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			For anyone who’s had a loved one go missing, even for a short time. You’re not alone.

		

	


	
		
			One

			Twenty minutes into his run through the woods on Tuesday morning, Evan McEwan spotted a small animal at the side of the trail ahead of him. He slowed to a stop, then moved forward as quietly as possible, squinting. What species of animal was it? A large rabbit? Coyote pup? No, it was a dog—probably a puppy—with short greyish-blond fur. Undetermined breed. Likely a mongrel. No collar.

			Evan called softly, “Come here. I won’t hurt you.” But the puppy scampered into the trees. Evan followed, slipping quietly through the brush.

			The Don River and its valley have cut a wide swath through the centre of the metropolis of Toronto. Since the river itself is now quite narrow, the valley predominately consists of trees, brush, and creeks crisscrossed by numerous trails for biking, jogging, or dog-walking. A fifth-year student at Ontario Veterinary College in Guelph, Evan was working at a vet clinic on Bayview Avenue for the summer. Since the clinic was about ten minutes west of the point at which Bayview curved to enter the Don Valley, he had decided to run the trails early in the morning before work.

			At 6:40 on this particular August morning, the weather was perfect. Warm, but not too warm. Sunny, but with some cloud cover. And low humidity, which meant that when you did sweat, it would evaporate.

			Evan stayed on the dog’s trail for about five minutes before losing it. Then he wandered about, hoping to spot the small animal. Fifteen minutes later, as he was beginning to wonder if this was a good use of his time, he saw movement about thirty feet off to his left. After another ten minutes, he spotted the pup in a small clearing on the edge of a ravine with a narrow creek running down the middle.

			In the distance was a high cliff with houses crouching along the top. Most likely estates, he thought. Anything that backed onto parkland was expensive. The cliff was so steep it wasn’t likely climbed very often, but a few of the houses had zigzag stairways leading down. A wire fence in the distance separated the wooded area from the bottom of the cliff, which meant the dog might be trapped in this area trying to get home, if home was up on the cliff.

			Inch by inch, Evan eased closer. When he thought the puppy should be just able to see him, he sat on the ground and remained still. Every so often, he yawned.

			After a couple of minutes, he felt in his pockets and found a crumpled potato chip bag with a few chips left in it. He made a show of opening the bag and dropping a few of the chips on the ground.

			The pup watched him closely, but didn’t move.

			It occurred to Evan that the dog might not be alone. There could be a mother dog around. Maybe another pup.

			Without moving, he began to scan the area, looking for signs of other dogs peering out from behind the trees and brush. But his eyes were caught almost immediately by something on the ground just a few feet from the dog. He squinted in disbelief. Was that really a skull? Had the dog’s mother died and the puppy stayed with the body? Or had the dog been walking with its owner and the owner had died? Nah. It would take weeks, if not months, for the bones to be picked so clean.

			Evan cautiously pulled his cell phone from his pocket and took a picture of the dog, then one with the dog and the skull. Finally, he took a picture of the skull alone. He hit edit and cropped around it. In his studies, he’d examined a lot of different animal skulls, and he was positive this one was human.

			After a moment’s debate, he punched 911 and gave the person who responded the bare details of what he’d found. When questioned, he texted his location and attached the picture of the skull.

			He was told to stay where he was and not move an inch until the police arrived.

			The pup sat watching him, but although Evan tried everything he knew to coax it to come closer, it didn’t budge until the police arrived. Then it scampered off through the trees.

			The first responders took Evan through his story about how he’d found the dog and then the skull. After that, they let him phone the clinic to inform them he’d be late for work. Then they bundled him out to a small clearing closer to the main trail, where he and one of the officers waited in silence for the Forensics Identification Team, the homicide detectives, and the coroner to arrive and determine what exactly Evan had found.
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			Detective Inspector Paul Manziuk and Detective Constable Jacqueline Ryan were doing paperwork in Manziuk’s office at police headquarters when Superintendent Seldon’s call came in for Manziuk.

			A tall man, easily six-foot-five, with an imposing build (in his wife’s words, he needed “to lose thirty or forty pounds”), Manziuk intimidated most people at first sight—a reality he found useful most of the time.

			After listening to his boss, Manziuk looked over at the young woman who had recently become his partner on the Homicide Squad. She was five-foot-nine—tall for a woman, perhaps, but nowhere near able to look him in the eye—slim but wiry, with cinnamon coloured skin, very short black curly hair, and a no-nonsense style. Young enough to be his daughter, she was from a culture that was very different from his own, which made communications troublesome at the best of times.

			Not only that, but she’d had a chip on her shoulder since the day they met, and it seemed to him that she went out of her way to find things to disagree with him on. But, already, he couldn’t imagine having anyone else as his partner.

			“Seldon wants us to check in on a possible homicide. It’s a little different.” He gave her the details.

			Ryan’s expressive face offered him a disgusted look. “A skull in the woods? Ew!” She began packing up. “Sure, why not? It’s a nice day, and I can’t say I mind getting out of here.”

			Ryan pulled a navy suit jacket on over her red-and-white pinstriped T-shirt before picking up the black case that held her laptop, tablet, and cell phone, as well as other odds and ends she sometimes needed at crime scenes.

			Manziuk put on a tweed sports jacket and grabbed the straw hat he wore when he was going to be outside for more than a few minutes. As much as he hated the hat, it was a necessary evil to protect the balding spot on the top of his head from the sun. He picked up his own case.

			“My turn to drive,” Ryan said as she led the way out of the office.

			Manziuk rolled his eyes but didn’t argue. The decision to take turns had resolved one of their issues. Ryan kept track.

			With Manziuk giving directions and occasionally suggesting she slow down, Ryan got them to their destination in good time.

			One of the first officers on the scene had found a more direct route from Bayview Avenue to the crime scene, so latecomers were able to get to the clearing much more quickly than the first responders.

			After getting a look at the skull, Manziuk and Ryan waited while the photographer and videographer finished their job of getting pictures from all angles.

			The coroner, Dr. Weaver, arrived just as the photographer finished up. With his slim build, rather unkempt appearance, longish red hair, and abundance of freckles, Dr. Weaver was often mistaken for a college student even though he was in his mid-thirties. When he was able to get close to the skull, Dr. Weaver became animated. “This isn’t fresh,” he said. “Did you say a dog was involved?”

			Special Constable Irving Ford, the head of the Forensics Identification Team, had come up while Dr. Weaver was examining the skull. Like Manziuk, Ford was in his mid-forties. He was a couple of inches short of six feet, but his appearance tended to remind people of the “heavy” in old police shows. Those who knew him well, however, thought of him as a large teddy bear.

			Ford pointed to the ground near the skull. “You can see a few paw prints if you look closely. The ground is too dry to get much. But we have a picture of the dog, taken by the young man who found the skull.”

			“How big a dog?”

			“Pretty small. Likely a pup. I don’t think it would be big enough to carry a skull that size very far.”

			Dr. Weaver nodded in excitement. “So we’re probably looking for a nearby burial site. Can we talk to the young man who found it?”

			An officer went to get Evan, who repeated his story of how he’d found the skull before getting out his cell phone to show his pictures to Manziuk, Ryan, Ford, and Weaver.

			“Why would you spend all that time chasing after a stray dog?” Ryan asked.

			“I should introduce myself,” Evan said. “I’m a veterinary student. Just finished my fifth year at Guelph. I’m working for the summer as an assistant at a veterinary clinic about ten minutes from here, at Bayview and Millwood. Most mornings, I come here to run before work. When I saw what looked like a lost puppy, I wanted to help it. I tried to get it to come to me, but I wasn’t successful. When I saw the skull, I knew it was more important to alert you guys than to catch the dog, although I kept trying to coax it to come to me until your people arrived and it took off again.”

			“What do you think?” Ford asked Weaver.

			“The dog’s mouth looks too small for it to do more than drag the skull a short way at a time,” Dr. Weaver said. “I’d suggest we start the search in maybe a hundred-metre diameter—fanning out to fifty metres in each direction. Then enlarge the scope of the area as needed.”

			Weaver looked at Evan. “Do you agree?

			Evan nodded. “Totally. I doubt if the pup could have moved the skull far at all. Of course, we don’t know it moved the skull. A larger animal might have brought it here earlier and the puppy may have just happened to sit down next to it at that moment.”

			Ford said, “Okay, as soon as we can get the rest of our team here we’ll start hunting from the location of the skull fifty metres out in all directions. I’ll see if we can get a cadaver dog to help, too. If the rest of the body is near the surface, we should be able to find it today.”

			“What about the pup?” Evan asked. “Is it okay if I keep looking for it?”

			“We don’t want you in the way,” Ford said. “We can just call Animal Control.”

			“I’m not sure they’d have the time or resources to search for a lost puppy,” Evan said.

			“Well—” Ford looked around “—our priority is to see if there are more human remains. But if we do see the dog, I guess we could try to catch it.”

			Evan shook his head. “It’s already scared. If you chase it, it’ll be that much harder to catch.”

			“What do you suggest?” Manziuk asked.

			“Let me look for it outside of the area where you’ll be searching. And if I don’t see it, maybe I could set up a live trap with some food in it.”

			“A live trap?” Ryan asked.

			“It’s basically dog kennel with a door that can be set to close if an animal goes inside. It won’t hurt him at all.”

			Manziuk said, “What are the chances that the dog could have rabies?”

			“I didn’t see any signs. Still, you don’t want just anybody coming across the dog. You want somebody who knows how to deal with it. And, well, I’d like the chance to find him. He’s just a scared puppy.”

			“It’s up to you,” Manziuk said to Ford.

			“All right,” Ford said. “You can hang around. But you’ll have to stay well out of our way. And if you do catch the dog, tell us immediately.”

			“You bet. And if your people see it, can you let me know?”

			Ford nodded.

			Manziuk said, “Also, we’d very much appreciate it if you don’t talk to reporters. We have officers keeping them back for now, but I’m sure they’ll ask for comments when they see you leave. We’d prefer that the news about this doesn’t get out from anyone except us.”

			“For sure.”

			“We’ll need copies of the pictures you took,” Ford said. “And I’d like to remove them so there’s no chance they could be accidentally released before we’re ready. You can have them back later. Plus, we’ll need to check over any items you have on you before you take them away.”

			Evan gave Ford his cell phone. “I understand.”

			Manziuk and Ryan and Weaver left the scene in control of Ford and his Forensic Identification Team.

			Half an hour later, Evan, cell phone in hand, resumed his search for the dog.
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			Three hours after that, Ryan got a text message from Ford that one of the searchers had found a finger bone. Not long after that, someone found another small bone. Then the cadaver dog found the lower jaw. Soon, they located the primary burial site.

			The photographer and videographer returned to document everything.

			Shortly after that, Manziuk and Ryan, as well as the coroner, returned to the site and spent some time studying the remains.

			“I’d say it’s at least five years old,” Weaver said. “Maybe double or triple that.”

			Manziuk nodded. “I assume we need Dr. Wong.”

			“Definitely. While I find this fascinating, she’s the expert.”

			“Who’s Dr. Wong?” Ryan asked. “I don’t think I’ve heard that name.”

			Dr. Weaver turned to her. “Dr. Suzy Wong is the forensic anthropologist we call in when we find something out of the ordinary, like this. She lives in Toronto but travels wherever she’s needed. And she teaches all over Canada and in some other countries. I don’t know where she is right now.”

			Fortunately, Dr. Wong was at her office in Toronto, and eager to see the skeleton. Within an hour of their call, she was at the site. A petite woman with strands of grey threaded through the long black hair she had piled on top of her head, she was dressed as if on a safari, in a tan blouse, a matching skirt, and a tan Tilley hat.

			Dr. Wong wandered about, studying the bones and other items that had surfaced. Among the scraps of clothing found at the primary site, Ident had isolated a polyester grey fibre from a pair of pants, remnants of brown leather shoes, and a watch with a black plastic band.

			Finally, Wong held the skull in glove-covered hands, studying it, then knelt to examine the pelvis and leg bones.

			“Male,” she said at last. “Likely Caucasian. Between twenty and thirty-five years of age. Five-foot-nine to five-foot-eleven. Healthy. The skull is fractured in two places, near the top on the right side and toward the centre of the back. I’ll need to make some tests to confirm that the fractures didn’t occur post mortem, but at this point, going solely on my instincts, I’d guess they were likely the cause of death. Of course, I can’t say anything definite until I examine everything more closely.”

			Manziuk asked, “Any idea how long the body’s been here?”

			“I’d guess ten years minimum.” Dr. Wong looked at Ford. “We need to keep going over the ground inch by inch so we get every tiny bone, every hair, and every scrap of cloth.”
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			Evan hadn’t been as lucky as the police searchers. After talking to one of the vets at the clinic where he worked, he’d been told to take the rest of the day off; but although he spent the afternoon and early evening scouring the woods outside of the police lines, he saw nothing of the pup.

			Finally, he drove to the clinic and asked if they had a large live trap he could use. Since they didn’t have a lot of use for them, at first the answer was no. But one of the technicians, who’d been there for many years, remembered there had been one and found it on the top shelf of a storage room. She also found some no-spill dishes for food and water to leave in it.

			Evan went back to the woods and set up the trap as close as he could get to the site where he’d found the dog. He knew he was more likely to trap a raccoon, a porcupine, or a rabbit, but it was the best he could do.

			He returned the following morning before work, released the anxious rabbit he’d caught, and reset the trap. He was resigned to coming back each morning and evening for the time being.
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			Two days after the skeleton arrived at her laboratory, Dr. Wong sent in her report. The body was that of a young Caucasian man in his early twenties to early thirties. He had a slim build. His hair was dark brown, cut short, with a bit of a wave. The only abnormality was a break in his right tibia, likely in his teens, which had healed properly.

			After a close inspection of the man’s dental work, she thought he was a Canadian or possibly American citizen. She also felt that, if they could narrow down the possibilities, dental records should identify him without much difficulty.

			Dr. Wong had been able to get DNA from the hair and bones, but they would need to have a family member’s DNA to match.

			The immediate job for the police was to go through the missing persons reports for the Greater Toronto Area for the time period between 1990 and 2010.
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			At seven-thirty on Thursday evening, eight hours after she and three other officers began looking through the old missing persons files, Constable Brianna Fossey walked up to Constable Ryan’s desk in the Homicide Squad’s main room. “I’ve got a possible fit for the skeleton.”

			“Super. Let’s go to Inspector Manziuk’s office.”

			The two women walked the short distance to the corner office, where Manziuk sat at his desk. Ryan took a position leaning against the window sill while Fossey sat on the edge of a chair.

			“This is a missing persons report from October 18, 1999,” Fossey said. “It’s for a man named Antonio De Luca. He was 27, married, with two little kids. Tony—which is what people called him—lived in Little Italy, just south of College Avenue. He worked at Chiarelli’s Barber Shop on
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