hours passed. She stood motionless, hoping he didn’t turn and see Lisa.
A burst of light flooded through the open door. The creature twisted and roared, swinging the axe against the cement in frustration. Sparks flew from the point of impact.
Sam fled into the dark belly of the warehouse.



CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX
Eli
ELI FINISHED SCANNING the final file into his new database. There were still a few tasks to accomplish. The interface wasn’t user friendly and the functionality had to be beta-tested. But he was ahead of schedule. Meaning Sam and Reece could terminate his employment. Not that he would blame them. He’d messed up. Worse, Danny was still at risk. When his father received parole, he’d come for her. Nothing would stop the murderous bastard.
Last night, Danny had told him it wasn’t a big deal. She didn’t trust Sam. They’d find another way. There was still five months until his father’s parole hearing. Until they figured out how to keep him in prison, she promised to stay home. No one could breach the high security and get to the penthouse undetected. Everything Eli had done was to prevent her from losing her freedom. He’d failed. Danny was a prisoner in their home. It was the only way to keep her safe.
His cell tweeted and he opened Sam’s text. Nothing but an address. It tweeted again.
Meet me at twelve-thirty at that address if you want to keep your job.
Bewildered, Eli attached his Taser holster to his belt and put on his jacket. He did want to keep his job, but the tone of her text wasn’t hopeful. He locked the office and hurried downstairs to grab a cab.
As they drove, Eli read the text again. He scrolled through her other messages, and his brow furrowed in puzzlement. The tone of this one was different. Maybe it was a joke. He often missed the nuances of sarcasm and banter.
The cabbie pulled into a gravel lot outside a huge warehouse. Eli reached for his laptop bag. It wasn’t there. He’d left it at the office and would have to go all the way back to get it after he met Sam. Irritated, he gave the driver fifty dollars and opened the car door.
“Want me to wait?” the cabbie asked.
“No thanks. Keep the change.”
Eli got out and surveyed his surroundings. There were two vehicles in the lot—a grey sedan and a minivan—but the heavy security door was latched. There must be a bell. He strolled across the gravel yard just as the door burst open. Startled, Eli stumbled back and a tall woman with long black hair crashed into him.
She screamed and thrashed against his chest. Confused, Eli stepped back and raised his hands. He recognized her. “Lisa, right?”
Crying, she ran to the minivan and frantically tried to activate the fob to unlock the driver side door.
Eli had no clue what was wrong with her, but he could help her get in her van. “I’m Eli Watson, remember?” He took the keys from her trembling hand. “We met at Brandy’s funeral.” He unlocked the door and held it open. “What’s wrong?”
She spun and her wide brown eyes stared at him. “You have to help her.” Her fingers gripped the doorframe so tight that her knuckles turned white. “Something’s in there with her,” she screamed.
Eli glanced over his shoulder at the warehouse. She must mean Sam. He shoved Lisa into the driver’s seat of her van. “Lock the doors and call the police.”
“It’s… it’s not human.” Lisa sobbed louder.
Eli tugged his Taser from the holster. It stuck and he had to yank on it. “Call the cops.” He slammed her door shut.
He sprinted to the warehouse and stepped through the open door, cradling his left hand under his right and wrapping his finger around the Taser trigger. Hours of practice hadn’t prepared him for this. His legs shook as he took a tentative step inside.
Blaring music came from his left. With his heart hammering in his chest, Eli crept along the exterior wall to the corner. He kicked something and bent down to look. A Marshall Stanmore speaker, about the size of a shoebox. Tucking the Taser back in its holster, he reached for his cell and clicked the light on. He examined the speaker’s knobs and then turned it off. Silence.
Even with the door open, there was minimum light, which increased his fear. He wrestled the Taser out of the holster but the weight of the weapon did nothing to reassure him. “This is not good. This is very bad,” he muttered and his hand grew moist against the Taser grip.
Tall skids of heavy boxes lined the middle of the warehouse. To the right of a large forklift lane were rows of towering shelves. He walked toward the racks. The heels of his boots clicked against the cement. At the first row, he peered down the aisle. Empty. He continued moving stealthily, pausing to peek down each row. Halfway to the back, he heard a faint shuffle.
If Sam was hiding from whoever was after her, he needed to call out to let her know he was the one skulking around.
“Sam?” His voice cracked and he swallowed. “It is Eli. I have a weapon.” He infused his voice with confidence. “You can come out. I will shoot anyone but you.”
Reality was not always better than fantasy was, because Eli didn’t like the dark warehouse one bit. This was nothing like a video game. He slunk to the next row, his back tingling and vulnerable.
“I have a gun,” he yelled into the gloom.
If he used his cell to light the way, he feared he wouldn’t be able to control the tremors in his right hand. He had one chance to fire. He’d have to reload a fresh cartridge if he missed.
Pounding footsteps approached him from the darkness. Arms shaking, Eli spread his legs and aimed in the direction of the noise.
“This is not good,” he mumbled. “This is very bad.” The mantra did nothing to stop his twitches.
A figure emerged from the shadows. He prepared to fire and pulled back at the last second. It was Sam. Her arms pumped as she sprinted.
“Run!” she screamed.
Less than a metre behind her, something was chasing her.
Eli gawked at a ghostly figure in a glowing robe. A hand reached for Sam’s shoulder.
“Hey! Over here!” Eli dashed forward.
Sam’s arm swung as she tried to stop him. He brushed passed her, shoving her behind him.
Eli took aim. The monster lifted an axe. Eli froze, staring into a pair of stone-cold dark eyes behind an ugly mask. His finger slipped off the trigger. Panicked, he lowered his head and charged, hitting the figure in the gut with the crown of his head. His left hand grappled at the robe. His fingers squeezed a mound of flesh. He pinched and twisted it.
The monster grunted in pain and lurched back. The mask shifted and he glimpsed brown hair. Eli lost his balance and faltered. From the corner of his eye, he caught a glint from the sharp edge of the axe as it swung toward him.
Sam tackled Eli around the knees. They fell in a heap and she rolled. The Taser tumbled from his hand. The steel head of the axe clanged onto the cement beside his head. Sparks flew across his face.
Sam jumped to her feet. The axe swung again. She leaped back and ducked. The blade whistled over her head.
Eli crawled to the Taser and seized it. Shifting to a crouch, he inhaled a steady breath and pulled the trigger as he exhaled. The metal probes flew through the air and plunged into the costume at chest height. The axe fell and the monster pitched back but didn’t fall. The phosphorescent fabric of the robe was too thick for the probes to embed in the skin and disable their attacker.
Sam was tugging on his arm, trying to lift him. Eli scrambled to his feet, fumbling to remove the spent cartridge from the Taser. He could reload. He had time.
Grunting, he stepped backwards but Sam twirled him around. Her hand was a vice grip on his upper arm.
They ran to the front door and Sam slammed it shut behind them, yelling at him to get in the car. He jumped into the grey sedan. The driver’s side door flew open and Sam dived behind the wheel. Gravel showered the windows from the spinning tires as they raced out of the lot.
Cruisers sped by them, sirens blaring. She slammed on the brakes, swung her arm across his headrest, and reversed the car. She whipped into a U-turn. The back end fishtailed as she wrenched the wheel and followed the cops back to the warehouse where she slid to a stop behind a squad car. Yanking the key from the ignition, she leaped from the car and dashed over to a group of uniformed officers. Eli stepped out of the sedan and trailed behind her with his arms glued to his sides.
The minivan pulled in and Lisa jumped out. She ran over to them and embraced Sam. Two cops unholstered their guns and headed into the warehouse. After a short conversation with Sam, three more cops went inside.
“Give me a minute but don’t leave,” the last officer said to Sam. He marched to his cruiser.
When they were alone, much to Eli’s shock and discomfort, Lisa hugged him.
“You’re a reckless idiot,” Sam said to him as he squirmed away. “But your timing couldn’t have been better. He almost had me.”
“Uh, you mean she almost had you.” He snapped the elastic on his wrist. The sharp sting squashed his impulse to babble.
Sam sobered. “It was a woman? Are you sure?” Her eyes drilled into his.
“Yeah, I grabbed a… well, a breast.” Warmth bathed his face and he snapped the elastic hard. “When I charged her, I mean.” He cleared his throat and concentrated on subduing his flapping arm. “I reached up to pull off the mask, but I was too low.” His eye twitched uncontrollably. “Either it was a skinny dude with giant man-boobs or a woman.”
Two officers walked toward them. Sam blocked Eli from their view. “Keep that Taser hidden.”
“The cartridge is in there,” he said, inclining his head at the warehouse.
“I’ll handle that. You weren’t inside, understand?” She turned to Lisa. “Everything happened exactly as it did, but Eli got in the van with you.”
Lisa didn’t appear happy but she nodded. Sam went over to intercept the cops.
“I am sorry you have to lie,” Eli mumbled.
Lisa shrugged. “She’s protecting you. That’s what Sam does for her friends. Are you allowed to carry a Taser?”
“No.”
“I called Reece.” Lisa gazed down the road. “He should be here soon.”
“I do not know why she would protect me. I am a big fat liar. I lied to Sam and Reece about my biological father,” Eli blurted, anxiety whirling around him. “He is in Millhaven. But I have never been there. I do not know Incubus. My asshole father killed my mother. He is going to kill my foster sister. I am a millionaire and I live in a penthouse.” He gasped for breath.
Lisa stared at him with an odd expression that he couldn’t read.
“I did it again.” His shoulders slumped. “I do not have great social skills.”
She burst out laughing. “Then you and Sam will get along just fine.”
Reece pulled up and joined them. After they explained what happened, Sam walked over.
“The cops didn’t find anyone inside,” she told them. “He… I mean, she went out the loading dock door. Officers are searching the area but she’ll be long gone.” She blew her breath out and put her hands on her hips.
“It had to have been the Frozen Statue Killer,” Reece said.
Sam nodded. “And we have our connection to Incubus.”
“The demon costume,” Reece said.
Lisa shuddered. “I want to go home and hug my kids.”
“Are you okay to drive?” Reece asked. “An officer can take you. Jim and I can pick your car up tonight. I want to talk to him about upgrading your home security.”
“Please—my husband will hire bodyguards.” She tried a smile but even Eli could tell it was an effort.
Lisa hugged Sam. “Call me later, okay?”
Sam promised and Eli gazed after Lisa as she drove away.
“Why was Lisa here?” he asked.
“She received a text to meet me but I didn’t send it,” Sam said.
Eli didn’t get it. He was missing something. “Why involve her?”
“When Lutz wrote me, he said ‘You would sacrifice your life to protect your friend.’ He told whoever he’s working with to use her as bait.” Sam’s face was grim. “What worries me is that whoever did this knows I take Kira, her daughter, on adventure days. I’ve been under surveillance for over a month.”
“Where is your cell?” Eli asked.
She checked her pockets. “It must be in the car. Why?”
“You have been hacked,” he said. “The false text messages prove that. But they could be listening to you through your phone.”
“And Lisa and I talked about adventure day when I was at her house,” she said.
“Can your sister determine where the messages originated?” Reece asked.
Eli shrugged. “We can try. If it is possible, Danny can do it.”
“What I don’t understand is why bring Eli here?” Sam asked Reece.
“She planned to kill you and Lisa and take me,” Eli said with absolute certainty. “She is running out of frozen statues.”



CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN
Sam
AT ELI’S GRAND penthouse, it was obvious from Danny’s surly expression that she wasn’t happy to see them clomping down the stairs from the private elevator.
She made a strange growl in the back of her throat. “What’s she doing here?”
Eli ignored her and fluttered around Reece and Sam. “Would you like something to drink or a snack?”
“This isn’t a party.” Sam stood beside Danny’s sophisticated workstation. “We need your help.”
“Then you’re out of luck.”
“The Frozen Statue Killer targeted your brother this afternoon,” Sam stated bluntly.
Danny’s mouth dropped open. She spun her chair and gawked at Eli. “What?”
“I am okay,” he said.
Danny leapt to her feet, knocking over her chair. She hugged her brother and a sob caught in her throat.
As Eli showed his sister the text message he’d received from Sam and explained what had happened at the warehouse, Sam flipped her disabled cell between her hands. Her eyes drifted to a red parka on the sofa. Shocked, she marched over and grabbed it.
She waved the jacket at Danny. “I knew it! You have been following me. Why?”
Eli held his sister at arm’s length. “Danny?”
Sam was livid. “You stole my phone last time I was here and deleted a picture because it proved you were following me.”
Reece turned to Danny. “Is that true?”
She cringed and moved closer to her brother. “I wasn’t following her,” she muttered to Eli. “I just wanted to talk to her.”
“About what?” Sam demanded.
Danny shuffled over to the protection of her desk, righted the ergonomic chair, and plopped into it. Her domain gave her confidence and her back straightened, but her eyes were wary when they flicked toward Reece.
“She went to a coffee shop,” Danny said to Eli. “I was gonna go in, get a java, and talk to her. That’s it.” She scowled and pointed at Sam. “But she went psycho and ran across the street like a crazy person. It scared me so I took off.”
“What did you want with Sam?” Eli asked.
“You yak about her all the time,” Danny muttered. “I got sick of it.”
Sam could not believe that this mousy girl had terrified her. “You were jealous?”
“It’s not like that,” Danny retorted. “I didn’t trust you to take care of my brother. When you showed up here last time and accused me of following you, well…” She trailed off.
“Did you leave a white lily in our building?” Reece asked.
Danny jumped, as if Reece had struck her. She rolled her chair as far from him as she could.
In a subtle move, Eli blocked Reece from his sister’s view. “Did you send Sam lilies?”
“Why would I do that?”
“It is Incubus’s calling card,” Eli said. “Someone sent a bouquet yesterday.”
“Eli—” Reece began.
Sam interrupted. “And you didn’t tell me?”
Before Reece could answer, Danny said to Eli, “I didn’t send them, I promise. All I did was try to have a conversation with her. She was leaving when I got to her building so I followed her.” She held up her hand. “That’s it.” She licked her lips and her eyes darted to the side. “Well, I sort of tagged her phone,” she mumbled. “And kind of got rid of the picture.”
“Tagged it how?” Sam asked.
“No big deal, just a tracer,” Danny said flippantly.
She must have recognized the fury in Sam’s face because she rushed to add, “So I could keep an eye on Eli. That’s why I thought he was with you the day your dog died.”
Sam tossed her phone on the desk. “Get rid of it. Now.”
“She did not mean any harm,” Eli said wretchedly. “Danny can be overprotective.”
“You think?” Sam glared at the girl. “Were you outside, staring into my loft a few weeks ago? Did you follow me to Incubus’s house?”
“I don’t have a car. All I did was come to see you. Once. That’s it.” She sucked her lip and made that odd growl. “Well, uh, I did something else.”
“What?”
Danny reached under her desk and hauled out a shiny black metal box. “I do dumb things when I’m upset.” She thrust the box into Sam’s arms.
What fresh hell is this? Sam thought.
“You were all messed up,” Danny murmured. “I figured you’d regret it.”
Sam lifted the lid off the box. Nestled in pink satin lining were all of Brandy’s belongings. Danny had stacked Brandy’s photos and tied the bundle with a pink ribbon. A lump rose in Sam’s throat.
“I need his phone.” Danny nodded her head at Reece but didn’t make eye contact.
Reece held out his cell. Danny cringed with an expression of horror, as if he were waving a butcher knife at her. Reece raised a questioning eyebrow at Sam but placed the device on the desk and stepped back.
Danny’s body relaxed with every inch of distance Reece put between them. Sam didn’t like the hostile girl, but Danny’s genuine fear of Reece made her sad. There was severe trauma in the girl’s past, and Sam would bet money it had to do with a violent man.
Lines of white code danced against a black background on one of the wall-mounted screens as Danny tapped on a keyboard. She muttered something and overlaid a second window across the first. Symbols and text flew so fast that Sam couldn’t tell if any of it was English. After a few moments, Danny shoved Reece’s phone to the side and connected Sam’s. They stood in silence as she worked.
Sam had given up hope of her finding anything when Danny exclaimed, “Well, hello, aren’t you a beauty.” She continued typing.
Sam’s impatience grew as the minutes ticked past. “Well?” she asked.
Danny turned her chair to face them. “I found it. It’s feeding data to the source. But the signal keeps bouncing—Kosovo, Romania, Hungary.” She sighed in frustration. “I can’t find the origin.”
“Can they hear us?” Eli asked.
Danny shook her head. “I overrode that piece and am sending location coordinates for Sam’s office. I don’t want them to have our address.” She nudged Reece’s phone back across the desk. “That’s clean.” She looked up at her brother. “I don’t need to check yours. I sweep it every night.”
“So it’s just mine that’s compromised,” Sam said.
Danny nodded. “And it’s wild shit. Whoever did this knows his stuff. Now it’s coming out of Italy.”
A map formed in Sam’s mind. “What about Albania?”
“Nope, not yet.”
“Aleksia Berisha?” Eli asked.
“The chick whose passport you wanted?” Danny laughed. “No way. She would have to be near Sam’s phone to catch the signal. Aleksia Berisha never entered Canada.”
I receive positive attention from fans inside and outside the prison, Incubus had written.
“Well, someone is helping Incubus,” Sam said. “And they must be in Toronto because they’re leaving lilies, trashing my car, and hacking my phone.” She paused. “And Gretchen Dumont’s phone, so it would appear Reece was having an affair.”
“Convicts can communicate with people outside the prison without the authorities catching on,” Eli said. “That’s how my sperm donor got someone on the outside to attack Danny.”
“If this is revenge because Sam put Incubus in prison, why is he playing games?” Reece asked. “Why not have her killed?”
Cold fear clenched her heart. “He doesn’t want me dead.” She tried to crawl into the monster’s twisted perspective. “He wanted me to come to him. He knew that a serial killer would incite me to read his letters. When I pulled the thread, Incubus reeled me in.” It was a terrible time to admit it, but she had no option. “I went to Millhaven.”
Much to her shock, Reece nodded. “I know. What did he want?”
Incubus had tortured her over Joyce’s death, but she knew that level of psychological warfare was too simple for a man as evil as he was.
“I don’t know,” she admitted. “But I’m certain he’s working with the Frozen Statue Killer. This is an elaborate plan to draw me to him. The similarities between the two cases are too subtle for the police to draw conclusions. The reason I considered a copycat was that Incubus planted the seed.”
A strange expression crossed Reece’s face. “Why involve Angelina Stuart? You don’t know her.”
“But you do,” she said.
Whatever game Incubus had in mind wouldn’t work if Reece prevented her from playing. Taking Reece’s best friend’s son and framing his ex-girlfriend’s sister was a ploy to hook her fiancé.
“You’d do anything to save Bart,” she said. “If there was a chance Incubus knew something about the abductions—”
“I would encourage you to communicate with him,” Reece concluded.
“But he hadn’t counted on you applying for that articling position at the Crown Attorney’s office,” Sam said. “Going against a direct order from the staff inspector of homicide would put your career in jeopardy. But I don’t see what Incubus would gain from any of this.”
“Figure out what you want from him,” Danny said.
“Excuse me?”
She stared at Sam with no expression. “I’m not a fancy psychologist, but this is social engineering. If I want to encrypt a root kit in an attachment, I need you to open that attachment. Social engineering succeeds when I understand what you want and make you believe I can give it to you.”
Danny was right. The key to manipulation was identifying your victim’s vulnerabilities and desires. Subtle tactics modified the victim’s behaviour until the manipulator achieved what he wanted. And Sam understood her own vulnerability.
“I have to know what the lily represents,” she admitted.
“He’s a psychopath. Has it occurred to you that it was just a flower?” Danny asked.
Sam shook her head. “No, it symbolizes something.”
In the nightmare, Joyce had whispered ‘Remember.’ Dreams were a person’s subconscious, pulling up fragmented memories. In the last nightmare, the women had held white lilies. Two had dropped their flowers on the stools. Joyce had run her finger through the blood.
Did you appreciate my workshop? Incubus’s conspiratorial tone had implied they shared a secret.
“There was something in the cabin that Incubus thinks I saw,” she said.
She closed her eyes and the image of the torture chamber floated in her mind. In the centre was a black medical exam table with steel legs, metal stirrups, and restraints. Beside the right stirrup was a stainless-steel trolley with wheels. On top was the tattoo kit. There was a surgical table with instruments and makeup.
Sam saw it.
Her eyes snapped open. “There were two stools,” she whispered. “In Incubus’s kill cabin.”
Reece shook his head. “No, there was only one.”
“There was one in the pictures forensics took,” she agreed. “But there were two the night I was there. Incubus went back and removed one.”
Jerry Lutz had intended for her to follow him that night at Lorna’s house. That’s why he’d made it so easy. He hadn’t stopped his car in the lane to ensure no one was following him. He’d waited for her to catch up to him. Incubus had lured her to the cabin where he’d killed her sister.
His game took shape in her mind. She’d given him what he’d wanted last time. She had resorted to vigilante justice and had gone after him alone. But Incubus hadn’t known that an arsonist had planted an explosion to burn the abandoned warehouse. A raging inferno was never part of the plan.
“Incubus didn’t work alone three years ago,” she said. “He had a partner.”
“The dark-haired girl at the grocery store the night he took Joyce,” Eli said. “I read it in the file. Police never found her.”
“She prevented the cashier from carrying Joyce’s bags,” Sam said.
Eli’s hand twitched and his eyes widened. “Incubus’s stepdaughter? But how can she be the Frozen Statue Killer? Her passport proves she is in Albania.”
Danny twirled around and began typing, opening screens in rapid succession. “Not if she entered Canada with a fake passport.”
Eli clutched his sister’s shoulder. “Pull up the picture from the Albanian passport you found.”
“That’s what I’m doing,” she retorted.
“But this makes no sense,” Reece said. “Aleksia is going to great lengths to prevent her stepfather from winning his appeal.”
Sam had no clue what he was talking about. Before she could ask, a face appeared on the screen.
Eli leaned over and opened the picture he’d retrieved from Bart’s hard drive. “It does not look like the same person, but it is hard to tell because the passport photo is frontal and the other one is profile. Can you electronically compare the images to measure similarities?” he asked Danny.
“Her eyes are closed in one and the facial angles are different. I need face scanning biometric tech to be conclusive,” she said. “I can access forensic software but I need time.”
“The Canadian Border Service Agency scans passports,” Eli said. “Do they store the data somewhere?
“In a traveller processing databank,” Danny said with a hint of excitement. “It should include photos. If I can circumvent the firewall, I can execute a search against her old passport photo and see if there’s a probability match to a passport currently in the system.”
“Can you get in?” Reece asked.
She shrugged. “I’ve never tried.”
Finding the name Aleksia travelled against would help, but it wouldn’t bring them any closer to locating Bart Walsh, assuming he was still alive.
“We need Bryce Mansfield,” Sam said to Reece.
He nodded. “And you need to talk to Jim.”
“Why?”
“You forged his signature on a letter you gave to Lutz.”
Warmth crept up her cheeks. “I can—”
“We’ll talk about it later,” Reece said brusquely. “Aleksia contacted Jim with demands. He must have a way to reach her.” He grabbed his coat. “I’ll go to police headquarters and then meet you at the loft. Eli, meet us there with whatever you guys find.”
“I have to run to the office to pick up my laptop,” Eli said to Reece. “Can you swing by on your way home and pick me up?”
“I’ll text you when I leave Bryce,” Reece said and took Sam’s arm to lead her up the stairs to the private elevator.
In the elevator, he turned to her. “Don’t play Incubus’s game.”
She hit the button for the lobby. “I don’t know what he wants.”
Reece studied her with no expression. “Yes, you do.”



CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT
In the Cellar
Angel
BART IS EXCITED about his plan for our escape. I doubt it will work but my tooth is out. When the root sucked away from the gum with an audible pop and a rush of blood, I clenched the slippery prize in my fist. I’ve memorized the flat metal of the lock housing with my fingertips. The door opens out. When she turns her back, I’ll have just a second to reach up and position the tooth.
Sometimes, days pass without her visiting. Something is happening, because her absences are growing more frequent and longer. The booming music no longer plays. The strobe light has stopped flashing. But the deathly silence and darkness is worse. Music and flashing lights kept away the rodents. They smell my blood and the decaying flesh on my broken leg. Rats scratch endlessly at the rock-hard soil around the bottom of my enclosure. I can almost see their hungry eyes glow as they burrow. My greatest fear in this merciless hell is their yellow teeth tearing into my flesh.
Without the punishing music reprimanding us for talking, Gavin interacts with us. Occasionally, he sings songs that he composes in his head. Creativity allows him to cling to hope. It is his connection to sanity amid this nightmare and I envy him. Gavin plays bass guitar in an indie rock band. He tells stories about his bandmates and the clubs they play. They recorded an EP that they’re releasing in the spring. When he invited us to the launch party, I cried. In my heart, I know there will be no party. Gavin will never again cradle his guitar in his arms. He’ll never again flirt with pretty groupies in venues filled with fans. There will be no escape from this hell.
My hearing is acute in this oppressive darkness. I discern the squeak of the exterior door opening upstairs and her treads on the wooden planks above me.
“She’s back.” Gavin says quietly.
“Stick to the plan,” Bart whispers.
There are footsteps on the stairs. She reaches the bottom step and switches on the light. I slouch in the corner, close my eyes, and slow my ragged breathing.
Gavin rattles his cage. “Hey, do something. The chick is dead. Come on man, there are rats. One bit me.”
Her footsteps quicken and keys tinkle as she unlocks my door. She knots my hair around her hand and yanks my head up to examine my face. The pain forces open my eyes. I blink against the harshness of the overhead lights. Her eyes are soulless, black stones inset in the paleness of her face.
“I need you alive.” Spittle flies into my upturned face.
She clutches my hair in her fist and rips. The clump tears from my burning scalp and blood dribbles down my forehead.
She hurls the bloody tuft onto the ground. “You will not ruin this for me.” The meaty smack of her uppercut echoes through the cellar. A bone cracks in my jaw and searing pain floods my face.
“Leave her alone!” Bart screams. “Get away from her, you psycho bitch.”
She turns and snarls at him. I reach up and shove the tooth into the lock, jamming the ball of my thumb against it and praying that it wedges tight.
She shoves me aside and slams closed the door. I cling to the metal links and pull the door tight against my chest. There is no way to tell if it has locked.
“You are such a pathetic creature.” She laughs. “It was difficult to pretend to be your friend, but you can’t imagine how impressed Daddy was that I found you.”
She pulls out her gun, opens Gavin’s cage, and kicks a box of food through the opening. “One or two murders and Daddy could tempt the nosy sow into visiting him. It was easy to manipulate her after that. Once everyone believes she’s insane, Daddy will rip away everything she loves until she breaks. He will make her an image of himself.”
She moves to Bart, waving the gun until he submits, and steps behind him to the back of his cell. She kicks in his box of provisions.
“I told Daddy that the bitch’s partner would be a problem.” She bares her teeth in a macabre grin. “Then I saw your sad little Bumble profile from Uthisca and knew you’d be the perfect bait.”
She turns now and scowls at me. “Good thing I found young Bart, because you’re so despicable that even a knight in white armour can’t be bothered to save you.”
“Who?” I whisper.
“You can’t come up with a single name.” She laughs with genuine glee. “Even your parents can’t stand you. Daddy adores me. My mother was going to take me away from him so I killed her. Daddy understood I was ready and he brought me to this cellar. I used to listen as his victims screamed. Sometimes I’d hold my hands under their gushing blood. I’d sit by his side while the tattoo gun hummed and the artistic lily formed on their ankles.”
“Your father is Incubus,” Bart whispers.
She bows. “The one and only.”
“You want to kill Sam McNamara,” Bart says.
“We have something much better planned for her.” Her dark reptilian eyes drill into Bart. “Flawless revenge is art.”
She walks to the stairs. “My final two boys will be my magnum opus. An assemblage that will stun the world.”
She plunges us into darkness once more and we hear her ascending the stairs. A few minutes later, the exterior door slams. She is gone.
Holding my breath, I push the door of my cage. It opens and I pull my broken body out of my cell. Stabbing pain pierces my leg as I try to crawl. My arms shake and I keep collapsing against the fetid dirt.
“Angel? Are you out?” Bart asks.
I can’t answer. I need every ounce of strength to keep sliding toward his voice. Bart’s cage is so close to mine. I have to make it. I must feel his skin against my hands, just once.
Lying on my stomach, I pull my body with my arms.
“I hear you.” Bart’s excitement urges me to keep slithering on my belly.
“You’re close,” he says. “Try to find the side of my cage.”
I reach my hand out. My fingertips brush cold metal, and I sob with relief.
Feathery kisses flutter across my fingertips. “I’m here,” Bart says. “I’m right here. Follow my fingers and I’ll lead you to the door.”
I wrap my fingers through the cage and pull my body closer.
“You’re doing really well,” Bart says.
“Is she by your door?” Gavin asks. “Angel, can you get to the stairs and the light switch?”
Bart’s fingers caress my face through the openings in the woven metal. “She needs to rest.”
“She can’t rest. We need light and we need to get the fuck out of here. Now!”
“Angel, remember I told you my little sister broke her femur?” Bart asks. “My mother taught her to scoot so she could move without her wheelchair. Hope sat on her ass, put her arms by her sides, and used her flattened hands to move backwards. The stairs are right in front of my door and beside Gavin. The light switch is on the wall to the left of the stairs.”
I want to make him proud. “I’ll try.”
I roll over, sit up, and begin to move. It is easier than lying on my stomach and sliding. Bart and Gavin are yelling encouragement. Finally, I hit the bottom stair and shift two metres to my left, searching for the wall. When I hit it, I balance precariously on my good leg and swipe my hand against the wall. I fall three times but on the fourth attempt, my finger locates the switch. Fluorescent lights hum. I collapse from exhaustion. But I want Bart and dig deep so I can reverse my movements.
“No!” Gavin yells. “You have to get up the stairs.”
I remember driving to the cabin. The lane from the old highway winds through the wilderness. The dirt road to the log house is over five kilometres. Even if I could walk, I wouldn’t be able to travel through the snow. Ignoring Gavin, I keep moving in Bart’s direction.
“There could be a phone up there,” Gavin insists.
There is no phone. Aleksia called it a tech-free weekend. Eager to please my friend, I left my phone and computer at the apartment. When we arrived, I explored every room, while imagining the memories we’d share on our adventure. Aleksia had invited me to check out the cellar. I had clung to her arm and giggled as she navigated us through the darkness. I willingly descended into hell on the arm of the devil.
When I reach Bart’s cage, he dribbles cool water across my fevered face. The caked blood moistens and runs into my gaping mouth.
“Take a rest,” he whispers.
“She can’t take a fucking rest!” Gavin screams. “We’ve got to get out of here.”
“She can’t make it up the stairs.” Through the chain-link separating us, Bart presses his face against mine. His hot tears coat my cheek.
“My grandparents’ house has cellar doors.” Excitement fills Gavin’s voice. “There could be an exit down here. Come on, man! You have to try.”
My vision distorts until the view of the room is through a fisheye lens. “I’m sorry,” I whisper.
An ethereal apparition in white kneels beside me. Sarah’s long blond hair falls in warm silken strands against my cheek.
“Why couldn’t you love me?” I ask my sister.
She places her hand on my leg and the pain fades away. “Hush now,” she says. “He’s coming for you.”



CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE
Eli
WHILE DANNY WORKED to break into the CBSA database, Eli chatted to her about 1970 pinball machines, a subject he found fascinating. Danny didn’t share his passion, apparently, because she bluntly told him to shut up. When he spilled pop across her desk, she freaked out and yelled at him to leave her alone. With nothing to do until Reece texted him, Eli sauntered into the peaceful solarium.
Through the glass, a full moon over Lake Ontario created a sense of magic. Steam rose in tantalizing ribbons from the hot tub. There was a hint of floral fragrance from the blooming tropical plants, and underwater lights painted the mirror surface of the saltwater pool a soft blue. On the semicircular stairs that descended into the water, strip lighting transformed from violet to pale pink, inviting him to swim and relax. This was his favourite place in a chaotic world filled with social enigmas he couldn’t decipher.
Eli placed his Taser safely on a lounge chair, stripped, and stepped into the water. His body caused gentle waves to break across the still surface. He floated weightlessly on his back, hypnotized by large snowflakes that fluttered from the dark sky to slide down the warm sides of the glass solarium. The tranquil rhythm of drifting was soothing. Eli’s stress melted away and his eyelids grew heavy.
“What the hell are you doing?”
Eli jerked awake, sank like a stone, and gulped a mouthful of saltwater. Sputtering, he rose to the surface and blinked at his sister.
“Reece has been trying to reach you.” Danny waved his phone. “You’re supposed to meet him at the office. Like right now,” she said. “I called you a cab. Get moving.” She stomped into the penthouse.
Scrambling out of the pool, Eli grabbed a fluffy white towel and dried off with clumsy motions. He tugged on his T-shirt. It stuck against his wet skin and he couldn’t get his arms through the sleeves. Grunting with frustration, he shoved the shirt over his head and scrambled to do up his jeans.
Without bothering to say goodbye to Danny, he scurried to the private elevator. During the ride to the lobby, he put on his boots and coat. A cab idled outside the executive entrance and Eli jumped in, shouting the office address in much too loud a voice. Today, Sam and Reece had treated him with the same respect they extended to their colleagues. And he was blowing their positive impression because he had wasted time, splashing around his pool like an entitled rich dude.
Eli paid the cabbie and glanced up at the windows above the closed bakery. The office was dark. Not a good sign. He hoped Reece was waiting in the back parking lot and hadn’t ditched him. Freezing, Eli put up his jacket hood, stuffed his hands in his pockets, and jogged down the alley to the dark lot.
Just as he rounded the corner, he spied Reece standing beside his Camry. Eli raised his hand but his greeting froze on his lips. A dark figure leaped from the shadows. Blue light crackled against Reece’s neck and he collapsed. Confused and panicked, Eli fumbled for his Taser. He’d have to get closer to hit Reece’s attacker. If he was quiet, he might be able to close the distance. The belt holster was empty. Oh God. He’d left the gun at the penthouse. Should he yell and try to scare the person away? Paralyzed with indecision, Eli gawked as the scene unravelled.
The interior light of Reece’s car flicked on and the perp stuffed Reece into the backseat. His abductor spit something on the ground and leaned into the car. Then the figure slammed the door shut, circled the Camry, and flew into the driver’s seat. The car swung into the narrow alley. With a shriek, Eli flattened his body against the wall. The car raced by, missing him by mere centimetres. Horrified, he stared helpless as the Toyota disappeared.
He ran into the lot, turning in a tight circle. “This is not good. This is very bad.”
His foot kicked something and he grabbed his cell, activating the light. He scanned the beam across the wet asphalt. Reece’s phone. Eli picked it up and wiped off a thin layer of slush. From the corner of his eye, he caught a flash and twisted around to shine the light to his left. A yellow plastic cap lay on the snow. Eli took a mint container from his pocket and spilled the tiny white candies into his pocket. He stuck a pen into the cap and dropped it into the container.
He sprinted to the street. A cab was trolling for a fare. Eli hurled himself into the road, waving his hands. After shrieking the address to an alarmed cabbie, he flopped into the backseat. His hands shook as he called Sam.
“Someone took Reece. In the parking lot. Put him in a car. Drove away. Hit him with a stun gun. I did not know what to do. I was too slow. I could not follow.” He paused for breath.
“Eli, where are you?”
The calmness in her voice settled his jangling nerves. “In a cab. Coming to the loft. Someone took him from the parking lot. They—”
“What parking lot?” she asked.
“The office. They stunned him and put him in a car. He dropped his phone and—”
“Did you get a plate number?”
“His car,” he yelled. “Reece’s car.”
“I’ll meet you outside my building.” She hung up.
The cabbie’s eyes kept flicking nervously into the rear-view mirror. Eli squelched his manic need to talk and began to rock, snapping the elastic on his wrist. His thoughts raced incoherently, and his eyes darted everywhere.
The second they pulled in front of the building, Sam yanked open the cab door. She grabbed Eli’s arm and dragged him onto the sidewalk.
“Hey, do you want me to call the cops?” The cabbie eyed Eli suspiciously. “This guy says someone got snatched by a perv in a parking lot.”
“I am the cops.” Sam threw him money and slammed the door shut.
She opened the driver’s side door of her grey rental car. Her coat flapped open and Eli glimpsed a large gun in a shoulder holster. “Get in the car,” she said.
The second he’d settled his butt in the passenger seat, she took off, leaving him to wrench the door closed as they sped toward the highway. She tossed her phone at him.
“Reece’s car is headed north,” she said. “You navigate.”
Eli studied an open GPS map. A blue teardrop moved steadily along a major highway. “You put a tracker on his vehicle?”
“Find a cell number for Bryce Mansfield on Reece’s phone,” she ordered.
He dropped her phone on his lap and took Reece’s cell from his pocket. “There is no number.”
“Call homicide and put it on speaker.”
When an official voice answered, Sam asked for Bryce but he wasn’t in the office. She left an urgent message, begging the officer to reach Staff Inspector Mansfield and have him return her call.
They continued north through the snow and Eli explained everything he’d witnessed. Sam’s jaw tightened and her hands tensed on the steering wheel, but she said nothing.
“I could not tell if it was a man or a woman,” Eli concluded. “It was too dark.”
“It was a woman,” she said with grim certainty.
“She spit this on the ground. I did not touch it.” Eli turned on the interior light and held the plastic mint container in Sam’s range of vision. “What is it?”
“It’s the needle cover for a hypodermic syringe,” she said. “Why isn’t Bryce calling back?”
“Talk to someone else.” Eli scrolled through Reece’s contacts. “There is a private number for Gretchen Dumont.” Without waiting for permission, he dialled the Crown prosecutor.
A gruff woman’s voice answered.
“Gretchen, this is Sam McNamara, Reece Hash’s partner. I need—”
“I know who you are Ms. McNamara. Why are you calling me at eleven-thirty at night?”
“I have reason to believe that the Frozen Statue Killer abducted Reece approximately ninety minutes ago. I’m in pursuit, about an hour north of Toronto.”
Sam quickly explained what had happened.
When Gretchen didn’t respond, Sam said, “Reece talked to Bryce tonight. We suspect that Aleksia Berisha—Jerry Lutz’s stepdaughter—is the killer. One of my people is trying to trace the name on the passport she used to enter Canada.”
“Take the next exit.” Eli peered at the map. “About a kilometre north, turn left and then right. That will take us to what appears to be an old country highway that runs northeast.”
“Son of a bitch,” Sam yelled. “She’s taking Reece to Incubus’s kill cabin. I’m sure of it.”
“It burned to the ground,” Gretchen insisted. “Lutz’s lawyer filed a claim against the City of Toronto for damages.”
“He lied!” Sam yelled. “Did anyone check to see if the cabin was destroyed?”
“It wasn’t within my purview,” Gretchen replied. “But a plaintiff can’t file for damages when there isn’t any damage.”
Frustrated by her stubbornness, Eli clasped his hand over his mouth so he didn’t blurt out something offensive. People had often called him obtuse, but this woman was being more stubborn and literal-minded than he ever had been. All she had to do was to pull the archived case and discover what steps—if any—the defendant had taken after the Court Registrar had issued the claim. Even he knew that, with just Police Foundations and two years of criminology. If Gretchen wasn’t reaching that conclusion on her own, she was an idiot. Eli did not want the Frozen Statue Killer to gouge his eyes out and freeze his dead corpse into a grotesque pose. They needed police and they needed them now.
Exasperated, Eli texted Danny and told her to find out if anyone at the City of Toronto had verified Lutz’s claim that the cabin had burned.
“Incubus wanted authorities to believe the cabin was gone,” Sam said to Gretchen. “He’s mentoring the Frozen Statue Killer and that’s where she holds her captives. That cabin was the inspiration for Incubus’s art.”
Snow hammered the car. The windshield wipers left long streaks against the dirty window as they beat a path through the mountain of wet flakes. Eli tightened his seatbelt as Sam sped onto the exit. The tires spun on a patch of black ice and the car fishtailed. She expertly turned into the skid and straightened the vehicle. As she hit the slippery surface of a country road, the anti-lock braking system kicked in and made a grinding noise, warning them to slow down. She didn’t reduce their speed. Eli stiffened and clenched the grip-handle above his window.
“The cabin is not there,” Gretchen insisted. “Someone must have checked after Lutz’s attorney filed the Statement of Claim.”
Eli’s phone vibrated and he read Danny’s text.
“You are wrong. No one checked.” he said. “Lutz dropped the claim before the city investigated. Stop being so stupid and confirm it yourself.”
“Who is that?” Gretchen demanded.
“Get police backup to that cabin,” Sam said. “Now.”
“I’ll speak to Bryce. It’s up to him whether to send the OPP on a wild goose chase in a blizzard.” Gretchen hung up.
They turned onto the old highway, and the weather turned uglier with every rotation of their wheels. Visibility was near zero. The two-lane road twisted and turned, cutting a narrow path between gigantic escarpments. Sharp rocks protruded from the steep slope outside Eli’s window. If the wheels slipped at this speed, one of the rocks would crush his skull like a melon. For the first time in his twenty-five years, Eli contemplated his own mortality. If he died on the side of the road in a fiery car crash, he’d leave so much undone. Instead of suffering guilt over his vast wealth and worrying about people using him for his money, he should be doing something worthwhile with it. A charity ranch for kids with Asperger syndrome would be fun. Somewhere they could be themselves without having to struggle to decode nonverbal communications. He could buy property with a stable and have horses. From what Reece had described, Uthisca would be perfect.
After an hour had passed in strained silence, he asked Sam, “Do you think Margaret Walsh would go out with me?”
“What?”
“I would enjoy inviting Margaret Walsh on a date.” He cleared his throat.
“Considering the way she flirted with you when you met her, I’d say you stand a good chance,” Sam said.
“She flirted?” He hadn’t thought that. In fact, he’d believed Margaret was making fun of him.
“If you survive tonight, ask her out,” Sam said. “For now, park your personal issues.”
They rode in silence and the pitch darkness and thick white snow increased Eli’s growing anxiety.
Another hour passed and Sam said, “Watch for yellow markers on your side. They should be around the next bend.”
“Have you done stuff like this before?” he asked.
“A few times,” she mumbled.
He glanced at Sam’s cell. The map was gone. He checked his phone and Reece’s cell. “We’ve lost cell service,” he said.
“It doesn’t matter,” she replied tersely.
“I don’t have my Taser,” he said.
“You don’t need it. You’re staying in the car.”
He was not staying in the car but Eli didn’t argue. Sam slowed to a crawl and he peered through the window, hunting for the yellow markers to a hidden lane that led to a sociopath.
“It’s there.” Eli swallowed hard.
She slammed on the brakes. They slid a metre but she maintained control. She reversed and turned into the lane. There were wheel impressions in the deep snow. A car had travelled down the lane recently. Someone was at the cabin.
“Are you scared?” Eli asked.
“Yes,” she said. “If this ends the way I fear it will, Incubus will get what he wants from me. I can’t let that happen.”
The car spun into a skid. They flew off the lane and hurtled into the woods, bouncing across rocks and mowing down brush. A mammoth tree trunk filled the windshield.
Eli crossed his arms in front of his face and braced for impact.



CHAPTER FORTY
Reece
REECE FLUTTERED IN and out of consciousness. The first time, he’d woken to pitch darkness and the drone of an engine. The second time, he’d tried in vain to roll over to diminish a piercing stab in his shoulder. This time, he focused on the pain and used it to remain conscious. Disoriented and groggy, he tried again to move. He had no sensation in his lower extremities. He was paralyzed and blind. There was just the pulsing agony in his head and the burning in his shoulders. His stomach clenched and bile burned his throat. Swallowing, he counted every torturous throb that pounded his skull, willing himself to keep his breath slow and steady. His mouth was dry and his nose was congested. Reece cleared his mind of panicked chaos and assessed his physical symptoms with detachment. He had been drugged.
 Something covered his face. He stuck out his tongue and gagged on fuzzy fibres. A woollen cap. That was why he couldn’t see. A faint aroma of lemon clung to the wool. With painful sluggishness, his eyes adjusted to the minimal light. Through the tiny gaps in the yarn, he detected the lit dashboard of a car and the silhouette of bucket seats. He was in the rear seat of a moving vehicle, lying on his side.
With excruciating slowness, Reece began to stiffen and relax his muscles, starting with his deltoids and working down his arms. When he could wiggle his fingers, he tried to separate his wrists. Strong restraints cut into his flesh. Fighting off spasms of nausea, he tightened and loosened his abdominal muscles. The car bounced over a pothole. His right leg twitched. Concentrating, he flexed his foot. His abductor hadn’t restrained his ankles. Before they reached their destination, he had to gain control of his lower limbs. And he had to see his target. Reece didn’t need his drug-addled mind and failed memory to fill in the blanks. The Frozen Statue Killer had taken him.
Careful to remain silent, he rubbed his cheek against the seat and nudged the mask up. It caught on his chin but he wiggled until it lifted over his mouth. He pressed his feet on the door and raised his head. As he straightened his legs, his body moved an inch. Lowering his head, he pulled back, and the mask shifted above his nose. A little further and he’d free his eyes.
The car stopped. Reece rolled onto his back and prepared to strike, hoping his hearing would alert him to the right moment to kick.
Rather than opening the passenger side door, however, she came for him from the other side. She clutched his shoulders and dragged him out of the car headfirst. He fell in a heap. Ice scraped his bound hands and seeped down his neck.
“Stand,” she said.
The barrel of a gun pressed against his temple. Without his hands, Reece had to roll onto his belly and get his knees beneath him. He rose to a crouch and stood on wobbly legs. She shoved him in the small of his back.
“Walk.”
Snow covered his ankles as he shuffled through drifts. His pant legs rode up and ice melted in stinging needles against his naked calves.
She grabbed his shoulder and kicked the back of his knee.
“Climb. Three stairs.”
He stumbled up the stairs, tottered to keep his balance, and careened into a solid barrier. Keys tinkled. A door opened. She heaved him inside. A horrendous odour of sewage and decay caused Reece to retch. She tugged off his mask. It made no difference. There was no light.
“Walk.”
Completely blind, Reece took a few shuffling steps. She wrenched him in a different direction, pushing him after every step.
“Stop.”
A door opened.
“Down the stairs.”
Unable to see through the oppressive darkness or use his hands, Reece slid his right foot against the floor to locate the first stair. When his toe extended into air, he took a cautious step down. Using his feet to measure, he calculated the ratio of riser height and tread depth. The stairs were narrow and the slope was steep. Hoping to find a wall to guide him, he swung his foot. Nothing. He tried the other side with the same result. Reece envisioned a steep, freestanding staircase. Keeping to the middle of the stairs, he slowly descended three steps. Terrified to lose his balance, he leaned back and positioned his weight on his heel. He glided his right foot to the edge and took another hesitant step down.
She clouted his head.
Reece pitched forward. His feet flew out from under him and he plunged down the stairs. He twisted his body and pulled up his legs. His bound wrist struck the sharp edge of a step as he plummeted to the ground. There was an audible crack. Intense agony encased his hand and lower arm. His shoulder hit the ground with a sickening crunch. He tucked his head and rolled.
Reece lay winded and battered, his wrist a throbbing mass of burning pain, and his shoulder numb.
Bright fluorescent light flooded the room. Blinking, he got to his knees and lifted his head.
In front of the staircase was a metal cage. Inside the chain-link enclosure, Bart sat on the dirt floor. Slumped outside his cage was a body, but it was so beaten and ravaged that Reece couldn’t tell if it was male or female.
Four empty cages stood between Bart and another young man. He stood staring with wide blue eyes. Long blond hair curled around his narrow face. He threaded his fingers through the links but said nothing. His expression was dead and a thin line of saliva dripped from the corner of his gaping mouth.
“You bitch,” Aleksia growled, staring down at the body outside Bart’s cage.
“Don’t touch her.” Bart’s eyes lifted and his jaw dropped. “Reece,” he whispered.
The figure on the floor turned. Reece gasped. Blood caked Angel’s face. Her right eye was a swollen slit between puffy pockets of discoloured flesh. Her crushed nose angled to the side and blood caked the bridge. Clumps of matted hair clung to deep lacerations on her cheeks. Her lower lip was split open to her chin and dried yellow pus encrusted the flaps of tissue. A knob of blackened bone protruded from her lower leg, which was bloated and swollen to twice its size. The fabric of her torn jeans was stiff with blood. Yellow and green pus oozed from open wounds on the top of her foot. The toes were black with rot.
One eye gazed up at him. Angelina’s lips twitched into a grotesque grin. “Sarah promised you’d come,” she whispered.
Aleksia kicked her in the head. The cage rattled as Angel’s skull whipped back.
Reece roared and scrambled to his feet. With his hands still restrained behind his back, he charged. Aleksia turned and raised her gun. A deafening shot rang out and Reece fell beside Angel. There was no pain. A sense of warmth blanketed his chest. Bart’s screams faded to a dim echo. A second shot fired. Sticky warmth sprayed Reece’s face. His breath wheezed. The fluorescent lights blurred to a bubble of white. There were no regrets, just floating serenity.
A black dot materialized inside the white light. It grew until it surrounded him with silence and peace.



CHAPTER FORTY-ONE
Sam
A FREEZING HAND slapped her. Sam’s cheek stung. She opened her eyes and blinked. Headlights illuminated a snowy winter wonderland and the hood of the loaner car crumpled around a tree trunk. She swatted the airbag away and brushed her aching temple. Blood coated her shaking fingers. Her chest hurt from the impact of the airbag.
“You are okay.” Eli’s voice was shrill, which didn’t instill confidence. “A bump on your head. That is all. You are okay.”
She rubbed her bloody fingers across her lips and swallowed. Reaching down, she pressed her seatbelt release but nothing happened.
Eli dug a knife from the front pocket of his jeans and leaned across her. He sawed through the webbing.
The belt snapped and she fell against the wheel. Cautiously, she moved her legs. It was tight but Eli could drag her out of the driver’s seat. Assuming he could quit marching in place and flapping his arms.
“Grab my shoulders and pull,” she said.
He grasped hold of her. She shoved her feet against the crushed footwell for leverage. They fell into a heap on the snow.
Eli stood and reached out his hand. She took it and he hauled her to her feet. Other than the bump on the side of her head, she was fine. Based on the smashed side window, she was lucky.
“Can you walk?” Eli asked.
She unholstered her gun. “Stay here.”
“No.” He plowed through the snow ahead of her, holding a flashlight she’d put in the glovebox.
They trudged through knee-deep snow until they hit the lane. It was easier to walk in the tire tracks and they quickened to a jog.
When they reached the clearing to the log house and saw Reece’s car, Sam grabbed Eli’s shoulder to stop him. “Stay in the treeline. There’s a camera on the porch,” she said. “Aleksia will be in the cellar. We can access the storm doors.”
They circled the house and found a white Freightliner Sprinter van. There were no side or back windows. Hannah’s speculation was right. The freezer van was how Aleksia administered the lethal gas and froze her statues.
Eli plodded through deep drifts to the cellar doors.
“They’re locked,” he said.
Sam tugged her gloves off and handed them to him. She holstered the Glock and removed her lock pick set from her pocket. Terrible memories of the last time she’d picked the same lock flooded over her. She couldn’t bear it if something had happened to Reece. She would not lose the love of her life in this damn cellar. Homicidal hate calmed her. With steady hands, she unlocked the deadbolt.
Eli clutched a handle on the door. Sam unholstered her gun and reached for the other handgrip. She nodded. Together they wrenched open the doors. No one lay in wait to pounce. Eli handed her the flashlight, and she led the way into the abyss.
A gunshot rang out, deafening in the rock-walled passage. Sam thumbed off the Glock’s safety. Holding the gun in her right hand and the flashlight in her left, she crossed her right wrist over her left forearm to keep the gun steady and the beam of light straight. At the first room, a ribbon of bright light poured from a narrow crevasse beneath the closed door. She paused. This wasn’t Incubus’s kill room. Aleksia should be in the other room, following the traditions of her murderous stepfather. A second gunshot blasted and Eli gasped. She wrapped her index finger around the gun’s trigger and kicked open the door.
In a split second, the scene inside the room registered.
Reece lay in a pool of blood. Beside him was a dead woman. One accusing brown eye gazed lifelessly up at Sam. Bart was sobbing inside a metal cage. A thin young man stood in silent shock in a second cage.
And in front of a vacant pen, a tall woman with long dark hair, porcelain skin, and stone-cold eyes was raising a gun. Sam shot her in the arm. Aleksia’s gun clattered to the floor. She smiled, as if inviting an honoured guest to a party.
Eli rushed over and grabbed the gun, handing it to Sam. He went to Reece and knelt.
“I cannot find a pulse,” he yelled. He tore off his jacket and used both hands to press it on Reece’s bloody chest. “He is not breathing. I need help.”
Aleksia dangled a set of keys enticingly. “Come and get them.”
Keeping the Glock trained on her head, Sam snatched the keys and threw them to Eli. She never shifted her eyes but heard Eli scrambling and a cage rattling. Aleksia politely stepped aside, giving Sam a sightline to Reece. The girl’s emotionless eyes reminded Sam of the black stones Aleksia put in her frozen statues.
Eli straddled Reece and began CPR. “Keep pressure on the wound,” he shouted at Bart.
“It’s pointless. He’s dead,” Aleksia said pleasantly. “You take from me, I take from you.”
Sam was cold and empty, but one hot ember of hate burned in her heart. Reece’s long black lashes lay against his blood-spattered face. His body jerked every time Eli pounded his chest.
“This isn’t how I imagined it ending,” Aleksia said. “I needed a tad more time. His blue eyes would have been fabulous for my collection.”
Sam stared at the creature. There was no fear in Aleksia’s face. If anything, she was smug.
As if she could read her mind, Aleksia said, “We aren’t quite done here. I assume the cavalry is coming. What do you think will happen to me?” She laughed. “After all, you’re the budding psychologist. Go ahead—take a guess.”
Sam said nothing. Her finger twitched against the Glock’s trigger.
“I’ll never see the inside of a prison cell. I was an innocent child, the product of a psychopath’s twisted influence.” She batted her eyelashes and said in a childish voice, “I didn’t want to hurt those boys. My stepfather made me. He used to do terrible things to me. Please help me.”
“No,” Sam said. “I can prove you worked with Incubus.”
“Did I?” Aleksia asked with wide eyes. “Did I listen to your sister scream as her life drained from between her legs?” She laughed. “I have a secret,” she sang. “Well, it was your sister who had the secret.”
“There’s a pulse,” Eli exclaimed.
Above them was the roar of a helicopter.
“When we tore out her insides, guess what we found? Come on, take a guess.” Aleksia laughed.
Let’s just say we’re hoping to have a baby, Joyce had told her that night at her mother’s house. Her sister had winked and giggled.
“No,” Sam moaned.
“Hush little baby, don’t you cry,” Aleksia sang.
Heavy footfalls crashed on the floor above them. The air around Sam grew still. White noise roared in her head.
“Stop,” Reece whimpered, his voice gurgling with blood. “It’s what he wants.”
A baby. Her sister had been pregnant.
Powerless to stop herself, Sam fired. She felt a warm, almost dreamy surge of intense pleasure and satisfaction as the weapon recoiled and the bullet slammed into Aleksia’s head. In slow motion, she dropped Aleksia’s gun beside her dead hand. The cellar door crashed open. SWAT officers bounded down the stairs. Sam placed her gun on the ground and knelt. She laced her hands behind her head and closed her eyes. Only then did she remember Incubus’s final words at the prison.
You believe you’re nothing like me, Samantha. But all humans have the capacity to kill for pleasure. One only needs to break them.





CHAPTER FORTY-TWO
Two months later
Sam
SAM PARKED IN the gravel lot outside the Walshes’ two-storey colonial farmhouse in Uthisca. She sat in her Grand Am, inhaling the scent of fresh leather from the burgundy car seats. It had taken nine weeks, but her mechanic had restored every original feature of her classic car. If only it was that easy to fix broken relationships.
She stepped out, wiped a speck of dust off the shiny black hood, and strolled over to where Eli was holding court. Harry Walsh had his hands on his hips, shaking his head with a bemused expression. Danny’s black hair was short now, with wispy bangs and auburn highlights. The new style suited her round face. Rather than her usual attire of baggy pants and loose sweatshirts, she wore fitted jeans and a teal sweater. She was smiling at Bart, an expression Sam had never seen on the grumpy girl’s face.
“Do you know what this kid did?” Harry pointed at Eli.
“He bought Bueton Sanctuary and is starting a horse ranch for kids with Asperger syndrome,” she said.
“Yes, but he tore down all the buildings.” Harry blew out his breath in an exaggerated sigh. “He claims I told him to.”
“Dad made a joke about a fresh start.” Margaret kissed Eli’s cheek. “My baby took it literally.”
Eli blushed and put his arm around Margaret’s shoulder.
Sam turned to Bart. “How are you?”
He shrugged. “I quit school and moved home. I’m working with Eli’s contractor.” He waved at the chaos across the street. “Being outside is easier,” he said. “Talking to Danny is helping. She was a victim of a violent crime, too, and went through hell in her childhood.”
“Have you heard from Gavin?” Sam asked.
“He moved home to Halifax but he invited us to a launch party for his band’s new EP. It’s at a club in Toronto,” Bart said. “Eli and Margaret want to go. I don’t know. Seeing him again will be hard.”
She squeezed his hand. “Did you go to Angelina’s funeral?”
Bart shook his head. “Her parents had a private ceremony. They aren’t doing well.” He glanced at the backdoor. “Reece is inside. I hope you guys work things out.”
Since the hospital had discharged him, Reece had lived in Uthisca with the Walsh family. Sam understood his anger and disappointment. But eight weeks of intense therapy had taught her to confront her fears. The first step had been talking to police. Facing Reece was the second. She was saving the hardest task for last.
She climbed the stairs to the wrap-around porch, took a calming breath, and opened the screen door to the kitchen.
Reece glanced up from a paperback novel. “Hi.”
Her heart skipped when she saw him but she couldn’t tell from his blank expression if he was pleased to see her.
“The cast is off,” she said. “How are you feeling?”
Reece rotated his wrist. “It’s coming along.” He patted his chest. “It’s easier to breathe.”
The low-calibre bullet had hit a rib, passed through the top of Reece’s right lung, and lodged in his shoulder muscle. The EMS team had kept Reece alive until the MedEvac chopper reached the hospital. In the waiting room, Sam had sat shaking and terrified, reading everything she could find online about stapled pulmonary tractotomy. When the cardiothoracic surgeon had told her that Reece was doing well in recovery, she’d finally given herself permission to cry.
As he’d healed, and the two of them had begun to talk about what had happened, Reece had made clear to Sam that he couldn’t reconcile the choice she had made in the cellar. She had murdered an unarmed suspect in cold blood. Her vigilante actions went against his core values. And so he’d left her.
She twisted the diamond engagement ring around her finger. “May I sit?”
He nodded.
“I met with Gretchen Dumont and Bryce Mansfield this morning at police headquarters,” she said. “I confessed everything.”
“What’s going to happen?”
She shrugged. “Undecided. Bryce feels there are extraordinary circumstances and duress. Gretchen wants to speak with the Attorney General before deciding whether to prosecute. Part of the issue is the sworn testimony Gavin, Bart, and Eli gave. My confession calls their veracity into question. They stated unequivocally that Aleksia had the gun when I killed her.”
Reece sighed. “What a mess.”
“Bart and Gavin have suffered so much,” she said. “If the justice system rolls over them because of me…” she trailed off.
“It’s not black and white. I understand that now.” He reached his hand across the table. “But the truth is always the right road. I’m proud of you.”
“I want you to come home,” she said.
He dropped her hand. “Incubus won’t stop coming after you.”
“I know, and someone is still helping him on the outside. I received a dozen white lilies two days ago.” She sighed. “But my fixation with the lily wasn’t about the flower’s symbolism to Incubus,” she said. “It represented my own guilt over Joyce’s death. To be free of Incubus, I have to let my sister go. I can do that now.”
“I have to tell you something.” Reece folded his hands on his book. “I drugged your hot chocolate the night before Brandy died. That’s why you didn’t wake when she was in distress.”
“Yeah, I figured it out a few days later,” Sam said. “Waking earlier wouldn’t have saved Brandy. She was old and had advanced liver disease.”
“I was worried about you and wanted you to sleep,” Reece said. “But it was deceitful and I’m sorry.”
“I know.” She circled the table, cupped his face, and kissed him lightly on the lips. “You are the best part of me. Please fight for us.”
He dropped his eyes and was silent. Her therapist had warned her not to push him. Swallowing a lump in her throat, Sam lightly squeezed his shoulder and left, quietly closing the door behind her.
In her car, she tried to steady her shaking hands. The next task was the most important to her recovery.
The April sky was cloudy but it was warm. She lowered her windows and drove along the lake to the city of Burlington. She checked the address on the GPS and pulled into the long driveway of a sprawling waterfront ranch. On the lawn, Leo and a woman she didn’t recognize sat on a blanket with a baby. The woman glanced at the vintage car with a curious expression. Leo said something to her and came to greet Sam.
“Hi.” She embraced her brother-in-law in an awkward hug. “Congratulations on your marriage. I’m sorry I didn’t attend the wedding. Mother said it was lovely.”
His eyes were sad. “It’s good to see you.”
She held out a brown envelope. “It’s the deed to the Muskoka cottage, and the keys. I want you to have it.”
He took a step back. “I can’t accept.”
“You can. It’s what Joyce would have wanted.”
“She wanted you to be happy,” Leo said. “That’s all she ever wanted.”
Sam’s eyes strayed to Leo’s baby girl. Hannah Morgenstern had confirmed that no pregnancy hormones had been present during Joyce’s autopsy. Aleksia had baited her. And Incubus had succeeded in manipulating her into committing murder. It had all been a twisted game to prove his superiority and force his adversary to destroy her own life. In some macabre co-dependant relationship with her stepfather, Aleksia had sacrificed her life to the cause.
“Please take the cottage,” Sam said. “To move on, I need you to have it.”
Leo’s eyes filled with tears but he accepted the envelope. “Would you like to meet my wife and daughter?”
She shook her head. “Another time, I promise.”
“I have something for you,” he said. “Can you wait a minute?”
She nodded and he jogged to the house. A minute later, he returned and handed her a stamped envelope, addressed to Sam in Joyce’s neat writing.
“It was the letter she went out to mail. It was in her car. I wanted to give it to you earlier, but I didn’t know how,” he said.
“Thank you.”
“I live that terrible night over and over,” Leo said with a sob. “If only I hadn’t let her go out alone.”
“Be happy, Leo” she said. “Love your wife and daughter. That’s the best way to honour my sister’s memory.”
* * *
SAM DROVE TO a park by the lake and opened her sister’s letter.
 
Dear Sam,
You won’t answer my calls or emails so snail-mail is my last option. I am so sorry for what happened at Mother’s and the terrible things I said to you. Mother is wrong. Dad would have stood by your side when you left Toronto Police Service. You are a remarkable woman and more resilient than I could ever be. You have risen above adversity and emerged stronger. Whatever the world throws at you, you face it with your head high. I often forget that you hold your pain tight inside your heart. You’ve always been so afraid to show weakness or vulnerability. I want so much for you to be at peace and to find the love you deserve. I haven’t been the best big sister. But I do love you with all my heart. You are my annoying little sister with the huge green eyes and the crop of strawberry curls. Life never turns out the way you hope as a child, but with strength, there is endurance and the assurance that life will never break you. No matter what, I’ll always be your sister.
Love Joyce
 
The clouds parted and a beam of afternoon sun hit the still water of Lake Ontario. Against the horizon was the faint outline of a rainbow.
Sam tucked the letter into her pocket. “Goodbye, Joyce. Pat Brandy for me.”



CHAPTER FORTY-THREE
Sam
THREE DAYS LATER, Sam woke and smelt bacon. Confused, she rolled over in her empty bed and sniffed. Excitement fluttered in her stomach. He was home. She leaped from bed and raced downstairs.
Reece stood at the island, dousing waffles with maple syrup. He was the most beautiful man she’d ever seen. He put the plate on the kitchen table beside a platter of bacon. With three long strides, he was in her arms.
“You’re home,” she murmured against his neck and breathed in the comforting scent of his aftershave.
“I was a stupid arse.” He nestled the top of her head. “An insufferable, sanctimonious prig.” He kissed her and pulled away to hold her at arm’s length. “Whatever the future holds, we face it together.”
“Promise?” she asked.
He wiped a tear off her cheek. “Let’s get married right away.”
She laughed. “Okay. When?”
He lifted her and spun her around. “As soon as we can get an appointment at City Hall, unless you want a big wedding with all the trimmings.” He put her down and grinned.
“No big wedding,” she said. “Just Jim and Lisa.”
“And Eli and Margaret, Danny and Bart, and Betty and Harry Walsh.” Reece laughed.
She frowned. “Did you hear that noise?”
Reece grinned. “It’s coming from the kitchen.”
She followed the soft whine to a cupboard in the island and opened the door. Moist brown eyes above a flat black snout in a fawn face gazed up at her. An adorable set of bat-ears waggled on the top of the smooth round head. Sam reached down and picked up the stocky, solid body. The puppy licked her face.
“He’s a French bulldog,” Reece said. “I know it’s soon and maybe you don’t want him, but—”
“Don’t want him?” She laughed and hugged the warm little creature. “Who could resist those ears? Where did you get him?”
“From a breeder outside Vancouver,” Reece said, rubbing one of the puppy’s sticky-up ears. “This little guy was spoken for but things worked out.”
She snuggled her face against the soft brown fur. “How did you get him to Toronto so fast?”
Reece mumbled something inaudible. She looked up, curious.
“Eli chartered a plane.” He rolled his eyes with a grin. “And in the spirit of full disclosure, he paid the original buyer a fortune to wait for the next litter.”
She burst out laughing. “What will we name him?” She put the puppy down to explore. His nubby little tail wagged as his chubby rear end bounced across the floor.
“He looks like a perfect crème brulée,” Reece said. “What about Pépin, after Jacques Pépin, the French chef?”
Sam thought it over. “Can we lose the accent on the name without it hurting your feelings?”
Reece laughed. “Sure.”
“Then Pepin it is.” She liked the way it rolled off her tongue.
Sam thought about the past and all the pain. She thought about how hate and a desire for revenge had nearly destroyed everyone she loved. Joyce was right—life seldom turned out how you hoped it would. But as long as there was life, there was time to make better choices.
She picked up her phone. When the call connected, Sam took a page from Eli’s book and spoke directly. “I miss you,” she said. “I want you to come to my wedding.”
There was a sharp intake of breath, and then quietly, as though a dam were cracking, her mother began to cry.



EPILOGUE
 
JERRY LUTZ SAT in his cell, gazing at the pictures of Sam that decorated his walls. He felt no remorse over Aleksia’s death. She had been a good soldier, although the outcome had been less rewarding than he’d hoped. It appeared that Samantha would not be seeing the inside of a cell anytime soon. Not even a whisper of misconduct had graced the news. A disappointment, but it didn’t matter. He knew her better than she knew herself. In the moment that life had drained from Aleksia’s eyes, Samantha McNamara had understood the joy of killing. Breaking her next time would be easier.
It pleased him enormously that Incubus was enjoying renewed fame. The media had once again immortalized him for eternity. He was bound to the Frozen Statue Killer now, receiving due credit as the mentor for her art.
A guard stopped and shoved a letter through the bars.
“Thank you, Ralph,” Jerry said. “How is your son doing? University freshman this September, correct?”
“Keep your mouth shut.”
“And your lovely wife? How is she?”
“Take the letter,” the guard ordered.
Jerry breathed in a familiar scent of white lily perfume from the pink stationery. “Ah, Lorna,” he said with a smile. “She’s a talented designer. I’ll ask her to send your wife a dress.”
“Don’t bother,” said the guard. He stomped away down the corridor between the cells.
Jerry sat at his little desk and opened the envelope. He tossed the letter on the floor and leaned over the bundle of pictures, wetting his lips as he flipped through. He stopped at a photo of Reece and Sam hand in hand. It appeared that Mr. Hash had returned home to his betrothed.
Jerry separated out any photographs featuring the illustrious Mr. Hash and threw them in the trash. He had no interest in Reece Hash because the man wouldn’t be alive long enough to fret about.
“What have we here?” Jerry chuckled and ran his fingertip over the surface of another photograph. This was the one.
“Where the flutter of demon wings will bring mortals to their knees and you and I will rule together,” he said and kissed the photograph.
Incubus pasted the picture of Samantha walking her new puppy in the centre of his collage.
 
THE END
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