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				She is obsessed with tattoos. He is obsessed with her.

				When a body is found on the outskirts of Halifax, rumors run wild about the victim’s identity. But tattoo artist Kenzie Sloane knows exactly who she is. They share a tattoo…and a decade-old secret.

				Lawyer Kate Lange remembers Kenzie Sloane.

				The former wild child was part of the same crowd that attracted her little sister, Imogen, before her death. Now Kenzie needs her help. And Kate needs answers.

				But there are others who know about the tattoo and its history. And one of them is watching Kenzie’s every move, waiting for the perfect moment to fulfill a dark promise that had been inked in her skin. 

			

		

	
		
			
				Praise for the novels of Pamela Callow

				“Lawyer Kate Lange is back with another case
that will
					test her courtroom skills, judgment and nerves.
The suspense is intense,
					the action shocking and the plot intriguing. The insidious villain destroys a
					life, a reputation
and a family, all as part of a chilling
						plan.”
—RT Book
						Reviews on Indefensible; 4.5 stars out of 4.5 stars

				“Do yourself a favor and jump in the middle of these amazing
					books. You won’t be able to put them down until the final page.”
—Fresh Fiction 

				“Extremely well plotted, Callow’s debut novel is a hybrid
					of
a police procedural and medical thriller. Heroine Kate Lange
is a
					standout character, and readers will certainly look forward to reading her
					further adventures.”
—RT
						Book Reviews on Damaged; 4 out of 4.5 stars

				“Pamela Callow’s debut thriller
						Damaged reminded me
of the best of Robin Cook: lightning paced,
					innovative, topical…and most of all, frightening. Part medical
					mystery,
part bloody thriller, here is a debut that had me flipping pages
					until the wee hours of the morning.”
—James Rollins, New York Times bestselling author
of The
						Doomsday Key

				“Damaged is a taut,
					edge-of-the-seat thriller
with strong characters and a driving plot that’s
					inspired by emerging health technologies that may end up being, well, very bad
					for certain people’s health. Pamela Callow is Halifax’s answer to both John
					Grisham and Tess Gerritsen.”
—Linwood Barclay, internationally bestselling
					author
of Fear the Worst

				“Damaged is a chilling and darkly
					compelling tale that will grip you from the very first page. Pam Callow delivers
					a complex and spine-tingling thriller. She is definitely an author to
						watch.”
—USA
						TODAY bestselling author Julianne MacLean

				“A compelling page-turner… Pamela Callow is a rising
					star.”
—Rick Mofina, bestselling author of Six
						Seconds, on Damaged
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Hell is empty,

				And all the devils are here.

				—William Shakespeare, The Tempest
				1:2

			

		

	
		
			
				1

				Ten.

				Roman numeral X.

				X marks the spot.

				In John McNally’s case, prison.

				On the tenth day of serving his ten-year prison term for manslaughter, John McNally had tattooed an X over his heart.

				Ten years. Seven, with parole.

				He knew the system. He’d been in and out of it for the past five years. Before that, he’d been in and out of the foster care system. Hell, yes, he knew the systems.

				He got parole thirty-seven months ago. He lasted two months on the outside. If that moron at the White Elephant hadn’t laughed at his prison tattoos, he would have been long gone from this hole. Even though he barely touched the guy, he was sentenced to two additional years to be served consecutively, based on his history of violent assaults.

				They wouldn’t give him parole again. But he didn’t give a shit. Parole sucked. Reporting to a parole officer and being told what he could and couldn’t do frustrated the hell out of him. He knew what he wanted to do, and he couldn’t do it with a fucking parole officer breathing down his neck.

				So, he did his time on the inside.

				Until May 19. Today. His second sentence was complete. The sentence for the manslaughter conviction had expired two years ago.

				He would be free.

				No conditions, no parole officers, nothing.

				McNally sat on his bunk and waited for the CX—aka the correctional officer. The air closed in on his ears. He remembered that sensation—as if he was in a wind tunnel—from his days in the band, when he stood at center stage, the amps blasting at him in surround sound, the air vibrating from the noise.

				His bed was made, his locker emptied. He had disposed of his personal items last night, giving them to the guys who had done him favors over the years.

				He clasped his hands together, studying the tattoos that had shaped his life: LOVE tattooed on the back of the fingers of his left hand; HATE tattooed on the knuckles of his right hand.

				The classic ink of the tattooist’s psyche.

				The love and the hate had never stopped, never changed, never gone away.

				For over half his life he had loved Kenzie Sloane.

				And for over half his life he had hated her for what she had done to him.

				But he had a plan.

				A plan that would bring them full circle.

				Back to the day they had planned to make Imogen Lange their first victim. Imogen had been the key, the catalyst, the blood tie that would have bound Kenzie to him. He and Kenzie had had it all planned out… .

				And then Imogen was taken away from them. By her sister, Kate Lange.

				In her stupid attempt to “save her sister” from doing coke at Kenzie’s party, Kate Lange had killed Imogen in a car crash on the way home.

				After the night that Imogen died, Kenzie began to drift away from him. He wasn’t sure if Imogen’s death had scared her. Or if she was getting tired of him. She accused him of being too possessive. Desperate, he arranged for another girl—Heather Rigby was her name—to come to the bunkers on Mardi Gras night to take Imogen’s place. But it wasn’t the same. Too much time had passed. The opportunity had been lost.

				If Kate Lange hadn’t interfered, Kenzie would still be with him. And he would be running his own tattoo shop by now, Kenzie at his side.

				Every plan, every dream he had harbored, had been derailed by Kate Lange the night she killed her sister.

				And now, seventeen years later, he was ready to set things right.

				First he had to track down Kenzie.

				And then he would find Kate Lange.

				He flexed his fingers, watching the skin pucker at the knuckles. He fisted them into his palm. The letters of the tattoos strained with tension.

				He wondered where Kenzie was now. What she looked like. Did she still have that long red hair? Had she gotten any more tattoos?

				Was she with someone?

				Sweat dampened his skin. He imagined the spider’s web tattooed across the back of his skull glistening with his perspiration.

				It didn’t matter if Kenzie had a boyfriend. Or if she was married. She belonged to him. He knew it, she knew it. She’d just have to tell the other guy to get lost. Or he’d do it for her.

				He jumped to his feet and stared through the bars of the cell.

				The corridor was empty.

				Roberts glanced at him from his cell across the hall and shrugged.

				McNally spun away.

				Where the fuck was the CX?

				From the top bunk, Digger crossed his arms and leaned his head back against the wall. His eyes appeared shut, but McNally knew they were opened a crack, not missing a thing. He was waiting, everyone was waiting. It was McNally’s release day.

				But the CX scheduled to work today was Aucoin. McNally wondered if he had requested this shift.

				Everyone knew that Aucoin didn’t like McNally. The feeling was mutual. Aucoin had gone out of his way to write up McNally over the years, sending him down to the hole at least eight times.

				At 0720, Aucoin strolled down the corridor and unlocked McNally’s cell. “Let’s go.”

				McNally glanced at Digger. They had shared this cell for the past thirteen months. “See you on the outside.”

				Digger had another five years to go.

				He nodded and closed his eyes.

				Aucoin led McNally to Admissions and Discharge. It was a nondescript room, with posters on the wall urging him to get screened for various STIs, reminders that all phone numbers had to be on an approved list, and a list of weekly religious services if he had an epiphany that Jesus was waiting for him in this particular federal penitentiary.

				Aucoin tossed a sealed bag onto a table. “Hope they don’t smell too bad,” he said, his face impassive.

				McNally grabbed the bag. He knew that Aucoin was taunting him. Most offenders had family who would bring them fresh clothes to wear on their release date. It had not gone unnoticed that McNally’s phone list included only his lawyer and his social worker. He had been estranged from his brother, Matt, since he’d killed that girl in the bar. And he had crossed his foster mother off the list, oh, about eight years ago. The only recent change to his phone list was the addition of Rick Lovett, his old band mate.

				McNally tore open the bag, his heart thudding.

				His fingers dug into the soft knit of his T-shirt.

				“Come on, McNally. Move it. You’d think you’d be itching to get out of here.” Aucoin crossed his arms.

				McNally yanked the shirt out of the bag. A belt fell to his feet. He’d forgotten about the belt… .

				He cinched the belt around Aucoin’s neck, tighter, harder. The man’s bulbous eyes bulged. Aucoin gasped, his hands clutching his throat. McNally grinned. The CX looked like a fucking fish.

				Aucoin snatched the belt from the concrete floor. “Give me your uni. Get your clothes on.”

				If they were two dogs, the fight to the death would have begun at this moment.

				McNally yanked the prison-issued golf shirt over his head, feeling the flex of his muscles as he tossed the uniform onto the floor. You can pick that up, too, Aucoin. The shirt had changed size in direct proportion to the number of hours he had clocked in the weight room.

				Aucoin’s gaze flickered over the tattoos on McNally’s upper arms. It was well known he was the resident tattoo artist of the unit. Usually, the prison staff turned a blind eye unless they had a particular reason to discipline an inmate. Aucoin had been one of the few who went by the book, stripping away McNally’s privileges whenever he was able to establish that McNally had done the ink.

				But when Aucoin wasn’t around…supply and demand was the governing law of prison. Whoever had supply was in demand. And there was pent-up demand for tattoos when McNally arrived twelve years ago. It had taken less than a day for the other inmates in his unit to discover that he could sling ink for them. He just needed the tools. When it became obvious that McNally didn’t have anyone on the outside to send him supplies within the thirty-day admission period, the other guys on his unit began to smuggle the necessary parts to make a tattoo gun.

				Within a week of his incarceration, McNally was in possession of an empty pen tube, an E guitar string, and a pencil eraser. Electrical tape and an emery cloth were smuggled from the machine shop. But he still needed a motor. After some pressure from Hodder—a lifer who controlled the unit’s contraband supply chain—the kid two cells down sacrificed the rumble pack from his video game controller. “My girlfriend won’t even let me get a prison tatt,” he muttered.

				McNally had filed the tip of the guitar string with a piece of emery cloth, and slid it into the tube. Billy Lyman, his cell mate, had watched with a mixture of fascination and fear. “I don’t want no more trouble,” he’d told McNally. “I’ve been down in the hole three times since the summer.”

				McNally threaded the other end of the guitar string through the top of the pen tube, and pushed it into the eraser.

				“See? That’s how you do it. The eraser works as a cam,” he told Kenzie.

				He studied her studying the contraption. “A cam?”

				The winter sun cast her face in a cool, unforgiving light. But with Kenzie’s features, there had been nothing to forgive. Her skin, always pale and smooth, appeared to be composed of marble. He had a sudden appreciation for the thrill Michelangelo must have felt when confronted with such pure material on which to create his art.

				“The cam connects the guitar string to the motor. It’s like a spinning wheel. It makes the needle move.”

				He couldn’t wait to create his masterpieces on her.

				He had created one masterpiece on Kenzie.

				Soon after, she had fled—and left him to dispose of Heather Rigby’s body.

				Five years after Kenzie had run away, he had killed the girl at the bar where he worked, and got a ten-year sentence. And on the tenth day of serving his sentence for manslaughter, he had made sure he would never forget Kenzie. Or what she owed him.

				He had concentrated on getting the cam just right. After several adjustments, the “needle” moved up and down at the correct depth. Too short, and the needle wouldn’t hold the ink. Too long, and the needle would make raw meat out of flesh.

				Hodder had slipped him two disposable razors. McNally put them in the unit’s microwave. Once burned, the plastic handles left a soot residue, which he mixed with soap and water.

				He had sat on his bunk, drew ink into the tube, and tattooed an X on his heart. The needle hurt like hell. His blood thudded. If he had closed his eyes, he would have said that his heart was pounding enough to make his skin undulate.

				For whatever reason, the lines of the tattoo had bled. Billy Lyman had laughed. “Can’t be straight edge if the lines are blurry.”

				McNally had ripped the tattoo gun across Billy’s cheek. Blood welled from the slash. “You son of a bitch.” He had dropped the tattoo gun onto the bunk. “I’m not straight edge.” His fingers curled into his palms. He wanted to crush that ugly Adam’s apple in Lyman’s throat so he could never laugh again. He pointed to the large spider’s web tattoo spread across the back of his skull. In the center was a death’s head. “You think this is fucking straight edge?”

				Lyman backed away. “Didn’t mean anything by it. Nothin’ wrong with not wanting to do drugs or booze.” He lowered his voice to a whisper. “I won’t say nothing about the tattoo gun. Or this—” He touched the cut. “It was an accident. Shaving. Trust me, you don’t wanna spend time in the hole.” Eight months later, McNally learned from bitter experience how right Lyman was.

				But then, just ten days on the inside, he shrugged and threw himself onto his mattress. He stared at the underside of Lyman’s bunk. He hated Lyman for lying to protect him from solitary confinement. He did not want to owe any favors.

				It would be so much easier if I just killed him. He could kill him the same way he had killed that girl who had taunted him at the bar. Just grab him by the throat and smash his head on the floor.

				McNally hadn’t inked any more tattoos on his upper torso after that first X. Partly to make it stand out; partly because it was a difficult angle to tattoo unless he used a mirror. Even when he got an additional two years for assaulting that jerk in the bar, he didn’t change the tattoo. The tattoo meant more than just the number of years he spent in prison. It symbolized his heart, his commitment, his willingness to do whatever it took to get Kenzie back with him.

				Aucoin whacked the loosely coiled belt against his thigh. “I don’t get you, McNally. You could be walking out of here. Instead, you stand there daydreaming.”

				What are you, the fucking Gestapo? McNally glared at him, pulling his own T-shirt over his head. Despite being sealed in a bag for two years, it didn’t smell so bad. The soft, worn knit slid across his skin. He wanted to close his eyes, savor the feel of his own clothing stretching across his body. The shirt strained at his shoulders, hung loosely at the waist. He didn’t care. It felt so damned good, he didn’t ever want to take it off.

				The CX whacked the belt again.

				As soon as McNally was dressed he was one step closer to leaving this behind him. One step closer to attaining something that had only been a fantasy. He reached into the plastic bag and removed his boxers and his pants. He stepped out of the prison jeans, then yanked down the worn underwear and kicked it away from his body. Tomorrow, someone else would wear his freshly laundered uniform.

				He slid on his boxers, the neon yellow that he’d worn when he was arrested appearing brassy and cheap in the fluorescent lights. His jeans were looser at the waist, snugger across the thighs. He held out his hand for the belt.

				Aucoin dropped it into his palm and watched him tighten the buckle. McNally shoved the T-shirt into his waistband. He picked up the plastic bag and scrunched the handle in his fist. His wallet was in the bag, as were his keys. The former was empty, the latter no longer relevant. He had stayed at a halfway house when he’d been out on parole. Lovett, his old band mate, had sold the house in which he had been crashing before his manslaughter conviction. He wondered if the new owners had changed the locks… .

				He tightened his grip on the bag and gave Aucoin a brusque nod.

				The CX led him out of the security areas and buzzed open the gate to the parking lot.

				McNally stepped through it.

				An early-morning mist hovered over the small patches of green that “naturalized” the parking lot. He breathed in, enjoying the cool damp on his face.

				Where was Lovett’s Mercedes? He knew Lovett would not come into the penitentiary. Not once had he visited in the twelve years McNally had spent there. He had built a real estate empire while McNally rotted away on the inside. It would hurt his reputation, he told McNally, for an upstanding member of the business community to fraternize with someone like him. McNally knew that wasn’t the real reason, but he wasn’t in a position to argue. At least Lovett had—reluctantly—agreed to help McNally return home to Halifax.

				McNally scanned the parking lot again, averting his face so the CX couldn’t read his expression. No sign of Lovett’s gleaming black SUV. Shit. Had he forgotten that McNally would be released today?

				He crouched outside the school, under an overhang. The rain poured in a sheet three inches in front of his face. He had stuck his tongue in and out of the stream, making patterns, watching the shifting globules of water. His mom said she would come after school. She had scooped him into a big hug and promised him. He had made her promise again. She had. But when he asked the third time—hoping that three promises would work better than two—she grew impatient and pulled his arms off her neck.

				He shoved his hands in his pocket. They were numb from wet. He wished he had a watch so he could tell how long he’d been waiting, but he still got confused with the little-hand stuff so it wouldn’t have made any difference anyway. All the teachers had left. So he knew it had been a long time since the bell went.

				He watched the water running in long cascades of silver. He was an explorer, he was hiding from the bad guys behind a waterfall. He flexed his thumb and forefinger in his pocket. He would shoot them if they found him. He would. Shoot them dead. He stared through the rain. The school grounds seemed to grow darker, the rain had mysteriously changed from silver to black. He needed to pee so bad. His sneakers were soaked. His legs were soaked, too. Would it matter if he just peed a little? No one would know… .

				A cab pulled into the parking lot.

				He exhaled. Why had he thought Lovett would personally come to pick him up? He should have known that wasn’t going to happen. Anxiety tightened his chest. He did not have enough money to pay for his trip all the way back to Halifax.

				Aucoin flagged the cabdriver. The cab eased over to where they stood. The cabdriver studied him through the windshield. He was having second thoughts, McNally could tell. He wished he had a ball cap to cover his death’s head tatt.

				“Oh, by the way, you received this mail.” Aucoin held out a FedEx envelope.

				McNally snatched it from him, relief overriding his anger that Aucoin hadn’t given him the envelope with his belongings in Admissions and Discharge. He tore open the envelope and shook out the contents.

				Lovett had sent a chit for the cab, a train ticket and some cash to get McNally started.

				He stepped forward to open the cab door—throwing a glance behind him. His cheeks flushed as his gaze met the CX’s.

				You’ll never stop looking over your shoulder, Aucoin’s eyes told him.

				McNally’s pulse pounded in his ears. He hated himself for the involuntary gesture, he hated himself for being so conditioned to the CX’s authority. Fuck you.

				Aucoin gave him a mock salute. “We’ll keep your bunk warm for you, McNally.”

				McNally’s jaw tightened. Just you wait, Aucoin.

				He jumped into the cab, tossing the plastic bag onto the floor. “Take me to the train station.”

				He leaned his head back against the car seat. Everything appeared dull: the cracked asphalt of the road, the modest homes that multiplied along the roadway the farther they drove away from the penitentiary. A large golden dog tied to a fence post barked. He smiled.

				Clouds threatened rain. But the air held its breath. Promising spring. Promising freedom.

				Promising.

				Kenzie.

				His heart pounded so hard he felt the X undulate under his shirt.

				He had lost twelve years.

				It was, at long last, time. Nothing would come between them now.

				He would make sure of it. Kenzie and he shared the same soul, traveled the same darkness. And this time, he would make sure that Kenzie never strayed again.

				Kate Lange would bring them full circle, back to the night when her sister, Imogen, should have been their first victim. One Lange was as good as another.

				X marks the spot.
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				You would think that after surviving two near-death experiences in just over a year, you would be more prepared when death showed up at your door.

				That was what the undaunted optimist in Kate Lange hoped. But the logical part of her brain knew better. Despite her semi-celebrity status as the slayer of a serial killer, she had seen how random, how inexplicable death could be. What she didn’t know—didn’t understand and was afraid to ask—was why it kept searching her out.

				This time it appeared self-evident. Her client, Frances Sloane, was afflicted with a terminal disease: Amyotrophic Lateral Sclerosis. Made famous by Lou Gehrig, it was a disease that attacked the motor neurons. For Frances Sloane, it appeared to have attacked everything and left a crumpled cage of bones and tissues. If anyone ever wondered about the role of motor neurons, all they would have to do was look at Frances Sloane.

				Though her body was clearly in a state of ruin, Frances’ sky-blue eyes remained the same: sharp and penetrating. As had happened in her youth, Kate found herself mesmerized by them. She could almost—almost—forget the elaborate motorized wheelchair, the hand controls, the torso that could barely hold itself erect—when she met Frances’ gaze.

				She fought to keep the pity from showing on her face. Knowing Frances Sloane, it was the last thing she wanted. Or needed.

				Frances Sloane’s helper, a middle-aged woman named Phyllis wearing the uniform of a professional caregiver, set the brakes on the wheelchair. She gave her client a quick nod and left Kate’s office.

				“Mrs. Sloane, nice to see you again.” It had been a complicated string of events—and emotions—that had led to this meeting.

				“Kate,” her client said, her once-crisp voice slurred and oddly nasal, “call me Frances.”

				Kate smiled. “It will be hard to break the habit. I’ve always thought of you as Mrs. Sloane.”

				Saliva pooled in one side of Frances’ mouth. Her hand rose, a tissue clutched in her grip, reminding Kate of a bird struggling for liftoff against hostile winds.

				That small movement, which was now a gargantuan effort, made Kate’s throat constrict. Frances Sloane’s independence and vitality had been her trademark. She had built her own award-winning architectural firm in a profession still dominated by men. Now, if Kate correctly understood her client’s circumstances, Frances was all alone. Just she, her caregiver and her wheelchair. Facing a terrible end.

				Kate thought of her elderly neighbors, Enid and Muriel Richardson. They, too, were a strong pair near the end of their lives, but the younger Richardson sister had been in a slow decline due to the effects of Alzheimer’s. Unlike Kate’s client, Muriel had the benefit of the caring companionship of her sister Enid. I haven’t spoken to Enid and Muriel in over a week. I need to call them tonight.

				Frances wiped her mouth, studying Kate. “You’ve been through a lot. I read about it in the papers.”

				“It appears we both have,” Kate said. “I’m sorry about your illness… .”

				Frances’ hand slowly made its descent to her lap. 
“I need your help, Kate.”

				The irony of this statement was not lost on Kate. She doubted it was lost on Frances, either.

				Frances must remember the last time they had seen one another. It had been at the funeral of Imogen Lange, Kate’s sister.

				Imogen had died in a car crash when she was fifteen—with seventeen-year-old Kate at the wheel.

				After Imogen’s funeral service, Kate had barely been able to look at Frances Sloane when she stopped in the receiving line to offer her condolences. Not because of her shame. Or guilt. Or grief.

				But because of her rage.

				Perhaps it was unfair. Frances, after all, had been out of the country when her daughter, Kenzie, hosted the party on the night of Imogen’s death.

				Surely she must have known her daughter would hold a party at their house in her absence?

				Surely she might have guessed that Imogen—who had begun hanging around Kenzie with puppylike eagerness—might be induced to join Kenzie’s well-known drug binges on her back porch?

				Frances must have read those questions in Kate’s gaze. Or perhaps they were the very ones she had asked herself after Imogen’s death, for she said, “Kate. I’m so sorry. I didn’t know about the party. I would have stopped it if I’d known.”

				Kate’s eyes had welled with tears. Frances’ words were a form of absolution; a recognition that the 
blame for Imogen’s death did not reside solely on Kate’s seventeen-year-old shoulders. And Kate’s rage melted into liquid warmth, spilling down her cheeks.

				She had nodded at Frances, unable to speak.

				Frances had moved onward to offer her condolences to Kate’s shell-shocked mother—leaving Kate to face Kenzie Sloane as the line of mourners passed by.

				Kenzie had averted her sky-blue eyes.

				And then she walked past Kate to the cathedral door.

				Frances Sloane had cast one last look over her shoulder and followed her daughter out of the cathedral, her bearing erect but her step slow.

				Had the disease been lurking even then?

				Focus, Kate.

				She stared at the file folder on her desk. It contained all the legal reasons why her client could not ask someone to help her kill herself.

				“Mrs.—I mean, Frances,” Kate said. “You are seeking an opinion regarding the legality of assisted suicide in Canada. Correct?”

				And it was as simple—and as complicated—as that.

				“Yes.”

				The hope, the determination—and worse, the desperation—in Frances Sloane’s eyes made it difficult to meet her gaze. “I’m sorry to tell you this, Frances. But there are no circumstances under which it is legal. The Sue Rodriguez decision made it clear.”

				Sue Rodriguez had put a face to both ALS and the matter of assisted suicide in 1993, taking her battle all the way to the Supreme Court of Canada.

				“That was an old decision,” Frances said. “And it was close.” Five to four, Kate had noted. Only one vote to change the entire course of legal precedent and redefine when and how one could legally end someone else’s life.

				Kate didn’t envy that judge.

				“Hasn’t anything changed?” Frances asked.

				Kate shook her head. “The decision was based on the fundamental tenets of our Charter of Rights. And those haven’t changed.”

				“But why can’t I choose how I want to die?”

				“You can.”

				A smile twisted her client’s face. “If I was able-bodied I could choose. But I’m not. It is discriminatory to say I can’t kill myself because I am physically unable.”

				“It was a close decision when the Supreme Court of Canada voted.” Seeing her client slumped in her wheelchair barely able to keep her head up, hearing her speak, watching her struggle to lift her limbs, it seemed unfair. But Kate couldn’t let her sympathy obviate the legal reality: “The Supreme Court felt that it was necessary to protect the interests of the vulnerable. It also wanted to preserve the sanctity of life—” her client’s lips twisted “—by ensuring that assisted suicide remain a criminal offense.”

				“The old slippery slope argument…” Frances grimaced. “Sue Rodriguez had the right question—Who controls my life? Me or the government? But the court gave the wrong answer.”

				Kate leaned forward. “Look, you aren’t the only one who feels that way. I think the court of public opinion is shifting. Right now, there are two different challenges to the law underway. Those plaintiffs are arguing that other countries do allow assisted suicide. Several states in the U.S. do, as well. The question is—Are you willing to go through the long and arduous process of mounting a challenge?” Would you even be alive by the end of it?

				“How long would it take?” Frances asked.

				“We would have to start with the provincial courts and work our way up,” Kate said. “We could ask the courts to expedite the process, given your condition. Even so, you are looking at six to twelve months for the first hearing.”

				Frances gazed at her hands. They rested on the armrest, flaccid.

				The few times Kate had seen Frances in the past, she had always gripped a pencil, ready to jot down an idea or make a rough sketch of the buildings she had made a career of designing.

				“I’ll be dead by the time the courts are done,” Frances said.

				There wasn’t much point in denying it. With ALS, the afflicted never lived long enough to be effective activists. “The question, in my mind, is whether you want to spend the final days of your life in court?”

				Frances gave a mirthless laugh. “Of course not. I was hoping you would tell me that there was a loophole. There usually is. At least for criminals.”

				Kate shook her head. “I wish there was.”

				Frances was quiet. Finally, she said, “If I can’t ask someone to help me kill myself without getting them into trouble, can I tell my doctor to top off my painkillers when the time comes?”

				“Frances, that is between you and your doctor. I think most doctors are very compassionate… .” Read between the lines, Frances.

				Her client’s gaze was pensive. “But Dr. Clarkson got into trouble for it a few years ago. That’s why I called Randall to advise me. But he told me he is in New York on a leave of absence… .”

				“Yes,” Kate said, keeping her tone neutral. “He is working on a corporate merger in New York. But he has briefed me on the Clarkson case.”

				The Clarkson case was legendary in Halifax. A prominent heart surgeon had been accused of injecting a fatal cocktail of drugs into a patient in extreme distress—who had no chance of surviving—to prematurely end her suffering. Detective Ethan Drake, Kate’s ex-fiancé, had been the primary homicide investigator on the case. The case hinged on the testimony of the victim’s son, who told the police—and the court—that Dr. Clarkson had assured him that his mother would not suffer any longer.

				Dr. Clarkson bankrupted himself to pursue his defense, but he was convicted. It was the desire to help out his old friend that triggered Randall Barrett’s return to Halifax years before, that had yanked the raveling thread of his marriage and had led him to leave his Bay Street career and relocate to Halifax. He had masterminded (and funded) Clarkson’s appeal—Old Soccer Teammate Launches Appeal was the newspaper headline—calling into question the victim’s son’s testimony, specifically by alleging that Detective Ethan Drake had improperly influenced the teen.

				“As you might remember from the news, Frances, Dr. Clarkson was convicted on charges of murder. He was unsuccessful on appeal. The court of appeal upheld the conviction 2-1.”

				Neither Randall nor Ethan had forgiven one another.

				“How can I prevent the same thing happening to my doctor?” Frances asked.

				“Legally, the only thing you can do is to provide specific directions to your physician that you are not to be given any life-extending treatments.” Kate closed the folder. “I’m sorry, Frances. I wish I could be of more assistance.”

				Frances laughed. Loudly.

				Kate stared at her. Did she think I was joking?

				“Sorry,” Frances said, sputtering. “ALS makes me laugh when I’m upset.” She swallowed. “It’s frustrating,” she added, as if reading Kate’s thoughts. “The way I talk—people think I’m drunk or crazy.” Her hand twitched.

				After that outburst, Kate could understand why people might question whether Frances was mentally competent. And yet she knew it was rare for ALS to affect cognitive function. That was what made the disease so terrible. And terrifying for the afflicted. To know that one’s body would slowly lose its ability to function, until even breathing had to be provided by a machine, while the mind remained alert and excruciatingly aware of everything that had been lost.

				Unlike the Creutzfeldt-Jakob disease that could be lurking in her own cells. That disease robbed its victim of all cognitive function.

				Stop it, Kate.

				She hadn’t thought about it in months, had not allowed herself to dwell on it. Although it was hard not to be confronted with your own mortality when facing a client who clearly was losing that battle. And whose very reason for seeking legal counsel was to hasten her own death.

				“You probably are wondering why I just didn’t kill myself while I could.” Frances gazed at Kate, dwarfed by the heavily padded frame of her wheelchair. Her eyes, still watery from her laughing episode, held a defiance that made Kate’s heart squeeze. Why should someone have to defend their decision to live? Or their decision to die?

				“I wanted to live.” Frances’ words were soft.

				Her client gazed down at her hands. Frances’ eyelids were translucent. Embryonic. The cycle of life nearing its end and returning to where it began.

				“I so very badly want to live.”

				Her gaze met Kate’s again. She did not try to hide her despair. Or her determination. “But not like this.”

				“I’m sorry.” A sense of failure weighed Kate’s words. She wished, in a moment of cowardice, that she had not agreed to take Frances as a client. Then she wouldn’t have to face her own inability to help her.

				You can’t overturn the Supreme Court of Canada’s decision, Kate.

				She could only put up a challenge to it, if her client was willing.

				And Frances Sloane was not.

				“I’m afraid there isn’t anything more I can offer you,” Kate said, rising to her feet. How did doctors do this all the time?

				Frances took a shaky breath. “I understand. Could you get Phyllis for me?”

				Kate nodded. “Of course.”

				She hurried to the foyer. The cool air of the corridor refreshed her. She hadn’t realized how thick the atmosphere had become in her office.

				Kate hovered in the hallway while Phyllis guided Frances’ wheelchair down the corridor.

				She raised her hand in farewell. “Take care, Frances.” That sounded horribly inadequate to her ears. But what else could she say? “Hope you have a peaceful death,” or “I’ll come to your funeral”?

				Frances slurred, “Goodbye.”

				Oh, no. Those were tears in Frances’ eyes.

				Kate watched Phyllis guide her client’s wheelchair to the elevators.

				This is probably going to be the last time you’ll see her.

				Her stomach clenched. She spun on her heel, closing the door to her office with more force than necessary. You couldn’t have done more, Kate. The law is the law. She didn’t want to take on a court challenge.

				She threw herself into her chair, closed her eyes and leaned her head back.

				An image of Frances Sloane, crumpled in her wheelchair, her eyes burning into Kate’s, jumped into her head.

				“Damn!”

				She leapt to her feet, trying to rid her brain of the image, and rushed out of her office. Frances and her caregiver waited at the elevator.

				“Frances!” Kate planted herself between her client’s wheelchair and the elevator doors. “I just thought of something—”

				“There is a loophole?”

				“No. But there is one other way to change the law,” Kate said. “You could lobby your M.P. to amend the Criminal Code. Or get the government to strike down the provision.”

				Frances’ gaze sharpened.

				Kate lowered her voice. “If you can convince them of the merits of the issue, then they will fight for it in Parliament. You won’t have to engage in a lengthy battle in the courts.”

				The elevator bell chimed. Frances’ caregiver began to push the wheelchair toward the doors but Frances reached for Kate’s sleeve. Her fingers were unable to grip the fabric. Her hand sank back to her armrest.

				The elevator began its descent without Kate’s client.

				“Can you help me?” Frances asked, reaching out her hand again. Kate didn’t remember Frances Sloane ever being so touchy-feely. Perhaps it was because she was losing the ability to do so that compelled her to attempt it while she could. “Can you write a legal argument for my M.P.?”

				Kate shook her head, regret twisting her mouth. “I’m not a lobbyist, Frances.”

				“But you know the issues. You could do this for me.”

				Kate shook her head. “Frances…I’m sorry,” she said, her tone gentle. “You need to find a professional lobbyist. I’m sure there are ones with legal training who could help you.”

				“I’ve chosen you.” Frances’ gaze became pleading.

				A weight formed in Kate’s chest. “Why?”

				“You fought the Body Butcher so you wouldn’t die a horrible death.”

				The foyer had become very quiet. The back of Kate’s neck prickled. She was certain that the receptionist listened intently. She was also certain that Melissa would be looking anywhere but at them.

				You’ve got this all mixed up, Frances. It was pure survival instinct, not a well-thought-out plan about my means of departing this earth. Kate rubbed her arms. “I fought him because I wanted to live, Frances.”

				“But you didn’t want to die like that, did you?”

				Kate saw exactly where Frances was heading with her question. Yet she couldn’t lie to her. “No.” The desire to live had fuelled her fight to the death with Halifax’s first serial killer. But Frances was right. Fear underlay her desperate fight with the Body Butcher. Fear of dying in the manner that had earned the killer his moniker.

				“And your fame could help my cause, Kate.”

				God. She gave a shaky laugh. “I’m not that famous, Frances.”

				“You are a hero. You saved other girls from being killed. This disease is my killer, Kate. There is nothing—” Frances swallowed. “Nothing that will help me fight it. No pills, no surgery. It is incurable and omnipotent. So I will choose to die the way I want. Not the way it chooses for me.” She paused. “You still can choose. I can’t.”

				And you can choose to help me. Frances didn’t need to say it—they both knew it.

				Kate could not face the plea in those weary sky-blue eyes. She would be doing this woman a disservice by agreeing to her request.

				And, she was afraid, she would be doing herself one, as well. After being plagued by post-traumatic stress disorder from her encounter with the Body Butcher, she didn’t want to revisit her experience in any way, shape or form.

				“Frances, I am not qualified to be a lobbyist.” Kate eased around the wheelchair. “I will find someone who can help you. Someone who can be successful. I’ll call you as soon as I find someone.”

				The disappointment in her client’s gaze sliced into Kate. Finally, Frances said, “If that is your decision.”

				Kate forced a reassuring smile. “I’ll call you.”

				Even to her ears, that promise sounded inadequate.

				The elevator chimed and the doors slid open. Her client drove into the lift. “Goodbye,” she said. Her voice had a finality to it.

				Every goodbye was probably uttered with that intention. She had no idea when death would claim her.

				Kate returned to her office, her footprints smoothing the track left by Frances’ wheelchair in the plush nap of the carpet.

				You can’t be everyone’s savior, Kate.

				But it wasn’t everyone who was asking.

				It was just one woman.

				One very sick and helpless woman.

				Kate sank into her chair and closed her eyes.
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				Flushed with triumph at finding sarracenia purpurea—
also known as the purple pitcher plant—Rebecca Chen crouched above the surprisingly clear and shallow water of the peat bog. Bag this last plant and then I’m outta here.

				It was a pretty plant and yet, according to her notes from biology class, it was a predator, capturing its food in its petals. She plunged her hand into the muck, her fingers scrabbling down the plant’s stem, searching for the root ball. But the stem curved sideways under the dense thicket of hummock. She exhaled, her forehead prickling with sweat.

				Farther up the slope and beyond the cliffs, lay the outer mouth of Halifax Harbour. Fog hung over the horizon, a ghostly waterfall hovering over the deep blue of the ocean, but the cooling breeze carrying its afterdamp did not reach her.

				With a grunt, she pushed her hand deep into the underside of the hummock. Her fingers hit a rock. The stem appeared to be wrapped around it.

				Frig. She sat back on her heels. The peat bogs stretched around her, serene blue pools dotting scrubby hummocks of low-lying shrubs. She had never even been out to Chebucto Head until her biology teacher assigned this lab, and she cursed him when she had missed the class trip and had to find her own way to the peat bogs. After a twenty-five-minute drive, she found the road to the headland. It was flanked by a protected nature reserve, but it eventually opened to a cove dotted with houses. They huddled, higgledy-piggledy, on the granite bedrock cliffs, as if holding their collective breath.

				The peat bogs were a twenty-minute hike across the headlands. “Just find the old bunkers,” her teacher had told her. “There are two. The bogs are down the slope. You can’t miss them.”

				True enough, after twenty minutes of following a scraggly, muddy path, she spotted the bunkers on a crest of the cliff. There were two: one facing the water, the other offset behind it. The bunkers had been built eighty years ago as the outer battery to defend Halifax Harbour. The lower bunker perched on a slope, its flat, sharp roof appearing crooked against the sky. Tall shrubs and a handful of stunted evergreens grew around the squat concrete boxes. Rather than softening the forbidding exterior of the wartime posts, the tangled thicket of shrubs and the dense branches of the evergreens served to emphasize their brutal purpose.

				Even in the May sunshine, they were creepy. She veered around them, and headed downhill to the peat bogs. They gleamed in the sun, the area a large, open marsh with a pleasant piney scent. It hadn’t taken much time to find the samples for her biology lab.

				Until now.

				Last lab of the school year, last lab of high school, Rebecca. That knowledge lent extra urgency to her scrabbling. She wrapped her fingers around the rock anchoring what she now viewed as “her” plant. She yanked the rock-and-plant specimen from under the hummock, falling back on her heels. She staggered to her feet, the prize clutched in her hand.

				Her butt was soaked from her efforts. Figures.

				She unraveled the roots clinging to the rock.

				Her fingers froze.

				Beneath the plant debris and muck, the rock appeared calcified. And smooth.

				God. It felt suspiciously like a bone.

				It’s not a bone, Rebecca.

				It was a bone. Her heart pounding, Rebecca tore away the roots of the plant.

				The smooth curve and calcified exterior were obvious now.

				It’s just an animal’s bone. Probably a deer.

				She peered at the hummock, searching for the hole she had tunneled through the underside.

				Her breath caught in her throat.

				She couldn’t move.

				Couldn’t blink.

				Couldn’t scream.

				All she could do was stare at the two bulging colorless eyes that pinned her in their malevolent gaze. Then she saw the hooked nose, the gaping smile, the hair floating from the head. Everything tinted the same brownish color.

				Horror in sepia wash.

				Her brain, at first, couldn’t process what she saw. Finally, her lungs forced her breath out in a gasp. And her brain interpreted the image.

				The bulging eyes belonged to a mask. A rubber Halloween mask that someone had thrown into the bog. Her insides liquefied with a warm rush of relief. Then she remembered the cold, smooth length of bone in her palm.

				It hadn’t been just a mask she had dislodged. The mask had been on a dead body.

				She was holding proof of it.

				A scream built in her throat.

				The dead body was under the hummock. Under her.

				Oh, dear Lord. She was holding a dead body!

				She threw the bone into the water so forcefully that water splashed onto her torso, her face. And into her mouth. An earthy, decayed taste swelled the taste buds on her tongue. Bog water.

				The water had a putrefied body in it.

				She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. With the hand that was filthy with muck.

				Muck that contained a dead body.

				Her stomach heaved. Vomit flecked her rain boots.

				She began to scream.
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				The random movements of people on the sidewalk set McNally’s teeth on edge. The rows and rows of bread in the grocery store…nine grain, whole grain, vitality, soy, cracked wheat, organic this, vegan that. Everything was so…complicated.

				And the girls and women… Everywhere.

				His first few days on the outside had been a blur. Rick Lovett, who once had hung on his every word, was as of today his new boss. His old friend had greeted him with a warning: “Stay away from me. No drugs. No police.” Lovett had unlocked the now-vacant superintendent’s apartment in one of his lower-rent apartment buildings in the North end. “You are on call 24/7. You have weekends off. Rent is included. Don’t scare the tenants.” He had tossed the keys to McNally, doubt in his eyes, regret already twisting his lips. “And wear a baseball cap on your head until your hair grows in. You look like you belong to a gang with that tatt.”

				A flush prickled McNally’s neck, but he slipped the keys in his pocket. He walked through the doorway of the apartment.

				It was small. It was bare. It was his.

				He could do whatever he fucking wanted to do in here.

				His heart began to race.

				“Will do, boss,” he drawled and closed the door on Lovett’s ugly face.

				The next morning, he woke up at 5:04 a.m. He grimaced. It was early even for prison time.

				He buried his face in his pillow. He had wanted to sleep in to celebrate his first day in his new life.

				But neither his mind nor his body had made the leap yet.

				He jumped up from his mattress, unable to stay still. He would make a cup of coffee, write a list of things he needed.

				Half an hour later, the list was two pages long and frustration made his body tight. At the wage Lovett paid him, it would take at least a year to earn enough money to afford everything he needed.

				And wanted. Like a professional tattooist’s kit.

				He put on his running shoes. He didn’t have any gym clothes, so his jeans would have to do. He slipped into the hallway, locking his door—pushing down, down, down the memory of the thousands of times that he had watched a CX lock him up—and headed to the parkade.

				Lovett had given him the keys to a company truck. It was navy blue, parked in a corner, easily identifiable with the large gold logo of Lovett’s real estate company: Lovett Group Limited.

				The vibration of the V8 engine dug pleasantly deep into his bones as he drove across the bridge and headed to Cole Harbour. Fifteen minutes later, he turned down Bissett Road—snorting at the religious exhortations on the billboard of a local fundamentalist church—and drove to the turnoff for Rainbow Haven beach. He sensed, but could not yet see, the ocean in the distance. He turned into the parking lot. His tires crunched, the truck’s engine a low throb in the hush of near-dawn.

				He was the sole visitor. He jumped out of the truck.

				Sea air—tangy, damp, invigorating—brushed his face.

				He broke into a run, savoring the air on his skin, empty space all around him.

				He jogged past the canteen and change rooms. His sneakers made a hollow thud on the wooden boardwalk. It took only a minute to arrive at the beach.

				He stopped. The sweeping majesty of sand, water, sky made his chest feel hollow. His heart pounded.

				Quiet.

				When had he last heard quiet?

				As he stood, he became aware of the soft roar of the tide, the muted call of a seabird, the wind confiding in his ear.

				The waves were low today. When he was a teen, he had surfed on white, foaming breakers that carried the energy of inestimable particles of water. They had been some of the best days of his life.

				He let his gaze wander down the long, sandy beach.

				Sea foam, a dead crab, pebbles worn by a hundred thousand waves.

				Dawn imbued the sky with a luminous gold. It moved under his skin, seeping through his cells, injecting light where there had been gray for as long as he could remember. Color bloomed through his blood.

				For the first time since his incarceration twelve years ago, tears tightened his throat.

				He put his face to the wind and began to sprint down the beach. He eventually slowed into a steady run, only stopping when the frantic energy in his muscles had subsided to a manageable buzz.

				Just over an hour later, he climbed into the truck, his body sheathed in sweat, eager for another cup of coffee. He switched on the radio and found a station that played classic rock. By the time he reached the bridge leading to Halifax, he was singing at the top of his voice.

				The hope had been short-lived. As soon as he walked down Spring Garden Road, ready to throw himself into the bustle of one of Halifax’s main shopping districts, his muscles tightened. Became twitchy.

				There were eyes watching him, all the time. He stood at the intersection, waiting for the light to change. He glanced over at the girl who stood just behind him, in a tiny tank top and cutoff shorts. He had been all ready to smile at her, but she edged away.

				He hurried into the drugstore. He needed a razor and shaving gel. He took his time, his brain adjusting to the overwhelming variety. The back of his neck prickled. The sales clerk was staring at him. He chose a five-pack of disposable razors. He tucked it under his arm while he sniffed the shaving gel. One of them had a clean, fresh scent.

				“Mmm…you smell so good,” Kenzie murmured into his neck. “Like citrus or something.”

				This one smelled citrusy. He added it to the package of razors tucked in his arm and walked to the back of the line at the cash. He skimmed the tabloid magazines until it was his turn to pay. The cashier eyeballed the pockets of his jacket.

				He dropped his purchases on the counter—enjoying the cashier’s flinch—and paid for the items. But as soon as he resumed window-shopping, his neck prickled again. Everyone stared at him. He shoved his hands in his jean pockets and retreated to a magazine store.

				It was cool. Quiet. He drifted down an aisle. The images from the magazines jumped out at him. For years, he had only been permitted to use a black or blue pen for his drawings. The saturated color and pictures of beautiful women stirred a desire to create something in ink. Preferably in the flesh.

				The tattoo magazines were tucked into the bottom shelf of the far corner. His heart rate quickened. Tattoo magazines had been contraband in prison. The few that circulated were before his time. He crouched down, his gaze jumping from cover to cover. He couldn’t decide, so he grabbed a copy of each, and strode to the cash. It added up to more than he expected—more than he could afford—but he bought them anyway.

				Half an hour later, he lay on his mattress, flipping through the magazines. Midway through one of the most popular tattoo magazines, his fingers paused. He stared at the page.

				Kenzie Sloane, The Goddess of Japanese Tattoos. The headline slammed into him.

				Kenzie gazed at him—only a foot and a half from his face—glossy and in hi-def. So now he knew how the past seventeen years had treated her.

				Well.

				Very well.

				Black eyeliner outlined those sky-blue eyes. The years had given her face a new assuredness. A plain black tank top provided stark relief to the riot of Japanese designs swirling on the skin of her arms, her chest, her neck.

				Her neck.

				His eyes flitted back and forth between the words of the article and the exuberant images of the photo spread.

				The more he saw, the hungrier he grew.

				The more he read, the angrier he became.

				Had Kenzie ever once acknowledged that he was the one who had introduced her to tattooing?

				No.

				She’d used him.

				And then abandoned him. “The bitch!” He threw the magazine onto the floor, jumping to his feet, his heart racing.

				He knew she had been successful with tattooing, but he had had no idea what a celebrity she had become.

				Had he just been naive? Willfully blind?

				Or stupid?

				He snatched the magazine from the floor and studied her face again.

				The chronic infection of his heart—which had not eased over seventeen years—intensified.

				He needed to see her. Talk to her. Make her see how terrible her mistake had been.

				Make her sorry for never once calling. Never once visiting. Never once letting him know how much she regretted running away that night.

				No, instead she hooked up with some guy who made her an apprentice at his shop in Montreal. And then she moved to the States. And now—his jaw tightened—she had a Q&A column called KOI—“Kenzie On Ink.”

				You think you’re so clever, he thought. But I bet all that tattooing advice you dish out is the stuff I taught you when you were seventeen.

				“Kenzie welcomes questions from tattooists at all levels,” the magazine gushed. It then listed her website, where “All of Kenzie’s guest studio appearances are listed.”

				He stuck the magazine in his jacket, grabbed his set of master keys and strode down the hall to the manager’s office. One of the tenants turned from the row of mailboxes that stood sentry to the office door. “You’re the new super, right?” the short, tubby guy asked with an ingratiating smile.

				McNally flipped through the key ring, searching for the one to unlock the office. “Yeah.” He gave him a look that had ended more than one conversation in prison.

				The guy stuffed his mail into a grocery bag. McNally wanted him to scurry back to his apartment, but the tenant pulled out a flyer to the discount store and began to flip through it.

				McNally swallowed his irritation.

				This key looked about right. He stuck it in the lock and turned the knob.

				Bingo.

				He walked into the office. He felt the tenant’s eyes on his back, felt them tracing the lines of the spiderweb inked on his skull, sensed the man’s indecision about whether to ingratiate himself further—or keep a safe distance.

				He shut the door on the tenant. Then bolted it.

				It was for the man’s safety, he decided. Because if that guy bugged him any more, he’d punch his face in.

				He turned on the computer. He had little access to computers on the inside, but he had received some job training while out on parole a few years ago. The computer was old and slow. By the time the software loaded, his teeth were gritted. He typed Kenzie’s website URL, and watched the site load.

				His throat tightened. Koi fish swam up the sides of the computer screen. The background was a faint image of a waterfall. He entered the site and faced Kenzie, full screen.

				His entire body flushed at the sight of her long, tattooed limbs. Her full breasts. Her mocking smile.

				Had she ever tried to find him? Had she ever looked up his phone number or tried to search for him on the internet?

				She had told him he was her soul mate. And he had believed her. He had been desperate to believe her. After years of being sent from foster home to foster home—and never once hearing from his own mother—Kenzie had been the one thing he could call his own. He had let her into the darkest parts of his soul—and she had reveled in them.

				He had given her everything.

				He had done everything she asked.

				They would be bound by blood, sin and complicity.

				And then he never heard from her again.

				His heart twisted.

				He scrolled through the pages of her website. He read her “tips” with a curl to his lip. Then he realized, his stomach tightening, that he didn’t know many of the techniques she described.

				The bitch.

				He clicked on “Events and Appearances.”

				Hey, all you East Coast ink lovers, I’m coming to Halifax! Book an appointment at Yoshi’s.

				The post was dated last week.

				His entire body broke out in chills.

				Kenzie. Back in Halifax.

				He didn’t even have to go looking for her.

				She was coming here.

				It was a sign.

				He exited the website, and cleared the browser cache. He did not want Lovett discovering that he had been on Kenzie’s site.

				The phone rang. He glanced at the clock. Shit. It was already after 10:00 a.m. He had better get his work done.

				If he was quick, he could finish by early afternoon and head over to Yoshi’s.

				He answered the phone. It was Lovett, checking on him.

				A vein in his temple throbbed.

				It pissed him to no end that he was being bossed around by Lovett.

				It won’t be for long. Now that Kenzie’s in town, you can move ahead with your plans.

				Plans.

				He liked that word.

				For too long, it had seemed like a pipe dream. Fantasy. Whatever you wanted to call it, it had seemed unattainable.

				The X inked on his heart had been a constant reminder to keep the faith.

				And now, the universe handed him Kenzie on a platter.

				Kate Lange would be next.
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				Sweat trickled behind Detective Sergeant Ethan Drake’s ear. It was one of those glorious May days, a chimera of summer’s arrival. He wiped his forehead, impressed with the pace set by forensic anthropologist Darcie Hughes, Ph.D., as they followed the worn footpath to Chebucto Head.

				He was still trying to wrap his head around the fact that Dr. “Darcie” Hughes was a woman. Judging by her indifference to his double take when she jumped out of her four-wheel drive, he guessed she was used to it.

				Dr. Hughes swatted a blackfly on the back of her neck. Her ginger-colored ponytail got in the way and she missed. He was tempted to slap it away but sensed whacking the back of her neck could be misinterpreted. She was all business, Dr. Hughes. From the top of her ball-capped head to the bottom of her rubber boots. Over her long-sleeved plaid shirt, she wore a vest in a hideous shade of green, covered in pockets. He couldn’t wait to see what she pulled out from them. He guessed that the kit bags they carried contained the usual excavation equipment: bags, markers, labels, tape, rubber gloves, string, stakes, notebooks and cameras.

				Usually, if unidentifiable bones were found, the medical examiner sent them to Dr. Hughes’ lab. But very occasionally, the province’s forensic anthropologist was called to the scene. When Dr. Hughes learned that the body had not yet been removed from the site, she told Dr. Guthro that she wanted to see the remains in their untouched state. And given the challenge of excavating a peat bog, Dr. Guthro was more than happy to have her attend the scene.

				Her excitement was palpable when they set off down the track toward the crime scene. “Haven’t excavated a bog before,” she said, swinging her mud-encrusted spade.

				Ethan tore his gaze from the blood that welled from the bug bite on Dr. Hughes’ densely freckled neck and studied the terrain. The place was full of scrubby bushes and stunted trees, a living testament to the bleak ocean winds. No question that the first rule of survival for flora on this headland was to hunker low to the ground. Trench warfare for plants.

				“So, Detective, do you have any missing-persons cases that fit this scenario?” Dr. Hughes asked, wiping the back of her neck with her sleeve and falling into step beside him. No easy task on the trail they followed.

				He shifted the strap of his duffel bag. It held a bottle of water, some protein bars that he’d snagged from the station’s kitchenette, a camera, notepad and two missing-persons files. “I brought the most relevant files with me. One is for a fifty-three-year-old male, last seen in October of 2003. He had refused to take his antipsychotic meds.”

				She gave him a thoughtful look. “You think it’s him?”

				Ethan shook his head. “No. I think it’s someone else.”

				A girl. Whom he had once known. “Her name was Heather Rigby. She went missing on the night of Halifax’s final Mardi Gras. In 1995.”

				Dr. Hughes shot him a look. “God. I went to those Mardi Gras parties.”

				He raised a brow. “Who didn’t?”

				Mardi Gras. Halifax’s wildest street party. So wild, it eventually was banned from the streets. Held on the Halloween weekend, it attracted twenty to thirty thousand partiers—mainly university students—all in costume. And amongst those drunken revelers were the criminals, who took advantage of the costumed chaos to exact revenge and settle scores.

				She threw a glance at his duffel bag. “So, what are the details on the missing girl’s file?”

				Spill the dirt, Detective, her eyes said.

				He dug out the file from his bag and flipped it open, although in truth, he had long ago memorized every word on the page. “‘Status—missing. Last seen—Mardi Gras, 1995.’” He stepped around a root. “‘Age—eighteen.’” He glanced at Dr. Hughes. “She was a student at Hollis University.” She had been a sweet, ordinary girl in his criminology class whom he had barely noticed until her disappearance became a headline story. He often wondered if it was Heather’s case that had sparked his desire to become a homicide investigator.

				“What were her physical attributes?” Dr. Hughes asked.

				Of course, for an anthropologist it was all about the body.

				Heather had a cute smile. He glanced at his notes. “Five foot four, one hundred and fifteen pounds, shoulder-length brown hair, brown eyes, birthmark on lower back.” 

				“And the night she went missing—” Dr. Hughes brushed a blackfly away from her face. “What was she wearing?”

				He skimmed the page. “A black minidress, boots, fishnet tights and a green wig.” He closed the folder, stuffing it back into his bag. “No one saw her leave the bar. The crowds were too heavy and everyone was drunk.”

				“And if everyone was costumed, it would be difficult to recognize anyone. Especially a witch—” Dr. Hughes slapped his arm. “Sorry. You were about to get bitten.”

				“Thanks.” He flicked the dead fly from his sleeve. “If I recall correctly, the sexy witch costume was very popular.” He caught Dr. Hughes’ eye. I bet you probably went as a skeleton.

				“And what about the other missing guy? The psychotic one?” Dr. Hughes asked. “Was he the same size as Heather?”

				Ethan shook his head. “No. He was a big guy, at least six feet tall.”

				“Well, if the skeleton is fairly intact, we should be able to at least rule out one of them in situ.” 

				His step quickened. The case had been one of those that haunted everyone who heard of it. When he was transferred to Cold Case last year, Heather Rigby’s file was the first one he had pulled up. He had pored over the witness statements, reviewed the security footage from outside the bar and contacted police forces across the country to see if there were any new leads.

				Nothing.

				Now the question of where she had disappeared might finally be answered. And a slew of new questions would arise.

				He wanted to be the guy to help solve this case, bring closure to Heather’s family—if it is Heather lying in that bog, he reminded himself. He wanted to get his hands dirty every way possible and do some good, solid police work. He wanted a case to rekindle his passion for the job.

				Not only was he eager to get started, he was relieved that something had finally come his way that would force him to work 24/7. A case that would fill up those empty evenings and sleepless nights, when memories of Kate Lange drifted into his mind.

				Inevitably, he would jump on the treadmill and run. Despite the endless miles he clocked, he couldn’t chase her out of his thoughts.

				He was frustrated as hell. He hated to even admit that he was lovelorn a year later. What was it about Kate that kept him wanting her?

				He knew she’d had a thing for Randall Barrett—but the guy had upped and left town. He was crazy, leaving Kate all alone, after everything she’d been through.

				But if Randall was stupid enough to turn his back on a woman like Kate, it was his problem.

				Ethan had punished himself long enough for the mistakes he’d made with Kate.

				He was ready to take a chance.

				And try one more time.

				Ahead, yellow crime scene tape fluttered in the breeze, the water of the bog surprisingly blue and clear within its confines. Dr. Guthro stood in water up to his knees, the rolled-up cuffs of his khakis dark with wet, studying a hummock with his usual unflappability.

				“Ah, Dr. Hughes, Detective Drake,” he said, as if ushering them into his study rather than a bog. “This is quite a case we have here.”

				Dr. Hughes grinned. “Tell me about it.” The two doctors exchanged glances. Their excitement was palpable. “Is this the site of the remains?” Dr. Hughes nodded toward a thick, spongy hummock.

				“It’s been rather cleverly hidden.” Dr. Guthro pointed to the small hole that the high school student had dug to remove the plant.

				Dr. Hughes walked into the pool of water that was the center of the bog, and crouched down until she was eye-level with the hole. “Nice,” she said, when she saw the mask. “Someone had a sense of humor.”

				Detective Constable Lamond—Ethan’s former Homicide partner until he was switched to Cold Case last year—edged toward them, pacing in small circles by the yellow tape, his gaze glued to a three-inch radius in front of him.

				“Find anything, Lamond?” Ethan called over.

				He didn’t glance up. “Just test tubes.” Then he added, “The girl who found the body was collecting water samples for a science lab. When she discovered the body, she freaked and dropped all her samples.” He pointed at the flagged test tubes that were visible in the scrub. “The good news is that she says she didn’t remove anything from the bog except the bone she found. So far, I can’t see anything to disprove it.”

				Dr. Hughes opened her backpack and removed a DSLR camera with a massive lens. “Hopefully, she didn’t disturb any loose bones. I’m going to take some photos in situ. Then we’ll stake the area into a grid, and set up a datum point. And then,” she said, giving Dr. Guthro a conspiratorial grin, “it’s time to get our hands dirty.”

				Gridding, Ethan knew, was painstaking work. And he guessed that this particular grid would prove to be more challenging than most.

				He was right. Once the general area to be gridded was determined by Dr. Hughes, and the datum point had been established, they began the process of staking twelve-inch-by-twelve-inch sections and marking the grid with rope. The stakes had a nasty habit of either sinking into the hummock or being yanked out by a too-enthusiastic tightening of the rope.

				Sweat soon ran down their backs, attracting a cloud of persistent blackflies. Several hours later, Ethan figured he had personally supplied the local blackfly population with enough blood to keep them going for a week.

				As soon as the grid was complete, Dr. Hughes took more photos. Ethan rubbed the back of his neck, glancing upward. Over the time it had taken to lay out the grid, a massive bank of clouds had obliterated the blue sky. No sign of the sun now. It would be dark in about two hours. He hoped that the M.E. would be able to remove the body by tonight…but that was assuming there was an intact skeleton. It would all depend on what they found when they began the process of removing the layers of hummock covering the remains.

				“Clarence,” Dr. Hughes said, turning to Dr. Guthro, hands on her hips as she surveyed the gridded area. “We aren’t going to be able to sift through this. It’s too spongy and wet. Not to mention all the roots from the scrub.” She swiped a strand of hair from her forehead, leaving a streak of mucky water in its stead.

				Dr. Guthro offered her a handkerchief. “What do you propose?”

				She dabbed the sweat on her forehead with the neatly pressed cotton square, which Ethan noted were monogrammed with the medical examiner’s initials. “We are going to have to remove the hummock in sections. We can take the sections back to the lab and try to break the peat down. If we can’t sift through it all, we will have to X-ray each piece.”

				Dr. Guthro’s brows rose. “I can just imagine how popular we would be with the X-ray techs. Hopefully, we won’t need to do that.”

				Dr. Hughes stuffed the handkerchief in one of her pockets. “I’ll give this a wash, Clarence,” she said with a grin, and picked up the spade that lay under an open kit bag. “I’m going to remove the first section. I’ll start with the one over the mask.”

				She climbed onto the hummock, and knelt next to the flagged section. “Clarence, can you help me on the other side? I need someone to take the section when I lift it up.” She groped in one of her many vest pockets and extracted a plastic bag, which she handed to Dr. Guthro.

				The Forensic Identification Services team, which had been searching the area, grouped behind Ethan, a wall of white bunny suits peering over Dr. Hughes’ shoulder as she sliced the edge of the spade into the hummock. Water squelched up its sides as she pushed the spade deeper. Then she slid it up, and repeated the process along the other three sides of the section. “I think I’ve loosened it enough,” she said.

				All eyes were fixed on the spade as she pushed it into the section, tipped the edge under and lifted the edge of the hummock up. It appeared about two feet deep. A mass of torn roots thatched the underside. A fresh, piney scent filled Ethan’s nose, undercut with a damp, mossy smell.

				Dr. Guthro held open the bag horizontally. The forensic anthropologist slid the hummock section into the bag, her movement quick and precise, avoiding the disturbance of any potential evidence caught in the tangle. Ethan studied the cross-section of the hummock. There were no obvious bones sticking out, which boded well for the prospects of finding an intact skeleton. It would make identification much easier. And if they could find some clothing or jewelry…or even a murder weapon… 
If the decedent had been murdered, he reminded 
himself.

				He bit down his impatience.

				The removal of the first section of the hummock left a perfectly square hole. Dr. Hughes gazed into it. “It’s definitely a rubber mask… .”

				“Do you see anything else?” asked Sergeant Deb Ferguson, head of the Major Crimes Unit, craning forward with a scowl of concentration on her milkmaid features as she peered into the hole.

				Dr. Hughes adjusted the camera lens. “No. I can only see a bit of the mask. It’s covered in soil.”

				“May I look?” Ethan asked.

				Dr. Hughes stepped back, handing him the flashlight. He directed the beam into the hole.

				Despite the many dead faces he had seen over the years, this one caused him to gasp. He realized, with a start, that he had been visualizing Heather’s face, postmortem, possibly decayed, most likely a skull.

				But not a witch’s face.

				It glared at him. The mask had lost its paint years ago, but it was almost creepier in monochromatic shades of brown. A few strands of hair were visible.

				Dr. Hughes caught his eye. “Did your missing girl have a rubber mask as part of her costume?”

				He shook his head. “No one reported it. But it doesn’t mean she didn’t.”

				“Looks like she was strangled,” Dr. Hughes pointed to the lower right quadrant of the exposed square. “See the rope?”

				It was covered in dirt, with roots growing around it. Good catch by the forensic anthropologist, Ethan thought. He stood. “Definitely looks like foul play.”

				He was itching to have a closer look at the mask, but there were still several hours of meticulous dusting and sifting of loose soil to be completed. There could be key evidence in the strata soil above and below the remains.

				He glanced at his watch—6:53 p.m. The light was changing, the landscape subtly hazed by twilight’s first encroachment.

				The next section of the grid came out a little more easily than the first. Dr. Hughes and Dr. Guthro followed the same procedure, bagging the section and placing it in a large plastic container. The forensic anthropologist peered into the hole. She threw Dr. Guthro a look of astonishment. “There’s a body.”

				“You mean a skeleton, right?” Ethan asked.

				Dr. Hughes shook her head, the expression of wonder in her eyes quickly replaced by excitement. “No, an actual body. I can see a corpse.”

				“So this is recent?” Ethan frowned.

				Dr. Hughes shook her head. “No. The body is mummified.” She flashed a grin at Dr. Guthro. “We have found ourselves, sir, a genuine bog body.”

				Dr. Guthro slowly shook his head. “Are you sure, Darcie?”

				“I can definitely see a mummified shoulder.”

				“How can you have mummified remains in water?” Ethan asked, trying to peer over Dr. Hughes’ head into the hole.

				Dr. Hughes still had a slightly dazed look on her face. “Bacteria cause decomposition in a body. But when there is a lack of oxygen in the environment—such as bogs, which are highly anaerobic—there is no bacteria. So the body will mummify, instead. I knew this was a possibility when I heard about the location, but I still didn’t really believe that we’d actually find a mummified corpse. I thought we’d just find skeletonized remains, since the high school student had discovered a bone.”

				“But what about the fact the body was exposed to water? Why isn’t it rotten?” It seemed kind of bizarre.

				“The tissue actually dries up from the acids in the water,” Dr. Guthro said, rubbing his hands, a clear sign he was dying to embark into a pathology lecture. “And the tannins in the bog environment help preserve it.”

				“If we have actually found a preserved body, Clarence, this is a huge scientific find,” Dr. Hughes said. “As far as I’m aware, there has never been a bog body found in Canada—”

				“—until now,” he interjected with a smile.

				“And there are very few cases of contemporary bog bodies. Anywhere.” The implications of what she was kneeling on seemed to be hitting her. “We could really do some fascinating research—”

				This could be Heather. Who had never come home.

				The haze of daylight had dramatically dimmed in the past few minutes. Rain appeared to be imminent. And night would soon follow. Ethan shifted impatiently, his foot squelching on the hummock. Time to break up the bog body love fest. “Doctors, it will be dark in about an hour,” Ethan said. “It also looks like it is going to rain. What is your plan?”

				“I think we should continue excavating. Let’s bring in the floodlights,” Dr. Hughes said. “And we should set up the tent over this.”

				Ethan could tell there was no way on earth the forensic anthropologist would leave her find. This was what academics lived for. She probably foresaw years of funding for her lab with the research she could conduct with this one body. There was just one problem: it was not hers to keep. There was a family out there. Waiting for a phone call.

				Ferguson called over the team. Within minutes, they had fashioned a tentlike structure over the gridded area. “If the wind picks up, this will be down in a flash,” Lamond said. “There is nothing to anchor the stakes.”

				“Hopefully, we’ll get the body out by then.”

				If not, Ethan foresaw a long, wet night ahead for Dr. Hughes.
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