
  
    
      
    
  


  


  


  


  
    


    


    
      SUMMARY:

      Decades ago, Inspector Robert DeClercq suffered a tragedy when his young daughter was kidnapped and killed after he was unable to save her. Only now, with a young girl named Katt in his life, can he put his demons to rest. Until DeClercq's Special X Team receives a shrunken head, heralding the return of the Headhunter -- a psychopath who left a trail of headless bodies in his wake eleven years earlier -- or is it a copycat killer? While the team seeks the answer, Katt is kidnapped, luring DeClercq away from his comrades into a deadly web of revenge!
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  PART ONE


  


  


  


  Headhunter


  


  
    As I was going up the stair

  


  
    I met a man who wasn't there.

  


  
    He wasn't there again to-day.

  


  
    I wish, I wish he'd stay away.


    —Hughes Mearns,



      The Psychoed (Antigonish)

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  


  


  


  
    GhostPatrol

  


  


  


  


  
    Totem Lake, British Columbia

  


  
    Wednesday, January 3


    

  


  
    "Watch out, Mad Dog. They're coming your way. Five rebs and a dog."


    "Ten-four," said Rabidowski. "Alpha Two?"


    "Here, Sarge," answered a voice from the radio plug in his ear.


    "Ten-twenty?" Location?


    "Up a tree by Picture Rock."


    "Got 'em in your 'scope?"


    "Affirmative. Torches moving north. Looks like the rebs are on your tracks."


    "I've shot the camp. I'm moving out. If they break off, follow me. We take no action unless they start it. Alpha Two, how's your line of fire?"


    "Easy pickin's," said the marksman up the tree.


    "Bravo Three?"


    "Positioned. Loose the dog and he'll jump the rebs from the bluff."


    "Ten-four. Moving out."


    The Mad Dog looked more like a soldier than he did a cop. To probe deep into this wilderness of forest and snow, he wore "winter cam" over his ERT uniform: hooded white anorak with baggy white pants tucked into mukluks affixed to snowshoes. His face whitened with cam stick was masked by a white balaclava sunk in the hole of the hood, from which protruded night-vision goggles harnessed over his eyes.


    Beneath the parka he was sheathed in "the beast," his tactical armored vest hung with Velcro pockets stuffed with weapons: tear-gas canisters with a mask, Thunder Flash or Flash Bang grenades, a stainless steel knife, and a 9mm semiautomatic SIG/Sauer pistol. The Voice Private Radio attached to the beast scrambled communications so no one could Intercept. In one gloved hand the Mountie carried a lightweight, aluminum-alloy Colt AR-15 assault rifle, with thirty-round magazine and flash eliminator.


    White on white in the shroud of night, the Mad Dog was a ghost moving across the snow.


    "Trouble, Sarge! It's coming. The rebs just loosed their hound."


    The trouble had actually begun with a Christmas tree. The land on which the tree stood was registered to Herb McCall in the Prince Rupert land title office. However, for at least ten thousand years prior to the first colonial registrar stepping ashore, Indians had claimed the same land. In 1763, looking west toward his new colonies on the east coast of North America, King George III—the same king who later lost many of them in the Revolution—gave the Indians a nod, and acknowledged they possessed all land west of the Atlantic watershed, and "should not be molested or disturbed hi the Possession of such Parts of Our Dominions and Territories as have not been ceded to or purchased by Us." No European grasped what lay beyond the Rockies. The Spanish didn't explore the West Coast until 1774, and Captain Cook didn't arrive until 1778.


    The Royal Proclamation of 1763 remains in Canadian law.


    In 1849, to stop American expansion north, Britain declared Vancouver Island a crown colony, followed in 1858 by British Columbia. The first governor, Sir James Douglas, signed treaties with natives on the island. He was undermined by Joseph Trutch, land commissioner, who saw natives "as bestial rather than human," and assumed "uncivilized savages" had no rights. Therefore, the crown owned all land, so not another treaty was signed with Indians in B.C.


    Smart move, Joe.


    In 1871 British Columbia joined Canada. Ottawa pushed Indians onto reserves which today cover 37 percent of the province. In 1887 chiefs from this region demanded back the land. Premier William Smithe refused: "When the whites first came among you, you were little better than the wild beasts of the field."


    So there matters stand today.


    Called "the river of mists" by the Gitxsan Nation, the Skeena surges westward through rock-ribbed canyons cut in the Coast Mountains to empty into the Pacific at Prince Rupert just below the southern tip of the Alaska panhandle. Totem Lake, inland, was Herb's summer place, and where McCall tradition was to take the grandkids to cut the Christmas tree. And so, two weeks ago, Herb had driven the brood east along the Skeena on Highway 16 to Hazelton, known for the greatest concentration of totem poles in the country, and a heavily forested region the Gitxsan consider hallowed, where he'd branched north to Kispiox, beyond which there was nothing but three hundred miles of logging and trapping camps all the way to the Yukon border.


    The private road to Totem Lake was blocked by cut-down trees.


    Enforcing the barricade was a native militant with a rifle.


    While the brood gawked wide-eyed, Herb stormed out of the car. "You're trespassing," he fumed. "This is my land."


    The kerchief-masked militant leveled the barrel at Herb's navel. "My fathers have always owned this land," he said. "We were here before your fathers were even in Europe. We didn't arrive in a boat, white man. Now get off our land or I'll shoot."


    Herb had hightailed it to the New Hazelton Detachment of the RCMP, where he'd demanded the Force "throw those terrorists off my land." The worst blizzard of the year had delayed response, but finally on New Year's Day the O.C. of the detachment had reached the barricade blocking Totem Lake road.


    "Stay where you are," one militant yelled when the cop stepped from his police car.


    "RCMP. Here to talk. Who am I talking to?"


    "We are the defenders of sovereign unceded Gitxsan land. Any attempt to invade us will be viewed as an act of war. You're the Gestapo of the New World Order. None of us are coming out except in body bags. And we're not here to play."


    To emphasize the point, another rebel swung an AK-47 hidden by the barrier up into the air and discharged its thirty-round clip in three seconds.


    Outgunned, the officer in charge had retreated to summon reinforcements from E Division Headquarters in Vancouver. The next day saw a Force chopper whup around the lake, sent aloft to determine how many rebels were in the camp, but that flight had provoked gunshots from below which riddled the Jet-Ranger with holes and almost killed the pilot. So now, in winter camouflage, the H.Q. emergency response team had infiltrated the woods under cover of a moonless, starry black night, skulking along the drop of a ten-foot bluff, dog master and Wolf up on the ridge, Mad Dog below beneath the overhang, marksman having angled off to scale a sniping position. Trudging forward alone and downwind, the sergeant had neared the rebel compound to photograph its layout with a Startron lens, snapping the tepee and sundance circle encrusted with snow, snapping the dug-in bunker and foxholes, and finally, screened by a stand of lakeside firs, snapping the tarps under which the natives were huddled tonight, beating drums and wailing chants.


    Then the wind had changed and the hound begun to bark. Forcing the Mad Dog to backtrack along the bluff.


    As five armed rebels emerged from the tents to see what had riled the hound.


    Trailing it on a leash north to the fresh snowshoe tracks.


    And now releasing the hound to savage whoever wore the shoes.


    While they tromped after.


    The Mad Dog turned to meet this threat. Magnifying starlight thirty thousand times, his night-vision goggles lit an iridescent green landscape, revealing the hound closing fast with glaring eyes and gnashing fangs, bounding in a fierce attack locked on his throat, while breath plumed from its jaws hi ragged puffs.


    "Call it, Sarge!"


    "Just the dog. Take 'im out."


    The whip crack of the sniper's shot shattered the brittle night, the .308 slug zooming in from somewhere to the Mad Dog's right, slamming the hound broadside to spray the bluff face beyond with dark green blood, a hollow-point boat tail ricocheting off the rock with a pinggg! but no sparks.


    The hound dropped dead.


    Because these rebs were bush men, the Mad Dog went to ground. He knew they knew the hound was launching an all-out direct attack, and sure enough, the lead pursuer was aiming his AK-47 to trigger a burst along the dog's trajectory. Stumbling aside in his awkward snowshoes, the sergeant dove behind a frozen waterfall cascading over the bluff. The ice exploded into spears hurled in all directions, chunks tumbling from the machine-gunned falls to smash around him like fumbled crystal. The Mad Dog almost impaled himself on a stick jutting from the ice rink under the chute when his body armor deflected it past his throat. Prone, he sighted the lead pursuer along the barrel of his AR-15.


    "Bravo Three, drive 'em back with grenades. Alpha Two, hold fire."


    "Don't look," the earplug warned as the cop up on the bluff lobbed the first percussion bomb in front of the natives below, the blinding burst and blaring blast of the Flash Bang taking them by surprise, a concussion akin to being bombarded in the trenches of World War I. Using his hand as a shield, the sergeant glanced down at the rink beneath his face to protect his eyes, the glare of this explosion too bright for the light-compensation ability of the gen-3 goggles he wore, and found himself face to flesh with a horror under the ice.


    The stick wasn't a stick.


    It was a jutting arrow.


    "Fire two . . . Fire three," warned the cop above just before Bwammm! . . . then Bwammm! blew two more Flash Bangs closer to the rebels. Like flashbulbs, the sear of each bomb exposed the naked white corpse frozen supine under the ice.


    "They're on the run. All but one. Watch out, Bravo Three!"


    "He's mine," said the Mad Dog. "Don't shoot, Alpha Two."


    Blinded by the light and targets in its glare, and obviously under attack by better armed forces, four of the five were scrambling away toward the bunker as the fifth swung his automatic up to machine-gun the edge of the bluff. Son of a Yukon trapper raised in the woods, the Mad Dog could take the eye out of a squirrel with a .22 at one hundred feet before he was six. The left sleeve cuff of the Red Serge tunic at home in his closet displayed badges for distinguished marksmanship: a crown cresting crossed revolvers over a crown cresting crossed rifles. A man of repressed violence, the Mad Dog lived to kill: hunting grizzly bears at Kakwa River, wolf packs near Tweedsmuir Park, elk on Pink Mountain, and punks with the ERT.


    But not tonight.


    Unless he must.


    Orders from above.


    This reb crouching in profile made it an easy shot to hit the AK-47, breaking his wrist as the gun snapped back and discharged its rat-a-tat-tat over the heads of the fleeing four. Undaunted by pain and fueled by rage, the militant switched the gun to his uninjured hand and whirled in the sergeant's direction.


    "Sic 'im!" ordered the Mad Dog as bullets began to spit.


    The brindled snout of a German shepherd poked over the ledge above, then, fixed on his quarry, the dog was in the air, a powerful leap from one hundred pounds of purebred muscle and bone that jumped the gunman and pummeled him to the snow. No one trains better attack dogs than the Mounted Police, a Mountie and his dog the stereotype of the Force, Wolf graduating first in his pack at the Dog Training Center at Innisfail, Alberta, so by the time a shouted command unlocked fangs from a savaged arm, the gunman who stumbled away in retreat was tattered, torn, and disarmed.


    "Alpha Two, Bravo Three, cover me," said the sergeant.


    The ice beneath the rigid falls was protected from snowfall by the overhang. Having unscrewed the Startron lens, the Mad Dog wedged the camera into a bullet cleft in the frozen chute so the aperture pointed down. Using time exposure, he fanned a flashlight back and forth to paint the rink with light to photograph the naked body buried in the ice.


    The arrow jutting from his chest angled out of his heart.


    Both bare feet were cut as if from running for his life through the bush. Handcuffs locked his wrists together in front.


    Now healed over, his right ring finger was missing a phalange. Severed above the Adam's apple, the naked man was missing his head.


    

  


  
    

  


  


  


  


  
    Shrunken Head

  


  


  


  


  
    Vancouver, British Columbia

  


  
    Friday, January 5

  


  
    


    "When the Himalayan peasant meets the he-bear in his pride,

  


  
    He shouts to scare the monster, who will often turn aside.


    But the she-bear thus accosted rends the peasant tooth and nail.


    For the female of the species is more deadly than the male."

  


  
    


    Katherine Spann grimaced. "I don't know whether to be impressed or think you sexist."


    "You asked for something by Kipling."


    "But you chose the poem."


    "True," replied Zinc Chandler. "But I didn't write it. You don't kill the messenger because you don't like the message."


    "Another verse?"


    


    "When the early Jesuit fathers preached to Hurons and Choctaws,

  


  
    They prayed to be delivered from the vengeance of the squaws.


    ‘Twas the women, not the warriors, turned those stark enthusiasts pale.


    For the female of the species is more deadly than the male."

  


  
    


    "That's going from bad to worse."


    "The worst is yet to come."


    Spann arched an eyebrow. "Why'd you memorize this stuff? Only guys I know who quote poems by heart are those who want to look learned or those who use them to try to coax us into bed. And that's the Romantics, not Kipling."


    "I was raised on a Saskatchewan farm. My dad was a Plowman Poet, one of a group of drunks. Saturday night, they'd gather in our kitchen to swill whisky and wager who could identify the most obscure poem selected from a thick Oxford anthology. Pop refused to raise an illiterate lout, so when he was in his cups I was forced to run the gantlet of the bards. A wrong answer earned me a boxed ear, so I read and reread that anthology to ward off beating."


    "I wondered why they said you're a walking volume of poetry."


    "Now you know. Child abuse."


    "And the worst?"


    Seated behind the horseshoe desk fashioned from a trio of library tables, Inspector Zinc Chandler leaned back in Chief Superintendent DeClercq's antique office chair and regurgitated Kipling:


    


    "Man's timid heart is bursting with the things he must not say,

  


  
    For the Woman that God gave him isn't his to give away;


    But when hunter meets with husbands, each confirms the other's tale—


    The female of the species is more deadly than the male."

  


  
    


    Spann chuckled. "There's a poem you couldn't write today."


    "No," agreed Chandler. "Even if it's true." Her chuckle turned to laughter. "You're going from worst to worster."


    "A true story," he said. "I heard it in Africa. Do you recall the legend of Androcles and the lion? He was a runaway Roman slave who hid in a cave. There he took a thorn from the paw of a suffering lion. Later when he faced the same lion in a Roman arena, Androcles survived because the beast refused to harm him.


    "Hwange is the best game reserve in Zimbabwe. It's fifteen thousand square kilometers. The story concerns the warden in charge of a lion area. Months before his wedding, he befriended and mended a lioness with an injured front paw. The first night he and his new wife were in bed in camp, the lioness jumped in through a ventilation hatch in the thatch roof. The warden wrestled the cat off his wife so she could escape, and as she fled, the door shut and trapped her husband inside. When the senior ranger and his cousin responded with guns, they wrenched open the hut door to find the warden dead. The lioness leapt at the senior ranger in front, which forced the cousin behind to shoot her through him. The warden and the lioness died together."


    "Why the attack?" asked Katherine Spann.


    "The lioness was jealous," Chandler replied. "Does that back Kipling's view: The female of the species is more deadly than the male?”


    "What about humans? Do you hold that?"


    "You're the female. You tell me."


    "I think we're more deadly because we're naturally superior to you. The human brain evolved as a weapon of survival. No fangs, no claws, no leap, no venom, so our species outthinks predators. But as men have brutalized women since sex began, we evolved another step to match your brute strength. We're quicker to respond to stimuli, more resistant to disease, and able to tap one side of the brain while thinking with the other. You used to call that power 'female intuition.' We outthink you, so we're deadlier."


    


    "And She knows, because She warns him, and Her instincts never fail,

  


  
    That the Female of Her Species is more deadly than the Male."


    

  


  
    "Amen," said Sergeant Spann as Corporal Craven, a parcel in hand, knocked on the door and strode into the office of Chief Superintendent DeClercq, which Inspector Chandler was manning while the chief was on vacation in France.


    "Am I interrupting?"


    "Join the battle, Nick. We're debating who's deadlier. Women or men?" said Spann.


    "Oops. Wrong floor," said Craven, swiveling on his heels to make for the door.


    "No need to flee," said Chandler. "Kipling decided the issue. Our sex is doomed to writhe 'in anguish like the Jesuit with the squaw!'"


    "Thank God that's settled," Craven sighed. "I was losing sleep."


    "This 'God' you mention," Spann inquired. "Is it a He or a She?"


    "Would someone please read me my charter rights so I don't have to reply."


    "A wimp," said Chandler.


    "A wimp," Spann agreed.


    The word Amazon was coined for Sergeant Spann. Six feet tall with a buffed full figure, she looked down on most men. Face to chest with her Playboy breasts was a no-win situation, for either way—linger or avert your gaze—she had your number, so she had you. With honey-blond hair, cobalt eyes, high cheekbones, and bee-stung lips, Spann reminded Craven of Ursula Andress in Doctor No, and watching the movie, it was hard to stare at the shell in her hand. Not only was Spann a looker, but she had pedigree, too. Kathy was the cop who had taken the Headhunter down. She had been shot and almost killed in the line of duty. Posted abroad, she had served with distinction in Thailand, India, Colombia, and Haiti. Now rumor was DeClercq was grooming her for head of Administration at Special X, a rapid climb given her age . . . but some folks had it all.


    If Spann rose to inspector, Nick hoped to land her current job.


    Inspector Zinc Chandler was head of Operations. He had been promoted during the Africa case, and was DeClercq's second in command. Six foot two and almost two hundred pounds, his physique was muscled from working the Saskatchewan farm. Rugged and sharp-featured, his face was hard and gaunt, years of pain subtracting from his handsome good looks. Zinc's natural steel-gray hair was the color of his eyes, its metallic tint responsible for his given name. The Special External Section of the RCMP investigated crimes with links outside Canada. Special X cases sent its Members around the world, where Zinc had taken a shot to the head in Hong Kong, a knife to the back on Deadman's Island, and barely escaped being ripped apart by Terrible Ones in Botswana. Until the chief returned from France, Chandler was commanding officer of Special X, so Craven handed him the parcel forwarded from H.Q. up the street.


    With stamps but no return address, the plain brown wrapper read:


    


    Commanding Officer


    Special External Section


    Royal Canadian Mounted Police


    5255 Heather Street Vancouver, B.C. V5Z 1K6


    


    "Security check it?" Chandler asked. The Force had recently endured a kamikaze bomb.


    "X-ray and dog sniff," Craven replied. "Arrived in the morning mail. Nothing exposed on-screen but several small rings."


    "What time's your flight?" Chandler asked Spann as he undid the wrapper, revealing the six-inch-square box within.


    "Ten," she said, glowering at the downpour hammering on the windows, slanted dismal gray streaks masking Queen Elizabeth Park crowning Little Mountain. "Shitty day to travel."


    "I'll drive you to the airport. What's up?" Craven asked.


    "The headless body the Mad Dog found in the woods up north? It was missing a phalange from the right ring finger. Which matches an Idaho hunter who vanished near there last month."


    "Maybe the animals turned the tables and bagged his head as a trophy."


    "Christ!" cursed Chandler, dropping the box like a hot potato so what it contained tumbled out and rolled across the desk.


    "Is that what I think it is?" gasped Spann.


    "Those animals are smarter than I thought," Craven muttered.


    Chandler recovered quickly from his reflex. "Could be we've got the jigsaw piece that completes the headless hunter."


    For on the desk lay a shrunken head the size of a navel orange. The wrinkled, shriveled skin was bleached ash white. Streaming from the miniature face was silken black hair. The eyes were stitched shut, and so was the mouth. The thin lips were pierced with small gold rings laced together hoop to hoop with a zigzag black leather thong.


    

  


  
    

  


  


  


  


  
    The Mad Charcutier

  


  


  
    

  


  
    Domfront, France


    


    For the first time in a long time DeClercq savored contentment. He stood at the north window of the piano salon on the second floor of La Maison de la Resistance and gazed up across the slope of the hill at the castle ruins on top. Domfront, a medieval town, was steeped in history, so as he watched the shadows of twilight creep around the battlements, his mind pictured incidents from the Dark Ages. Here, six hundred feet above the Varenne Valley, Duke William (not yet "the Conqueror") seized the first castle in 1049 to make this Normandy. His son, Henry I of England, raised the towering keep that stands today, once one of the ten most important fortresses in the Occident. King Henry II stayed here with his sons, King Richard the Lion-Hearted of the Third Crusade and evil King John of Magna Carta and Robin Hood fame, before he faced the pope's legates in Domfront ("Who will free me from this turbulent priest?") to seal the murder of the Archbishop of Canterbury, Thomas a Becket. Twenty times the castle was laid to siege: a tug-of-war which passed possession back and forth between England and France, Henry V, flush from victory at Agincourt, besieging the French for eight months in 1417, then followers of Joan of Arc, burned at the stake in Rouen, later driving the English out in 1430.


    A published historian of the Mounted Police (Those Who Wore the Tunic, and Bagpipes, Blood, and Glory: The Myth of Wilfred Blake), DeClercq was drawn to Normandy by its history. Turning from the window with a glass of Calvados in hand, sipped "Trou normand" between courses as the locals do, he wondered if Katt was inspired to write a historical romance. The teenager sat scribbling away at a French Provincial desk pulled in front of the soaring French windows facing west, one knee tucked up almost to her chin, ash blond hair escaping like Medusa snakes from the nest pinned up under her jaunty Parisian beret. From this viewpoint halfway up the hill, she commanded the darkening vista beyond the maison garden with its apple and pear trees and solitary palm, across the quiet lane beyond the coach house and wrought iron gate to a wide panorama of rolling hills stretching for miles under a sky dragged from purple to pink to red by the setting sun. Lost in concentration, Katt nibbled at her lip. Sensing his curiosity, she glanced up to raise her glass in a toast, "To civilized drinking laws," then went back to work.


    Katt was the source of his contentment.


    Robert DeClercq's life was as battered as Domfront castle. His first wife, Kate, and their daughter, Jane, had been killed by terrorists in Quebec's October Crisis of 1970. A decade later his second wife, Genevieve, was shot to death in the aftermath of the Headhunter case. Since then guilt had besieged his downcast mind, for had the chief not been a cop, all three would be alive, his life a tomb as bleak and lonely as the dungeons sunk in this hill, until Katt burst from the Ripper case to free and uplift him.


    Katt moving in had revolutionized his home. Raised by a practicing witch, she was an off-the-wall imp. The self-appointed poet laureate of her new realm, she penned screeds to commemorate home-front events, like "Ode to Teaboy" and "Dog Bites the Vet." Lately, her nascent ability had turned to prose instead. "The way I see it, Bob, writing's the cushy job. Home is anywhere that has a post office or modem. The world will be mine," Katt had decreed with a far-flung flourish of a gallivanting arm.


    Now each day saw a new Kattechism stuck under the Happy Face magnet on the fridge door:


    

  


  
    Katt on Zippers

  


  
    


    Have you ever had one of those days when you're late for school, your hair dryer is on the fritz, and the cat just puked a hairball in your lap? Then, as if life isn't vexing enough, your only clean shin pops a button. Not an inconspicuous button down near the tail; no, that would make things far too easy, but the button smack-dab in the middle.


    And you ask why I only wear polyester zip-up jumpsuits from Kmart?


    I know you're thinking: How can she afford to take such a fashion risk?


    To which I say: How can you afford not to?


    The average unbuttoning time of five-button shirts is 7.8 seconds, while a zipper requires but 2.1 seconds or less to undo. The difference in time consumption may seem minor to some, but to with-it, going-places people like you and me the exponential growth of a few seconds a day is years in the long run. And when you're feeling the call of nature in a desperate way—say, you ate the special in Cairo's bazaar—would you rather be wearing Levi's 501 button-flys or my low couture with easy glide zippage . . . ?


    


    "I've never seen you wearing a polyester jumpsuit, Katt."


    "We writers call that poetic license, Bob. When I am rich and famous, no doubt I'll be hawking products I would never use myself."


    An only child, DeClercq had been nine when his father died. He was killed by a drunk driver while crossing a Montreal street. Days before his tenth birthday, cancer claimed his mom. Doting on the orphan as if he were her son, a maiden aunt in Quebec became his guardian. When he was fourteen, she took him to Britain and France, at a time when his reading focused on Bradbury, Lovecraft, and Poe, so Jack the Ripper's East End, and the Bloody Tower, and Madame Tussaud's Chamber of Horrors drew him like a moth to flame. Now he was in loco parentis to a teen himself, and recalling how that trip had launched him on his path through life, he had decided the time was nigh for Katt to taste Europe.


    

  


  
    Katt on Flying to Paris


    

  


  
    Cranky and impatient, the herd of passengers files through the doorway into the plane like grunting cattle into a slaughterhouse. Let's face it, there's no fun in a ten-hour plane ride to anywhere, not when your seat's in "economy" with a shrieking baby across the aisle and a five-year-old ants-in-his-pants seat kicker behind. I find my cramped cell, aptly labeled 13A, and open the overhead bin to take a knapsack to the face. No sooner am I seated than the captain speaks in the same voice I expect he'll use to say the last remaining engine just dropped off in flight: "Sorry for the delay, folks. A small mechanical check. We'll be underway soon, so sit back and enjoy the flight."


    A small mechanical check of what?


    I glance out the window.


    Since when did they start flying two-engine planes for ten hours over the Arctic and the Atlantic Ocean in winter. . . ?


    


    In Paris he had asked her what she wanted to see the most. "Sewers and Kattacombs." He'd led her around the Louvre for a little culture. Katt on Venus de Milo: "Just think how much more she'd be worth, Bob, if only the statue had arms." Katt on the sculpture of Romulus and Remus being suckled by the shewolf: "Lucky it was Romulus, not Remus, who founded Rome. Or it'd be called Reme." Passing Flemish paintings in the Richelieu Wing, he'd told her, "DeClercq's a Belgian form of the French Leclerc. DeClercqs were noted architects in the Flemish Renaissance and no doubt built some of the buildings in these paintings." Katt: "So why can't you hammer a nail without bashing your thumb?"


    An artist on the bridge crossing the Seine to the Musee d'Orsay gave her his beret when she oohed and aahed over his work. For such a smart ass, she did ooze charm. The hat would join a hundred chapeaux in the Mad Hatter's bedroom back home.


    "Manet," announced DeClercq, as they entered Salle 31 on the Musee's upper level of Impressionists' paintings.


    "Yes, of course, Monet," echoed Katt, flamboyantly sweeping an arm around the art hung on the walls. "Such distinctive style. I'd know it anywhere."


    "Monet's in the next room. This is Manet, Katt."


    "That's what I said. Manet. Listen up, Bob."


    The best french fries in Paris are served at Brasserie Balzar. "The Existentialists Camus and Sartre had their last argument here. Both got the Nobel prize, but Sartre turned it down."


    "Which do you prefer, Bob?"


    "Camus," said DeClercq.


    "Sartre is better."


    "No, Camus."


    "Sartre."


    "Camus."


    "Sartre."


    "Camus. What gives, Katt? You've read neither."


    "No, but when I'm rich and famous, this brasserie will also be known for Katt and Bob's first argument on Existentialism."


    "I thought you were joining the Mounted. You won't be rich and famous."


    "I'll be writing best-sellers on the side. In fact, I'm plotting one now."


    He wondered if it would be a farce about an ingenue loose in the City of Lights.


    A three-hour train ride westward had brought them to Domfront. La Maison de la Resistance was owned by an American diplomat in Vancouver. Bounded by steep, narrow cobblestone streets, this turn-of-the-century maison de maitre provided four stories of elegant motifs for them to explore. In the Puzzle Room (all names by Katt) they worked a two thousand-piece jigsaw. In Bob's News Room DeClercq savored his morning London Times. The Sunset Rooms were stacked one to a floor, up which they chased the bloody sun as it went down. With so many boudoirs, Katt passed each night in a different bed, and would spend tomorrow washing sheets. From here the pair had sallied forth to conquer Normandy, up to the Bayeux Tapestry, or across to Mont St. Michel, or hiking out into the countryside, a rural haven of farms, manors, towns, and tranquillity unchanged for centuries.


    This maison took its name from the previous owner, Monsieur Andre Rougeyron, the former town mayor. During World War II he had distinguished himself as a hero of the French Resistance, hiding shot-down Allied airmen here in this house while a portion was commandeered as headquarters for the Nazis occupying Domfront. In 1944 he was arrested and sent to Buchenwald, shortly before the Allies stormed the beaches of Normandy to push back the Germans and create the "Liberty Way." Rougeyron won the Medal of Freedom from the U.S. Army and was awarded the OBE by King George VI.


    With such heroics in this abode, DeClercq wondered if Katt was writing a novel of wartime suspense and adventure.


    "So what's the plot?" he asked. The teenager tossed her pen in the air and caught it coming down. "Domfront's a gold mine of inspiration, Bob. Remember when I ordered andouillette a la creme de moutarde at Le Gourmet? The chef came out and warned me English people don't like that." She poked her belly as he had done. "It's made of guts. What's the word? Chitlins in the South?"


    "Like Scots' haggis, reputation precedes it."


    "That got me thinking, Bob, about the gourmet butchers scattered around town. There's a charcuterie down every medieval street. And that's how The Mad Charcutier came to mind."


    "That's your title?"


    "Catchy, eh? You got to know the market. Blood 'n' guts sells."


    "I get this feeling the Tourist Office isn't going to like it."


    Katt grinned. "They were the ones who gave me the next idea. You know how all their brochures contain the Legend of the Hanged Man? Jean Barbotte? La Legende du Pendut How's that ditty go?"


    "Ah Domfront! . . . Ville de malheur!


    "Arrive a midi, pendu a une heure!


    "Ah Domfront! . . . Town of misfortune!


    "Arrive at noon, hanged in an hour!"


    "Poor Jean went to the gallows in December 1569. Now his descendant, Monsieur Lardons—"


    "Mister Bacon Bits?"


    "Bob, the name of a character should fit his role in the novel. He's the Mad Charcutier, who thinks he is possessed by the ghost of Jean. Each December, Monsieur Lardons stuffs special andouilles sausages for the town on the anniversary of Barbotte's hanging. And each year the day before, someone goes missing near the castle of Domfront."


    In the gilded mirror across the room stood another DeClercq. Fifty-something, with dark, wavy hair graying at the temples, his aquiline nose suggesting arrogance he didn't have, a shadow of beard under the skin of his narrow jaw. Palms up, this twin mimicked a Gallic shrug of the shoulders that said, Think of the money we could have saved by booking Katt on a trip through the morgue back home. Downstairs in the Puzzle Room, the phone was ringing.


    Out to the hall, and his back to the stained glass door in the foyer, Robert ran down the oak staircase to catch the seventh ring.


    “Allo?”


    "Chief? It's Zinc. Sorry to interrupt the close of your vacation, but I thought you should know something weird's happening here."


    "Weird how?"


    "You were mailed a shrunken head."


    

  


  
    

  


  


  


  


  
    Doomsday

  


  


  
    


    Vancouver Airport South


    


    "The Mad Trapper of Rat River. Now, that was a bush hunt."


    Rafe "Bush" Dodd was a rough, tough, gruff s.o.b. To Spann he looked like Lee Marvin on a bad day, hair cut short as if he cropped it himself, skin akin to leather from weather in the Yukon, stubble bristling from jowls and jaw. Despite the rain his eyes were hidden by aviator shades, under a baseball cap with the logo of the Canucks, but the tilt of his head told her every glance sideways was aimed at her breasts. Dodd's muscled chest filled out his sleeveless green down-filled vest, while street fighter's hands strained at the cuffs of his red checked lumberjack shirt. Bush was a macho man who wore his oily jeans tight over a groin bulge large enough to threaten both sexes.


    "Strap in," he said as he revved up the engine and let go of the brakes to launch the Beaver down the runway and up toward the sky. Rain sprayed the cockpit and streaked along both sides as the buzz saw of the single prop assailed her ears, the Beaver skidding and bumping up through the turbulent air. As Sea Island disappeared below and the muddy Fraser River snaked from the inland valley ahead, Bush banked north and the smothering gray clouds swallowed them up.


    The plane leveled out, and the buzz saw softened to a drone.


    "You see that film?"


    "What film?"


    "Death Hunt," replied Dodd.


    "Doubt it," Spann said. "Who'd it star?"


    "Bronson and Marvin."


    "You must be reading my mind."


    "Yeah? Why?"


    "Marvin. I was just thinking of him."


    "He played the Mountie. Bronson the Mad Trapper. I was pissed no one big played Wop May."


    To Spann, Hollywood didn't know jackshit about the Force. If it wasn't Rose Marie cradled in the Mountie's arms while he crooned "Indian Love Call" to her, it was the sickly sweet pap of li'l Shirley Temple in Susannah of the Mounties, or Texas Ranger Gary Cooper reining in to teach the Northwest Mounted Police how to ride their range, or Jack Nicholson stealing a detachment's horses while its Members sang in church in Missouri Breaks, or Kevin Costner as Eliot Ness and flatfooted Sean Connery giving a "Captain" of the Force—with a zillion-dollar budget, DePalma couldn't afford a phone call to be told there was no such rank?—a lesson in how to police. To Hollywood, dress an American in Red Serge and he became a Mountie, a game of the emperor's new clothes as bogus as English Shakespeareans thinking a Midatlantic accent passed them off as Yanks.


    "I was born fifty years too late," said Dodd. "The Mad Trapper. The Lost Patrol. The Last Frontier. That's what I call action."


    "Yeah," Spann agreed.


    The Mad Trapper of Rat River was the stuff of legend. A short, wiry drifter about forty years old, Albert Johnson had rafted down the Peel River to Fort McPherson in the north in 1931. He purchased an arsenal of guns from the Hudson's Bay Company, then built himself a hermit's cabin near the Rat River. When local Indians complained of tampering with their traplines, Inspector Eames sent two constables mushing sixty-five miles by dog sled to search the cabin. Johnson refused to answer pounding on his door, so Constable King raised an ax to chop it in, and that's when a bullet ripped through the wood to hit the cop just below the heart. Constable McDowell blazed back with his revolver, then carried the wounded man to his sled and strapped him down.


    Spann heard the crack of the whip in her mind, and felt the jerk as the exhausted dogs were urged to pull; then she was off with King on that grueling, heroic race of twenty hours across the Arctic hi bitterly cold, -42 degrees Celsius weather, to reach Aklavik's hospital in the nick of time.


    Using the Voice of the Northern Lights to summon a posse, Eames trapped the trapper in his fort on January 10, 1932. Snow fell and wind tossed the spruce trees as Mounties circled the squat cabin with gun slits through its logs. A fifteen-hour firefight erupted during which the Force dynamited the blockhouse twice, but after the smoke cleared, Johnson was gone.


    The fugitive slyly outfoxed his pursuers for weeks by tramping up creek beds so no snow would leave tracks, or by trudging in ever widening circles until he seemed to vanish, wearing his snowshoes backward to baffle the hunters. On January 30, smoke was noticed twisting up from a deep ravine, investigation of which led the cops to Johnson behind a fallen tree barricade. Twilight was upon them as the Mounties plowed through deep snow into the gorge, where a marksman's shot from Johnson dropped Constable Millen dead. By dawn next morning, the killer had escaped.


    The manhunt in the Arctic caught the public's imagination. The Canadian press tagged Johnson as the "Mad Trapper," and millions more followed the chase over the new medium of radio. American newspapers had corned the motto and printed: Will the Mounties get their man this time? Inspector Eames was livid. Johnson had twice outwitted the Force, and by now could be anywhere along the Arctic Circle. By traveling solo and living off the land, the quarry, not the hunters, had logistics on his side.


    That's when the call went out for Wop May.


    Lieutenant Wilfred "Wop" May had earned his reputation flying Sopwith Camels in World War I, where he and Roy Brown, another Canuck, shot down and killed "Red Baron" Manfred von Richthofen. (You thought it was Snoopy?) He returned a hero to Edmonton in 1919 and began the first commercial bush operation in Canada, doing wing walking over rodeos for promotion. Eames asked May to track Johnson from the air, so on February 3, 1932, he pulled the starter of his Bellanca Pacemaker to whirl the propeller into a blur, easing the throttle ahead until the skis began to slide along the snowy runway, and he took off to bank north through a blizzard to rendezvous with the Mounted Police at the junction of the Rat and Peel rivers.


    In her imagination, Spann sat in the seat beside Wop May. The plane flew low to crisscross the white waste as she tried to spot Johnson's tracks with field glasses. Then she saw them, almost eroded by snowdrifts, heading west toward the mountains dividing the Yukon from Alaska. It took weeks to follow the trail, as Johnson used caribou tracks to hide his own, but finally May spotted the Mad Trapper on the frozen Eagle River.


    Police dogs barking, the Mounties closed in. Then-quarry shed his snowshoes and made for the bank, trying to claw his way up the steep slope. When Staff Sergeant Hersey of the Signals Corps neared, Johnson shot him in the lungs and one knee. The police fanned out along the riverbanks, and opened fire as Johnson struggled across the open ice. Burrowing into the snow with his pack for a rifle rest, he answered the Mounties' demands he give up by blazing back. Bullets ripped into his shoulders, hip, and legs; then he was killed by a shot which shattered his spine.


    May landed the bush plane in a billow of snow and waded hip-deep to the body. The emaciated, twisted face was frozen in a grimace. The gaping mouth in a matted beard seemed to laugh at the police. A tin can tied about his neck held $2,410 in U.S. and Canadian bills, along with several gold teeth. Who Johnson was and where he hailed from remains a mystery, and the Mad Trapper secured the myth of the Mounted Police.


    Yes, thought Spann with a mental sigh. Those were the days.


    She glanced at Dodd and knew he yearned for such a hunt, too.


    It occurred to Kathy she might have been too hard on Hollywood, for had she not cast Lee Marvin as Dodd, and nothing was more Canadian than fly-by-the-seat-of-your-pants bush pilots.


    The plane droned on.


    The hunt for the Mad Trapper demonstrated the need for police air support, so that same year the RCMP used RCAF planes to arrest rumrunners smuggling booze to the States parched by Prohibition. Flying 3,600,000 miles a year, Air Services now owned twenty-eight aircraft coast to coast, but those in E Division were all requisitioned to fly emergency response teams from B.C. detachments north to reinforce the Mad Dog at Totem Lake. Bush Dodd's Beaver was chartered as backup because he knew the area better than anyone, so that's why Spann was now in the cockpit with him.


    The white waste under the plane today was a sea of clouds, with mountain peaks jutting here and there like the tips of icebergs. Hidden below the surface were the Pacific and Kitimat ranges of the Coast Mountains, which hugged the ocean from Vancouver to Prince Rupert. Above Squamish and Anahim Lake and the Nechako, the flight to Kispiox took four hours plus before they broke through the clouds over Totem Lake.


    "The frying pan beneath your seat. Pass it to me," said Dodd.


    The pilot turned it upside down, then wedged it in under his ass.


    "What's, that for?" asked Spann.


    "Billy Bishop's trick." Bishop had been Canada's flying ace in World War I, with seventy-two shoot-downs to his credit. "We're coming in over the camp, and I don't want my balls shot off."


    "What about me?"


    "You got balls?" said Dodd.


    Of all Canadian-built bush planes the De Havilland Beaver was the best. This all-metal, high-wing monoplane powered by a 450-h.p. Pratt & Whitney Wasp Jr. engine was used in sixty countries around the world. Its excellent short-field takeoff and landing got you into and out of the wildest, most dangerous spots on Earth. The Beaver descended sharply into the valley around the lake, Dodd zipping over the treetops to skim the snowy ice, intent on catching shadows cast by any snowdrifts, for hit one of them while landing and the plane could flip. Then up they zoomed over the tents on the northern shore, Spann gazing down on the tepee and snowed-in sundance circle below as the Beaver banked in a tight arc and flew over them again. Bffum . . . bffum . . . bffum . . . went both skis with retracted wheels, Dodd skipping the struts over the icy lake like stones to see if the skids behind turned dark from seeping water.


    Like Wop May on the Eagle River, the Beaver skated to a halt near the lake's southern shore in a billow of powder crystals.


    "The snowmobile in back. Help me unload it," said Dodd.


    The spew from the landing settled, but the snowfall went on, the rain storm washing Vancouver freezing up here in the north, gaps between the fluffy flakes filled with eerie silence. A silence soon deafened by the noise pollution of an approaching motor.


    The last dog patrol had been made in 1969 from Old Crow in the Yukon to Fort McPherson—where Johnson rafted—in the Northwest Territories. In the same way that cars replaced horse patrols in 1916, from 1955 on snowmobile patrols replaced dog sleds.


    The Mountie coming toward the plane was Staff Sergeant Bob George, whose Indian name was Ghost Keeper. A full-blooded Plains Cree from Duck Lake, Saskatchewan, he was a native medicine man strengthened by his spirit quest as a boy when he was sent alone into the wilds to learn who he was. Though not descended from one of the West Coast tribes, he was veteran of many a sweat lodge held with troubled Indian kids sent to him by elders of the totem people to rediscover magic known before white colonization. Behind such conquest had come Residential Schools, run by churches for cultural genocide, and now the Force was closing in on nearly a hundred pedophiles who'd preyed on children seized from native families in the name of God.


    George was on that task force.


    Like Spann, he was bundled up in the Mounties' winter dress. A hefty man with black hair, bronze skin, and wide cheekbones, he wore a beaver-skin cap with ear flaps tied above, a navy fur-lined parka with a yellow bottom stripe, and whipcord trousers stuffed into sealskin mukluk boots. His gloves were thick and awkward, so in climbing off the snowmobile he merely banged palms with Spann and Dodd.


    "Kathy."


    "Sir."


    "Bush."


    "Bob."


    Greetings completed.


    He helped them lower the snowmobile from the plane and unload the other supplies in the hold. "Got a block of ice for you to fly back. Mad Dog used a blowtorch to cut the corpse from the freeze."


    "How'd you get close?" Spann asked.


    "Trust," said George. "We're in touch with them by radio phone. Two factions control the rebel camp. Their spiritual leader is Moses John. He had the vision which led to this, and erected the tepee and Sundance circle for spirit quests. The whole area is sacred to Gitxsan, But Totem Lake also has Picture Rock. The rock's carved with symbols from before whites arrived and an image of the first British ship."


    "Is Moses John Gitxsan?"


    "No," said George. "He—like me—is Plains Cree. That's why there's trust. My hunting the predators from the Residential Schools and taking down Gunter Schreck in the Africa case helps."


    "What's the sundance doing out here?" asked Spann. "Didn't it originate on the Western Plains to celebrate the return of bison herds?"


    "Since 1973 the sundance has spread through other native cultures. Here on the West Coast it celebrates the return of salmon and self-sacrifice."


    "Nothing remains pure, eh?" said Spann. "The Force was a white male organization—until you and I crashed its ranks."


    "You said two groups," Dodd cut in.


    "The other faction in the camp is a doomsday cult. Ruby Ridge. Waco. Same mentality. Their leader took the name Grizzly. He's American. The rumor is he shot a FBI agent at the second Battle of Wounded Knee in 1973. The cult links the sundance to survivalists. They think the world is headed for an apocalypse in the year 2000. The ones to survive will be those who embrace the Great Law and live off sacred land. Everyone else is owned by the New World Order: an octopus conspiracy of big business, government, and the police out to create a workforce of slaves and defang all opposition. Those who don't stand up for their rights will go to the slaughter as in Nazi Germany."


    "Volatile stuff," said Spann.


    "I think Moses John has outlived his usefulness to Grizzly. I suspect the doomsday cult wants to be rid of him. Does the sundance embrace the spirit of nature or cataclysmic doom?"


    "What'd you say to John?"


    "No one's been killed in the standoff so far. They have my word we'll be fair if they come out peacefully, and give up whoever shot the headless man frozen in the ice. He said he didn't know what I was talking about. I said it would show good faith if they let us remove the body, and he spoke to you."


    "Let's go," said Spann.


    George turned to Dodd. "The body's waiting at Zulu base. Follow the road two klicks west from the lake. In the woods. On the left. You'll see it."


    The snowmobiles parted at right angles, going west and north, Spann seated motorcycle-style behind George. They followed the plane skids back across the lake, the snow drifting around them from gusts of cross wind, and tumbling thicker and thicker as they advanced. The roar of the engine was a blasphemy to Nature, personified in every aspect of the Great Lone Land. Then suddenly over Ghost Keeper's shoulder she saw the ghosts, two snowmen on the northern shore. As the snowmobile came to a halt twenty feet from land, they shook the flakes from their clothes to reveal themselves.


    Two native men.


    One with a gun.


    The gunman was dressed in combat fatigues. Over top was a sweatshirt emblazoned with a portrait of Almighty Voice, the Plains Cree blown to death by cannons during a showdown with the Mounted in 1897. His lower face was masked by a kerchief in Haida patterns worn like a Wild West outlaw under a blue beret. His rifle was a surplus Lee Enfield No. 1, World War II vintage with a ten-shot magazine of .303 British cartridges. Spann pegged Voice as one of Grizzly's men.


    Spiritual leader Moses John bared his pride to the sky, long black hair in two braids woven with beads and feathers. Over an antique breastplate of wampum shells, his great-grandfather's winter robe draped to the snow. Wary eyes watched as George turned the snowmobile about so it faced south, and left the motor idling with Spann in the saddle for a quick getaway. In one mitt the holy man gripped an eagle feather.


    Trudging through the drift, George met John at the lakeshore.


    What they said to each other, Spann couldn't hear, but eventually John motioned Voice to store the En-field hi the branches of a tree, then move to a position some distance away. George returned to the snowmobile to ask for Spann's Smith, which she withdrew from the holster under her parka.


    "Go to him," said Ghost Keeper, placing the pistol on the snowmobile's seat. "He'll answer questions about the body at the falls."


    Breath billowing like smoke signals, Spann tramped across the buried ice to the lakeshore. Up close, Moses John's stare was evangelical.


    "Who killed the man in the ice?" she asked.


    "Not us," said John.


    "Did you know the body was there?"


    "No," he replied.


    "The man was shot with an arrow. Any suspicions by whom?"


    "I may have spied his killer hunting in the woods. On the bluff above the falls in the twilight before the freeze."


    "Who?" pressed the Mountie.


    As the Indian stepped forward to meet her eye to eye, a blast of wind cleared the snowfall from sightlines to the sundance forest. The answer the sergeant thought she heard uttered was "The white man ..." But no sooner had the phrase escaped from the native's mouth than one side of his head exploded in a shower of blood and bone and brain.


    Voice ran for the rifle.


    Spann for the snowmobile.


    The wind opened and closed the snow in a series of curtain calls.


    Grabbing her pistol, Spann swung backward onto the seat, throwing an arm behind her to grip Ghost Keeper's shoulder. "Let's get out of here!" she cried and braced for acceleration, the jerk as they left yanking her gun arm into the air, and that's when she saw the Enfield's muzzle aimed at her heart.


    Voice pulled the trigger.


    The shot found its mark.


    And the force of the slug slamming her heart slammed Spann back against Ghost Keeper's spine.


    

  


  
    

  


  


  


  


  
    Suzannah

  


  


  
    


    Vancouver


    


    Round and round went the tape in the tape recorder playing on the desk. . . .


    


    ". . . but what I remember most of all is those rings piercing her lips.

  


  
    "Suzannah's lips.


    "Suzannah was my Mother.


    "It was Mardi Gras time in New Orleans. ..."

  


  
    


    Jazz was in the streets, where it wafted up on the warm night air, this musical mix of ragtime and bop and boogie-woogie and swing, drifting up over the heads of drunken revelers snaking through the French Quarter, up over the mingling of rich and poor, of black and white, of priest and libertine, higher up over the surging mob crowded eight deep, some on scaffolds, some on stepladders, some on the tips of their toes, higher still over parents who sipped pink spirits from hurricane glasses while pushing and jostling children toward the front of the line, children munching on popcorn and hot dogs and apples on a stick, everyone shuffling about on a carpet of confetti and broken bottles. Up rose the jazz over a maze of costumes and masks, "He-Shebas" dressed in drag as butterflies and snails, Comus with his goblet raised in parade to meet Rex, a King Kong here, and a Zigaboo there, and the Queen of Hearts with fig-leafed Adam and Eve. Up from the "Big Shot of Africa" and away from the Zulu King, up from the one-eyed cyclops and away from a cowboy garbed in white leather except his ass was bare, up and away from Royal Street with its banners and limp streamers, up to where the jazz slid softly through the wrought iron balcony to open French doors of Suzannah's House of Pain.


    Here the jazz gave way to Elvis on the radio singing "Don't Be Cruel" . . .


    


    ". . . I could hear Elvis through the keyhole between my prison and the main room. We lived in this old Lafon house in the French Quarter, the top floor of which was furnished in antiques. Bookcase, credenza, chiffonier, and desk by artisan Prudent Mallard. The clock on the wall surrounded by masks a genuine Gustav Becker. Here, during Mardi Gras, Mother made a fortune by torturing men. When we arrived from Canada, after she killed Dad, by poisoning him to watch him die before cutting a hole in the lake to bury him in the Arctic, we didn't have a penny. Suzannah found work stripping in sleazy Bourbon Street bars, but soon found kink was where money begged to be made. I spent weeks at a time locked away in that room, light out because she knew how much I dreaded the dark, that keyhole my only window on the world outside. 'Mommy! Mommy, I'm sorry! Forgive me, Mommy! Please!' I would cry while she pranced about her parlor, the rings passing the keyhole each time Suzannah slinked by. When she was high on cocaine—and that was most of the time—Mother used to talk to the masks. ..."


    


    On the wall facing the French doors to the balcony hung carved wooden masks from Africa. A Baga Nimba with an Ashanti fertility head. A Bambara elephant face with an Oule mask from Bobo. Staring vacantly at the door to Sparky's prison were painted masks from the Near or Far East. A mummy mask from Egypt with a Roman mask of Pan. A Japanese Gigaku with a Chinese T'ao T'ieh. Around the keyhole and its teary eye hung faces from pre-Columbian times. An Inca death mask with a Hopi Katchina doll. An Iroquois false face with a Salish spirit mask. Circling the French doors open to greet the masks of Mardi Gras were masks each guilty client would don before she took him downstairs.


    Hollow eyes.


    On naked flesh.


    Bending over the table.


    Tearful eye.


    At the keyhole.


    Fixed on Mother's rings.


    The razor blade tapped to the music as she chopped up the white powder, working it into thick lines across the glass table. Rolling a crisp hundred-dollar bill into a tube, she placed it to one nostril and plugged the other, and then inhaled sharply to suck up all the drug. A shudder shook her spine, jiggling her ample breasts, the rouged nipples of which she plucked as she threw back her bald head and groaned an orgasmic "Ahhhhhhhhh . . ." To complete the ritual she wet her index finger and washed it over the surface, then rubbed the residue of coke around her gums.


    Also on the table were the texts of her trade:

  


  
    The 120 Days of Sodom by the Marquis de Sade.


    "A Child Is Being Beaten" by Sigmund Freud.


    "The Discipline of Pain" by Henry Havelock Ellis.


    Psychopathia Sexualis by Richard von Krafft-Ebing.

  


  
    Jitterbugged by the drug, Suzannah strutted to the doors and spread her hands high and wide to embrace the fireworks. "Carnival! Flesh, farewell! Mardi Gras!" she cried. "Let the Lupercalian rites begin! Come to me, my lovelies! Pagan, perverse, and unrestrained. Hide those faces, yes. But you can't hide from me. For I know your secrets, and you've been naughty boys. Only punishment will relieve your guilt. And my kind of punishment will cost you dearly. So bring me money, or bring me jewels, and let the blood flow!"


    Turning from the balcony, she sashayed across the parlor, rolling her shoulders to twirl her breasts as she did onstage when all those piggy male minds drooled for her body. This bedroom off the parlor was a riot of red and black. The walls were red satin with red velvet drapes to match, the spread on the bed a red patchwork quilt. The carpet was black; the dresser, wardrobe, and washstand were onyx; and each ebony post supporting the canopy of the bed had chains and handcuffs of blackened steel.


    This was the room where Mother straightened Sparky out.


    On the bed.


    "Watch the rings."


    With the tools of her trade . . .


    


    ". . . saddle straps to separate the buttocks for the bite of the taws. Slave sandals, locking bibs, posture collars, anal probes, cattle prods, choke gags, valved submission helmets, and the like she used upstairs. The heavy-duty stuff was down in the cavern. ..."


    


    Cocaine shivers tingled her skin. Trickles of cold sweat snaked down between her shoulder blades to tickle the small of her back, while her heart beat wildly in a bid to burst out through her breasts. Eyes glazing in a face flushed by blow, she pinched her nose to sniff her head full of snow. She sat across from the Ice Queen in the boudoir mirror and washed a hand with red-lacquered nails across her shaved scalp. The blue veins spreading like fingers reaching up from her temples throbbed with the rapid pulse at which her heart pumped blood. Feline green eyes watched her blacken sultry lids with theater makeup, fingertips working the smoky shadows around the sides of her head. Having cleaned her hands with cream, she chalked her face white, then painted her mouth with bloodred lipstick. Suzannah kissed the mirror.


    "You beautiful bitch," she purred.


    Feeling ferocious and dominant, she gathered tools and work clothes from the wardrobe, then strode back to the parlor to douse the lights. Bursting over the krewe parades along Royal Street, fireworks flashes danced on her masks, the sightless eyes focused on the keyhole in the door. The flame of the match Suzannah lit to ignite the candelabra flared the eye at the keyhole and caused it to blink.


    The gold rings winked.


    The chair on which Mother sat, one leg raised high to pull on a stocking, had leg irons affixed low on the rear legs, and handcuffs low on the front legs to grasp the wrists of men bent over bare so she could flog what Shakespeare called "the afternoon of the body." Lifting a red garter belt from the pile of clothes, she pulled back one suspender like a slingshot elastic, then fired the snap at the nearest mask. The whap of the slap rang hollow within the German executioner's mask next to the Beelzebub by Theodore Benda.


    "Will you be coming to Mardi Gras for Gesasserotik this year? Your Gauleiterin is waiting with her bridle, saddle, burs, and spurs. What guilt you carry from what you did during the war, Mein Herr General, so lay those diamonds you smuggle in from Paraguay at my feet, and I will ride you around below like the horse meat you are, until your plump white crupper is one ruby Mensur scar. Did you know my father in Vichy France? He collaborated with your ilk, when he wasn't fucking me in the stables of our vineyard. I don't have him, but I have you, Mein S.S. Assman, so Gesasserotik it shall be with my Horns of Venus."


    Suzannah fastened the garter belt around her waist and tethered the top of each stocking with two snaps at the thigh. The nylons rasped softly as she bent to pick up the birch, the red suspenders blood through cream to the eye at the keyhole.


    "Behold your dreaded soko birch, my ardent flagellomane." She held the whip out to the empty eyes of the Corbel hung between the Creon mask from Stratford and a death's head Hussars busby. "The closest to poetry in a flogging tool. Made, at most, of five or six long, lean withes, toughly budded and further hardened by steeping in brine. Birch being a water-retentive wood, salt eats into wounds. Compounded with strips of whalebone of the kind once used to stiffen ladies' corsets. A wire wound around makes it stiffer still."


    She poked one eye of the Corbel with the rod.


    "Are you and your quivering nates coming to Mardi Gras, my lord? Le vice anglais I promise you. We French know in every Englishman's subconscious lurks a cat-o'-nine-tails and a maid in black stockings, so here waits the maid"—she plucked a garter and let it snap back—"eager for you. In no land has passion for the rod been as systematically cultivated as in yours. What evil did you yoke on your empire that burdens you so? You remind me of my husband, shiny brass buttons and all. So tough on the outside and penis puerile within. What he did to me I'll do a hundredfold to you. No tidy pain. Birching to blood, my lord. You'll find Horns of Venus make me a perfect prefect."


    With a pirouette by candlelight, Suzannah spun and lashed out at the whipping chair, pff-ffuikk pff-ffuikk pff-ffuikking the birch so splinters tore from the wood thrashed with all her strength. Rings glint-glinting at the keyhole eye, breasts bobbing rhythmically with each vicious stroke, the pff-ffuikk pff-ffuikk pff-ffuikking a relentless rain of terror, her breath hissed raggedly through even white teeth as each bite of the rod curled her lips into a satisfied grin.


    "English pig," she snarled, tossing the soko birch aside. "You think yourself superior to your own osychology. ..."


    


    ". . . I was afraid to watch, but even more afraid to back away. For there were things in the darkness behind waiting to swallow me. Things injected by her before my first memory. ..."


    


    Each tick of the clock seemed to tug the room into tighter focus, bitter coke running down her throat from her nose, while Suzannah did her striptease in reverse, preparing for tonight's work. The corset was cut low in front to accentuate her cleavage, and ended just short of her groin. Stitching both sides of the black leather garment were red laces, while circles cut in the bodice exposed her rouged nipples. Leather straps running from the armpits up to her throat were fastened to a studded black collar. To complement the fantasy, the dominatrix pulled on a pair of spike-heeled, red-laced, knee-high black boots with silver spurs. Then a pair of shoulder-length, red-laced black gloves snapped onto the collar, with fingertips sliced away to reveal her red-lacquered nails.


    "I'm ready for you, precious. See," she said, hand holding a cigarette case full of needles up to the hood of the Ku Klux Klan, mounted between a New York Yankees catcher's guard and World War I gas mask. "We all yearn to hide behind a mask. There's no culture in history in which masks don't play a part, so carnival appeals to a basic human urge. But you, my Yankee Doodle Dandy, give 'Flesh, farewell' such literal meaning. Hide under your second skin all you like; the plaster will make a white white supremacist out of you, but"—plucking five-inch needles from the case and slowly jabbing them into the hood—"don't think you can stop me getting under your skin."


    Suzannah turned.


    "Now you, Sparky . . ."


    


    ". . . I watched her walk toward me through the penis of the keyhole. Have you ever noted a keyhole's phallic shape, the knob at top for the rod of the key and shaft below for the teeth? As she neared, candelabra in hand, her head and feet, then breasts and knees, then stomach and thighs disappeared, until all that filled the penis was her thatch of pubic hair. ..."


    


    "Are you your father's child? Or do you belong to me?" The voice from above was hoarse and throaty. "Time to go to Mother's bed and straighten you out."


    The candlelight winked off six gold rings piercing the labia of her sex and glittering in Suzannah's pubic hair.


    The rings through her lips were laced shut with a black leather thong.


    

  


  
    

  


  


  


  


  
    Winterman Snow

  


  


  
    


    Totem Lake


    


    "Let's get a look at you. See if anything's broken inside."


    The bullet hole in Spann's parka was directly over her heart, exposing the lightweight body armor beneath. The order was all Members flying to the lake had to fly sheathed, the rebels having shown a penchant for taking potshots at planes, so Spann had worn a vest during the flight with Dodd. It amused her that Bush, like most men, had ogled her chest, which protected by the vest was as shapely as Queen Victoria's bust.


    "Ughh," Spann gasped as she reached up to undo her parka. Sharp pain like that of a heart attack shot down her left arm.


    "Allow me," said the Mad Dog, gallantly easing off the coat and stripping her body armor. "I can trust you not to cry sex harassment, Kathy? Could be a broken rib stabbing your heart."


    He unbuttoned her shirt and spread it wide to bare her bra. "That's an ugly bruise," he said, while poking her rising and falling breasts where they sloped out of the cups.


    "Now's your chance for a good long look," she said dryly. "You've stripped me with your eyes since the day we met."


    That day was years ago during the Headhunter case, when they'd squared off in the locker room of the Tudor building that now housed Special X, the Mounties around them betting whether he or she could arm the better ERT team, and this macha woman had whipped this macho man's cockiness.


    The Force had first recruited women in 1974, and Spann had topped the original troop trained at Depot Division in Regina. Most men back then were hostile to her being in the ranks, so when her barracks trunk was sent ahead to her first posting, detachment Members held a lottery to guess her bra size. When she arrived, a suitable pair of plastic breasts were waiting on her desk, regimental number penned around both nipples. The way Spann viewed life, breasts were the battlefield of feminism. Whether it was fashion flaunting them for ages, or Hefner launching Playboy with Monroe's pair, or bra burning hi the sixties, or Barbie implants, or Madonna's side show, or Hooters restaurants—tits were it. The Mounted's first uniform for women had been designed to show them off. Unlike men, who wore cotton shirts with pockets, she was issued a silky top without pockets that clung like Handi-Wrap, so all could see "her high beams" when she was chilled. Women's trousers were also pocketless, so notebooks and other equipment were tucked in her belt. The hat looked like an inverted flower pot.


    Spann had fomented a vote among women to have that changed, prompting a reprimand for "aggression" from an inspector who, the only time she phoned in sick, marked her file with a circle colored red. The passing of that vote quashed the sexist uniform, and now women wore the same working dress and Red Serge as men, forage cap and Stetson included.


    In 1992 women finally reached the select ranks of commissioned officers who ran the Force. Since she came in laterally, the deputy commissioner didn't count, but that same year saw women rise to the rank of inspector, and if—as Spann was confident—De-Clercq promoted her the head of Administration at Special X, then she, too, would soon be among the Brass. With zero tolerance the rule for sexual harassment, the only all-male bastions left were the ERT teams.


    How Kathy yearned to crash them!


    A brawny loner with a heavy-browed scowl, Mad Dog Rabidowski was the meanest-looking Member in the Force. He was the sort of sexist who believed "harass" was two words. There had been a tune when people said he looked like Charles Bronson (I was too rough on Hollywood, thought Spann), a likeness he welcomed until Bronson went soft, so now he echoed the screen moves of Harvey Keitel. The Mad Dog made a point of dating only whores, for—as he put it—"Why mess with amateurs if you can blow with a pro?" Alone with him in the ERT command trailer at Zulu base, Katherine Spann could smell testosterone awaft in the air.


    "I'm hurt," said the Mad Dog, "that you find me so crass. I'm engaged to Brit, and was gonna ask you to be my best man."


    "You! Getting married?"


    "Sure. Why not? You're a not-bad-looking broad. So why aren't you hitched?"


    "Never found the man who was man enough for me."


    "Must break your heart that I'm outta circulation, huh? And speaking of broken hearts, your rib cage seems okay." He buttoned up her shirt and said, "If you're so hung up on tits, you oughta see Brit's."


    "As I recall, everyone saw her tits after the bomb blew at the Red Serge Ball."


    "So with such beauts at home, what makes you think I wanna gawk at yours?"


    Trust the Mad Dog to take a hooker to the regimental ball, and boast to one and all about the fortuitous way they met:


    "I'm on the Lougheed a few years back, driving up valley to an ERT meet, when I see the car ahead weaving down the road, crossing the center line and then veering toward the shoulder, back and forth, this way and that, gotta be the best impaired I ever snagged, so on go the wigwags to pull the drunk over."


    The Mad Dog offered Spann a cigar to accompany her glass of port. "Don't stop now," she said. "I'm hanging in suspense."


    "Sitting behind the wheel is a naked babe, jutting the best set you ever did see, not a stitch to hide the buff before my eyes except a flimsy G-string around one ankle."


    "You ask her to blow?" said Spann, feeding him the breathalyzer double entendre.


    "No, she told me to give her the ticket fast Said she had a job stripping in a local bar, and having been late three times that week, she'd been warned once more and she was out the door. Due onstage in five minutes, that's why she was changing in the car. Asked me if I'd ever tried swapping undies for a G-string with my foot on the gas."


    "Have you?" Spann asked.


    "Funny girl."


    "Give 'er the blue?"


    "Didn't have the heart. I drove her to work code three while she changed in my car."


    Spann looked at the next ballroom table, where Nick Craven was conversing with the Mad Dog's date, a bleach blonde in a low-cut, skin-tight gown. Yes, Brittany Starr did jut the best set she'd ever seen, so Kathy took the offered cigar, bit off the end, and lit up.


    "That's what I like about you, Spann. No bullshit. Hit in the heart by a slug, yet still you hold onto the Smith."


    The Mad Dog held her gun up in one hand, comparing it to the SIG/Sauer he carried. Since 1954 the side-arm of the Force had been the Smith & Wesson .38 Special, a six-shot revolver long outgunned on the street. The ERT teams were the first to get semiautomatics, but now the Force in general was switching to the Smith & Wesson 9-millimeter in two models. The larger Series 5946 held a double stack, fifteen rounds staggered zigzag hi the mag and one in the spout. The smaller Series 3953 held a single stack, eight rounds piled high and one in the spout, with a lighter trigger pull for dainty fingers. Cop mentality is such that no sane male would dare pack the "woman's gun."


    "No 3953 for you, eh? Spann sports a double stack, like real guys. I always said the day a broad makes the team, my bet was it'd be you."


    "That's what I don't like about you, Ed. Bullshit, by the shovel. We both know the rules are fixed to keep me out. The ERT team operates like a fraternity. Leader is elected by the group, so rank is irrelevant to who's in command, and a single blackball is enough to prevent undesirables joining. But you don't need a ding session to keep us out, since no woman has bulk enough to bench-press the physical."


    The Mad Dog poked her breast. "Get working on your pecs."


    The ERT command trailer marked the center of Zulu base, which looked more like a set from M*A*S*H than it did a police action. Encircling the trailer were canvas tents dusted with snow, served by blue portable toilets lined in a row, and an icy parking lot beside a chopper clearing. One of the tents was a field hospital staffed by paramedics, but shortly before the snowmobile had roared in with George holding Spann, they'd been called out to an accident on the Kispiox road. The Mad Dog filled the gap by playing doctor in the trailer, and that done, the two cops bundled up and opened the door and stepped out into the vortex of action prompted by the MVA and rebel shot at her.


    Dubbed "the big red tomato," a Bell 212 hovered in ground effect, rotors swirling up twisters of snow like whirling dervishes.


    Vehicles rumbled in and out of the parking lot, an ambulance approaching from the Kispiox road, while four Bison APCs on loan from the Canadian army churned away, each armored personnel carrier, tailgate up and turret closed, marked with the crest of the RCMP. Caged inside were ERT cops and "Members without badges," all German shepherds except for one Labrador to sniff for bombs. A convoy of cube vans trailed behind.


    With them gone, there were still cops in camp, for fifteen emergency response teams—235 assault troops—had been choppered in from detachments around B.C. and Alberta, Saskatchewan, and Ottawa. In whiter camouflage they drifted like spirits through the snow, as if Ghost Dancers had besieged the camp, as Spann and the Mad Dog wound their way to a winter morgue on the edge of white woods.


    The corpse cut from the waterfall was still in its shroud of ice, and now lay on a sled for transport east to Dodd's plane. George was about to pack it hi sawdust like ice men of old, then zipper it into a thermal body bag, but on seeing the pair approach, he left the remains exposed. Spann took a long look at what had brought her here, the naked blue body frozen hi blue ice, the genitals shriveled to the size of a baby boy's, the cuts on the bare feet from running through icy bush, the wrists locked together in front with handcuffs, the healed end of the right ring finger missing a phalange, the arrow angling out of the heart, the tubes hi the stump where the head was hacked off.


    "You okay?" George asked.


    "Yeah," Spann replied. "You see who shot Moses John hi front of me?"


    "No," said the Cree. "The shot came from the west. From the sundance circle or farther on. Wind cleared a sightline for the marksman, but snow hid him from view. All I saw was John's head explode."


    "Why shoot the holy man?" the Mad Dog asked. "Kill him so Grizzly has no power rival hi camp? Now he's the undisputed leader of the rebels."


    "And can say we shot their spiritual leader," said Spann.


    "Assuming the target was Moses John," said George. "He stepped toward you a moment before the shot. How do we know the target wasn't you? One in the" doomsday cult striking out at the New World Order."


    "Either way, if he's involved, Grizzly just passed the point of no return. The hope for a peaceful outcome exploded with John's head." Spann turned her attention back to the corpse in the ice. "How tall is the stiff?" she asked.


    "Five-six to the stump."


    "That matches Jed Vanderkop. The hunter from Idaho who vanished near here last month. The stiff is missing the end of the same finger as him. Looks like an archer bow-hunted Jed."


    "Stripped him, and cuffed him, and let him run for sport," said the Mad Dog. "Stalking him through the icy woods above the waterfall, where he was finally brought down with a damn good shot. The stream carried him over the falls, and he froze in the pool below."


    "A white guy shot with an arrow close to a camp of white haters picking up ancient ways. The archer's M.O. seems to fit the rebels," said Spann.


    "Hardly ancient ways," the Mad Dog countered. "The arrow's an Easton XX75 2219." With his glove he tapped the plastic nock of the olive drab camouflaged aluminum shaft. "Cam prevents sun splashing off it as a warning. It's fletched with three soft-yellow plastic vanes, for quieter flight and no moisture flattening out. From the slits around the wound, I'd say Jed's spine was slammed by a Wasp three-bladed broadhead 130-grain chisel-point or similar arrowhead. The archer uses an oversize arrow with a forty- to forty-five-pound bow. Any stronger and the shaft would punch through the spine. I know lots of bow hunters who'd shoot this arrow, and all of them are white."


    "That jibes with what John told me just before he was shot," Spann agreed. "He said he may have spied the archer hunting in the bush on the bluff above the falls at twilight prior to the freeze. When I asked who, last thing he said was 'The white man . . .'"


    "The white man?" echoed George. "Not a lot to work with. But maybe someone knows a Caucasian who bow-hunts near here."


    "Unless he meant the White Man," stated Bush Dodd. "In which case you're looking for a native trapper with lines around here."


    "A native called the White Man?" wondered Spann.


    "He's albino, and whiter than you or me."


    "Real name?" George asked.


    "Winterman Snow."


    "Met him?"


    "We crossed paths a few tunes in the woods. When I landed hell and gone in the bush. The guy's a lone wolf who lives off the land. Only comes out now and then to sell furs."


    "You know," said Spann, winking at Dodd. "The good old days might not be over yet. We may get to bush-hunt our own Mad Trapper."
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    Chief Superintendent Robert DeClercq returned home a day early from his vacation in France, riding the bus before sunrise this morning from Domfront to Flers, and then the train to chug three hours east to Montparnasse station, and then the Metro to snake underground to St. Michel-Notre Dame, and then the RER sixteen miles north to Charles de Gaulle Airport, there to board Air Canada Flight 881 to Toronto, with a two-hour stopover between planes, then on to Flight 147 to Vancouver, arriving at 5:09 in the afternoon, actually two in the morning plus jet lag his time, and here took a cab through Vancouver rain to his office at Special X, where the shrunken head sat on his desk.


    "Grueling trip?" Zinc Chandler asked as DeClercq dropped his suitcase just inside the door and shucked his raincoat.


    "Except for the half hour of Mr. Bean crossing the Atlantic."


    "Is Katt peeved to lose a day?" inquired Gill Macbeth, craning her neck to see if the teenager was standing in the hall. The pathologist sat on this side of his desk with the head blocked from view behind her.


    "It worked out well," said DeClercq as he hung his coat on the stand. "We parted in Toronto, where she took a flight to Boston. She'll spend the time with her mom, then fly back for school."


    "Corrine's living Stateside?"


    "On and off. She purchased a mansion to redecorate in Boston this summer. Katt will work with her and get to know that city, and Corrine doesn't have to pull up roots."


    "So everyone's happy?"


    "Most of all me. How Corrine handled this mess is class all the way. I think Katt harbors the fantasy one day I'll marry her mom."


    The mess DeClercq referred to was a mess indeed. A situation pregnant with tragedy for all involved. After Katt had been rescued from Deadman's Island—father unknown and mother one of the Ripper's victims—she had become the daughter death stole from him. Katt was his replacement for Jane. But then he discovered Luna wasn't her mother after all, having kidnapped Katt as a baby from Corrine in Boston, before smuggling her into Canada to raise as her own. DeClercq called Corrine, who wanted her daughter home. Katt, who had lost her "mother," balked at losing her "father" for a mother she didn't know. Were Corrine not Corrine, heartbreak would have happened, but instead of ripping Katt out of her "home," she adapted her life to the teen's. Katt, American by birth, lived in Canada for citizenship, so she could apply to become a Mountie like DeClercq. Corrine, who bought, then refurbished old homes for profit, lived with Katt when she worked here, and shared her with DeClercq when she worked in Boston. Corrine had Katt. DeClercq had Katt. Katt had Corrine and DeClercq.


    "Will you?" Gill asked.


    "Will I what?"


    "Marry Corrine so Katt can live happily ever after with you?"


    "Why are women such meddling romantics?"


    "Is it not a truth universally acknowledged that a single man in possession of a good fortune must be in want of a wife?"


    "No," he said.


    "Yes," she said.


    "No," he said.


    "Yes," she said.


    "And if it were, a wife of his own choosing."


    "So," said Gill, cocking her head, "is she not the woman for you?"


    No, thought DeClercq. My kind of woman is you.


    The more he was around her, the more he felt drawn to Gill. Handsome, not pretty, she could pass as a twin for Candice Bergen. His side of forty, with auburn hair and emerald eyes, she still had a figure trim enough to turn heads on the street and awaken fantasies in him he had thought long gone. Her mother, who had died from hepatitis, a risk of the job, was the first female pathologist in the Commonwealth, so while other girls were busy baking cookies with mom, Gill was learning how to dissect dead things, and was now the best forensic sawbones in town. As heir to her father's chain of Caribbean hotels, from which she split the profits with on-site managers, Gill owned the crown atop Sentinel Hill, a West Coast modern of cedar and glass, in which she lived, menage a trois, with Binky and Gabby.


    DeClercq had been there once.


    A party she threw for all who survived the sinking of the Good Luck City during the Africa case.


    "He's not for you, Gill," Gabby said from a perch he paced hi the huge aviary-cum-solarium he shared with Binky.


    "Don't mind him," Gill laughed, champagne flute in hand. "Gab makes disparaging comments about everyone he fears may take me from him."


    "A West African gray."


    "You know parrots?"


    "Bird-watching's a pastime I revive whenever I'm in the tropics."


    "Impress me," Gill said. "What's Binky?"


    "He's a green-winged macaw, right?"


    "How do you know Bink's a he!"


    "Fifty percent chance. And a lucky guess," Robert replied.


    "Careful, Gill," Gabby warned. "He's trying to get into your pants."


    "I doubt the chief superintendent is out to seduce me," soothed Gill, her head cocked to one side like the jealous bird's.


    "As I recall, an African gray is so intelligent it speaks with the ability of a seven-year-old child. Your guardian proves Freud right. Childhood is obsessed with sex."


    "Is Gabby causing trouble?"


    A voice behind.


    "Bad to worse," Gabby said. "The stud arrives."


    The stud was Corporal Nick Craven of Special X. He stopped next to Gill to wrap a possessive arm about her shoulders.


    "You should hear the noise they make in bed," said Gabby, bouncing on his perch as if to imitate the act. "All night long. How's a bird to sleep?"


    "Gab!" Gill scolded.


    Did she teach him that?


    DeClercq found himself cocking his head at Macbeth like the parrot.


    "Ruffle my feathers, baby," mocked the cocky bird.


    DeClercq left the trois and the interloper to sort out libidos, and snaked his way through the crowd until he bumped into a wall of books and CDs. Shakespeare, Austen, Wordsworth, Dickens, Conrad, Proust, Faulkner, Woolf, Joyce, Maugham, Greene . . . The same authors lined shelves in his library at home, joined by those Katt had added when she usurped the space as a bedroom: King, Koontz, Rice, Linda Lael Miller ... As he scanned titles—The Lifetime Reading Plan by Clifton Fadiman, In Search of Lost Time by Marcel Proust—a vision formed in his mind's eye of Gill and him reading by a fire in what Katt called the Holmes and Watson chairs, discussing literature in a true meeting of equal minds. Bach, Mozart, Beethoven, Brahms ... Similar CDs made up his collection— the "Emperor" piano concerto his all-tune favorite piece—so fantasy was further enhanced with music, roses, and wine, until it was Gill and him romancing all night which kept grumpy Gabby awake.


    If smart is sexy, Gill was as sexy as could be.


    He glanced at her.


    But saw Nick.


    And there was the problem.


    Gill was hi her forties. Nick was in his thirties. Had she worked out this relationship with a younger man to enjoy lustful sex without ties that bind? One eye on her biological clock, Gill had been pregnant with Nick's kid when the ship went down, but lost the fetus from stress and exposure to a winter sea. Was the ruckus which kept poor Gabby awake their labor of love to replace it? And if so, what moral right had he to obstruct her maternal instinct when he considered his fifty-odd years too old to start fathering babies, abandoning them too early to fend for themselves among cannibals if he passed on according to actuarial tables.


    In Search of Lost Time.


    Is that my Gordian knot?


    Replacing Jane has me yearning to replace my wives with Gill?


    And then there was the issue of him being Craven's boss. Move on a subordinate's love and there'd be doubt about his fitness to command, apart from undermining of morale. The moral man knew all was not fair in love and war. To this day he couldn't shake the feeling that his second wife had cuckolded him, for when she died in the aftermath of the Headhunter case, she was secretly with Al Flood at his West End apartment, Flood the Vancouver Police liaison with the Headhunter squad, and a student in the psychology class Genny taught. Had they been lovers? All he had was suspicion. But like Othello's Desdemona, the whiff of betrayal was there. Flood had hoped to cut in and "dance" with Robert's wife, and wasn't that what he'd do to Nick if he fell for Gill?


    The Gordian knot of desire.


    Too late to untie, and too damn moral to cut.


    Is Gill flirting with me?


    Better not to find out.


    "So," he said, "where's this shrunken head sent to me?"


    Rising from the minion chair in front of Robert's desk, Gill revealed the box in the shadow she cast over the surface. A strange sense of deja vu beckoned within his mind as the Mountie stared transfixed at the grisly miniature. How ghostly the shriveled ash-white skin was in its snake nest of tangled black hair. How empty both sockets without eyeballs seemed behind their stitching. How secretive the thin lips pierced by small gold rings laced together hoop to hoop with a zigzag black leather thong were. The chief had never seen a shrunken head in the flesh, so why did something about this trophy haunt his subconscious?


    "Tzantza," Gill said. "That's the Jivaro name. The Indians of Ecuador invented shrinking. The cut-off head is left in a wicker basket to drain off blood, while the Jivaro spreads banana leaves around a fire, above which hangs a large clay pot of boiling water. Bled, the head is gripped by the hair and immersed for thirty minutes, until the skin is paper-white and smells like cannibal food. Then sand is added to the pot and it's brought to a boil again."


    Her perfume is expensive.


    To mask the taint of the morgue.


    "The back of the head's slit open with a machete," she continued, "crown to nape of the neck to remove the skull, then the slit and both eyes are sewn shut. Using a tool like a trowel, the shrinker fills the empty head with sand from the pot, spooning it in through the open neck. After several minutes the cooling sand is dumped and replaced with hot. Eventually the head shrinks down to this, except for the hair, which doesn't shrink, and seems abnormally long."


    "The rings?" said Robert.


    "Yes, that's odd. Stitching the lips shut ends the shrinking. Jivaros sew them together with a bone needle and thong. Trapping the victim's spirit inside keeps it from haunting the shrinker. Whoever shrank this tzantza added rings."


    "I wonder why."


    Zinc Chandler crossed to the Strategy Wall. It was DeClercq's habit when solving a case or plotting a book to plan visually, so two of his office walls were lined floor to ceiling with corkboard. The chief was proud to see Zinc adopt his method, and waiting for him were two collages split by a vertical line, so moving toward the inspector he said, "Fill me in."


    "On Wednesday night the Mad Dog found this corpse up north as he retreated from photographing the rebels at Totem Lake."


    Zinc tapped photos in the left collage showing the body under the frozen falls.


    "Headquarters was informed and word spread through the Force, but before the media were briefed early next morning, someone sent you the shrunken head by dropping a parcel into the chute out front of the main Vancouver post office."


    DeClercq held up three fingers to knock down. "The headless body and bodiless head are a coincidence. A leak in the Force prompted a copycat's act. Or the killer of the headless corpse sent me its head."


    "A copycat would have to kill, shrink, and mail so fast that I think that unlikely, unless the head posted was pre-shrunk," said Zinc.


    They moved to a color copy of the packaging pinned to the other collage.


    "Plain brown wrapper, available anywhere. Box from Christmas, for a tree ornament. Scotch tape to seal and rubber cement for the label. No fingerprints inside and no hairs or fibers except the head's. Lots of prints on the wrapper, but none CPIC could match. The typed label is from a daisy wheel. Replace the wheel and there goes any link."


    Zinc tapped the copy of the label on the wall:


    

  


  
    Commanding Officer


    Special External Section


    Royal Canadian Mounted Police


    5255 Heather Street Vancouver, B.C. V5Z 1K6

  


  
    


    "No note. No call claiming credit. Just the label, presumably addressed to you. The parcel arrived here in Friday's mail."


    "Check if the main post office has a cut-off time, prior to which a chute drop makes Thursday's delivery, and after which it's held for Friday's mail. That might tighten the time line."


    "The check is in the mail," Zinc punned. "I should have an answer soon."


    DeClercq sensed Gill approaching the wall as if on cue, then felt the caress of her breath on the hairs of his neck. As Chandler returned to the first collage, she slipped between the men, so near her static electricity tingled Robert's skin.


    Magnetism, he thought.


    "Yesterday the corpse was cut from the frozen pool up north and flown here by bush plane." Zinc tapped the postmortem Polaroids around the preliminary report Gill had delivered just before the chief arrived. "The stiff was taken to VGH morgue."


    The body on the autopsy table was still a block of ice.


    "Internal examination is days away," said Gill. "I have to wait for the flesh to thaw at room temperature, to soften cells now hard with ice crystals. However, we do know the corpse is that of missing Idaho hunter Jed Vanderkop."


    Macbeth-pulled an X-ray from her carry case. "This was sent by Vanderkop's doctor in the States. His chest was X-rayed for pneumonia last year." Handing it to the chief to hold up to the light, she pulled another X-ray from her bag. "This we took yesterday in the morgue, to track the arrow through organs in the chest." Gill held the second X-ray up beside the first, pointing out forensic features to him. "Here, here, and here, dips in the ribs are the same. A rib cage is like a fingerprint. It differs from person to person. See the same fracture in both from childhood trauma? Plus, the corpse is missing the same phalange."


    "The head?" said DeClercq. "Is it his?"


    "Without bone structure that's impossible to tell by comparing it with photographs of Vanderkop. Skin DNA will have denatured during shrinking, but mito-chondrial DNA in the hair shafts will remain. Wait a month, and a DNA test will answer that."


    "Nothing quicker?"


    "Perhaps," Gill said. "We may be able to match the cut skin of the stump with the cut skin of the shrunken head."


    "Jigsaw pieces?"


    "If we're lucky. The shrinking will make it hard to compare, and the stump hasn't thawed yet. The cleaner the cuts, the more difficult to match."


    Again, Robert imagined them in the Holmes and Watson chairs, playing case puzzles off each other like a game of forensic chess.


    "Vanderkop was sodomized before he was killed. The act was rape, not consensual sex. In active homosexuals the anus is funnel-shaped. The tissue here was bruised, bleeding, and torn. See how the buttocks have thawed in the Polaroids? But an internal check for sperm is still days off."


    "Visualize the killing?"


    "Yes," she said. "Vanderkop was waylaid, stripped, and raped in the bush. Then he escaped, or was released naked for sport. Fleeing through icy woods slashed skin from his legs before he was brought down by an arrow to the heart. Then his head was chopped off with a machete or similar blade."


    "Why decapitate him?" queried DeClercq. "Unless to shrink the head sent here. Which begs the question, Why taunt me?"


    "To answer that," Gill said, "you'll have to ask a shrink."
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    A snowy owl flitted through the somber gloom. Gray and murky twilight gripped the plateau. Into this vague immensity trudged two men, while meteors flashed across the dark northwestern sky. The indistinct glow of first dawn smudged the horizon to their backs, then gradually turned into a broader band of light. The hunted man was naked and fleeing for his life, facial features swollen around terrified eyes, the skin of his legs frostbitten and bleeding from the ice crust beneath knee-deep fresh snow. His senses keen to everything civilization steals from us, the hunter not too far behind was on the track of blood. Black mountains stretched away to all compass points, and wind whined through them with the sharpness of a knife. From somewhere to the north a prowling wolf howled as the snowy owl dropped, with talons spread, to pluck prey from the hoary woods.


    Winterman Snow was on the hunt.


    Like the owl and the white wolf, he was all white, too. He wore a white parka with a white hood, buried in the hole of which was his pale face. Gloves, and pants, and mukluks, and snowshoes were also white, so the only color about him was the RealTree camo on his Deer Hunter bow, and the soft-yellow fletching of arrows visible over his shoulder.


    Saint Sebastian, he thought.


    The image of it was ever in his mind, linking this shadowy world of the present with the even more shadowy realm of his people's past, back when nature and super-nature merged hi life and art, creating a mythic wonder in which men and animals as kindred spirits traded both secrets and bodies. That was the time of salmon, cedar, the potlatch, and totem poles, when all fish bones were returned to the rivers so they could swim to the Salmon House for reincarnation, fog brooding over tree-quilled slopes untouched by man, while twenty war canoes sailed off with thirty men apiece, chiefs clothed in sea-otter skins and warriors dabbed with red ocher sprinkled with shining sand, heading for headhunter battles from which they would return with baskets filled with the heads of enemies slain.


    Like yours, Saint Sebastian, he thought.


    Snow could hear the silence and feel the solitude. Mother Nature spoke to him through voices of the night. He knew the name of every creek, lake, and peak in this lone land. Not the empty names that white men had given them to honor then- own, but Indian names which honored the nature of what they described. Rivers and mountains and wilderness had a language, too, and his mind caught the echo of what they said. He felt their hate for what the white man had done to the land, just as he felt his people's hate for what had been done to them, after both they and all they held sacred were signed away without their consent so prosperity would accrue to the newcomers with their new order of things, not to ancient dwellers with their ancient ways. It was the same hate he felt for what the white did to him.


    Saint Sebastian.


    And Reverend Noel.


    Though he hunted like his ancestors, Snow's was no Indian bow. This compound bow like Rambo shot in one of his he-man films had a machined-aluminum handle bolted to Magnaglass limbs, tipped with wheel-like Synergy III eccentric cams or pulleys. Whereas longbows and recurve bows release energy stored in their limbs to propel the arrow, a compound bow stores its maximum or peak weight in the cams, then "lets off" half its draw weight after mid-draw so the archer can aim longer with less effort. Draw 40 lbs @ 50% let-off and you will hold 20 lbs, for mathematicians. This Deer Hunter had a thirty-inch draw of sixty pounds, modified to forty pounds (with holding weight of twenty pounds) so the arrows Snow fired would stick from his prey like those in the painting of Saint Sebastian behind the reverend's desk.


    Saint Sebastian.


    Martyr to the bow.


    The sun crept over the eastern rim to spew a flood of light. The teeth of the jagged horizon bit deeply into the bloody disc. A thousand tints of gold blazed around the solar ball and washed west across a sea of icebergs from the Rockies to the coast. Mountains soared around the plateau like white giants bald with age and cloaked hi mist, spiking peaks above veils of vapor, sudden warmth sucked from their glaring skins. The quick, unerring eye of the hunter tracked dark footprints over the dazzling snow from where he stood to movement in a spiny thicket beyond. There, where the hunted man sought sanctuary in the dregs of fading night, dawn cast shadows behind the white trees by shooting rays of sunlight at him similar to the metal arrow the archer pulled from the quiver on his back.


    Left side facing the man in the bush and shoulders in line with his quarry's spine, Snow kept his bow hand loose so not to choke the weapon, then nocked the arrow on the string he hooked with the first three fingers of his right hand. Bow arm extending toward the target, he drew back the arrow to anchor the string at the corner of his mouth. As the pulleys tipping both limbs flipped toward him, the cables parallel to the string whispered taut with tension. The archer aimed "bare bow" without a sight, positioning his dominant eye directly over the arrow to mark the line of flight, judging the elevation required to hit the target by instinct, and relaxed his fingers to let loose the shot. The slingshot effect of the bow "picked up" the peak weight stored in both cams and hurled the arrow at the naked man.


    Shhhhewwww . . .


    Frozen to his soul by the terror of the moment, Cy Flint could not believe this was happening to him. Arms churning and legs struggling through the freezing snow, his face flushed from this desperate trudging away from certain death, his teeth chattering from stark fear and hypothermia, his breath gasping raggedly like a whipped dog's, he knew he must keep moving moving moving on, as only the dead and the earth could remain fixed in this white hell.


    Shhhhewwww . . .


    Cyrus Flint was one of Seattle's cultural elite, a nature artist whose overpriced prints graced mantels of Yups and Boomers from coast to coast, his Polar Bears and White Wolf at Dawn commissioned by the first lady for the White House. When Cy heard Disney had airlifted a log cabin here to film King of the Mountain in Canada this spring, leaving it for several months to weather a Skeena winter, he'd offered to paint the promotion bill in exchange for two months of bush work alone until the film crew arrived.


    Helicoptered in yesterday with all his supplies, a detour required because the Mounties had imposed no-fly restrictions around Totem Lake, Cy had spent the afternoon sketching wolves that wandered across the plateau, before snuggling in for the night with a snifter of brandy by the fire.


    A fire requiring wood to see him cozy through till dawn.


    So, before retiring, Cy had poked his head outside to grab some maple rounds, and that's when—crack!— a fire log smashed down on his skull. When Cy came to, he found himself crucified naked to the floor, paints from his art supplies used to smear a Catholic cross on wood planks near the fire, spikes hammered into the floor at the tips of both cross arms, Cy's arms stretched out and wrists tied to the spikes, wondering vaguely why he was facedown instead of faceup, until hands behind grabbed his hips and raised his butt in the air, hands so large the palms covered the spread of both cheeks, as fingers curled underneath to meet above his groin, while thumbs flanking his anus . . .


    Cy screamed . . .


    And cried . . .


    And screamed again.


    If a tree falls in the forest, and there is no one to hear, does it make a sound?


    All Cy could think about was Deliverance, with him in the role of Ned Beatty which firelight played out on the walls, Cy grasping he'd fallen into the clutches of some mad Canadian hillbilly or worse, oh God, he wished he'd stayed in the civilized States, this shadow play a horror the imagination saves for godforsaken times like this, the shadow behind riding Cy's rump as it wrenched on the reins of his hair and cursed, "Take it, Reverend," between grunts.


    All night long.


    Rape on rape.


    Until Cy was cut free and shoved out into the snow with the cryptic warning, "Run for your life. May Saint Sebastian be with you."


    Shhhhewwww . . .


    The arrow streaked into the evergreens whitened by snow, zipping over Cy's tracks like some cruise missile reading the terrain, the broadhead winking as it passed from sun to shadow to sun, the shaft gone stealth where cam kept the sun from splashing off, then Shhhhewwww . . . Thhhunk! it sliced through Cy's arm and pinned him to a bare-limbed tree.


    His gasp was quick and sharp.


    Blood crisscrossed the snow as he struggled to rip free, an ordeal as arduous as the sundance performed at Totem Lake, this thrashing that which seizes a man when life is in the act, then Thhhunk! a second arrow pinned his leg below.


    Blood bubbled warm from the wounds, and pain sapped his strength.


    Cy tried to turn, but the arrows held him fast.


    Shhuugh . . .


    Shhuugh . . .


    Shhuugh . . .


    Snowshoes approached behind.


    Freaked out and teetering at the last extremity of fear and despair, gibbering Cy ground his tongue in the gears of his teeth.


    The shadow sliding up the bark near his face had a raised arm, the dark fist of which slashed a long blade in a wide arc toward the back of the neck of the nature artist.


    Then Cy was spinning like an acrobat in the air as blood fountained out of his headless body to splash and stain the snow, over and over and over until he plumped into a drift, cool crystals chilling the flush from his cheek, before a grasp as strong as that of death seized him by the hair, yanking his fading consciousness up to face Winterman Snow.


    "White man," the White Man said with contempt, and he spat in Cy's eye.


    

  


  
    

  


  


  


  


  
    Fetish

  


  


  
    


    Vancouver


    


    Vancouver is a lumber town gussied up. It all began with Gassy Jack. Owner of the Globe Saloon in New Westminster, John "Gassy Jack" Deighton earned his nickname from an aptitude for fluent conversation when he was in his cups. The Fraser gold rush over, his bar went bust, so in 1867 he sailed downriver to Burrard Inlet for a new start. Arriving with an Indian wife, six dollars in cash, a yellow dog, and a barrel of whisky, Gassy built a pioneer shack in a grove of maple trees on a strip of firm ground with the muddy beach of the harbor in front and False Creek swamp behind. With half a dozen logging camps and two sawmills serving lumber ships, his saloon had a lock on thirsty throats, as it was a fifteen-mile walk to any alternative source of booze. Soon all wages earned were filling Gassy's coffers, and five paths led to his door in Gastown. First renamed Granville to give it class, then Vancouver after the British explorer who charted the coast, Gastown with five streets joining at Maple Tree Square remains the heart of the city, gazing over which is a statue of Gassy Jack.


    George Ruryk's office looked out on the statue and the square. Behind the building was Gaoler's Mews, site of the city's first jail.


    DeClercq was shocked to see how haunted the shrink seemed now. When they had worked together on the Headhunter case, he'd been a man of advancing years and growing reputation, a top professor in the Department of Psychiatry at UBC, who favored tweedy jackets with leather-patched elbows, wire-rim spectacles around owl-like eyes, and a Vandyke goatee befitting Freud. Robert's wife Genevieve had suggested he ask Ruryk to apply the FBI's new psych profiling science to the killer, so, because he trusted her opinion, he had. Though the Mounties now had ViCLAS—the Violent Crime Linkage Analysis System—to ferret out behavioral and psychological "signatures" in crimes coast to coast, and the Criminal Profiling Unit to read the signatures, something subconsciously drove him back to Ruryk, who had since left the university for private consulting here. Jekyll to Hyde, was that the effect of switching from academe's ivory tower to the real world? Whatever it was, something had changed the psychiatrist profoundly, for more than time had shriveled and shrunk the life out of him, turning his hair stark white as if from fear, while squinting his eyes with the tense gaze of a wretch who can no longer distance himself from the hell of his job.


    Haunted cops swallowed their guns.


    Haunted lawyers went berserk hi court.


    Haunted shrinks did what?


    Or were they haunted by what they did?


    When you look long into an abyss, Nietzsche wrote, the abyss also looks into you.


    "Skid road to skid road to skid road," said Ruryk. DeClercq walked in to find the psychiatrist staring out his office window at the rainy square. "A virgin forest turned skid road to move loggers' logs. Then this heart of the city turned skid road by the Depression. Gussied up in the sixties to reclaim its heritage. Then I watch it slowly slip back to skid road."


    "A never ending battle," agreed the cop. "A metaphor for what we do," said the shrink. DeClercq joined him at the window to gaze out over the square. A hump in the cobblestones marked the place where Gassy's tavern had stood, surmounted by the statue gf Jack standing on his barrel, and slumped at the base of it was a wino struggling to push down his pants. Across the square was the V-shaped Europe Hotel, Alexander Street angling left along the train tracks and the harbor, Powell Street angling right to the criminal courts and police station two blocks away. Down Powell drove a paddy wagon slick with rain, crossing the square toward Water Street to cruise on, until the cop riding shotgun spotted the wino exposing himself. The wagon stopped by the statue, and both cops got out. They opened the rear doors and approached the bum. One cop gripped him under the armpits while his partner reached under the shoved-down pants; then the latter jerked up his hands, covered with shit.


    "Now, that's indecent exposure," said DeClercq.


    "I know how he feels," Ruryk said, gazing into his own hands.


    It was now obvious to DeClercq that this was a bad idea. A decade ago this psychiatrist had profiled a mad killer who left behind bodies and carried off heads. So—given their success in that case—it seemed right to consult him about the flip side of that scenario: a mad killer who had kept or hidden a body and sent police its head. But what he had not factored in was the decade between, for it had been that long since he had last worked with Ruryk, and during that interval something had destroyed the man he knew.


    What? wondered DeClercq.


    "I've asked a colleague to join us, if you have no objection. Dr. Carlisle will assume my patients after I retire. Two heads—except in the case of your killer— are better than one."


    "By all means," said DeClercq, thankful to have an auxiliary support the burnt-out shrink.


    Ruryk pressed an intercom. "Please join us, Andy," the Mountie thought he heard him say.


    Bursts of color exploded against the dark paneling where pictures by Impressionists hung on the walls. The prints by Monet and Manet ("Tweedledum and Tweedledee," Katt the Critic opined), and Renoir and Sisley (the two DeClercq favored, after Monet), and Cezanne, the father of modern art (may he burn in hell) seemed no more than indistinct dabbling up close, but took on telling focus if you kept your distance.


    Is that what happened to Ruryk?


    He got too close to the picture?


    The thought went poof! the moment the door between Monet and Manet opened, for the art in the frames paled beside that framed by the door.


    Genny, Robert gasped.


    Dr. Anda Carlisle could be his second wife. In her thirties, with vivid green eyes lit by intelligence and something more, with hair chignoned back from full lips and classic cheekbones, and with a body that curved her suit in all the right places, she was the revenant of a joy wrenched from him too soon.


    Ruryk introduced them. "Anda Carlisle. Robert DeClercq." The cool touch of her handshake sent sparks along his nerves.


    First Macbeth. Now Carlisle. What was happening to him? The onset of satyriasis? The birth of a dirty old man? He saw himself as a figure on a Grecian urn in the Louvre, half human from the torso up, half horse below, lasciviously chasing nymphs through the forests, lubricity evident from the prong that poked from between his legs. "Man, is that guy ever hung!" Katt had exclaimed, wide-eyed.


    Katt, he thought. It's you.


    For suddenly he saw himself sitting in a dark room with all the shutters closed against the light outside, pictures of Kate, Jane, and Genevieve rotting away with him, a musty, cobwebbed shell locking out emotions which had hurt him to his soul, when in stomped Katt to throw open the shutters and draw the curtains wide, demanding he come outside and walk the spring flower gardens with her. Katt was a cancer of beneficence now metastasizing breaths of fresh air into other dormant dungeons of his well-being.


    Like his libido.


    If he could replace a daughter, he could replace a wife.


    And here was Genny reincarnated.


    Smiling at him.


    "A shrunken head," Carlisle said. "Symbolic of our profession. I hope you brought it with you. This I want to see."


    "Sorry," DeClercq replied, producing photos of the tzantza from his carry case. "The actual remains are at the morgue." The head shrinkers scrutinized the head shrinker's art, passing the pictures back and forth several times; then Ruryk led the two across to the "cozy corner" of his office, where sure enough, beside the chairs, stretched a comfy couch.


    A daydream of Anda reclining naked flashed through Robert's mind.


    Careful, he thought, or that's where you are going to end up.


    A libido repressed for a decade does wicked things to your head.


    "From out of the blue someone sends me a shrunken head. No note. No follow-up phone call. Just the grisly trophy. To me that raises three psychiatric questions. Who would hunt a human head? Why would that person then shrink it? And why would the hunter anonymously send me the result?"


    Carlisle flipped open a notebook she withdrew from her suit. "Headhunting is a common historical practice. The word conjures up visions of Stone Age tribes in the Amazon basin and Papua New Guinea, but there's hardly a culture in which headhunting has not played a part. The Celts of Europe and Britain considered the human head a supreme source of spiritual power. Wrote a Roman: When Celts kill enemies in battle, they cut off the heads and fasten them to the necks of their horses. They nail the heads to their houses, like hunters do with wild beasts they kill. They embalm the heads of illustrious enemies in cedar oil and keep them carefully in a chest to show off to strangers, proud that one of their ancestors, or their father, or the man himself refused to sell any of them for their weight in gold."


    "I'm descended from the Celts," said DeClercq with mock umbrage. "From the Gauls of northern Europe Caesar conquered."


    "And I'm descended from the druids of Stonehenge," Carlisle replied. "My point is the cult of the head was central to our cultural past. A Celtic warrior who took home the heads of enemies returned with not only proof of victory, but also the spirits of the dead who became his slaves. That's why the Celts collected and compared 'brain balls.'"


    "Jeffrey Dahmer," said DeClercq. "He drilled holes in the skulls of his victims and poured in acid to make them zombie slaves."


    "Same motivation. Celtic fantasy permeates New Age throwbacks. And what about men's movement types beating their drums in the woods? Tap a psychotic into both and what's the result?"


    "You've done a lot of work."


    "I'm hooked by the puzzle. When George informed me why you two were meeting on a Sunday, the mystery in it drove me to the library. If we time-travel forward from the Celts, we find my people spiking heads on Traitor's Gate, and chopping Mary, Queen of Scots, and Anne Boleyn in two. The key, however, lies in what your people did. During the French Revolution and Reign of Terror that followed, aristocrats put to the guillotine watched the blade descend faceup. The executioner would then seize the severed head from the basket and hold it out to the crowd. To the crowd's delight he would talk to some and show them their headless bodies, as the human brain can survive for up to a minute on its cerebral blood-oxygen supply."


    "The head lives on?"


    "In soma, cases consciousness survives. And that's why headhunting hypnotizes us. In the Age of Discovery we sent forth ships. They returned with tales of savage collectors in far-off lands. Of the Dyaks of Sarawak on Borneo island, who cut off and smoked the heads of their enemies over a slow fire to impress intended brides. Of the Ilongots of the Philippines, who hacked off heads as therapy, which cleansed the hunter of negative feelings of envy, grief, or hate. Of the Iroquois of America, who stripped the scalps from foes, or the totem tribes here, who returned from raiding their neighbors with heads in woven baskets.


    "The irony is," Carlisle continued, "that while we condemned headhunting, we were headhunting, too. Seventeen thousand human remains are collected in the London Natural History Museum, including five heads of African bushmen severed as trophies back when they were shot on sight. Blown off and seized by Captain Southey as proof to cash in on Commander Smith's offer of a pint of grog for every kill, the head of Xhosa King Hintsa was taken to and remains in Britain. The head and genitals of the Hottentot Venus are stored in Paris, while New Zealand has a collection of tattooed Maori heads, and Australia saved that of Jimmy Ah Sue, hanged in Brisbane in 1880, to study his criminality. In 1913 the Montenegrins of the Balkans were still headhunting, and for decades the Soviets collected brains—Lenin, Gorky, Sakharov—to gather the anatomical roots of greatness."


    Anda closed her notebook on these skeletons in our closet.


    "So, responding to your question, Who would hunt a human head?, I'd say any psychotic who hears echoes out of our genetic past, or any mad scientist who considers ethics a bore, or any psychopath who seeks the ultimate thrill, for what could be more vicious to J a sadist than a victim aware that its head has just been cut from its body?"


    The more intelligent the woman, the more attracted was DeClercq. Anda Carlisle had his barometer rising by the minute.


    "But more intriguing," said Carlisle, "is why this head was shrunk. Only the Jivaros of Ecuador were head shrinkers, so perhaps your killer once resided in South America. Shrinking a head warps it into something else, a fetish with psychic links to us thought by Jivaros to have magic power, for stitching the lips shut locks the spirit inside. Psychiatrists, however, use 'fetish' in a special way. To us, a fetish is an object or nongenital part of the body which arouses habitual erotic response or fixation. Query: Is this shrunken head a fetish with subconscious meaning?"


    Robert caught a subtle whiff of Anda's perfume. It was the same scent Gill Macbeth wore. He wondered if he was developing a fetish of his own.


    "Toes, feet, high heels, jackboots, stockings with garters, panties, jock straps, corsets, leather, rubber, raincoats, velvet, satin, gloves, whips, scarfs, hair, braids . . ." listed Carlisle. "Robert Bloch—the author of Psycho—opens The Scarf like this: Fetish? You name it. All I know is, I've had to have it with me. Ever since I was a kid . . . For me, that captures the essence of fetishism."


    "Hair," said DeClercq.


    "Hair," Carlisle agreed. "In Psychopathia Sexualis Krafft-Ebing describes the case of P, a man compelled to publicly cut the hair of girls. He was arrested with a collection of sixty-five tresses. When he touched the hair with the scissors he had an erection, Krafft-Ebing wrote, and, at the instant of cutting it off, ejaculation. Another could only orgasm while sucking on braids of hair, while a third gathered pubic posies from women with red hair to bind with black silk ribbons and place in a scrapbook recording each lover's name and the date she was seduced. King Charles II of England owned a wig made from his mistresses' pubic hairs. A British serial killer named Christie confessed to killing eleven women in 1953. He collected their pubic hair hi an old- tin to masturbate with later."


    "I've seen that tin," said DeClercq. "In the Black Museum at Scotland Yard."


    Anda grinned. "I'm lecturing you?"


    "No," replied Robert. "You're providing focus. How might this kink have come about?"


    "We'd have to know the context in which the fetish developed to answer that. Freud discovered how children pass through a series of oral, anal, urethral, phallic, and genital stages during psychosexual growth. Not only does this polymorphous maturation induce various sexual thoughts, but it switches the child's focus from one to another desired sexual object. Arrest of development at an early stage, due to a severe traumatic experience or overwhelming gratification, will lead to fixation. Oral fixation. Anal fixation. Or something else. Imagination complicates sexuality. A fetish develops when the human mind fixates on something extraneous to sexual biology, and henceforth requires it for erotic response."


    "Why the rings through the lips?"


    "Rings were part of the context that developed the fetish."


    "How?" pressed DeClercq.


    Carlisle shrugged. "Body piercing is popular these days. Men and women alike skewer their ears . . . and other parts. A classic European genital pierce is the frenum, a ring of Saturn through the underflesh of the penis to encircle the glans. I'm told it enlarges the size of an erection. Imagine a pedophile with such a cock ring. He forces a boy to fellate him as a prelude to anal rape. Might that not explain this fetish sent to you? A homosexual killer guilt-ridden by the abuse? By transposing his fixation from pubic to head hair he sheds the shame of his youth, then creates a shrunken fetish to reverse the rape, sewing his symbolic anus closed against those rings."


    No blushing of the cheeks. No pursing of the lips. No hanky wringing over matters we dare not discuss. Big girls' games. Big girls' rules. God, he yearned to know what Anda was like in bed.


    "He sent the head to Special X because he wants to be caught and punished," said DeClercq. "He feels guilt over killing to avenge the rape."


    "He may have mixed emotions," said Carlisle. "What relieves guilt may also boost his self-esteem. Taunting the police to insert himself into the investigation not only sustains the thrill of the kill, but also exerts a power, control, and authority over you."


    "Me," said DeClercq. "Not the police. Why send the shrunken head personally to me?”


    "Perhaps the killer locked minds with you sometime in the past."


    That was it. That's why he was here. What American cops call gut and British cops call nose. This sense of deja vu harkened back to the Headhunter case, when that psychotic had taunted him with head substitutes, not unlike the psychology of whoever shrank this fetish and mailed it to him. That's what drove him here to reconsult with Ruryk, the psychiatrist who had helped track the Headhunter down.


    It struck DeClercq that during this entire discussion, Dr. George Ruryk, head shrinker, had not muttered a word.
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    Dawn broke over the plateau in the mountains north of Totem Lake. The sun rose to the east out of a sea of icebergs into an ocean of purple streaked with pink and crimson. A cloud line across the sky to the west marked an incoming storm, bringing yet another snowfall to the Skeena hinterland. The plateau was like a pothole among precipitous drops. Dancing over the tricky air currents above, fed by winds through the V'd valleys between the peaks, Dodd judged his moment carefully, then roared in to land the Beaver, pulling the plane's nose up at just the right second to touch down the skis. The plane shot up the plateau's incline at full power to turn its tail sideways at the top to keep them from sliding back down the skids. A final roar of the engine as it coughed and died, then ticking of the propeller as silence engulfed the cockpit.


    Rubbing rime off the frosted window, Spann saw the mountain cabin.


    "Looks deserted," George said. "Who'd leave a door open in this cold?" "Why land here?" Dodd asked.


    "Request from the States. A nature artist named Cy Flint is using the cabin till Disney arrives to film in the spring. When he didn't radiophone Seattle yesterday as promised, Flint was reported missing. The state cops asked us to check on him," said Spann.


    "Winterman Snow trap here?" George asked Dodd.


    "Yeah. From what I hear, his trap line wanders far and wide."


    They climbed down the strut under the wing to step into the snow. Snowshoes fixed to their boots, the trio trudged to Cy's cabin as the cloud line closed over the sky. Sunny and bright a moment ago, the plateau changed to dark and deadly, hungry wolves yelping in the forest surrounding them.


    They neared the log cabin.


    "The chopper set down over there," the Cree Mountie said. Bob George had been known as The Tracker when he was a special constable on Duck Lake Reserve in Saskatchewan. He pointed at tracks treading back and forth north from the cabin. "The crew unloaded Flint's supplies and then took off." He indicated a pair of showshoe marks coming in from the south. "Those were made by someone not with Flint's party. See how they overlap the tracks from the north? Whoever left them arrived after the chopper flew off." He pointed at identical snowshoe tracks following holes in the ice crust. "Two people left the cabin, one barefoot, and didn't return."


    Noting blood drips on the half-open door and a fire log dropped outside, Spann withdrew the Smith semi-auto from under her parka. A push creaked the door open wide on frozen hinges.


    The first thing George caught on shining his flashlight into the cabin was the Christian cross smeared in paint on the floor. Wrist ropes were lashed to nails hammered into the planks at the tips of both cross arms. Vomit on the cross shaft testified that Flint had been crucified facedown, while blood drops at groin level hinted that the unfortunate artist had endured anal rape. Slashed with a knife to strip him, his clothes were scattered around.


    A quick search inside found no one home.


    The searchers followed the barefoot tracks stalked by snowshoes west from the cabin. Large, lazy snowflakes began to filter from the clouds as they moved into the forest of hoary evergreens. Camouflaged, a snowy owl on a branch above watched them.


    "If this turns into a whiteout, we'll have trouble taking off," warned Dodd. "Riding that bucking wind, it will be hard to tell if the plane's in a climb, a dive, a slip, or a stall."


    "If we don't follow now, the snow will cover these tracks," said George.


    "There!" exclaimed Spann, pointing ahead at a body spiked naked and headless to a tree trunk by two arrows through an arm and a leg. The snow surrounding the bare tree was stained deep red.


    Spann and Dodd stayed where they were while George trudged in a wide circle to spiral in on the scene, his eyes alert to anything foreign to winter terrain. "Here is where the severed head landed," he called back. "The killer's glove left finger grooves when he picked it up to carry off. Blood drops from the neck run parallel to tracks snowshoeing south."


    "Toward Totem Lake. The other archer and beheading site," added Spann.


    "We follow," said the Cree.


    "Whiteout," Dodd repeated.


    "Go if you're worried," George said. "I'll survive until the storm clears. My people have dealt with these conditions for ten thousand years."


    "Wop May," said Spann to goad Dodd. "Would he have cut and run?"


    Bush guffawed. "I'm no coward. This is my element. It's you city tenderfeet I'm thinking about. You want a test of manhood? Lead on, lady."


    Diffused light from the overcast infused the woods with a blue hue. Into this eerie landscape tumbled fluffy puffs of snow, white on blue like cotton batting backed by melancholy. The only sound was the crunch, crunch of snowshoes on ice crust, as deeper, deeper, deeper they penetrated unforgiving wilderness. Except for the trail made by the headhunter, the spoor around them were left by deer, moose, elk, hare, lynx, fox, wolverine, wolf, and grizzly.


    In the fearful silence predatory eyes tracked human meat.


    In a clearing canopied by towering red cedars, the three searchers found a sweat.


    The sweat was an igloo-shaped lodge fashioned from cedar boughs, then covered with animal skins to keep in heat. The door flap opened east to face the rising sun: the sun, the fire, the mound, the door, and the pit all in line. The fire, now just ashes, had heated rocks. On the mound of earth dug from the pit within the lodge, a tobacco plug tied with red ribbon and a stick tipped by an eagle feather lay in offering. The rocks, still warm from recent use, had been shoveled into the central pit within the lodge. Closing the flap had made the sweat a sauna.


    Ghost Keeper was veteran of many a sweat.


    What bothered George about this lodge was what was missing.


    When he undertook a sweat to purify himself, there were six ribboned plugs on the holy mound. Red, yellow, black, and white to symbolize the races, with green for Mother Earth, and blue for Father Sky. The ritual began with the Cree walking clockwise around the lodge before backing in, facing the sun, to return in reverse to the warm, dark womb of Mother Earth from which he was born. "All my relations" was the prayer George offered to his holy mound.


    This mound wasn't holy.


    For offered with the red-ribboned tobacco plug and sacred eagle feather was what looked like a human brain scooped from its skull.


    The skull was missing.


    As with the headless body spiked to the tree, The Tracker trudged in a closing circle to spiral in on the lodge. He crossed a set of snowshoe tracks heading away to the south, already losing form under this blanketing snow. Rounding the lodge as if preparing to undertake a sweat, he poked his head and flashlight into the gaping flap.


    Face, to face, to face, to face, he faced a grisly totem pole staring back.


    The miniature totem was erected on the far side of the central pit.


    The four faces shone white in the dark. When the Cree undertook a sweat to ground himself, he moved clockwise within the lodge to hang four of the ribboned tobacco plugs to mark the four directions. Red to the east, white to the north, black to the west, and yellow to the south. Then he'd sit in the sacred circle of life, with his eagle feather, a bucket of water, and a cedar bough, now Ghost Keeper, the medicine man, here to heal himself. In the heat and dark of Mother Earth's womb, he would sing a song and say a prayer to link the spirit world to him— concluding with the amen, "All my relations." Dipping the bough in water, he'd then flick it at the rocks, so the sweat steamed hotter and hotter with each prayer. Prayer one in this round was said for the Creator, followed by prayers for the "sisters," then "brothers," then last for himself. A roll in the snow or dunk in the river would cool him off; then he'd return to the lodge for another sweat to cleanse spirit and being.


    By the end sweat ran all into one. "All my relations." But not in here.


    For not only was the sole tobacco plug on the outside mound self-centered red, but layered over the four carved wooden faces stacked on the totem pole were four faces skinned from whites.


    

  


  
    

  


  


  


  


  
    Short Eyes

  


  


  
    


    Vancouver


    


    Exiting from the airport with DeClercq lugging her bags, Katt sniffed the downpour and dramatically threw her reach skyward like a Broadway thespian. "Rain!" she rejoiced. "I must be in Vancouver. Goodbye, snowy Boston. Hello, damp and mildew."


    "Good flight?"


    "Lacking. No Mr. Bean."


    "I missed you," he said. Which was true, though it was but a day.


    "Of course you did. The abode must be dull without me."


    True again. For when Katt was near, there was always something going on. Her latest kick was converting the parlor of their West Vancouver waterfront home into Holmes's and Watson's sitting room. "Bear with me, Bob. It's for a photo project." Though now he suspected that it was because 221B Baker Street was perennially untidy—in short, a mess.


    "How's your mom?"


    "Sends her best. You're to look after me. And curb my excesses."


    "You? Excesses?"


    "That's what I said. But you know how out of touch mothers are."


    The car was parked by one of the short-term meters near Arrivals. A dollar per second, or something close to that. Katt took the keys and zipped through the rain to unlock the trunk, unlock the doors, and climb in out of the deluge. Like Friday, he sloshed and splashed and brought up the rear with her bags. As he got behind the wheel to chauffeur her to school— catching the ted-eye from Boston meant she'd reach first class on time—the teenager frowned at the CDs in the carry case. "Bob, I like the classics as much as anyone else" (to Katt, the classics were eighties rock) "but these old dudes" (the old dudes were Mozart, Beethoven, and Brahms) "will put me to sleep."


    She turned on the radio and twizzled to a symphony of tortured guitars.


    "Did I say I missed you? I take that back," Robert groaned.


    Katt killed the noise. "You're right. The Vampires suck."


    They bridged the Fraser River with rush-hour traffic and inched across the city toward the North Shore. To fill the silence Katt drummed the dash in time with the slap, slap, slap of the wipers. "Anything juicy to report?"


    "I met a bright woman I'm contemplating asking out on a date."


    "Bob, it's winter. Raging hormones are for spring. How bright?" Katt asked, eyeing him with suspicion amid proprietary interest.


    "A psychiatrist."


    "Oh, no," Katt sighed, rolling her eyes. "The goal is to swell your loins, Bob. Not shrink your moonstruck head."


    "I'm not an adolescent. My thoughts are not slaves to sex."


    "You're a male," Katt said. "That's enough for me. But, hey, I could be wrong. Shall we try the test? Just how old is this babe?"


    "What a sexist accusation."


    " 'Fess up, Bob." She gave him her Spanish Inquisition look. "Is she in her fifties? That would be acting your age. No? In her forties? That would fail the test. Oh, oh! You're squirming. Does—"


    "She's in her thirties." He slapped down his poker hand bereft of cards.


    "Ah, yes," Katt said. "A meeting of the minds. You dirty dog."


    "Is age so important?"


    "Bob, she's old enough to be your daughter. You do need a shrink." "You're old enough to be my daughter," he grumbled sheepishly.


    "Lust is blind. Work it out, Bob. I'm young enough to be your granddaughter."


    DeClercq winced.


    A sobering fact, he thought.


    


    Having dropped Katt at school in West Vancouver at the foot of the North Shore Mountains, DeClercq crossed Lions Gate Bridge to Stanley Park, at the edge of which he entered the downtown core. Through canyons of towers financed with Hong Kong exodus— the building crane was now Vancouver's most prolific bird—he was approaching the Expo site, which had fostered the boom, when a cell phone call summoned him to join Chandler, Macbeth, and Craven at ViCLAS.


    The Violent Crime Linkage Analysis System ("Vigh-Class" to the Mounties) is a specialized section tasked with identifying serial killers in Canada. In the early 1980s sex killer Clifford Olson murdered eleven teens and kids across British Columbia. With each body found, local police investigated, but it was not until Olson's murderous rampage stopped that Mounties saw the pattern which linked the killings to onej man. Political fallout from that oversight motivated] development of the SexCri database, later replaced by MACRoS (Major Crime Organizational System), in turn replaced by ViCLAS, a nationwide computer program that stores and links all murders and sex crimes.


    "If the case isn't on ViCLAS, the job isn't done." Here's how it works:


    Step one is tracking. With every homicide (solved, unsolved, and attempts), sexual assault (real and false allegations), missing person where foul play is suspected, or finding of unidentified human remains, the cops investigating complete a crime analysis report. Each of the 263 questions has a specific purpose, ranging from establishing victimology, to developing offender behavioral traits, to determining geographical similarities. When the answer to each question is fed into the ViCLAS program, the computer scans the crime for patterns that reveal a serial killer or predict repeat behavior. It's like putting a jigsaw together. When you've got all the pieces in one box, it starts to make sense.


    "In a world of serial killers, ViCLAS isn't a nice to have, but a need to have."


    Step two is linking. In most murder cases police begin with the victim. Who is dead? And how did he get that way? From this center cops move out. But focusing on the victim won't work in serial killing, for fantasy is more important than who is dead. The scenario may be planned, but the victim is random. Stranger-to-stranger crimes require wide perspective, as recreational killers often strike from coast to coast. So ViCLAS goes a step beyond collecting basic crime data, in order to capture and profile the killer's behavior patterns. What's from within the offender's mind versus what's from without. This profile gives cops the basis to compare their case with other murders throughout the country for links. If there's a suspect from one of those crimes, so much the better.


    "ViCLAS linking is a tool to surface your psycho." The link is fantasy.


    Serial murder is a sexual act. Most serial killers also at some time commit sexual assaults. Serial crimes always have a ritual aspect in which the attacker plays out a secret fantasy. Though we all have fantasies, the difference is serial predators need to make reality fit theirs. In such fantasy everything unfolds the way the psycho wants it to. But when he does a killing, reality never lives up to fantasy, so he's driven to repeat the murder to get it right. He acts out this fantasy like a movie script, so ritual elements of his behavior remain unchanged from crime to crime. ViCLAS calls this ritual the "signature" of the crime.


    It may be a fetish.


    The distinctive feature of ViCLAS is how it seeks to surface a suspect by getting inside his mind. Human sexuality is ten percent biological, twenty percent physiological, and seventy percent psychosexual. Fantasy-motivated behavior rarely changes in us, so this is a fundamental premise on which ViCLAS is based. Sexual violence services some non-sexual need like power, control, or venting rage to avenge abuse in a psycho's past. Behavioral analysis examines in detail what occurred during the crime. Every single thing that happened and the sequence of events. Then it determines all the possible reasons why the psycho might have done what he did. Was it M.O.: to ensure success, or protect identity, or facilitate escape? Was it ritual: for psychosexual gratification? Was it a reaction to what the victim did, or prompted by the environment? A decision is made as to the most probable reason(s), then—based on what and why—the analyst draws conclusions on who would do such things for those reasons.


    Different killers kill for different reasons:


    The thrill killer murders for no other reason than to get a thrill from the act. Some people find violence erotic.


    The over-killer inflicts more injuries than needed to kill the victim. Such frenzied activity is a venting of inner rage.


    The lust killer covets and fantasizes about a victim until he acts out and kills. He may dehumanize his prey through mutilation.


    The sadistic killer tortures in a way that reveals enjoyment, often to vent cold rage.


    And so on ...


    "To hunt a psycho, let ViCLAS be your bloodhound."


    DeClercq parked his car at Special X, then splashed up Heather Street. The ViCLAS section covering B.C. and the Yukon was on the second floor of E Division H.Q. at Thirty-seventh. The office he entered was stark and computerized, basically desks, video monitors, and Members processing data. A guided tour of foreign cops was underway. Those from Britain, Australia, New Zealand, Germany, Austria, Belgium, and the Netherlands were already on the ViCLAS program. The Suits from the FBI had frowning faces. Two "It's-bigger-in-Texas" types, they had developed VICAP, the Violent Criminal Apprehension Program, only to have a thundering herd of states pick up ViCLAS. Tennessee, Delaware, New Jersey, Minnesota, and others were now on line. In a war between VHS and Beta, they were flogging Beta.


    It hurt.


    Chandler, Macbeth, and Craven were gathered around a computer in the corner office of Sergeant Rusty Lewis off ViCLAS central. A veteran of the Headhunter manhunt back in the eighties, Lewis had worked with Eric Chan—now the boss of E Division and top cop in B.C.—when the deputy commissioner programmed ViCLAS in 1992. Chan had promoted him to head of the section. Now he sat at his desk, watched by the trio staring over his shoulder and the boxed shrunken head, a red-haired man with freckles that clashed with his uniform when he donned Red Serge, feeding his computer crime analysis report data on this body part.


    DeClercq joined them. "What's up?" he asked.


    "The corpse from up north has thawed enough for me to examine," said Gill. "Though Vanderkop was raped, I found no semen in the rectum. The killer used a condom or didn't ejaculate. When I compared the beheaded stump with the shrunken head, the cuts didn't match. One slice slants down to the throat. The other slopes down to the nape."


    "The head isn't Vanderkop's?"


    "No," she said. "And when I did a magnified examination for marks, moles, and age, I discovered this. The missing Idaho hunter had no such mark."


    Macbeth passed him the tzantza and a philatelist's magnifying glass. A spark shot from her to him as their hands joined, causing the head to jump in the box as if coming to life. "Must be the electricity zapping here," he said, to which she replied, "North and south poles?" Again he whiffed the sirens' perfume. Then, at the corner of his eye, he saw Craven glance from Gill to him.


    A red light went on in his mind.


    "What am I looking for?"


    With tweezers Gill spread a wrinkled fold of skin near one stitched eye. In the crease Robert saw a tiny teardrop tattoo through the magnifier. It looked like a jailhouse mark.


    "Get a hit?"


    "No," said Lewis. The ViCLAS program on the screen mirrored the questions in the crime analysis report. On his desk, the booklet lay open at VICTIM INFORMATION—SCARS/MARKS/DEFORMITIES. ViCLAS had just run a check on "tear" and "teardrop" tattoos, in hope this distinctive feature might provide a link to a VICTIM/MISSING PERSON elsewhere in the country.


    DeClercq picked up the crime analysis report booklet and flipped to page 9. There, under OFFENDER INFORMATION, he penciled in:


    


    


    


    


    


    


    

  


  
    SCARS AND/OR MARKS
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    "If the tear's a jailhouse tattoo," said DeClercq, "we may find him under OFFENDER instead of VICTIM. Give it a try."

  


  
    Lewis page-downed to SCARS AND/OR MARKS, and there entered LOCATION. ViCLAS presented a human outline like an acupuncture model. The sergeant clicked the mouse on the site of the left eye. Starting tight, he'd move out to head, then body if necessary, in case some slack cop had entered the tattoo without a location. If Question 91 didn't score, he'd use 90, too, in case the teardrop wasn't recognized as a tattoo.


    No need.


    ViCLAS scored a hit.


    A child molester—"short eyes"—named Bron Wren, recently released after serving twenty-five years of an indeterminate sentence as a dangerous sexual offender— a DSO.


    A note on file said Wren was missing, in breach of his parole.


    The photo on-screen showed long black hair tied in a ponytail.


    "Look like the head to you?" DeClercq said to Macbeth.


    "No skull structure makes it hard to tell, but the tattoo is exact."


    Lewis entered a command to call up Wren's crimes:


    


    


    

  


  
    


    

  


  
    ViCLAS Analysis Report/Crime - Narrative Summary 4/19107
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    "Nick," DeClercq said to Craven, "find Wren's home and toss it."


    

  


  
    Craven had left for Wren's hotel in skid road, and Macbeth had driven the shrunken head back to the VGH morgue for more postmortem. Chandler went down to H.Q.'s canteen for cinnamon buns and coffee, and now DeClercq and Lewis sat munching hi the sergeant's office. Outside in ViCLAS central, the Suits wore smiles.


    "Why the change in attitude?" asked DeClercq.


    "I told the corporal guiding them to point out our Acknowledgements." Lewis flipped forward in the booklet to page iii:


    


    This questionnaire and computer-aided system used by the ViCLAS units are based on the research and experience of members of the FBI's National Center for the Analysis of Violent Crime (VICAP), the Iowa Department of Criminal Investigation's Sex Crimes Analysis System, the Washington State Attorney General's Homicide Investigation and Tracking System, the New York State Police's Homicide Assessment and Lead Tracking System, and RCMP E Division Violent Crime Analysis Unit's Major Crime Organizational System.


    


    "You brown-noser," said DeClercq, grinning.


    "Ours is the first time any country has programmed a system for murders, sex crimes, missing persons, and abductions on a national level. The FBI's contains just murders. ViCLAS casts a wider net, and bridges language barriers through no key words, just point and click. So we're asking the FBI to look at upgrading our system by adopting it in theirs.


    "The piss-off," added Lewis, "is we've got foreign police beating a path to our door, yet it's a hard sell to convince our own to use the system."


    "We're notorious for overburdening our detachments with paper," said DeClercq. "A survey of twenty-five hundred Members found 'excessive paperwork' the top cause of stress. No wonder with nine hundred different operation forms to fill out. We'd rather tackle a crook than wrestle with an arrest report. Risk from working alone was far below. I pray the Simplified Paperless Universal Reporting System helps."


    "SPURS won't help me," grumbled Lewis. "The ViCLAS joke with Members is 'We're not here to prevent crime—we're here to report it.' "


    "The Bic is mightier than the Smith & Wesson, eh?" said DeClercq. "A cop can pass through his whole career without drawing his gun, but an hour into the job will see him Sourish a pen. We don't lug briefcases around because we like big lunches. Someone in Ottawa seeks to explore the outer limits of clerkishness at the Force's expense. Why sixteen pages of forms for run-of-the-mill impaireds?"


    "One thing for sure," said Chandler. "You'll never see me write up another UFO."


    "You're kidding?" laughed Lewis.


    "I wish I were. That file was a nightmare from the idealistic period of my service. This guy swore he saw a UFO over the Rockies. From what he reported, it could have been a distress flare. If I had written it up like that, it would have taken two pages. But no, I was dumb and went by the book. Twelve volumes, each six to eight inches thick, and sure enough, our manual has procedure for UFOs. In following it, I had to check with National Defense, Search and Rescue, the Weather Service, nearby airports, air traffic controllers, et cetera, et cetera, for rational explanations. The file kept growing. Next, calls and letters started coming in. Scientific groups, wanting me to check this and that, find witnesses, work with Fox Mulder. Before long the file was thicker than the manual. But never again. Unless I see the UFO land, then little green buggers running around."


    Droopy bedroom eyelids made Lewis look like he was going to cry. "That's the problem," he said. "It's hard to persuade skeptical cops to invest an hour in filling out a ViCLAS report. Behavioral analysis is mumbo-jumbo to some, and those who already have a suspect see us as a waste of time. The big push now is to get one hundred percent reporting, with fifteen thousand cases a year flowing in. Veteran cops moan they've yet to see a computer that'll solve crime. We reply a computer will never replace the gut feelings of a detective, but—like the Fingerprint Identification System and Forensic Lab—ViCLAS will be a useful tool. If tied to a national DNA databank, this will be twenty-first-century policing."


    "We may need a law that makes filling out a ViCLAS report mandatory," said DeClercq. "Till then I'll make it easy for you with this one."


    The chief superintendent completed page 35:
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    Lewis entered the information into the databank to search for a link. A link was a signal that two murders were probably committed by the same person. ViCLAS gave him this:
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    "A computer will never replace the gut feelings of a detective?" echoed DeClercq. "I don't know, Sergeant. ViCLAS has definitely picked up mine."


    

  


  
    

  


  


  


  


  
    Carnival

  


  


  
    


    Round and round went the tape in the tape recorder playing on George Ruryk's desk. Listening intently, the psychiatrist jotted notes . . .


    


    ". . . the black girl's name was Crystal. She was in her teens. Through the keyhole of my cell I could hear them talking in the boudoir off the Mask Room. They had sex, and were snorting cocaine ..."


    


    "Crystal," Suzannah said gently. "I must ask you a question. Listen before you answer. Okay?"


    The girl nodded.


    "The moment I spied you this afternoon, I knew we were the same. That's why I followed you from the laundry after work and sat beside you in that greasy little restaurant. You looked so alone. Have you enjoyed what we've done this evening?"


    The girl nodded.


    "Well, there's no reason in the world why you must go. No one knows you're here. No one knows you're with me. And no one needs to know. Would you like that?"


    Again the nod.


    "Good, because tomorrow night I'd like to take you to Europe. To London, Paris, and Rome. I'd like to buy you fine clothes. I'd like to give you all the coke you want. I'd like to spend hours playing with your pussy, till you're so hot you fear you're going to melt. Sound like fun?"


    The girl swallowed hard.


    "Here," said Suzannah. "Let's run away for good." Pulling open the washstand drawer, she withdrew a thick pack of hundred-dollar bills and tossed it to the girl. Crystal's mouth dropped. The cash slipped through her fingers and tumbled to the floor.


    "Go on. Pick it up. That's yours," the woman said. "There's ten thousand dollars at your feet. And that's just spending money."


    "Where'd you get it?" the girl exclaimed.


    "From my guest before our guest who comes tonight. This one will bring us another twenty grand. After he's finished, we're off and free. I'll have earned a hundred grand from Mardi Gras this year. Not bad for two weeks' work, eh?"


    The dumbfounded girl was speechless, as stoned eyes gazed at the money.


    "Crystal," Suzannah said softly. "It's time to answer that question. Do you want to stay with me—or go back to slaving at the laundry in fear one day your pig of a father will hunt you down?"


    In a flash the girl crossed the space between them and cuddled in her arms. Tears touched Suzannah's flesh where glove joined corset. As the woman soothed, "That's my girl" comfortingly, she studied the maudlin image in the washstand mirror. Snaring her was easy, she thought with pride. Once you know the market of life—and what fools need to buy.


    She held the girl a moment longer, then extricated herself. "No turning back, love. Is that agreed?"


    "Yes," Crystal said.


    Suzannah led the "Carnival" back to the Mask Room. There she opened a door sandwiched between her boudoir and the eye at the keyhole to Sparky's prison. The dark maw dropped down a spiral staircase. "Come," the dominatrix lured. "And Mardi Gras with me . . ."


    


    "... Mother's guest that night was the Axman of New Orleans. Not the real Axman of the First World War, but a businessman who made his fortune in nuclear arms, and who lost the love of his mother after a black girl sent to fetch a doctor forsook the errand. Guilt twisted him up inside, which Mother relieved.


    "By candlelight I saw the silhouettes in the Mask Room. ..."


    


    Suzannah sat imperiously in the whipping chair and told the Axman to strip. Having come from the Rex Ball, now in full swing at the Municipal Auditorium up on St. Peter Street, he wore a tuxedo and black Carnival mask. Chained to his wrist was a briefcase, which he unlocked and opened at her boots before shucking off his jacket to reveal the ax. The hatchet hung in a sling under the armpit of his ruffled shirt.


    "The bitch who killed your mother is here," Suzannah said.


    The words hardened his penis as the Axman shed his pants. When he was naked, except for the mask, he slung the sling again, then crossed to the wall by the French doors to pull on the Ku Klux Klan hood which hung there for him.


    Kneeling, he stacked the money in the briefcase at


    her feet.


    Then one gloved hand, tips sliced off to bare her scarlet claws, gripped him by the hard-on to tug him to the dark maw.


    The eye at the keyhole watched as both silhouettes disappeared below. . .


    

  


  
    ". . . I knew she'd return to the Mask Room for me. I often overheard her discussing me with the masks. 'When you don't have the one you hate, you work with what you have.' I'd be crying through the keyhole, 'Mommy! Mommy, I'm sorry! Forgive me, Mommy! Please!' Mother would cackle and tell the masks, 'What you hear bawling is my special project.' She loathed my father. And she didn't want me. So she killed him and buried him under the ice and went to work on his child.

  


  
    "I heard footsteps on the stairs.


    "Then saw rings at the keyhole ..."


    


    Round and round they descended down the iron steps that sank from the Mask Room to the cellar with a trapdoor in its floor. The hand which gripped Sparky's hair never let go as Suzannah set down the hurricane lamp to yank on the rusty ring. A belch of foul, damp air burped from the pit below.


    Held out in front like a headhunter displaying her trophy, Suzannah pushed Sparky down into the hole. Here a slimy ladder clung to oozing brick walls, the shadows cast by the lamp above dragging down the child. Whining wind and running water filled the cavern with noise, as down the pair went to a flight of stone steps, and down again.


    The vaulted cavern materialized once Sparky's eyes adjusted. Its floor of chipped flagstone, its arches of masonry, the corridor stretched away to black infinity, where a barred grille blocked the mouth of the channeled stream to the right fed by the Mississippi. As this was a smuggling depot for French pirates hi the seventeenth century, shadows cast by the dancing lamplight could be their ghosts.


    From a door off the corridor to their left, a godless gibber wailed.


    Sparky pulled away.


    Suzannah tightened her grip.


    The dominatrix pushed open the door and shoved her child in.


    She, too, entered.


    The lock behind snicked.


    The key on a chain noosed around her neck slithered between her breasts.


    The stone crypt was a torture chamber, twenty feet by thirty. The chimney from the fireplace snaked up one wall like a sucking vein, while cobwebs hung like veils from its bricks. Branding irons dangled from the rim of a brazier glowing by the hearth. Its wheels with clamps a metaphor for pain, dark stains discolored the surface and ran in drip lines down the side of the rack against the opposite wall. Door gaping open on a hundred spiked teeth, an iron maiden crouched in the corner. As horror closed in on the child, Sparky's terrified eyes skipped about, from ivory grins leering on the skull rack overhead, to gleaming surgical instruments laid out in tidy rows, to whips and cat-o'-ninetails hooked on the wall to which Crystal was fettered by a collar locked around her throat.


    The ax leaned near the rack.


    The mummy hung suspended from a meat hook fastened to a chain. At least it looked like a mummy, this trussed-up thing, except both arms were stretched out as if in crucifixion. The form encased inside was bandaged in plaster of Paris, holes cut in the hood beneath for the mouth, nose, and eyes, holes gaped in the body swathing for genitals and anus. The enamel tray positioned under the dangling feet was spattered with red, white, brown, and yellow. Thrashing within caused the mummy to swing, side to side, then back and forth, on the hooked chain. The swaying became more frantic as Suzannah approached, her fingers plucking steel torment from the instruments displayed.


    "No, woman! Pleeease! I'm so afraid of neeeedles!"


    "There, there," Suzannah cooed. "Endure two more." And she jabbed the slivers of steel into the pincushion head of his penis.


    Crablike, Sparky hid under the rack for safety.


    Shrieks bounced wildly off the stone walls, ending with chokes and blubbers. Lips twisted within the mouth hole of the plaster mask, yammering and beseeching, but only whines came out. The man ground his tongue between his teeth.


    "If only he were your father," Suzannah snarled at the rack, while she rammed a needle through his scrotum between his testicles.


    "Noooo!" screamed the mummy, his lips a rictus of dread. .The naked kids cowered away as the howl tore his throat. Growling insanely, the mummy thrashed and spun, a squirt of white arcing from the prong por-cupined with steel, then . . . craccck . . . craccck . . . craccck ... the plaster of Paris crumbled, chunks raining down on the flagstone floor as white dust billowed up, choking Sparky beneath the rack while flecking Crystal's black skin, the mummy wrap shedding like a cocoon to release the Axman locked inside.


    Unhooked, he crumpled to the floor amid a cloud of powder.


    Crystal freaked when he grabbed the ax.


    "You killed my mother, bitch," he croaked hoarsely as she struggled to break free from the collar chaining her.


    Sparky wormed back beneath the rack to the dungeon wall, eyes fixed on the shadows that mirrored what went down above.


    The shadow ax rose.


    The shadow ax fell.


    Crystal broke free as a splash of blood and an arm hit the floor. The arm quivered spasmodically while the fingers closed in a fist.


    The armless shadow wailed and staggered around the crypt.


    The Axman shadow stalked.


    Up, down . . . up, down . . . the ax rose and fell, as the splat of blood became a pool that washed about the girl when she fell in.


    The Axman dropped to his knees to chop, chop, chop in a frenzy.


    Sparks burst from the stone floor with each clang! of the ax.


    "Bitch! Bitch! Bitch! Bitch! . . ." the Axman spat in counter point to the blows. Bones cracked and chunks of flesh plopped about.


    A red wave surged in to inundate Sparky.


    The red sea parted around spike-heeled black boots with red laces, the tongue of a whip dangling down like a snake to swim in the blood.


    "Will you come out, Sparky? Or do I come in to get you?"


    The child knew only too well the price of flouting Mother's will. On hands and knees Sparky wriggled out. Suzannah towered overhead like some Colossus of Rhodes. Boots led to stockings that rose to white thighs, lined like blood drips with red garters. Where thighs joined, her black bush nestled rings, laced up by a black thong that hung like the whip.


    "Carnival. 'Flesh farewell.' Our guest gives Mardi Gras such literal meaning."


    Looming high, the bald head laughed.


    Behind Suzannah, the "Carnival" called Crystal had ceased to exist. All that remained were chopped-up bits on the floor, which the Axman fed with relish to the Ku Klux Klan hood.


    Glint . . . glint . . . glint . . . Golden rings.


    "Are you your father's spawn? Or do you belong to me?" Suzannah's voice was a throaty rasp. "Prove you're mine, and no one will hurt you. Unlace me, Sparky. Then kiss your Mother's lips." The child began to screech. And weep out of control.


    "Daddy! Where are you, Daddy! Help me, Daddy! Please!"


    ("I'm here, Sparky, i am you.")


    

  


  
    

  


  


  


  


  
    War Zone

  


  


  
    


    Totem Lake


    


    "Oscar Charlie! Yankee Blue! We're under attack!"


    The sound of Keith Moon pounding drums backed the distress call.


    "Yankee Blue. Oscar Charlie," responded Zulu base. "Ten-twenty?" Location?


    "Downed tree on the lake road just south of the fork!"


    Barking dog.


    Blasting guns.


    "Get this hound offa me!"


    "Yankee Red. Oscar Charlie. Ten-thirty-three. Code five."


    Who's called: Red Bison. Who's calling: Op Command. Ten code: Members in trouble. Response level: Use caution.


    "Ten-four," replied the leader of the ERT team in the belly of the Red Bison, where he turned to the army grunt driving the armored personnel carrier and added, "Let's rock 'n' roll."


    The ERT team prepared their guns for action as the APC rumbled off.


    The action actually had begun yesterday, when a random check on the Yellowhead Highway in the new "no-go zone" exposed a cache of arms headed for Totem Lake. Seized were several AK-47 assault rifles, semiautomatic Glock pistols loaded with Black Talon hollow-tip bullets, and a Remington 222 hunting rifle with a variable scope. Also hidden in the truck were twelve steel tomahawks, twenty throwing knives, bear spray, and garottes of piano wire strung between handles.


    The rumor picked up by CIS—Criminal Intelligence Section—was more than one shipment was to be smuggled into camp.


    Smuggled through the bush.


    Overnight, the rebels had felled huge trees across all roads leading to Totem Lake and the woods above and beyond. Until the barriers were cleared, no APCs could patrol near the camp, and without patrols the arms were sure to get through.


    So cut the trees.


    Not being in the timber business, the Force lacked proper equipment for the job, so Forest Service workers with chainsaws were brought in to help. A while ago, as it began to snow, four trucks of woodsmen had left Zulu base for the roadblocks, each protected by a Bison with a four-man ERT team. While two parties trundled east to the far end of the lake, the Red and Blue cutting teams ventured north to separate at the fork where the route divided. The left road angled up toward the falls under which Jed Vander-kop's headless body was frozen, and the right road hugged the lakeshore in the direction of the rebel camp.


    Soon chainsaws roared.


    Thick snowflakes drifted lazily down from a somber sky, sifting steadily through the flat gray gloom, now and then parting to let a gust of wind through. The dog handler was the first to spot trouble in the woods when a yellow hound from the rebel camp appeared. No sooner did he shout, "Duck!" through a lull in the chainsawing than a burst of gunfire flared from the trees, spraying splinters from the half-cut log still blocking off the road.


    The Mad Dog was with the foresters when the ambush erupted. He unslung the AR-15 from his shoulder and let loose a covering barrage of assault rifle fire. Without being told, the woodsmen ran for the Bison behind their truck, using the pickup for protection as they darted, while blasts from the woods blew the windows to showers of glass and punctured the tires to hiss like snakes at their feet.


    The Mad Dog followed, rear guard.


    Bison, truck, and log were strung like beads along the line of the road, hemmed in on both sides by trees, woods to the north and a copse to the south between the lake and them. The Bison was last so it could back down the road if need be to Zulu base, this icy road sloping from the log.


    Miraculously, no one died escaping to the Bison. A vehicle weighing thirteen tons, the APC was shielded by half-inch-thick steel plates angled to deflect incoming fire. On loan from the army, a soldier at the wheel, it was there as "a highly protective taxi to support police action" and nothing more. To prove the military was in no way involved, the Bison bore livery decals that read POLICE. These police had been assured they were in good hands. A land mine, said the army, could blow off some of the eight bulletproof tires or dent the steel underbody without harming the occupants or slowing them down from fifty mph over hills.


    The Mad Dog was barely in and the tailgate up when sustained volleys from the rebels deflated six "bulletproof" tires and killed the hydraulic system.


    Sitting ducks.


    In a sardine can.


    To mix metaphors.


    "Oscar Charlie! Yankee Blue! We're under attack!"


    The racket inside the vehicle was so loud they had to yell to be heard. It was like being trapped inside a kettle drum with someone hammering on it as fast and as hard as possible. The turret overhead was open and snow tumbled in.


    "Sarge!" someone shouted. "I smell gas!"


    "Downed tree on the lake road just south of the fork!" advised the radio man.


    The gunfire outside was rattling from both flanks. If a slug got into the Bison, it would carom around like a billiard ball, sinking how many Members in the pocket of death? If a burst got in, this would be a sub sunk so deep the rivets popped.


    Pingg! pingg! pingg . . .


    An orgy of ricochets.


    The Mad Dog stood up like a jack-in-the-box in the Bison turret, blazing a clip at the rebels and ducking down fast. Then up to blast the other way and drop from sight again. It was like newsreels from 1970s Vietnam. They'd shoot, he'd shoot, they'd shoot, he'd shoot ... in a furious fusillade.


    Trained to respond to gunfire, the police dog with them in the Bison barked and tried to take a chomp out of him.


    "Get this hound offa me!" It wasn't panic. It was near panic.


    For what was sinking into those trapped inside was the source of the smell of gas. Not only had the rebels blown out windows and flattened tires when riddling the truck, but the gas tank had punctured to leak down the icy slope under the Bison. Ignite that and the Mounties could be picked off as they scrambled out of the steel oven.


    Snow overhead and snow underneath and snow falling around. A whirlpool of swirling snow, now you see them, now you don't. The Mounties wore white winter cam below army helmets. The rebels wore combat fatigues and scarf masks. Ouster's last stand for the nineties, this was a small war. Visibility poor, all they could see of the rebels were muzzle flares in the bush. As cops answered the AK-47s with the deeper rat-a-tat-tat of the AR-15s, the radio man hollered rescue details to the Red Bison through the cacophony. Two hundred, four hundred, eight hundred shots, then into the thousands, ejected casings flew like a rage of wasps, so hot they burned any flesh they hit.


    The Red Bison backed up the road in reverse.


    Tailgate to tailgate, the plan was either to hook up a tow bar or transfer men.


    During the operation the gap between would be a shooting arcade.


    Transfer was better.


    Less time in the open.


    At two thousand five hundred rounds, the Mad Dog's team ran out of ammo.


    "Gimme your weapon," he snapped at the driver.


    "Can't," said the grunt. "We're not involved."


    "Gimme your fuckin' gun!" The Mad Dog waved a fist at the soldier, and wondered if he'd be court-martialed if they survived.


    Probably.


    The army these days.


    Tailgates dropped, the transfer began. Under cover of a blistering barrage from both Bison turrets, aided by eddies of blinding snow, all but the Mad Dog ran the gantlet to safety in the rescue APC. Clips lashed end to end for rapid reloading, fire one, a quick reverse, and let her rip again, the rebels synchronized a volley that forced the Force inside; then Grizzly stepped from behind a tree with peril in his hand.


    Crouched like a sprinter in the rear of the Blue Bison, gazing across the no-man's gap to the sanctuary beyond, the Mad Dog waited for all those clips to empty at once, then he dashed.


    Bam!


    A bullet hit him.


    Slamming his body armor.


    His boot slipping on the gas slick to bring him to his knees.


    What Grizzly had in his hand was a Flash Bang. For five nights ERT patrols had worked at containing the camp, sneaking surreptitiously through surrounding bush to string trip wires triggering stun grenades across a web of paths, planting electronic sensors in the trees, or flying choppers equipped with FLIR—forward-looking infrared—around Totem Lake. The infrared band of the spectrum registers anything warmer than absolute zero, revealing bodies visually hidden in foxholes and sniper nests, so should it come to an assault, the ERTs would have targets.


    Woodsmen themselves, the rebels had uncovered some of the grenades and sensors. What Grizzly was about to toss was an incendiary device hidden by the Mad Dog and now a boomerang, returning to ignite the gas to fry him alive and roast ERTs in the ovens.


    Grizzly pulled the pin.


    Snow, snow, free-falling snow, whirling, twirling, swirling around the cockpit of the plane, Spann in the copilot's seat and George behind as Dodd maneuvered the Beaver down.


    Snow had forced them to abandon trailing Win-terman Snow. From the forest sweat lodge with its grisly totem pole, now stored in back of the plane, they had trudged north to Cy Flint's body to examine the crime scene as best they could before lugging the frozen corpse uphill to fly it out. Left in the woods, it would be stripped to bones.


    The radio caught the distress call from the Blue Bison.


    The air exclusion zone circling Totem Lake banned flights for five nautical miles. Dodd radioed to report he was coming in, as the eerie whiteout transmogrified into a void, the wind tearing rents through the curtain of snow. Below, they saw the red top of the Red Bison behind the blue top of the Blue APC, and men running the gantlet between.


    "Open your window," Ghost Keeper shouted over the buzz of the Wasp.


    Spann twisted the knob to unlock the window beside her and slid down the glass.


    The Cree wrenched Dodd's rifle from the rack that held it ready just behind her door, worked the bolt to arm it, and aimed it out the opening. Fire forward and he would shoot through the arc of the propeller not a wise move. Fire back and he might hit the strut holding up the wing. The one o'clock to three o'clock position was clear.


    To give him a better shot, Dodd put the plane into a sideslip, niching the nose left and banking the right wing a bit.


    Though heaven and earth seemed wrapped together in indistinguishable chaos, a damnation alley cleared from here to there, here being the flare and whip crack that blazed from the rifle, there being Grizzly with the pm of the Flash Bang in one hand, the other hand advancing to toss the grenade, when the bullet blew right through his heart.


    He was dead before the Flash Bang exploded in his fist.


    The Mad Dog was pulled into the Red Bison, and it was off down the road.
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    Vancouver


    


    The heart of skid road is two blocks east of Maple Tree Square, Gassy Jack's historical heart of the city. One block farther east is Chinatown. Back last century, when this was unhealthy swamp, the Chinese shared their alleys with whores. They still do.


    Cruising these seedy streets in the rain to chance on a parking spot, Nick Craven wrestled with trouble in mind. Losing their unborn child in the aftermath of the Africa case had profoundly affected Gill, for it turned out that was her final chance at motherhood, having let her biological clock run down, too busy carving out her career in pathology to mind impatient time. And because Nick was motive for the ship being bombed, which dumped Gill in the ocean and ended her pregnancy, he suspected she subconsciously held him to blame.


    Whatever the reason, he felt the chill.


    At ViCLAS he had noticed how she looked at Robert DeClercq. There was a time when the same warmth had focused on him, for reasons Gill had expressed that first night they blubbed together in the hot tub out on the deck of her hillside home overlooking the city lights sparkling below:


    Their toes played footsie under the water as Gill tilted back her head to catch the raindrops in her open mouth. The wind was blowing so fast the city was stripped of pollution. "Your turn. What do you want to know about me?" she asked.


    "Why am I here? We're hardly two of a kind," said Nick.


    "I'm bored by predictable men, and you puzzle me."


    "I think I'm straightforward."


    "Dream on, retro man. I see this old photograph in the paper of a 'Hell's Angel on a Harley' with a kiddie tucked under his arm, and I ask myself why a rebel like that risked death to save the girl."


    "She was in the way and blocked my arm. That photo dates back almost two decades to my wild and wonderful teens."


    "Why'd you become a cop?"


    "To legally beat people up."


    "Crack on the head, broken fingers, from the Tarot shoot-out? Joke's on you."


    "My dad was a Mountie. And so was his dad. It all began when my great-grandfather won the V.C. at Rorke's Drift in the Zulu War."


    "Is that why, gun blazing, you kicked in Tarot's door? I think you're addicted to danger and thrills."


    "Don't see why that interests you."


    "So I'm not puzzled later. The way you're going, odds are you'll end up on my slab. Glean the facts now, and I'll know why you died."


    Nick laughed. "Spider woman. Madame Defarge."


    Gill ran her foot up his submerged calf. "I'm not looking for ties. I'm looking for excitement. I want to whitewater-raft and skin-dive for treasure. I want to downhill race and zoom on a chopper. I want someone wild to electrify me in bed."


    "And I thought you lived to curl up with a good book."


    Gill paddled across the tub and slithered up his chest. "Tell me your secret. What drives you?"


    "My dad shot himself the day I was born, and I don't know why."


    Well, he'd faced the answer to that after the ship bombing, and so doing had cost Gill their child and him her interest. I'm not looking for ties. I'm looking for excitement. She'd been up-front with him from the start, and it was his own damn fault he quickly tell head over heels in love with her.


    They read the same books.


    They love the same music.


    And both are at the top of their forensic fields.


    DeClercq lost a child.


    So did she.


    And Gill's seeking help to fill her depressed mind


    with uplifting ideas. I'm physical He's mental. Passion versus reason.


    Emotionally, the corporal felt like skid road. Nick spied a space on Cordova and parallel-parked the car. Bare head baptized by rain, he sloshed a block over to Hastings, drawn by the bass of perhaps the best bar song ever recorded: the Northern Pikes's "She Ain't Pretty (She Just Looks That Way)." always struck him as he neared The Corner—perhaps the junkiest mainline in North America, first stop for Triad heroin smuggled from Hong Kong—how many native Indians hit the skids. Disproportionately, they also filled the jails, a crime which explained to his mind what was happening up north at Totem Lake.


    Realm of the five-dollar buzz cut, the two-dollar breakfast, the one-dollar glass of draft, and the twenty-five-cent peep show, the business district of skid road grew pawnshops, pom shops, strip bars, and scuzzy hotels. No hotel was scuzzier than the Hyakk— they hoped to siphon guests off the Hyatt downtown?—outside which three hookers strolled in crotch-cleaving shorts, and ambulance attendants wearing latex gloves pressed a nerve behind the ear of a wino slumped against the refuse bin to get a response, the young one shouting, "Hello, can you hear me?" A string-haired and hollow-eyed druggie harassed a uniformed cop for having jaywalked across Hastings, until the blue blew his cool and shoved the heckler against a wall and warned him to "Fuck off." "Who the fuck do you think you are?" String Hair yelled. "You think you're better than us 'cause you wear a gun?"


    Nick entered The Hyakk.


    Off the lobby was the Jugs Beer Parlor. It was unclear whether "Jugs" referred to pitchers on the tables or the stripper onstage. The ecdysiast grinding to "She Ain't Pretty" was pretty if your taste runs to balloon-boobed babes. The muff men bent close for gynecological detail, pushers and heavies seated behind with backs to the walls. Stubble, black leather, and Harley-Davidson T-shirts were in style. A native complained to the bartender his beer glass was cracked. The bartender poured a second draft, but only to the level of the one turned in. Two women came out of the John in a huff, complaining so many hypes were shooting up in the cubicles they couldn't take a pee. Hip-humping on a blanket to finish her bump and grind, the stripper stopped to frantically flick a bug from her skin and stomp it to death beneath her spiked heel.


    The bookish clerk in the glass cage of the check-in counter was reading Virgil's Aeneid.


    "It's a job," he said in answer to Craven's raised brow.


    The Mountie flashed his badge. "Pass me the key to Bron Wren's room." "Got a warrant? The guy's got rights."


    "His rights died with him." Stretching proof a tad to win the key: "You don't want to get in the way of us apprehending his killer unless you want lots of time to read."


    The clerk shrugged and gave up the key. He buzzed the security door to a dim stairwell. Fidgeting beneath a video of two women engaged in oral sex, an effeminate cross-dresser asked, "You want anything?" as Nick passed through.


    A tattered red carpet stinking of urine stepped up crooked stairs to the floor above. Expecting the worst, the Mountie found it in Room 110, the pathetic offering seedier than any he had encountered while undercover in the Third World. The ledge outside the grimy window was littered with garbage: needles, Big Mac containers, cig butts, condoms, and booze bottles. In summer there'd be a gagging stench and hordes of green flies.


    Nick pulled on latex gloves to toss this dump. The gloves were more to protect him than forensic traces in the room.


    The dump consisted of a naked bulb overhead, chair in front of a music stand that seemed out of place, bed with a purple blanket peppered with burn holes, garbage can fashioned from a Diversol pail, dingy pink curtains, and a threadbare blue carpet embedded with squished cockroaches. The towel by the basin looked as if it had doubled as a handkerchief.


    The brush beside the basin contained shedded black hairs. The Mountie seized it so the lab could match the hairs with those of the shrunken head.


    Nick stripped the lumpy bed of its blanket, sheet, and plastic pad.


    No bedbugs that he could see.


    And nothing under the mattress.


    The desk, etched with the names of hookers who once had serviced the room, was missing a drawer.


    Nick found nothing of interest in the drawers thatremained.


    He pulled back the carpet and shook his headwith disgust.


    Years of dirt swept under the rug puffed up in hisface.


    The floor beneath the music stand was crusted with spots. So was the torn cushion on the facing chair. The cop in Nick knew Bron Wren had masturbated here, with a jack-off aid on the stand.


    Was the aid a book?


    Magazine?


    Photograph?


    The Mountie searched for signs indicating a hidden cache.


    The papered walls were patched here and there in a losing battle against peeling skin. Beside the chair a blood spray from spiking a vein decorated the covering, one curled corner of which was grimed with fingerprints front and back. Tugging the paper stretched chewing gum to expose a hole hollowed in the wall. Originally for a junky's outfit and stash of H, today the cache secreted a time-yellowed album.


    The photo album obviously predated the pedophile's twenty-five-year jail term, and had been retrieved after his release.


    The Polaroids inside the album were of naked young boys and girls.


    Taped beside each photo was a lock of hair.


    

  


  
    

  


  


  


  


  
    Powwow

  


  


  
    


    At dinnertime DeClercq's office served as a pizza parlor. Rounds of Siciliana, Napoletana, Arrabiata, and Marinara steamed on the horseshoe desk, filling the air with the fattening aromas of an Italian kitchen. Winter on the West Coast assailed the dark windows while those gathered for the brainstorm munched or sipped Starbucks coffee. Sleet had replaced the usual rain, as if Spann, George, and Dodd had dragged the snowfall at Totem Lake south to Vancouver behind the plane when they flew down Flint's body this afternoon. The sleet slipped over the panes like an army of white slugs.


    DeClercq called the powwow to order while Chandler pinned morgue shots of Flint to the Strategy Wall. Eyes shifting warily from the chief to Gill and back, Craven sat tensely beside Macbeth on the minion chairs. Pumped from the shooting at Totem Lake and cramped too long in the plane, Spann and George paced the floor to work out stress and kinks.

  


  
    Chitchat died.

  


  
    "The Totem Lake crisis first," said DeClercq. "The escalation in violence has provoked some politicians to demand the Force relinquish control of the situation to the army. Hawks want the camp stormed. Doves don't want a Waco. Since many of the doomsday cultists are up here from the States, Commissioner Chartrand has transferred the case to Special X. We're no longer there as backup. Instead we call the shots.


    A time bomb is ticking on my desk, so how do we respond?"


    On the wall above his desk hung Sydney Hall's The Last Great Council of the West, painted for the London Graphic to convey the tour of the Northwest Territories by the Marquis of Lorne, the Canadian governor general, in 1881. In the picture the pith-hatted marquis sat in regal arrogance under a sun awning erected at Blackfoot Crossing, guarded by the Mounted Police, hand on sword, with feathered Indians squatting at his feet. The tour, complete with French chef and six servants, had been mounted to commemorate the fact that by Treaty Number 6, signed at Fort Carlton on August 23, 1876, the Cree and Assiniboine Indians had surrendered what is now Saskatchewan and part of Alberta, followed by Treaty Number 7, inked along the Bow River on September 22, 1877, by which the Blackfoot, Peigan, Blood, Sarcee, and Stoney tribes had given away what remained of Alberta. The tour, colonial history maintains, was of "special significance" to the Indians, for as thanks for handing over their priceless lands, they got to meet the G.G.'s wife, Princess Louise, the daughter of Queen Victoria, the Great White Mother herself.


    What a deal!


    Stony-faced, Ghost Keeper glanced at Sydney Hall's painting. DeClercq watched him intently from the corner of his eye, wondering what thoughts were flashing through the Cree's mind. Before Treaty 6 his people had had a thousand miles of prairie to roam. Because of the treaty George had been raised in a one-room shack on the cramped Duck Lake Reserve. The British Columbia Colony had dealt with the Indian question in a more cavalier way, grabbing native lands without the bother of a treaty. Here there was no legal theft paper to wave at Totem Lake faces, and that was what the standoff was all about. Changes hi Mounted policing had brought natives into the Force; then irony had pitted George against those of his people unwilling to bite the bullet over past wrongs.


    Now—to add insult to injury—he had been forced to gun down one of his own.


    So how George would respond to this escalation had paramount influence with DeClercq.


    "The leaders of both factions in the standoff camp are dead, creating a vacuum waiting to be filled," said George. "Up for grabs is whether the Doomsdayers or the Sundancers gain control. The Dooms are on the war path. The Suns will listen to peace. So how we respond should make it hard to stay entrenched in the camp and easy to come out."


    "The wild card is the cache of arms being smuggled in," said Spann. "If it gets through, word is the Dooms will be armed with mortars and missiles. From what went down this morning, they'll use them."


    "So," summed up Chandler, "the question is: Should we storm the camp now for a preemptive strike, shedding blood almost certainly on both sides, or blockade Totem Lake as best we can and hope that shipment doesn't get through to raise the body count?" "Which response errs on the side of caution?" said DeClercq.


    "Damned if I know," Chandler replied, "but you can bet the armchair strategists will second-guess us after the smoke clears."


    "I favor Colin Powell's approach," said George—a comment that caused DeClercq, the military tactician in the powwow, to blink—" 'Overwhelming force, cautiously applied.' The key to success is the conservative use of wartime resources, which should be committed to maximum capacity. What worked for Desert Storm might avoid more tragedy here."


    "Okay," said DeClercq. "We give peace a chance. We besiege Totem Lake with a daunting strangle of crushing force, and cut the rebels off from the outside world. A carrot-and-stick approach will be employed.


    The stick is firepower unleashed only in self-defense, unless you—Zinc—order the rebels taken out. The carrot will be negotiations with the Sundancers, aimed at spirituality in their cause. We find a way for them to come out with pride. The Doomsdayers, however, we ignore. Henceforth, we refer to them as terrorists, and if they have criminal records, inform the media. We will control the flow of information about this crisis, and keep public focus on the criminal agenda."


    "You want me north?" Chandler said.


    "On the front line. If push comes to bloody shove, the call is yours. Set up a crisis-management team and bounce all communications with the Sundancers off Ghost Keeper and a Force psychologist.


    "Bob"—he turned to the Cree—"you're second in command of the CMT. You have to live and work with your people after the standoff is over, so I want to absolve you of blame for making potentially unpopular decisions up north. I'm sending you there to investigate the case within the case. The search for the Decapitator is your command."


    Spann frowned at losing the file she hoped was her passage to inspector and head of Administration here at Special X.


    "Topic two," said DeClercq. "Winterman Snow. Where do we stand on linking the two headless bodies up north to him?"


    Macbeth rose from her seat and approached the left half of DeClercq's Strategy Wall. The code name for the Totem Lake headhunter was The Decapitator, printed on a label above the collage. Displayed were two clusters of morgue photographs, one set catching the autopsy on Jed Vanderkop, the Idaho hunter frozen headless under Totem Lake falls, and the other set the Polaroids of Cy Flint that Chandler had just pinned up. Because both victims were American, the Decapitator case also belonged to Special X.


    "Vanderkop died from an arrow to the heart. He was beheaded after death," said Gill, illustrating within the appropriate photo. "I found no semen in the rectum, but he was anally raped." Macbeth switched to the Polaroids of the new victim. "Though not yet dissected, my prelim exam of Flint confirmed his arm and leg were pierced by arrows; then he was beheaded while still alive. That is shown by active circulation bleeding into tissue around the cut margin." Her finger encircled the inner edge of the neck stump. "He, too, was anally raped, and again I found no semen." "It's gotta be the same killer," added Spann. "The arrow to Vanderkop's heart was an Easton XX75 2219. The shaft with olive drab cam, fletched with yellow plastic vanes, drove a Wasp three-bladed 130-grain chisel-point broadhead. The arrow that killed Vanderkop was key fact evidence, and the exact same type of arrow spiked Flint to the tree."


    Key fact—or hold back—evidence refers to those details known only to the offender and a limited number of cops, held back from general knowledge and the media to assist in trapping the real killer during interviews or court proceedings.


    "The beheadings are linked," George agreed, "and a prime suspect is Winterman Snow. Moses John— the Totem Lake spiritual leader—saw an archer bow-hunting above the falls just before the freeze. 'The white man' Kathy heard him describe fits the albino 'White Man' known as Winterman Snow. Dodd says north of Totem Lake is Snow's trap line. He's a lone wolf who lives off the land and only comes out, according to Dodd, to sell his furs. We found Flint dead on Snow's trap line, and recovered his skinned face and three others on a miniature totem in a sweat lodge."


    "If the Decapitator is Winterman Snow, what do you see as his fantasy motive for homosexually raping, then hunting whites?" asked DeClercq.


    "Snow's reasserting the red man in him through his crimes," said George. "That's why the only tobacco plug on the sweat lodge mound was red. The key to what fuels his revenge is the crucifix smeared on the floor of the cabin, to which he crucified a white man for anal rape, before releasing him naked into Snow's realm of snow to stalk and face-skin for a ritual totem. He's acting out what was done to him as a child, so surely the crucifix points to—


    "Sexual abuse in a church-run residential school," completed DeClercq.


    "That's where I'll begin," replied the Cree. "What I'm hunting is a white hater with a headhunter's trophy collection of skulls."


    DeClercq approached the right half of his Strategy Wall as Macbeth resumed her seat. The smile she flashed him as they passed warmed the room, while Craven's eyes on the back of his head ran a paralyzing chill down his spine.


    Robert's eye twitched.


    Her look said she thought it a wink.


    An image of Gill in bed shot through his unbridled id.


    Whoa! he thought.


    Shrink was the code name for the killer who'd mailed the shrunken head to Special X. The name was printed on the label above the second collage. "Topic three," said DeClercq, "is Shrink and Bron Wren. Though at first the two cases seemed to blend together, I now believe we're searching for two head-hunters, not one. The Decapitator up north and Shrink down here."


    "I took hairs found on a brush in Bron Wren's room to the lab," said Craven. "Comparing them with those on the shrunken head produced a probable match. The tattoo and that make it safe to assume the head is his and not from up north."


    "Vanderkop had pockmarked skin," said Macbeth. "So does one of the skinned faces on the totem found in the sweat lodge."


    "The shrunken head was mailed when only Members of the Force knew about the headless body frozen under the falls. The three explanations are one killer, a leak in the ranks, or coincidence. If one killer, why change M.O. for Wren? Unless Wren was already dead and his head was pre-shrunk, a leak in the ranks wouldn't give a copycat enough time to mail the head for Friday's delivery. The main post office got back to me on chute cut-off times. If the headless body and bodiless head are coincidence, was Bron Wren a stranger-to-stranger victim of Shrink," asked Chandler, "or was he beheaded for a more personal reason?"


    Feeling as if he and Macbeth had already cuckolded Nick, DeClercq steeled himself to face the corporal eye to eye.


    "If the motive for killing Wren is personal," said DeClercq, "it follows from the album hidden in his room that the pedophile's killer might be a victim he abused as a child. I want you to vet the six kids involved in the DSO proceedings which put Wren away for twenty-five years, followed by those photographed in the album from whom he snipped locks of hair."


    


    DeClercq requested that Spann stay behind as the powwow dispersed. He closed the door, then motioned her to one of the minion chairs, then circled behind the horseshoe desk to seat himself.


    "Congratulations on your promotion, Inspector," he said. He smiled as elation registered in her eyes. "Due to expanding caseload, I'm restructuring Special X. The position Head of Administration is no more, and Head of Operations will be split in two. You will henceforth be head of Operations B and third in command of Special X, after Inspector Chandler—who will head Operations A—and me. The reason you're not going north is I want you in Vancouver. Because you and I are going to reopen the Headhunter file."

  


  
    

  


  


  


  


  
    Primal Scream

  


  


  
    

  


  
    Sparky was in a dungeon like that dungeon in New Orleans, though decades had passed since Mardi Gras and Mother's House of Pain. Hallucinations are a symptom of florid psychosis, and Sparky was hallucinating memories of Ecuador.

  


  
    Ecuador, too, was decades ago, but not as far back as Carnival. . . .


    


    "Wanta do some acid?"


    "Huh?" "LSD. Wanta do some?"


    "Oh ... uh ... no ... no, I don't think so."


    Selena cocked her head to one side, eyebrow arched archly. "What's the matter, Sparky? Why the hesitation? You've done dope, haven't you? Surely you can't be that straight."


    "I've done drugs."


    "Well, then ..." The hippie shrugged her shoulders. "I'm not offering you grass or coke or bombers or speed or booze. It's acid, babe. The ultimate. Straight from God to Owsley to me to you ... I mean, you have done acid before, haven't you?"


    A pregnant pause, then Sparky muttered sheepishly, "No, I haven't done that."


    "Bummer. Look at the living you're missing, the fun you've never had. Try everything once, I say. Don't you agree?"

  


  
    Another pause, before Sparky said, "Yeah . . . yeah, I guess so."


    "Good! Then it's settled." And with that Selena's hand popped open like a magician's to display two small tablets of White Lightning washed by tropical sun in her palm. The hippie wet the index finger of her other hand to touch it to one of the hits and transfer the drug on her fingertip to the end of her; stuck-out tongue. Mouth closed, she swallowed.


    "Okay. Your turn. Do it, Sparky."


    The Canadian swallowed the other tab, and expected something astounding.


    Nothing happened.


    


    Yesterday afternoon had been spent drifting lazily down the Santiago. By high noon the merciless sun beat down harshly on the glaring river, and it turned suffocating as the day wore on. Haze shimmered between the dripping trees like a mirage, while musky scents frond the jungle seduced Selena's senses. A woof of displeasure drew her gaze to the riverbank, and she caught anf evil eye going blank as a long snout and armored body sank in the warm tributary. "Jacare," said Sparky. "Cocodrilo. They make nice handbags."


    A covey of vampire bats hung asleep upside down! in a hollow tree, bellies bloated with blood thosdr drained could ill afford.


    A crack of twigs, then guttural voices murmured hi the bush. Scanning and squinting, Selena discerned four dark faces peering from the gloom, the ivory teeth that spiked their mouths sharpened to points. Then they were gone, these furtive men, leaving behind the soft rustle of released branches.


    A fetid stench from the bank assailed the hippie's nose. Like pieces breaking off a whole, black-and- white vultures abandoned something bloody in the shore mud to flap up and line the lower branches of the sun-drenched canopy.


    "Urubu," said Sparky, nosing the dugout toward the shallows. "Nature's gravediggers. They bury jungle dead in their gizzards."


    As the dugout neared the bank, the birds glared in glum silence. The flank of their meal was a sticky clot where hide was torn from the flesh. The bullock's horns had been smashed by savage blows from wooden clubs, and broken spears jutted from the exposed rib bones. Flocks of blue, white, and yellow butterflies hovered over the gore, wings fluttering in ecstasy as tiny mouths tasted blood.


    Selena said, "I thought butterflies lived on flower dew."


    "Even the most beautiful may hunger with abhorrent desire."


    "Those Indians looked savage."


    "They're Jivaro. They were headhunters not so long ago."


    "I hope they're civilized now!"


    "They are," said Sparky. "Or so I'm told."


    Once the boat passed on, the vultures swooped down to pick the carcass clean.


    Today, Selena had awakened to dawn in the Ecuador jungle. She rolled over onto her back to gaze up at the sky. Huge trees with trunks forty feet in diameter grew to heights two hundred feet above her eyes, lower limbs a palette of every hue of green, the canopy white where sun had bleached life from the leaves. Parasitic growth hung tangled from the armpits of the trees: red orchids clinging to sweet gum hosts, creepers twisting serpentlike from branch to branch, and poisonous fruits luring the unwary. So alien was it down here among these ferns wet from ground mist that she felt as if she lay at the bottom of the sea.


    Sparky was not in the campsite.


    Rubbing sleep from her eyes, Selena rose and wound her way to the riverbank, where she found Sparky in the dugout yards from shore.


    "You're up early. Whatcha doing?"


    "Taking the last of my water samples. I'll only be a minute." Sparky sealed a jar.


    "Take your time," Selena said. "I've nowhere to be but here."


    Late yesterday afternoon, they'd detoured from the main channel of the Santiago River into a side stream. A few miles up, this waterway opened into a lagoon, where they pitched camp for the night on its shore. As Selena watched Sparky collect samples, she sat on the bank and basked hi the glory of a new day. Gone was the forest's oppression of constriction and decay. Gone was the murk of the Santiago from loam carried downstream to dump in the Amazon. This was the Garden of Eden, and everything seemed peaceful, primal, and serene. The mud flats were shadowed purple by overhanging trees that paddled their roots in the water. Low in the sky to the east, the sun and moon shone side by side like Gemini twins, as light from their faces forged the lagoon into precious metal. On the far side it was silver tinged with mauve. At her feet it was pure gold.


    Foam creaming around its prow slightly raised from weight at the helm, the dugout nudged the bank with its blunt snout.


    "Jesus!" marveled Selena, rumpling her black hair. "This spot's a blow-away."


    "Like it, eh?" Sparky said, stepping onshore. "Not a soul for miles except a headhunter or two."


    "Want some help?"


    "Sure. Carry these jars to the shade and I'll moor the boat."


    As Selena took the samples she asked, "How long ya been in the Peace Corps?"


    "Six months," said Sparky. "I work with the Corps, but I'm not a member."


    "How come?"


    "You gotta be American to volunteer. I was born in Quebec."


    "So how'd you end up in this neck of the woods?"


    "Long story," Sparky said, coming up the bank. "My mom died in New Orleans when I was young. As my dad was already dead, my grandma took me in. She loved the sun, so for a while we lived in Tahiti, then Martinique, and finally French Guiana. She passed away some months ago, and I kicked around the north coast, pondering where to go. Then I met two guys in Venezuela, on the beach, whom the Corps was reposting to Ecuador. I had money from my grandma's estate, so I tagged along, paying my own way. When we got to Quito, one guy caught dysentery, and the other didn't want to brave the jungle alone. He had the Corps take me on as 'local labor,' and voila, I'm here. Mostly I take river excursions by myself. Which is fine since I like my own company."


    "I like your company, too," Selena said, and again rumpled her hair.


    Sparky grinned. "You hold the samples while I tape and label the jars."


    The hippie held each container as the Canadian cut adhesive tape from a roll with a knife withdrawn from a belt sheath. A yellow and blue macaw shrieking from the treetops caused Selena to squint up and see a flight of green parrots taking off. The four jars labeled, Sparky sheathed the knife.


    "You finished work?" Selena asked, fishing a glass vial from the breast pocket of her shirt.


    "Yep," Sparky said.


    "So we got time to relax?"


    "Sure. Nowhere to go."


    "Oh, but there is, babe. Let's take a trip."


    "Where'd you have in mind?"


    "The mind," Selena echoed, tapping the contents of the vial into her palm.


    "What's that?"


    "Heaven, babe. Wanta do some acid?"


    


    "I don't feel so good "


    "It'll p a s s."


    "No, really. I don't feel well a t a l l."

  


  
    "Hey, don't freak out on me, babe. Acid always starts in the gut."

  


  
    "It's not my gut. It's my h e a d."


    "Shush. Listen to the sounds."

  


  
    Forty minutes had flown since they had dropped the acid, and now it seemed to Sparky as if the slow-moving river were an eerie sound conductor, an evil whispering gallery that gathered the noises of an entire continent and delivered them in distorted form to this lagoon. It seemed as if the Amazon jungle had gone electric, every rustle adding to a shrillness that rose eventually into a nerve-shredding, brain-fraying crescendo of metallic abuse. Paradise had transmogrified into something weird . . . something dank and plagued like a diseased, festering wound.


    God! What's happening to me?


    Barbs of acid-addled thought hooked into the flesh of the Canadian's brain, and each tug on a fishing line yanked latent psychosis up another notch . . .


    Nothing to fear but fear itself. . . Fear itself afraid of fear . . .


    Nothing but fear. . . FEAR . . . FEAR . . .


    I gotta get outa here!

  


  
    Stumbling in the effort, Sparky stood up. Whatever was expected, it was far from this. Distortion . . . nausea . . . tremors . . . My body is out of control! Sparky's heart had lost its rhythm to take on a crooked beat. Sparky's lungs were choking, unable to squeeze enough oxygen out of this putrid decay. Throat dry, very dry, and tasting the color gray. Sounds formed geometric patterns before Sparky's eyes, a phantasmagoric kaleidoscope that fused with the background until the boundaries of life, body, and self were fluid and dissolving. Sparky was becoming a part of this vast, foul-smelling, oozy stretch of bog undulating like an unsqueezed sponge.

  


  
    My brain is out of control!


    At first it was gradual, like the rot that follows death. Selena's skin seemed to fluctuate between pallor and flush. Pupils dilated, her eyes began to bulge like a fish. Increasingly, her body took on a surreal pulse, throbbing arteries and veins worming through her flesh, flesh which itself was changing as half turned metallic blue, the muscles beneath the jumping skin telegraphing erotic cues. Selena's face contorted into a frightening caricature, a perversion of female incarnate with every orifice dripping sex, as something tore within Sparky's mind for a total letting go, with Selena uncoiling from the ground like a waking cat, the real world as elusive as the fragments of a dream, her arms stretched skyward to worship the sun, psychosis going latent to florid as the hippie unbuttoned her shirt, Sparky plummeting into the deep valley between her breasts, a tiny white tick, a garapate du chao, adhered to one milky mound, turning pink as the woman's blood filled its transparent belly, vision on vision wavering in the flicker of afterimage, this slow strip seemingly planned a century in advance, paranoia creeping up from the dungeon of Sparky's id as Selena shed her shirt, danger hiding everywhere, inside and out, Selena's breasts bursting forth in challenging nakedness, exposing every pocket of fat, every duct and highlighted blemish, as one breast bloated larger, then shrank smaller, before again ballooning larger than its mate. Both nipples were dry and cracked like a sunbaked riverbed.

  


  
    "It's positively primal! This p l a c e is fucking alive!"


    Black mane tossing in wild abandon, Selena pranced down the mudbank toward the lagoon. Hers wasn't a fluid motion, for after each step she seemed to disintegrate, her flesh reconstructing in time to disintegrate again, first one foot, then the other, buried ankle-deep under ooze, mud suuuck suuuck suuucking each retracting foot as Selena threw back her head and growled, "Eat me, you horny b i t c h. That's it, Mother Nature. S u c k your daughter dry."


    Eat me ...

  


  
    Eat me, Sparky . . .


    Yes, child. I'm baaack . . .


    Sparky froze.

  


  
    Eat me, Sparky. Take your Mama awaaay . . .

  


  
    "But . . . but . . . you're dead. You're buried in New Orleans."

  


  
    Selena turned, frowning, and beckoned up the bank. "Who you talking to, babe? Come on. Let's go!" Reaching for the waist button, she fumbled, loosened her shorts, paused for dramatic effect, and pushed them down. Naked as Genesis, Eve was back in Eden.

  


  
    Heat flamed up from the sun-drenched bank.


    Dazzling pools studded the surface of the mud.


    Acid made the mud seem to climb Selena's legs, mud fingers reaching for the shorts coming down and off, as one leg suuucked out of the goo, then the other.


    Selena stood spread-eagled before psychotic eyes.


    Horrified, Sparky stared at the thatch of the hippie's crotch.

  


  
    Tzantza? whispered a voice from the dungeon in the Canadian's mind.


    Feet suuucking through the mud, Selena climbed the bank. As she reached for her shoulder bag stored on dry ground, the hair tumbling around her face became a nest of snakes, Medusa leering at Sparky while the serpents in Eden lashed like whips and snapped their fangs, dark eyes black with fury and hate, demons released from the Pandora's box open in Sparky's mind. A purple wasp with orange wings buzzed by. A howler monkey screamed in the canopy above. Hot shivers jittered through Sparky's gut as the hippie withdrew an ebony fetish from her macrame bag. The two-faced Janus head with back-to-back devils' tongues curving up to lick the jungle air brought forth dread.


    "Don't l o o k away, babe. I got the hots for you. Just walk right into me, and let the a n i m a l loose. Come on—"


    and eat me, child. Take your Mama awaaay!


    With a growl Selena clutched Sparky's arm as her other hand, with the devils in it, went for the shorts. Panicking, Sparky pulled away, slipped, and fell in the mud. Selena laughed as the shorts tore, baring Sparky's groin. She tossed the garment up the bank and straddled the acidhead sprawled at her feet. Through tear-blurred eyes, on hand and knees, Sparky gazed up.


    The mobile hand closed on the grip of the sheathed knife.


    Selena squatted slowly as pubic hair and genitals came to life.


    Tzantza? No, not tzantza but. . .


    The black mat rose up on haunches from her crotch, working eight legs of various lengths covered with long, coarse hair, two pubic wisps waving hypnotically at the stoned gaze below. Above the obscene fat sack of a body jutted what looked like a watch tower hung with bulging round eyes. The spider sat back on four legs, the front four clawing air, then dropped to scurry furtively over Selena's sex.


    The hippie sat down on Sparky as the Janus-tongues vanished.


    "Feel that, babe. F e e l i t. Have I got a treat for you."


    "No!"


    Sparky . . .


    "GO AWAY!"


    "Yeah, slip it deep inside. Now fuck me, babe."


    I hate you, Mother! Daddy, help me, pleeease!


    Selena bucked with a violent jerk, the thrust from her body slamming Sparky hard against the bank, squirts of mud spewing out from the impact. The hippie thrashed convulsively, limbs flailing and eyes bugging as lips twitched the danse macabre. Unearthly sound issued from where the knife impaled her throat, a whistling akin to someone sucking a clogged pipe.


    Sparky yanked the blade savagely across the tubes; then Selena disappeared in a crimson spray.


    High-pitched screeching from the trees above, as a colony of monkeys worked out their excitement, followed by other creatures lurking in the jungle—only to stop abruptly to leave a path of silence, along which came a shriek of such terror and ecstasy that it could set the standard for primal screams . . .


    This wrench of blood lust . . .

  


  
    Sparky's first orgasm.


    

  


  
    "Let it out, Sparky. Scream and scream and scream. Are you your father's spawn? Or do you belong to me? If you're mine, prove it tonight in blood."


    Sparky's eyes flew open.


    Ecuador was gone.


    All that remained of that memory was the screaming which echoed around the walls of this dungeon like that dungeon in New Orleans.


    Was this hallucination, or was this real?


    Torchlight glinted bronze winks off several gold rings.


    Rings through the lips of a woman's sex.


    

  


  
    

  


  


  


  


  
    Closed File

  


  


  
    

  


  
    West Vancouver

  


  
    


    It was nine that evening before DeClercq returned home. He parked the Benz (the old-fogey mobile, to Katt) in the carport off Marine Drive, released Tchaikovsky's Little Russian symphony from the CD player, picked up the box of cold pizza for Katt, then waded out into the sleet. The firs along the path descending to his waterfront house stood black against the clouds sheened gray by the lights of the whitened city. The latest symphony by Metallica greeted him at the door.

  


  
    Something streaked past his feet down the entrance hall.

  


  
    "Katt? Can you hear it?" he yelled to their living room.


    "Katt? Can you hear me?" A more sensible question.


    The streak again, across the hall from the library to the living room, where Katt was curled up with Conan Doyle in the Holmes chair.


    "Can you hear yourself think?"


    "Huh? Can't hear you, Bob."


    "Is that blood dribbling out your ears?"


    "Thanks. But I already ate."


    He walked to the volume control and turned it down a hundred decibels. The Annotated Sherlock Holmes dropped into her lap as Katt's hands flew up to protect her ears from the sudden quiet, a dramatic flair resembling Munch's The Scream. "Not cold turkey!" Katt cried. "I can't take withdrawal."


    The streak shot from behind the curtains and leapt to the arm of the chair, arching its back as if to hiss at frowning DeClercq. "Don't worry," said Katt, heading him off at the pass. "This cute little guy is borrowed. He's on loan to try out."


    "To try out for what?"


    "A permanent position."


    "What position?"


    Katt grinned. "Guard cat."


    DeClercq pointed at Napoleon, asleep by the Watson chair. "We have a guard. Trained to bite." Hard to know which amazed him more: that she could think through the racket or the shepherd snooze?


    "The dog's asleep on duty," countered Katt. "Backup is what we need."


    "His name?"


    "Doesn't have one. Poor lost waif." Hand under his belly, Katt plucked the tabby from the armchair, a move the kitten reacted to by nipping her thumb. "Owww. You little bugger."


    "He just named himself."


    Katt's turn to frown.


    "Katt-nip," quipped the Mountie.


    Twenty minutes later, the pair sat reading side by side in the Holmes and Watson chairs, the Holmes for Katt—"I'm more flamboyant"—and the wingback Watson for him. Between them blazed the hearth.


    It was Dr. Stanley Holyoak who had made a Holmesian of Katt. The two had been trapped together on Deadman's Island during the Ripper case, before he was sucked down God's toilet on a quicksand beach, and now he was fossilizing under the Pacific.


    A Colonel Sanders lookalike and the foremost Sherlockian this side of the Atlantic, Holyoak had informed Katt, "A pastiche is a story that takes its origin from someone else's work. Unlike a parody which pokes fun at its source, a pastiche is a serious imitation. I create Holmesian pastiches. Sir Arthur Conan Doyle penned four novels and fifty-six stories about the Great Detective and his friend Dr. Watson. This work we call the Canon. By 'we' I mean Sherlockians, who gather in scion groups far and wide. Sleuths like the Baker Street Irregulars in New York, and the Northern Musgraves in Britain, and the Red-Headed League in Australia, and the Stormy Petrels here."


    "Cool," Katt said. "But what do you write about"


    "Unresolved puzzles in the Canon."


    "Puzzles like what?"


    "Like whether Holmes was educated at Oxford or at Cambridge . . ."


    DeClercq was a firm believer in fostering imagination. As a boy his had run wild, and wherever it took him, the fantasy was fed by his guardians. DeClercq was nine when his father died. His dad was an artist before the war and a pilot during it. Ironically, after fifty ops over Germany and North Africa, he was killed by a drunk driver on a Montreal street. The struggling artist left his son a set of lead soldiers, his pilot's flying log, and a series of paintings planned for a book.

  


  
    Withdrawn, the boy spent months alone in his room, arranging the soldiers for bombing runs. That Christmas he received a medieval fort and a miniature cannon that shot tiny shells. This was back when imagination, not lawsuits, designed toys. The lead soldiers depicted the Norman Conquest of Britain, and for hours, days, weeks, he holed up in his room, shooting the figurines off the battlements. A single, well-placed soldier took him two weeks to hit.


    Tactics and patience.


    Two days before his tenth birthday, cancer claimed his mom. His aunt gave Robert her present: Battles That Changed the World. Who fought whom, where, why, and how the victor triumphed, illustrated with the paintings by his dad. Robert pinned those tactic maps around his new room: Marathon, Hastings, Blenheim, Quebec, Saratoga, Waterloo, Gettysburg ... to slide lead soldiers about the floor to re-create each battle.

  


  
    Doting on the orphan as if he were her son, the maiden aunt in Quebec became his guardian. When he was fourteen, she took him to Britain and France. There he discovered the second floor of Foyle's Books, an entire room of which was military history. Redcoats, bagpipes, and singing swords. Maps stained royal red by an empire on which the sun never set. Entranced by the Iron Duke and Nelson Touch. That Charge of the Light Brigade into the Valley of Death. The Well at Cawnpore and Relief of Lucknow in the Sepoy Mutiny. The Opium War with China. The Defense of Rorke's Drift. Gordon of Khartoum. That Road to Mandalay . . .


    "Thin Red Line, is it?"


    The bookseller snooped over the Canuck's shoulder.


    "Surely all the color you need guards your western frontier?"


    The deaths of his dad and mom veered what De-Clercq read toward the macabre. A list of his favorite stories said it all:


    


    Poe, "The Tell-Tale Heart"


    Dostoyevsky, Crime and Punishment


    Stevenson, Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde


    Lovecraft, "The Rats in the Walls"


    Matheson, I Am Legend


    Ellison, "I Have No Mouth and I Must Scream . . ."


    


    This realm of fantasy recruited him into the RCMP, where imagination and tactics propelled him to the^ top. Serial killers are always fantasy-motivated, so he used his forensic imagination to fathom sick minds and then field maneuvers to take them down. Now Katt was adamant that she was planning to be a Mountie, too, while he was guardian and guiding light to her, so he assumed the sacred task of feeding her whims.


    Holmesians thought Doyle's fantasy world more real than reality.


    And there was no better RCMP training than solving unresolved puzzles in the Canon.


    So he had bought her the Annotated Holmes.


    The first thing Katt did was remodel the house for a school photo project. "Everything is multimedia these days, Bob." They found the Holmes and Watson chairs at an estate auction, Katt having played Santa Claus with her wish list seated on DeClercq's knee. Chairs book-ending the fireplace, the Watson to the left, the teenager had set-decorated the mantel behind. A jackknife transfixed unanswered correspondence to the wood, while a photo of Kate, DeClercq's first wife, stood in for Irene Adler, always "the woman" to Holmes. A cocaine bottle was near the looking glass, beneath which hung a Persian slipper stuffed with shag tobacco, over the coal scuttle filled with cigars.


    "I need your revolver," Katt said, "to add the final touch. Holmes adorned the wall with a script V.R. and crown—for Victoria Regina—punched out by firing a box of cartridges."


    In the end, she had to settle for cardboard bullet holes.


    So here they sat, the two of them, reading side by side on this winter night, Napoleon—dubbed Baskerville—asleep nearby with Catnip asleep between his paws (One gets the feeling, thought DeClercq, the cat's here to stay), when Katt glanced up from the Canon and said, "Here's a good one."


    DeClercq—a faithful Watson—put down the closed file.


    "The puzzle," Katt enthused, "is this. Holmes says the snake he thwarted in The Adventure of the Speckled Band' was an Indian 'swamp adder.' Not only is there no such snake, but there are no aquatic venomous snakes in India. There is a puff adder, but it's African. We know the Canon never lies, so how do we explain? Could it be the snake's name was local vernacular Holmes picked up? We're told the 'adder' left 'two little dark punctures' in its victim. The only snake that leaves such marks is the Indian viper."


    "So Holmes battled a viper?" said DeClercq.


    "The snake was yellow with brown specks, thus 'the speckled band.' Most Indian vipers are brown with black rings. Its hiss was 'soothing, like that of a small jet of steam escaping from a tea-kettle.' Of the two Indian vipers, the Russell's Viper is silent, then hisssses if aroused. But the Saw-Scaled Viper makes the right noise by rubbing scales as it coils and twists. Watson writes the snake had a 'puffed neck.' The only snake that does that is the cobra."


    "So Holmes battled a cobra?" said DeClercq.


    "Cobras must strike repeatedly to inject poison in killing amounts. As a result, they leave several marks. They can't scale a bell rope, as described, or answer a master's whistle, since they're deaf. Truth is, Bob, no snake fits the speckled band."


    "There must be a solution. Isn't that the cardinal rule?"


    "And so there is, Bob, in this mighty brain." Katt tapped her temple with one hand, while the other held a book Reptiles of the World aloft. She nodded toward the greenhouse off the living room beyond the Watson chair. "What do you do in there? Hybridize roses, right? Cross breeds to produce something with the characteristics of both. I think Dr. Grimesby Roylott, the villain of the story, crossed a Gila monster with an Indian cobra. The hybrid had the monster's ears to hear the whistle, legs and claws to climb the rope, and potent venom combining the poisons of each. Mix both colorings and you get the speckled band. Best of all, my answer originates in the Canon. In 'The Adventure of the Creeping Man' Professor Presbury crosses himself with an ape."


    Pleased with herself and all grin, a Cheshire Katt sat back in the Holmes chair.


    Imagination, thought DeClercq. You have what a cop needs. For the realm of the psychotic is the supernatural.


    " 'Fess up, Bob. What has you engrossed? The folder you're reading has cobwebs and dust."


    "It's a closed file. The Headhunter case. The file dates back to the eighties, Katt."


    "By 'closed' you mean 'solved'?"


    "I thought so back then. The Headhunter taunted me with pictures of hacked-off heads on stakes. This week I was mailed a shrunken head. Why would a copycat taunt me more than a decade later in such a parallel way? A voice at the back of my mind insists something from the Headhunter file has overlooked meaning now."


    "Like what?"


    "I have no idea. But the paramount rule of being a cop is never ignore a hunch."


    "Can I see the photos of the crime scenes?"


    "It's 'may I,' Katt. And the answer is no. They're too horrific."


    Groaning, the teenager rolled her eyes. "Deadman's Island was more brutal than any photo can be. I want to be a cop, Bob, but you're protecting me. What you need"—she patted the Holmes chair—"is a session with the world's foremost consulting detective."


    A hand shot out for the photos.


    "Consult me, Bob."


    Reluctantly, he passed them across, then watched a mix of emotions play over Katt's face. That fascination which draws us to auto accidents and other intimations of mortality. Revulsion from the increasing ferocity of each kill and the sexual sadism behind the mutilations and rapes. Empathy with the victims, then fright as she realized, but for the fate of time and place, each dead woman could be her.


    "October 25," outlined DeClercq. "Two fishermen pulled a headless body from the Fraser River. The naked and decomposing floater's fingerprints identified it as prostitute junkie Helen Grabowski. Autopsy revealed she was stabbed in the neck, then her head was cut off with a nicked blade that marked one vertebra. Sexual assault was inconclusive, but both breasts were slashed through the nipples."


    "Mother hate?"


    "Possibly."


    Katt examined the progression of Grabowski photos. "Who's the black guy in the mug shot?"


    "John Lincoln Hardy. Grabowski's pimp. He was into voodoo and importing cocaine."


    "Was she the first victim?"


    "The first found. But the next day two kids uncovered a skeleton minus a skull while playing on a hillside in North Vancouver. Both the top vertebra and branches cut to cover the remains bore nicked knife marks like those on the floater. Cuts on the ribs could mean the breasts were slashed. From prior bone fractures, Interpol later identified the skeleton as that of a German backpacker, Liese Greiner, who vanished. while on a camping vacation here."


    "Sick!" said Katt. "The killer sent you these!" one hand she held out two Polaroids, each of a severed head mounted on a stake. The ravages of heroin identified Grabowski, whose black hair framed the whites of rolled-back eyes, as blood drooled from both corners of her slack mouth. Greiner's hair was black, tangled, and matted with gore. A sliver of pupil peeked under hooded lids. Her lips were round as if frozen in an incomplete scream.


    "Both photos were sent to The Vancouver Sun before I took command of the Headhunter squad."


    Cautiously, Katt shuffled the pictures to the nes corpse.


    "Joanna Portman was a nurse who didn't arrive home from work early one morning. She'd stayed that night at St. Paul's to deliver a baby. At two a.m. the following day, October 29, two students parked necking on UBC's campus got caught in a freak snowstorm. While cavorting in the blizzard they found Portman crucified to a totem pole behind the Museum of Anthropology."


    Katt stared wide-eyed at the photo.


    The Dogfish Burial Pole was fifteen feet high. Two vertical struts supported a horizontal cross beam carved with the stylized face of a shark. Hands nailed to this crosspiece and head cut off, the corpse of a woman hung between the struts. Her white nurse's uniform torn down the front revealed a strip of flesh from neck to groin. Blood ran down this path to both feet and dripped from them to a pool below. Tongue stuck out, the face of the Dogfish replaced her head.


    "Same marks on the neck bone?"


    "Same knife, Katt. Caused by a sweeping slice that lopped off each head. See how the M.O.'s changing? The killer is upping the taunt. The first two women weren't displayed to be found. The skeleton was buried, and the floater could wash out to sea. The taunting began with just Polaroids of the heads, then expanded to include corporal remains. The killer carried the body to the totem pole, then climbed up some sort of ladder to nail it to the beam, then poured blood collected during her murder over Portman's remains."


    "Why do that?"


    "To make the taunt more grisly. The nurse had been dead for a day."


    "Was she raped?"


    "Her genitals were bruised. But immotile sperm may have come from a secret boyfriend we were told about later."


    "No safe sex?"


    "This was before AIDS, Katt. Or DNA fingerprints."


    The teenager shuffled to the Polaroid of Portman's head mounted on a stake. Clipped to it was a note sent to DeClercq, constructed from cut-and-paste newspaper headlines: Welcome aboard, Robert. Do you think you're up to this?


    "Why send a note to you?"


    "Psychology of the killer. The taunts were to show he's superior to the police, and by then it was known I was in command. At that point the killer's focus fixed on me."


    "The three heads have black hair. Did you notice that?"


    The Mountie nodded. "Black hair's a fetish tied to mental trauma in the killer's past."


    "Tied how?" Katt asked.


    "That we never found out. Our prime suspect died during a takedown by the Force."


    Katt inhaled a sharp gasp when she flipped to the next photo. In it the moon, one day from full, shone down on the body of a nun sprawled dead in a convent garden. Her habit was torn from neck to waist and slit from waist to feet. Blood and her spread legs indicated rape. In place of her missing head and cowl, a jack-o'-lantern leered at the camera. The face of the pumpkin had triangles for eyes and nose, above a mouth filled with fangs in a malevolent grin.


    "The nun was killed on Halloween," said DeClercq. "Stabbed sideways through the throat as she was raped, presumably so the killer could have her death throes during sex. Severe penetration injuries, but no semen found, leading us to believe his anger welled up from inability to ejaculate. Rape's a crime of violence, not sex, Katt."


    "Why rape and kill a nun?"


    "Because it's the ultimate outrage. The Polaroid of her head on a stake was found under a pew in Christ Church Cathedral. You can't see her hair because of the black cowl, which seems to be a symbolic stand-in for the killer's fetish. It's almost as if black head hair stands in for something else." "What?" asked Katt.


    "You're the consulting detective. You tell me. How is hair tied to childhood trauma?" "Spanking with a hairbrush?"


    "I think it's worse than that."


    "The nun's breasts were slashed, too. The villain must be his mom."


    The fifth victim, Natasha Wilkes, was skiing on a cross-country trail when she was attacked. Katt gaped at the next photo in the pile. The woman lay spread-eagled on her back in the snow, jacket ripped to slash her breasts, clothes on the lower part of her body cut to shreds, boots four feet apart with the rear half of each ski rammed vertically into the drift. Her pubic hair was matted with ice and blood, and in place of her missing head was a porcelain beer mug. The mug bore the face of W. C. Fields, that hard-drinking, misanthropic braggart with a bulbous nose. Clipped from a newspaper, across the nose was pasted the single word Robert. The base of the mug was etched with an inscription: Never give a sucker an even break.


    "Upping the taunt," said Katt.


    "His final killing would have been a coup de grace for me, had he not stalked the wrong victim by mistake, beheading a student of my wife's instead of Genevieve. In a cabin up the North Shore Mountains that night, we shot our prime Headhunter suspect in taking him down. Hidden within the cabin were four half-pound bags of cocaine, the freshly severed head of the student mistaken for my wife, and a bowie knife with a nick in its blade."


    "Who was it?" Katt asked.


    "Grabowski's pimp. John Lincoln Hardy. The black in the mug shot."


    "Strong case."


    "Yes, but with a troubling gap. We never found the five missing heads. Now I've been sent a headhunter's taunt by someone who's alive, prompting the voice at the back of my mind to wonder if the shrunken head is somehow linked to the Headhunter crimes."


    "So that's why you're combing through the closed Headhunter file?"


    "Because the voice nags the missing link is something I missed back then."


    Yes, they might have been Holmes and Watson on a winter night, close friends side by side to share this cheery hearth, discussing their latest adventure at 221B Baker Street, as here, "consulting" Katt about the Headhunter case, DeClercq felt the same contentment he had felt in Domfront, as if all the tragedy in his past was the price he paid for now.


    His contentment would soon be shattered.


    When the psycho got Katt.


    


    It was midnight before Robert closed the file and went to bed.


    Whatever it was that troubled him, he didn't find the answer in the Headhunter file.

  


  
    

  


  


  


  


  
    In The Name Of God

  


  


  


  
    Vancouver

  


  
    


    While DeClercq spent the evening with one file, George spent it with thousands.


    Ironically, it was the Cree in him that made Ghost Keeper such a crack Mountie. He'd joined the Force as a special constable under the 3(b) Program to police the Duck Lake Reserve. There his uncanny ability in hunting down fugitives earned him the nickname The Tracker and brought him to the attention of the RCMP Forensic (then Crime Detection) Lab. His lab work with Hairs and Fibers added the sobriquet "The Human Vacuum Cleaner," for when he was through with a crime scene it was "all in the bag," and got him promoted to staff sergeant in charge of RFISS. "Ree-fiss" to Mounties, the Regional Forensic Identification Support Service provides state-of-the-art backup to Members in the field: like archeological excavation of burial sites, blood-stain analysis, laser equipment, entomology, and chemical processing. George was the Mountie who marshaled RFISS expertise until the whistle blew on pedophiles who had preyed at the residential schools.

  


  
    The first residential school in B.C. was opened at Mission by the Catholic church in 1861. When the colony joined Canada ten years later, the federal government assumed responsibility for West Coast Indians. By the 1880s the Department of Indian Affairs was forcibly removing kids from native homes to board them in a network of fourteen schools run by the Catholic, Anglican, and United churches. Parents who resisted were jailed or confined to the reserve. The goal wasn't education; it was cultural genocide. The kids were warned, "We're going to take the savage out of you," when truth was the savages were those with keys.

  


  
    The walls of the room in which George sat tonight, tapping the keyboard of a Force computer, were covered with class photos clumped by school. Year to year, the photos were the same: Indian kids in uniform outside wooden buildings, flanked by the Christian whites who brainwashed them. Files shelved under the photos revealed crimes behind the facade.


    In some schools the regimen began at six a.m. Bed inspection was followed by fifteen minutes to wash and dress; then morning chores were completed or no breakfast, chores like scrubbing floors with a toothbrush or genital inspection by the staff. In other schools the focus was on sports. Girls were fingered by the ump as they stepped up to bat, and boys sucked the coach off to make the soccer team. Heads were sheared and doused with poison against lice, as straps enforced discipline and punished rebels. In one school the dorm prefect had the only TV. One by one the kids were invited into his bedroom to watch. Those who failed to satisfy him weren't invited back. Those who did watched a lot of TV.


    Complaints by Indians had always been dismissed as lies. Kids who ran away were returned to their abusers. Finally, when native suicide rates and tales of rape, beating, and torture got too hot for politicians, they struck the royal commission on Aboriginal Peoples. In its report of 1992, the commission compared the schools to Nazi Germany. Dumbfounded whites wrung their hands and wondered, "What went wrong?" The answer is nothing went wrong. British Columbia neared its goal of erasing Indian culture.


    In 1994 the Mounties stepped in.


    The task force they set up launched the largest investigation in B.C. history. The core team of sixteen cops assisted by sixty-five native Members in the field required a special computer system to handle the flood of complaints. Now the Force was closing in on ninety suspects who preyed on kids in the residential schools. Until the standoff at Totem Lake had summoned him north, George had been second in command of the core team. Tonight he was back at task force central hunting for Winterman Snow.


    The computer showed no file on him.


    Because the probe was "victim-driven," there were large gaps. It was up to natives to approach the task force, and Mounted policy was not to search for those abused. Past experience had proved hunting victims down often led to suicide, so those who didn't want to were not obliged to get involved.


    Winterman Snow could be hiding in such a gap, from which he launched his own campaign of revenge against whites.


    The Tracker moved on to footwork.


    Some residential schools had a wide catch basin, capturing native children from villages up and down the coast. The crucifix smeared on the floor of Cy Flint's cabin seemed to George to have Catholic overtones, so he began with the Catholic school nearest to Winterman Snow's hunting ground.


    Forsaking his computer for a magnifying glass, the Cree crossed to the clutch of class photos pinned to the wall above the complaint files for St. Sebastian's School near the Alaska panhandle. The 1950s seemed like a good decade to start, so George swept the magnifier year by year along the rows of sullen native kids. He found what he was looking for in the class photo taken in 1954: a boy with Indian features among other Indian boys, but whose skin color was as snow white as his hair.


    Unpinning the photo from the wall, George checked its back, and sure enough, the names of those pictured were recorded row by row.


    The Indian name of the albino boy was "Winterman Snow."


    Ghost Keeper removed the master file on the school from the shelf, and carried it and the class photo over to his desk. In the 1950s St. Sebastian School had been run by Reverend Paul Noel, the great-grand-nephew of Rector Luke Noel, the Roman Catholic missionary who plied the west coast of Canada last century on a holy crusade to convert native "heathens" to God. George knew all about Rector Luke Noel, for while the Christian zealot had been denouncing native spirituality as demonic and pagan, admonishing Catholic converts to relinquish all ungodly idols, crests, and masks to him, on several occasions demanding the public burning of totem poles, the Rector was busy selling Haida, Tsimshian, and Gitxsan artifacts to American and European collectors and museums, some of them the oldest and most sacred Indian art in existence. Many of the pieces—spirit headdresses, shaman rattles, dancing blankets, slave-killer clubs, ritual pipes, and totem clan masks—later ended up in the Smithsonian Institution in Washington, D.C. and the Canadian Museum of Civilization in Ottawa. Where other pieces were now was unknown, probably hidden away in estates of rapacious and avaricious turn-of-the-century tycoons.


    Pieces like the Headhunting Blanket.


    Inside the file was a photograph of Reverend Paul Noel writing a sermon at the desk in his office at St. Sebastian School. A dark-haired man wearing bible black with a clerical dog collar, the reverend's sinful mouth was pressed razor-thin beneath sunken eyes haunted by visions of hell. Two pictures hung side by side on the wall behind. One was of martyr Saint Sebastian pierced by Roman arrows, his near-naked body bound with ropes to a tree, the look on his heaven-turned face like that of Jesus in so many paintings in European galleries. The other was a black-and-white photograph of Rector Luke Noel, a bony and bushy-bearded priest with spiked eyebrows, bedecked in spiritual artifacts relinquished to him. Draped around his stooped shoulders was a dancing blanket, the design of it suggestive of a time when one totem tribe was warring with another. Small faces on the blanket represented the trophy heads of enemies slain in battle.


    The Headhunting Blanket.


    Ghost Keeper read the first complaint in the thick file:


    


    My name is Simon Joe. I'm from Metlakatla Village north of Prince Rupert. My life changed in September of 1955 when the Indian agent arrived to take me away. It was sunny, and I recall my grandmother crying and begging him to let me stay. The agent threatened to jail her. I was spirited away from a family that loved me to St. Sebastian School.


    The first class after lunch was the time every boy feared. That's when the reverend would call one of us to his office and lock the door. The day I arrived, he chose me. I was told to strip naked like Saint Sebastian in the picture on the wall, then forced to bend forward over the office desk. The reverend asked if I knew what a martyr was. When I said no, he said it's a person who chooses to suffer rather than renounce his religion. He told me how Jesuit martyrs had suffered torture and death at the hands of Indians in the early days, and asked if I was a martyr to my people's pagan beliefs.


    I began to cry when he dropped his pants.


    I began to scream when he spread the cheeks of my ass.


    Then he pierced me with what he called his Arrow of God, and ordered me to pray to Saint Sebastian for salvation.


    It took him forever to finish with me, and as he grunted over my back, he repeated Latin words again and again.


    When it was over, and blood ran down my legs, the reverend asked if I was a Christian convert or a pagan martyr. I told him I was a Christian, but that didn't stop him doing it to me next time.


    One day I ran away, but the local Mountie caught me. He called my story lies, and dragged me back to the reverend. The reverend put this knobbed ring around his cock, and told me boys who tried to escape suffered the arrowhead.


    One boy couldn't take it.


    He drowned himself in the river.


    The reverend called it an accident and buried him on the bank.


    Though it's been forty years since I was raped, a dirty, crappy feeling still hangs over me like a dark cloud. I know I'll never shake it. That's why I drink. School taught me to fear whites. I'm filled with anger and hate. . . .


    


    There was no mention of Winterman Snow in the St. Sebastian file, but George had no doubt the albino boy had suffered similar rapes. The lingering effect of these shocks of family separation and sexual abuse on native communities was termed "Residential School Syndrome" by the royal commission. Many turned to drugs and alcohol to forget. Many had low self-esteem from being taught native culture was inferior to white society. Many had trouble raising their own kids because separation from family prevented them from learning parenting skills. Some took their own lives, and others became predatory abusers themselves.


    Was that what happened to Winterman Snow? wondered George.


    Using his computer, he sent an e-mail message to all native task-force Members in the field, asking them to locate the Indian village from which Winterman Snow had been plucked for the residential school. Unfortunately, the reverend would never stand trial for his crimes. He'd accidentally hanged himself decades ago while engaged in autoerotic asphyxiation.


    Damn his soul, thought George.


    He carried the 1954 photo back to the year-by-year progression of St. Sebastian class photographs pinned to the wall. The albino boy reappeared in the photo for 1955, but vanished from school pictures after that. Did he run away for good? wondered George.


    The past few days had been stressful on the mental tug-of-war inherent in Ghost Keeper's mind, pitting his Mounted and Cree halves against each other. Though he eschewed violence to advance native claims, he knew the frustration that led the Sundancers to seize the sacred land, and that's why he had established a spirit bond with Moses John to peacefully resolve the standoff at Totem Lake. Whoever had shot the spiritual leader while powwowing with Sergeant Spann made it appear to natives as if George had baited a trap. If the gunman was one of the Doomsdayers, Grizzly had scored twice, eliminating the challenge in camp to his control, while proving the New World Order planned to use quislings to crush their own people. Then, flying in a plane chartered by the RCMP, Ghost Keeper, a native, had shot a blood brother. Indians on both sides of the line would see his killing of Grizzly as a traitorous act. And now, to add to the stress, there was Snow. Whites had systematically used residential schools for 123 years to wipe out native culture, maiming how many thousands of innocent lives, but when one of those abused fractured and ran amok, it was Ghost Keeper who was dispatched to take the madman down.


    Maintain the Right.


    The motto of the Force.


    The way he viewed it, there was no "right" in the case of Winterman Snow.


    Just a vicious circle.


    As Ghost Keeper studied the 1955 photo through the magnifying glass, the tug-of-war tightened its pull on him, causing anger to well up into his heart. In many ways the photo was identical to 1954's, for here were the same sullen Indian kids dressed in uniform, while Reverend Noel and the white families who ran the school boxed them in, smiling piously for posterity. In only one detail was the photo different, for standing guard to one side was the local Member of the Royal Canadian Mounted Police.


    "Why didn't you protect them?" Ghost Keeper asked the corporal.


    Unpinning the picture from the wall, he turned it over to read the Member's name.


    

  


  
    

  


  


  


  


  
    Female of the Species

  


  


  
    


    Preparing for his flight north tomorrow morning, Zinc Chandler was packing his bag in the master bedroom of the house he shared with Alexis Hunt, a gingerbread two-story one street from the beach on Kitsilano Point, when Alex's voice behind him said, "A penny for your thoughts?"


    His back to her, he answered, "I'm thinking of a discussion I had with Kathy Spann. Is the female of our species deadlier than the male?"


    He turned to find Alex Hunt leaning naked against the doorframe, inner hand behind her head piling Bardot-blond hair up in a sexy mess, outer hand crooked to her hip as she pouted provocatively at him and replied, "You bet."


    "God," he muttered.


    "God won't help you, Zinc. He helps those who help themselves, and since we don't know how long you'll be up north at Totem Lake, I'm helping myself to you."


    She crossed to him and with both hands ripped his shirt open to the navel.


    "Do you know what a shirt costs?"


    "I'll buy you a new one. I'm in the equivalent of a bodice-ripping mood."


    "God's a He?" Zinc said, quivering as roving hands tweaked his nipples.


    "He, She, I'm agnostic, so it doesn't matter. But if there's a God, I may burn in hell for what I'm going to do to you."


    Pushing him back on the bed, she came at him like the lioness in the story he'd told Spann, licking his lips and going for his throat and tearing his clothes from his body, until he was as naked and as randy as she. Then Alex straddled him with a lustful growl and impaled herself. Thrust for thrust and bite for bite, their coupling was as feral as the warden's life-and-death tussle with the lioness. Both cried out as they came.


    In the throes of orgasm, Zinc Chandler thanked his lucky stars for Alex Hunt. They had paired on Deadman's Island during the Ripper case, where they and Katt had somehow survived Agatha Christie's And Then There Were None gone horribly awry. After Zinc was stabbed in the back in the Whalers' Washing House and thought to be dead, Alex had nursed him back to life at her home on Cannon Beach. Alex Hunt: American, almost thirty, with eyes the color of tropical lagoons, a fine-boned nose just the right length, and a narrow chin around a most kissable mouth. Alex Hunt: ballerina of a woman in how she moved, artist of a woman in how she dressed, devil of a woman in how she made love. It used to be when Zinc made love he moaned, "I love this." But making love with Alex Hunt, the words that came to him were "I love you."


    Panting, they lay on the bed.


    "Did Kathy Spann say we females are deadlier than you males?" Alex asked, reviving the subject under discussion before she had so rudely interrupted Zinc. She ran a fingernail down his chest from hickeys sucked on his neck to his post-tumescent groin.


    "Yes, because you're naturally superior to us. She said 'female intuition' is cross-brain tapping. Because men have subjugated women since sex began, you evolved further to counter our brute strength. You outthink us, so you're deadlier."


    "Statistics prove men are more violent. Testosterone poisons you. But if we're talking cunning, that's a different matter."


    "You agree with Kathy?"


    "To a point. Cunning women subdivide into Amazons and Puppet Masters. Amazons like Kathy Spann and Gill Macbeth storm historical male bastions to better you at your own game. Not only must they do the job to ascend the ladder, but the standard by which they're tested is higher because the judging is biased. Female cunning is how they win."


    "Are women who think they outthink us not sexist in attitude?"


    "Uh-uh," said Alex. "Only men can be sexist. Look it up."


    "Who says? Feminists and third-stage running dogs? Only men can be sexist sounds sexist to me."


    Alex closed her teasing hand around his cock. Soon post-tumescence was obsolete.


    "Feminism's a euphemism for sexism, Zinc. Our goal isn't equality. It's control. We aim to suppress, not neutralize, sexism in you, and that means women must call the shots. A lot of ground's been conquered since The Female Eunuch. Democracy is majority rule, and we outnumber you. It's only a matter of time till Amazons take control."


    With her other hand Alex cupped his balls.


    "I'm in bed with an Amazon who's out to castrate me?"


    Alex chuckled deep in her throat. "I'm no Amazon. I'm a writer, Zinc. Putting words on paper has always been women's work."


    Hunt was writing a true-crime series called Trapdoor Spiders. She had published House of Horrors: The Case of H. H. Holmes and Deadman's Island: The Case of Skull & Crossbones. She was at work on Pandora's Box: The Case of Evil Eye.


    "The deadlier females are Puppet Masters. 'Behind every successful man there's a good woman.' 'We know who wears the pants in that relationship.' Men may have repressed us since prehistory began, but strong women have always found ways to pull your strings. Feminism benefits those who don't have what it takes to control men in a 'woman-as-nigger' world. But there are Puppet Masters up to the task."


    She played her thumb back and forth across the tip of his cock. Zinc swallowed hard as he quoted Kipling's verboten poem:


    


    "And She knows, because She warns him, and Her

  


  
     instincts never fail,


    That the Female of Her Species is more deadly than


     the Male."

  


  
    


    "Brit told me the Mad Dog's getting married," Alex said.


    "You're joking. He's the most committed bachelor I know. If the Mad Dog tumbles, what hope is there for me?"


    "The Mad Dog's a Neanderthal feminists fear, yet subjugated hooker Brit has him eating out of her palm. She suggested I try this—"


    "Jeeesus!" gasped Zinc.


    "—on poor unsuspecting you. Brit knows all about the strings that make men jump, strings Puppet Masters have pulled since Adam fell to Eve, like the string I'm using to pull you along. . . .


    "Sssssex," she hissed.


    And came for him again.


    

  


  
    

  


  


  


  


  
    Tip of the Iceberg

  


  


  
    

  


  
    Nick Craven had never wanted Gill Macbeth as much as he wanted her now that she was slipping away like an iceberg out to sea.

  


  
    After the pizza powwow in DeClercq's office, he'd spent this evening with Rusty Lewis in ViCLAS Section gathering up the investigation files on Bron Wren which had led to dangerous sexual offender proceedings against the pedophile twenty-five years ago. North Vancouver Detachment's files were at Headquarters because Wren's recent release from prison had motivated entering him in the ViCLAS database in case he re-offended. It was late by the time Nick lugged copies of the files to his sleet-covered car, slipping and sliding across the lot like a novice on skates.


    He knew he should drive home to sleep in his North Vancouver apartment.


    He knew if he drove to Gill's West Vancouver house, she might break his heart.


    But his was the hope of forlorn lovers everywhere, that the object of his unrequited affection had come to her senses and, as he knocked on the door, would fling it wide with tears in her eyes to embrace him there and then, blubbering what a fool she was to forget how much she loved him.

  


  
    Nick recalled the hot tub leading to hotter times in Gill's bed.

  


  
    Love, lust, and yearning seethed in him.


    It had to be something in the stars or alignment of the moon that made the men of Special X so satyric of late.

  


  
    Nick felt if he didn't make love with Gill tonight, he'd go crazy.


    So fool that he was, he braved mixed rain, sleet, and snow to slither through Stanley Park and fishtail up and over the hump of Lions Gate Bridge, before Lady Luck took pity on him and offered a West Van sanding truck to follow up Sentinel Hill, where he turned left across the pyramid on Gill's street. Abandoning his car at the curb, he trudged on up the sleeted slope to the iceberg's tip.


    Lady Luck forsook him as he rang the bell.


    The Gill who answered the door had no tears in her eyes; nor did she embrace him and blubber how foolish she was to forget how much she loved him. Instead, just out of a bath and hair wet and tangled, she clasped her bathrobe by the throat to hide her breasts, frowned at him, sighed, and greeted him: "No."


    Nick felt like a fool.


    "I was passing . . ." he said, and felt like more of a fool.


    "Careful, Gill," Gabby warned from the aviary. "He wants into your pants."


    There was a time when Gill would have said, "No need to worry, Gabs. I'm not wearing any," winking at Nick in sexual conspiracy, but tonight she said nothing erotic in answer to the bird, for all flirting had ceased from her side.


    "Tell me what's going on, Gill. Then I'll go home to bed. Until it's out in the open, I'll walk the floor at night."


    She stood aside to let him in, and closed the door on winter. The chill remained within the hallway of her home.


    "Stranger on the farm," Gabby cried out like Paul Revere as they entered the living room.


    Nick itched to plug that bird with slugs, but knew this wasn't the moment.


    "Drink?" Gill asked.


    "No, I'll take it straight. I saw how you looked at DeClercq during the meeting. Does that mean what I suspect?"


    "What's that, Nick?"


    "You want him over me."


    Gill shook her head sadly as she poured a scotch. Tilting up her chin to down a dram, she held the bathrobe so it didn't gape. There was a time when she would have orchestrated surreptitious peeks to drive him wild, but those halcyon days when the lady was a tramp for him were gone.


    "What makes you think I want Robert over you? I'm an independent woman, Nick, with an inquisitive brain. I don't need a man to complete me, support me, or tie me down. Didn't I make that clear to you that first night in the tub?"


    "You've changed, Gill. Since we lost the baby when the ship sank. You blame me because of who planted the bomb."


    "You changed the rules for us, not me, Nick. I was perfectly happy fucking with you all night, until you decided you wanted to possess me exclusively for yourself."


    "I'm in love with you, Gill."


    "I didn't ask for love. Falling in lust was enough for me."


    "You were having my baby."


    "That doesn't equate with love. I wanted a child as a mother, not as a wife. And now my biological clock has stopped."


    "You just wanted my body."


    "Nicholas . . ." Gill scoffed.


    "Don't call me Nicholas. Mom called me that when she thought I was a silly boy."


    "Nicholas," Gill repeated. "Of all the lovers I've had, you're the best. If you were content to fuck me, you could fuck me forever. It's sweet that you read and listened to classics for me, but the attraction Robert holds is he delves into classics for himself. Life is a smorgasbord. Only those afraid to live limit themselves to beans on toast."


    "You think I'm beans on toast?"


    Gill exhaled. "I think it's unfair for you to try to smother me as a person after I was forthright with you from the start. If you're prepared to accept my rules, we'll work something out."


    "Sorry, but I won't be any woman's stud."


    A flash of anger lit Gill's eyes. "That's not the tune you've played in my bed. I'm not stupid, Nicholas. You came here hoping to fuck me tonight. Be honest with yourself."


    "Good night, Gill. I'll see myself out."


    "Lock the doors," Gabby cried as the front door slammed behind him.


    Nick felt like a fucking fool standing there in the cold, for Gill was right, he had come by hoping to fuck her. In fact, he wanted to stomp back in and fuck her now, except his fucking wasn't fucking, it was making love, dammit.


    If she didn't want to make love with him, he would not fuck her.


    Fuck me, he sighed.


    And went home to walk a creaky hardwood floor over her.


    


    West Vancouver and North Vancouver are the suburbs of this city which spread side by side up the slopes of the North Shore peaks across English Bay and Burrard Inlet from the downtown core. Dividing bay from inlet is the peninsula of Stanley Park, separated at its tip from the North Shore Mountains by the sea lane of First Narrows, which ebbs and flows under Lions Gate Bridge. From West Vancouver, Nick drove east to reach his home in North Vancouver, so go figure.


    Perhaps when he charted these waters back in 1792, the compass on Captain Vancouver's ship, the Discovery, didn't work?

  


  
    Whatever the reason and despite the weather, Nick made it home.

  


  
    He parked the car on Lonsdale, once the skid road that slid logs down Grouse Mountain to the inlet below, but tonight a skid road that slid hapless cars, where he climbed out, burdened with files, in front of Paine Hardware. A sign in the window read HUNTING AND FISHING LICENSES SOLD HERE, While the plank floor with sliding ladders and tiers of boxes selling individual nails and screws had resisted modern merchandising since 1906. The other shops on the block were retro, too: art and antique galleries, costume rentals, comics collectibles behind a poster for the ALL-NEW X-MEN on a door, and the Salvation Army thrift store. A two-story walk-up on the corner with an onion cupola flying the maple leaf housed two stores at street level. In the window of the shop with fishing tackle and outdoor wear was a T-shirt advising THE WAY TO A MAN'S HEART IS THROUGH HIS FLY. To Bean Or Not To Bean was the other store. A sign inside (outside during market hours) asked passersby is THAT THE QUESTION? while aromas of aged Sumatra and Arabian Mocha Java lured them in. Around the corner and off the side street was a back stairway that ascended to Nick's apartment.


    Up he labored with the Bron Wren files.


    It was dark and cold inside. He switched on lights and turned up the heat, then carried the files down the hall past the kitchen and bathroom to the studio lodged in the cupola. Driven by a banshee wind wailing around the dome, sleet mushed against the windows like rotten fruit hurled by a disgruntled mob. Unburdening himself of files, Nick circled the cupola to draw the drapes. The north windows gazed up Lonsdale to the Grouse Nest crowning the craggy peak. The west ones looked back at Gill's house on Sentinel Hill and across the Pacific to the Orient. The view south commanded Lower Lonsdale and the harbor beyond, across which city lights were snuffed as sleet froze to snow.


    Flotsam and jetsam from the wreckage of Nick's life surrounded him. In the corner where the sofa pulled out to form his bed hung pictures that trumpeted Cravens in Red Serge. John Craven comforting Wolfe hi 1759 as the general lay dying on the Plains of Abraham, having just won Quebec from the French. William Craven beside the Iron Duke at Waterloo, after smashing Napoleon's army for good. Rex Craven defending the African outpost of Rorke's Drift in 1879, for which the queen had awarded him the Victoria Cross. Mountie Ted Craven in the "Wagon Wheel" formation of the Musical Ride; and Nick Craven, a few years back, saluting Queen Elizabeth in a color guard. A thin red line through history that had served to anchor him, until Zinc's return from Africa with what he gleaned from the mercenary on Crocodile Island had cut Nick adrift.


    SOS, he thought.


    The rock that set him floundering was his mother's death, a brutal bludgeoning at the hands of a psychotic revenant. On the sofa sat his teddy bear, sewed by his mom when he was born, and loved to rags by an insecure, fatherless boy. But for tufts the fur was gone from its threadbare head, while bits of strawlike stuffing stuck through holes not patched with yarn. Both glass eyes retained an intelligent stare, and minus a black strand or two a nose still tipped its snout, but under the baby blanket wrapped around its body and cinched beneath its chin, the bear had less substance than an anorexic chicken.


    Battered and abandoned, the way Nick felt tonight, he was his teddy bear.


    Elvis, he thought.


    The reef that threatened to sink him to the bottom of the sea was Gill Macbeth. There on the table beside the sofa was a photograph of them taken moments before they boarded the cruise ship for that fateful ball and prophetic sinking. Damn, thought Nick. We were happy. What went wrong to turn my life into such a miserable mess . . . ?


    Then he spotted the album.


    Under the Wren files.


    All those innocent faces.


    Innocents lost.


    Kids buggered, raped, and God knows what by Wren, so their fractured psyches would never be whole again, no matter how often the cracks were glued and the fault lines covered over.


    He'd had a loving mother.


    He was never abused.


    And his childhood was idyllic in a way that would never be again.


    When Nick was growing up in Port Coquitlam, twelve miles up the Fraser River Valley as the crow flies from here, his mom had let him loose each day to wander far and wide, loose to storm the Alamo that was Mary Hill, loose to wade the river marshes of Colony Farm, loose to do whatever boys did until hunger pulled them home. She didn't worry about mo-lesters and pedophiles, since those weren't words in her vocabulary, as boys had been free to be knights-errant like Tom Sawyer and Huck Finn since the Dark Ages.


    My, how times had changed.


    The New Dark Ages.


    Now every paper seemed full of news about orphan boys buggered by priests and girls raped by fathers. Of pedophiles in schools and Scouts and day cares and Big Brothers. Of sexual memories repressed from childhood thrown up years later. Of kids killing kids from child abuse when they couldn't wait until adulthood to spawn into serial killers.


    The truth was, tunes hadn't changed.


    Just the reporting.


    For there had always been predators loose in the land, but back when you didn't talk of such things they didn't go on, back when Reverend Noel was a pillar of the church, and Bron Wren was that nice man down the street with candy for every kid, back when Nick's mom slept at night secure in ignorance of the fact her gallivanting son didn't lose a lock of hair to Wren's fetish album simply because he had yet to be snipped in the lottery of fate.


    There had always been sex.


    So there had always been perverts.


    As Huxley put it: The higher and more advanced the civilization, the more perverted the sex.


    Every cop and criminal lawyer knew that only too well.


    For what separates the "normal" man from Jack the Ripper is a question of degree.


    We all want sex of some sort.


    And get it as we can.


    Suddenly Nick was ashamed of himself for all his "poor me." How was he poor compared to the damage done to these kids? If he was cut loose from his anchor, at least it had secured him in his formative years. If he had lost a loving mom, at least he'd had her love. If Gill didn't want him, he couldn't change that, but what was the quote his mom kept taped to the fridge: Give me grace to accept the things I cannot change, courage to change the things I can, and wisdom to distinguish one from the other? The rumor was, Katherine Spann had been promoted to inspector, and that meant he might change his own rank from corporal to her vacated position of sergeant at Special X if he could solve the riddle of Wren's shrunken head.


    So while the banshee wind howled and snow hushed the city, Nick poured himself the drink he had declined at Gill's and called for a loyal toast from the Members surrounding him.


    Nick's mom had been a pack rat. A comber of garage sales. Whose house was cluttered with collections of golden-age dolls, cartoon watches, brass buttons, board games, puppets, etc. For her son she had amassed such memorabilia as Mickey Mouse, Garfield, Barbie, and Cabbage Patch dolls in Red Serge; and posters from cheesy Mountie movies like those Spann had pooh-poohed in the plane with Dodd: Edison's Riders of the Plains in 1910, a Mountie drinking in a brothel in Tyrant Fear, not a rare occurrence judging from diseases reported in early Force records, a dishonorably discharged Member running a gantlet of officers lashing him with Sam Brownes in McKenna of the Mounted, and Kirby Grant in full review order of dress paddling a canoe in Yukon Manhunt. When it came to myth and marketing, it was hard to tell if Mounties' faces turned redder than their scarlet tunics from embarrassment or anger. Thanks to Mom, every nook and cranny in Nick's studio was a miniature museum full of Mountie kitsch.


    Thank God the Force had recently signed a marketing deal with Disney.


    Now surely all this Mountie commercialism would be reined in.


    Dream on, Sergeant Preston . . .


    "The Queen," said Nick, downing the dram, before he cleared his desk and spread out the North Vancouver Detachment pedo-files on Wren.


    The DSO proceedings against the pedophile had been but the tip of a chilling iceberg. Nick made a list of the victims' addresses from the files. The six sex assaults that surfaced in court twenty-five years ago had all been committed near here. An Indian boy on the reserve along Burrard Inlet. Twin sisters by Grand Boulevard east of Lonsdale. A boy beside the Upper Levels Highway to the north. Two brothers west by Mosquito Creek.


    Nick opened the album.


    So many innocent faces.


    All but six, victims who hadn't surfaced in court.


    The mass of the iceberg.


    Hidden below.


    Kids buggered, raped, and deeply cracked by Wren, before he snipped a lock of hair for his fetish book to masturbate over later.


    Humpty Dumptys in a sordid nursery rhyme.


    Where all the Queen's Horsemen and all the Queen's shrinks couldn't put their fractured psyches together again.


    Did one of you kill Wren? the Horseman wondered.
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    Boys will be boys.


    So the Boys were out to get fucked.


    A cock has no conscience, as the old man liked to say.


    Because they'd lost the lottery at the frat house tonight—"Christ," said Sean, ripping the pull tab off another Blue, "some lowly pledge is balling Miss Lovey instead of me!"—the Boys, each as horny as hell from the lap dance the stripper had laid on all four at the monthly frat stag, were forced to abandon hearth and home-away-from-home in the wee hours of this inclement morn if they hoped to get their ashes hauled, as Sean's dad liked to say.


    It wasn't always so.


    Not in free-love days.


    Back when nooky grew on trees, as the block liked to regale his chip.


    In the late sixties, when Sean's dad had tickled the tit of this alma mater (That's Latin for nourishing mother, son. Hardy, har, har), Engineers in red jackets ruled UBC. To hear the old man tell it, Sean imagined a campus like H. G. Wells's The Time Machine. Long-hairs and no-bras were the gentle Eloi, all peace, love, and have a nice day, with their drugs and flower power and hippie-dippy zonk. From throbbing machines in the loins of a faculty almost exclusively male, Engineers crawled out like Morlocks to prey on them. A freshman caught by Sean's dad and his ilk was de-panted and tossed into a pond. One year a frosh president decreed that had to stop, and called for a massive Arts rally in front of Brock Hall. When the pres failed to show, the freshmen began to disperse, and that's when a red VW Beetle with E on each door rumbled up to the Thunderbird totem in front of the hall. A sheet tied to the bumper was thrown over the totem and a bundle was trundled inside; then off drove the Beetle, to tug away the sheet. Crucified naked with both arms lashed to the Thunderbird's wings, there hung the frosh president with his shortcoming on view.

  


  
    Hardy, har, har.

  


  
    The story Sean loved most was the Cookie Caper. To hear the old man tell it was to hear the tale told like this:


    "Every Engineer Week began with a prank. First we published The Red Rag to grab attention, the filthiest, funniest jokes you ever read, son, which got the Artsy-fartsy types buzzing like wasps. Then we hit them with the Lady Godiva ride. Long-haired wench, buff bare and built like a brick shithouse, led around campus on the back of a horse. Letters to The Ubyssey fumed we were horses' asses, and having primed the pump, that's when we pulled the prank.


    "One year there was a hullabaloo when UBC erected cocklike signs at all the gates. Cost the university an outrageous amount, $100,000, as I recall, so out we went with chainsaws and bucked them up. It was a hoot how the shit hit the fan. Everyone was screaming we had gone too far, demanding the faculty be sued in court, and that's when we returned the original signs we had switched at three one morning for the dummies we later cut up.


    "The real dummies were the Arts we sucked in every year.


    "Come next Engineer Week, we ate humble pie. Told the alma mater we'd behaved like jerks, and from now on they'd see the New Engineers. At every door to all the buildings where Arts hung out stood one of us with a plate of cookies offered for peace. Good cookies, too. Chocolate chip.


    "Unbeknown to the Arts who gobbled munch-munch was those cookies were baked by Chemical Engineers. Laced in the batter was a compound that turned piss the color of blood, and that night the campus hospital was overrun with freaked-out freaks sure they were hemorrhaging internally."


    Hardy, har, har.


    But tonight, primed by Miss Lovey having squirmed in his lap, Sean O'Connor's beer-addled brain foamed over the old man's tales of tail:


    "When I was your age, son, nooky grew on trees. It was the time of free love, and babes put out. Some shit about taking back their sexuality, and that meant every swordsman got to saw off a piece. A certain kind of woman goes for an Engineer, the hard-hat babe in cowboy boots with jeans painted tight on her ass. For her the Mechanical boys designed The Hog, a Harley with this special seat molded like a saddle, with a built-in nub to catch her you know where. A little country and western and a lot of beer, then spread her legs behind you and gun The Hog up the mountain, she got the vibrator buzz of her life and tore your pants off in the meadow. Then there's the kind of woman who avoids an Engineer, the tree-hugging babe with hairy pits who goes for guys who look like girls. For her the Chemical boys whipped up MDA. The hips called it the love drug. We called it panty-remover. They used to hold these dances in the Armory, Procol Harum, Vanilla Fudge, crap like that, so we'd dress up in Arty rags and hippie wigs, wolves in sheeps' clothing, you might say, son, and spike the drinks of babes when their backs were turned, then ease them outside under the moon, listen to Age of Aquarius babble, and bang 'em in the bushes ..."


    To hear the old man tell it, those were the good old days, and UBC was the place where any big man on campus could get fucked. . . .


    So Sean went into engineering and here he was, but instead of hazing and panty raids and Spanish fly, he found himself mired in homogenized pap policed by the very P.C. The engineering faculty was rife with studious broads, and The Red Rag and Lady Godiva were long gone, son. Before a guy could get a woody as stiff as pasta al dente, he was up in feminist court on a sex-harassment rap. Meanwhile, those getting the tail were bogus Trojan horses, the oh-so-sincere-I'm-a-feminist frauds who breached the sexist barricade in panties instead of jocks, the sort of guy who'd don a bra stuffed with two bottles so he could experience the joy of breastfeeding tits, and once inside, where I Sean yearned to be, aimed his limp third-stage-male dick where tricks have always gone.


    For throwbacks like Sean, this frat was all there was.


    And so tonight the four Boys plowed their way down Wesbrook Mall from fraternity row, past Beta Theta Pi and the psychiatry building, windshield wipers smearing snow and breath fogging the windows.


    Across University Boulevard, they slid by the student union building and school of theology, the car skating and fishtailing all over the road, bumping the curb on the far side as it pinwheeled onto Chancellor Boulevard, skidding toward the law school, where it zagged seaward down the sharp incline of Northwest Marine Drive, the Boys hooting and hollering to Hootie and the Blowfish as they popped beer after beer.


    "We need a tank of blowfish at the frat," giggled Sean. "Slap one on yer pecker and there'd be no need to brave this blizzard, guys."


    "You want a blow job. I want a Cracked Rear View," tittered Mike, cracking a pun that cracked up Sean off the CD's title.


    "Cool down, you two," said Pagan Pat, covering the spout of his beer can to give it a shake, then turning in the passenger's seat to spray the Boys behind with foam.


    "Easy for you," Sean howled, spraying Pagan back. "A trip to the Sheep and Cattle Unit and you got your relief."


    "Whooooaa!" said Fred, who was driving. "Hang onto your balls."


    When UBC first opened its doors in 1915, academe had been the Fairview Shacks at Tenth and Laurel, its library two rooms in the tuberculosis wing of Vancouver General Hospital, with a collection of twenty thousand volumes purchased in Europe prior to World War I. Following the "Great Trek" of 1922, students parading behind a float bearing a huge sardine with the sign: SARDINES . . . VARSITY BRAND . . . PACKED IN FAIRVIEW, UBC moved west to the bluffs of Point Grey, under which Captain Vancouver had sailed in 1792, and up which Simon Fraser had climbed to end his overland journey in 1808, and down which the Boys were about to toboggan to reach the Basement Brothel near Locarno Beach to get their oil changed, as the old man liked to say.


    The Basement Brothel was actually home to a single mom, desperately fighting deportation from Canada, who fucked the frats in the bedroom while her kid slept on the kitchen floor, to pay a shyster under the table to bribe an immigration judge to let her stay.


    Head was thirty dollars.


    Butt was sixty bucks.


    And for an extra ten the other Boys could watch.


    It was quite pathetic.


    But what can you do?


    For a cock has no conscience, as Sean now liked to say.


    Point Grey is a tongue licking Georgia Strait. The Fraser River wets the underside. Wreck Beach (the nudist beach) and Tower Beach (gun turrets once aimed at the Japanese) grit the tip. The sea salts the upperside as Spanish Banks and English Bay (names marking a showdown between rival explorers Valdes, Galiano, and Vancouver on the brine below), across which, on a clear night, you could see DeClercq's North Shore home. But now, as the Boys chuted down the seaside cliff from tip to inland root, they could see nothing but snow, snow, snow. Snow caked the windshield and tire treads, the car picking up speed as it slithered down the snaking road, the curb on the left preventing it from plunging over the cliff, the curb on the right bumping wheels to keep it on Marine.


    "Yeeeeeehaaaaaa!" yodeled Sean as the horny drunks tobogganed the run, a bone in his pants from excitement and expectation of what lay ahead, bare trees? closing in just before the straightaway along the hidden beach, Pacific Spirit Park the woods beyond the drain-f age ditch to the right. "Wake up, mama!" hollered Sean. "The Boy wants a fuck!" And that's when-SLAMMMM!—the car hit a tree felled across the road the angle such it flipped upside down in the ditch.


    Too many brew! was Sean's reaction to his spinning head, before that head hit the roof which was now floor, followed by his tumbling body crumpling down top.


    Sean and Mike were a tangle of arms and legs it the backseat.


    The car was a two-door, so neither could scramble out.


    The car was a beater that belched exhaust at the best of times, and now, tailpipe plugged, began to fill with carbon monoxide.


    "Cut the engine," Sean coughed to Fred in front, but the driver was already clambering out through his door.


    "It's gonna blow," Pagan cried, rattling his door but the passenger's side was pinned against the slop of the ditch.


    Inside, the car was a claustrophobic coffin. Eerie green glow from the dashboard was carried on the fumes. The overhead, now underfoot, lamp had smashed. Outside, the headlights were beacons knifing through the curtain of cottony snow. Glancing out the window as he crawled on hands and knees, mind befuddled by drink and hitting his head, the image distorted by fog on the glass from gasps of fear, Sean thought he saw the lower half of an angel of mercy parting the screen of heavenly white, a wand in hand as it approached the driver's door of the overturned car.


    Swooooshh . . .


    Was that an owl?


    For owls did swoop in these woods.


    Then black splashed the window, obliterating the angel from sight.


    And Fred's leg went into spasm as it vanished out the door.


    "Me next," Pagan bellowed, scampering across the roof beneath the front seat to wriggle out the exit, as—Swooooshh . . .—that goddamn owl took another swoop at the car.


    Now Pagan's leg did the funky chicken, his hoedown foot thump, thump, thumping the doorframe, exit stage left.


    Black splashed the window encore.


    As Sean was crabbing through the space between the roof and the inverted front seat, hand reaching for the doorframe to pull himself out, Mike grabbed him by the belt and yanked him back. "It's gonna blow!" his frat brother freaked, echoing Pagan's refrain, as he punched Sean hard in the nose to stun him, crawl over him, and take the lead.


    Swooooshh . . .


    "Fucker!" Sean snarled, grasping Mike by the seat of his pants to reel the front runner back in a deadly game of tortoise and hare. Bunching his other hand in a fist to give the asshole as good as he gave, Sean swung a roundhouse in the cramped quarters aimed directly at Mike's head ...


    . . . which wasn't there.


    Instead, his cowardly frat bro was spouting like Old Faithful, geysers of black blood fountaining from the mess of tubes in his severed neck, spraying the window inside that had been sprayed outside when Fred and Pagan got swooooshed. . . .


    Suddenly a hand shot in to grab Sean by the hair, hauling him out of the car into a wasteland of white, where two headless bodies lay sprawled in a drift, and three bodiless heads stared vacantly at him. Then Sean caught sight of something swooooshing toward his head. Not a wand, as he first thought, but the most vicious blade imaginable.


    Two feet long, the cutlass was akin to the sort of machete used for hacking sugarcane, except along the back of the blade behind the cutting edge ran a rounded ridge that jutted out to both sides. Close to the grip and loosely clamped like metal fingers under the rounds of the ridge was a six-ounce weight. While the cutlass swung in an arc toward Sean's head, the weight slipped down to the tip of the blade to augment the centrifugal force of the slice by arithmetic proportions. One cut from the sword in the angel's hand would slice a head clean away.


    Sean's angel of mercy was an angel of death.


    But not yet.


    For angels grant wishes.


    The side of the blade, not the edge, clipped the Engineer's head. As he lay stunned, the cold steel of a handcuff clamped around his wrist. By that wrist Sean was dragged deeper into the trees, where, face pressed to bark, his wrists were locked together around a cedar trunk, reminding him of those tree-huggers the old man doped to bang.


    Before he could scream, a rag was stuffed in his mouth.


    Then . . .


    Riiiiiiippp!


    ... the seat of his pants fell victim to the blade, exposing the Boy's cracked rear view.


    Sean got his wish.


    Sean got fucked.


    

  


  
    

  


  


  


  


  
    Cabin in the Woods

  


  


  
    


    West Vancouver


    


    In the past when DeClercq had this dream, it was all in silver. But tonight, as his subconscious relived the nightmare again, the Quebec Laurentian woods rioted in color. . . .


    


    Sunshine dappling the maple trees ablaze as if on fire, red and orange and yellow and brown and every hue between, the smell of smoke adrift in the crisp, hazy air, curling from the chimney of the cabin in the woods. The cabin where her kidnappers hold his daughter, Jane. The cabin he approaches with all the stealth a father can muster when it means his child's life. One hand grips the crossbow that almost took him to the Olympics once upon a time. The bolts in his other hand are so lethal they were banned by the Church before the Crusades as too unchristian to kill anyone but Muslim infidels in the Holy Land.


    He levers back the drawstring.


    He loads a bolt in the bow.


    Maple leaves overhead and maple leaves underfoot. The maple leaves through which he aims at the cabin's only door are as red as the one on his country's flag. Beyond the sights of the bow he sees a man in a checked lumberjack shirt exit from the cabin, and follows him visually across the porch, down the steps, and around one side to a wood pile. As Lumberjack bends forward to fill his arms with logs, the bow lets fly the deadly bolt at two hundred miles an hour. Shhhhewww . . . the messenger of death whhhisspers through the trees, striking the man behind the ear to punch through his skull and carry on into the woods.


    Lumberjack slumps dead over the pile.


    The lever recocks the bow.


    Another bolt drops into the trough on top of the stock.


    Three men exit to hunt for the first. Single file, they cross the porch and descend the steps. The man in front rounds the corner as the others follow, but stops abruptly when he spots Lumberjack. The man behind bumps into him like a train shunting cars, while the man last in line turns the corner. The bolt shhhhewwws from the maples and whissstles through the air. One, two, three, it drills each neck in line, severing the rear spine, fracturing the one in the middle, before it zips from the mouth of the sandwiched man to clip the man who leads.


    Clip, but not kill.


    The front man stumbles back to the porch over his fallen comrades. One hand bangs the wall to summon help from inside. Punctured voice box mewling like a goat, he staggers up the steps and weaves toward the door. As yet another bolt shhhhewwws from the maple leaves, the man's head jerks this way in spasm, so the flying spike jabs him dead in the eye.


    The kidnapper buckles as a pitiful scream shatters the autumn air, lancing out the door ajar from within the cabin.


    "Daddyyyyyyy!"


    "Jane!" he cries, and tries to run to her from the maple trees, but his legs feel heavy, so very heavy, as if forged from lead, while he must run fast, very fast, if he's to get from here to there in time to wrench his terrified daughter from impending death. With mounting anxiety he stares down to see what's holding him back, and discovers both feet are planted in the ground. He drops the crossbow and grabs one leg with both hands to tear it free. Unable to budge it, he switches legs and tugs with all his strength, straining until his rooted flesh begins to upheave, clods of earth clinging to the filamented ankle he weeds from soil groaning under the maple leaves, a tug-of-war waged with Mother Nature for his daughter's life.


    "Let go of me!" he orders.


    "DADDYYYYYYY!" screams Jane.


    Now his legs are free and he is lurching forward, dragging half the forest floor toward the cabin. Chunks of sod weigh down his botanic feet, which rustle like snakes through the fiery leaves. Pains of overexertion shoot up and down his arm.


    "Daddy's coming! Don't leave me, Jane!"


    He lumbers up the steps and across the porch.


    He stumbles over the body with a bolt in its eye.


    He shoves open the door as a knife is shoved into his gut.


    He bleeds freely down his abdomen and legs.


    His hands close around the throat of the thug in his way, crushing vessels that feed life to the kidnapper's brain.


    Eyes pop out of their sockets to bounce like balls on the floor.


    The strangled man's tongue slithers away like an eel. He squeezes until the kidnapper has a toothpick neck.


    The face before him turns livid, then drops from sight. His eyes dart frantically about within the cabin, searching the gloom until they pick out the small body on a corner cot, curled up in a fetal ball and sobbing, sobbing, sobbing. . . .


    "Jane!" he cries, and struggles across to the cot. His rooted feet drag in maple leaves to scatter about the floor. But when he scoops his beloved child up in his arms and bends to rain paternal kisses onto her angelic head, he finds himself face to flesh with a freshly severed neck. The sobbing issues from a tube in the stump.


    Never before has a wail of anguish like his been heard. All the guilt of his damned soul is packed into the shriek.


    "Don't cry, Daddy. I'm over here."


    Unable to believe his ears, he turns and falls and claws and crawls toward another corner, where a pair of innocent eyes shine brightly in the dark, the groaning roots behind trying to pull him back, as one by one his nails break to inch him forward.


    "Thank God," he moans, reaching into the shadows to caress her feet, which sets the eyes above swaying when his hand hits a pole.


    Vision adjusting to the dark, he gazes up to find the source of his daughter's voice, and sees a severed head mounted on the pole.


    "I knew you'd come, Daddy. I knew you wouldn't fail me," says the hacked-off head.


    The head isn't Jane's.


    The head is Katt's. . . .


    


    He awoke with a start. Drenched in sweat.


    A primal shudder shook him to the depths of his being.


    "I knew you wouldn't fail me," he repeated to himself, while rubbing the corners of his eyes to reap the sandman's gift.


    He wasn't drenched in sweat.


    His cheeks were wet with tears.


    For the first time in a long time he'd been crying in his sleep.


    Throwing back the covers, he swung out of bed. The deep freeze of winter besieging the house chilled him to his bones. Stepping into his slippers, Robert pulled on a robe and, when that didn't stop his shivering, put on a sweater, too. The clock on the bedside table said the time was five a.m. Because it was his habit to rise at the break of dawn, curtainless windows faced English Bay with Point Grey beyond. Come spring, he'd carry a cup of coffee down to his seaside knoll crowned with an antique sundial and a driftwood chair. There he'd sit alone with his thoughts to greet the new day—"Getting your head in shape," was how Katt put it—as the teen slept the sleep of a princess above. Around the face of the sundial, which predated the Age of Reason, was the prophetic warning THE TIME IS LATER THAN YOU THINK. The warning was now buried beneath the shroud of overnight snow, but as he gazed out the bedroom window across the black bay at the red and blue wigwags flashing on the far Pacific Spirit Park shore, the sundial's prophesy preoccupied his mind.


    Though he was a rational man who eschewed New Age superstition, irrationality had taken Kate, Jane, and Genevieve from him, so it seemed rationally prudent to check on Katt.


    Agnostics are wiser than true believers.


    His bedroom, her bedroom, and the living room ran east to west across the southern waterfront face of the house. Katt's room had been his library before she moved hi, so it opened off the living room at the L-join of the central hall. The effect of the nightmare was so strong that he didn't pause at the bathroom sink to wash away his tears, but almost ran directly to the L-join, where he switched on the nearest living room lamp and turned about-face to open and peek in what should have been a closed door.


    The door was ajar three inches.


    His muscles tensed.


    Theirs was a constant war of divergent opinions. Do you crack your egg at the big or little end? Do you eat the tenderloin or other meat first? Is it best to sleep in a cold or warm room? Cold, he said, to snuggle in with fresh air to breathe. Warm, she said, to sleep like a babe in the womb, and not freeze your bum off in the dead of night. This battle ended with a compromise. The thermostat was turned down on going to bed, while Katt turned up a space heater and closed her bedroom door. In this bitter cold, no way would she have broken the seal. Not when giving a single inch would offer him the opening to lord partial victory over her in their never-ending war.


    Katt was stubborn.


    So was he.


    Robert's hand was sweating as he pushed open the door. He couldn't shake the premonition a kidnapper had Katt. The lamp cast a widening yellow oblong in through the door. Spine to spine, the light of knowledge spread across the books, until illumination crept over a lump in bed.


    "I'm awake," Katt said. "What a night! Every hour; on the hour, this thing"—she plucked Catnip off her pillow by the scruff of the neck—"had to lick my face in a show of love. I cracked the door so he could get to his litter box, and consequently froze my bum off to boot."


    "I assume the blighter's going back?"


    "No way!" protested Katt. "You could turn a cutie-pie like this"—she kissed the kitten—"out to die in a frozen waste?"


    He was so thankful to find her there, she could keep a thousand cats. He left the tormented thespian "to get her head in shape," and shuffled off to the bathroom to wash his face and brush his teeth. As he reached down to lift the toilet seat to urinate, he noted a scratch across the plastic on one side of the ring. Darn cat, he thought. The damage begins. He angled along the hall to the kitchen to brew a pot of coffee, then carried a cup to the living room to restoke the fire between the Holmes and Watson chairs from still glowing embers. The Headhunter file from last evening was scattered about the hearth, so he tiptoed over photographs like using stepping stones.


    Her picture was on the mantel.


    Maple leaves, he thought.


    And wondered if this was the connection which had prompted the dream.


    The photo of Jane was flanked by those of Kate and Genevieve. The shutter had caught her mid-laugh, head thrown back, so sunlight glistened on her blond curls. The little girl was four years old and happy as could be, playing hi a pile of red, orange, yellow, and brown maple leaves.


    "Is she why you're such a good 'dad' to me?"


    The question from behind his back took Robert by surprise. He turned to find Katt framed by her bedroom door, ash-blond hair rumpled from restless sleep, one arm cinched around Pinky and the other around Scratch Bear. If Jane had lived longer than her picture on the mantel, Katt could be her in her teens.


    "No," he replied. "It's because you're such a good 'daughter' to me."


    A streak from the bedroom.


    Catnip was underway.


    Robert's eyes were fixated on the teddy bears. Katt must have noticed, for she said, "Did I do wrong? They were in the closet, and I was cold last night. I took them to bed to warm me up. I know they're hers." A nod at the mantel. "Do you mind?"


    "No," he said, and sat in the Watson chair.


    Padding from the doorway to the burnishing blaze, Katt stepped over the Headhunter mess and curled up in the Holmes chair. Pinky and Scratch Bear straddled the overstuffed arms. "Why's this one so beat up? And this one brand-new?"


    "When Kate was pregnant with Jane—"


    Katt's eyes flicked to Kate's photo on the mantel. It caught Robert's first wife center stage on Broadway, playing Rebecca in Ibsen's Rosmersholm on the night the two met.


    "—I went to London," he said.


    Catnip shot into the greenhouse, which opened off the living room. It was heated at night for the sake of the plants, so there Napoleon lay on the rug beside the La-Z-Boy. A lazy boy no more once the kitten burst in to play.


    "The finest toy store in the world is Hamleys of Regent Street. Six floors, one of which has hundreds of teddy bears. Determined my kid would have the best bear in the store, I spent hours culling them until I found him."


    "This one?" Katt said, rocking Pinky.


    "No, Kate's Aunt Paula sent that godawful thing. Synthetic pink fur. Beady little eyes. When Jane came home from the hospital, Kate held a battle of the bears. Into the crib went my candidate, and Jane scrunched her face. 'Stiff fur and baby skin. Daddy's Scratch Bear,' dubbed Kate. Into the crib went the pretender to the throne. Jane cooed a drooly smile of soft-caress contentment. 'Pinky wins,' Kate declared, and Scratch Bear was banished."


    Katt nuzzled the outcast. "He feels soft to me. I guess we toughen with age."


    Catnip shot from the greenhouse with Napoleon on his tail. The kitten scampered toward the kitchen and disappeared. The dog picked his way through the spread-out file to settle by the hearth.


    "Every kid should have a teddy bear from birth. I view providing one as a father's duty. A mother fosters security by nursing at her breast. A father instills it by securing the crib. Without a bear the child is left to face the dark alone. With a bear it has a talisman for life. A teddy offers comfort and companionship when we're young and, as we grow, provides an anchor down to our deepest roots. You'll find centered adults often still have their bear. It focuses them on who they are and where they come from. The bear provides a compass when they're lost."


    "Do you still have your bear?" Katt asked, poking Pinky.


    "No, I lost it somewhere along the way."


    "How did Jane die?"


    Katt's question burst in like an anarchist with a bomb. In all the time she'd lived with him, she'd never broached the topic. Perhaps because she, too, had been kidnapped as a child. Perhaps because she sensed the past hurt him deep inside. Whatever the reason, this morning curiosity "killed" Katt.


    He took a deep breath and exorcised slowly.


    "You've studied the Quebec independence movement in school. Its violent zenith was the October Crisis of 1970. The FLQ—the Front de Liberation du Quebec—was a terrorist group composed of cells. One cell kidnapped British diplomat James Cross, and another cell murdered Labor Minister Pierre Laporte. I was the Mountie who located both cells."


    "How?" said Katt.


    "Informants," he replied. "The independence issue splits family ties. I took down the Liberation cell for executing Laporte. The Chenier cell released Cross and fled to Cuba. Two weeks after the crisis, while I was in Ottawa, a gang of punks launched a vendetta against my Montreal home. Kate was gunned down at the door, and Jane was abducted from bed. Someone wrenched Pinky from her and tossed the bear aside."


    A crash from the kitchen.


    Catnip was cooking breakfast?


    "I was banned from the manhunt because of personal involvement. One of my informants tipped me to a cabin in the woods. I took the crossbow now on the wall of my bedroom and drove north to the Laurentians to get Jane back."


    "By yourself?"


    "I didn't trust anyone else. Independence emotions split cops, too."


    "You found her?"


    "Yes, in the cabin. The punks had argued over what to do with Jane, and the faction that won had broken her neck before I arrived."


    "What became of them?"


    "They paid," he said bluntly. "My one regret is I didn't bury Pinky with Jane. He was my closest link to her, so I kept him for myself. The irony is, I left her alone in the dark."


    Catnip shot up the hall from the kitchen and took the corner too fast. The kitten pinwheeled and bounced off the waterfront wall. Gunning the engine spun its claws.


    Katt cuddled Scratch Bear and murmured in its ear, "She was lucky to have you. I never had a father. And I don't have a bear."


    "Jane chose Pinky," Robert said. "That's why that bear looks brand-new. If you want him, Scratch Bear is yours."


    The Cheshire Katt grin.


    "I'll love him to death," she said.


    A shiver shook Robert.


    The premonition dream?


    Catnip shot toward them with leaps and bounds. The Headhunter file scattered farther in the rambunctious kitten's wake. Screeching to a halt, the terror let out a meow, decided he was tuckered, and crashed beside the dog.


    Dog, kid, and grown-up breathed a collective sigh of relief.


    "Prozac might work," said Katt.


    While she banged pots and pans in the kitchen to rustle up breakfast, he got down on his hands and knees to gather up the far-flung contents of the file. A case as complex as this one drew reams of paper, especially if different police jurisdictions were involved. Since the voice in his mind insisted a detail from back then had new meaning now, last night De-Clercq had reread the once active part of the file, ignoring those documents entered after John Lincoln Hardy had been shot. Truth was, given the booze, pills, and gun he had put in his mouth, he had not read the postoperative stuff which closed out the file. How could what he hadn't read then vex his mind now?


    The rambunctious cat had uncovered an envelope in the postoperative pile.


    The return address in the upper corner caught the Mountie's eye:


    


  


  
    Detective Al Flood


    Major Crimes Squad


    Vancouver Police Department


    123 Main Street


    Vancouver, British Columbia


    


  


  


  
    The Vancouver Police Department policed the heart of the city.

  


  
    The Royal Canadian Mounted Police policed most of the province.


    Flood was the VPD liaison who had worked with the Mounties' Headhunter Squad.


    Flood was also the cop who was shot to death with Robert's second wife.


    Robert opened the envelope and dumped its contents out on the floor.


    Inside was a memo handwritten by Flood:


    


  


  
    On Saturday, November 13, 1982, at 9:41 p.m., this was hand-delivered to the VPD. A cab driver (report on file) went into McDonald's for a cup of coffee and came out to find it left on his car seat. No ID on who put it there. The roll of film and originals are still with the lab.


    


    November 13 was the night John Lincoln Hardy was shot.

  


  
    November 13 was the night Robert attempted his suicide. November 13 was the night the Headhunter dragnet ended.


    Everything filed after that was postoperative and new to DeClercq. While he was recuperating from mental breakdown, others had closed the file.


    Clipped to Flood's memo was a copy of the envelope left in the cab. FOR THE POLICE, it read. Under that was the Headhunter's taunt pasted together from newspaper cuttings. As with the Polaroids, the taunt was aimed at DeClercq. SAY UNCLE, ROBERT. HAVEN'T YOU HAD ENOUGH! PS YOU DEVELOP THIS ONE.Under that was a print developed from a negative.


    The heads in the Polaroids had been those of Liese Greiner, the skeleton on the hill; Helen Grabowski, the floater in the river; Joanna Portman, the nursel nailed to the totem pole; and Anna Rose, the nun. The head in this print was that of Natasha Wilkes, the; waylaid skier. Each Polaroid had shown the woman's head stuck on a stake against a white backdrop. Each Polaroid had cropped the stake halfway down the pole, which hid the base.


    This print was different.


    Shot from farther back.


    It showed the head.


    It showed the stake.


    And it showed the pail of sand in which the stake was mounted.


    The Headhunter returned with his trophy, thought DeClercq. He shoveled a pail full of sand, then carried it and the head inside. There he placed the bucket front of a pinned-up sheet, stuck a pole into the and rammed the head down on top. Then he snapped this photo as a taunt.


    Why did he switch from Polaroid to regular film? Did he know we were tracking those who bought Polaroid supplies?


    The Mountie studied the print.


    The face of Natasha Wilkes was frozen in a rictus of terror. Her skin was stretched tight, and her rolled-up eyes bulged. Her black hair was matted in hanks and strands. Her swollen tongue stuck from her mouth open in a scream. Her nostrils flared to let out trickles : of blood. Shreds of skin from her neck curled around the pole like worms.


    "Breakfast!" Katt called from the kitchen.


    DeClercq's eyes slid down the pole to the pail of sand.


    Mixed with the sand was something else.


    Maple leaves.


    

  


  
    

  


  


  


  


  
    Realm of Madness

  


  


  
    


    Richmond, British Columbia


    


    Wind off the river whipped flying snow through the bare limbs of the maple trees to build white pyramids up the dyke. The storm swallowed up the Jeep parked on the levee and obliterated tracks from it to a padlocked gate in a spiked fence around the maple garden in front of the Quonset hut on the slough. The hut being smaller than the concrete bunker under it, the vanishing tracks angled around the perimeter to a door over the quagmire out back. A padlock secured the windowless hut in which subterranean stairs descended into the bunker. From one step to the next dripped a trail of blood. Halfway down the stairwell, a bolted door sealed off the underground dungeon surrounding the realm of madness the Headhunter called home.


    When psychosis was florid, the psycho came home to Mother.


    Like tonight.


    Now.


    Candle pots slung in macrame webbings burned in the stygian dark. The webbings dangled from chains fastened to the ceiling. Black smudge curled from candle wicks protected by small glass umbrellas from blood draining out of the heads. The blood collected on the floor. The heads hung suspended at eye level by the ceiling chains hooked in their hair. The candles highlighted the heads from below, smearing yellow up the chins and under the noses, then up the brows above the eyes. Shadows masked other features, sinking sightless gazes into fathomless pits, and blackening mouths, cheeks, and foreheads to crowns. Strands of hair glistened above like spun gold, while drops the color of molten gold dripped from neck stumps.


    A single set of footsteps echoed around the vault as Sparky and Mother splashed from one dead head to the next.


    "Delicious, child. A good night's hunt. I love how this one bit through his tongue. See how the tip hangs by a thread from his lip?"


    "His lips aren't as pink as yours, Mommy."


    "And this one. Beautiful. Take in the fright. Note how facing imminent death turned the roots of his hair stark white."


    "His hair isn't black like yours, Mommy."


    "Hush, child. Forget the past. Let it be. Mother's waiting in the flesh to satisfy your needs. You have no need for the tzantzas in the box. Their lips and black hair are merely substitutes. Now that you have me, what need have you for them? Did you not stroke my hairin town tonight?"


    "Yes," replied the solitary voice in the dungeon vault.


    "And did you not kiss my lips with the passion you fought in New Orleans?"


    "Yes."


    "And was that dungeon not as secure as the House of Pain and here?"


    "Yes."


    "And was the glow of the torchlight not as gold as this?"


    "Yes."


    "And did the light not wink at you from the erotic rings?"


    "Yes."


    "And did you not bury yourself in me?"


    "Yes."


    "And did I not exorcise dread from Ecuador?"


    "Yes."


    "And did it not feel good to scream and scream and scream?"


    "Yes."


    "A primal scream to sunder the knots twisting you up inside?"


    "Yes."


    "And do you not find the talking cure binds you to me?"


    "Yes."


    "And does love for me instead of hate not make you feel better?"


    "Yes."


    "And do you not find the tighter we are, the safer you feel?"


    "Yes."


    "And is Mother's love and protection not all you ever wanted?" "Yes." "And do you not see your hate for me was the flip side of love? 'I do. I love you, Mommy. Mommy, you fucking cunt.''


    "Yes."


    "And did I not say, 'Let it out, Sparky. Scream and scream and scream. Are you your father's spawn? Or do you belong to me? If you're mine, prove it tonight in blood?"


    "Yes."


    "And have you not proved your love for me in blood four-fold? Bringing me your father's head to taunt and humiliate?"


    "These aren't Daddy's head."


    "Nor are the tzantzas in the box mine. Black hair and pierced lips made them me. And shrinking me down to size vented your hate."


    "Why hate Daddy?"


    "Because he abused me. And that abuse made me hurt you."


    "Abused you how?"


    "He used me, Sparky. He made my body his spittoon. Like my father did in France. 'Shhh, Suzannah. Come in here, cherie. Now let me take off your frills so Papa can love you.' That's why Mama shipped me off and how I met your father. He caged me in the cold and dressed me like a whore, then sat by the fire ogling me. I like you cold. It makes your nipples hard. Now turn around. Bend over. And spread it wide. Good girl, Suzannah. Get your master hard. The bigger s and harder I get, the more you'll love it. "


    "Why hurt me?"


    "To get back at him. Look in a mirror, Sparky. Do you not see his genes?"


    "I'm sorry, Mommy."


    "So am I, child. He hurt me. So I hurt you. So you hurt me. Why should he slip scot-free from the vicious circle he began? He hurt me. So I hurt you. So you hurt him. You rape him, and kill him, and cut off his head. He's any man turned around so you can't see his face. Just as any woman with black hair was me. In this light they're all your father's head. See how plump this one hangs like ripe fruit? Pluck the fruit, Sparky, and dry it for me. Grape to raisin. Plum to prune. Shrink your father down to size. The smaller and limper you make him, the more I'll love you."


    Sparky unhooked the head from its chain.


    The psycho carried the bleeding trophy to the next room.


    A candlestick burned within.


    Candle glow gilded grinning teeth.


    Sand bubbled in a hot pot.


    A brazier burnished the tzantza box.


    By the box were artist's tools.


    A scalpel to remove the skin from the skull.


    Needle and thread to sew the skin into a pouch.


    A scoop to fill the pouch with hot sand.


    Thongs to stitch the eyes shut and lace the mouth.


    Rings like those through Mother's lips.


    Mother's lips . . .


    The kiss of death.


    

  


  
    

  


  


  


  


  
    Rings

  


  


  
    


    West Vancouver


    


    With the smell of Canadian bacon and maple syrup awaft in the house—you can't get any more nationalistic than that—well, the coffee beans weren't grown here—Robert cleared the breakfast dishes while Katt was in the shower. He wondered if all teenagers thrived in pockets of sound, darting from one to the next while lugging interim music with them, sort of like a junkie with a carry-over fix, kill the racket for too long and they'd go into withdrawal. Maybe not all teenagers. But certainly the one in this house.


    Katt was in the bathroom with the ghetto blaster blaring, Bryan Adams wailing he wanted to be her underwear, Katt singing along she wanted to be his, too, one or two meows from Catnip in the chorus, claws probably scraping the toilet seat to keep time, for all he knew Scratch Bear was in the shower, too, as he struggled to hear the overwhelmed CBC News. He gave up and returned to the Watson chair.


    The hound of the Baskervilles lay sleeping by the cheery fire.


    "All quiet on the Western front?" he inquired of the guard. "Aren't you supposed to be super-sensitive to sound?"


    Napoleon snored on.


    Perhaps a guard cat was needed.


    Especially one that could run the perimeter in a nanosecond.


    Surrounded by the creature comforts of hearth and home, the fire crackling as darkness and the overnight snowfall held hands outside, the chief superintendent concentrated on the developed print of Natasha Wilkes's head. Focusing on the maple leaves mixed with sand in the pail, he sensed it was time to let his mind play ouija board, so he unwilled himself to slip the reins of conscious restraint which bridled subconscious links made by his instinctive id.


    Maple leaves, he thought.


    First his mental ouija pointed to the funeral. How small Jane's coffin had seemed beside her mother's, the sun setting fire to the fall maples shading the Quebec graveyard. The caskets were lowered deep into the black earth. "Bless this grave," intoned the Catholic priest, sprinkling holy water on the lid covering Jane, ". . . and send Your angels to watch over it and grant this child peace. ..."


    The aftermath of his daughter's death in 1970 had driven Robert from Quebec and the Mounted Police. The youngest superintendent ever promoted to that rank, he had flouted orders by undertaking a rogue investigation into Jane's whereabouts, the upshot of which was five dead murderers in the woods. There was an internal investigation into his conduct. Force protocol being he couldn't have a lawyer, he was represented by Inspector Francois Chartrand. Public sympathy was on his side, and he had a legal defense of protecting his family, and the odds were five to one, so he was never charged but instead retired from the Force.


    Fleeing from ghosts and memories too haunting to face, British Columbia was as far away west as he could run.


    But Jane's ghost followed.


    "I knew you'd come, Daddy. I knew you wouldn't fail me. ..."


    With proceeds from selling the Montreal house and insurance on Kate's life, he had purchased this waterfront hideaway just before property values went through the roof. The wooded lot was treed with firs, arbutuses, cedars, and maples. Rambling around his lonely estate that first autumn, what struck him was the washed-out yellow of the maple leaves. Without the cold snap back East, they never caught fire.

  


  
    Maple leaves, he thought.


    His mental ouija moved to the crest of the RCMP on the cover of his first published book. Military history had brought him to the Force, which was an outgrowth of the British Colonial Army, so to occupy his mind in forced retirement in the early seventies, he'd written the definitive history of the Mounted Police. Men Who Wore the Tunic was its original title.

  


  
    The jacket of the book was the color of Red Serge. Title, crest, and author's name were embossed in gold. The crest had a buffalo head at center surmounted by a crown. The bison was circled by the motto Maintiens Le Droit. Flanked on both sides were six maple leaves, one for each of the country's ten provinces and two Arctic territories. Scrolled below was Royal Canadian Mounted Police.


    Shortly after publication, the title Men Who Wore the Tunic was obsolete. In 1974 the Mounted commenced recruiting women into the ranks. Katherine Spann was in the first female troop. Her grandfather was Inspector Wilfred Blake, the British soldier dispatched across the Canadian prairie by dog sled in winter to report on conditions there after the Manitoba Rebellion of 1870. Blake had recommended recruiting the North-West Mounted Police, which he suggested should be an amalgam of the Texas Rangers and Royal Irish Constabulary. Because the Plains tribes honored Queen Victoria's redcoats, having sided with King George during the American Revolution, the Riders of the Plains should wear Red Serge. Wilfred Blake—until recently—had been the icon of the Force, and the focus of Robert's second book, Bagpipes, Blood, and Glory.


    But that was another story.


    The Cutthroat case.


    Robert had known Katherine Spann's father back in the fifties, when Alfred Spann was his mentor in the Force, training young Constable DeClercq how to police the north. Alfred was a Mountie attracted to the wilds, and all his postings until he vanished on patrol in the icy Arctic were near the Northern Lights. Katherine Spann was just a baby the last time mentor and student met in Montreal, at which time Alfred entrusted Robert with Wilfred Blake's gun. "Keep this for me till I return," but he didn't.


    Men Who Wore the Tunic was dedicated to Corporal Alfred Spann.


    Robert was still in retirement when the Headhunter raped, killed, and decapitated Greiner, Grabowski, and Portman in 1982. Public panic ensued. By then Frangois Chartrand was commissioner of the Force, so I he brought back the homicide hotshot he'd defended in Quebec years before. Murder was Robert's business. He had the "knack." That rare combination of tactics and intuition found in every supercop. Before there was ViCLAS or crime-scene analysis or criminal profiling, there was him. And just as British cops used to "call in the Yard," flummoxed detachments would summon DeClercq. Troubleshooting the tough cases earned him his reputation and skyrocketing rank, for he was the Mountie who ensured the Mounties always got their man.


    The first thing he did on taking command was form the Headhunter squad. Like all major dragnets, the task force was organized like a pyramid. Such investigations had failed in the past, allowing the Yorkshire Ripper and Ted Bundy (and soon Paul Bernardo) to slip through, so for backup DeClercq borrowed a trick from the past and revived flying patrols. Last century, when Mounted detachments had policed the Northwest by regular patrols, outlaws had evaded capture by learning the Force schedule. In 1890 Commissioner


    Herchmer plugged the breach with flying patrols: Mounties who galloped irregular trails and manhunted independently outside the ranks. DeClercq revived flying patrols to hunt the Headhunter laterally without H.Q. control.


    Force commandos.


    When he was given a list of Members to choose his squad, Robert was surprised to find Katherine Spann had joined after he retired. Intrigued to test how Alfred Spann's kid had turned out, he dispatched her as one of the flying patrols. Not only did his mentor's daughter take the Headhunter down but, six weeks later, shot it out with a renegade cop.


    Blake.


    Alfred.


    Katherine.


    Maintiens Le Droit.


    Wounds from the Shootout nearly killed Katherine Spann. In place of her father, Robert sat vigil by her hospital bed and, when she came out of her coma, bequeathed her Blake's gun. Since then, discreetly to avoid hints of nepotism, he'd followed the woman's service abroad with Special X, hunting assassins in India and heroin importers in the Far East. Having proved herself without help from him, Spann had been recently summoned home for promotion as Zinc Chandler's co-commander of Special X Operations.


    Inspector Katherine Spann.


    Men Who Wore the Tunic was out of date because of her. The second edition was retitled Those Who Wore the Tunic. The dedication and crest on the jacket remained the same.


    Maple leaves, he thought.

  


  
    Suddenly, his mental ouija tugged in a bedeviling direction. The hackles raised on his neck by the change told him he was closing in on that elusive detail which was vexing his conscious mind. The letters his subconscious planchette spelled were F-L-O-O-D.

  


  
    Al Flood.


    Detective.


    Major Crimes Squad.


    The Vancouver Police.


    The cop who filed the photo of Wilkes's hacked-off head.


    The cop killed with Genevieve, DeClercq's second wife.


    The cop who shot it out with Constable Katherine Spann.


    Maple leaves?


    


    History had advanced more than a decade since the last time he'd opened this drawer, so there was a layer of dust on the single file inside. He carried it from the stereo cabinet back to the Watson chair, then swept the accumulation of years into the hungry flames. Like sand removed from an archeological site, the file gave up the name typed and buried on its labeled tab. Almore Flood.


    Robert cracked the cover and journeyed back in time.


    Quebec he had left behind, but there was no escape from Jane's ghost. Night and day, guilt over her death haunted him, rattling his mind as he had researched Men Who Wore the Tunic. Finally, in a last-ditch effort to lay her soul to rest in the mid-seventies, Robert enrolled in a self-analysis workshop at UBC. The psychologist who led the class was Genevieve:


    "Most of you are here because you feel cursed by your past. Emotions swirl within you which you can't work out. Suppose you have a friend who is messing up his life. Though he is unable to see the solution, you know immediately what he should do. That's because your friend is mired in the quicksand of subjectivity, while you work out his conundrum from an objective point of view.


    "If you feel mired like our hypothetical friend, I want you to write a letter only you will see to the one you perceive as the source of your turmoil. After you have bared your emotions to paper, imagine the person who wrote the letter is your friend, not you. In this way, by objectifying your subjective conundrum, I hope you'll be able to tell your friend how to solve his problem."


    That night Robert wrote a letter to Jane, begging forgiveness for drawing the kidnappers to their door, and for venturing into the woods too late to save her. "I knew you'd come, Daddy. I knew you wouldn't fail me. . . ."


    "You are Ulysses," Genevieve said next class. "And this is your odyssey to self-awareness. Henceforth, you will keep a journal of thoughts, feelings, and actions prompted by your letter. The letter I will never read. The journal I shall. And hopefully through discussing it, you'll find your Golden Fleece."


    In Robert's case the odyssey was extended, for he and Genny were married within the year. Only when they were honeymooning in Western Samoa did he tell her the Golden Fleece was Jason and the Argonauts, not Ulysses.


    "It's all Greek to me," she laughed, and he loved that laugh so much he didn't spoil it by telling her Ulysses was the Latin name for Greek Odysseus. When you dealt in archetypes, did it matter? Her picture on the mantel behind the Watson chair had been taken in the South Pacific on that honeymoon. Body tanned in contrast to the white bikini she wore, Genny held a conch shell to one ear. Her auburn hair was wet from the sea, and green eyes sparked with mischief as if the shell was whispering the secret of the elusive detail with new meaning Robert sought in the Flood file open in his lap. Flood, too, had taken a workshop with Genevieve. In 1982, during the Headhunter case. Flood, too, had fallen in love with his vivacious teacher. At a time when Robert was falling apart emotionally.


    Flood, too, had written a letter to jump-start his odyssey.


    Seized from his apartment after the shoot-out with Spann, six weeks after she took the Headhunter down.


    The letter was spiked on the metal fastener in the file:


    


    To Dad:


    I don't know why, but I feel responsible for your death. Perhaps it's because I mouthed off and called you a no-good drunk, and think if I hadn't done that you wouldn 't have flown to Toronto for job upgrading, and therefore wouldn't have been on that plane when it crashed.


    Whatever the reason, I can't stop dreaming of hacked-off heads, and now find my neurosis fed by the psychosis of a killer on the loose. The killer sends us Polaroids of mounted severed heads, and I find myself compelled to blow them up on the photo enlarger I use for astronomy shots.


    Dad, I'm fucked up.


    To do something about it, I spoke to Dr. Ruryk. He is a shrink working with us on the Headhunter case. I'm the VPD liaison assigned to the Horsemen's squad. The squad is led by a superintendent named Robert DeClercq. On Ruryk's advice I enrolled in a self-awareness course at UBC, and find myself smitten by the instructor who leads the workshop. Her name is Genevieve DeClercq, and she's the Mauntie's wife.


    I want her, Dad.


    "Some of you are here because you feel cursed by your past." That's what she said in our introductory class.


    "Emotions rage within you which you can't work out, so I want you to write a letter only you will see to the person you perceive as the wellspring of your problem."


    That's you, Dad.


    So here goes.


    


    1954.


    That was the year.


    I remember you standing at the drugstore counter talking to the pharmacist while I walked back to where the comic racks were kept. It was the first Tuesday in the month, so the new Blackhawk would be in. That's how I saw the head.

  


  
    To reach the racks I had to pass shelves of adult magazines: Life and Look and Ellery Queen and Saturday Evening Post. The head was on the cover of Real Man's Adventure. The title of the pulp mag among the slicks was as red as the blood dripping from the eyes, nose, and neck of the mounted trophy. Between shreds of skin dangling from the cut peeked an ivory vertebra. What I remember most is the eyes, rolled back in their sockets so just slivers of pupil hypnotized me.

  


  
    I was seven years old.

  


  
    A strange thing happened as I gawked at the eyes. I was no longer in Thorson's Drug Store. As if sucked off my feet and vacuumed through the door of the pulp's cover, I sat in the prow of the dugout canoe facing the Great White Hunter at the stem. His khaki jacket was soaked with sweat and plastered to his chest. I could see a St. Christopher's medal around the tensed muscles in his neck. Bullets in loops sewn across the front of his jacket. A safari hat with a leopard-skin band was pushed back from his knitted brow. A finger was on the trigger of the Remington.

  


  
    We were surrounded.


    A circle of severed heads ringed our canoe, each trophy stuck on a pole affixed to the prow of a dugout. The boats were manned by Amazon Indians. . . .


    


  


  
    Assuming command of the Headhunter squad was the second-worst decision of DeClercq's life, topped only by what resulted from his successful involvement in the Quebec October Crisis. Marriage to Genevieve had done wonders for his psyche, eventually repressing his guilt over Jane's death, so when the commissioner asked him to lead the Headhunter manhunt, Robert thought himself a healed man taking on the case.

  


  
    He was wrong.


    For no sooner was it public knowledge that he was top cop than the psycho zeroed in on him as a worthless : adversary. His first day on the job brought the taunt WELCOME ABOARD, ROBERT. DO YOU THINK YOU'RE UP TO THIS? with the Polaroid of Portman's head. Already tinder dry with fear, the city exploded in riot when the rape and beheading of the nun ignited a feminist rally decrying the lack of police suspects. A grinning jack-o-lantern left in place of the nun's head was followed by another Polaroid and taunt: a punk-rock; tape of "Jimmy Jazz" by The Clash. No matter what tactics Robert employed, the killer stayed one step ahead. Guilt over Jane had been repressed, not exorcised. Bodies and taunts came faster and faster as cracks opened in his mind. Each butchered woman mirrored the daughter he hadn't saved in time. All my daughters. All my fault. All this blood on my hands. First he popped Benzedrine to work around the clock, then began drinking to kill the pain, sliding rapidly downhill after Natasha Wilkes was raped and beheaded, his name pasted across the nose of the W. C. Fields mug replacing the skier's head, etched with the taunt NEVER GIVE A SUCKER AN EVEN BREAK. Again and again he dreamed of finding Jane too late in the cabin, and awoke with night fright to the pitiful cry from her head stuck on a pole: "I knew you'd come, Daddy. I knew you wouldn't fail me. ..."


    November 13, 1982, it all came to a head.


    Public hysteria spooked the politicians. Chartrand, was forced to yank DeClercq from command of the; squad. Haunted, depressed, sleep-deprived, and on thef verge of public disgrace once news he was fired was released the next day, Robert drank. Unknown to him, another taunt had arrived at the VPD: SAY UNCLE, ROBERT. HAVEN'T YOU HAD ENOUGH! PS YOU DEVELOP THIS ONE, with the negative of Wilkes's head. The taunt wasn't necessary. He'd already had enough. So after pulling the phone from the wall, he locked himself away in the greenhouse of his home to commit suicide.


    Hara-kiri.


    I'm coming, Jane.


    The honorable way out.


    But also unknown to him, a flying patrol of Spann and Scarlett was closing in on John Lincoln Hardy, the pimp of the headless hooker recovered from the river. Earlier that same night the killer had made a mistake, beheading a student of Genevieve's instead of her when the luckless woman left a North Van seminar to fetch a bottle of port from her instructor's car. DeClercq knew nothing of this because the phone was unplugged. When Spann and Scarlett located and searched Hardy's North Van mountain hideout, they discovered a cache of coke, the freshly severed head of the student, and the knife with the nicked blade secreted under the floorboards. Then Hardy arrived and was shot by Spann as he lunged to knife Scarlett.


    Robert had his gun in his mouth when Genny burst into their home. Finger pulling the trigger, he heard the news. "Don't do it, Robert! You got him! A flying patrol brought him down!" A smidgen away from joining Jane, he didn't blow his head off.


    Later, he wished he had. For the tragic irony of it was that history repeated itself. Just as success in the October Crisis brought kidnappers to his door, so solving the Headhunter case had a heartbreaking aftermath. Exactly what happened remained unclear, but the facts gleaned by subsequent investigation were:

  


  
    Flood enrolled in Genevieve's workshop during the Headhunter case. Obviously the beheadings exacerbated his childhood trauma. Whatever the reason, I can't stop dreaming of hacked-off heads, and find my neurosis fed by the psychosis of a killer on the loose. The killer sends us Polaroids of mounted severed heads, and I find myself compelled to blow them up on the photo enlarger I use for astronomy shots.

  


  
    While Robert's psyche fractured under stress from his past and the taunts, Genevieve met Flood privately for lunch. They were seen together by Joe Avacomovitch of the forensic lab. About the same time Robert caught traces his wife was delving into the Headhunter file he had brought home from work. Was she reading it to help Flood with his neurosis, the same way she had once helped Robert deal with Jane, and had that relationship blossomed into an affair?


    Whatever happened, Flood gave in to his compulsion to blow up the heads, for after his shoot-out with Spann on the night of the Red Serge Ball, investigators found the walls of his apartment plastered with enlargements of celestial wonders and the Polaroid taunts. The blow-ups were still exhibited six weeks after John Lincoln Hardy was shot, so evidently Flood never conquered his neurosis.


    Did it drive him mad?


    With the help of cocaine?


    Robert was the hero who took down the monster. If not for his tactic of reviving flying patrols to secure the dragnet, the Headhunter might still be stalking women. The same politicians who had called for his head were now demanding he be made chief superintendent. In December, six weeks after the case was closed, the RCMP feted him with a Red Serge Ball. The governor-general himself flew west to host DeClercq at his posh men-only club for congratulatory drinks, so Robert asked Genny to meet him at the ball in the Armories.


    He was still at the G.G.'s club when Genny phoned the Armories and got Sergeant Rodale:


    "Fetch Robert, Jim. It's important."


    "He's not here yet. We expect him soon."


    "The moment he arrives, pass this on. I'm with one of my students, and there's a serious problem. Tell him he's a policeman and has to speak to him on a matter of grave concern."


    "I'll make sure he gets it."


    "Good. I'm on my way."


    Katherine Spann had been undercover on a drug bust when she was called to duty with the Headhunter flying patrols. As she was leaving for the Red Serge Ball, one of her snitches from back then called with a cocaine tip. Later that December night the fink died from an overdose. The tip was half a pound of coke was hidden in the left front wheel of a Volvo parked in the underground lot of a West End apartment building. Detouring on her way to the ball, Spann found the drugs in the hubcap of a car registered to VPD Detective Al Flood. As Spann replaced the hubcap to summon backup, Flood and Genny emerged from the elevator servicing the lot. The VPD cop drew his gun and fired at the Mountie. In the ensuing shoot-out a ricochet killed Genevieve. Flood escaped from the lot down the back alley to a costume shop. Breaking a cellar window, he scrambled inside and hid among the costumes. Afraid her quarry would get away through the shop, Spann followed. Guns blazed underground, and when the smoke cleared, Flood was dead and Spann was critically wounded.


    The inference drawn from these facts by detectives who investigated the shoot-out was that Flood was a renegade cop who had cracked under the stress of neurosis. Unable to cope with the torment, first he turned to the self-help workshop, then to cocaine. Whether he was a coke addict or dealing to run away rich, the blown-up heads proved Flood was a sick man. Genevieve had sought to help him as a psychologist or lover, and ended up in the wrong place when he crumbled.

  


  
    The file in Robert's lap was the police file which condemned Flood. Too many times had he studied it back then for answers, and finally gave up when nothing but questions rose. If Genny loved Flood, why had she loved Robert so ardently to the end? Had Genny sought solace because her husband was lost in a realm of depression, Benzedrine, and drink? If coke drove Flood mad, why was no trace of the drug found in him at the postmortem? If he was trafficking, why stash valuable contraband in a car registered to him, in a hubcap which could easily fall off? If Flood wrote the letter on file to his dad at Genevieve's suggestion, why was no follow-up odyssey journal found? And if this file held no answers, why did maple leaves draw Robert back to it now?

  


  
    The Mountie thumbed through the booklet of Ident photos.


    Here was Flood's apartment with blow-ups of the severed heads pinned to the walls. Enlargements of the Greiner, Grabowski, Portman, and Catholic nun taunts. The Polaroid copies among shots of the heavens through a telescope.


    Here was . . .


    Wait a second.


    Robert flipped back.


    For only now did he grasp the fifth taunt on the wall.The Ident shot was framed so it was barely seen, just a few black lines within the border of the blowup extending beyond the width of the camera's lens. Robert recognized the pattern of the black lines as strands of Wilkes's hair, and realized Flood had also enlarged the taunt the cabbie had brought to VPD headquarters the night Hardy died.


    The taunt with the pole in the pail of sand mixed with maple leaves.


    The maple leaves his mental ouija linked to Flood.


    Now the ouija spelled E-L-V-I-R-A.


    As Robert thumbed on in the booklet of photos.


    Here was the elevator from Flood's apartment down to the underground lot.


    Here was Genny sprawled dead beside the Volvo in the parking lot.


    Here was the trail of blood Flood left in the snow when he fled wounded up the ramp from the underground lot to the back alley and down the alley to the costume shop.


    Here was Flood shot dead among the costumes stored in the cellar of the shop.


    Here was a sequence of photos recording details in and around the lot: bullet holes and shell casings and the glove-marked hubcap full of coke; a burning tin and garbage can across the alley from the mouth of the ramp sloping down into the lot ...


    The phone in the greenhouse rang.


    His finger for a bookmark, Robert pushed up from the Watson chair to answer the call as Katt led Catnip like the Pied Piper from the bathroom belching steam to her bedroom. Instead of a pipe, the cat followed a boom box playing Depeche Mode.


    "DeClercq," he said.


    "Chief, it's Katherine Spann. Rick Scarlett of UBC Detachment called. This morning, four headless men were found near Pacific Spirit Park. One was cuffed around a tree and anally raped."


    Through the greenhouse glass Robert gazed across the onyx bay at the wigwags flashing along the Spanish Banks shore. A sense of deja vu washed over him, for back in 1982 the Headhunter victims also had been dumped within sight of his home.


    Upping the taunt.


    "Where are you, Kathy?"


    "I'm driving to the scene. The Oak Street Bridge is dead ahead."


    "I'll meet you there," he said, and punched off the portable phone.


    Returning to the Watson chair, he found a bookmark to replace his finger in the book of photographs. About to mark his place to continue later, the Mountie froze in the act.


    Hackles rose on his neck, and a chill ran down his spine.


    For in the photo under his finger was that elusive detail with new meaning now.


    The Ident shot was taken vertically into the mouth of the burning tin across the alley from the parking lot ramp. Nestled among the ashes was a small triangle that could be the unburned corner of a book. Robert had wondered back then if it was Flood's journal, but too little remained to confirm or reject the suspicion. His mind recorded and dismissed the other unburned objects in the tin, for only now did he possess a reference to give them meaning.


    Scattered in the ashes were dozens of small gold rings, identical to the rings through the lips of Bron Wren's shrunken head.


    

  


  
    

  


  


  


  


  
    Wounded Knee

  


  


  
    

  


  
    The North


    


    Zinc Chandler, too, was engrossed in reading a police file. As he sat drinking coffee black in a Force plane winging toward Totem Lake, he scanned a report by the psychiatrist on the crisis management team, hoping to grasp what motivated the standoff rebels holed up in the sundance camp.


    Wounded Knee?


    In America's Southwest in 1889, a Paiute medicine man named Wovoka had a vision. One day God would cause all Indians to float up into the air, so He could cover the earth with a new land, crushing all white men; then Indians would drift down to once more hunt the buffalo. His Utopian vision, which called for patient peace, led to the Ghost Dancer movement, which quickly swept the West. If they danced and kept on dancing, Ghost Dancers believed they could dance whites away, and magic ghost shirts would make them impervious to bullets. The Sioux were steeped in the culture of war, so the ghost dance they picked up was a bellicose one. Afire with it, Big Foot led his 350 Minneconjou Sioux off the reservation. The culmination was the massacre at Wounded Knee Creek, where, on December 29, 1890, the U.S. Army slaughtered 300 Sioux, 230 of them women and kids, with machine-gun fire.


    Across a century, Black Elk spoke to Zinc:


    "The snow drifted deep in the crooked gulch, and it was one long grave of butchered women and children and babies. When I saw this I wished that I had died, too, but I was not sorry for the women and children. It was better for them to be happy in the other world, and I wanted to be there, too. But before I went there I wanted to have revenge. I thought there might be a day when we should have revenge."


    The second Battle of Wounded Knee in 1973 saw the FBI face off against the American Indian Movement for seventy-one days in South Dakota. FBI agents were shot and killed. From that sprang a new hybrid spirituality that spread in a diaspora across the United States and up into Canada. As natives emerged from the rubble that whites had made of their lives, they sought to rebuild what remained of their cultures by reviving traditions, including traditions from distant bands their ancestors never met.


    Pan-Indianism.


    Sweat lodge, ghost dance, and powwow were revived, but it was around the sundance—most important of all Plains tribe rituals—this hybrid spiritualism gelled. The sundance was embraced by Navajo at Black Mountain and Paiute out West, and eventually by Moses John here in Canada. A ritual of four-day fasts with pain-induced visions, traditionally it was danced by piercing chest muscles with wooden pegs strung from the top of a pole, against which dancers writhed until the pins were torn loose. A ritual of self-sacrifice and suffering for the people, it had a profound effect in weaving together political threads for natives ground down by whites and yearning for self-worth.


    Chandler had walked the despair of too many Indian reserves not to grasp the pull. Suicide rates among the young were fifteen times greater than elsewhere in the country, and unemployment stood at eighty percent. With life expectancy down by a third, what was there to lose in adopting a ritual which sought to redeem honor? If he were native, would he follow the lure of the sacred sundance?


    Perhaps.


    The peril in hybridization was the mutant at Totem Lake. Moses John, a Plains Cree, had gone searching for one of those rare "power" sites suitable for a sun-dance and found it on Gitxsan land. Totem Lake became his retreat to connect with spiritual roots. The sundance, however, was seen by some as a prelude to "taking up the lance," so Grizzly and his Doomsday cult arrived to graft their conspiracy theory onto the hybrid spirituality at the lake, beliefs usually associated with right-wing groups in the States, but which also resonated among Indians paranoid a white-dominated New World Order was plotting genocide.

  


  
    Grizzly had been at the second Battle of Wounded Knee.

  


  
    For him, was that proof?

  


  
    The way Chandler grasped it, this New World Order was big business, government, and news media conspiring to form a monolithic global dynasty. Opposition was to be "defanged" in ways that made Hitler seem a bleeding heart. Reserves, concentration camps, and leaders elected under the Indian Act collaborators, the Mounted Police were Gestapo in red. The millennium was when it would all go down, and only survivalists entrenched on sacred land would be free.


    With Moses John and Grizzly killed, who knew what group dynamic was going on in camp? Intercepted radio calls were paranoid. "Everybody's against us, but at least we got a handle on it now." Yesterday's ultimatum had demanded the queen intervene. The communique before had insisted all advancing land-claim talks be arrested for selling out. One thing for sure, they were constructing their own reality.

  


  
    Waco, but more complex.

  


  
    Oka, with more at stake.


    Gustafsen Lake with casualties. Oklahoma City.

  


  
    This was the mess Chandler had to straighten out.


    The Force Citation 550 landed at Smithers.


    


    Smithers—the name says it all—is not your boom-town. Famous for the size of its steelhead trout, this primal area draws anglers like Bob Hope, and Americans and Germans who can no longer find true wilderness back home. Grizzly country. Big-game hunting. The population of five thousand huddles at the base of Hudson Bay Mountain, an eight thousand-foot peak with two-mile-long by one-mile-wide icy blue Kathlyn Glacier feeding twin falls that after thaw would tumble into Glacier Gulch. Bavarian architecture, redbrick sidewalks, a town like Smithers thinks a bad traffic jam is two cars lined up behind the Main Street stop sign.


    Smithers is the metropolis of the Bulkley Valley.


    From here it gets rustic, folks.


    Yodel time.


    The airport was two miles northeast of town, forty miles south of New Hazelton. At the Yellowhead Highway the police car sent to meet Chandler and George turned north up the valley. Frozen, the Bulkley River was on the right.


    At Moricetown Canyon the rock walls of the river narrowed to five yards, through which would surge foamy falls in spring. The Wet'suwet'en Indians-called the Carriers by whites because widows used to carry around their dead husbands' ashes—still descend the slippery rocks with ropes tied around their waists to gaff salmon struggling upstream to spawn.


    Ten miles past Moricetown, up by Strawberry Flats, Porphyry Creek joined the Bulkley to mark the southern boundary of traditional Gitxsan lands. Their territory stretched north for one hundred eighty miles as the crow flies to the headwaters of the Skeena, and west for one hundred twenty miles toward the Alaska panhandle.


    The Gitxsan were almost the last natives forced to face whites. What had made their realm a nucleus for ten thousand years was also what isolated them from contact with the "ghost men" haunting the coast. Surrounded by buffering nations—the Coast Tsimshian between Kitselas Canyon and the ocean, the Nisga'a on the Nass River above, the Wet'suwet'en inland toward the Rockies—they received blankets, cast-iron pots, and guns from Indian traders for more than half a century before whites ventured up the Skeena.


    Smithers to New Hazelton was a forty-five-minute drive. Four miles on, where the Bulkley and Skeena met, was old Hazelton. Its eight hundred to nine hundred people mainly white, New Hazelton had four restaurants, three gas stations, two pubs, and one horse. Its eight hundred to nine hundred people mostly native, old Hazelton had the theater, library, liquor store, bank, and one horse. Together, New and old was a two-horse town.


    The village of Gitanmaax—now Gitanmaax Reserve—surrounds old Hazelton. There in 1889 the Department of Indian Affairs established dominion over and set about bleaching the Gitxsan people.


    Dominion continues.


    Over their land.


    From New Hazelton to old Hazelton arcs Highway 62, which spans the Bulkley River on Hagwilget Bridge. Over the bridge and a right turn north off Highway 62, the Kispiox Valley Road, flanked by six-thousand-foot peaks, ran eight miles up the Upper Skeena to Kispiox village. In summer it would be common to see a hundred logging trucks a day lug timber pillaged from Gitxsan land down the valley.

  


  
    Totem Lake was a few miles east off the Kispiox Valley Road.

  


  
    Access to it was blocked by Mounties at Checkpoint Alpha.


    Beyond the roadblock was Zulu base.


    And beyond Zulu base was the rebel camp.


    Map in lap, Zinc Chandler had the lay of the land by the time the car descended the hill to New Hazelton. The town was built along the Yellowhead Highway. The 28 Inn on one side, a mall on the other, they angled left on McLoed Street and drove a block down to New Hazelton Detachment on Eleventh Avenue. The cop shop across from the elementary school was an older twelve-room house with a steep roof, three cells, and a drunk tank. Until 1992 married quarters had also been in the building. A sergeant, two corporals, and eight constables, three of whom were native or half-blood Metis, New Hazelton Detachment was part of Prince Rupert Subdivision. It policed all seven Gitxsan villages: Gitanmaax, Gitsegukla, Guna-noot, Glen Vowell, Gitwangak, Gitanyow, and Kispiox.


    Here we go, Zinc thought.


    The Alamo.


    


    The circus had come to town.


    During World War II, Zinc read somewhere, six reporters covered FDR and the White House strategy. During the O. J. Simpson case, the number was six thousand, and that led him to wonder—after wondering: What's wrong with this picture?—where they all went?


    Well, now he knew.


    Most of them were here.


    As with any modern multimedia event, a tragicomic air hung about the town. The doughnut shortage was the biggest crisis. Can't get 'em. Too many cops. Overnight Totem Lake Detachment—which hadn't existed a week ago—had become the largest in the Force, surpassing the four hundred Mounties in Surrey, a suburb of Vancouver. Close to five hundred here. So: reporters could intercept negotiations between police! and the rebels, all phone scanners were stripped from I high-tech outlets in Prince Rupert on the coast to LPrince George inland. A coffee vendor serving reporters corralled at Checkpoint Alpha had made up his truck to look like a covered wagon. A fat man in a limousine had tried to crash through with a gift of chow for the dogs he thought were starving in camp. Lodged in the cells, he was screaming for the U.S. ambassador. A local hotel had offered its meeting room to police, except when the Rotary Club met for lunch. Indian crafts peddled on the street depicted whites as ghosts without eyes and ears. The steak shortage was a crisis for reporters returning at night. Can't get 'em. Too many cops. They were left with fish.


    The circus had come to town.


    Under the big top of the Command Center it was the same. Headquarters for Operation Ironhorse was a series of trailors strung from the detachment parking lot out onto the street. Communications, Serious Crimes, Ident, GIS, Special I, Special O, Air Coordinator, Personnel, Stores, Logistics, Computer Systems, and Special X were cramped here. This was the brain for Operations up at Zulu base, where fifteen ERT teams, thirty dogs, and two armorers from Depot Division in Regina, brought in to keep the AR-15s, MP5s, and sniper rifles in service, were ready for action. The woman running Communications was "The Quartermaster," a standing joke because she had to find "quarters" for the hundreds of Members in town. Three million dollars worth of telecom equipment bulged her trailer. Twelve-hour shifts by the four data-entry workers in the Computer trailer barely kept up with reports. They recorded every incident and who was involved to marshal evidence for when this went to court. "Put it this way," Zinc was told. "It doesn't fit on one disk."


    Zinc's trailer was the eye of the hurricane. It was filled with decision makers. Lured by the need to be "in the know," Members constantly coming and going was the background noise. Media Relations by the door fed the sharks. Air Services juggled seven planes, four helicopters, and Bush Dodd. Phones rang and photo-phones issued pictures. The CPIC computer ran criminal records. The ERT commander paced paced paced and chewed his nails. Photocopiers hummed and strobed their lights endlessly.


    As O.C. Chandler had his own room, a cubbyhole the size of a toilet cubicle. Felt-penned on the wall was: ILLIGITEMUS NON TATTUS CARBORUNDUM. Translation: Don't let the bastards wear you down! For approval, a pile of expense claims was on his desk:


    

  


  
    Required to purchase six (6) mousetraps and cheese for the Mobile Command post. They have critters munching at the wiring system.

  


  
    Six (6) Mousetraps @ $1.09 per package—3 packages purchased: $3.27


    One block of Kraft Cheese @ $3.69


    G.S.T.: $0.23


    P.S.T.: $0.23


    Total expense: $7.42


    


    The circus had come to town.

  


  
    The Circus of Blood.


    

  


  
    The briefing room was a trailer parked next to the detachment, crammed with rows of folding chairs facing a podium backed by maps, corkboards, blackboards, and a projection screen. On the chairs sat the leaders of the ERT teams, except those currently patrolling from Zulu base, and negotiators with the crisis management team, who were in contact with the rebels by radio phone, and anyone else at Command Center interested in briefing by the new O.C. As officer in charge, Chandler stood at the podium.


    "My name is Zinc Chandler. My rank is inspector. I have been assigned command of Totem Lake Detachment. If this operation goes wrong, I take the blame. Since the buck stops with me, all encounters with the rebels get my prior okay. Field personnel will continue to adopt a defensive stance. We fire only if fired on. Let no one be able to say we didn't do everything we could to end this peacefully."


    Murmuring.


    "Yesterday's ambush will have some of you thinking it's time to bring in the army. Except in a passive way like driving APCs, Armed Forces intervention requires a request from the attorney general to the chief-of-staff under the National Defense Act. Such a request can only be made if there's a riot or disturbance beyond police powers. If we push the panic button, it's automatically an admission the rebels are too important and dangerous for police to handle. A victory like that will inspire others to take the warpath.


    "So we must hold the line.


    "Three lines actually," Chandler said, shifting to a relief map of the Hazelton area. Like a bull's-eye, three rings circled Totem Lake.


    "The outer ring takes in a huge chunk, cutting off the Yellowhead and Cassiar highways. Locals may travel subject to checks. Outsiders can be excluded. This ring is to catch supporters trying to rearm the camp, and is how we intercepted the weapons onscreen. A side effect is it has made local business suffer, and as whites get steamed, they'll pressure for an assault.


    "The clock is ticking.


    "The middle ring is our roadblocks on every byway to the lake off the Kispiox Road. Checkpoint Alpha is where media and locals are kept at bay. No one but us beyond that point.


    "Except bush smugglers.


    "The inner ring is our cordon around the camp. The rebels know if they come outside, it will be deleterious to their health. Patrols we send in are shot at. This is the line in the sand ... in the snow."


    Chandler returned to the podium.


    "So, who are the players we are up against? I see four groups. The 'ideologues' aren't in camp, but they spout the rhetoric followed by those who are. Dooms-j day advocates who fear the New World Order have! brainwashed some rebels to fight to the death. The photos pinned to the corkboard reveal guerrilla mentality. They've dug a bunker into the hillside over the camp, which offers a clear shot at anyone approaching from the lake or paths along its shore. Vehicle routes are blocked with fallen trees. Foxholes and snipers' nests abound in the woods. Ideologues have turned an assertion of native spiritual and land claim rights into a last-stand declaration of war.


    "Storm the camp and we'll lose Members.


    "Lots of Members.


    "The 'leaders' are those who took direct action in camp to advance Sundance or Doomsday beliefs. Now Moses John and Grizzly are dead, leaving us to deal; with the 'followers.' Our only hope to end this peacefully is a stick-and-carrot approach to the leaderless vacuum left in camp before a Doomsdayer takes control. The stick is to maintain superior firepower so they don't have means to decimate us, and the carrot is the crisis management team. Through negotiation i by radio phone, we find a way to accommodate Sundance spiritual concerns, and isolate the Doomsdayers from legitimacy. Make it easy for them to come out and hard to remain.


    "All of which will be undermined if the balance of power shifts.


    "Which it will if high-tech weapons and explosives reach camp."


    Chandler turned to the projection screen, on which was displayed the cache of weapons seized in the random check: AK-47s, Clocks, Remingtons, tomahawks, garottes, et cetera.


    "This confrontation has taken on intense symbolism for interests not originally involved. Some—white and native—see it as a means to derail treaty talks about Indian land claims. Mass martyrdom in a fiery end like the Branch Davidians at Waco, Texas, would suit their political agendas to a T. And the best way to ensure a Wounded Knee is smuggle Armageddon arms to the Doomsday cult.


    "This fourth group is 'the wild card."


    "There may be several wild cards in the deck. Tips picked up by Criminal Intelligence Section indicate two or more. Yesterday saw the theft of an entire explosive magazine from Abbotsford by hijackers who knew exactly what they wanted and how to get it. They got away with six cases of dynamite and a hundred kilos of Amex. It's a fertilizer-based explosive similar to what blew up in Oklahoma City. Complete with detonators and detonating cord, the safelike magazine was hauled off in a pickup truck.


    "Imagine an assault with that in rebel hands."

  


  
    Chandler returned to the relief map.

  


  
    "One tip is skyjackers will try to use a plane to drop arms to the camp. The no-fly zone and security at bush-plane stops meets that. But how do we contain the vast terrain up here"—he swept his arm in a west-east arc north of Totem Lake—"against skilled bush-men with toboggans who want to slip in? The racket of snowmobile patrols would give us away, and it would take an army to cordon it off.


    "An army we can't call in."


    A voice in the crowd. The Mad Dog.


    "I have an idea."


    

  


  
    

  


  


  


  


  
    Red Snow

  


  


  
    

  


  
    University Endowment Lands


    


    Not for nothing did they call it Lotusland. You'd think, to hear Vancouverites, that they were the chosen people, blessed with the best climate on Earth, not too hot in the summer, thanks to the cooling sea, not too cold in the winter, thanks to tropical currents, so eat your hearts out, Easterners, and smog-shrouded Death Valley southern neighbors. Every time the East—which to British Columbians was the damned wasteland beyond the Rockies, including the prairie provinces, whatever they might say—battened down the hatches to stave off another blizzard, the national news had some Vancouver yahoo waving at the camera in a polo shirt and Bermuda shorts. But the truth was Vancouverites, whatever they might say, lived in a boring mediocre climate, too cool in the summer to qualify as "lazy, hazy days," too warm in the winter to snap their minds alert, with basically one continuous season dampened from any dramatic change by rain, rain, rain.


    This morning was an exception.


    The Arctic in Lotusland.


    And hopefully tonight the national news would show some Vancouver yahoo turning blue in hibiscus-flowered shorts.


    The Mounties had barricaded both ends of Northwest Marine Drive along Point Grey Beach. As the morning sun crept over the horizon, blaze from the heavenly furnace reddened the overnight snow.


    Inspector Katherine Spann, driving west from the city, parked her four-wheel-drive in the seaside lot near the roadblock, then got out and crunched across to the Member stamping his feet to keep warm. Spann wore the same clothes she'd worn up north: navy parka, sealskin mukluks, beaver-skin cap. Flashing her regimental badge for access to the crime scene, she asked the guard to point out the path of contamination to the kill site.


    "Along the water," the constable said with a nod at the sea lapping the shore to their right. Across the bay, also bloodied by the sun, Point Atkinson lighthouse winked beside DeClercq's home.


    Cop shows on TV make cops look stupid. NYPD Blue is a prime offender. Do New York cops actually traipse through a murder scene before the techs complete their forensic work, shuffling shoes to deposit foreign dirt on the floor, scratching heads to flip wayward hairs about, leaving enough of themselves behind to provide sufficient evidence to convict them of the crime? If so, thought Spann, it's time Big Apple cops come north to watch it done right.


    The first cop on the scene had sealed it tight. He was the patrol cop who had responded to a call about a tree down across Marine Drive. The call was made by students who'd trudged back to UBC after their car became stuck in the snow. Avoiding the suicide run down the point's bluff, the cop had U'd around from Chancellor Boulevard to approach from the east as Spann did now. When he saw the tree was cut to fell it at an angle, and not a crash from the weight of snow, he investigated further and spotted the outline of a car buried upside down in the ditch. While checking the car to see if the driver was trapped inside, he stumbled over a corpse hidden by the snow.


    A corpse without a head.


    Which meant a murder scene.


    The Mounted has a protocol for homicides, drilled into recruits trained for six months at Depot Division barracks in Regina, Saskatchewan. First, make sure the victim is dead. If CPR is required, perform it without disturbing evidence. The headless corpse was definitely dead, so the cop moved on to step two: sealing off the scene. This the snow cover helped him do by preserving all forensic traces under a deep-freeze. There being no suspects or witnesses about, he skipped that step, too, and followed the path he'd contaminated back to set up a roadblock on Marine Drive. Step four: he notified his detachment.


    The senior Member on night-shift duty was Corporal Rick Scarlett, Spann's flying-patrol partner during the Headhunter case.


    The UBC Endowment Lands are policed by University Detachment. Forming a forest buffer between the campus tipping Point Grey and Vancouver's sprawl encroaching from the east, Pacific Spirit Park was carved from the Endowment to straddle the tongue from Spanish Banks and English Bay south to the Fraser River. Five roads cut through to the campus, so Scarlett's first call as O.I.C. of the small detachment was to Headquarters for backup to block the other four routes and barricade the top of Marine Drive where it descended the bluff to the crime scene. Next he called the VPD to seal the city flank, then satisfied the "clamp-down" would corral the killer if he was still on the Point, the Horseman called for the Eggheads.


    Then he drove to the scene.


    Nothing destroys a murder case like too many boys with big guns caught up in the thrill of the chase, and not enough nerds with big brains looking for specks and traces. The most important decision at any murder scene is how those who make murder their business approach the corpse. Once anything at the site is disturbed, it's not the work of the killer, so how involves who goes when and the path they take.


    The paths most likely to have forensic clues (like hairs, fibers, footprints, weapons, or clothes) are the ones most likely used by killer or victim, so Mounties choose the least likely path to the corpse and mark it with tape. Here the "path of contamination" used by investigators to reach the scene ran along the shore exposed by the outgoing tide, then angled back to the upside-down car by the felled tree. Only a fool would have launched a boat in last night's storm, and this killer was anything but a fool.


    Spann approached the corpse.


    Corpses, actually.


    Sprawled about a site resembling an archeological dig.


    Cop shows on TV make techs look stupid. There they are sporting civvy clothes among the cops, like stylin' dudes in a Gap commercial, scattering hairs from their pets and dandruff about, also messing up the site, but don't they look cool? If shows have cop consultants to make them real, where do they get these guys and how in hell were they trained?


    Not in barracks, thought Spann.


    The techs working this scene were all in "monkey suits": white coveralls with attached hoods and boots, wearing double gloves so they didn't leave their prints through thin latex. Mounties doing forensics look about as sterile as heart surgeons, and that, to do the job right, is how it should be.


    Perhaps—as with Hollywood—she was too hard on cop shows on TV. Judging from the recent O.J. fiasco, which had cops around the world rolling in the aisles, howling as techs and bulls tried to outdo each other in fucking up the scene, those were real-life forensics in some jurisdictions. Let Keystone Kops set the standards and you get the results you deserve. Perhaps the LAPD should join the NYPD for a trip north to see it done right?


    But enough of the soapbox, Spann thought. Down to work.


    By the time Kathy arrived at the scene, a pecking order of Eggheads had searched, swept, vacuumed, cast, excavated, and printed the site, clearing the way for flat feet to tromp in. The path of contamination snaked around the felled tree to vanish into the woods, from which a cop emerged to intercept her by the overturned car.


    The cop was Scarlett.


    "Kathy."


    "Rick."


    "How ya been?"


    "You know. Here and there. How 'bout you?"


    "Still a corporal. But what can you do? Women and ethnics got it made. White boy's nigger of the Force. Congrats on inspector."


    "Thanks for the call."


    "I'd have called sooner"—his eyes dropped to her breasts—"but why lose beauty sleep while techs fart around?"


    "What went down, Rick?"


    His gaze returned to her face. "Like old times, eh?" Scarlett said. "If a chick got boned here instead of some fellow, I'd swear the Hunter was back from the grave."


    Again the corporal's eyes copped a feel.


    Pig, thought Spann.


    In a recent Regular Member Survey of the Mounted, aimed at learning why more women and ethnics leave than Caucasian males, six out of ten females claimed sexual harassment. "I'd hate to think I was recruited because I'm a woman . . ." "The Force has ruined tradition to suit outside groups. Ignoring white males inflames hostility and dissention ..." "For decades white males were the only recruits. Now they have to adjust and feel that's unjust . . ." "Females are loath to stop cars at night . . ." "I'll be candid to the point of being a bigoted Archie Bunker ..."


    Spann, too, had endured sexual harassment.


    She had also been the object of a sex assault when Scarlett forced himself on her after both were promoted to corporal.

  


  
    An assault rooted in the Headhunter case.


    An assault she hadn't reported.

  


  
    Law enforcement anywhere attracts sexist males. It comes with the yearning for power and authority, which are emasculated when women hold them, too. Athletic and lean, with short brown hair, a clipped brown mustache, and muddy brown eyes, Scarlett knew he had the biggest balls around, the size of which was threatened in every way by Spann. Not only was she physically a match for him, tall enough to stare him straight in the eye, and muscular enough to judo-flip him around, but Spann had mentally outshone him in the Headhunter case, and now, having both begun as constables, she had made inspector at Special X, while he wallowed as corporal in a campus detachment.

  


  
    Around Kathy, Rick was a wuss.

  


  
    "The dead guys were frat boys out for puss. Drunk, the fools came down the bluff from UBC"—he pointed up Marine Drive to the west—"and hit this tree chopped across the road."


    "Ambush?" Spann said.


    "Seems to me. But why would the killer set a trap here? Chance of a car chuting the cliff last night was slim. And who'd drive the other way knowing the bluff was ahead?"


    "Maybe the tree was cut to lure a victim on foot? Like the kids with the stranded car you said called in the report?"


    "If you were hunting heads, would you set your trap here?"


    "No," said Spann.


    "Then why did this killer?"

  


  
    Beyond the tape marking the path of contamination, techs were inside the overturned car and excavating the ground around three headless corpses zipped into bags for the body-removal service. The snow rounding was blood red.

  


  
    "First Member on the scene stumbled over a body. A body without a head, so he called me. Searching for the head we thought was buried under snow, archeologist found two more stiffs. No sign of the noggins either, just a concave in the drift like something was dragged away."


    Spann caught movement in the woods.


    Where the path of contamination cleaved into the trees.


    "The way I see it," Scarlett said, "the car rammed the snag and overturned in the ditch. The killer waited for them to crawl out, or reached in and hauled them out, then, one by one, hacked off their heads. Except the last guy was dragged away, who's the reason I called you."


    The Mounties crunched on.


    Continuing along the path toward the bush reminded Spann of a journey through Madame Tussaud's Chamber of Horrors, one gruesome tableau leading to the next. Snow crashed down from the forest trees in clumps, lobbing bursts of crystal-white shrapnel at them like exploding mortar shells.


    The body in the bush was cuffed around a tree, the neck a circle of raw flesh filled with tubes and bone. The upper back was clothed but the buttocks were bare, pants and underwear slashed about the ankles. The drift for yards around was sprayed blood red, sheltered from later snowfall by branches overhead.


    Overneck, actually.


    "You gotta wanna blow a load bad," Scarlett said, "to fuck a guy outside last night."


    "No one 'blew a load' here," said Macbeth, easing out an anal probe and sealing it in a bag. "Unless a condom was carried off."


    "DNA," said Scarlett. "I'd take the rubber, too."


    "Would you?" Macbeth said archly, with a glance at Spann.


    "He was raped?" confirmed the inspector.


    "Brutally. Before death. The anus and rectum are bruised and lacerated."


    "Cock ring?" Scarlett asked.


    "Possibly. Or a piercing like an ampallang through the glans."


    "Wow," said the corporal. "You been around. I hope your source of knowledge is professional, Doc?" A wink at Spann.


    "The cuffs?" Spann asked, the question directed at him.


    "Not police issue. These are sold in any bondage shop. And you can bet your ass they don't keep client lists, Kath."


    "How'd he escape?"


    Scarlett shrugged. "The killer's scent was erased by the storm."


    "Footmarks?"


    "Yeah. But all accounted for. Any footprints are just holes in the snow."


    "Tire marks?"


    "Nothing wild. Just snowed-over ruts from the dead guys' car and tracks beyond the barricade imprinted by us."


    "That leaves snowshoes or cross-country skis. Any shallow tracks from them are filled with snow. No luck with dogs?"


    "Zero," he said. "Applied around the stiffs, they sniffed no scent. We circled them in from the perimeter without success. Techs just gave the okay to cast them large here."


    "Then do it, Rick."


    "Yes, ma'am," he said, snapping her a sharp salute and clicking his heels. He used his portable to summon a handler with a dog.


    Spann ignored the taunt and said, "What about the heads?"


    "No sign of them we can find. You want my opinion, he's probably fucking the mouths at home to relive the thrill of the kill. Gives new meaning to getting head, eh?"


    Scarlett snickered at his own pun. Gallows humor keeps cops sane. He was having fun yanking the women's chains to see if they would laugh like the boys or were humorless bitches.


    Macbeth grimaced at Spann, who rolled her eyes in reply.


    Humorless bitches, said the corporal's smirk.


    They left the pathologist to her anal fixation and walked to the end of the marked path to wait for the dog. Sunbeams stabbed into the bush like bloody swords, drawing vapor off the drifts like last breaths from the fallen.


    "Sean O'Connor's the name of the guy cuffed to the tree, then buggered. He's the son of a big-gun engineer at Hydro. Those who kept their virginity but lost their heads are the sons of a judge, surgeon, and Reform M.P. Christ, Kath, these guys were the Great White Hope of the future, and topping them's the biggest squeal I'll ever catch."


    "A huge crime, eh, Rick? Not like women raped and killed every day?"


    "Every day, Kath. That's the point. The public is accustomed to women snatched off the streets to ravage and destroy. But these were men ambushed to cornhole and cut in the bushes."


    "I thought you said they were 'boys out for puss’. Perhaps it's time you boys knew the fear you induce in us?"


    "Cut the feminist crap with me, Kath. This case is; my ticket up the ranks. You and I both know you're an inspector because you got a cunt, and I'm a corporal because I don't. Filling the brass with women oh so P.C., and we know exactly what'll happen here. You got a murder up north with a raped and topped guy spiked to a tree. I got a murder here with a raped and topped guy cuffed to a tree. Special X has a shrunken head. You're Special X and I'm dinky detachment, so how long till my case is yours, and I'm back giving tickets to chinks in BMWs rushing to class?"


    Blood pressure rising, his face turned pink.


    "I was your partner once upon a time. Watch Lethal Weapon and see what a partner is. Watch The X Files and see it, too. Partners look out for each other. Partners don't let partners drown. Gimme a break, Kath. Keep me in the case."


    Spann grabbed him by one well-developed pec. The corporal flinched with surprise. He had never been manhandled by a woman.


    "Remember Seattle, Rick? Did I squeal on you? Your nuts are still in uniform thanks to me. A quiet word to DeClercq and you'd have been tubed. I owe you nothing. You owe me."


    Snow crunched behind them.


    "You called for a dog? Where do you want him applied, Rick?"


    "Ask her," Scarlett said with venom in his glare. "She's the boss."


    


    A Mountie and his dog. The essential stereotype of the Force. Sergeant Preston of the Yukon with his dog King. All of the crooks ran for cover 'cause he always got his man. He say, "On, King, on you great husky," and the great husky say, "Bow-wow, Bow-wow," Ray Stevens sang . . .


    


    Well, Dirty Dan, a sneaky villain


    Robbed the trading post one day


    Killed off four or five Eskimos


    And made his get-away


    "He won't get far," say Sergeant Preston


    "I've got my trusty dog


    "I'll track him down and bring him back


    "He'll have to pay the cost. ..."


    


    Well, they brought that villain to justice He didn't even put up a fight


    When he saw that big dog charging at him


    He almost died of fright


    And Sergeant Preston of the Yukon


    Was proud 'cause he had done it again


    He'd got his man and you could hear him say,


    "Who needs Rin Tin Tin?"


    


    He say, "King, this case is closed"

  


  
    And King say, "Bow-wow."


    

  


  
    A Mountie and his dog.


    Fact into myth.


    From 1908 on Members took their own dogs along I to help manhunt. When the RCMP Dog Section was formed in 1935, a German shepherd, Dale of Cawsalta, became the first official canine. So outstanding a tracker was he that Dale was soon joined by Black Lux and Sultan. The dog training school was established at Calgary in 1937, and three years later the RCMP won its first case on dog search evidence. In-Rex v. Stokes (1947), an appeal court upheld the ruling, and dogs have been witnesses ever since. "Members without badges" now graduate from the Police Dog Service Training Center at Innisfail, Alberta. Purebred German shepherds and Belgian Malinois are trained for seventeen weeks in fugitive tracking, crowd control, hostage standoffs, and how to search for drugs, explosives, avalanche victims, and crime-scene evidence.


    Brock, the shepherd at this scene, had topped his class.


    The scent of a human will linger for up to twelve hours on a dry or slightly humid day with little wind. Last night had been anything but dry, with gales of wind, so this killer's scent was long gone. But since there was a slim chance the severed heads were hidden under snow, Brock was released to "search large" with his forensic sense of smell.


    The dog fanned out from the path of contamination, then suddenly blitzed away to signal his handler from deeper in the woods.


    "Bingo," said the handler.


    


    Another excavation.


    Another headless body.


    Buried in a shallow grave under a snowy fir.


    Clothes on the torso.


    Buttocks bare.


    Like the body cuffed to the tree.


    Decomposition.


    Belly tattooed.


    Flames of hell licking up the gut from the groin.


    Putrefaction begins about forty-eight hours after death. Bacteria from the intestines migrate throughout the body by way of its blood vessels. Tiny bubbles of gas form in the blood, reddening the veins of the neck, shoulders, and thighs with "marbling." The skin of the abdomen takes on a greenish tinge, and depending on the weather, such signs indicate the body is two or three days into rot.


    Gross disfiguration is apparent after three weeks, unless the corpse is "pickled" from too much booze or the surrounding temperature is cold. By then internal organs have begun to decay, bloating the body with gas and distorting the features. This produces oozing from every orifice, a horror known as "bloody purge." Organs decompose in stages. The brain, stomach, and intestines putrefy quickly. The heart, lungs, and kidneys hold out longer. A general rule of thumb is a body decomposes in air twice as fast as in water, and eight times as fast as in earth. Eventually, nothing remains but slime and bones.


    Then just bones.


    Then dust


    to


    dust.


    "How long's he been dead?" Spann asked Macbeth.


    "A week or so. Since he breached parole."


    "You know the stiff?" Scarlett said.


    "The flames from the groin tattoo was listed with the teardrop in the ViCLAS Scars and/or Marks hit'? used to ID the shrunken head. The kids he assaulted recalled the flames, too. Now we have both the head and body of Bron Wren."


    

  


  
    

  


  


  


  


  
    Killing Team

  


  


  
    

  


  
    By the time DeClercq parked his car in the seaside lot near the barricade, Gill Macbeth had finished work at the crime scene. She was unlocking the driver's door as he pulled in beside her BMW. What had slowed his commute across Lions Gate Bridge, through Stanley Park, around English Bay, and out to the point was Lotusland yahoos slipping and sliding about. They were the jerks on last week's news crowing their cars still had summer tires on the wheels while the East dug out from yet another storm. The most obnoxious yahoo had pranged DeClercq's Benz, denting the far door of the old-fogey mobile, to hear Katt, and then had the gall to try to blame the collision on him. Maybe the yahoo would learn a lesson from the repair bill for the overpriced car—Katt was right, his were the wheels of Yuppie swine, and this had convinced him to sell the import for a car in line with common sense, free of anxiety, like escaping from a shop filled with Ming vases—but meanwhile he had to drive around in a concave wreck with a rattle to drive him mad.


    "Uh-oh," Gill said. "That looks expensive. Perhaps you should leave the high-speed chases to government-funded cars."


    "It hurts, so pardon me if I don't smile."


    The smile she flashed him was big enough for them both.


    "Want a coffee? To warm you up?"


    He almost said, Your radiance is all the warmth I need, but caught himself in time to reply, "Your Beemer comes with a cappuccino machine?"


    "Just a thermos. But it's hot. And we can discuss what I found."


    "Black. No sugar."


    "My taste, too. Seems we have more in common than books and music."


    "Katt has me reading Dean Koontz and listening to Nine Inch Nails."


    "If you need a port in the storm, my house is down the road. We could sip port and explore what else we have in common."


    "I'll keep that in mind."


    "Do," she said, fetching the thermos to fill the lid with coffee. "One cup. Are you adverse to sharing fluids with me?"


    "No," he said, and wondered if he was agreeing to something he wasn't.


    Or was he?


    Sexual politics.


    So long had he been celibate that he worried his mind was reading erotic subliminal messages into purely innocent words flowing from her luscious mouth. Science had recently theorized sexual attraction results from chemical processes in the brain, which, combined with the fact the testes are always whipping up sperm, went a long way to explain why Catholic priests are behind bars, and why Robert could think of no more agreeable way to pass a storm than anchored in any port Gill was offering.


    If she was offering.


    Because Apollo, not Dionysus, was the god he hoped ruled the ethics of his mind, reason in him vanquishing passion to win their Darwinian struggle for the nature of man, why did he feel compelled to bed both Anda and Gill? If love was Apollonian and sex Dionysian, did he love both women or was he succumbing to loveless sex from sexual poisoning?


    You think too much, he thought.


    "The tragedy of it," Gill said, "is the snuffing of four young lives. Who knows how civilization might have advanced had the students in the car exerted their potential. I forgot to ask where they were headed when the killer struck. Bron Wren undoubtedly we're better off without. For all I care, he can nourish the worms in the—"


    "Wren?" said DeClercq.


    "He's here, too. His body was buried a week or so before last night's attack."


    "Was Wren raped?"


    "Viciously. His wrists were lashed with ropes and his lower body stripped; then he was sodomized until he bled inside. After that his buttocks were slashed to ribbons."


    "While alive?"


    "Yes, a crime of hate."


    "Semen in his rectum?"


    "Only tests will tell. But I suspect decomposition is too advanced."


    "Are his genitals pierced?"


    "You mean torture?"


    "I mean rings."


    "Rings like a frenum? Hafada? Prince Albert? No, I saw no pierce holes around the groin. The only genital adornment is a tattoo. Tongues of flame licking up his abdomen, as if his sex organs burned with the fires of hell."

  


  
    "What's a Prince Albert?"

  


  
    "A dressing ring. Used by Victorian men to secure the penis to the leg when crotch-binding trousers were in vogue. Prince Albert had one inserted to retract his foreskin to keep the royal penis sweet-smelling for the queen."


    DeClercq blinked.


    "You'd be surprised, Chief Superintendent, what my job teaches me about the male body and how its secrets work."


    "I'm sure I would."


    "You would," she repeated.


    Gill held the coffee cup up to Robert's lips. His hands touched hers to tilt it so warmth flowed down his throat.


    "When it comes to sex, we all live secret lives. li know a front-line feminist who publicly berates men to sell books, yet she has this macho boyfriend with i lots of gold on his hairy chest, and I suspect she privately prances around in garter belts to heat him up for bed. For all you know, I might have piercings elsewhere than my ears."


    "It's a wicked world," said DeClercq.


    The sexual tension between them was palpable now. It had been over a decade since he had flirted with a woman, and he was enjoying himself flirting with Gill. All three parts of his triune brain were involved. The oldest part, the reptile brain at the top of his spine, matched her body language move for move and touch for touch. His middle brain, the limbic system, irrational and instinctive, was focused on the last of the Four Fs it controlled: feeding, fighting, fleeing, and fucking. It was the Dionysian part of man, and why there would always be sexual predators afoot, for some men control it, and it controls some men. His rational brain, the cerebral cortex, was the last to evolve, and this outer part engaged Gill in the civilized Apollonian game of sexual repartee.


    Apollo and Dionysus.


    A car drove into the lot.


    Jekyll and Hyde.


    The car pulled in beside them.


    "Do you?" he asked.


    Gill steadied the cup in both their hands.


    "My secret," she said as Nick Craven opened the door and got out.


    Had he been caught running away from her home with his pants around his ankles, a definite possibility i the way this was going, Robert could not have felt guiltier than he did now. Whoever said "All is fair in love and war" was wrong, for here was Nick confronted with Gill and Robert holding hands, the latter the boss who could ruin his career if he didn't back off, which was about as fair as soldiers raping civilian women from Sa-bine times till now, or British grunts buggering Argentine boys captured in the Falklands. The pain in Nick's eyes gave testimony to the betrayal he felt. Had Gill led him to believe her interest in Robert was platonic? Had Nick been dealt with squarely but refused to let go? Whatever the situation, the ethics involved were clear. Until Gill and Nick settled their relationship, Robert would be the one to back off.


    A cock may have no conscience.


    But he did.


    And if a cop learned only one lesson from the job, it was sexual ping-pong ends in tragedy.


    Robert and Nick.


    Anda and Gill.


    Anda it is, he decided.


    "Nick," said DeClercq. "Join the powwow. Coffee?" he asked, holding out the communal cup as if passing a bottle among friends.


    Craven eyed the cup as if the other man had spit in it. He shook his head.


    DeClercq handed the cup to Macbeth.


    "Gill tells me Bron Wren is buried in the woods. Same M.O. and location as last night's attack, except he was buried a week ago and his buttocks are ripped to shreds. What's your take on that?"


    The bags under Craven's eyes told DeClercq he was walking the floor at night over Gill. Unrequited love was the nemesis of sleep, and the constant companion of trouble in mind. Out of empathy for Nick, DeClercq felt a sudden compassion for Al Flood.


    The cop who loved Genevieve . . .


    Unrequited love . . .


    His mental ouija was back in play.


    "Kathy called me," Craven said, "after Wren turned up. Now that he's one victim among many, odds are Wren was a random kill. If so, tracking the kids he abused is a waste of time."


    "Is that your reaction?"


    "I'm torn," Craven said. "Kathy thinks the killer overlapped his burial and hunting grounds so we'd find Wren and raise the body count. Logic says she's right. He's upping the taunt. My gut says little things don't add up."


    "Like?" said DeClercq.


    "Why choose a prison-hardened con as first victim? A pedophile puts next to no pressure on police. If the killer is into taunts, Wren was the last sort of victim to choose. But if Wren turned his killer into a killer, then killing him first makes sense. His buttocks were ripped apart because it's a crime of hate motivated bw sodomizing the killer as a kid. Beheading the students last night masks the motive, thrills the killer, and ups the taunt at us."


    "Where do you hide a tree?"


    "In a forest," said Craven.


    "Woodsman, spare this tree."


    "No," Craven replied.


    "My reaction exactly," said DeClercq.


    


    While Macbeth drove to work at the VGH morgue, Craven and DeClercq analyzed the scenes of crime with Scarlett and Spann. Then Nick left for ViCLAS?; at Headquarters to generate a pin map of Wren's hunting ground twenty-five years ago. To take advantage of having the two members of the flying patrol that had cornered John Lincoln Hardy—the Head-hunter?—together, DeClercq asked them back to his Benz. The Ident van had coffee. Sipping Java, they sat in his car and talked.


    DeClercq and Spann in front.


    Scarlett in back.


    Obviously pleased to be Included, Scarlett hunched forward between the bucket seats to intrude himself as DeClercq spoke:


    "Except for being male, these headless corpses are like the Headhunter's victims. Waylaid, raped, slashed, beheaded, and dumped. The heads of the women were never recovered, but this killer sent Wren's shrunken head to me. My gut tells me Shrink is somehow connected to the Headhunter case. I found this photo in the closed file on Al Flood."


    He passed around the picture of the rings in the burning tin.


    "Ident took it in the alley behind Flood's apartment on the night you and he shot it out, Kathy. The rings match those through the lips of Wren's shrunken head."


    "Jeez," said Scarlett. "How does that make sense?"


    "That's what we're here to discuss."


    "Hardy was killed six weeks before Flood and I shot it out," said Spann. "If Hardy shrank the heads missing from the Headhunter victims, who burned them in the tin behind Flood's home?"


    "Flood?" said Scarlett.


    "Perhaps," said DeClercq. "The coke stashed in the hubcap of his car was the exact same purity as the coke you found in Hardy's mountain shack. Did they come from the same supply?"


    DeClercq turned to Spann. "Any idea who tipped you to Flood?"


    "Anonymous call. Woman's voice. I'd bet money on Charlotte Clarke. She became the main pro Hardy pimped after the Headhunter hacked Grabowski. I questioned her in the aftermath of Hardy's death, so she knew I was a cop. Before I could confront her about the tip, she had OD'd on smack."


    "Clarke?" said Scarlett, tapping his head. "Wasn't she the whore Flood ranted about?"


    DeClercq turned sharply. "Ranted when?"


    "When was it, Kath? That day in the caf at court? All of us were yakking—you, me, Mad Dog, Lewis, and who else?"


    "Tipple and Macdonald."


    "Yeah, that's right. When Flood walks up and says he thinks we got the wrong guy. Says he spoke to Clarke and she claimed Johnnie was a stud. Hardy! liked to bang his stable on the side, every day, every girl, liked to fuck, our John, and it was rocks off every time. So why did the Headhunter leave no come if it was Hardy doing the dog?"


    "Good question," said DeClercq. "Begs an answer. I suspect the Headhunter was a killing team. Remember the hunt for the Hillside Strangler? Turned out two cousins were with him. Hillside Stranglers, actually What if that's what happened here? Hardy being ham of a killing team. Now the other half is back on the hunt, going after men instead of women."


    "A switch hitter?"


    "Who kills from rage. Couldn't come with women and can't come with men."


    "Hardy's dead. So is Flood. Is Steve Rackstraw the other half?" said Spann.


    "Is he out?"


    "Paroled recently. Did a lot of time for importing coke. Jailed at the end of the Headhunter case. He was sprung about the same time Bron Wren got released. Does that explain why the killings resumed? And why Wren was the first victim?"


    "Jail vendetta?"


    "Why else choose such lowlife scum? Jail explains the sex switch, too."


    "You're on the ball, Kathy."


    Not to be outshone again, Rick Scarlett scooped up the ball and ran:


    "Voodoo cult in New Orleans was the start. Haitian matriarch, two sons, and their cousin. Cult worked out of Louisiana slums. It sold tricks, spells, dolls, and drugs. Fanatics paid for heavy stuff out on the bayou, like that ritual Kath and me saw, with dancing, masks, slaughter, and a snake in the crone's puss. One son was the zobop who ran the cult. Other son was Rackstraw, living here. Hardy, the cousin, was a fuck-up. So Aunt sent him north to learn from Fox.


    "Wolf, Fox, Weasel. Remember, Kath?


    "Foxy Rackstraw was hip to scams. Corporate fraud, land deceit, music kickbacks, dealing in cocaine. Drugs came north in voodoo masks. The masks were for his rock act, Voodoo Chile.


    "Rackstraw was here when Greiner got snuffed. That accounts for the first Headhunter victim. We never knew if Hardy was here. We know he came later with Grabowski in tow, as right away she got busted on the Stroll. The last thing Fox needed was heat, so maybe he and Weasel iced her as a team. They liked the thrill so much, they launched a doubleheader."


    "And the shrinking?" said DeClercq.


    "Voodoo, Chief. You don't get shit weirder than we saw in New Orleans. The skulls on the bayou? Remember, Kath? Rackstraw rapes 'em. Hardy shrinks 'em. Skulls go down south."


    "And Flood?"


    "Somehow he found the cache of shrunken heads, and the coke he hid in the hubcap of his car. He could sell the drugs for cash, and blackmail Rackstraw in jail for more. Somehow Rackstraw tumbled to him, and turned the tables on Flood. While Flood was away, someone burgled his home, stealing back the heads to burn in the alley tin. With Hardy dead, did Charlotte hook for Rackstraw? Did she do the B and E, then tip Kath to the drugs? Flood freaked at arrest, and bang, bang, bang."


    "Kathy?"


    "Fits, Chief."


    "Rick, you work with us. Find Rackstraw and lean on him."


    Scarlett grinned.


    And left the car.


    And walked away with a spring in his step.


    "There goes a frustrated man," said DeClercq. "You and he were off and running after the Head-hunter case. Now you're inspector, and he's still corporal, shifting laterally around the Force. You looked troubled, Kathy. Something on your mind?"


    "Nothing, Chief."


    "Just between you and me?"


    "You don't rat on your partner."


    "I agree. Unless he does something damaging to the Force. Police departments turn corrupt unless we voice such concerns."


    Spann sighed.


    "Out with it."


    "What if Hardy and Rackstraw didn't form a killing team? What if the Headhunter is still loose? Does that mean Hardy was framed? Only the real killer could plant the head and knife in Hardy's mountain shack before we went up for the bust."


    Spann sighed again.


    "And?" urged DeClercq.


    "Rick assaulted me, Chief. In Seattle. The evening we went down to celebrate both making corporal. He got drunk and tried to bed me. I refused and told him I had a plane to catch. He went berserk and grabbed my breast and railed at me. Fuck you! he exploded! 'Don't turn your back on me! I won't have it! Don't hold your cunt so tight! It's all a game to you, you tight-ass bitch! You dress up in the uniform and hold your back erect, pretending it's protocol while you show off your tits! Look at you tonight! You hypocrite! Cut that dress any lower and it would show your snatch!' I had to threaten to hit him. I caught the plane alone. And that was the end of us as a team."


    "You should have told me."


    "Couldn't, Chief. Rank and file shun us if we play the sexist card."


    "Rick's misogynist?"


    "And locked in a bind. He's too caught up in macho to come out, and all that frustration is eating him up inside. He almost shot Rackstraw during the Head-hunter case. Rage and frustration builds in Rick, then when he blows, he blows!"


    

  


  
    

  


  


  


  


  
    Kink

  


  


  
    


    Vancouver


    


    Robert DeClercq was surprised to find a padlock on the door to George Ruryk's office. The padlock was open and hooked in the eye, but the door was also bolted inside. He knocked and waited in the hall of the building on Maple Tree Square until someone approached, released the bolt, and swung the door open to admit him into the office.


    Anda Carlisle.


    "Break-in?" he asked.


    "Worse, I'm afraid."


    "George around?"


    "No."


    "I came to see him . . . and you."


    "I'll have to do, Chief Superintendent. George may not be back."


    "He's sick?"


    "Possibly. Just between you and me, the College of Physicians and Surgeons is investigating him. I've been asked to go through his files."


    "George?" Robert said. "I've known him for years. What's the allegation?"


    "Sexual misconduct with patients."


    "Good Lord. He's Methuselah's age."


    "You've heard the phrase 'dirty old man?"


    "What kind of misconduct?"


    "He's alleged to have subjected female patients to a master-slave relationship. The patients suffered from a psychological malady called erotomania. The condition caused them to fantasize about sexual encounters, which they believed had actually occurred. The end effect was they couldn't tell the difference between what was real and what wasn't. The allegation is George advised each patient she had an internal disciplinary problem, which he could help by applying external discipline. He told them to call him 'master' while he called them 'slave,' and ordered each to crawl to him naked on her hands and knees. When she failed to be a good enough slave, he's alleged to have used a leather whip to lightly lash her back."


    "Are you convinced?" Robert asked.


    "I'm skeptical. No lash marks were seen by doctors, and other patients sat in George's waiting room while each whipping allegedly occurred. Does no corroboration mean more erotomania fantasies?"


    "The women know each other?"


    "The two at the university. But not the one here."


    "Who blew the whistle?"


    "George went to Britain for a lecture series. When he was gone, the two university women had psychotherapy from another psychiatrist. Repressed-memory syndrome is controversial. The Canadian Psychiatric Association has warned us about it. 'Abuse hysteria is loose in North America, and some therapists are preoccupied with sexual abuse as the root of psychological ills. It's become an ideology. Some emphasize sexual abuse out of proportion, and their patients fall into it because it's difficult for them not to have some explanation for the way they feel. The therapist who saw the women while George was away applied so-called memory-enhancement techniques on them, namely drugs and hypnosis to help 'recover' abuse memories. The risk is such techniques can lead to false accusations, since false memories of sexual abuse can be implanted by therapists who shape what patients tell them through their implicit expectation that such abuse occurred."


    "I see," Robert said. "The repressed memories this therapist recovered from George's patients were of sex abuse by him."


    "Yes, and she took her findings to the university and college for discipline."


    "What happened?"


    "In the end, nothing. The women suffered a malady that made them believe in fantasy. Since they knew each other, they may have fed each other 'facts.' And there was nothing objective to back them up. But universities today are very politicized about sexual harassment, and George thought he was the scapegoat for a P.C. witch-hunt. He quit the halls of academe for private practice here, and brought me in, I suspect, as female counterbalance to revive his reputation. When he retired, I would take over."


    "You took a chance."


    "I thought he was innocent of the allegations."


    "And now?"


    Anda shrugged. "What George allegedly did to those women was never made public. Now a patient from private practice who doesn't know them has alleged an identical abuse here."


    "Why the padlock?"


    "I'm caught in the middle. The college wants me to comb our files for evidence of abuse, while at the same time maintaining patient confidentiality. They asked me to ensure George doesn't sabotage my search while he's under suspension."


    "Am I allowed in?"


    "I think you can be trusted." Anda Carlisle rebolted the door and led the chief superintendent into Ruryk's office. File drawers were pulled open and empty of contents, and every surface and half the floor were buried under folders. Hundreds of boxes with audiotapes lined the perimeter each with a label tied to a file.


    "You're snowed under."


    "Worse than it looks. Listening to the monologues he recorded from his patients takes hours. Bright side is, if I'm to assume George's practice, it must be done anyway."


    "And your patients?"


    "I'm coping," she said. "Overnight I've become the busiest shrink in town. In the right place at the wrong time."


    "Hard to believe George is kinky."


    Anda cleared files from the seat of a chair facing the desk for him. Before she sat down behind the desk, the psychiatrist withdrew a volume from a shelf weighed down with texts.


    "Havelock Ellis is an authority on sex."


    She opened the volume to a bookmark and read:


    "Every normal man in matters of sex, when we examine him carefully enough, is found to show some abnormal elements, and the abnormal man is merely manifesting in a disordered or extravagant shape some phase of the normal man. Normal and abnormal, taken in the mass, can all be plotted as variations of different degree on the same curve. The loving woman who exclaims: 'I could eat you!' is connected by links, each in itself small, with Jack the Ripper. We all possess within us, in a more or less developed form, the germs of atrocities."


    She closed the book.


    "As Jung said, Chief Superintendent, The spirit of our time believes itself superior to its own psychology. Human sexuality is ten percent biological, twenty percent physiological, and seventy percent psychosexual. Nature and man differ about the aim of sex. Nature seeks procreation, while we want the fullest possible satisfaction in sexual orgasm. The orgasm has two parts: physical and mental. The physical is that tingling of electricity seeking discharge. The mental, however, is what determines release. Raw sexual energy is the bullets in the gun, but the mind controls which finger pulls the trigger."


    DeClercq's gun was loaded and had a hair trigger from years of celibacy, but his aim had recently vacillated between Anda and Gill. The gun was now directly aimed at the psychiatrist.


    "In early life we are 'hypnotized' by something we link mentally to erotic satisfaction. It may be the sex organs of the opposite sex. Or the sex organs of the same sex. Or some object or activity we associate with sex. What differs from man to man is the means by which orgasm is procured. The sexual impulse works at a deeper subconscious level than other primal urges. When we think we understand it, it takes us by surprise, for it has the power to override conscious checks. Do you feel as if you carry a separate 'sexual self around with you? I do," said Carlisle. "Colin Wilson calls it: that strange, poisonous, shocking world of sex. I treat pedophilia, voyeurism, exhibitionism, partialism, frotteurism, sadism, masochism, zoophilia, coprophilia, urophilia, necrophilia, cordophilia, hypo-xyphilia, and so on. Psychiatry teaches me everyone has skeletons in the sex closet. Did George let his out?"


    "I don't see him as a sadist."


    "Neither do I. The women he may have abused were symbolically subjugated, not bodily hurt. The whippings left no marks, and the patients could leave. Psychiatry draws some doctors who seek to solve their own mental problems more than patients', and at the same time puts them in a position of master-slave dominance over weak, crumbling minds. It could be George is a dinosaur who can't adapt. An overbearing mother made him afraid of women, so he became a shrink to fathom the depths of our minds. That control worked until feminism took hold and he found himself losing ground to a gynecocracy at academe. Women's liberation has a spill-over effect in that unconscious transmissions of feminist dominance by an aggressive manner and over-assertiveness may enhance a male's castration anxiety with consequent fear of the vagina. So George whips women to put us back in place, but women drive him from the university, resulting in a repeat here."

  


  
    "If he did it."

  


  
    "If," Anda agreed. "As soon as a mental component enters into a physical urge, the urge stretches beyond ordinary limits. Orgasm is a response to an act of will and imagination, not the material world. Perverted acts achieve intensity in expressing the sexual being that is rarely obtained by 'normal sex.' Perversion results to meet a need that cannot otherwise be satisfied. Kink heightens, not lowers, sex. Taboo involves the whole of our being, and resonates in the most secret desires of our psyche."


    "Tell me, Doctor, what turns you on?"

  


  
    Jesus! thought DeClercq. What am I doing?

  


  
    "Intelligence," Carlisle said, looking him dead in the eye. "Women like me notoriously find intellectuals exciting, and do so in measure as our own intelligence develops. No one-night stand with a throbbing stud can substitute deep down for an erotic relationship between like minds."


    Hey, thought DeClercq. I'm intelligent. Or do you mean superintelligent?


    The more he was around her, the more Robert found himself turned on by Anda Carlisle. That electric spark which had zapped him the last time he was here was no doubt the physical aspect of sex, his groin an electromagnet drawn to her. But he was too old or wise to fall victim to lust for long, and now he, too, sought the fusing of like minds. The problem was he had been out of the sex game for so long that—combined with shyness—he felt like an insecure teen.

  


  
    He yearned to ask her out.


    But he feared rejection.


    Bob, she's young enough to be your daughter, Katt had scolded.

  


  
    You've heard the phrase 'dirty old man'?

  


  
    "So?" asked Anda. "What's on your mind?"

  


  
    "This," Robert replied, pulling the Ident photo of rings in a burning can from his coat pocket to place on the desk. "A decade ago, the Headhunter raped and decapitated women. We found the bodies but never recovered the heads. This photo was taken six weeks later, in which you'll note dozens of rings identical to those piercing the lips of Wren's shrunken head. I suspect the missing female heads were shrunken, too, and burned in this tin to destroy the evidence. When I met with you and George to discuss the taunt mailed to Special X, I asked, 'Why send the shrunken head personally to me?' You replied, 'Perhaps the killer locked minds with you sometime in the past.' Assuming the Headhunter raped and killed the women and Wren, why switch focus from female victims to male prey?"


    "You think the Headhunter is loose again?"


    The Mountie nodded.


    Carlisle studied the rings in the photograph. "The sexual orientation of anyone can change. Sex these days means anything goes. Your girlfriend loves a girlfriend who used to love a boyfriend, and my boyfriend loves a girlfriend whose last boyfriend was psychically a girlfriend, and a patient of mine, born a man, has become a transsexual lesbian whose female lover hopes to become a man. It's the age of omnisexuals. Try-sexuals, if you like, as in try anything.


    "We know serial killers who prey on both males and females. Clifford Olson is this city's best example. If we begin with that truth, we can build on what we last discussed with George.


    "There are phases to any sexual crime. First comes the antecedent or fantasy phase. What injects a fantasy with its ritual or fetish is the 'original conditioning situation.' Every man's behavior is programmed by early experience, so we need to know his past to understand his crime. Then governs now. Say we theorize abuse in which the child who became this killer was molested by two predators. One female. One. Both with genitals pierced by rings."


    "His parents?"


    "Possibly. But I'm more inclined toward his mother and a male friend. That's why his first beheading spree focused on women. The next phase of sex crime is victim selection. Each stalker has his own unique criteria, as the victim chosen will play an essential stand-in role in acting out his fantasy."


    "The women the Headhunter chose all had black hair or wore a nun's cowl."


    "Then chances are the Headhunter's mother also had black hair. Black pubic hair around labia pierced with rings. Assume the boy was forced during sexual abuse to perform oral sex on his mother. That's incest. That's taboo. So now we begin to fathom the shrunken head as a fetish.


    "The sexual appetite can be hypnotized by the most unlikely objects. Any 'deviations' caught in the primal hypnotism of sexual desire may be necessary for sexual orgasm. Fetishism is a definite term for an indefinite kink. It once meant only sexual obsession for inanimate objects. Later, it was extended to include parts of the body. Hair fetishist. Foot fetishist. Crutch fetishist. Apron fetishist. The list is endless. Krafft-Ebing had a patient who adored kid gloves. He collected hundreds of pairs, and bedded his wife with, gloves gripping both sides of her head, or masturbated with them jacking his penis. A Puerto Rican fetishist bought buckets of blood in a Bronx butcher shop because only if it was splashed on the floor could he get an erection and have sex with women."


    "Wren had an album with locks of hair snipped from kids he abused," said DeClercq.


    "Remember the case of P from last time? When he touched hair with scissors he got an erection, and when he cut it, he ejaculated."


    "Do you not find it ironic that one hair fetishist fell victim to another?"


    Carlisle tapped the rings in the Ident photograph. "Shrinking a head as a fetish is more complex. Usually, the fetish takes part in the commission phase of a sex crime, when the offender acts out his fantasy with the stand-in victim. Here the fetish is made from the head of the victim in the post-offense phase, and comes full circle back to how the fetish developed. This fetish is a warped image of the 'original conditioning situation' that hypnotized his mind."


    "We found no semen in the bodies of either female or male victims," said DeClercq.


    "That's because this killer climaxes in the post-offense phase. Penetration is nothing more than an act of anger reflecting what was done to him. It's not the core of the fantasy. The core is using the fetish as a masturbation aid. The child was hypnotized by the rings through the lips of Mom's sex, surrounded by a tangle of black public hair. His face was buried in the fearful, shameful maw, which he must stitch shut to conquer his fear and shame. The female body has a limited number of orifices. Fear and shame transfer mental focus from the dreaded, yawning hole below to the unthreatening head. The killer shrinks the head to hide what it really is. Now the hair can stand in for pubic hair, and the lips can stand in for lips of Mom's sex. The killer pierces the lips with rings to make a fetish of Mom, and laces shut the dreaded maw to try to bring his psychic stress to an end.


    "Fetishism springs from a form of 'rape complex.' The need of the fetishist to impose himself on the sex substitute. When he tugs the thong through the rings to yank shut the lips, the Headhunter ejaculates a stream of rage."


    "A primal stream?" punned Robert.


    "A primal scream," Anda concurred. "To see orifice transfer at work, consider the Marquis de Sade. He, too, feared and hated his mother. De Sade first came to the notice of police when prostitutes reported his penchant for cutting shallow incisions in their skin with a penknife to pour hot wax into the slits. The symbolism is obvious. Having rejected natural orifices, the marquis made his own 'entrances' into the female body, before psychologically raping it by filling the pits with wax. At twenty-eight, de Sade was arrested for kidnapping a pastry cook's widow so he could make the same fetish of her.


    "During the Reign of Terror, de Sade's prison cell overlooked the guillotine to which 1,800 men and women lost their heads in a single month while he was jailed. In 1792 he wrote to tell his lawyer that the Princesse de Lamballe had gone to the blade. Her head, stuck on a pike, was shown to the king and queen, and her body was dragged through the streets for eight hours after being subjected to debauchery. This included the slicing off of her mons, which the executioner stuck on her upper lip as a pubic mustache."


    "Orifice transfer," echoed DeClercq.


    "Because reality never lives up to fantasy," said Carlisle, "for fantasy is perfect and reality never is, the killer shrank fetish after fetish to try to get it right, while you recovered the discarded bodies of the women."


    "Why'd he stop?"


    "Perhaps he didn't. There could be headless women scattered around the globe. But my theory is what drove him to kill went into remission, then a recent incident reactivated him. Say an aggressive male made homosexual advances. The rage that welled up focused the fetish on the other abuser, the man with genital piercings like Mom's who raped the boy while she watched. Here we have psychology like we discussed before. After the attacks on men, he shrinks each head to mask what it really is, then, to reverse the rape, symbolically sews his anus shut against the rings."


    "The fetish makes a psychosexual jump from female to male?"


    "The complexity of psychosexual murder is directly proportional to the intelligence of the offender," said Carlisle.


    "The Headhunter read de Sade?"


    "I wouldn't be surprised. Sex offenders often read the literature of sex crimes. Are you aware the killer Up north is patterning his bush hunts on a real serial predator?"


    "Who?" said DeClercq.


    "Robert Hansen. The Alaskan businessman who acted out his fantasy in the 1980s. Attacking at least thirty prostitutes, he killed twenty of them. Hansen picked up exotic dancers in Anchorage topless bars for cruel oral sex. When one woman drew a knife, he yanked it away and stabbed her to death. 'When I thought about it,' Hansen later confessed, 'it was the sort of feeling I got when I bagged a trophy animal.' He was an expert big-game hunter. He soon began fantasizing about hunting naked women down in the woods, eventually turning his fantasy into reality. He'd drive a hooker into the forest for sex in his car. If she satisfied him, he let her go. If she didn't, he forced her out of the car at gunpoint to pursue naked across the snow with a rifle. 'I would let her think she got away, then flush her out to get her to run again.' Finally, he would shoot her, then bury the body."


    DeClercq turned the information over in his mind. "The Headhunter reactivates as Shrink," he mused aloud. "Assuming we have two killers loose—Head-hunter here and Decapitator north—how have different psychologies led to such similar crimes?"


    "Intriguing question," said Carlisle.


    

  


  
    

  


  


  


  


  
    Where, Not Why

  


  


  
    


    Nick Craven's emotions swung back and forth like a pendulum: I love her, she loves me not, I love her, she loves me not. . . . Last night saw him maturely swallow the fact if Gill didn't love him, he couldn't change that, so Give me grace to accept the things I cannot change. This morning the moment he saw Gill sharing the coffee cup and laughing with DeClercq,, he flip-flopped back in resolve. But what right had he: to feel betrayed? If not for DeClercq in the Africa case, Nick would be serving life in prison for killing his mom. And if not for Gill in the same case, he would be food for fishes in Davy Jones's locker.


    Why do fools fall in love? The lover's question, he thought.


    Nick felt like a stalker.


    Was that next?


    From UBC, Nick drove to Headquarters and parked in the lot behind Special X. Trudging up Heather from Thirty-third to Thirty-seventh was a slip and slide. He entered the Operations Building, passed Security, and climbed to ViCLAS on the second floor.


    Vancouver leads the world in geographic profiling. The Where, not the Why of hunting serial killers and sex offenders. Like most human activities, choosing a crime site has geographic logic. When you go to the store for a quart of milk, you don't bypass twenty stores to shop across town; you stop at the nearest one. What governs you is a quantifiable spatial rule as the least-effort principle. The same behavior governs crime, just as fear of arrest creates a buffer zone of predictable dimensions around a serial killer's home. Right-handed killers tend to flee to the left, but move to the right when they encounter obstacles. They discard evidence to the right, and hide near outside walls in buildings. A serial sex offender prefers a corner house which offers four, not two, escape routes.


    And so on.


    Each time a serial offender meets, attacks, kills, or dumps a victim, he leaves behind a point on a map. Except in the case of a transient killer with no roots, the crime site is linked by spatial behavior to anchor points like the killer's workplace or home. Since such behavior is governed by quantifiable rules, it can be analyzed by a computer. All the crime sites are plotted on a screen map. The computer draws a box around this "activity space" and divides it into a grid. Then using an equation based on criminology research into typical journeys to crime sites, the computer takes a beginning point on the grid and determines the distance from that point to the first crime site. The equation calculates the probability of that point being the bad guy's home, then repeats the process for all points on the grid and each crime site.

  


  
    The result is a geographic profile of the activity space. Overlaying the street map of the city, it looks like a three-dimensional isopleth relief map like those used in school texts to show elevation or rainfall. The amoebas of the profile are different colors. Gray areas are least likely to be the bad guy's home. Hot spots in red predict the most probable home base of the serial offender.

  


  
    His anchor point.


    Nick was after nothing that elaborate today. Since he already knew where Bron Wren had lived twenty-five years ago, what he required was a map of the "activity space" generated by the six cases from four sites that had gone to court. The space would indicate where to look for other victims in the hair-fetish album. Album photos would be sent to all primary schools in the catch basin to match with past enrollment records. Once he had the names, he could hunt them down.


    "All you want is a pin map?"


    Rusty Lewis, the ViCLAS hotshot, was disappointed.


    "Pins for the homes of his victims. And a star for Wren's basement suite."


    Craven seated beside him at his office desk, Lewis booted up the ViCLAS computer and clicked the mouse on the Maplnfo icon. Opening a work space, he asked for a map of central Vancouver. The screen developed an image from seven overlaid maps: cosmetic layer or foundation; BCPLACES from the gazetteer; ADDRESS to pinpoint street locations; SWRIVER for creeks and shorelines; LMROAD to add highways and trains; municipal boundaries; and then attributes like Indian reserves.


    Nick was glad this wasn't a Rorschach test.


    Stanley Park and Point Grey looked like penises to him.


    "You're looking down on the city from forty kilometers up," said Lewis.


    "Zoom in on the North Shore from Lions Gate Bridge to Second Narrows."


    "There," said Lewis. "Now you're looking down from four Ks up."


    The image showed North Vancouver's shore along the inner harbor. Craven fed Lewis the addresses of victims in the court case twenty-five years ago, and where Wren had been living then. Lewis entered some location queries to add pins for the homes of the six victims and a star for Wren's anchor point. He labeled Lions Gate Bridge, Lonsdale Avenue (the main street with Nick's home), and inserted a compass.
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    "Why no buffer zone between the star and eastern pin?" said Nick.


    "A pedophile is a driven man. Wren was overpowered by compulsion to molest the kids near his home even if it chanced arrest."


    "I'll find them first."


    "The ugly thing about sex crimes is how stigma and guilt attach to the victim. Sometimes the innocent will shed the name connected to what they see as their dirty self. Before you waste time chasing the shadow, I'd fax a request to Gazette records to check if the name was changed."


    "I'll do that," said Nick.


    

  


  
    

  


  


  


  


  
    On the Hunt

  


  


  
    


    Totem Lake


    


    The Mad Dog was a man struggling to overcome his ists. The Mad Dog was sexist, but he respected Spann. Not only was she a broad who understood guns, for they had once had a battle of knowledge and she had won, but Kathy had scaled the ladder of ranks from the same rung as him, him having it easy because he fit the past, her having it hard because she didn't, and look where Spann was now. Because he was the Mad Dog, he bonded with her in his own way, by asking her to stand with him when he hitched with Brit. A bonus was he would be the envy of all the guys, flanked by the two best sets of knockers you ever saw.


    His kind of wedding.


    Hefner style.


    The Mad Dog was racist, but he cottoned to George. Not only was Ghost Keeper as good a tracker as him, but he had been shut out of climbing the ranks from within, a "special" constable in the 3(b) Program for reserves, and through sheer ability had forced the Force to bring him in before it was ready. Because he was the Mad Dog, he bonded with the Cree in his own way, by turning to him now and saying . . .


    "Wanna go hunting with me?"


    George was stunned.


    They stood in the light of a rising moon near Zulu base, and watched as caged dogs were unloaded from Bush Dodd's plane. The same way motor vehicles replaced the silent horse, snowmobiles phased out the silent dog patrol, gone but not forgotten by Yukon throwbacks like the Mad Dog. If the rebels sought to smuggle weapons in through the bush tonight, would it not be Keystone Kops to buzz around on snowmobiles, here we come, ready or not?


    So voila.


    "Where'd you get them?" Chandler asked.


    "Friend of mine. Races them in Alaska competition every year."


    "How many you bring in?"


    "Two sleds. Seven dogs each."


    The sleds unloaded from the hold behind the sling seat in back of the plane were adapted toboggans. Sleds with runners were useless in deep drifts unless a trail was already broken. Edged with metal strips to hold the course and prevent slipping, these sleds, fashioned from parallel slats of hardwood, had been steamed and bent in front like runners. The flat bottoms got rid of rocker effect. Uprights, a top rail, and handlebars meant they could be driven standing up. The chain fastened to drag in a loop under each bottom would retard speed and act as a brake.


    "Well?" said the Mad Dog.


    "Let's do it," said the Cree.


    For George the patrol would have a dual goal, for it was in the forest south of the plateau where Flint died and north of Totem Lake where Vanderkop was killed that winter had compelled them to abandon tracking Winterman Snow.


    A half hour later, the Mounties were ready. White parkas and white accessories camouflaged both men. Each sled was stocked with light provisions for swift speed: a medical kit, and treats for the dogs, and an array of weapons.


    "Okay," said Chandler. "Here's the plan."


    Huddling in a circle by the unhitched sleds, Dodd pooling a flashlight for them to see, they watched Zinc carve an oval with a stick in the snow, then punch an indent up top. "Totem Lake, and the rebel camp. We have the lake covered by sharpshooters with night sights, so any smuggling that way we'll pick off." He drew a west-to-east arc north of the camp. "Here's the blind spot to patrol. Sweep high and you will cross any tracks coming down. Find some, you follow. If not, sweep back closer to the camp, tightening the arc with each pass. For the final patrol, sweep high to the plateau where Flint was shot, and there you'll be waiting, Dodd, to pick them up."


    The pilot nodded.


    "See you there," he said.


    Then off he flew to retrieve his snowmobile, which winging in the dog sleds had forced him to leave behind in Alaska.


    To benefit from enthusiasm and minimize frustrated excitement, which leads to fights and chewing the line, dogs aren't harnessed until it's time to depart. Once a skill in every Mountie's repertoire, this was the first time Chandler had seen hitching performed. The tow-lines were laid out so each leader's harness and tug rope was in front, followed by sections for three pulling pairs. The trains were anchored to poles back of the sleds by ropes extending under the slats. Hitching in pairs with a single dog leading gives the best results: freedom of motion and minimum difficulty with corners. The Mad Dog and the Cree brought their leaders out first, each dog gripped by the collar as it left the cage so front legs could be lifted if either tried to turn its master into a sled. Footing on ice is insecure, and many a man has been dragged by the chain.


    Live and learn.


    Vising the dog between his knees at the flanks hold it securely while the harness was slipped over its head, each man pulled the neck strap through the collar and fastened the belly band, then snapped on the chain as the dog was released. The leader held the line taut while the others were brought out singly and harnessed front to rear. Tug ropes fastened to towlines, each man climbed on back of his sled to release the anchor rope, freeing the team to jump into its collars and dash the patrol away.


    Zinc hoped to hear a hearty "Mush!" as they were off.


    But the start command is "All right!"


    


    Idaho hunter Jed Vanderkop had actually been no hunter at all. He had been one of several American militia members who hoped to set up a heavily armed training camp in the wilds of B.C., far away from the watchful eyes of FBI and U.S. Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms agents. So last month he and his cousin Vern had driven through Smithers hi a truck with Idaho plates, turning northeast from Mosquito Flats on a road that made only local maps, to lose themselves and their smuggled arms in backwoods north of Blunt Mountain and west of Natlan Peak, above the Shegunia River, which flowed when thawed into Totem Lake. There they camouflaged the truck in a cleft of rock, where Jed set up camp to guard the cache until spring training while his cousin Vern snowmobiled out.


    Jed the Survivalist.


    Who didn't survive.


    For though not actually a hunter, Jed went hunting one day, and had the misfortune to get bagged downriver by Winterman Snow, who stripped him, raped him, chased him naked west to Totem Lake, and dropped him with an arrow by the falls. Jed left here for the happy hunting ground (reported missing by his mom, who thought he was hunting in Canada), but the cache of smuggled arms was still around. The thought of arming "red niggers" would incense the militia, even though they, too, feared the New World Order, but cousin Vern—not a member—saw it as a chance to make a buck, so he sold to supporters of the rebels.


    Quite a few bucks, actually.


    C.O.D.


    The deal was he would deliver the arms to a party of Doomsdayers from the camp, the meet set for tonight a mile up the Shegunia River. The rebels would haul the cache back to camp, and Vern would be off to drive the truck to Smithers for payoff so he could haul his cash down south. That's why Vern and his buddy Bo were here on the frozen river, snowshoeing under a hunter's moon, hugging woods on the bank so the shadows of the trees would mask them to spotter planes should one pass overhead.


    Ropes over their shoulders, both gunrunners lugged sleds.


    Under tarps on the sleds hid a military arsenal of illegal guns, explosive shells, and survival gear. A .50-caliber Barrett semiautomatic long-range rifle used by the U.S. Army to pierce armored vehicles and blow up mines, penetrating plating the 5.56mm or 7.62mm can't punch through, destroying 500-pound bombs at a distance of 500 yards. Eight army-issue cases of ammunition: 500 shells for the air-cooled infantry-support gun, shotgun shells that spray steel darts, shells that splash high-temperature metals that ignite everything in their way, and high-octane fuel for flame throwers. Chemical suits and gas masks and bulletproof armor. Mortars, and best of all ...


    A surface-to-air hand-held Stinger missile.


    


    Gitxsan oral history describes a string of wars in 1600 or 1700 that culminated in the epic adventures of Nekt. A band of Haidas from the Queen Charlotte Islands raided a Gitxsan eulachon fishing camp at the mouth of the Nass River, and carried off a beautiful young woman of high rank from Kispiox named Lu-traisuh. She became the wife of Qawaek, the Haida chief, and gave birth to two sons her husband smothered by blocking their mouths with his tongue. He feared the boys might later avenge the murders of their uncles in the abduction. Lutraisuh deceived her husband concerning the sex of their third child, saying he was a girl to spare his life. Killing her husband, she cut off his head and escaped by night in a canoe, her child kept quiet in the bow by suckling on the tongue protruding from his father's mouth. Nekt—which means "tongue-licked"—grew into a strong man with one ambition: to punish the wrongs he and his mother had suffered. He made a coat of armor from grizzly bear skin reinforced inside with a coat of pitch and flakes of slate, then began his career as a raider of Coast and Nass settlements. He wanders through legends of the Nisga'a, Tsimshian, and Haida nations as well as those of the Gitxsan. Thanks to bearskin armor and the magic "strike-but-once club" in his front paw, he was seen by his enemies as the Medeek, a mythic grizzly bear whose attacks can't be resisted. Expanding Gitxsan territory, he soon controlled all trade in metal and weapons. Nekt built his ta'awdzep fort on a pyramid hill at Kitwanga. To protect this stronghold against surprise attack, he raised a fence of logs around its five Houses, with a trapdoor covered by deer hooves that rattled when they were moved. One night his enemies tried to scale the slope to the fort. Nekt released logs that rolled down and crushed them. Later, his enemies massed to defeat him, and legend goes Nekt was wounded by a bullet from the first white man's gun up from the coast, as he was donning his grizzly bear armor for an expedition. Then he was clubbed to death.

  


  
    Shortly after, the first white arrived.

  


  
    Winterman Snow was thinking of Nekt as he stalked through the woods, quiver of arrows on his back and the compound bow in his hand.


    Nekt was the last great warrior of his people.

  


  
    It angered him that a white man's bullet had ended the myth.

  


  
    There were no myths after the white man came. Just sorrow and suffering. But here in the woods and moonlight he sensed the spirit of Nekt.


    Nekt was him.


    On the hunt.


    

  


  
    

  


  


  


  


  
    Maple Leaves

  


  


  
    


    West Vancouver


    


    "Is this the Forbidden City?"


    "It is," Katt said, rushing from the living room to greet him at the door. "And what do we have for the empress to feast on tonight?"


    DeClercq passed her the bag of take-out Cantonese food. "Spring rolls with plum sauce. Lettuce wraps with Peking duck. Sweet-and-sour pineapple pork. This-and-that chow mein."


    "Yum," said Katt, free hand rubbing her tummy.


    "Green tea's in the bag," said DeClercq. "Steep it and find some chopsticks, then serve the food. I hear nature calling me."


    Katt dropped to her knees to kowtow before him on the hall floor. "Yes, Great Eunuch. Your humble servant obeys."


    Sniffing the food at his level, Catnip scampered from the kitchen.


    No sign of Napoleon, man's best friend.


    Lyrics sung to the tune of "How Can I Have Spring Fever," Katt broke into song without the inspiration of a boom box and shower. "How can I eat spring rolls when it isn't even spring" warbled down the hall after him. Robert angled left toward the bathroom for a purge and ablution.


    In he went and closed the door.


    He unbuckled and dropped his pants. As he sat down on the toilet, again he noticed the scratched seat.


    Scratch Bear. Now Scratch Cat. Have I been cursed? he wondered.


    Some read the paper while they wait for the purge. Others scribble dirty ditties on the wall. But here was a thinking man who used the time for thought. Today the question pondered was: Why does every modern film have a toilet scene, yet characters in books never go to the John? Were moviemakers anal fixates and authors anal retentives? Or was it the influence of Alfred Hitchcock on the former?

  


  
    Hitchcock, he'd read somewhere, had been obsessed with toilets and toilet humor. To get around the Hollywood Production Code, he masked the flushing of a toilet in an early film, and later detailed the action and sound of one in Psycho. His ultimate gift of refinement for friends was a noiseless toilet. Hitchcock was known for his practical jokes. He once bet a prop man a week's salary that he'd be too afraid to spend the night alone chained to a camera in the dark studio. The fool took the bet and was given a flask of brandy to help pass the time, which the director had secretly spiked with a strong laxative. The film crew arrived the following morning to find the wretch weeping miserably in a pool of diarrhea.

  


  
    Hardy, har, har.


    Is toilet humor a side effect of creating psycho thrillers?

  


  
    You think too much, thought DeClercq.


    The cry of pain torn from him was proportional to the number of hairs torn from his bottom when he stood up. The toilet seat wasn't scratched; it was cracked. When he sat down, adding weight, the crack spread to welcome the hairs of his butt, and when he stood up the crack closed, gripping them like tweezers. The cheek of his ass felt as if the lord high torturer had just torn a strip of Scotch tape off his fanny, taking a buttock with it. His hands shot to his derriere, which burned as if on fire, his legs high-stepping as he ran on the spot, until the pants looped around his ankles brought him down.

  


  
    "Bob, are you having a heart attack?" Katt called through the door.


    "Worse," he bellowed. "I've permanently flayed my bum."


    The toilet seat bristled with his erstwhile hairs. He jacked up his pants, flushed the commode, washed his hands, and opened the door. At his feet, gazing up, was another Hitchcockian theme. Catnip. The Wrong Cat. The innocent accused.


    "Why don't Americans use 'bum'?" Katt asked. "Mom thought I was talking about a derelict instead of my rear."


    "Americans speak a foreign language, not English," he said. "It all goes back to a wordsmith named Webster, I believe. But enough of the wonders of lexicon. Food's getting cold. Let's eat."


    "I'll find a pillow for your seat."


    After dinner, Katt did the dishes while he sat in the Watson chair and leafed through a book. On his way home from Headquarters, Robert had stopped at Van-Dusen Botanical Gardens at Oak and Thirty-seventh. The leafless maples in the gardens were no help to him, but the librarian lent him the book in his lap. Trees in Britain, Europe, and North America by Roger Phillips. He found what he required on page 45.


    A half hour later, Katt disturbed his work. She was dressed for a rehearsal of the school play, Bye-Bye Birdie, graced by her warbling voice. On a tray with a single cup and a teapot in a cozy, milk and a dispenser of Equal on the side, she served him his fortune cookie from the Chinese food.


    "What did yours say?"


    She passed him the strip of paper with her fortune printed in red:


    


    YOU SHALL KNOW GOOD FORTUNE IN THE VERY NEAR FUTURE.


    


    "Boring, huh? Why don't fortune cookies have more oomph?" Katt asked.


    "You'd prefer: You're going to die a long, lonely, painful death?"


    "I'd prefer: The man of your dreams is waiting for you at school."


    "Don't keep him waiting."


    Robert cracked his fortune cookie as Katt vanished down the hall. "You don't want to know what it says?" he yelled after her. The front door closed on an impish giggle. He read the fortune penned in red on the strip of paper:


    


    NEW BUM HAIR WILL BE BESTOWED UPON YOU.


    


    He blinked.


    Then he shook his head.


    Then he laughed out loud.


    You little monkey. Tweezers? he thought. How long did it take to work the real fortune out of the cookie, then substitute your handwritten hoax without breaking it?


    He stored the gag in his wallet as a visual punchline to the joke for when he regaled her mom with it on her return from Boston.


    Katt, he thought. What would I do without you?


    He'd find out when the psycho got her.

  


  
    * * *

  


  
    The Child is father of the Man, Wordsworth wrote, so tonight the child returned to the man, who kneeled on the floor in front of the hearth, arranging photos the way he once had moved lead soldiers about, piece by related piece to form a battle plan.


    He dealt the first picture faceup like a playing card. It was the taunt Flood had received from the cabbie: the night Hardy died. The shot of Natasha Wilkes' head mounted on a stake stuck in a bucket of sand mixed with maple leaves.


    The taunt Flood entered in the closed-out file.


    The taunt Flood enlarged and mounted on the wall at home.


    Maple leaves.


    Magnifying glass in hand and bum in the air, the Mountie got down on his elbows and knees like the Great Detective himself. Beside the photo of the head lay the book on trees. DeClercq bounced the magnifier back and forth.


    Elvira, he thought.


    For what he confirmed was the leaves in the sand were from two species of maple. Those with classic deep lobes were big leaf maple, like the illustration in the top row of leaves on page 45. The big leaf maple, acer macrophyllum, is native to western North America. Those with less distinctive lobes were sycamore maple, like the illustration in the third row. The sycamore maple, acer pseudoplatanus, is native to Europe and western Asia.


    The big leaf grows here.


    The sycamore doesn't.


    Unless someone transplants the Eurasian tree.


    Like the tree that shed the leaves in the Headhunter's taunt.


    History takes time to develop perspective. History is like the Academy awards. Voted Best Picture of 1941 was How Green Was My Valley, but hindsight reveals the Oscar belonged to Citizen Kane. As cop and historian, DeClercq knew only passing time fit disparate pieces into a whole. Only now did he grasp the significance of what Elvira Franklen, the city's greenest thumb, told him a few years ago during the Ripper case.


    About Flood.


    And maple leaves.


    His mind flashed back . . .


    


    Her house was a tree-embowered bungalow in Kerrisdale, an affluent and fuddy-duddy part of the city. The rain had washed the last tenacious leaves from maples and chestnuts in the yard, scattering a soggy red and yellow carpet across the lawn. The dwarf-sized woman who answered the door reminded him of Yoda in the Star Wars films. A lively octogenarian, with bulgy blue eyes sparkling with mischief in a creased, rouged face, her hair was combed down Caesar-like in a snow-white bowl, and she wore a frumpy wool suit with a broach clasped at the throat.


    "Oh, do come in, Chief Superintendent. Do come in," she enthused.


    As he stepped into the hall, something brushed his leg.


    "Shoo, Poirot! Scat, Maigret!" Elvira clapped her hands. "You must own a dog," she said as both felines scampered away.


    "Napoleon. My German shepherd."


    "Thank goodness!" Elvira sighed with mock relief. "With everyone downsizing these days, I feared you'd say Chihuahua.


    "Two cats?" he asked.


    "Five," she answered.


    "Expect Dalgleish and Morse to sniff-test you, too. Miss Marple will stay aloof and watch you from her cushion."


    She led him down a hallway of dark oiled wood and snug alcoves crammed with Royal Doulton figurines. The parlor they entered was as cluttered as the study at 221B Baker Street. Left alone while Franklen scurried off to the kitchen, the Mountie surveyed the Victoria and Albert Museum she called home. overstuffed sofa and armchairs had doilies of Belgian lace, one with a cushion on which lounged a suspiciousl Siamese cat. The overmantel and several tables placed around the parlor displayed a complete set of coronation mugs, even one for Edward VIII, who was never crowned. A portrait of Queen Elizabeth commanded the far wall. Beneath it hung separate pictures of the Prince and Princess of Wales. Marks on the wallpaper indicated the photos of Charles and Diana had recently been moved apart to reflect the state of their marriage. What held his attention, however, was the gallery opposite French doors that led to an English garden. Seventy-four head shots, personally autographed.


    "The one of Conan Doyle is my favorite," Franklen said, wheeling in a tea trolley with enough fattening goodies to clog his arteries. "He signed it just before his death in 1930. Dame Agatha gave me hers ovefc tea at Greenway. Of the moderns, I adore Dick Francis and Ed McBain. I may buy a dozen more cats and name them after the boys of the 87th Precinct."


    Sayers, Van Dine, Queen, Hammett, Gardner, Stout, Carr, Chandler, Simenon, MacDonald, and Macdonald ... He scanned her rogues gallery of the criminal elite. "Very impressive," he said.


    The mystery maven's smile cracked her face into a thousand pieces. She served Poonakandy in forget-me-not cups. DeClercq munched a blueberry scone smothered with clotted cream. Morse or Dalgleish jumped into his lap. He fed the tabby a nibble, but not content, the animal pawed off a chunk.


    Not only was Elvira the city's greenest thumb, but she was also the country's foremost reviewer of crime fiction. Since the 1930s she had written hundreds of interactive whodunits. Months ago she'd asked DeClercq to provide a "real sleuth" for a Mystery Weekend to be auctioned off hi aid of Children's Hospital. Promising to do so brought him here.


    This visit would lead to the carnival of carnage on Deadman's Island.


    Eleven grisly deaths.


    Who could have foreseen?


    And what changes that bloodbath had brought to so many lives.


    Zinc met Alex.


    Katt entered Robert's life.


    And Elvira got to solve life's greatest mystery.


    But that later.


    This was before.


    After tea she gave him a guided tour of her home, tut-tutting protestations he had to return to work, all too true, what with a psycho having hung a woman with a skinned face from Lynn Canyon Bridge. The rear windows of the house overlooked what would rival Kew Gardens in spring, but hibernated now. The back room shelved more books than the Library of Congress: all spine chillers, judging from their lurid spines. A door off it entered a chamber cluttered with pamphlets and magazines piled on the floor, tables spread with faded yellow newspaper clippings, cubbyholes stuffed with mimeographed sheets, and framed certificates crammed into vacant patches on the walls. Everywhere were large-paged books of pressed flowers and leaves sandwiched between layers of ironed wax paper.


    "I've been president of twenty-four horticultural societies," she said. "You're looking at the gardening history of the Northwest. When I die, Vancouver Public Library inherits."


    "Historian to historian, it looks like a thorough job. But duty calls, and I must go. Crime waits for no man, Miss Franklen."


    Reluctant to let her "real sleuth" go, she stalked him like a shadow, first to the parlor to retrieve his overcoat, then up the hall while he pulled it on, then to the front door as he flipped the collar up against the rain. Will she slide the bolt, he wondered, to bar my way?


    "I, too, was once involved in a real case, Chief Superintendent. I was deputized by the detective killed with your wife. Sure you won't stay for another cup of tea?"


    "Flood?" he said.


    "Detective Almore Flood. What's up, doc? I teased him. Get it? Elmer Fudd?"


    "When was this?"


    "December 1982. The month after the Headhunter was shot."


    The last thing DeClercq wished to discuss was that bastard Flood and a case which had nothing to do with him. He listened halfheartedly while Franklen rattled on, waiting to escape.


    "He came to me with a most intriguing puzzle," she said. "A body caked with dirt and leaves and wrapped in a plastic sheet was dumped in the city. The killing, he explained, happened elsewhere. The leaves were a mix of two types of maple. Big leaf maple, which is native to British Columbia, and sycamore maple, native to Europe and Asia. Find where a sycamore was transplanted here, and we might pinpoint where the man was killed. It took us weeks to search my records. The Arborist, June 1931 to September 1952 The Horticulturalist's Digest from 1923 on. Finally we found the location in the July 1955 Pacific Planter. Shall I show you the article on the bomb shelter?"


    "Yes," said DeClercq. "But another time. Give me a rain check until you return from the Mystery Weekend. I look forward to hearing how good a sleuth Inspector Chandler is."


    So he escaped; Elvira died; and the rain check was never cashed.


    Until now.


    The flashback faded.

  


  
    * * *

  


  
    DeClercq dealt a second photo faceup on the floor beside the print of the head and the bucket of sand. It was a head shot of Al Flood, dressed in the blue uniform of the VPD. Late thirties, strawberry blond, freckled and puffy face, his eyes reflected the self-awareness letter to his dad: tired, haunted, cynical, and burnt-out. For years he had pigeonholed Flood as a renegade cop mixed up with drugs who took Genny down with him, but now historical perspective offered another point of view.


    He fetched the honeymoon shot of Genny on a beach in Western Samoa from the mantel, and set it on the floor beside the head shot of Flood.


    Think, he thought.


    The Headhunter is on the loose, and I'm cracking up. Flood is VPD liaison to my squad, and neurotically obsessed with severed heads. He takes the self-awareness course from Genevieve, and falls for her like I did. His love is unrequited because Genny loves me, but he'll do anything for her. Afraid I'm going to snap and unable to consult the Mounted for fear I'll be yanked from the case, she goes through the file at home and consults the outsider—Al Flood—over lunch.


    She knows he'll do anything for her.


    The night the Headhunter is supposedly shot, Flood receives the taunt of the head and the bucket of sand mixed with maple leaves. Genny's ordeal is over. But not his neurosis. So, still obsessed, Flood enlarges the taunt as he did the Polaroids.


    He spots the different maple leaves.


    For some reason he doubts Hardy's guilt. Perhaps the same reason that vexes me. The Headhunter raped his victims but didn't come. Before AIDS and DNA, that was evidence of sexual dysfunction. Hardy climaxed with the hookers he pimped.


    Flood conveys his doubt to Scarlett, Lewis, Spann, Tipple, Mad Dog, and Macdonald.


    He follows the trail of maple leaves to Elvira and beyond.


    Flood finds the missing heads and takes them home. All are shrunken, with stitched lips pierced by small rings.


    At lunch Genny had asked him to help save me from public disgrace.


    I got the wrong man, so disgrace looms again.


    Flood still loves her, and has honor.


    He calls Genny before she leaves to join me at the Red Serge Ball, and asks her to meet him as she passes through the West End.


    She does, learns what he found, and phones me at ' the ball.


    "Fetch Robert, Jim. It's important."


    "He's not here yet. We expect him soon."


    "The moment he arrives, pass this on. I'm with one of my students, and there's a serious problem. Tell him he's a policeman and has to speak to him on a matter of grave concern."


    "I'll make sure he gets it."


    "Good. I'm on my way."


    DeClercq reached for the booklet of Ident photos from the alley shoot-out. He opened the Acco fastener to remove the prints, then discarded those above the shot of ashes and gold rings in the burning tin. Dealing the photo off images below, he laid it on the floor beside the taunt of the head stuck on a stake in the bucket of sand.


    The Headhunter discovers the shrunken heads are gone.


    He recalls Flood expressing doubts to him and the other Members.


    Back when he framed Hardy by planting the head of Genny's student and the nicked knife in the mountain cabin, hoping the bust later that night would boost him up the ranks, he stole a bag of coke from Hardy's cache under the floor.


    He takes the coke to Flood's apartment in the West End.


    Flood meets Genny away from home.


    While he's gone, the Headhunter breaks in to steal back the heads, and burns them in the tin smoldering in the alley.


    Flood returns with Genny, and they park their cars. They take the elevator up to his apartment to show her the heads. The Headhunter plants the coke in the hubcap of Flood's car, then calls Spann anonymously and tips her to the fact.


    Spann arrives and finds the drugs a moment before Flood and Genny return to the lot, on their way to the ball to tell me.


    The shoot-out between Flood and Spann is a set-up, Flood mistaking her for the Headhunter on the prowl, and Spann reacting in self-defense to a coked-out cop going for his gun.


    Flood runs.


    Spann follows.


    It fits, he thought. If Spann was mistaken about Charlotte Clarke phoning in the tip.


    No longer was he the child arranging soldiers on the floor, for now—or so he thought—the battle plan was clear, prompting him to rise from his knees to sit in the Watson . . .


    ... no, the Holmes chair.


    But no sooner did his flayed bum hit the cushion than a wince of pain jerked both hands in the air, and there before his eyes was the final clue to solving the Headhunter mess.


    The armchair detective stared in disbelief.


    Jesus Christ!


    When he had been called this morning about the attack at UBC, DeClercq had been going through the Ident photos of the shoot-out scene. Interrupted at the picture of the burning tin, he'd bookmarked the booklet to continue on later. The photo jerked up before his eyes was the next in the pile: shot into a garbage can beside the burning tin.


    In the can was an open Adidas bag.


    In the bag was an object resembling a Janus head. Two small faces back to back, with eight-inch rounded tongues protruding from each mouth curving up in opposite directions.


    It was a fetish.


    And something else.


    


    DeClercq wrote a note for Katt, then went to get his gun.


    He had a reopened file to close.

  


  
    And a score to settle.

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  


  


  


  
    Headshrinker

  


  


  
    


    The Headhunter passed DeClercq on Marine Drive. So deep in thought were hunter and hunted that neither saw the other drive by. From his home DeClercq headed east toward Lions Gate Bridge. The killer passed him driving the opposite way. Conversation with Mother an hour ago in town echoed in the psychotic mind unable to separate fantasy from reality:


    



    "Mommy, he knows!"


    "Easy, Sparky. We've been through this before."


    "DeClercq isn't Flood!"


    "DeClercq can be broken. You broke him once. We'll break him again."


    "It's too late! He knows!" "If he knew, you'd be under arrest. Or there would be a takedown alert for you."


    "If he doesn't know, he's damn close."


    "And that's why you must do exactly what I say to cover our tracks."


    "Our tracks, Mommy?" "The tape of you and me. We're not the only head-shrinkers in this." "What tape, Mommy?"


    "Think, Sparky. Think. The tape in the recorder on his desk."


    "I was taped!"


    "You were under hypnosis. Taping what patients say is standard procedure."


    "What did I say?"


    "You spilled the beans. His office, and his desk, and his tape recorder. Your deepest secret on the tape in his hands. What if he decides to play the tape for DeClercq?"


    "I'm fucked."


    "We're not fucked yet. Both he and the tape must be erased."


    "What about DeClercq?"


    "Break him, Sparky. Fill his mind with anguish so he can't solve the case."


    "The kid?"


    "That'll break him."


    "What if it's too late and DeClercq comes for me?"


    "I'm dead, child, yet I live on. Death is a door to afterlife. If he comes for you, come to me. Promise you won't let him take you alive."


    "I promise, Mommy."


    "Good. Give 'em hell."


    



    Beams probed the darkness for numbers up the road. Except for artificial light, this was a black-and-white world. The night was clear; the stars were out; and the moon had yet to rise. From black sky right to black sea left the mountain sloped white. The Jeep scurried along Marine like a black bug. Trees looming along the route gloomed it with shadows. The eyes of houses glared gold from the seaside woods. The address jumped like a jackrabbit into the beams. Sparky drove on and parked the Jeep out of sight.


    Like Marine, the path to the house was shadowed by trees. Wind jerked the shadows like a silent film. Bony black bogeymen stripped of leaves voodoo shuffled amid thin pyramids on a snow-white screen. One hand around a limp sack to bag the head, the other gripping that two-foot machete with sliding six-ounce weight, the shadow of the Headhunter spooked the dark.


    The windows of the cottage ahead glared like cat's eyes. Twin gables jutted from the roof like cat's ears. Bushes bristled by the door like cat's whiskers. Jagged icicles over the threshold yawned like cat's fangs. The Headhunter crept close to peer in one eye.


    A real cat snoozed in front of the cheery hearth. The hearth was flanked by reading chairs. Glow from the fire gilded several books circling one chair. Window to window, the psycho circled the house, but there was no sign of the reader within.


    No one home.


    Sparky would have to wait.


    The wait was filled with winter sounds. Foghorns out on English Bay. Trees groaning and creaking before the wind, and occasionally the snap of a broken branch. The swoop of an unseen owl overhead, then the squeal of prey caught in its talons. Cars slushing by on the road up the path. A car pulling in off the road, followed by the slamming of a door. The trudging of footsteps along the path. The soft crunch of snow as Sparky hid behind a tree near the cottage door.


    Machete raised.


    Weight near the handle.


    The footsteps drew closer as a new shadow entered the horror film. The newcomer passed the bogeyman cast by Sparky's ambush tree. The shadow hugged something to its chest. Breath plumed from passing lips to blow back on the breeze. Swoooshhh! the machete arced from behind the tree. The leafless bogeyman near the door sprouted an extra arm. The weight slid to the tip of the blade with a metal-on-metal clang, centrifugal force added to the beheading.


    The head of the shadow jumped off its shoulders in fright.


    A fountain of fake blood exploded on-screen.


    Moments later, real blood showered the path.


    The headless body crumpled to its knees, releasing the bag clutched to its chest, then pitched stump first toward the door.


    Sparky emerged from behind the bogeyman.


    Sparky plucked the head with twitching lips out of the film.


    Sparky gazed into the fading eyes of consciousness dying.


    Like a servant of Madame Guillotine, Sparky showed the head to a mob of one.


    "Delicious!" Mother cried in glee from deep within the Headhunter's head.


    

  


  
    

  


  


  


  


  
    Bomb Shelter

  


  


  
    


    Vancouver


    


    Don't buy a new dress


    Don't hire a baby-sitter


    Don't pay for parking


    and


    DON'T ATTEND!


    Rather, stay at home and read a book and have a ball.


    The Friends of the Vancouver Public Library request the pleasure of your participation in a "novel event." Don't pay for a ticket, a baby-sitter, and parking and get all dressed up to attend a glamorous public function in shoes that don't quite fit. Instead, sometime on Saturday, January 13, send us a donation (it's 100% tax deductible). Then snuggle down with your bunny slippers in your favorite cozy chair and get into your novel, knowing that just about all the proceeds from this fundraiser will go to supporting the efforts of the Vancouver Public Library.


    



    My kind of party! he thought.

  


  
    Stamping his feet and hugging himself to ward off the cold, DeClercq stood in the concourse of Library Square, perusing the notice taped to the door of the staff entrance promoting The first edition of the Stay Home and Read a Book Ball as he waited for someone to answer his insistent pushing of the intercom button. He had no intention of wearing a dress and he didn't own a pair of bunny slippers, so he pondered whether all the Friends of the Library were women, and if not, how the gender-centric ad got approved in such an oh-so-proper P.C. institution, and what was this just about all the proceeds . . . but that was the cop in him.

  


  
    Answer the door, dammit!


    The wind roared in the concourse like a Colosseum lion.


    The teeth of its bite bit into his bones.


    The glory of ancient Rome survives in Vancouver, B.C. At the heart of this city with a downtown grid of tall, narrow, glass-faced buildings spreads a coliseum to rival Nero's sport. The only Christians fed to lions and gladiators clashing for a thumbs-up from the crowd are in History & Government on Level Six, unless you count novelists flayed by artless critics on the ground floor. The building, too, has suffered its share of rebuke, trashed by the Tinker Toy elite as "reflecting an ancient culture not relevant to a modern world-class city, blah, blah, blah." A full downtown block in girth and eight stories high (nine including the subterranean level), the Coliseum, opened in 1995, is a $100,000,000 offspring of the "free public library" launched with a $250 grant from the city council in 1887.


    Now, that's inflation!


    The security guard who released the door was six foot four in a blue uniform stretched as tightly around his bulk as Batman's get-up, with a ponytail cascading to his bottom and hands so huge they could tear the Mad Dog apart. Special Collections on Level Seven must recently have

  


  
    scooped a hell of an acquisition.

  


  
    The guard's name was Moe.


    Moe used a security card strung around his beefy neck to pop internal doors. The staff elevator conveyed them up to Level Four, shared by Business & Economics and Science & Technology. Popping a door between the staff area and the public shelves, Moe blazed a trail through B & E to the escalator and elevators dividing this half from that of S & T.


    "A lot of shelves," said DeClercq.


    "Twelve miles," said Moe. "We got a million books and room for a million more."


    "Must have been some move."


    "Six hundred truck loads. First book to arrive was the World Bibliography of Bibliographies. I got all the facts."


    "Security here dull?"


    "It's got its moments. Fingers took a punch at me today. This time of year we get a lot of street bums in to keep warm. Fingers is this blind guy madly in love with Eve. Eve's the sign on the women's john. All signs in the library are tactile and braille for the sight-impaired. The washroom signs are triangles for men and circles for women."


    "How Freudian. Who thought that up?"


    "It's code of the state of California."


    "Of course," said DeClercq.


    "Tonight I get a complaint that Fingers is back. I go to the women's john, and sure enough, he's standing there fingering the circle on the tactile sign. He's mumbling to Eve that Casanova is his middle name. I walk up and tell him to leave the sign alone, and he takes a swing at me for trying to steal his girl."


    Sex in the nineties, thought DeClercq. Anything goes.


    Science & Technology covers pure sciences such as astronomy, mathematics, and zoology, and also applied sciences like medicine, forestry, and engineering. Here is where you find information on patents, construction, cooking, car repair, computers . . . and gardening. Waiting for the Mountie behind the service desk sat an owllike woman in Coke-bottle glasses with silver hair tucked in a bun reading Alias Grace by Margaret Atwood. Nothing was more comforting to DeClercq than dealing with someone who fit the stereotype.


    Moe bid him adieu and vanished.

  


  
    "Thanks for staying after hours. I'm Chief Superintendent DeClercq."


    "We aim to serve. I'm Charity Cox."


    "The Franklen Collection." "The collection, ironically, is scattered about."


    "Specifically, Pacific Planter for 1955."


    "Let's check the Q.R. file."


    Call him a Luddite, but DeClercq yearned for times past when libraries centered on books. The Coliseum was wired for the brave new world ahead, with seating for 1,200 readers and 800 computers, evidence of which was everywhere. Terminals to the left of him and terminals to the right; and fiber-optic vertical risers extending from the communications unit on Level Seven to switching points on the other floors. Virtual reality was closing fast, and he wondered if he'd see the day when the library checked out CD-ROMs of Monroe and Madonna and Harlow and other sexual fantasies for the plugged-in to take home to bed in their virtual-reality suits with a Suck-U-Lator attached to each wirehead's penis, gender-centrically speaking.

  


  
    Stay Home and Have a Ball.


    A fund-raiser indeed!

  


  
    But what really concerned him was the virtual abattoir. A serial killer like the Headhunter had grown out of mental trauma, some incident so horrific the mind was unable to cope, resulting in psychotic or psychopathic warp. With virtual reality applied to games like Doom, soon every mind will be able to live similar trauma at home. Locked in a slaughterhouse as "real" as any on Earth, chainsaw killers will buzz butt as wireheads run shrieking through slabs of bloody human meat hung on hooks. Many will overload from the terror of it all, an experience like dropping acid in a waxworks Chamber of Horrors, resulting in psychotic or psychopathic warp. In the near future computers will generate psychos for ViCLAS to hunt.

  


  
    Glory be, the Q.R. file was a card catalog.

  


  
    "The quick reference file cards what's not in the database," said Cox. "It's an index to continuations in the Doc Room beyond. Continuations are publications by organizations, and are alphabetically shelved in boxes by name of the group, not their newsletter. Here it is. Pacific Planter. The voice of Green Thumbs."


    She led him through a gate in the service desk to skirt ranks of "green stripe books" in the Reference Room beyond and U around to the Doc Room behind the Q.R. file. Rows of blue boxes lined metal shelves labeled University Docs, U.S. Federal Gov Docs, Canadian Gov Docs, and Foreign Gov Docs.


    "No Vancouver city docs?" he asked.


    "We file the hand that feeds us under Foreign Gov Docs," said Cox.


    Librarians' humor? he wondered.


    Continuations lined the shelves to the right. Cox found Pacific Planter under G for Green Thumbs and took down the box for 1955.


    "Anything else?"


    "No," he said.


    "Then, if you don't mind, Moe can see you out when you're through, and I'll go home to read."


    In your bunny slippers? he wondered.


    He thanked her and took the box.


    A building within a building, a rectangle in an ellipse, the Coliseum is a library turned inside out. The classic library layout is readers at the center and books around them. Here, the inner rectangle housed the books, and wrapped around it was an oval-shaped Reading Gallery which gave the building its Roman look. The, gap between the inner core and outer arcade was spanned by open "suicide bridges" that reached ten feet across the skylit atrium. As DeClercq carried the box across, he peeked over the rail, a thirty-nine-foot plunge from halfway up.


    How long till some fool takes a swan dive?


    Seated in the gallery at a cherrywood desk, a huge Diahann Carroll gazing in at him, DeClercq gazed out at the Ford Theater and Sunset Boulevard.


    His eyes dropped to the intersection of Homer and Georgia below as a cop car turned the corner Al Flood might once have patrolled.


    The trees on Georgia were maples.


    Maples had brought him here.


    "We found the location in the July 1955 Pacific Planter," Elvira said. "Shall I show you the article on the bomb shelter?"


    He emptied the contents of the box out onto the desk. He leafed through the mimeographs until he found Pacific Planter, July 1955. The bomb-shelter piece was on page 5:


    

  


  
    READY FOR WAR, BUT HOPING FOR PEACE


    

  


  
    Maple trees flourish today above Mr. Albert Stone's bomb shelter. Mr. Stone acquired his property at a public auction of land confiscated from the Japanese during World War II—and this he says accounts for its fertility. "The place used to be a truck farm before the Japs attacked Pearl Harbor," Mr. Stone informed this columnist. Mr. Stone is quite a character.


    We stood today in his garden fronting on the mighty sweep of the South Arm of the Fraser River. This writer asked him why he had planted a maple garden above his recently completed atomic bomb fallout shelter. "Is that not a strange juxtaposition?" your astonished reporter asked.


    "Not at all," Mr. Stone countered. "When the commies send their nukes and the Big Hot One is on, this is one old man who's going to be ready. But until then me and my wife's memory will sit in our front garden."


    And that, gentle readers, is what brought your columnist out here today. For among the varied saplings of acer macrophyllum stands the only sycamore maple so far planted in western Canada. It is a hardy little plant and certainly worth the drive on a Sunday afternoon.


    It is perhaps the only acer pseudoplatanus that you might ever see.


    "My wife was from the Ukraine, God rest her soul. She brought that seedling to the West—it was her Freedom Tree. When she died, I moved it. ..."


    


    The Mountie took out his notebook and jotted down the address of Mr. Albert Stone's garden with the hardy little sycamore maple tree.


    

  


  
    

  


  


  


  


  
    Bushwhacked

  


  


  
    


    The North


    


    The dogs ate snow while running.


    Every bush and every tree was dressed in a coat of white. Huge flakes of hoarfrost crumbled under toboggan slats as the sleds slipped silently across the crusted drifts. Huskies pulled the Mad Dog, and malamutes pulled George. Both breeds had thick fur to withstand extreme cold, but short hair so ice didn't cling and weigh them down. Both sweated only through the; pads of their feet, now wrapped in dog shoes to protect them against ice cuts, small boots of leather and canvas pouched on all fours. Huskies are Eskimo dogs of unstandardized breed. Malamutes are Alaskan dogs with a wolf strain. The best sled dogs there are, deep-chested, long-limbed, strong, and stout, with ears pointed forward and tails curled like knights' plumes, they pulled these Mounties single file through the throbbing stillness of a cold Canadian night.


    "Haw!" turned them left.


    "Gee!" turned them right.


    This was how it was when the Force became myth, a fact confirmed by the smiles on both men's faces. With each mile they established deeper rapport, sharing the lead to equalize trail breaking between the teams. Only when dogs passed each other was the whip used, a quick flick in the air to keep them apart. The most powerful dogs were hitched next to the sled to handle "the wheel" on sharp curves when the rest of the team was pulling at an angle. The tug ropes of this pair were tied to the sled bridle ring, not the tow rope proper. Experienced, they knew how to avoid being run over.


    The fastest dogs were hi the lead. The importance of a leader sprang from there being no rein. The leader responded to verbal command, and his actions controlled the team. All dogs knew "Whoa" was the command to halt, but they kept pulling until the leader stopped. When he lay down during halts, the other dogs did, too. His job was to "hold out" the towline, keeping the other six in place, and when, like here, there was no trail, to cut one according to the driver's command.


    The Mad Dog's leader was Sitka.


    Ghost Keeper's was Wrangler.


    So through this wooded white waste came the night patrols, breath trailing behind them like jet streams, surrounded by unbroken solitude and pines blobbed with cream, a long, icy run of rime, frost, powder, and pack, the cold and the darkness, the darkness and the cold, a dreamscape where snow faded into phantoms like Big Foot and other myths.


    The dogs chose their own gait and speed.


    If one slowed, it was urged on by name.


    A two-minute halt every mile was enough to recuperate the teams.


    During a break the solitude was broken, too.


    A howl of unbridled terror.


    From a human throat.


    


    Shhhhewwww . . .


    Weird and wan, the Northern Lights shimmered above the frozen river as Vern and Bo hauled toboggans across the ice and through the shadows near the bank. Whatever scars might mar the land after thaw, they were smoothed over and hidden behind the white mask of winter. Winter was the season of the infinite here, the longest season of the year. This was a land hushed to its inner depths by merciless cold, the forest dark against the spectral dance of the aurora, the night so still and motionless that the streamers overhead seemed to whisper to Bo and Vern. .


    Shhhhewwww . . .


    But it was just an arrow from the bush.


    The razor-head sliced through Bo and carried on, a stealth cruise missile hugging the land. Spews of black blood pumped from his throat as Bo dropped to his knees in prayer, gargling something to the Lord as he pitched forward to kowtow the ice.


    Vern heard the thud behind and turned to see, just before another Shhhhewwww . . . whispered near his ear. The spike end of an arrow poked out the front of his chest, the feathers back there.


    His lung collapsed.


    It sounded like a lone wolf, this "Owwwwwww!" torn from Vern, a pitiful howl that echoed off surrounding peaks, but any bushman who heard the wail of pain would understand—some poor fuck was staring down the jaws of death.


    Vern was flopping about on the ice like a fish out of water. His hand that gripped the razor-head was black with blood, for, except for the hues above, this was a black-and-white world. From the woods along the bank a ghost emerged, all white except for the RealTree camo on his bow and yellow fletching on the arrows in a quiver behind his shoulder.


    The wounded man got to his knees, but collapsed on his chest, howling as the arrow rammed back through his lung.


    Snowshoes passed him, heading for Bo, and Vern saw a white glove tear off his buddy's toque to grip him by the hair, the bow placed on the ice to switch it for a knife. Then whack! the ghost swung the blade and hacked off Bo's head.


    Bushwhacked.


    As a trophy.


    Snowshoes passed Vern again, Bo's head dropping in front of his terrified eyes as the ghost vanished back there. It wasn't a friendly gesture that helped Vern to his knees, the hand that gripped his belt humping him off the snow, the other hand slitting the knife down the crack of his ass, and suddenly—riiip!—it was breezy back there.

  


  
    Dog-style was Vern's favorite position for sex, as long as he was on top.


    Which he wasn't tonight.


    


    Cresting the ridge, the Mounties gazed down on the Shegunia River, near one bank of which a figure climbed off another, gripping the underdog by the lianas wails of dread gibbered. His shriek was cut off as cleanly as his head.

  


  
    By the light of the Arctic moon they skidded downhill, applying brake chains to keep sleds from running into dogs. Then they were mushing up the frozen flow of the river as Winterman Snow, heads in one hand and bow in the other, snowshoed up the bank to vanish into the snow-choked woods.

  


  
    There was movement across the Shegunia.

  


  
    The party of rebels from Totem Lake coming to haul in the weapons.


    Four of them.


    With AK-47s.


    As the Mounties braked to a halt near the headless bodies, they heard the whistle of Winterman Snow streak from the trees.


    Shhhhewwww . . .


    

  


  
    

  


  


  


  


  
    Hellhole

  


  


  
    


    Richmond


    


    From the Coliseum of the downtown library DeClercq drove south across the root of the tongue of Point Grey and over Oak Street Bridge to Lulu Island. Miss Lulu Sweet had been the star of the Potter Troupe when it played Victoria, the capital of the new colony, in 1860. Miss Lulu's dancing was most chaste and beautiful, gushed the Colonist. She was fairly smothered with bouquets and loudly encored. When the troupe later played New Westminster on the Fraser River, Miss Lulu asked, "What is that island over there?", and Colonel Moody of the Royal Engineers gallantly replied, "Lulu Island, Miss Sweet."


    That's how hokey names come to be.


    Lulu Island is the delta of the Fraser River, and is sandwiched between the North and South Arms. Around it are twenty smaller islands, but—except for the airport—they're just scenery. The city of Richmond blankets Lulu Island. It got its name, the story goes, when Mrs. Mary Boyd, wife of the initial reeve, opened her dining room for the first council meeting in 1879, and was allowed the privilege of naming the island town for her hospitality. She was born in Richmond, England. Until recently the delta had been largely farms, and one of the most fertile cornucopias around, but little minds dreaming of big bucks rapidly blighted that, and today Richmond is the most godawful sprawl you'll ever see, an instant home to rich refugees jetting out of Hong Kong, while food to feed the people has to come from California.


    Except the South Arm.


    A hold-out, throwback, rural enclave.


    The drive to the South Arm was treacherous. Snowdrifts from last night had been plowed from the highway and banked on the shoulders. Exposed wet tarmac overpowered salt and sand to freeze to black ice. The black dome above was pinpricked by stars, more and more punching through as the city retreated. Just before Massey Tunnel under the South Arm, DeClercq turned west off Highway 99 to the States onto the Steveston Highway, dividing rural and urban Richmond. The fake Dutch windmill of Fantasy Gardens slowly whirled in the ticky-tacky theme park to his right. Up the Steveston Highway in the Africa case, madman Gunter Schreck had led Zinc Chandler on a deadly car chase.


    At Number 5 Road, DeClercq turned south to enter the farming belt. Less light, more dark, the deeper he penetrated. As he neared the river, mist belched toward him from the polluted water. Angling west on Dyke Road, he drove the crest of the levee parallel to the flow of the stream. The Benz fishtailed on the icy, snow-covered hump. Slip left and he'd drown in the river; slip right and he'd flip in the ditch. The headlamps shone like a lighthouse on a foggy sea. The wind whined upstream off the Pacific ahead. It swirled the mist into ghosts that drifted by the windows.


    Foghorns groaned.


    Skeletal trees passed.


    Cottonwoods.


    Poplars.


    Maples . . .


    The Mountie braked to a halt.


    The maple trees grew wild in the overgrown garden beyond the wire-mesh fence. The fence was a checkered barrier that ran across the front of the lot and back down both sides to a muddy slough. A newer gate in the fence was padlocked and chained. Mr. Albert Stone was a paranoid man, or perhaps he just goi tired of Pacific Planter readers scampering through his garden, for the spikes atop the fence would rip genitals to shreds. Not that anyone would wish to enter now. The only structure visible on the miasmic slough was a rusting Quonset hut of corrugated iron, the roof dribbling orange streaks down the sides.


    By the glow of the headlamps, the roof ran blood.


    According to the map he used as a guide, Dyke Road dead-ended past the slough. DeClercq drove on to a gate across the road—from here on the dyke was for those on foot—and parked his car in the shelter of a riverbank woods.


    He switched off the engine.


    He sat in the dark.


    Contemplating whether or not to get a telewarrant.


    No, he decided.


    The proper way to do this was by the book. If he had probable grounds to believe evidence of murder hid behind the fence, a formal search under warrant was the legal route. But all he suspected was evidence had been here a decade ago, when it had been seized by Al Flood and ended up in a burning tin and a garbage can. He had no reason to believe there was more evidence here, and if he got a warrant and the killer found out—a possibility if his hunch was right— a fruitless search tonight might motivate the Head-hunter to destroy evidence at a new lair.


    He was fishing, pure and simple.


    DeClercq checked his .38, then stepped out of the car. The clammy night smelled of brine and rotten fish. The fog caressed him like a widow's veil. He fetched a flashlight and tire iron from the trunk, then crunched along the crest of the dyke back the way he'd driven in, sweeping the eerie mist with the light until he saw a rowboat beached at the mouth of the slough. Commandeering it, he stepped in and pushed off.


    A fishing village for more than a hundred years, Finn Slough is one of the last tidal communities on the West Coast. This sleepy little backwater on the Fraser River was founded by immigrant Finns in the 1880s and hasn't changed since. Bounded on the Richmond side by the dyke, bounded on the Fraser side by Gilmour Island, the murky, grassy, oily brown waters of the narrow slough rise and fall with the shifting tide. Like Charon, the mythical ferryman who transports the souls of the dead across the River Styx, DeClercq paddled up the stagnant bilge toward the underworld. The rising moon illuminated the vapor with deadlight. Like visions in a nightmare, grim gray images drifted by. Wonky pilings jutted like crooked teeth. Decrepit gangways on both flanks creaked and moaned. Ropes whipped the barnacles of a keelhauled hull. Deadheads thumped the boat and rocked DeClercq. A mangy dog on Gilmour Island growled at the moon. Shacks on stilts leaned to and fro, all ship-lap gray weathered by years, some old scow houses built by the Finns, some net sheds strung with gillnet webs. Beneath a wooden drawbridge the boat slipped on, removable planks above dripping on the Mountie. From a houseboat half sunk in mud, smoke curled from the chimney as someone cried out in pleasure or pain.


    Ahead, the turbid pall parted to reveal a concrete bunker under the Quonset hut. The hut sat atop the bomb shelter like an undertaker's hat. Rickety wooden stairs descended the back of the bunker to a plank-and-piling pier on the slough. Serpents of mist climbed the stairs like a game of Snakes and Ladders in reverse. From the dyke and maple garden above, the shore sloped down to a sandbar choking the waterway. Beyond the bomb shelter, a grassy marsh of snowy mud joined dyke to island where the slough disappeared.


    Robert shivered.


    He had the creeps.


    He shone the flashlight on the sandbar and saw where big leaf and sycamore maple leaves had wafted down from the garden on the wind. Had this been where the Headhunter scooped the bucket of sand in the Wilkes taunt? Mooring the boat to the dock, he pulled himself up on the pier. The stairs wobbled under his feet as he climbed to the Quonset hut. The hut was smaller than the bunker upon which it perched, so a concrete path angled around to a door in back.


    The door was double-locked.


    The hut had no windows.


    The Mountie caught a whiff of something foul. His years as a homicide hotshot had acquainted him with the stench. Sniffing like a police dog tracking a fugitive, he descended the slimy steps to sweep the light behind. Between the bunker and the stairs was a three-foot gap. Set into the concrete wall was a wooden hatch. Decades of exposure to salty air had rusted the lock and rotted the wood.


    The stink seeped from within.


    Cooked human flesh.


    Robert paused a moment to form a battle plan. What if the killer was on the hunt tonight? Stopping to get a warrant might cost more lives. Sycamore maple leaves mixed with sand and the horrid stench gave him probable grounds. This wasn't a dwelling house, and the owner was absent. No judge would deny exigent circumstances for a warrantless search. He decided it was safe to go in and justify himself later. Or do the search, get a warrant, then search "for the first time."


    Pull yourself up by your bootstraps.


    This takedown is revenge.


    Bracing himself against the cold, he jumped into the water and sank knee-deep in sludge. He waded around to the hatch in the wall and wedged the tire iron in to pry it open. The lock tore through the rotten wood. The gaping square was above the high-tide mark, forcing him to monkey up the back of the stairs. He shone the flashlight down the throat of the hellhole, from the rancid bowels of which exuded the gagging smell. The concrete opening was three feet square. The passage sloped down before it straightened out. He couldn't see the far end of the subterranean tunnel. Ignoring claustrophobia, he sucked in a deep breath, then bridged the gap to wriggle headfirst into the hole. The mouth to hell swallowed him up like a fish does a worm.


    Tire iron stuck up his sleeve and light gripped in his teeth, the Mountie, head arched back, pulled with his outstretched arms and pushed with his feet to inch down into the underworld. Green gunk sliming the walls turned glistening black where the light faded. Red eyes glared in the dark as rat shit squished under him. This side of the upturn where the passage leveled out, the shaft narrowed to constrict him even more. Get stuck in this dank, dark, cold, smelly squeeze, arms confined so they couldn't move, blood rushing to his head from the slope that thwarted backing out, and his ghastly death from starvation and terror would rival the mind snap of being buried alive.

  


  
    Push it aside . . .

  


  
    Keep moving . . .


    Inch by inch . . .


    Until the beam of the flashlight winked off a pin under his nose.


    A pin from the jacket of someone who had burrowed in before.


    A pin the Mountie had seen on many a lapel. A fifteen-year service pin from the VPD.


    Flood, he thought.


    The Vancouver cop had been heavier-set than him. Photos in the shoot-out file revealed that. Did Flood get stuck in these narrows and thrash about to smear his clothes with gunk and shit to grease the way out? Did squirming tear the pin from his lapel?


    Robert wormed through the narrows and up the bend beyond.


    Secured with a padlock, the end of the tunnel was blocked by crosshatched bars. Rust gave way to the tire iron, springing the barrier. So not to break the flashlight in his tumble, DeClercq extinguished and pocketed it before hauling himself out of the hellhole into hell itself.


    He hit the floor six feet down to roll in a sticky goo. Slipping twice, he gained his feet and yanked the flashlight from his pocket. When he switched it on, seasoned cop though he was, he gasped in shock.


    For here he stood face-to-face with a severed male head suspended by a hooked chain tangled in its hair. A head he recognized as hacked from one of the frat boys ambushed at UBC. Utter horror was frozen in the rictus of the mouth, the tongue bitten through at the instant of decapitation so it hung from the lower lip by just a thread of flesh. The gaze stared blankly from bloodshot whites. Blood ran from both nostrils down the chin. It still dripped from the neck as the blood-engorged brain drained.


    Slung below in macrame and shielded from the drip, a candle pot could be lit to highlight the grisly trophy for atmosphere.


    The sticky goo in which he'd slipped was the blood pool under the neck.


    Footprints in the clotting pool led the Mountie to two more heads. Dangling at eye level with candle pots below, they, too, gazed directly at him, if eyes rolled back in their sockets can be said to gaze. Two trophies also hacked from the waylaid drunks, but where was the head harvested from the raped Engineer? Robert's mind's eye saw the killer roaming from one illuminated dead head to another, erotically stimulated from full-blown necrophilia.


    He shone the light around.


    The beam snatched details from the dark. Stacks of canned goods stored by Albert Stone. Tins ruptured from rust, spilling contents on the floor. Shelves of thirty-five-cent paperbacks, science fiction to eat time while the fallout settled. Hundreds of bottles of water gone murky over years. Rounds of concrete to roll across the tunnel down which he'd come as a radiation block, and across the stairwell climbing to the hut. The door atop the stairwell was steel with many locks. The paranoia bunker probably would withstand atomic attack, but what sort of survivor would emerge from it?


    A mad mutant, he thought.


    The sweep of the flashlight caught a breach in the wall to a back room. Stepping gingerly to keep from slipping in the blood, he crossed to the threshold and shone in the beam. Concrete floor, concrete walls, and concrete ceiling. The light reflected off an old-fashioned full-length mirror to one side, in front of which stood a mannequin draped in Red Serge. Tattered, spattered, and half a century old, the uniform was that of a corporal in the Mounted Police. Wrist and leg irons were bolted to the floor, and DeClercq had no doubt this was where Bron Wren had met his fate, sodomized repeatedly facing the mirror. A camcorder left of the threshold had taped his shrieking demise. Raised from the floor was a concrete slab that looked like an altar. The surface of the slab ran rivulets of red. In a semicircle beyond were seven sharpened stakes, rammed on which so the poles stuck up through the tops of the craniums was an arc of grinning skulls. The skulls were ivory with age and all stolen from women.


    Greiner, Grabowski, Portman, the nun, Wilkes, and others, he thought.


    In front of them a new arc was underway, with two fresh male skulls at one end.

  


  
    Bron Wren and the raped Engineer.


    Adorning the altar was a single candlestick and a large tarnished box. A brazier supporting a pot of sand stood nearby. A cushion on the concrete made the altar a workbench for headshrinker's art. A scalpel to remove the skin from the skull. A needle and thread to sew the skin into a pouch. A scoop to fill the pouch with sand from the hot pot. And thongs and rings to stitch shut the mouth and eyes. The shrunken head of Sean O'Connor slept in a box identical to the one that sent DeClercq the Wren taunt. Unwrapped, the paper under it was also addressed to him.

  


  
    The Mountie raised the lid of the altar box.


    Within was a carved duplicate of the fetish in the Adidas bag photographed in the garbage can out back of Flood's apartment. A similar Janus head with two small back-to-back demonic faces, protruding from the lips of which were eight-inch, rounded, upward-arcing tongues. DeClercq had heard the devils' tongues called the Horns of Venus in their generic form. The dual licks rested on saddle braces at both tips, with another pair of braces waiting for a missing twin.


    The killer's on the hunt tonight, Robert thought.


    Nestled around the fetish on a pillow of their own hair were dozens of shrunken heads hacked from hapless women. Asian, Caucasian, and African, with lips pierced by rings.


    A sound upstairs caught Robert's attention.


    He reached for his .38 and found it gone.


    Lock by lock, the door from the Quonset hut was unlatched.


    He must have lost the Smith in his tumble from the shaft.


    He retraced his steps as hinges overhead squealed open.


    He killed the flashlight and blindly felt around in the pool of blood for his gun.


    Flickering glow from a hurricane lamp spilled down the stairs.


    Devoured by darkness, Robert watched as the killer descended.


    Boots, then pants, then hands . . .


    Both hands full ...


    The hurricane lamp in one hand with the beheading knife . . .


    And in the other . . .


    A bloody satchel hanging limp . . .


    A twin for the fetish in the altar box


    And a severed head gripped by the hair


    Oh, my God!


    He recognized the head.


    

  


  
    

  


  


  


  


  
    Razor-head

  


  


  
    


    The North


    


    Shhhhewwww . . .


    The Razor-head sank deep into Ghost Keeper's thigh, low enough to miss the body armor protecting his torso, but high enough to almost castrate him. His leg buckled and he tumbled from the sled, almost spiking his eye on the arrow sunk in Vern's back. The Mad Dog was about to blitzkrieg his team up the bank and into the bush after Winterman Snow when he saw the Cree go down in a spray of blood.


    Shhhhewwww . . .


    The second razor-head poked the Mad Dog dead center in the chest, then bounced off his armor as if he were Superman.


    Ghost Keeper opened fire on the woods, blasting at the pines from which the arrows flew, snow puffing from branches hit by the shots, as moonlight glinted off the casings his pistol ejected.


    A hail of gunfire ripped across the river, bullets zipping around them, hurling chips from the ice, five of the dogs pulling Ghost Keeper's sled yelping as they were hit, Wrangler snarling at the rebels coming toward them while trying to drag the dying malamutes forward to attack.


    "Get him!" the Cree shouted, waving Rabidowski on after Winterman Snow. He fed another clip into the grip of his Smith and struggled around against the arrow to fire at the rebels.


    The muzzle flashed.


    Caught in a vise, the Mad Dog was forced to prioritize. A Member was down. There were rules. Unwritten but understood. Saving George was job one. Two sleds of weapons idle on the ice waited for the approaching four to haul them off to camp. The goal of this mission was to intercept and destroy these arms. That was job two. Winterman Snow was low man on the totem pole. Storming him


    Shhhhewwww . . .


    was no longer an option.


    The third razor-head sliced clean through Sitka to drop the leader of the Mad Dog's team. With both sleds out of action, the Mounties were pinned down, caught in a hotbox of cross fire. Ghost Keeper's wound could bleed him to death.


    The Cree toppled his sled to form a barricade, and drew the AR-15 from its waterproof pouch. A variant of the M-16, the assault rifle used by the U.S. Army, it sprayed a clip of thirty rounds—Pffdrdrdrdrdrdr!— at the rebels in three seconds. The four snowshoers hurled themselves prone.

  


  
    SIG/Sauer in his fist and eyes sweeping the forest for any sign of Snow—was that the sound of retreating shuffles he heard in the lull while George reloaded?— the Mad Dog moved gingerly forward from the sled to the dead leader, each step a gamble he'd break through the crust and be leg-pinned as a target.

  


  
    Clip after clip, as fast as he could reload, Ghost Keeper loosed a withering barrage of machine-gun fire. Only a fool out there in the open would raise his head to shoot back.


    The Mad Dog cut the harness and tow rope to free the dead husky, then, gripping the collars of the first pair, led the surviving dogs across to the toppled sled of the other team. There he pulled the belt from his pants and cinched it around the Cree's thigh just above the arrow, a makeshift tourniquet that stemmed the flow of blood.George kept firing until he was out of clips.


    The Mad Dog passed him the magazine cache from his provisions.


    A burst of shots from the rebels pounded the slats of the overturned sled like xylophone bars, splintering through.


    The Cree opened up again.


    Heads out there ducked, and someone gasped.


    On his belly the Mad Dog wriggled across the snow to the closer weapons sled. Cutting the tarp revealed a line of explosion signs: containers of high-octane fuel for flame throwers. Crawling back to cut Wrangler free from the dead dogs of Ghost Keeper's team, he gripped the malamute by the collar and led it over to lead his team of huskies. A good leader not in harness will lead anyway.


    These were competition dogs.


    Used to starting guns.


    "In the basket!" the Mad Dog yelled to the, wounded man, who kept on firing as he was helped onto the sled. The Mad Dog slammed a clip into the other AR-15, then slung it over his shoulder while he yanked off a glove to hang two Thunder Flash grenades from his fingers by their pins. Climbing on back of the sled, he yanked the pins and tossed the bombs at the closer toboggan of weapons. "All right!" he ordered Wrangler and the team, the command galvanizing the dogs to jump forward and be off at full gait. The Cree braced himself for the jerk by stretching out on the sled. The Mad Dog turned and emptied the magazine of the AR-15 at the cans of flame-thrower fuel.


    FOOOOOOOOM!


    BOOM! BOOM!


    The world behind exploded.


    Suddenly it was summer and the brightest high noon of the year. Wrangler blitzed the team up the bank and into the woods, no need for a command to seek shelter from the heat and glare. George gripped the sled as the Mad Dog threw his weight from side to side to steer, or lifted up on the handlebars to help it over bumps, or shifted the rear end to give it new direction, or held it steady to prevent upsets. He would have jumped off and pushed uphill had the snow been harder, jumping on to ride the flats and brake downhill, but that was out of the question. The most difficult feat in sledding is breaking trail on a slope, but somehow they reached the top.


    Halting on the crest, the Mounties gazed back down to the river.


    Black smoke billowed toward the moon from the hole in the ice where the sled had exploded, melted through, and sunk.


    The wounded rebel limped away.


    From the haze, the other three emerged.


    Behind them, undamaged, they lugged the remaining weapons sled.


    When the Mounties tried to call Zulu base to order a backup strike, they found a bullet hole through the Mad Dog's radio phone.


    Ghost Keeper's phone was down there.


    So all they could do was watch the rebels haul the sled away and wonder what weapons were hidden under its tarp.


    

  


  
    

  


  


  


  


  
    Horns of Venus

  


  


  
    


    Richmond


    


    Screaming . . .


    Moaning . . .


    Grunting . . .


    Groaning . . .


    Suzannah's House of Pain.


    Wherever else hell might be, it burned in Sparky's mind.


    House of Pain.


    Bomb shelter.


    Past and present.


    Hell then.


    Hell now.


    Inextricably mixed, as memories from Mardi Gras in New Orleans bled into perceptions from here and now so many decades later. Flash back. Flash forward. The killer's psychosis florid.


    The bloody satchel hung limp in one hand. The same hand gripped the severed head by the hair, and held the Horns of Venus twin from the altar box. The beheading knife and hurricane lamp grasped hi the other hand, the Headhunter descended the subterranean steps to the bomb shelter.


    Screaming . . .


    Moaning . . .


    Grunting . . .


    Groaning . . .


    Suzannah's House of Pain.


    "Will you be coming to Mardi Gras for Gesasserotik this year? Your Gauleiterin is waiting with her bridle, saddle, burs, and spurs. What guilt you carry from what you did during the war, Mein Heir General, so lay those diamonds you smuggle in from Paraguay at my feet, and I will ride you around below like the horse meat you are, until your plump white crupper is one ruby Mensur scar. Did you know my father in Vichy France? He collaborated with your ilk, when he wasn't fucking me in the stables of our vineyard. I don't have him, but I have you, Mein S.S. Assman, so Gesasserotik it shall be with my Horns of Venus. ..."


    


    Flickering glow from a hurricane lamp spilled down the stairs. Devoured by darkness, Robert watched as the killer descended: boots, then pants, then hands coming into view. One hand gripped a severed head. Oh, my God! He recognized the face.


    The Headhunter's trophy was Dr. George Ruryk. Poor George must have stared death in the eye, Sfor his eyes bugged from their sockets like those of a fish, and his mouth was frozen in a silent O of shock. Tears of blood ran down his cheeks. Lamplight danced along the razor-sharp edge of the blade that had claimed Ruryk's head. Blindly, Robert groped in the blood pool on the floor for his gun. The Headhunter's chest and throat came into view. One more step and they'd be face-to-face. Then the machete would come for him, hacking off fingers, hands, and arms thrown up in defense, until relentless cutting thwacked off his head.

  


  
    Wind down the open tunnel snuffed the lamp.


    

  


  
    Sparky's mind.


    The flashback:


    "If only he were your father," Suzannah snarled at the rack, under which, crablike, Sparky scrambled for safety.


    "Daddy! Where are you, Daddy! Help me, Daddy! Please!"


    ("i'm here, Sparky, i am you.")


    The general shrieked as the dominatrix mounted him again. The flickering flame of the hurricane lamp cast their humping shadows up the dungeon wall. They bucked amid surrounding shapes formed by the brazier dangling branding irons from its rim, and the spiked door of the iron maiden in the corner. Lamplight brushed the ivory grins on the skull rack overhead, and glittered off the surgical instruments below. The general wore the black uniform of the Nazi S.S., the dreaded Schutzstaffel that had run the extermination camps. Death's-head badges graced his collar. On hands and knees he bucked like a horse on the dungeon floor. A black and silver bridle cinched a bit between his teeth. The black saddle lashed to his back had spiked burs beneath. His black riding breeches were torn along the rear seam, exposing a bottom stark white above black jackboots. Spurs gouged his buttocks when Suzannah sat in the saddle, grinding the burs into the Nazi's back, but now the dominatrix rode her horse farther behind, yanking the bridle to pull him back for each deep thrust.


    The screams became gibberish when the broken bronc collapsed.


    Suzannah cried out in orgasm and crumpled on top; a hump or two more shuddered out like the primal climax of a satisfied male.


    She unplugged the general.


    And staggered to her feet.


    And turned toward the rack.


    And snarled with misandry.


    That snarl expressed a lifetime's worth of revenge against every male who had fucked, used, or objectified her. That snarl said, I grind your piggy leers to powder with my bit between your teeth. That snarl said, I flay your bony spine to scourge patriarchal rules that made me your slave. That snarl said, I ravage your plump ass to drive this home: when rape is inevitable, crawl and enjoy it.


    Suzannah was a woman a decade before her time.

  


  
    The ultimate feminist.

  


  
    Looming over Sparky was a hermaphrodite from hell, a Frankenstein monster stitched together out of warring sexes. Boots, spurs, and stockings rose to white thighs down which ran red garter lines. Bare below the corset where thighs joined, her black bush glittered with gold rings. The rings that pierced her labia were laced shut with a black thong, sealing her sex around the phallic Horns of Venus. One horn was buried deep in the womb that had carried Sparky to term, the other jutting from her crotch as proud as the engorged prong of any sexist male.

  


  
    The twisted mouth beneath the bald head high above spat words:

  


  
    "Are you your father's spawn? Or do you belong to me? Prove you're mine, and no one will hurt you. Unlace me, Sparky. Pull it out. And kiss your Mother's loving lips."


    Wind in the smugglers' cavern off the Mississippi snuffed the lamp.


    Flash forward:


    . . . snuffed the lamp.


    "Freeze! Police!"


    


    The rearming of the Mounties had yet to work its way up to DeClercq. First to get the new Smith & Wesson 9mm sixteen-round semiautomatic were Members on the street: the thin red line. The higher in rank, the less likely a cop would need a gun, so a chief superintendent was almost last to rearm.


    The dying flame of the hurricane lamp burnished the .38 on the sanguinary floor. DeClercq's fingers closed around the butt as the vault darkened. He still had the advantage of surprise, though the gun in his fist was a six-shot relic the Force had used since 1954.

  


  
    "Freeze! Police!" he ordered.

  


  
    Switching on the flashlight, he shone it directly at the Headhunter's eyes.


    


    Earlier tonight flashed through Sparky's mind:


    "I'm dead, child, yet I live on. Death is a door to afterlife. If he comes for you, come to me. Promise you won't let him take you alive."


    "I promise, Mommy."


    "Good. Give 'em hell."


    Sparky dropped the blade, head, sack, and dyke's prong. She ducked out of the blinding light and whipped the Smith semiauto from the holster at her waist. Black was the void before her unadjusted eyes, but the flashlight blazed as bright as an exploding sun.


    There was the target.


    The flashlight in DeClercq's hand.


    The 9mm barked in Katherine Spann's fist. A fiery tongue licked the darkness enveloping DeClercq. A sonic boom thundered in the close confines. The slug ricocheted off the bunker walls, ping . . . ping . . . pinging! around the hellhole. Before the ejected casing hit the floor, a hail of lead erupted at the black halo ringing the white, bullets blasting as fast as Spann could pull the trigger.


    The flashlight exploded.


    DeClercq cried out.


    Shards and blood sprayed the dark.


    The sun extinguished.


    Into a black hole.


    As Spann pumped more lead at where the light had been.


    DeClercq was there.


    He was hit.


    And if he wasn't dead, this volley would take him down.


    Superior firepower.


    The reason for rearming.


    The round from the .38 was lost in cannon booms. A popgun fart compared to the semiauto's blast. The slug, however, found its mark: the face of the Head-hunter lit by rapid muzzle flashes. The slug drilled the inspector between the eyes, dropping Spann from her crouch at the foot of the stairs.


    Five shots left.


    It took just one.


    For Spann was up against a military strategist.


    DeClercq had taken a hit, but he had held the line, drawing enemy fire into the void where he should be but wasn't.


    He stood in the dark with his gun arm extended out front, his wounded arm extended straight to one side at ninety degrees, the shattered flashlight held as far away as possible.


    Corporal Alfred Spann had taught him that trick.


    

  


  
    


    

  


  


  


  


  PART TWO


  


  


  


  Decapitator


  


  
    

  


  
    I have a little shadow that goes in and out with me, And what can be the use of him is more than I can see.


    He is very, very like me from the heels up to the head; And I see him jump before me, when I jump into my bed.

  


  
    —Robert Louis Stevenson


    

  


  
    

  


  


  


  


  
    Homophobe

  


  


  
    


    Vancouver

  


  
    Wednesday, January 10

  


  
    


    Feeding frenzy.


    Never was DeClercq as thankful as he was thankful this morning that E Division Headquarters of the RCMP stretched four blocks along Heather Street in Vancouver from Thirty-seventh to Thirty-third avenues. Media Relations was officed in the Operations Building at Thirty-seventh, while Special X was way down here in the old Tudor-style Heather Stables at Thirty-third. So much blood had been shed last night between the dog-sled patrol north of Totem Lake and the shoot-out in the bomb shelter on Finn Slough that multimedia sharks by the carload were closing on H.Q. Both morning papers and all the audiovisual feeders had plumbed their "morgues" for background ties between him and Katherine Spann, as if squaring them off after the fight for a heavyweight bout.


    The sharks sniffed blood at Media Relations.


    With cameras and mikes and videocams, they circled Operations up the street.


    How long till they sniffed blood down here?


    So many links.


    So many stories.


    So many columns of print and minutes of airtime to fill.


    He hoped to get some work done before they swarmed him.


    Climbing to his office on the second floor, Robert told his secretary to hold all calls and turn away any civilians. He shut the door, shucked his coat, removed his hat, and hung them up on the antique stand. Then he rounded his horseshoe desk and sat down in the U on the barley-sugar chair crowned with the Force crest. As he eyed the morning papers on the leather in front of him, the first thing he did was phone Bob George at the Hazelton hospital.


    "How's the leg?"


    "Painful. It'll be crutches for me."


    "In for a while?"


    "Couple of days. The wound's infected."


    "I'll go after Winterman Snow until you're back on your feet. An excuse to get away from here will suit me fine."


    "Spann?"


    "Fooled me."


    "Fooled us all. Did you know her dad served in the area where Winterman Snow went to school? Close to the Alaska panhandle. The boy's in a class picture taken in 1955. So is Corporal Alfred Spann."


    "Residential?"


    "St. Sebastian Catholic. Run by a pedophile named Reverend Paul Noel. It's being investigated by the task force. The allegation is Noel raped the native boys in his charge. He bent them over a desk in his office so they faced two pictures on the wall. One was of Saint Sebastian pierced by arrows, the other of Rector Luke Noel, a missionary last century, draped in a Tsimshian headhunting blanket."


    "Noel around?"


    "Hanged himself. Autoerotic asphyxiation. Dressed in lingerie."


    "And Snow?"


    "Disappeared. He's not in class photos after 1955. Corporal Spann returned runaways to the school. If Snow fled, he got away."


    "To become a headhunting archer preying on whites in the woods?"


    "It seems. The task force has no file on Snow. All I have to send you is the master file. But I wired an e-mail search request to all native task force members in the field, and one just replied that he found the village from which the albino boy had been seized and sent to Noel's school."


    "Need a pen. Okay, shoot."


    "Gunanoot. A Gitxsan village. North of the Skeena. West of Totem Lake."


    "Dodd will know it. I'll fly tomorrow. You take care. I'll keep you informed."


    "Strange thing, Chief. The Mad Dog came by. To ask if I'd be his best man."


    "Surprised?"


    "I thought he was racist."


    "Last night I learned never to assume you know how someone thinks. Going to do it?"


    "Of course," said George. "A man saves your life, you owe him his."


    "Even if you saved his life two days before?"


    "We're blood brothers, I guess."


    The second call DeClercq made was to Zinc Chandler at the Command Center in New Hazelton.


    "How's morale?"


    "In tatters, Chief. We're not trained or equipped to fight a war, and may be forced to hand command over to the military. I don't know who's dug in deeper, the rebels or us. Hawks are demanding we storm the camp and take them down. Local whites are losing business by the millions. Herb McCall's grandson was beaten because his complaint to us about his land began the standoff. Hear the drums outside? Native supporters. They think we're provoking the rebels so we can shoot Indians and turn public opinion against them. The media have our Command Center under siege."


    "Tell me about it. You should see here. Sharks are coming at us from all sides."


    "The gunfights and living conditions have taken a toll, but what really sank morale was the arms slipping through last night. If they've got Stingers, down come our planes. If they've got mortars, Zulu base will be hit. If they've got armor-piercing shells, the APCs are tin cans. The military is jerking us around. We had to pull teeth to get four Bisons out of them, and only did so when we pledged to put our decals on. In front of me is an unsigned memo from Land Forces Western Area telling why: 'If anything goes wrong, we will not be seen as failing.' "


    "What's your feeling?"


    "We hold the line. This is law enforcement, not a civil war. The army will take over only if we give them total command. They're in enough shit over Somalia, and don't want this. We use their reluctance to get them to send technical support like eye-in-the-sky surveillance of the no-go zone. Meanwhile, I've asked Gitxsan elders to gather here for a powwow tomorrow. There must be a way to peace this."


    "Consult Ghost Keeper."


    "I have and will."


    "Can you spare Dodd tomorrow? I need wings. To fly to Gunanoot re Winterman Snow."


    "If you send him on to Fort St. James. One Gitxsan elder needs flying in. After he ferries the chief, Dodd can pick you up."


    "Good," said DeClercq.


    "Spann's a shock, huh? The amazing thing is that she slipped the net for so long."


    "Not really. We're conditioned to be blind. Try an experiment and you will see. Pick an older person-man or woman—and ask if he or she heard about a traffic accident. A man and his son were driving down a highway in California when the car flipped; the man was killed, and his son was injured. An ambulance rushed the son to the local hospital. The surgeon scrubbed up, then froze, scalpel in hand. 'I can't operate on this man. He's my son.' Who's the surgeon?


    Even today you'll be stunned how many people have no idea. The surgeon is his mother doesn't enter their minds."


    "Kipling got it right," said Zinc. " Spann told me herself.


    

  


  
    "And She knows, because She warns him, and Her instincts never fail,

  


  
    That the Female of Her Species is more deadly than the Male.

  


  
    


    "Prophesy?" he added.


    DeClercq was about to phone the Mad Dog at Zulu base to praise him for a job well done in saving George when his secretary buzzed. "Civilian to see you, Chief. Says it's important."


    "Damn media. They'll use any ruse."


    "It's Dr. Carlisle."


    "Oh," said DeClercq. "In that case, have Security send her up."


    His heartbeat quickened when the psychiatrist came hi, looking very businesslike hi a designer suit, the jacket pinched in at the waist to hourglass her figure. God, she looks like Genny! A second chance? Before Anda left, he swore he'd muster the courage to ask her for a date.


    "I see you made the papers. Front page," she said. "It isn't every day you stop a woman from plucking men off the streets to rape."


    "No," said Robert. "Spann turned the tables on us. Being a man, I've been free to go anywhere I please at any time without the fear of a sexual predator grabbing me. Until now I doubt any man grasped that fear. What it's like to have that in the back of your mind every day of the year."


    "There will be women who identify with Spann. She did something to take back the night. I don't think men realize the anger in us. Remember that fellow last year who caused a bar fight between two women by two-timing them? When patrons tried to stop it, he waved a Magnum around, then stuck the gun down the front of his pants and accidentally blew off his cock and balls. To women it wasn't a tragedy of poor guy, but a cause for jokes like 'You can have him,' 'No, you can have him,' as if said by those two-timed."


    "I agree," Robert said. " The world would be safer if every punk with a gun blew his genitals off."


    "To many Spann struck a blow for us."


    "I think that's why it's called the battle of the sexes. What Amazons who voice that forget is Spann also killed them."


    "That's why I'm here. I brought the missing link." In her hand Carlisle waved an audiocassette. "This was among the monologues George Ruryk taped in his sessions with patients."


    They sat around the horseshoe desk and listened to the tape:


    


    ". . . but what I remember most of all is those rings piercing her lips.


    "Suzannah's lips.


    "Suzannah was my Mother.


    "It was Mardi Gras time in New Orleans ..."


    


    ". . . we arrived from Canada, after she killed Dad, by poisoning him to watch him die before cutting a hole in the lake. ..."


    


    "... I watched her walk toward me through the penis of the keyhole. Have you ever noted a keyhole's phallic shape, the knob at top for the rod of the key and shaft below for the teeth? As she neared, candelabra in hand, her head and feet, then breasts and knees, then stomach and thighs disappeared, until all that filled the penis was her thatch of pubic hair. ..."


    


    " '. . . Are you your father's spawn? Or do you belong to me? Prove you're mine. Unlace me, Sparky. Then kiss your Mother's lips.'

  


  
    "I began to screech, and weep out of control.


    "Daddy! Where are you, Daddy? Help me, Daddy! Please!'


    "('i'm here, Sparky, i am you.'), I heard him say inside me. ..."

  


  
    


    ". . . two-faced Janus head with back-to-back devils' tongues curving up to lick the jungle air.


    "Don't look away, babe. I got the hots for you. Just walk right into me and let the animal loose. Come on—

  


  
    "and eat me, child. Take your Mama awaaay!

  


  
    "With a growl Selena clutched my arm. ..."


    


    The tape finished.


    Silence engulfed the room. Then Carlisle said, "Katherine Spann was a deeply repressed psychotic homophobe. Homophobes fear and hate homosexuality. Her homophobia was induced by her mother forcing incest cunnilingus on her amid horrific dungeon torture sessions. Suzannah was getting back at her for being Alfred's child. An unwanted child her husband had forced her to bear, which was conceived during sexual abuse while he was posted to remote RCMP detachments in the north. It was in the Arctic that Suzannah poisoned him, hiding the body under the ice with his daughter as a witness."


    Robert tapped the background article on him in the morning paper. It mentioned his friendship with Alfred Spann, and that Men Who Wore the Tunic was dedicated to the corporal. Read between the lines, it hinted that Katherine Spann was like a surrogate daughter to him, the result of his own daughter, Jane, being kidnapped and killed by terrorists.


    So many stories.


    So many links.


    "Alfred Spann was my mentor in the Force. From him I learned how to police the north. He loved the wilds, and sought postings near the Northern Lights, including here in B.C. beside the Alaska panhandle. Before Alfred 'vanished' on Arctic patrol, I met him and his family in Montreal. Suzannah was French and sexy. The Bardot type. And Kathy was the darling of her father's love. I recall the baby crawling on the floor. 'Robert, do you see it? Something in her eyes. Have you ever seen eyes sparkle like that? Sparky, come to Daddy.' She crawled to him."


    "Sparky?" said Anda.


    "Sparky," he repeated. "That was Alfred's term of endearment for her. Montreal was the last time we met, when he entrusted me with Wilfred Blake's gun. He said, 'Keep this for me until I return.' Then he went missing on patrol, and Suzannah took Kathy away to New Orleans. I next saw her when I came out of retirement to command the Headhunter case, and found to my surprise that she had joined the Force."


    "Now we know," Anda said, "what happened to her in the years between."


    "Father killed. Dungeon tortures. Acid in Ecuador. No wonder her psyche fractured during such a fragmented life."


    "You understand how dissociation of consciousness works?"


    "Sort of," he said.


    "Dissociation is our psychological refuge from the memory of traumatic events which overwhelm the mind. It is how we protect ourselves. Thoughts are 'dissociated' when they are divorced from the main body of consciousness, and control over them is not exerted by the main personality. Sometimes horrid traumas are banished from the field of consciousness by repression, the mechanism in our mind that locks thoughts away in the dungeon of the subconscious. The way dungeon thoughts escape is by fooling the jailer, disguising their true source so the memory can break jail. One disguise is hallucination. A hallucination is a false sense impression. The patient sees something that doesn't exist or hears an imaginary voice. In Spann's case that voice was her mother, and Mother waged a war with her for mental control. A break with reality is the symptom of psychosis."


    "Mother—Suzannah—ordered her to kill?"


    "No and yes," said Carlisle. "Sometimes the stream of consciousness will break across, with the content of consciousness after the break divorced from the content of consciousness before. Imagine a film spliced into a film on a different subject. All relations between consciousness before and after are severed, and neither is aware the other exists. Psychiatrically, consciousness is interrupted by this sudden appearance of dissociated thought that hijacks the main body of consciousness for a while, before the second personality just as suddenly disappears."


    "Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde?" said DeClercq.


    "The generic term is 'double personality.' We call unawareness between them 'psychogenic amnesia.' That's common in dissociation."


    "Sparky was her Mr. Hyde?" said DeClercq.


    "Sparky was her psychological bond with Dad. ('i'm here, Sparky, i am you.') 'Are you your father's spawn? Or do you belong to me?' Sparky, like Mr. Hyde, was born of drugs."


    "Ecuador," said DeClercq.


    "Realm of headshrinking Jivaros."


    "Selena had no idea who she was 'turning on.' She tried to seduce an acid-addled homophobe, and in effect made herself a stand-in for Suzannah, which spewed rage up through the volcano of repression to erupt as full-blown psychosis. With one horn of the double dildo sunk in her vagina, Spann found herself with the other horn jutting like a penis. The borderline between female and male is blurred, so acid took the homophobe across the gap of dissociation to become Sparky, Alfred's 'spawn.' As a heterosexual male bonded with Dad, she could rape Selena as a stand-in for Mom, and revenge the childhood sexual abuse she suffered."


    "It's almost enough to convince me Kipling got it right," said DeClercq. " 'The female of the species is more deadly than the male.''

  


  
    "Sexist," chided Carlisle.


    "I said 'almost.' "

  


  
    "I was wrong about the killer not climaxing during the rape. Now we know why no semen was deposited in the Headhunter's victims. Shrinking the head I got right in part. It wasn't the orgasm aid of a masturbating male, but the fetish a female homophobe used to sew shut the menacing maw of Mother's sex."


    " 'Prove you're mine. Unlace me, Sparky. Then kiss your Mother's lips.''


    "Lacing reversed that sexual abuse, and proved she 'belonged' to Dad."

  


  
    "Electra complex?"

  


  
    "If you adhere to Freud. Imagine the psychological satisfaction in raping and shrinking Mom. So that's why the Headhunter struck again and again. According to the papers, you found her father's Red Serge uniform in the bomb shelter?"

  


  
    "Torn and bloody."

  


  
    "That's because she wore it while killing 'Mom' as 'Dad.'"


    "Why did the Headhunter taunt me?"

  


  
    "You were Alfred's friend. You stood in for him. A taunt by Mom at you as Dad set up the next killing. In the realm of madness, symbolism reigns. Fantasy becomes reality. Or perhaps she was expressing Nietzschean will to power. Announcing to the world that she was a victim no more. That she was now master of her existence and no one could stop her."

  


  
    "The Mounties always get their man," said DeClercq dryly. "We took 'man' too literally and allowed her to be that master."


    "She was a psychotic transsexual. A transsexual is one who, though not a homosexual, psychologically identifies with the opposite sex."


    "Spann was perfectly placed to frame John Lincoln Hardy for the Headhunter killings. She planted the head she cut off and the knife she used hi his drug shack up the mountain, then, after he returned, took him down. When I reopened the case recently, she made me suspect another Member framed Hardy.


    "A Vancouver detective found her cache of shrunken heads and the dual dildo she had brought back from Ecuador. Spann ambushed him and my wife to recover the evidence. She killed Genny and wounded the cop, who fled up the alley behind his apartment. Spann hid the dyke's prong in a garbage can and burned the heads in the tin in the photo I showed you, then went after the cop. She gunned him down, but was hit herself, and ended up hi the hospital before she could remove the dual phallus. Investigators thought it was refuse reflecting the sexual mosaic of the West End, and left it as trash beside the ashes and meaningless rings.


    "I sat vigil by her bed till she came out of her coma. 'When you're better,' I told Spann, 'I hope we will be friends. It may be late, but I aim to keep a promise to your father. Just as he was to me, I'd like to be your mentor. I have something for you.' I set Blake's gun on the bedside table.


    " 'This belonged to your grandfather. To Inspector Wilfred Blake. Your father left it with me the last time we met in Montreal. Even then it showed, though you were just a child. That determination in your eyes. That will to be somebody. I know you're going to do it. That you'll carry on the legend. Keep on going like you are, and you might—just might—outdo even Wilfred Blake."


    DeClercq tapped the background article on Spann m the morning paper.


    "After the Riel Rebellion of 1870, Blake was sent alone across the Canadian prairie by dog sled hi winter to report on the state of the West. His recommendations led to the formation of the North-West Mounted Police in 1873. He quit the British Army to join the Force, and almost single-handedly forged the myth of the Mounties. He vanished in the Rockies in 1897, while chasing the lone survivor of the Last War Cry, the standoff mounted against us by Almighty Voice. The same Almighty Voice whose face appears on shirts worn by militants at Totem Lake.


    "Unknown to us, Blake was a cold-blooded racist, who used his position to hunt down and kill Indians for sport. I exposed him for the psycho he was in Bagpipes, Blood, and Glory.


    "Alfred Spann was the illegitimate son of Blake, conceived just before the inspector vanished. He didn't live up to his father's legend, but he was a mentor to me. Blake's revolver was found near the foot of Windigo Mountain by Members dispatched to hunt for him. Alfred fell heir to the gun which was eventu ally left with me. Now I discover he was a sexual bully abusing his wife and returning runaway native boys a pedophile at the residential school.


    "I gave Blake's gun to Katherine Spann, and now we learn this about her. It makes me wonder if something was passed down in their genes, and if that gun is a metaphor for insanity."


    "Perhaps," said Carlisle.


    "After the Headhunter case Spann served Special X around the world. God knows how many foreign women lost their heads to her. But if the Headhunter killings were homophobic revenge by a psychotic transsexual, how do we account for Sparky turning his hate on males after I brought Spann back to Vancouver?"


    "Ruryk," said Carlisle.


    "Of course," grasped DeClercq. "Her head got shrunk by the kink shrink."


    "Spann was tormented by Mother. The hallucination. She didn't know about Sparky. Psychogenic amnesia. When she consulted Ruryk, he applied his kinky psychotherapy to her. 'External' discipline would bring Mother under control. He made her crawl naked on her hands and knees to him, the same way he made the women who complained crawl, and the same way you saw her crawl as a baby to Alfred. Then the father figure lashed a whip across her back."


    "Drugs? Hypnosis?"


    "Possibly. You saw George. He was crumbling apart. He fell prey to the psychiatrist's fallacy: getting his own point of view mixed up with those of patients. Here we have a woman suffering severe 'attachment disorder.' A parent loves and bonds. The child becomes attached. We all need that early stability. Mother abused her, so she bonded with Dad. Now Dad hi the form of this father figure abused her, too.

  


  
    "For years she had battled with Mother for control of her mind. Did Mother ask forgiveness for hurting her child? Did she say she only did it because Alfred hurt her? Did Spann give her mind over to Mother because she craved somebody's love? And did Mother suggest she bond with her by getting even with Dad? Doing to him what he did to Mother which made her hurt her child? First the male victims were random stand-ins. All men were Alfred because they were raped facedown. But in the end, only the abuser himself would do, so Mother ordered Spann to kill Ruryk."

  


  
    "Did Spann kill men as Sparky or herself?"


    "She killed them as Mother, who now controlled her mind. Mother, too, had used a double phallus on clients in that dungeon in New Orleans. Mother made her shrink Wren's head and send it to you, taunting both Alfred's student and the Force that sent her north where she was sexually abused."


    "That explains why the head was mailed before news of the decapitated body at Totem Lake was released to media. Spann heard about it within the Force, and sent the head to what? Confuse us?"


    Carlisle shrugged. "Her psyche was breaking down. That's why she saw Ruryk. Not everything in the closing stage will make internal sense. But what we have in the Ruryk tape is the last piece of the puzzle. Spann was a Frankenstein monster stitched together from an array of female and male parts. Ruryk made the same mistake as Selena in Ecuador. He had no idea what he was 'turning on.' "


    Anda got up to leave.


    "One more question, Doctor? When I return from the north, would you have dinner with me?"


    

  


  
    

  


  


  


  


  
    Sacred Land

  


  


  
    


    Hazelton


    


    Redcoat versus Cree.


    The Last War Cry.


    Almighty Voice, a Plains Cree, was jailed in 1895 for killing a steer. He escaped from the guardroom at Duck Lake, so Sergeant Colebrook rode out to bring him in. When the Mountie found the fugitive days later, the Cree shot him through the neck with a shotgun. It took two years to track Almighty Voice, but the renegade was finally spotted near Duck Lake, where he and three Cree youths were chased onto a bluff and surrounded. Backup arrived and the bluff was stormed, a fiasco that cost the lives of two Mounties and a volunteer. The Cree dug in for a last stand.


    News of the standoff reached Regina during a ball to see a contingent off to London for Queen Victoria's Jubilee. Fearing the Cree might rebel in mass, H.Q. sent twenty-five troops and two artillery guns to the bluff. The nine-pound Maxim gun pointing east, the seven-pound Mark II aiming south, both cannons opened fire at dawn. The Cree were blasted with shrapnel until seven a.m., then side by side the guns pounded them with explosive shot. Nothing moved when police stormed the bluff a second time. They found Almighty Voice and two youths dead, but Iron-child had somehow slipped away. Father to Alfred, grandfather to Katherine Spann, Inspector Wilfred Blake rode off to bring him in.


    A century later, the New War Cry.


    Because he was Plains Cree from Duck Lake, Ghost Keeper understood the standoff at Totem Lake was a lost cause. The rub was to keep history from repeating itself, with Members dead and natives annihilated. These rebels were a motley crew, drawn from many bands north and south of the line, coalescing around myths like Almighty Voice and Wounded Knee. What they lacked was a tie to the sacred land, for while the sundance was a potent focus to revive native pride and spirituality, it was a ritual foreign to Gitxsan bands, on whose sacred land the circle stood.


    After the phone call from DeClercq, Bob George lay on his back in a hospital bed, wondering how to unravel the Gordian knot at Totem Lake, when Herb McCall walked by his door.


    "Hey!" George called.


    The landowner stopped. "You talkin' to me?" asked the white.


    "How's your grandson?"


    "Scared and scarred."


    "I'm the Mountie arrow-shot last night. Spare time to talk?"


    McCall eyed him suspiciously but stepped into the room.


    "Have a seat."


    The white shook his head. "Say what you gotta say. I have things to do."


    "I'm wondering if you and I can work this mess out peacefully. The way I see it, you're in a squeeze. The Gitxsan hate you 'cause you hold their land, and whites hate you 'cause you're costing them jobs and bucks. The land is sacred, so this won't go away. The face on the rebel shirts is Almighty Voice, who's been dead for a hundred years. The way I see it, you got a choice. If I was you, I'd ask myself what's best for me. You can be that asshole who got everybody riled. Or you can be the man of the future in the north, righting the wrong done to sacred land, a savior to native and white alike, who settled past and present grievances, and showed us all how to coexist."


    "Bullshit," scoffed McCall.


    "You don't understand 'spin.'"


    "So how do I become this White Knight?"


    "Give Totem Lake to the Gitxsan."


    "Are you crazy? Know what that land's worth?"


    "Not as much as it's costing local business every day. Nor as much as it will cost your grandkids in the future. About as much as I expect businessmen to donate to buy a better haven for you so they can get on with business."


    McCall approached the bed. And turned a chair around. And sat down straddling the back.


    "Waterfront?" he said.


    

  


  
    

  


  


  


  


  
    Potlatch

  


  


  
    


    West Vancouver


    


    Tired from his ordeal last night and its aftermath today, Robert DeClercq returned home to his hearth and a finger of scotch. His home ablaze with the aromas of Katt's infamous six-alarm chili, his hearth ablaze with the cheeriest fire ever to warm bones, his stomach soon to be ablaze with the burn of Highland malt, he entered the front room, where Katt sat curled up in the Holmes chair with Napoleon and Catnip snoozing together on the rug. The floor space which yesterday had spread out the Headhunter file was littered with library books. The TV was on, picture only, across from her, sound replaced by Nirvana on the stereo. He killed the noise to pour the drink and sink deep into the Watson chair, thankful the dark ages were gone when he'd come home hungry to a cold, gray shell.


    "You're all over the tube," she said. "In Seattle, too."


    "Want to know what it's like to survive a shark attack?"


    "His fifteen minutes of fame, and Bob hates every second."


    Sipping the malt at room temperature, as it should be imbibed, he eyed the books and said, "Going for your Ph.D.? What's your thesis on?"


    "Gitxsan, Bob. My socials teacher wants a paper on something connected to what's happening up north. I picked the potlatch." "Good, then you can help me solve this case, too." He propped his feet up on the footstool. "What should I know?"


    The amateur thespian in her enjoyed nothing better than an audience, especially when given the stage for a subject made to act out, and what could be more actable than a potlatch before Captain Cook?


    Captain Hook, she called him.


    This Tinkerbell.


    "Return with me, Bob, to those thrilling times of yesteryear, before the Bad Guys ventured north in their sailing ships." Katt spread her arms in front of her to weave the spell. "We're on the Skeena. River of Mists. 'Xsan to natives. Git—people—of the 'Xsan. Gitxsan, get it?"


    "Got it," he said.


    "Every Gitxsan village fronts on the Skeena or a tributary. Lining the riverbank are totem poles"—her finger played leapfrog in the air—"backed by wooden lodges owned by families. Each family is called a House and led by a chief. The name of each House is the name of its chief. The Gitxsan have names like 'Bloody and frozen,' 'Step heavily, sinking in snow,' 'Like crazy man,' 'Outside noise,' and, my favorite, 'Rope dragging and always catching on something.' Every House belongs to one of four clans"—her hands dealt the Houses into groups like playing cards— "Eagle, Fireweed, Wolf, and Frog/Raven. A village usually has two clans. The Houses of each clan rank left or right in descending order of social status. And status is determined by the potlatch feast."


    DeClercq sniffed the air. "I smell it cooking. Is that eulachon grease?"


    "The four of us are Houses in a village, Bob. I'm lead Wolf, you're lead Frog, so we live side by side hi center on the riverbank. The lesser Wolf"—a finger at Napoleon—"and lesser Frog"—Catnip—"have lodges on our flanks. Sixty-three Gitxsan Houses are ranked this; way, with each village located in its hunting ground,? a vast tract of land stretching north that is subdivided! among Houses in the village. You, me, dog, and cat each have separate grounds, precisely denned by rivers; and markers like debarked trees. The chief of the' House is headhunter within his realm, and when he goes hunting he invites his household along, as well as other Houses hi his clan. A Frog cannot hunt on Wolf land, or a Wolf on Frog. Gitxsan law is you can't enter a House unless invited, so how we keep up to date on boundaries is the potlatch feast."


    "This feast sounds more important by the minute," said DeClercq.


    Katt stood up and paced, getting into it. "The big thing to remember, Bob, is Gitxsan have no writing, so everything is recorded in art, then passed down through oral histories called ada'ox. Each House can be traced back to a supernatural origin, when a spirit' or monster 'seen' by a family member during a magical event became a House crest. Other crests capture the adventures and conquests of warrior chiefs, or the deeds of those that brought disaster in their wakes. Crests and the legends behind them are owned by the House, along with names, songs, dances, and masks that act them out. Only those who inherit the right may interpret the crests, each of which is somehow tied to the land, so telling the myths behind them is like waving a deed. Deed waving is done at—"


    "Don't tell me," interjected DeClercq. "A pot-latch feast?"


    "A House holds a potlatch feast when someone moves up in status, or status is jeopardized. Potlatch means 'to give' in Chinook jargon, the common trading tongue of West Coast tribes. A feast is held for any occasion requiring witnesses. Naming, piercing, and tattooing of kids. Marriage. Removing shame. And, primarily, to pass leadership.


    "Feasts take place in winter between freeze-up and thaw."


    Katt paddled an imaginary boat.


    "Messengers travel by canoe to invite guests. They gather by the thousands in the longhouse around which a village centers. There the host takes the name of the dead chief, and a totem pole is erected to the memory of the deceased. Hereditary rights are claimed through crests on the pole, the myths of which are acted out in word, dance, and song. The witnesses confirm their host owns the crests, and the land tied to them. As thanks the guests are fed and offered lavish gifts, for status of the House depends on pot-latch. The more given, the higher the rank."


    Katt gave DeClercq her Public Enemy CDs.


    "But the coolest part is what goes on before the feast. A potlatch meeting might last weeks. The Gitxsan have two secret societies, and they hold rituals in the days before the Big Eat.


    "Now listen closely, Bob. This is important. Anything connected with the supernatural is called nax-nox. Naxnox is power from the spirit world, which exists in monsters, animals, and humanoid beings impersonated by masks. Since masks are faces of power, we become naxnox through possession, and wearing masks at rituals called halait. Halait is any ritual manifestation of power. It is both the dancer and the dance. The person displaying power and the ritual in which it occurs. Naxnox is what is revealed in halait."


    "Personification of power?"


    "You got it, Bob. Halait occurs at meetings of two secret societies before the feast. They are the Dancers and the Dogeaters. The Dogeaters have rituals inherited by chiefs. These are for Destroyers and Cannibals. This is the creation myth."


    Katt performed her rendition of each dance as she came to it.


    "Four men from Kitamaat failed in their attempt to kill a lake monster. They followed it to the end of the lake and saw four houses with bright paint and cedar-bark rings hung over the doors emerge from the water. A man came out of the first house and danced as if he were lame. The man from the second house danced wilder than him, leaping and barking as if possessed by a dog. From the third house came a chief who destroyed things while he danced. The chief from the fourth house danced the weirdest of all, and sang in a language unknown to the four men. Suddenly, he sprang in the air and devoured a child in his grip. The witnesses to this were informed: Those of your people you thought dead are the ones you hear singing, and it is they who give these dances to you.' "


    DeClercq clapped his hands.


    Katt took a bow.


    "Halait initiation is a frenzied affair. The term is hilaxha, 'going to the heavens.' Each society makes a chief wihalait, a 'great dancer' who 'throws' naxnox into novices. They vanish out the smoke hole to acquire wisdom in heaven, then return naked in a wild, possessed state, dancing lame or as if eating dogs. Encountering heavenly spirits has overwhelmed them, and excess power makes each lame or crazy. Like a shaman curing illness, the wihalait sucks their backs and blows the excess out the smoke hole. When he hangs a cedar ring as in the myth around a neck, the 'made person' is halait in the society.


    "Chiefs who join the Dogeaters face stronger power in heaven. They return berserk to destroy property or, in the most feared state, to eat human flesh. While dancing a dance called the ulala, a cannibal feasts on the corpse of a slave."


    Katt scooped up Catnip and pretended to gobble his tummy.


    "Gitxsan had slaves?"


    "From outside their territory. How else could they amass the wealth for potlatch feasts?"


    "Life's a bitch, and then you're meat."


    "Tough times, Bob."


    Catnip hissed, so down he went, back to snoozing with dog, who was oblivious to the Dogeater performing onstage.


    "Halait rituals are staged by a council called the gitsontk. They make the masks and devices that manifest naxnox. Chance upon them preparing and the intruder is put to death."


    "Serious stuff," said DeClercq.


    "A spectacular halait presented by a high-ranking chief was the Crack of Heaven. It was dramatized with a transformation mask that opened to reveal another mask inside. Members of the society gathered in a lodge. The fourth time the mask opened caused the house to crack. Half the room slid backward from the other half, taking half the center fire and congregation with it. The roof split open as the beams moved; then the mask closed to bring the lodge slowly back together. That was a naxnox with power.


    "A chief 'going to the heavens' asked the gitsontk to prepare his return on a mechanical whale. Made from sea-lion skins, the whale was designed to swim and dive by means of ropes pulled by men hidden onshore. So the whale would spout, hot stones inside boiled water until steam billowed out the blow hole. During this halait a hot rock burned through the whale's skin, causing it to sink. Those involved in the failure committed suicide, knowing they'd be put to death." Katt drew a finger across her throat.


    "Fantasy must be perfect. Reality never is," said DeClercq.


    "Each naxnox has a mask, song, and name. These are owned by the Houses and are inherited. After carving by artists of the gitsontk, naxnox masks become beings of power themselves. Each mask has a 'breath' sung when it is worn, and a whistle to represent the voice of the spirit. When a Gitxsan 'takes the name,' he dramatizes it by wearing the mask. From then on, the names of the naxnox mask and the person are the same. 'We become our names,' Gitxsan say. Since power resides in the masks, they are kept strictly hidden from those not allowed to use them, and are only exposed at halait rituals before the feast. Naxnox names dramatized for and by guests in the secret societies transform members into naxnox like these."


    Katt's toe touched photos of masks in books on the floor. "Corpse of Ghost," with strips of leather and string sealing the mouth. "Hagawhlamanawn: He Uses His Hands to Cut With," including a cedar knife to slash at guests. "Hermaphrodite," "Skeleton," and "Spotted Face" marked by smallpox. "Mother of Rat," "Grizzly Man," and "Land Otter Woman," a: skull face that stole souls from the drowned . . .


    "You grasp what halait is, don't you, Katt? Halait before a potlatch creates opposing rituals to remind the Gitxsan of the need to live within social boundaries. A naxnox mask allows the person inside to revel in sacred games of power release and boundary transgression. Such chaos and destruction require the subsequent balance of order and structure in the feast. The same participants meet for both and, after wanton abandon in halait, hide away their naxnox to celebrate the boundaries of rank, lineage, culture, and peaceful coexistence. But they do so with the knowledge that under Apollonian pomp lurks Dionysus."


    Katt bristled at this interruption from the peanut gallery. Some ham was trying to elbow onstage.


    "Very deep, Bob."


    "Take it down. That's the sort of insight teachers love."


    "It's a lot of hooey. Maybe them dudes just liked to party."


    "Another perspective."


    "Then the party poopers arrived."


    "Captain Hook and his ilk?"


    "Captain Vancouver, Bob. He sailed up the coast in 1798, and the next century the missionaries came. They got a peek at the potlatch and crapped themselves. Appalled priests ran to politicians for a ban, demanding it as a precondition to civilizing the heathens. How could they lead productive and moral lives if they gave away all possessions in a vainglorious pursuit of social esteem? Listen to this," Katt said, grabbing notes she held out like a town crier:


    "During these gatherings they lose months of time, waste their substance, contract all kinds of diseases, and generally unfit themselves for being British subjects in the proper sense of the word."


    "Hallelujah!" said DeClercq.


    "So, on January 1, 1885, the potlatch was banned by a law that lasted until 1951. Priests forced natives to burn or surrender sacred halait art to God, and some—like this guy—sold naxnox for profit to collectors in Europe and the States."


    She passed him a photo of a Catholic priest, taken standing in a church with loot at his feet. Hundreds of naxnox masks and halait treasures like headdresses and rattles and neck rings and blankets and whistles and clubs and canes. The priest was bony and bushy-bearded, with spiked eyebrows.


    Rector Luke Noel.


    "They thought totems were idols Indians worshiped, Bob. They didn't grasp the potlatch was the foundation of native society, and outlawing it would bring their history, leaders, economy, and religion crashing down. The potlatch was banned because they didn't understand it."


    "Or because they understood it only too well."


    "We're the bad guys."


    "That we are."


    "Isn't it ... Isn't it . . ."


    "Yes, it is, Katt."


    She left the stage and slumped back in the Holmes chair. "The news on Totem Lake did this roving reporter bit. All these whites bitched about Indians wanting the moon. How can they be so blind, knowing what we did to them?"


    "It's called dissociation. It's a mental illness, Katt."


    She made a note.


    "I'll use that, Bob."


    "When's your paper due?"


    "Next Tuesday."


    "Illustrations?"


    "Show and tell."


    "Tomorrow I fly to Gunanoot. I'll take a camera to snap some shots."


    Katt lit up. "Can I come?"


    "Certainly not."


    "Why, party pooper?"


    "You saw the news. Enough said."


    "But that's nowhere near Gunanoot. Totem Lake's a light-year away. And that guy you're hunting is north in the bush."


    "No!"


    "Going alone?"


    "Yes," he said.


    "Then it's safe. Come on, Bob. It'll be a boon to have me along. I'll win the Gitxsan over. They'll think you're cool. You've got to cut me slack. I want to be a Mountie. It's the opportunity of a lifetime for a great mark. You don't know which crests to snap pictures of. It's not good parenting to cripple a kid's education. I need encouragement to—"


    "Enough, Katt."


    "Nax nox."


    She rapped the air.


    He looked puzzled.


    "Nax nox. Get it?" She rapped again.


    "Who's there?"


    "Halait."


    "Halait who?"


    "Ha lait will you let me stay up and dance at the potlatch, Bob?"


    

  


  
    

  


  


  


  


  
    Gunamoot

  


  


  
    


    The North


    Thursday, January 11


    

  


  
    "There," said Dodd, above the monotonous drone of the Beaver's engine.

  


  
    Katt followed his finger to Stii Kyo Din—"Stands Alone"—renamed Rocher Deboule—"Tumbling Rock"—by whites, where the frozen 'Xsan met the frozen Wa Dzun Kwuh, renamed the Skeena and Bulkley by the map-making crew. The solitary mountain stood alone in a sea of peaks, runneled with melt-water channels and hoary with January ice, jutting eight thousand feet above Gitanmaax, renamed Ha-zelton by rewrite historians. Arced northwest within forty miles of where the rivers joined, all seven Gitxsan villages could see the magic peak.


    The teenager turned in the copilot's seat to shout back at DeClercq. "Halaits say power is embedded in the mountain. Naxnox manifests as tumbling rocks. The rocks tumble shortly before death of a high chief, or deaths of three people in a row.

  


  
    Suddenly, an avalanche came down the peak.


    Prophesy?


    Not a cloud to mar the sky, they could see forever out the cockpit window. Two hundred miles west lay the Pacific coast. From its mouth at the tip of the Alaska panhandle, the Skeena angled northeast for one hundred miles to Terrace, where Herb McCall, erstwhile "owner" of Totem Lake, lived and logged.


    This side of Terrace, Kitselas Canyon, hemmed in by the Hazelton Mountains, had marked where Gitxsan territories began, before Ottawa imprisoned the Houses on reserves. It was another one hundred miles upriver to Hazelton, past Kitwanga, where Nekt had built his ta'awdzep fort.


    "Gunanoot," said Dodd, pointing true north.


    The Beaver passed over road, rail, and river. Come spring, logging trucks would haul timber clear-cut from Gitxsan Houses west down the Yellowhead Highway to port at Prince Rupert. Beneath the plane the CNR snaked the Skeena today, lugging a mile-long train with a hundred-odd cars: tanker cars, and wheat pool cars, and boxcars hiding their cargoes. Past the white river and mythical site of Tarn Lax Aamid— "Land of Plenty"—a long-lost city so populous it was said Gitxsan could yell loud enough to stun geese passing overhead, and so vast that where the birds fell was still the city, Dodd worked levers to drop the Beaver into the snowy valley of a Skeena tributary. A spine of mountains in between, the feeder ran parallel to the north-south upper reaches of the River of Mists, where the Skeena came down the Kispiox Valley to veer west at Hazelton.


    East, beyond the Upper Skeena, lay Totem Lake.


    The first thing Katt saw was the cross. High atop the spire of the Catholic church, it lorded over lesser buildings clustered around, giving the impression of a European parish. In its shadow stood the band office, a cedar square for leaders elected under the Indian Act, a system whites imposed to undermine the authority of hereditary chiefs. The new community was set back from the riverbank, where the ancient village centered around its longhouse for potlatch feasts. The lodges of the Houses flanked it left and right, in front of which loomed a line of crooked totem poles weathered silver by age, raised as testimony to a history extending back not centuries, but millennia.


    The ancient village was rotting away.


    Over the mountains to the west was Gitanyow. Over the mountains to the east was Kispiox. Nestled in this valley between was Gunanoot, most isolated of the seven Gitxsan villages and the last forced to bow to priests. The only way in or out by land was a gravel road, which Dodd used as a landing strip.


    The skis hit the ice pack for the roughest landing DeClercq could recall. Those within were almost bounced out of their seats. The plane roared down the middle of the road as trees blurred by, branches unloading snow in its wake. The road was a washboard of ice heaves, and the shock absorbers were frozen.


    "Fix 'em and fly 'em!" rodeoed Dodd, reining the Beaver to a halt. When the engine died, the only sound was a distant buzz of snowmobiles in the woods. The new call of the wild.

  


  
    "Welcome to Gunanoot," the bushman said, climbing back to crack the door and let them out."I'll pick you up here this afternoon. Once I finish the milk run from Fort St. James."

  


  
    They stood beside the road to watch Dodd take off. The pilot swiveled the plane around and fire-walled the throttle. Unless he achieved a takeoff speed of fifty-five mph quickly, he'd smash head-on into trees at a bend in the road. The skis cleared the treetops by what seemed like inches, and the Beaver banked over the mountains to the east.


    The cavity of silence left when the engine noise faded was once again filled by the dentist's-drill buzz of snowmobiles.


    Infernal machines, thought DeClercq.


    


    In the years before the white man dismantled their culture, hereditary Gitxsan chiefs would meet guests in the great lodge now rotting by the river. Wolves on one side, Frogs on the other, House chiefs would be seated around the walls according to rank. The middle seat at back was for the head chief, since he held the highest rank with the most power. In Gunanoot this seat was for the lead Wolf. The next highest chiefs of the clans flanked him, the next highest chiefs flanking them, and so on around both sides of the lodge, Wolf by Wolf and Frog by Frog, ending with the lowest ranks by the door where guests came in. Guests sat where the head chief said.


    A House chief, as part of his ceremonial regalia, had a rattle to call Gitxsan to a feast. The head chief had as many rattles as there were subchiefs, and one of his own. A head chief with seven rattles had six chiefs under him.


    The lead Wolf wore a headdress called an amhalait. This had a carved wooden crest on front and was trimmed with ermine skins. The crown of the amhalait was filled with eagle down, and when the chief danced his dance of welcome for a guest, he bowed his head so mek-gaik fell on both. Eagle down symbolizes friendship and peace, so if mek-gaik falls on you, you must be peaceful. Around the fringe of his dance apron hung the hooves of unborn caribou. His button blanket trimmed with fur was draped over his shoulders. His neck ring of woven cedar bark sparkled with abalone shells. His ceremonial rattle was gripped in his right hand.


    Except to dance, the lead Wolf never stood. Except for trouble, the lead Wolf never spoke. Instead, he had another chief stand and speak for him. Each chief owned a copper shield with his crest. The bigger the shield, the bigger the chief. A head chiefs speaker knew what to say, having been instructed before the gathering. If there was trouble, the head chief would speak to settle the matter. So not to cause harm by what he might say, a Gitxsan chief always "talked slow."


    Now the only vestige left of how it used to be was this chief talking slow to DeClercq.


    He was Chief Simgiget.


    He was lead Wolf.


    They met in the band office next to the Catholic church. Financed by Ottawa under the Indian Act, it was a white man's building with white man's furniture. The act was passed in 1876—the same year Custer made his last stand—to bring every aspect of native life under federal control. The chief was nearing eighty, wizened, and wise, with flinty eyes in a weathered face, and a hunched arthritic body in a sleeveless padded jacket. A baseball cap replaced his amhalait.


    "The village is deserted. Where is everyone?"


    "Gitanmaax," said the chief. "Did you not call a meeting of all our Houses?"


    "Yes," said DeClercq. "With your chiefs. If those at Totem Lake don't come out peacefully, there will be bloodshed."


    The chief nodded. "Gun nuts. Thugs. False mystics. It is shame they bring to us. We do not seize land. We do not block roads. We do not speak through a gun. Yet we look like militants who disobey your laws. These are not our people. Yet they, too, seize our land. They use our claim to make a name for themselves. Their sundance is no ceremony of mine. We have ceremonies of our own. They mock our traditions and show disrespect for us. I hear they have cans of nitrogen fertilizer in camp. Is that not what blew up in Oklahoma? Or do they intend to fertilize the snow?"

  


  
    Simgiget eyed DeClercq shrewdly, sizing him up.

  


  
    "There are chiefs at Gitanmaax. Chiefs you elected under your Indian Act. Why do you come to Gunanoot to speak to me?"


    "Because you are hereditary chief of chiefs. What right have I to ignore that?"


    "There was a time when there were no white men on our land, and in those days we had full possession of it. What you did should be the other way. Should we not measure off pieces for you, not you measure off pieces for us?"


    "Yes," said DeClercq.


    "You call us 'Indians' because Columbus thought he was in India when he 'discovered' us. We call you many names. To those who met Cook and Vancouver, 'Suddenly, they're here' and 'People who live in a boat' were how we saw you. 'Rich at the mouth of the river' described what you had. 'Hungry people' described what you sought from us. You were am sii wa, or 'white driftwood on the beach.' Do you not agree we named you truer than you named us?"


    "Yes," said DeClercq.


    "A lumberman asked my grandfather the price of his totem pole. He replied the cost was your statue erected to honor Governor Douglas. My grandfather saw the value of your monument. The lumberman didn't grasp the equal value of ours.


    "I recall when your governor general came to watch us dance. He dressed in fringed buckskins that made our children laugh. He looked ridiculous. Are we a Plains tribe?


    "Where the 'Xsan joins the Wa Dzun Kwuh at Gi-tanmaax, we built a village like what was there before you came. Six longhouses, with totem poles, fish traps, and dugout canoes. As we were planning the ceremony to open 'Ksan, one of you asked what we would do if it rained. 'You want to know what we'll do if it ranis?' I said. 'Yes, what if it rains on opening day?' 'We will wait,' I said, 'until it stops.' "


    DeClercq laughed.


    Simgiget nodded. "There is what separates us. I do not see the same world as you, and you refuse to listen to what I see."


    "I'm listening," said DeClercq.


    "You don't have a tin ear."


    A woman brought them coffee and stoked the stove, fussing over her grandfather until he gently waved her away.


    The coffee was strong and hot.


    The stove popped from knots in the wood.


    "Thousands of years ago as you count time, you say Mongolian nomads crossed an ice bridge to this land to become us. The truth is we were always here. Our ada'ox say the people and the land became together at Tarn Lax Aamid. The proof is in crests on our totem poles. The proof is on Picture Rock at Totem Lake. The proof is in the minds of our elders, who pass our history down from mouth to ear. Do these not chronicle our achievements from the beginning of time? You sing a national anthem that states: Oh, Canada, Our home and native land . . . Native land it is, and we want it back. What you call British Columbia wasn't lost in war, wasn't sold for a handful of beads, and wasn't given away. It was simply stolen," said Simgiget.


    "From 1987 to 1991 we went to your courts to get it back. The judge told us to prove ownership of our land. When an elder tried to sing the ada'ox of her House, he cut her off with: 'This is a trial, not a performance. I have a tin ear, so it's not going to do any good to sing it to me.' Your hundred-year-old colonial court denied our claim. Ruling on our history was nasty, brutish, and short, while our ancestors were primitives with no concept of ownership. What is our feast about if not ownership? What is a totem pole if not a deed to our land?"


    "I've seen the cartoon," said DeClercq. "The judge says, 'I can't hear your Indian song. I've got a tin ear.' The elder says, 'That's okay, your highness. I've got a can opener Her hand works the opener around the judge's ear, which is labeled Soup."


    "You stole our land, forbade us to fish, banned the potlatch, denied us the vote, made land claims illegal, and raped our kids. All our protests fall on tin ears, while you condemn us if someone takes direct action on the land."


    This guy pulled no punches. DeClercq respected him.


    "I want Totem Lake from you. What do you want from me?"


    "Winterman Snow," the Mountie said.


    The chief looked out the window at the church next door. "The Catholics were the first to acknowledge we had souls. Then came Anglicans, Methodists, Presbyterians, the United Church, and the Salvation Army. We were divided up into religious zones. Missionaries redefined us, and suddenly hunters with names tied to spirits of the woods were landless farmers with Chris-tian names. I was here when Bible Black took the boy."


    "Reverend Noel?"


    "Bible Black to me."


    "The boy ran away from school?"


    "And was returned."


    "By Corporal Spann?"


    Simgiget nodded.


    "Then Winterman Snow ran away again and hid in the woods?"


    "No," said the chief. "Winterman Snow stayed."


    "He's not in school pictures."


    "You can't photograph a ghost. Bible Black had his way with him, and the sickly boy threw himself into the river to escape."


    "Winterman Snow is dead?"


    "If that's how you see the world."


    


    Standing in the shadow of the Catholic cross, Katt gazed down the slope to Gunanoot below, the Guna-noot of nature, of Wolves and Frogs, not this wolf in sheep's clothing above that ate souls. Sunbeams shone directly on the faces of the crests, lighting every detail for a camera lens, and every minute that passed robbed her of the perfect shot. So while she had promised Bob she'd stay close at hand, the precondition to his letting her come, what harm could there be in wandering through the nearly deserted village alone,' given the fact they both had cellular phones?


    Katt sauntered down.


    Nowhere, except on the Skeena and Nass, are totem poles found any distance inland. Totems in villages on the coast were spirited away, and now ornate museums in grave-robbing realms. The only collection of totem poles to remain fairly intact is that of the Git-xsan nation, decaying in isolated clusters of a few to over thirty in their villages. Her back to the frozen river, Katt moved sideways along the bank, snapping crest on crest up each pole. Ranging between fifteen and sixty feet high, the totems of the Gitxsan are among the tallest. Soaring against a background of glittering pinnacles, they ran the length of the village in an irregular row, some tottering precariously and creaking in the wind that blew down-valley from the north, others having already toppled and crashed. . .

  


  
    creeek . . . creeek . . . creeek . . .

  


  
    As Katt snapped shots of some of the 525 crests displayed by Gitxsan Houses, she yearned for a potlatch invitation so she could hear their stories. There were land creatures like the wolf, bear, beaver, and marten . . . sky creatures like the owl, raven, and thunderbird ... sea creatures like the killer whale, dogfish, and salmon . . . and mutant monsters like Half-way-out, Split-person, Three-beings-across, Sharp-nose, and People-of-the-smoke-hole . . .

  


  
    . . . creeek . . . creeek . . . creeek . . .

  


  
    Finished with the Wolf totems, Katt arrived at the longhouse. It had four corner posts carved into grizzly bears standing erect. The ridge beam of the lodge was carved like a salmon. The Frog poles beyond were carved in high and low relief. Native colors—red, yellow, black, and blue-green—once had decorated features like eyes, eyebrows, lips, and nostrils. Time had long since washed them away, but the paintbrush in Katt's mind dabbed them back. Not all the crests

  


  
    . . . creeek . . . creeek . . .


    were inherited. Some were


    . . . creeek . . . creeek . . .


    won by conquest. The great warrior Nekt was of the Frog-Raven clan, and Katt wondered


    . . . creeek . . creeek . . .

  


  
    if he had won some of these crests?

  


  
    Camera to her eye, Katt caught sight of something circling her head.


    A hand clamped her mouth before she could scream.


    The psycho got Katt.


    

  


  
    

  


  


  


  


  
    Bush Drifter

  


  


  
    


    DeClercq came out of the band office to find Katt gone. So engrossed had he been talking with the Git-xsan chief that he'd lost track of time, and that Katt stood outside waiting for him. Obviously, she got bored with cooling her heels, and had wandered down to the village by the river to photograph totem crests. So he wandered down, too.


    "Katt!"


    No answer.


    Hairs twitched on his neck.


    "Katt!"


    No answer.


    Butterflies tickled his stomach.


    "Katt!"


    No answer.


    Sweat trickled from his armpits.


    With mounting unease he walked the length of the village from the lodge of the lowest Wolf almost to the lodge of the lowest Frog, where he found Katt's camera abandoned on the ground, and a spray of blood reddening the snow beside. He almost threw up. His hand was shaking as he withdrew the cell phone from his pocket, a "dedicated line" assigned to him by the Force, the number RCMP issue. For Christmas he had given Katt a cell phone of her own, which might seem to some an extravagance for a teen, but which he saw as a necessity in a world going insane.


    Press one button to speed-dial 911, and call in the cavalry as you run for your life.


    Blood and no call from Katt meant something horrid was going down. He turned on his phone and punched in her number and waited ten rings.


    An answer.


    No voice.


    Just labored breathing.


    "Katt?


    "Katt!


    "Ka—"


    "Katt can't come to the phone." What sounded like a native voice. A soft monotone. "She may never come to the phone again."


    "Don't hurt her!"


    "Like you hurt me?"


    "Not me."


    "You. All redcoats are the same. Your pal returned me to the reverend's cock."


    "It's me you want. Not her."


    "Come, and she goes free. You and me. Man to man. In the land as it was before filth came. I'll give you what we were denied. A fighting chance."


    "Is she dead?"


    "Katt put up a fight. She will be if you don't do what I say. Try to trick and you find another daughter dead."


    "Don't hurt her."


    "Come, white man. Fly to Spirit Lake and have the pilot drop you at the mouth of Headless Valley. A river runs down the valley to fill the lake. Follow the river up on foot. Snowshoes. No gun. No radio. I'll see you. You won't see me. Any sign of backup, she dies. This is my land. I hear every sound."


    The line went dead.


    He called back.


    No answer.


    


    . . . creeek . . . creeek . . .


    Above him totems creaked in the Arctic wind, and the shadows of ancient monsters danced about the bloody snow.


    Jane, he thought.


    My God!


    Not again!


    Had he raised Katt from birth, he would have said no No, you can't come to Gunanoot. It was only because she wasn't his daughter that he had capitulated, for he knew she was free to leave any time she desired, and so he'd ignored his better judgment to keep her happy with him.


    He recalled what they had said at the airport when she returned from France by way of Boston to visit her real parent.


    "How's your mom?"


    "Sends her best. You're to look after me. And curb my excesses."


    "You? Excesses?"


    "That's what I said. But you know how out of touch mothers are."


    DeClercq switched the cell phone for his portable VHF radio. Because the plane was chartered by the Force for Totem Lake, not only did Dodd's Beaver maintain VHF contact with air traffic control, but it was equipped with a VHF portable linked to the Mounties' transmitter for police calls.


    "Dodd?"


    "Ten-four."


    The engine noise was so loud DeClercq could barely hear him.


    "Return to Gunanoot."


    The transmission broke up. VHF requires a direct line of sight.


    "Ten-nine." Repeat.


    "Return to Gunanoot."


    "But I gotta get the chief at Fort St. James."


    "I'm countermanding that. I'm commandeering your plane. I'm chief superintendent. Now get your ass back here."


    "Yes, sir!" said Dodd.


    


    The forward doors of a Beaver are narrow and slant backward and up in their frames. A smooth hip swing and sharp knee bend are required to slip fluidly inside the cockpit. DeClercq bumped into everything as he climbed into the plane.


    "Where to?" asked the pilot.


    "The Nahanni."


    "You're joking? That's Northwest Territories. We'd need extra fuel."


    "Is there another Headless Valley?"


    "Up by Spirit Lake."


    "Near here?"


    "Gunanoot Mountains. Where the Skeena springs. The north border of ancestral Gitxsan hunting grounds. West of Spatsizi Plateau."


    "Let's go," said DeClercq.


    Dodd hit the starter to send the propeller into a blurring arc. "H-T-M-P-F-S-C-G," he said to himself, to check hood, trim, manifold, primer . . . for a pre-takeoff ritual. Reaching right to the three-slotted power lever console just below the split between the front windows, the pilot pushed PROPELLER forward to "full fine" pitch for maximum rpm, and MIXTURE forward to "full rich" for lots of oomph, before he straight-armed THROTTLE to 36l/2 inches of manifold pressure to get them up fast to takeoff speed.


    "Hang on," he shouted over the whine. "You're in for a bumpy ride."


    DeClercq white-knuckled his seat.


    Flaps down, the plane began to ski along the road. The washboard of frost heaves clacked DeClercq's teeth as the Wasp Junior engine shrieked with a banshee wail. Picking up speed, picking up speed, Dodd rocked the W-shaped handgrip atop the control column in front of him to elevate the tail, the bend in the road ahead rushing head-on. Then he pulled back on the stick slanting from the center of the floor to lift them off the ground and up over the oncoming trees.


    The rear steerable ski brushed the treetops during climb-out as the bush plane took them into a clear blue sky.


    "Piece of cake," the pilot said, retracting flaps at five hundred feet.


    As DeClercq loosened his grip on the seat, he saw a reminder of what the Beaver is all about down where the instrument panel met the cockpit floor. There poked an oil filler spout with a yellow cap, so a pilot hi the Arctic could pour warmed-over oil drained the night before to sleep with back into the engine from inside the cockpit hi face of a bone-cracking wind on another sub-zero morning.


    Brrrrrr.


    Before whites made it a reserve, the village of Gunanoot had been a base for operations, occupied during the freeze-to-thaw months for potlatch feasts. March saw the Houses travel north up the Grease Trail—now Highway 37—to the Nass River for the run of eulachon, known as candlefish from their greasy oil. There Nekt's mother was captured by Haida raiders, and Nekt later made his myth through wars along the Grease Trail, worn a yard deep by millennia of trekking feet. The greater part of the year, the Houses were in their northern territories, fishing, hunting, and trapping to smoke and dry the next winter's supply of food, packed back to Gunanoot before freeze-up.


    Those northern territories were under the Beaver's wings.


    "Listen hard," said DeClercq. "This is urgent. I'm senior officer, and you're flying a secret mission. No one knows but you and me. Life is in the balance. This is life or death. If someone dies, and you're the leak, I'll see you charged. Understand?"


    The pilot nodded. 'How can we be tracked?"


    "Radar," said Dodd, tapping the Mode C transponder by DeClercq. "This sends out a coded signal in reply to a radar pulse, giving our location and altitude. From it they can figure out our direction of flight and air speed."


    "You beat it by flying the valleys?"


    "Yeah. No line of sight."


    "Then do it," said DeClercq.


    "Emergency locater transmitter is no problem. It's armed, but won't activate unless we crash. G-force sets it off. Can't have it on because of SAR Sat. Search and rescue satellite orbits every ninety minutes. If E.L.T. was on, the plane would seem crashed to the eye in the sky."


    "Can you turn it on?"


    "Yes."


    "Then make sure it's off."


    Dodd did.


    "VHF is caught by a direction finder that homes in on the signal. But D.F. only works if you broadcast, so it can vector in."


    "Kill the radios."


    Dodd did.


    "Okay," said the pilot. "That blinds them. As long as the military isn't involved."


    "By the time it is, I'll be set down and you'll be long gone."


    Wilderness . . .


    Rudyard Kipling, the poet laureate who penned "The Female of the Species," called Canada "Our Lady of the Snows." As far as the eye could see beyond the cockpit windows, mountain ranges sliced across the north. Coast Mountains. Hazelton Mountains. Skeena Mountains. Omineca Mountains. Guna-noot Mountains. And more. Row on row of rugged peaks spiked to the horizons, their pinnacles and obelisks soaring thousands of feet above the plane, too big, too hard, and too hostile to be anything but threatening, while the bush pilot zigged and zagged the Beaver through their valley Vs. Lakes were plate-glass sheets of snow and ice scattered like a deck of fumbled cards. Glaciers licked down chasms shadowed blue, from the mouths of which ice fields smothered plateaus. Until recently this terrain had held the world record for snow: eighty-nine feet hi 1971/72. This was C-O-L-D country. Winter went on forever.


    A mile or so back from Spirit Lake, Dodd began his in-range check.


    "B-U-M-G." Brakes, undercarriage, mixture, gas. No brakes with skis. "C-U-P."


    He pulled the throttle back in three increments to slow the plane from cruise to flap-extension speed. The Beaver buzzed through a V of rock, white slipping under it on the far side.


    "Spirit Lake," said Dodd.


    Land in feet of fresh snow and you will bury the plane. Snow didn't come any fresher than this, so Dodd had no option but touch and go. He flew the crosswind leg across the landing site to check for obstacles; a turn left for the downwind leg parallel to the "runway" with wind at his tail; a turn left for the base leg to the end of the strip; and a turn left for the final leg to complete the square. To keep from pounding the plane into the powder, he flared the nose up from approach to landing attitude, then touched down the heels of both main skis to compact the snow, maintaining ah- speed to take off.


    Three circuits compressed the snow enough for them to land.


    Touchdown.


    Chop the power.


    The Beaver skied to a halt.


    "Headless Valley," Dodd said, pointing north.


    DeClercq scribbled a note for him. "Here's written proof of countermand."


    "Want my rifle?"


    "No."


    "Snowmobile? It's stored in back behind the sling seat."


    "Just a pair of snowshoes."


    "Sure you know what you're doing?"


    "Positive," DeClercq said.


    "At noon tomorrow keep your distance but fly close enough for radio phone. If I don't call for pickup, tell Inspector Chandler. Till then, get lost."


    

  


  
    

  


  


  


  


  
    Lost Patrol

  


  


  
    


    The Lost Patrol is more stuff of Mountie myth.


    The stuff that goes wrong.


    Among its duties in the Arctic, the Force carried the mail. The mail run from Dawson across the Mackenzie Mountains to Fort McPherson was 475 miles of heartless waste. In December 1910, Inspector Fitzgerald, a former shoe salesman, embarked with constables Kinney, Taylor, and Carter to make the run, taking light provisions for better speed. They traveled up the wrong valley in Wind River country, then floundered about in a wind chill of -100 degrees F. as food ran out.


    The following March, Constable Dempster launched a search. Picking up the trail of empty corned-beef cans, he found an abandoned toboggan, harness, and dog bones. A flag fluttered from a tree on a riverbank, and there Dempster found two bodies. Kinney had starved to death. Taylor had shot himself.


    Skin peeling from frostbite and scurvy, Fitzgerald and Carter had struggled on without food. After Carter died, Fitzgerald crossed his hands on his chest, placed a handkerchief over the constable's face, then prepared for his own end. He wrote his last will with a charred stick, closing it "God Bless AH" and signing his name with "R.N.W.M.P."—Royal North-West Mounted Police—before laying down to die twenty-five miles shy of Fort McPherson.


    The Lost Patrol.


    The heartless north.


    And now Inspector Zinc Chandler had a lost patrol, too.


    Sort of.


    He stood over a desk in the Com Center, straining to make out the break-up on the tape the communications tech played a third time. "Hapless Valley? Can that be it? Play it again, Sam."


    Sam rewound the tape and pushed Play.


    The crisis at Totem Lake was past the point of no return. Weapons having reached the camp, the Mounted was under pressure from right-wing politicians to admit defeat and hand over to the army, which would blast the stronghold back to the Stone Age, or take down the camp themselves to herald the centennial of Almighty Voice. Bean counters were screaming about the cost of waiting it out, money more important to them than police lives. Spiritual leaders had entered the camp to pray with the rebels and counsel them to come out peacefully, which they would or wouldn't, casting the die. The ERT teams at Zulu base were ready to storm the barricades, having ringed the camp with Bison APCs and sharpshooters armed with laser guns positioned up trees. All communications from camp were by cell or radio phones, so the techs in the Com Center used high-end scanners with repeaters on mountaintops to intercept calls far and wide to gather intelligence. And that's how Sam picked up the garbled words from Gunanoot.


    And why he summoned Chandler.


    


    "Is she de . . ."


    "Katt put up a fight. She will be if you don't . . . another daug . . . dead."


    "Don't hurt her."


    "Come, white man. Fly to ... Lake and have the pilot drop you . . . He . . . less Valle . . . A river runs . . . on foot. . . won't see me. Any sign of backup, she . . . my land. I hear every sou ..."


    



    "Enhance it, Sam?"


    "I tried, Inspector. What you don't hear isn't on tape. Bad enough it's from the outer range of the cell site, but there was interference between them and our repeater."


    The Mad Dog entered the room.


    "Dodd didn't make Fort St. James, Zinc. The chief called him back to Gunanoot. Villagers saw him land and pick up DeClercq. Radios are dead and ground radar lost them, but SAR Sat doesn't pick up E.L.T. No crash means in the air and blinding us."


    A military man in plainclothes entered the room.


    "I'm not here," he said.


    "Right," said Chandler. "A plane outside the no-go zone is blinding us. Flying mountain valleys to thwart radar. Impress me with what you have to enforce the air ban."


    "If we were involved—which we're not—we would lock onto all transmissions. Satellite phones and such come in off the bird. The point of transmission can be traced. That's how the Reds got Chechen leader Dzhokhar Dudayev. He made a satellite call from his hideout. The Russians targeted a rocket on the source of the call to cream his ass."


    "Bloodhound?" said Chandler.


    "The military would dog in three ways:


    "Acoustically, we'd insert a ring of ground-based sonars—like sonar buoys for submarines—around Totem Lake. A microphone picks up the sound of an engine and tells you where it is. Works well in the north, where planes are few and far between.


    "Visually, we'd scramble an F-18 with airborne radar. You watch Desert Storm? We use that. Tracks every plane in radar range on a screen. Because it looks down from above, flying low to use mountains as a blind is a joke.


    "Visually, an F-18 would also have forward-looking infrared. It picks up every source of heat around, and what's hotter in this deep freeze than the engine of a plane?"


    A dispatcher entered from a side room.


    "It's going down, Inspector. They need you at Zulu base."


    Outside, the rotors of a Force JetRanger began to whirl.


    As Chandler grabbed his parka and ran to catch the chopper, he called back to the invisible man.


    "Whatever it takes, find that plane and where it sets down in the mountains."


    


    The sense of isolation reached out and seized him by the throat. When the drone of Dodd's bush plane died away, he knew he'd cut his umbilical cord to the modern world, and except for the radio phone in one pocket and .38 in the other, he could be the first human to cross the land bridge from Asia ten thousand—who knew how many?—years ago.

  


  
    He wondered how it got the name Headless Valley. Silent and white, white and silent, the land about him slept under a soft blanket of snow and a hard sheet of ice, rumbling occasionally as it turned over in deep slumber. Across these waves of drifted snow he trudged, trudged, trudged, the muffled shuffle of his snowshoes a lullaby, puffs of powder kicked up to dress him from toe to head in white, the north a ghost town in which he was the only ghost, as he tramped into the valley V squeezed between peaks.


    . . . shhhhufffle . . . shhhhufffle . . . shhhhufffte ...


    When he stopped to listen, the snow absorbed every sound.

  


  
    Ice walls and vertical rock reached high into the sky, crowding him to induce the feeling he was locked in an icebox. The flat light of winter was fading fast, for these were the darkest of the dark days, and before long the pale glow wore itself out. In deep drifts snow is never white, but rather every shade this side of blue. Tramping his way up the valley on the frozen river, he moved along a stark, eerie, shadowless chasm, mile upon mile of banked drifts and ice-encrusted trees before him, soundless as death and deafness except for the faint squeak of shoes on trackless freeze. The bony branches of the maples raised their limbs from the snow like skeletons out of a graveyard. Designed for winter, the Sitka spruce resembled alpine huts, the slopes of their branches sliding off snow before the weight could break them. Smears of spruce spread up the sides of the valley.


    . . .shhhhufffle . . . shhhhufffle . . . shhhhufffle . . .

  


  
    He crossed a line of caribou tracks heading up the mountain. In still weather frigid air settles into the valleys, so wildlife moves up to where it is slightly warmer. Soft, diffused gray gave way to a long period of twilight. The Mountie felt cold infiltrate the edges of his parka. It nipped at his bare ears, so he untied the overhead flaps of his beaver-skin hat, pulling them down the sides of his cheeks to retie the string under his chin.

  


  
    Arctic wind began to whistle down the valley V.

  


  
    Whhhhooooooooo . . .

  


  
    With no shadows and deepening twilight, it became hard to determine what was ahead of his shoes. Did it slope up, down, into a hollow, or was the drift flat? A beaver lodge bulging from the ice sent him sprawling to mitts and knees.


    He moved to the bank of the river, but that was no help, for willow bushes beneath the snow collapsed when he stepped on them. It seemed as if the land itself was booby-trapped.


    The meaning of wind chill was driven home. Every few minutes he had to wipe the back of his mitt across his eyes to keep frosted lashes from freezing together when he blinked.


    . . shhhhufffle . . . shhhhufffle . . . shhhhufffle . . .


    The snuff from twilight to darkness stirred primal fear. Into the utter black above rose a winter moon.


    As night tightened around him, the landscape fused.


    Molten moonbeams glistened the way. As he continued shhhhuffling up the silver valley, sparkling ice crystals fell from the trees. Backed by celestial pin pricks, the mountains were dark teeth, and he looked up from the belly of the beast. If he strained, he could hear water flowing and freezing under his feet.


    A howl that shattered the stillness brought him to a halt.


    It was startling in the frozen hush.


    The image that formed in his mind had flaming eyes and flashing fangs.


    More howls joined in, starting on a high note but dropping in tone.


    The mournful calls echoed down the valley.


    This was the tune of year when wolves hunted in a pack.


    The wavering call sent shivers up his spine.


    Oww. Oww. Owwhoo-oo-oo ...


    

  


  
    

  


  


  


  


  
    Loot

  


  


  
    


    Katt was wrenched back to consciousness by a sharp boom near her head as one of the logs in the cabin wall froze. Was it concussion or a drug that made her brain ache so? She vaguely remembered passing out in front of a totem pole crest of Weeping Woman clutching a grouse caught too late to save her brother from starving, with the One-Horned Goat Who Feasted Men glaring down at her from above.


    Then lights out.


    Lights back on, what she saw was her frigid prison cell, for Katt was gagged and hogtied in a cabin in the woods, lying on her side on a mattress of caribou hides on a hard floor, covered with the smelly furs of three grizzly bears.


    The light was a guttering candle.


    Her eyes darted about.

  


  
    The sole door into the cabin was hand-hewn from a huge hollow tree trunk. A thick layer of frost covered the wood. The door opened into a dark and bestial hall lined with the remains of trapped animals: moose hides, and fox pelts, and bear and beaver skins. Feathers from eagles and other raptors stuck from its ceiling, around the hindquarter of a stag butchered, dressed, and hung to age.

  


  
    The tallow of the candle was animal fat.


    Lined like troops on parade, the walls of the room were vertical logs two feet thick and chinked with moss and mud against drafts. Leghold traps with steel teeth yawned on wall hooks. Carpeting the rough planks of the floor were more skins, wolf, lynx, wolverine, coyote, and mountain goat. The windows were glass jars cemented together with mortar, blinded outside by snowdrifts up past the frames, and inside by an opaque layer of rime. Through beams above she could see a roof of hand-split shakes, and slung back and forth over the rafters were strips of flesh from the carcass suspended in the hall, strung to dry into jerky.


    The gamey stench gagged her.


    Slaughterhouse.


    An oil drum on a bed of stones served as a hearth, stone cold now. Against the wall a sled was piled with firewood. The single chair was a hollow log upholstered from elk hides. The kitchen was a shelf cluttered with cans: condensed milk with knife holes punched into its top, a tin-can sugar bowl, and a can filled with knife, fork, and spoon. A soot-black coffeepot was set on the oil drum. A mug nearby filled with its brew had been used again and again.


    The floor heaved open.


    A trapdoor.


    Hung with rattling deer hooves like Nekt's ta-awd-zep fort.


    Breath billowed up from the opening.


    A shadow danced on the wall.


    And Katt nearly died of heart arrest when the head of a wolf emerged.


    A wolf with a hissing propane lamp.


    The wolf head was worn as a hat by Winterman Snow. He was of the Wolf clan in Gunanoot. The naxnox hiding his face was White Man's Mask, a split down the middle for halait transformation. The mask was closed to offer a white man's face, eyes shut in skin as pale as winter snow, tongue sticking out in disrespect between twisted lips. The legs of the wolf skin hung down Snow's chest, over the headhunting blanket worn by Rector Noel in the photo behind Reverend Noel's desk.


    The Winterman gripped a totem pole in his other


    Six skulls harvested from white men stacked one on another up a steel rod.


    The skulls were painted with weird designs.


    Catholic crosses fashioned from erect phalluses in Gitxsan colors.


    Totem crests.


    Owned by Snow.


    And only he could tell the stories behind how they had been obtained.


    From the cellar under the cabin he pulled a wealth of loot. Naxnox hoarded by the rector and never sold to collectors. Loot the reverend inherited from him. Masks and whistles and rattles and drums and gambling sticks. Soul catchers and doctors' wigs . . . and all those wonders of halait.


    Halait here.


    Halait now.


    He hung the naxnox on the logs between the leg-hold traps, but fumbled a rattle, which hit a trigger, which sprang rusted teeth with a clangggg! Beads sprayed from the rattle in a big-bang blast that hurled particles at Katt.


    She flinched.


    Which caught the Winterman's eye.


    By the hissing glow of the lamp and the flicker of the candle, he retreated into the menacing murk of the hall, brushing the carcass to sway it as if coming back to life. When he came out, the dance he did was Deyget: capturing people. First she heard the shrill shriek of the whistle, blown to represent the voice of his naxnox spirit. This shriek, shriek, shriek shredded Katt's raw nerves. Then he danced in through the laadmsmget to her halait hell, hands gripping a compound bow and aluminum arrow he drew and aimed at her, whispers of the pulleys lost in the shriek, shriek, shriek. As he danced toward her to dramatize , suddenly he spun to loose the arrow, which ripped through the carcass of the stag and struck the door with so much force it seemed to shake the cabin


    The Deyget Katt had read about was pantomime.


    His wasn't.


    He strung another arrow and turned to dance toward her again.


    The fangs of the wolf head . . .


    The razor-head of the arrow . . .


    The whistle sticking from a hole through the outer mask . . .


    The mask flipped open like shutters.


    The Crack of Death.


    Exposing a skull face within painted with the weir designs on the skull totem.


    Closed, she noticed the red slit across the throat White Man's Mask.


    Open, she noticed the lidless eyeballs staring out of' his skull.


    Negative to positive through the Crack of Death.


    Open, closed, open, closed, transformed insight.


    Shriek, shriek, shriek blew the whistle.


    The razor-head jabbed at her eye.


    She had no mouth.


    She had to scream.


    A silent scream through the gag.


    

  


  
    

  


  


  


  


  
    Pack of Wolves

  


  


  
    


    Friday, January 12


    

  


  
    Big and Little Dippers. The path of the Milky Way. And where it divided, Cygnus the Swan. A million stars pulsed in the black beyond. A shooting star seared from west to east. As if the hand of God swept the strings of a harp, ghostly streamers of Northern Lights wavered and twisted and shifted and mingled bands of green and yellow and red behind the stark black pinnacles either side of him, as left. . . right. . . Katt. . . Katt ... he plodded on.

  


  
    Tracks of wolves crumbled under the stumble of his snowshoes.


    Winter was slowly killing him, as it had killed so many others who wandered too far from home. Would they find him frozen in his tracks, standing stiff like some weird statue? Wind chewed away at his face and bit into his bones. Needles of ice blown from the drifts cut his skin to bum like fire. He had to squint to protect his eyes, then wrench frozen lids apart to see. So fiercely cold was it he couldn't stop shivering, no matter how hard he exerted to trudge on. A tree beside him boomed as its sap froze, bursting fibers within its trunk, and causing him to wonder if his blood would do the same. A half inch of hoarfrost covered his hat. A layer of rime coated his collar. Icicles hung from his eyebrows and hair. Vapor from flared nostrils froze on contact, and when he breathed in, a mitt over his mouth and nose kept frost from his lungs.


    All the grief of winter shrouded him.


    The sob of the icy wind mourned his passing.


    . . . left. . . right. . . Katt. . . Katt. . . plodding on.


    Following paw prints up the valley.


    The dotted line of wolf tracks ran along the bank. Single file, the wolves stepped in each other's prints. Sometimes the lead wolf moved aside to switch positions with another wolf. Occasionally, a set of prints' would veer from the pack's tracks to investigate something of interest or sprinkle a boulder with scent to mark their territory. Separate from, but dogging the! pack, trailed a lone set of prints.


    Robert was dead tired. His legs and back ached. He knew he was near the end of his endurance, having long since tapped adrenaline to drive him on. Just one more step, one more step, feeling dizzy. Would the next step crumple him?


    No sign of man since entering the valley.


    No snowshoe, sled, or snowmobile tracks.


    Was this the wrong valley?


    Was it a trick?


    Was he lured here to die from—


    Then he saw the wolves.


    Raised on "Little Red Riding Hood" and "The Three Little Pigs" and "Peter and the Wolf" and "The Wolf and the Seven Kids," later reading Jack London's White Fang in his teens, all those Yukon prospectors eaten alive, DeClercq hoped to God Kevin Costner got it right in his film.


    These guys didn't look like they wanted to dance.


    They looked like vicious killers.


    The pack of seven wolves watched him from the bush along the bank ahead. They were larger and lankier than sled dogs, with longer legs, bigger paws, and narrower chests. At a hundred pounds each and built for distance travel through rugged woods, this gang of timber wolves might roam forty-five miles a day hunting for something to eat.


    Something like him?


    Robert eased the .38 from his pocket.


    Six shots.


    No more.


    The Mountie ran through what he knew about wolves in his exhausted mind. Hunting, attacking, killing, and eating in a related group, wolves are a super-predator. One predator, with many legs. A pack is dominated by an alpha male and female. No doubt the alpha male ahead was that big black beast with his tail high in the air, to whom the others turned for leadership. That meant if they attacked, he'd be most aggressive and, when it was over, would get the choicest piece of meat torn off the Mountie. A wolf wolfs close to twelve pounds of flesh a day, which meant these seven would strip him to the bone.


    He cocked the .38.

  


  
    There is no more chilling sound in the wild than a howling session by wolves, unless it's a chorus howl in front of you. Big Black threw back his head and let one go, his two-inch canine fangs gleaming by the light of the moon. Like mourners' keening intertwined, the pack joined in; then one lamentation after another dropped away until what remained was a wail so piercing it went through DeClercq's heart.

  


  
    The lead wolf turned his back on the man and loped away.


    The alpha female moved up to join her mate.


    Beta male next, and so on, the five subordinates followed in their tracks.


    The Mountie exhaled a sigh of relief and uncocked his gun, but jerked tense again as he heard the clangg! of a leghold trap.


    The alpha female shrieked.


    And yelped.


    And wailed.


    And cried . . .


    With the snarl of a hellhound, her mate turned on the man who'd set the trap—Not me! DeClercq shouted in his mind—but Big Black was already coming for him, no pre-hunt ceremony here, the pack circled nose to nose and butts out like a football team, tails wagging with the alpha male wagging last, just an all-out shred-his-throat and rip-his-balls-off rush.


    Your timber wolf or gray wolf is a huge wild dog. Just think of the biggest German shepherd you have ever faced, with five buddies as fearful as him, barking and filled with hate, really vicious dogs . . . well, this pack was more vicious than that. As they charged, the wolves fanned out in a semicircle around DeClercq, one in the woods left, one on the river right, glancing back and forth to coordinate maneuvers and cut off any escape, while the alpha male came straight for his jugular, and the beta male lurked in a blind spot to get in and grab him off guard.


    And off guard he was.


    Big Black was the most hideous demon DeClercq had ever seen. Fire when you see the whites of their eyes didn't apply here, for the eyes coming full-tilt at him blazed red under the moon. Fire when you see the whites of their fangs, now that was a different matter, for he saw the whites of forty-two teeth come springing at his throat.


    Big Black's canine fangs were spiked for clinging. They would sink deep and lock hold. The rows of jagged molars behind would tear and shear, some flesh teeth for cutting tendons, others bone teeth for cracking to his marrow. Covered with hundreds of horny projections called papillae, the tongue was long and supple to lick meat off his bones and slurp his blood. Saliva drooling around this array would lubricate wolfing chunks of him down whole.


    DeClercq fired.


    Three slugs from the .38 took Big Black midair in the chest. The wolf that slammed into and knocked down the Mountie was dead. DeClercq caught the beta male at the corner of his eye, snarling in from the river side, and pumped the last three slugs into him. Scrambling to his feet, a series of stumbles due to the snowshoes, he waved his arms and yelled at the remaining three, which turned tail and ran off.


    When it comes to wolves, the number doesn't count. Social hierarchy is the threat. The alpha male controls the charge, so taking him out quells an attack by breaking up the pack.


    His mate wailed on.


    The pain and rage in her howl cut DeClercq to the quick. He wished he'd saved a bullet to deliver a coup de grace. Was it echo, or was he passing out, for he thought he heard the female snarl behind him as well as in front, then he remembered . .


    The lone wolf!


    Ears erect and aimed at him, forehead swollen and wrinkled over blazing eyes, lips peeled in a snarl that bared broken fangs, the grizzled, mangy monster attacked from behind. Pack splitting creates lone wolves. Once a part of Big Black's gang but now unaccepted, this loner had to keep at least a hundred yards distant. It fed on what remained of kills brought down by the others, with little more than gnawed bones and raw hide to stave off hunger.


    The lone wolf was starving.


    Here was crippled food.


    DeClercq stumbling.


    So it closed in to kill.


    His empty gun in one hand, the Mountie fumbled for the radio phone in his pocket with the other, wrenching it out as the jagged fangs came at him. Then he slammed both objects together like cymbals to crush the beast's muzzle.


    The radio shattered to pieces.


    So did the wolf's jaws.


    Mangled, the loner retreated.


    Sickened by the carnage, DeClercq struggled on. He knew the leghold trap was set by Winterman Snow, and it spurred him to overcome exhaustion. Unable to get near the gnashing female to finish her off, he was followed by her howls.

  


  
    * * *

  


  
    Ahead of him, from a height, DeClercq was watched by another wolf.


    Under the wolf head was Winterman Snow.


    He didn't reload or shoot her. He's out of shells, thought the Mad Trapper.


    Time for the hunt.


    Time to kill the girl.


    

  


  
    

  


  


  


  


  
    Deja Vu

  


  


  
    


    Another cabin in the woods.


    Another dead daughter?


    Last time he had been too late.


    Was he too late again?


    The Northern Lights streamed like a ribbon ruffled by a fan, but as dawn broke beyond the eastern wall of peaks, the colors caused by solar particles bombarding the Earth's magnetic lines of force dissolved into this awakening day.


    The cabin was like the cabins in books he had once read to Jane, fairy tales before bed to see her off to sleep. It stood on a flat just above the solid river, a snowed-in abode for winter witches and ogres and trolls to haunt. The forest around was a fairy land of gargoyle shapes carved by the wind. Mounds of snow weighed down trees hunched like old women draped with shawls. Stumps were toadstools. Snow off the roof of the cabin joined drifts up the buried walls.


    Toward the open door shambled a living snowman. Like the Houses along the river at Gunanoot, stuck in the snow out front to greet him was a totem pole, an evil deed to the land with six stacked skulls.


    Footprints ran around the cabin to flee farther up the valley.


    Snowshoe marks followed.


    Stalking Katt.

  


  
    * * *

  


  
    As in a nightmare, which surely this was, the land around conspired to slow her down, while every time she glanced over her shoulder, the archer had gained ground on her.


    On seeing the knife in his hand when he came back from wherever he had gone, Katt was sure he was going to cut her throat. But instead he'd cut her bonds. The open door an invitation to run, and legs wobbling under her from being hogtied, she had made a break for it and wasn't stopped. Once outside in the bleak cold, she had run around the cabin to put it between her and the bow he'd used in halait.


    Now Katt trudged for her life.


    No doubt the snow was firmer and less deep on the frozen river, unobstructed winds having crusted it and blown some away, but that would be like floundering up an archery range. Here in the woods along the bank Katt had some protection, weaving through the maze to keep a tree or two at her back, but there were other pitfalls. Frost cracked under her to swallow a leg to the thigh, and when she planted her other foot to try to heave it out that leg sank, too.


    Katt was literally wading through pools of snow as the archer snowshoed in.


    As if to make the point, an arrow whistled through the branches beside her. Icicles fell like lances. Snow sifted down like flour. Ice splinters sprayed back from gaps ahead, for the arrow had struck a frozen waterfall blocking the bank, which filled a frozen pool before it angled right to continue flowing as the frozen valley V stream.


    The only way out was up.


    Katt climbed.


    The tips of the peaks way up there glowed with the pale orange light of dawn, slowly edging down into the dark recesses of Headless Valley. The forty-five-degree uphill gave her a foothold and underbrush to grab onto. As Katt clawed her way up to the flats above, she found breathing an ordeal, the air so frigid big gulps burned her lungs, yet gulps of oxygen were crucial to fuel the machine.


    Katt suffered.


    And reached the flats.


    Here was another snow field to wade across, open to the archer before the uphill rose again, but to her right was an ice cave sunk in an outcrop near the crest of the waterfall. Glancing left, she saw the archer as he closed in through the woods, obviously on a path cut for snowshoeing. Beside her loomed a pine with stripped lower branches, the Canada jays perched on it puffed up like feather balls to keep warm. The chickadees were so cold they refused to sing.


    Katt snapped off a branch to use like a gondolier to help pole her through the snow.


    She waded toward the cave.


    


    Standing at the edge of the woods under snow-laden trees, Winterman Snow nocked a razor-head on the string, extended his bow arm toward the spine of the girl, drew back the nock to anchor the string at the corner of his mouth, and let loose the shot.


    Shhhhewwww . . .


    The snow around him was unmarked by recent marten, mouse, and squirrel tracks, for the furred had settled into hollows and dens.


    Dens like the cave beyond the fleeing girl.


    A snowshoe hare had ventured out. As it hopped in front of Katt, she brought down the pole, jerking away at the last moment to keep from spearing it, and that's when the arrow ripped through her parka between her arm and her body.


    The razor-head shot into the cave beyond.


    The roar that came out was loud enough to shake snow from the trees.


    

  


  
    

  


  


  


  


  
    Grizzly

  


  


  
    


    Ursus arctos horribilis.


    The Latin name says it all.


    Ursus arctos horribilis.


    The horrible northern bear.


    To the Blackfoot of Alberta, it's "the real bear," a beast so sacred and powerful they won't say its name aloud, referring to it as "grandfather" instead. White explorers called it "the grizzly bear," a name derived from its grizzled fur, or the grisly fear it instilled. Until now Katt's name for it had been "teddy bear," for the stuffed animal other kids hugged was designed" from this monster.


    Scratch Bear, too.


    There came a ferocious snarl and the cracking of trampled bones, the terrifying combination of which was magnified by and echoed within the dark confines of the cave. First to emerge from the black hole were the jaws of the beast, forty-two teeth so powerful they can grip the neck of six hundred pounds and shake so hard the feet leave the ground and its prey hangs in the air. The snout was higher at the tip than between the eyes, which gave the bear its characteristic "dish-faced" look. So sharp its sense of smell can detect scents miles away, it's said if a grizzly gets a whiff of you, it can tell the color of your granny's wedding dress.


    The nose guiding these fangs was locked on Katt.


    Fresh meat.


    Bears are the largest and strongest meat eaters on Earth. A grizzly eats all but granite, hunters say. The role of man eater comes easily, and no other carnivore in North America rivals its first- or even its second-strike capability. A grizzly is as dangerous as a hand grenade. Slow moving one moment, lightning and fury the next, it has the brute strength to kill a man with one swipe of its paw, and the vindictiveness to maul him as long as he's alive. Hate for humans lies just below the surface, and it takes little to enrage a grizzly bear. Short-tempered and unpredictable, they bag more hunters and campers than any other beast. Man is never safe in grizzly country. The humpback relishes feeding on human meat.


    This bear was hungry.


    And this bear was enraged.


    The grizzly that burst from the mouth of the cave weighed eight hundred pounds, and could stand nine feet tall on its hind paws. Low-slung, thick-set, and muscular; with legs short, stout, and strong beyond belief; its heavy head supported by a burly neck thicker than its massive skull; the hump on its shoulders bunched muscles powering front paws armed with four-inch rakelike claws that moved independently like human fingers; dark brown fur with stiff guard hairs "frosted" silver at the tips grizzling its back and shoulders; the high forehead and concave snout likening the face to that of an overgrown dog ... the impression burned into Katt's mind was one of raw, brutal power.


    Killer in front.


    Killer behind.


    Katt froze in her tracks.


    When it comes to behavior, bears are as unique as people. Solitary predators, they live in a hierarchy of dominance. Dominance is maintained by ritualized threat displays that occur when one grizzly moves too close to another, or when two bears compete for a choice feeding spot, or when two strangers meet for the first time. A bear's reaction to facing a human is influenced by the same factors. The outcome depends on how you fit into the dominance hierarchy. How big is your body and how many are with you? What's the bear's sex, age, size, reproductive status, and prior experience with humans? There are no rules to predict how you will measure up, but whatever you do, don't provoke a grizzly. Sudden movement may cause the bear to charge. Encroaching into "individual space" is foolish. And aggressive acts will spur immediate attack.


    The bear's reaction tells you if you're going to live or die.


    Like Katt's fate.


    If you're lucky, the bear will flee. Fleeing isn't an option open to you. The grizzly can run at speeds in: excess of thirty-five mph, and you need a fast horse to stay in front. Contrary to myth, it can dash downhill and turn on a dime.


    If you're lucky, the bear will threat-display. It will rear up on hind legs to sniff your scent, swinging itsi head from side to side. It will huff, pant, hiss, and whuff at you. It will turn sideways to display its bulk. Front legs stiff, it will advance shit-your-pants close, then veer to one side. It will slap its paws on the ground. Or, lower lip extended, it will repeatedly; gnash jaws to "pop" its fangs.


    If you're lucky, the bear will let you subordinate by slowly backing away.


    If you're unlucky, the bear will charge.


    Katt was unlucky.


    The arrow saw to that.


    October or November sees grizzlies den alone. Some hole up in caves used for thousands of years. Some dig their own. Bears don't eat, defecate, or urinate during hibernation. How long—five to seven months—depends on climate. The colder, the longer. The winter sleep of grizzlies differs from that of other mammals, for body temperature drops just a few degrees, ensuring they are capable of rapid arousal.


    Owing to predation by wolves and other bears, sleeping grizzlies will jerk awake to protect themselves. The arrow stabbed into its gut had aroused this horror.


    Literally exploding from the mouth of its den, the grizzly came for Katt in a kill-or-be-killed charge. No whuff-whuff of warning in its bawling roar, just rage from rising on the wrong side of the bed. It plowed the snow as it stormed at Katt, billows of white blowing in its wake, paws pounding the ice pack as it came bearing down.


    Adrenaline squeezed Katt's stomach into knots.


    Adrenaline sent blood screaming along her arteries and veins.


    Bearanoia seized her mind as Katt stood paralyzed.


    Nowhere to run. Nowhere to hide.


    In facing death, they say life passes before your eyes.


    Death passed before Katt's instead.


    Her imagination got ahead of her. . . .


    You have two responses to a grizzly charge, if you can't retreat to safety. The hope being aggression will frighten and dominate the bear, your only response if it is coming to devour you is to fight back with every means available.


    This bear was hungry.


    It hadn't eaten for months.


    So Plan A saw Katt jumping up and down, yelling as loud as she could and waving her arms in the air, then raising her jacket to make herself seem bigger than she was.


    This bear was riled, an arrow in its gut.


    No song and dance would scare it off.


    The second half of Plan A called for hitting and kicking and screaming after the grizzly grabbed hold of her, but that seemed worse to Katt than Plan B, so she watched herself drop to play dead. Playing dead doesn't work if the bear craves you as food.


    Katt's catch-22.


    It seemed like she was falling for a long time, a slow-mo tumble that lasted forever; then she sank into the snow amid a puff of powder. The ravenous, pissed-off bear loomed above. In fatal attacks a grizzly usually mauls by crushing chomps to the base of the skull and disembowelment. To protect her head, neck, and belly as best she could, Katt curled up in a ball onf her side, vital organs safeguarded by drawing her legs! up to her chest, face buried between her knees. Elbows together, she clasped her hands behind her neck to lock her head in her arms. Her crown was exposed, but chewing there slides off the top of the skull. Better to be scalped than decapitated.


    What could be more terrifying than being seized in the jaws of a grizzly intent on devouring you?


    The next thing Katt knew the bear had her by the foot. It' pulled her through the snow like a toy doll, then sank its teeth deep into her thigh, shaking Katt and tearing the hell out of her leg. She screamed, but screaming had no effect on the bear, for prey always screamed and howled as it was torn apart. Thanks to shock, Katt suffered no immediate blast of pain. She caught the sickening sound of flesh ripping as bones crushed. The bear dragged her back, then jerked her from the ground as fangs bit into her side just below the ribs. A whoosh of air expelled from a punctured lung.


    MY GOD, I'M BEING EATEN ALIVE!


    The bear dropped her on the ground and chewed into her back. Katt knew she was a goner if it got hold of her neck. She clamped her hands so tightly, her knuckles turned white. Instinct told her playing dead meant bite after bite. Instinct told her resisting would intensify the attack. Katt heard blood spurting out of her into the snow. It went pssst pssst like a cut hose. Had to be a severed artery.


    The grizzly straddled her, feeding on Katt Bones cracked like wishbones with each hungry bite. She tried to protect her stomach, but couldn't move. She knew she was a goner if the grizzly gutted her. The bear tore Katt open from her waist to her shoulder, yanking out a rib while stripping meat from her spine. Then it seized Katt's head.


    The jaws closed around her temples like a vise. As teeth slipped off her skull and peeled away her scalp, taking part of one ear along, Katt unclasped her hands and forced them between the fangs, inviting the bear to chew on her arms instead. Katt could feel its fur on her skin and smell its rank breath, a terrible stench foul from its last meal of carrion.


    The grizzly cocked its foreleg and sideswiped her head.


    The entire right half of Katt's face from the eye across to the nose and down to the chin was torn away. Her right eye was ripped from its socket, and she could barely distinguish anything with her left. Her nose was shorn off and cartilage stuck out of the crater. Katt's right cheek and part of her left were gone, her mouth so mangled that she couldn't make a sound except with her throat. Three teeth were left in her jaw while the rest dangled loose. All the flesh and skin torn off her face hung down beneath her chin like a bloody, gruesome bib. The pain in her mauled, half-skull head was beyond bearing . . .


    That was how death passed before Katt's eyes.


    Her imagination screened it in her mind as a slow-motion horror film.


    Now, as the bear neared, reality was catching up to fantasy, and in a moment imagination would play out as fact.


    Bearing this bad dream in mind, Katt gripped tight hold of the branch she had used to pole through drifts of snow, and as the shaggy male grizzly closed to smash into her and knock her to the ground, she dodged to one side and swung it like a baseball bat hard as she could at its muzzle.

  


  
    Craaaack!


    A home run for sure.

  


  
    Had the bat not snapped in two and spun from her hands.


    The grizzly reared up on hind legs and roared with more rage than before.


    It caught the pinwheeling end of the broken bat in its gnashing jaws, spraying splinters of spiked wood in all directions.


    Reared nine feet high over her, the grizzly seemed almost human to Katt.


    Dawn rippled across its silver-tipped pelt as the maddened monster cocked a paw and growled at Katt, then swung its hump-powered claws down to rip her head from her body.


    

  


  
    

  


  


  


  


  
    White Man

  


  


  
    


    Crimson dawn washed down into the Headless Valley like a flood of blood. Stars in devoured night snuffed out one by one, including the two bears, Ursa Major and Minor. The Earth's axis aligns with the brightest star in Ursa Minor: Polaris or the Pole Star. You get your bearings in the north by sighting on the first two stars of Ursa Minor, which point directly at the Pole Star.


    DeClercq took his bearings from the raging roar of the grizzly. It echoed down the Headless Valley toward the forest cabin, as if retracing Katt's tracks and the stalking snowshoes.


    Forcing his leaden legs to trudge as fast as they could, the Mountie struggled on up into the bloody wash draining into Headless Valley from the decapitated face of the sun.


    Blood on blood? he thought.

  


  
    


    The grizzly bear is the main crest among the many Houses of the Wolf Clan. Behind the grizzly bear crests on Gitxsan totem poles lurks the legend of the Medeek. Before Tarn Lax Aamid was dispersed by the Flood, it was nearly destroyed many times as a lesson to the Gitxsan not to spoil nature. From the Lake of Summer Pavilions—Seeley Lake west of Hazelton on a white man's map—rose the supernatural Medeek. This huge grizzly ravaged the countryside, tearing up the slopes of Stii Kyo Din, then raging through Tarn Lax Aamid's Street of Chiefs to avenge the Trout naxnox after young women thoughtlessly adorned themselves with fishbones. To Gitxsan, Medeek means both "grizzly bear" and "big and powerful." Many times had Winterman Snow worn the grizzly naxnox in the reverend's loot, the skin of a bear and mask of a man transforming him, while he alternated walking erect and on all fours to dance spiritually in halait as Grizzly Man.

  


  
    Winterman Snow was of the Wolf Clan.


    Sighting down the shaft of the arrow, he targeted the Medeek.


    She's mine, not yours, he thought.


    No hunter gains a closer acquaintance with grizzly bears than he who uses a bow. The area for a clean kill is no bigger than a football. The target is just behind the head, below the back hump, and above the shoulder of the front leg. The first shot is the most important, so don't shoot until you can place the arrow. To kill a bear broadside, aim for the low neck. The best shot for a bow hunter is from the side, with the bear facing away at a forty-five-degree angle, placing your arrow behind the shoulder where it avoids heavy bone and can knife into the lungs and heart. Bears hit there often drop in their tracks, and few run more than fifty yards before they fall for keeps. To kill a bear face-on, aim at the low center neck. To break it down first, aim for the shoulders. Head shots often don't finish the bear, and above all, avoid a gut shot. A silvertip with an arrow in its gut is as dangerous as any beast on Earth. Rage matches pain, and it is going to even the score before it dies if it can.


    Everything about this shot was wrong.


    Reared up on its hind legs beyond Katt, the Medeek loomed huge against the sun-red slope. Already gut shot and riled as could be, it cocked its paw to swipe Katt with a sweep that would cover the kill area far back in its padded chest. A bow with a draw weight of fifty to sixty pounds will drive a razor-head all the way through lungs and heart if properly placed. The bow in Snow's grip was powered down to forty pounds so arrows would stick from his human prey like those in the painting of Saint Sebastian behind the reverend's desk. The killing power of the bow was weak for a bear, since the arrow had to pierce thick fur and slice through layers of fat and tough muscle to breach the rib cage and reach vital organs within.

  


  
    He brought the bow to full draw and let the string slip off his fingers.


    Shhhhewww . . .


    You can't get your hunting heads too sharp. Katt ducked the sweep of claws to curl up in the snow as the arrow whistled over her, burying itself to the feathers in the grizzly's throat. The paw veered to its neck and snapped off the nock end of the shaft. Thundering roars bellowing from the wound avalanched snow down the slope above the mouth of the cave, spewing sprays of white at Katt and the Medeek. Heaving down across her, the beast strode over Katt and came for Winterman Snow. The White Man loosed another razor-head, for in a showdown with a grizzly, you don't stop shooting as long as it moves or twitches.


    The arrow struck the Medeek in the shoulder. Round and round spun the bear, biting at the feathers on the metal shaft, blood streaming out of the puncture in its throat, before it charged again. Muzzle jutting forward and jaws open wide, growls rumbling from the pit behind its fangs, the beast came plowing through the snow like an icebreaker, chunks of frozen crust hurled right and left. Winterman Snow nocked another arrow on the string and hooked it with the first three fingers of his hand, extending his bow arm toward the oncoming fangs as he drew the shaft back to anchor feathers at the corner of his mouth.


    Twelve feet . . .


    Ten feet . . .


    Eight feet . . .


    The White Man loosed the shot.

  


  
    The slingshot effect of the bow picked up the peak weight of forty pounds stored in both arms to drive the razor-point down the bear's throat. No bones to; deflect it, the arrow ranged the length of the beast's body and tore it apart inside, slicing through the heart, lungs, liver, and intestines before it lodged somewhere in the bowels. Bleeding to death deep within still Medeek came on, eyes glazing as front paws stumble then the bloody jaws of the grizzly crashed into snow at the archer's feet.


    When the white man first arrived in North America there were about 200,000 grizzlies here. The numbe has dwindled to about 25,000 today, a quarter of whic roam the north of British Columbia. Now there ws one Medeek less.


    "Katt!"


    The White Man turned.


    From the woods sloping down to the iced-over river glazing the valley floor, DeClercq stumbled frantically toward the curled-up girl. Snow was halfway between the Horseman and Katt. He could easily take both down with the bow, but he hadn't gone to all trouble for an easy hunt.


    Not when he could torment, strip, rape, hunt, Saint Sebastian Corporal Spann's friend.


    No need for bait now that he was here.


    Snow yanked the beheading knife from his belt and went for Katt.


    


    "Katt!"


    At first she thought his voice was her imagination running away with her. Curled up in a fetal ball will her face between her knees, sound muffled by arms hammerlocking her head, she thought her "Dad" shouting "Katt!" from far away was her mind hallucinating under stress. Time had slipped to slow-mo again. Waiting for the pissed-off grizzly to maul her, would amazing grace deliver her from life wrapped in the voice of the dad she had yearned for so long and had finally enjoyed for such a short time?


    She wished she had Scratch Bear.


    To love to death.


    So disoriented was she that Katt had no idea where the grizzly was. Its roar had boomed like thunder high above. Then its fur had brushed her skin as it stepped across. Then it had bellowed repeatedly on this side of her. If traversing her was so it could attack from over here, why was it taking forever for the grizzly mauling to begin?


    Katt peeked and saw the bear dead in the snow.


    Trudging toward her from the woods was Bob yelling, "Katt!"


    And closing fast between her and him was the madman of the north.


    


    "Katt!"


    "Jane!" he cries, and tries to run to her from the maple trees, but his legs feel heavy, so very heavy, as if forged from lead, while he must run fast, very fast, if he's to get from here to there in time to wrench his terrified daughter from impending death. Doomed to live the prophetic nightmare in real life, Robert floundered through the snow impeding nun, having pushed his leaden legs past the point of slave driving long ago, and now as he staggered the last hundred feet of the marathon, they failed him. With mounting anxiety he stares down to see what's holding him back, and discovers both feet are planted in the ground. He drops the crossbow and grabs one leg with both hands to tear it free. Unable to budge it, he switches legs and tugs with all his strength, straining until his rooted flesh begins to upheave, clods of earth clinging to the filamented ankle he weeds from soil groaning under the maple leaves, a tug-of-war waged with Mother Nature for his daughter's life. Gone was the shuffling glide required to slide his snowshoes across the ice pack, for only if he ran fast, as fast as he had ever run in his life, would he reach Katt at the same time as the killer. But more haste, less speed, says the proverb, and running sank the tips of his snowshoes into the snow, the crust beneath the powder catching them, while he gripped both legs behind his thighs to pump like a railway engine, using his upper torso to power his exhausted feet. "Let go of me!" he orders. "DAD-DYYYYYYY!" cries Jane."Bob!" yelled Katt as the psycho grabbed the hood of her parka and wrenched her from the ground, swinging Katt halfway around so she landed on her knees facing DeClercq, hood torn from her head to release her ash-blond hair, which the Decapitator grabbed and jerked up to stretch Katt's neck, the arm with the beheading knife sweeping back to slice. Now his legs are free and he is lurching forward, dragging half the forest floor toward the cabin. Chunks of sod weigh down his botanic feet, which rustle like snakes through the fiery leaves. Pains of overexertion shoot up and down his arm. Now his feet turned up chunks of ice instead, the crust beneath groaning as it cracked and buckled, the powder on top puffing like breath from below. Desperately trying to free himself of his dragging feet, his body leaned forward like the Roadrunner in cartoons, snow churning behind with hands outstretched in a last-ditch effort to save Katt which he knew was too late.


    "Daddy's coming! Don't leave me, Jane!"


    Ten feet short of the psycho and Katt, Robert fell to his knees.


    "Freeze, white man," snarled Winterman Snow. "And forget the gun. I know it's empty. I watched you fight the wolves. But to be sure, toss it away."


    On hands and knees Robert saw the knife poised to behead Katt. The Decapitator stood behind her, gripping Katt's hair. No way could he cross the distance between before the knife hacked. He withdrew his gun from his parka and threw it away.


    The Mountie was unarmed.


    Tears flowed from Katt's eyes as they locked with his, not a sound uttered by the great lone land as fate hung in the balance.


    "You came," Katt whispered.

  


  
    "I knew you'd come, Daddy. I Knew you wouldn't fail me."

  


  
    The hacked-off head on the pole isn't Jane's.


    The hacked-off head is Katt's.


    "Hear me, white man," spat Winterman Snow. "It was your friend Corporal Spann who betrayed me. He found me when I ran away from the reverend's school, and said I was lying when I told him what the holy man did to us over the desk in his office. He returned me to Reverend Noel, who raped me with this ring on his cock from then on. For years after I was released from that school, my bowels let go and I shat myself every time I was around whites.


    "Hear me, white man," spat Winterman Snow. "It was you who denied me revenge. You killed Corporal Spann's kid before I could. All you whites do is steal from us. You stole our land. You stole my life. And you stole my revenge.


    "Hear me, white man," spat Winterman Snow. "I have her and I have you, and this is my land. I'll treat you no worse than you treated us. First I'll hack your arms off so you can't defend yourself. Then I'll strip your culture from who you are inside. Then I'll have your ass like the reverend did me. Then I'll hunt you down like the animal you are, and like we should have every white who set foot on our land. I'm the hunter. You're the hunted. And may Saint Sebastian be with you at the end."


    "Let her go," DeClercq said. "This is between you and me."


    "Learn to share, white man. Learn to potlatch your wealth. You can have her head to mount atop your totem pole."


    "NOOOOO!" yelled DeClercq as the knife swept down, his body leaping from the snow as every muscle strained to hurl him across the gap, the snowshoes tearing from his feet as he sprang, while blood exploded like a halo around Katt's head, and a crack that must be a vertebra smashing shattered the brittle air.


    Katt's body tumbled to the blood-spattered snow as DeClercq lunged for the kidnapper ducking behind, seizing him by the neck as he had that kidnapper long ago, crushing vessels that fed life to the brain, eye popping out of both sockets and tongue sticking out of the mouth. Then hands encircled his legs fron below and clung for dear life, and blood squirted on of the holes in the head staring vacantly back at hir


    Cyclops eye in the forehead.


    Back of the skull blown away.


    "You came," Katt gasped as she clung tightly to him, and Robert released his grip on the dead man embrace her.


    Dumbfounded, he watched the body crash back the snow.


    The White Man was white man Rafe "Bush" Dodd


    Then turning to sight back along the trajectory the shot, he saw the source of the crack he had thought was Katt's spine smashing, for there at the edge of the woods sloping up from the frozen rive below, standing behind a silent dog sled halted in the trees, rifle to his shoulder for a hell of a shot, was Mountie in the winter dress of the Force.


    The son of a Yukon trapper raised in the wood Ed "Mad Dog" Rabidowski could take the eye out a squirrel with a .22 at one hundred feet before he was six.


    Sometimes even in real life the cavalry comes ove the hill in the nick of time.


    

  


  
    

  


  


  


  


  
    Sundown

  


  


  
    


    Hazelton


    


    They watched the news, the three of them, on TV in Ghost Keeper's hospital room.


    "Sundown saw the end of the sundance at Totem Lake today. Rebels in the armed camp walked out peacefully, finalizing the largest police operation in the 125-year history of the RCMP. Twenty rebels, two of them whites, were led out of the stronghold by four native spiritual leaders. They were advised of their Charter rights and searched at a checkpoint near the Kispiox Road, before police drove them to New Hazelton Detachment. There, as the rebels were ushered into custody, they were greeted by chants and beating drums as supporters raised their fists in a power salute or waved eagle feathers along fence lines draped with flags from the Mohawk Warrior Society. The militant known as Grizzly, who had vowed he would leave the camp in a body bag, did. Moses John, the spiritual leader whose sundance led to the showdown with police, also came out dead."


    The camera cut from the talking head of the BCTV reporter fronting the scene at the detachment to one of a native with black shoulder-length hair in braids. He wore a leather jacket painted with an image of Almighty Voice.


    "Nothing is ended. The issues remain the same. But now the Horsemen have martyred two shot brothers to the cause."


    "Wrong," said Chandler to the TV. "Bush Dodd shot Moses John."


    "We know that for sure?" asked DeClercq.


    Chandler nodded. "The first thing Ident did at the camp was dig the bullet that killed John out of a tree by the lake. The Firearms tech who serviced our weapons matched it to the rifle found in Dodd's plane. Irony is it's the same gun Bob grabbed to shoot Grizzly from the air. One way or another, we'd have recovered both slugs from the camp, giving us ballistic evidence tying Dodd to the crime."


    "For years extremists in the Indian movement have hoped for a martyr killed by a bullet from the Canadian government," Ghost Keeper said. "Now they have Grizzly, and his face can replace Almighty Voice on that brave's jacket. Too bad the media know who shot Grizzly. From the ballistics, they might conclude that Dodd made both shots."


    "Thank God you shot Grizzly and saved Rabidowski," said DeClercq. "Had you not saved the Mad Dog, Katt and I would be dead."


    "Amen," said Chandler.


    "Dodd was cunning," Ghost Keeper said. "The day he and Spann landed on the lake, he overheard me tell her Moses John had denied anyone in camp had shot the headless man frozen in the ice. He knew someone from the rebel camp had seen him stalking Vanderkop in the woods above the falls just before the freeze. From what the witness was doing at the time, he guessed it was the spiritual leader we were off to meet. So after we helped unload his snowmobile and supplies from the plane, instead of heading for Zulu base along the road to the west, Dodd angled northwest to the woods near the Sundance circle just beyond and outside the rebel camp. It was snowing, but the wind opened sightlines. When he saw Moses John talking to Spann, he shot the spiritual leader through the head. The Sundancers and Doomsdayers were at odds in camp, so not only did the bullet shut Moses up, but it made us think Grizzly or one of his ilk pulled the trigger."


    "Dodd had horseshoes up his ass. The noise of your snowmobile approaching camp masked his. The curtain of snowflakes hid him. The roar as your snowmobile escaped drowned out his. And soon the snow covered his tracks," said Chandler.


    "He may have planned to kill Spann, too," DeClercq said, "but missed the shot when his sightline from the sundance circle closed. Not only would her death avenge his hate for Corporal Spann, but killing her would also erase what John told her."


    "Dodd reached Zulu base ahead of us, and was there when I brought in Spann. As we were standing around the body cut from the ice, the Mad Dog said, 'I know lots of bow hunters who'd shoot this arrow, and all of them are white.''


    Ghost Keeper related the conversation that took on new meaning now:


    "That jibes with what John told me just before he was shot,' Spann agreed. 'He said he may have spied the archer hunting above the falls at twilight prior to the freeze. When I asked who, she said, 'the last thing he said was "The white man . . ."


    " 'The white man?' I said.


    'Not a lot to work with. But maybe someone knows a Caucasian who bow-hunts near here.'


    "That's when Dodd said, 'Unless he meant the White Man. In which case you're looking for a native trapper with lines around here.'


    "A native called the White Man?' said Spann."


    "And Dodd said, 'He's albino, and whiter than you or me.'


    " 'Real name?' I asked.


    " 'Winterman Snow.'


    " 'Met him?'


    " 'A few times, when I landed hell and gone in the bush. He's a lone wolf who survives off the land. Comes out occasionally to sell furs.'


    "Then Spann said, winking at Dodd, "The good old' days might not be over yet. We may get to bush-hunt our own Mad Trapper.' Evidently, in the plane, while flying north, they'd discussed the 1930s' manhunt for the Mad Trapper of Rat River."


    On-screen, the camera cut to a Gitxsan elder withi a wrinkled face.


    "Our children have been taunted and bullied," said the chief. "Members of our community have been beaten up. Others have received serious personal'm threats. Now we are left to pick up the pieces. We must work to heal the rifts among both Indian people and whites caused by the standoff."


    The camera cut back to the BCTV reporter.


    "Events at Totem Lake have exposed deep divisions within First Nations over leadership, spiritualism, anam militancy as the means to the end. Future battle lines seem to be drawn between traditionalists and the tribal councils elected under the Indian Act."


    "You're right, Bob," agreed DeClercq. "Cunning is the word. Dodd wasn't original. He was sly. Dodd picked up and used whatever was at hand. He heard! the story of an Alaskan businessman who forced women to satisfy him sexually and, if they didn't,! hunted them naked through the woods. Using that M.O. to avenge childhood abuse at the reverend's school, he kidnapped or waylaid stand-in white menT to bugger and bow-hunt in the northern woods. When Moses John witnessed 'the white man' on the hunt, that white man slyly turned our attention to the albino boy he'd known at school, and aged him into 'the White Man,' Winterman Snow. Then Dodd adapted the legend of the hunt for the Mad Trapper of Rat River to launch a modern manhunt for another Mad Trapper who was actually him."


    From the St. Sebastian file of the RCMP task force investigating abuse allegations at residential schools. DeClercq withdrew a witness statement and a photograph. The photo was the one George had studied on the wall of the task force office before he flew north. Snapped in 1955, it was the class photo for that year. The sullen Indian kids dressed in uniform were flanked by Reverend Noel and the white families who ran the school. A boy with Indian features and skin as snow white as his hair stood at the end of one row of native kids, next to a white boy of the same age. Standing guard in the photo was a Mountie in Red Serge.

  


  
    "Dodd was more successful at deflecting us than he knew." DeClercq placed the class photo on the bedspread where all could see. "There is the White Man, Winterman Snow." His finger touched the albino boy. "There is the white man who abused him." His finger moved to Reverend Noel. "There is the white man who turned a blind eye to return runaways to worse abuse." He indicated Corporal Alfred Spann. "And there—named on back of the picture as 'Myrtle Dodd's son'—is the boy who grew into the white man who tricked us."

  


  
    His finger moved to the white boy of the same age beside the albino.


    "I did some reading between the lines in the file. Myrtle Dodd was the widowed sister of Reverend Noel. As matron of the school, she resided there with her only child, Rafe. Mrs. Dodd died from a stroke in 1956, the same year Winterman Snow vanishes from subsequent class photographs.

  


  
    "Reverend Noel, his uncle, took charge of the boy, and no doubt was soon bending him over that desk in his office, too.

  


  
    "Winterman Snow, a sickly lad, ran away that year. There's no indication that he returned to the school. A logical conclusion, based on what Dodd told us, is the albino boy grew up as a woodsman trapping in the bush, attacking white men to avenge abuse by a white man at the school.


    "But that's not what the chief at Gunanoot told me happened, based on rumors whispered among other kids at the school. When Winterman Snow ran away he was caught by Corporal Spann, who—sexually warped himself—took the runaway back to Noel. The file contains a witness statement by another boy, which I suspect tells us what became of Snow."


    DeClercq read from the same statement Ghost Keeper had read in the task force office:


    "My name is Simon Joe. . . .


    "One day I ran away, but the local Mountie caught me. He called my story lies, and dragged me back to the reverend. The reverend put this knobbed ring around his cock, and told me boys who tried to escape suffered the arrowhead.


    "One boy couldn't take it.


    "He drowned himself in the river.


    "The reverend called it an accident and buried him on the bank.


    "The boy who drowned," said DeClercq, "was Winterman Snow."


    Inspector Zinc Chandler appeared on TV.


    "As officer in charge of this investigation, I am extremely gratified that with the orderly evacuation of the Totem Lake camp, this tense and dangerous situation', has been resolved peacefully. It has been our objective, from day one to avoid confrontation and bloodshed. Only when fired upon did we fire back. With the prisoners safely out of camp and our Members out of danger, I am glad to say we achieved our goal. A peaceful resolution is what we always want, and if we think we can get one, we will always demonstrate that we are a patient Force. I wish to pay tribute to the Gitxsan spiritual leaders and the keeper of the Sundance ceremony who negotiated a peaceful end. Today we saw the important role native spirituality can have in solving disputes. Violence and the Doomsday aspect led some of those in camp away from their spirituality—their inner selves, if you like. The spiritual leaders brought them back to their spiritual side, which was, I think, essential."


    "Good Lord," said DeClercq. "How long till you and your silver tongue run for Parliament?"


    "You'd rather I fired a few rounds with a hearty 'Yee-haw'?"


    DeClercq placed another photo from the file on the bed. Reverend Noel sat writing a sermon on the desk in his office at St. Sebastian School. Side by side on the wall behind were pictures of Saint Sebastian pierced by Roman arrows and Rector Noel draped in the headhunting blanket.

  


  
    "Boys raped over the desk faced those images. They combined to warp a headhunting archer, the Decapita-tor. Somehow, native spirituality seized Dodd. What Katt saw him do in the cabin indicates he became Winterman Snow. Artifacts relinquished to Rector Noel last century were halait naxnox. Each was imbued with a powerful spirit. Though most were sold to rich collectors, obviously the rector kept the best naxnox for himself, and those came down to his great-grand-nephew Paul Noel. The reverend, being a pedophile Catholic priest, died without kids. Rafe Dodd inherited Noel's estate and found the naxnox hidden away, "including the headhunting blanket."

  


  
    "You think Dodd was possessed by Winterman Snow by means of the relics?" Chandler asked.


    "How the psychology worked, I don't know. But when I return to Vancouver, I know who to ask. Dodd embarked on a campaign of revenge. With his bush plane he could fly anywhere. Who knows how many woodsmen and loners he trapped over the years to stalk as sexual stand-ins for Reverend Noel? And if not for the Totem Lake rebels, we still wouldn't know about him." The TV reporter was back on-screen.


    "The Totem Lake encampment has been sealed by RCMP to gather evidence. Those who shot at the Mounties will be charged with attempted murder. It's doubtful whether others will be charged with trespass or mischief, since Herb McCall, the legal owner of Totem Lake, quitclaimed the land to the Gitxsan Nation before the rebels threw down their AK-47s and came out. We can expect—legal experts say—that any trial of the issues will take a long time in court. Trespass involves interfering with the lawful use of property without legal justification, excuse, or color of right In returning the land to the Gitxsan, McCall may have given the rebels a defense in law."


    "The white men raped and hunted were mental I stand-ins for Reverend Noel. But Dodd had an ax to grind with Corporal Spann, too, for returning him to Noel when he ran away. For years Katherine Spann had worked abroad for Special X. Then I brought her back to groom as head of Operations B, and sent her north to investigate the Decapitator.


    "Suddenly, Dodd found a stand-in for her father in his plane. Cunning, he never killed if suspicion shone on him. First, he lost the opportunity to shoot her at the lake with Moses John. Then she was continually with other Members of the Force. Then I called her south to rework the Headhunter case. And finally, revenge eluded him when I shot Spann.


    "But not for long.


    "In the aftermath of her death, what did Dodd hear through the media? That Alfred Spann had been my mentor when I joined the Force. That he entrusted me with Wilfred Blake's gun, which I passed on to his daughter in the Headhunter case. That I had dedicated my history of the Force to him. And that when my daughter, Jane, was kidnapped, I tried to save her alone.


    "Denied revenge through Katherine Spann, Dodd went after me.


    "Suddenly, he found me and my 'daughter,' Katt, in his plane. Sly, he never killed when suspicion pointed at him. So Dodd dropped us at Gunanoot and flew out of sight, then doubled back on his snowmobile to abduct Katt. When I called on her cell phone, he answered hi a native voice, and—with no noise in the background—told me how to get her back."


    "The call we intercepted," Chandler said.


    "A minute later, I called Dodd by radio phone, and he had the plane engine going as if in the ah". Or was it the snowmobile, which I mistook for his plane? Dodd returned for me with Katt drugged, bound, and hidden in the hold behind the rear seat. His return witnessed by natives in the village, who could later describe the series of events, Dodd flew off to drop me at the mouth of the Headless Valley."


    "Infrared and sonar picked you up. Rumor was more weapons were coming in by air," Chandler said, "so we had the military tracking every plane in the north. We went so far as to ask Vancouver bush carriers to frisk for skyjackers."


    "Dodd did what he did when he ambushed you and Mad Dog on patrol, Bob. He flew to the northern end of the valley and hid the plane, then snowmobiled south to the cabin with Katt to be there when I arrived. The Mounted was already on the hunt for Winterman Snow, and I was on a rogue hunt of my own, so when Dodd returned next day after being commandeered by me, you would believe I ordered him—as the most superior officer around—not to reveal what I was doing under threat of obstruction or worse charges if Katt got killed. It was a repeat of my failed effort to save Jane, except this time Winterman Snow got both Katt and me."


    "Why the ruse of luring you into the valley," said George, "when he had you and Katt in his plane? Why not land and do it there?"


    "Because I was to be the ultimate hunt. In me he had a stand-in for both the reverend and the corporal. A white man. A Mountie. And Alfred's friend. He wanted to savor every moment and make it last. The joy for the hunter is the hunt before the kill. Dodd would make me pay and pay and pay . . . which I would have, Zinc, had you not sent the Mad Dog."


    "You never let a Member face death alone, even if he doesn't want backup. The problem was how to get help silently to you, so as not to tip the killer. A chopper dropped the Mad Dog out of earshot, and he mushed a dog team up the valley on your trail."


    "You certainly picked the right man."


    "It was you who taught me: The secret of command is to know your personnel, so when the need arises you choose 'the right tool for the job.' "


    "Thanks," said DeClercq.


    On-screen was a view of Totem Lake taken from the air, the sundance circle visible in the snow on shore as the sun went down behind the majestic peaks to the west. The voice-over of the TV reporter was closing out the piece:


    "In the end, the native spirituality that inspired the rebels delivered a peaceful solution. Medicine men released them from the spiritual obligation to protect Totem Lake. The RCMP succeeded where law enforcement in Waco, Texas, failed by taking the time to listen to what the rebels said. In both cases rebels built barricades out of passionate belief. In Waco it was belief in an apocalypse. Here, it was belief in Doomsday, too, plus belief they had been oppressed and cheated by the Canadian government for a century. The RCMP the time to exhaust every feasable option before tactical force. The one concession they made to camp was that a native spiritual leader could stay the lake to guard sacred sundance objects, including four buffalo skulls and a buffalo robe."


    Fade-out to the setting sun.


    "Good job," said DeClercq. "How'd you do Bob?"


    "The problem was, there were two leaderless groups in camp. They let the spiritual leaders in to counsel them. Ceding the sacred land to the Gitxsan undermined the Doomsdayers. There wasn't a Gitxsan among them, so they were asked to leave. The Gitxsan spiritual leaders were disturbed by violence on the sacred land. The sundance is a Plains tradition embraced by natives across Canada who are frustrated, alienated, and seeking new strength in revived spiritualism. Sundancing is foreign to Gitxsan, but I'm Plains Cree, and we fought with the Sioux against Custer when Sitting Bull called on us. So I called the keeper of the sundance ceremony, the chief of the Lakota-Dakota-Nakota Sioux Nation, the custodian of the White Buffalo Calf Woman's pipe and bundle, and asked him to fly from South Dakota to counsel the Totem Lake Sundancers in the traditions of the sundance."


    "You knew what he'd say?"


    "Yes," said George. "I've done the sundance in my time. He told them violence is not the way of the sundancer. The sundance is a renewal of life and a tie back to Mother Earth. You can't have a gun in one hand and a pipe in the other. He called for 'mending the hoop' by a return to spiritual values. To live by the precepts of the sundance, you must learn to live in harmony with the Earth and all its creatures, and get along with all people. He'll have used the words Nitakuye oyafin: 'All my relations.' They signify each of us is connected to every other person on Earth. That's what we say in the sweat lodge when we finish our turn speaking. A native amen, in effect. If people would look at each other as brother and sister, we'd all feel good because there'd be no person higher than another. 'Believe in the pipe, and what you want will be. You will get what you need.' He is wakana. Spiritual. A sundancer's pope. How could they not follow him?"


    "So that's why they came out?"


    "The way to resolve outstanding grievances doesn't go through the barrel of a gun."


    "Thank God it's over," Chandler said.


    "I'll be glad to get back to RFISS," agreed Staff Sergeant George.


    "You're not returning to RFISS," said DeClercq. "I tip my Stetson to how you averted a bloodbath here. It took guts to quell emotion for the common good. You had to shoot Grizzly to save Members. You took an arrow to stop those arms. And you found a way to pull down those barricades. I'm sickened by how Canada has treated its First Nations, and part of me rooted for those in the camp. I can't imagine the emotions in you. But I'd hate to see what whites would do if someone walked in and booted them out of their rightful homes, then told them henceforth you bow to me. At the powwow in my office, I saw you look at The Last Great Council of the West on the wall, and wondered how it felt being pitted against those of your people unwilling to bite the bullet over past wrongs. Whatever you felt, it didn't sabotage your doing the job.


    "I made a mistake. I promoted Spann. The secret of command is to know your personnel, so you choose 'the right tool for the job.' Militants and barricades won't undo the past, but Members like you will. You're promoted to head of Operations B."


    DeClercq clasped the Cree's shoulder.


    Chandler clasped the other.


    "All my relations," said Inspector Bob Ghost Keeper George.


    


    Katt sat waiting in the hall outside the hospital room. DeClercq emerged to find her playing with a charm around her neck.


    "What's that?"


    "A gift. From the Mad Dog."


    "It looks like a .308 cartridge casing strung on a chain."


    "It fired the bullet that saved my life. The Mad Dog says it had my name on it."


    "I hope this puts to rest all future consideration of you becoming a cop. It's not the world it was when I recruited."


    "Au contraire, Bob. Someone's got to stop them. We can't let psychos run amok."


    Katt stood up, turned sideways, and bent over with her butt out and arms hanging down.


    "What's that?"


    "Threat display. How a grizzly shows its size when you challenge it."


    Robert laughed. Never a dull moment. To think he was here to see the birth of this permanent addition to Katt's repertoire!


    "We have a plane to catch, but before we go," he said, "never again question if I'll come for you. I'll always come . . ."


    He hugged her.


    " 'Cause you're my kid."


    

  


  
    

  


  


  


  


  
    Buzz Buzz Buzz

  


  


  
    


    Vancouver

  


  
    Monday, January 15

  


  
    


    Gill Macbeth was about to knock on the closed door to Robert's office when suddenly it opened and was face to face with Nick.


    "Gill."


    "Nick."


    "How's things?"


    "Fine. And you?"


    "Okay," he said.


    "Good. See you around."


    "Right."


    "Well."


    "Take care."


    It's over, said their eyes.


    He went down the stairs.


    She entered the office. And closed the door behinc her. And approached the desk.


    DeClercq was seated behind a stack of files. Phone to his ear, he motioned her to a chair as he booke two reservations.


    "Security still in effect? Good, we'll be there three."


    Gill remained standing as he hung up.


    "To what do I owe this visit?" Robert asked, br preoccupied.


    "I came to ask you out for dinner tonight."


    "Sorry," he said absently. "Prior plans."


    "Tomorrow, then?" Frowning. "What about Nick?"


    "Nick and I were right for each other for a while. That time has passed. We're moving on."


    "Maybe."


    "Maybe what?"


    "Maybe I'll have dinner with you. Last time I was dating, we asked you out."


    "We. You. Us. Times change," said Gill.


    "Can't teach an old dog new tricks," he said.


    She winked.


    "Wanta bet?"


    Gill was about to leave the office when suddenly the door opened after a knock and she was face to face with Anda Carlisle.


    "Hi," said Anda.


    "Hi," said Gill.


    


    They say two things in life are certain: death and taxes.

  


  
    In Vancouver, add rain to the list.

  


  
    The last vestiges of snow were washed away by the rain that cleaned the car that carried them down Cambie Street, past Queen Elizabeth Park crowning Little Mountain and over False Creek to the downtown core, bounded west by Stanley Park against English Bay, bounded east by Chinatown, and bounded north by the harbor backed by mountain peaks.

  


  
    As he drove, they talked.

  


  
    "Dissociation, right?"


    "Dissociation," she said. "Remember when you asked me: 'If two killers are loose—the Headhunter here and the Decapitator north—how have different psychologies led to similar crimes?' The answer is both psychologies were the same."


    Robert had passed her the class picture of native kids and missionaries shot at St. Sebastian Residential School.


    "Dodd, like Spann, was a homophobe toward his sex. Reverend Noel saw to that. By dissociation Dodd, like Spann, created a separate killer for homosexual revenge on his sex. By switching sexes, Spann psychologically dissociated herself from homophobia, killing women as a psychotic heterosexual. By switching races, Dodd became a killer who could rape men, for it was Winterman Snow who wreaked revenge, not only for the abuse that drove Snow to suicide, but also for the abuse Dodd suffered at St. Sebastian."


    "From Reverend Noel backed by Corporal Spann."


    "From white men," Anda stressed. "Switching races distanced Dodd."


    "And headhunting?"


    "As I explained the first time we met, headhunting is a practice common to the history of all cultures. It is also a common mutilation among the insane, for the illness they suffer is focused on the head. Spann lived among Jivaro natives in Ecuador. Headhunting as fetish. Dodd lived among Tsimshian natives here. Headhunting as trophy."


    "As a detective, I feel inferior to you," said the Mountie.


    Anda laughed. "There's a joke psychiatrists share. 'I have at last isolated the cause of your inferiority complex. You are inferior.' "


    Robert laughed, too.


    The car turned north on Burrard Street toward the waterfront. Between the office towers looming on either side, they could see the peaks of the North Shore above Lonsdale Avenue, which Nick called home. Encircling his apartment was Bron Wren's hunting ground of twenty-five years ago. After crossing the foreshore railway tracks, DeClercq turned west on Coal Harbor Road toward Stanley Park, then angled north to stop the car beside a float-plane dock.


    "I thought we were going to The Teahouse."


    "Change of plans," he said. "A gourmet recommended a hard-to-get-to restaurant tucked away in a quiet cove on Mayne Island."


    They walked through drizzle to the terminal, where Robert paid for two tickets on the three-thirty flight to the Gulf Islands.


    "The departure lounge is there," the airline clerk said, pointing.


    "Robert?"


    "Yes?"


    "How will we get back? Float planes don't fly once it's dark."


    "Afraid I'm trying the old ploy of running out of gas?"


    "Are you?"


    "No. An RCMP launch is picking us up on its return from patrol."


    "Good," said Anda. "Let's be up-front. I view this dinner as closing out the case, not the beginning of a new relationship. I like you. Platonically. But that is all" Disappointment registered on his face at the door to Departures.


    "Ladies first," he said.


    "How quaint," she replied.


    Anda was about to enter when she was stopped by a security guard. The guard waved a metal detector in her hand. "Sorry," she said, "but we haven't been released from orders to search passengers for skyjackers to the north."


    "Totem Lake," DeClercq explained behind her ear as the electronic wand swept down Carlisle's torso, making no sound until it passed over her groin, where it went as wild as a Geiger counter.


    Buzz . . .


    Buzz . . .


    Buzz ...


    

  


  
    


    

  


  


  


  


  PART THREE


  


  


  


  Shrink


  


  
    

  


  
    We are puppets, Man in his pride, and Beauty fair in her flower;

  


  
    Do we move ourselves, or are moved by an unseen hand at a game . . . ?

  


  
    —Alfred, Lord Tennyson


    

  


  
    Puppets are people, and the way they play depends on how they are made and the way their strings are pulled.

  


  
    —Catherine Reighard


    

  


  
    

  


  


  


  


  
    Puppet Master

  


  


  
    


    Carlisle turned to find the Mountie holding out a photo of a girl.


    "You changed your name, but you didn't change your face. Computer enhancing shows this picture is you. The photo is from an album kept by Bron Wren, along with a lock snipped from your hair. To trace the kids involved in the DSO hearing that sent Wren to prison for twenty-five years, Corporal Craven checked the Gazette in case some had changed their names to try to shed the person ruined by Wren.


    "He found the new you.

  


  
    "Craven came to see me just before you arrived for our date. He had the North Vancouver Detachment file on you, and told me how he sat in his apartment one night, reading the files on the six cases that went to court, when it struck him that he was surrounded by the scenes of crime:

  


  
    "An Indian boy on the reserve along Burrard Inlet;


    "Two brothers west by Mosquito Creek;


    "A boy near the Upper Levels Highway to the north;


    "And twin sisters by Grand Boulevard east of Lonsdale.


    "Craven had our ViCLAS Section generate a map, and on it place the scenes of crime and Bron Wren's lair. The pin map showed Wren lived behind the twin sisters' home. His lust for the girls must have overpowered his fear of arrest, because he abandoned his buffer zone to attack the pair. He raped and sodomized each repeatedly while her sister was forced to watch. To ejaculate Wren cut a lock of hair, like the Krafft-Ebing fetishist you outlined to me.


    "In court, both twins described flame tattoos that ' licked up Wren's belly from his groin.


    "A month later, one twin killed herself, doused in lighter fluid she set aflame.


    "The other twin was you."


    Outside, the Beaver to the Gulf Islands roared in, I cutting its engine to glide to the dock. The passengers in the lounge prepared to depart.


    "What was it you said about Ruryk the day we were alone in his office, where you were searching his files for evidence of kink? Psychiatry draws some doctors who seek to resolve their own mental problems, and at the same time puts them in a position of master-slave dominance over weak, crumbling minds? You were describing you, Anda. Not George Ruryk. You, not him, was shrink to the Shrink. The tape with Spann's monologue was from her therapy with you. The session that gave you a blueprint of her fantasy. A fantasy you then warped to your own ends.


    "Spann was in a battle with Mother for control of her mind. If you have a problem with your head, best to see a shrink. So Katherine Spann consulted you, and you assumed the role of Mother in psychotherapy to exorcise the demon from her head. What was it? Primal therapy? A form of psychotherapy in which patients are encouraged to relive traumatic events, often screaming and crying, to achieve catharsis and the breakdown of psychological defenses? Did you set-decorate a dungeon in the cellar of your home to revive the 'original conditioning situation'? Spann's fetish was the rings, not shrinking the heads, so you pierced rings through your labia to play the role of Mother in the antecedent or 'fantasy phase' of a killing you had planned. Spann suffered attachment disorder, so you attached her to you, face nuzzled in the now loving, not menacing, maw of Mom's sex. Scream, Sparky, scream. Let it all out, as a prelude to sending her out to prove her love for you by raping and killing 'Dad' in the form of Bron Wren, as payback for what he did to you that made Mom hurt Spann as a child. As you put it: In the realm of madness, symbolism reigns. When the crime was going down, you were off somewhere for a perfect alibi.


    "Puppet master.


    "You knew the strings to pull.


    "Wren owed you his life, not twenty-five years in jail. Did you spot him on the street—Ruryk's Gastown office was near his skid-road hotel—or did you stalk him for decades, waiting for parole? Whatever, you sent Spann after him, to abduct and rape in her lair on Finn Slough.


    "To her, she was raping Dad.


    "To you, it was Wren.


    "Sometimes Spann heard the 'Voice,' and sometimes she heard you. Did you ask her to shrink Wren's head, or did she do that on her own? She was conditioned to shrink a head after a murder. Luckily, the Decapitator struck up north. Spann heard about it through the Force grapevine and told you before news of the beheading got out. With Wren missing, you knew we'd come searching for him, and once we suspected foul play, our list of prime suspects would encompass you. Your sister's suicide was a motive Wren's other victims didn't have. Knowing I was already her stand-in for Dad from the Headhunter case, did you have Spann mail Wren's shrunken head to me? Or did she do that on her own and you picked up on it? Knowing I'd link the head to the headless corpse at Totem Lake, and follow that red herring instead of linking it to Wren, you bought time to send your puppet out to kill again. To behead random victims we'd link to Wren because they were ambushed where his headless corpse was dumped. You thereby converted Wren to a random victim, too, instead of a I specific target linked to you.


    "Serial killer.


    "Random hunt.


    "Four students dying to smudge your smoke screen.


    "I wish I knew the role George Ruryk had in this. Was he kinked or not? I was wrong about Alfred Spann—how did you put it? Do you not feel as if you carry a separate 'sexual self around with you?—and lM could be wrong about him. Or was he also a victim of yours? Wrongly battered by a campus cocktail of erotomania and psychiatrist's fallacy, he set up practice on his own, and brought you in to bolster his reputation, providing you with the opportunity to induce a similar erotomania in one of his new patients. With George suspended, you took control of his practice to become— how'd you put it?—the busiest shrink in town.


    "Very slick.


    "Right place at the wrong time, you said.


    "Right time, you meant.


    "Working with George put you in a perfect position to deflect me. The first time we spoke about the fetish of the shrunken head, you postulated a male sewing his anus shut. When I returned with the photo of the rings in the burning tin, you knew I was closing in on Spann, so again you deflected me toward a male who used female heads as a masturbation aid. It gave you time to have your puppet kill Ruryk, while you set her up to be shot to death.


    "What'd you tell her? Not to be taken alive? Shoot to kill if cornered by the RCMP? Whatever it was, Spann went out in a blaze, forcing me to gun down the puppet you controlled.


    "Not only did you pull her strings, but you pulled mine. You brought me the tape you said Ruryk recorded with Spann, as—how'd you put it?—the final piece of the puzzle.


    "The only loose end was to shut down my interest in you, so here we are on our first and last date, with me the puppet you plan to put on the shelf, while you secretly wear rings through your sex to experience the triumph of Nietzschean will to power, not a victim anymore, but master of existence, which no 'inferior' man can stop.


    "Sorry, Anda, but I'm not fooled by the empress's new clothes.


    "You have the arrogance of a psychopath. You feel nothing for anyone but yourself. As members of society, we return to it what it gave us in childhood. A scourge of our time is serial killers spawned by child abuse. Anda Carlisle, you're under arrest for the murders of Bron Wren, four students at UBC, and George Ruryk. It's my duty to inform you: you need not say anything, but anything you do say—"


    "Where's the proof?"


    "You're in Bron Wren's book of victims. Spann's on tape Unking rings like yours to the shrunken heads. By now I suspect you've dismantled the dungeon stage set in your cellar, but no way will you have destroyed the videotape. In the bomb shelter was a videocamera, used to record the rape and beheading of Wren. The tape was missing. It's in your possession. And a thorough search will turn it up. We'll have enough evidence to put to a jury."


    Her lip curled.


    "Sexist!" she hissed.


    Her teeth bared.


    "Misogynist!" she spat.


    Her eyes narrowed.


    "Pig!" she snarled with contempt. "Now do you have enough to believe Kipling got it right? 'The female of the species is more deadly than the male'?"


    "If feminism is about equality," he said, "females have the right to be as evil as males. Occam's razor: It is never useful to propound more theories than are necessary to explain a thing. The female of the species is as deadly as the male. I know a lot of very deadly men."
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    My thanks to the Mounted Police for answering all my questions, and especially to ViCLAS Section: twenty-first century policing.

  


  
    —Slade


    Vancouver, B.C.
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