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			Diamond Play

		

		
	

You are a diamond

			In the rough,

			Sweet girl,

			So tough.

			Maybe you’ll get scratched

			Through this dark mess

			But remember, 

			Your sparkle will

			Never shine any less.

			Stay tough

			And don’t ever try

			To hide your shine.

			Stephanie Bennett-Henry

			
			

			

		
	

Part One

			
			

			

		
	
	
			Chapter One

			July 19 

		

	


Nickel City needed a boost in the summer months. Many residents had cottages, called camps in the North, which they escaped to on weekends and holidays. The city was fighting the reputation of an industrial city with very few recreational opportunities. Nothing could be farther from the truth. An extensive set of moveable metal bleachers had been installed on either side of the finish line, and a plush, colourful carpet graced the last fifty metres of the course. The makeshift stands were almost full of family members and friends of the competitors. Most held signs with balloons attached to cheer on their loved ones and made as much noise as possible with handheld bells issued by Bell Canada. The sound was like a train of soup cans being towed behind the car of a newly-married couple.

			A large arch emblazoned with sponsors’ logos covered the finishing line, and a red sash held by two attractive females dressed in spandex greeted the finishers. An announcer with a loudspeaker welcomed each athlete as they finished their 70.3 miles of athletic endurance, which involved  swimming for 1.2 miles, cycling for 56 miles, and running 13.1 miles. Cameras flashed as photographers took shots they hoped to sell to the competitors after the race. We Are the Champions by Queen blared from large outdoor speakers, proclaiming a celebratory mood of fitness and accomplishment. For many of the athletes, it was their first attempt at this distance. In the triathlon world, it was a badge of honour to complete a 70.3, but only halfway to the holy grail of the total Ironman distance of 140.6 miles. 

			As each athlete crossed the line and broke the sash, they were cheered on by the finish line crew and escorted to an area where they were given a chair to sit on, then water, and a selection of nutritious snacks to replenish their energy. Most passed on the snacks as keeping any food down after so many hours of exertion was a challenge. Athletes then had their ankle bracelets with timing chips removed. If they could get out of the chair, they went to the prize tent to get a medal, hat, and t-shirt to mark the occasion. If not, they were taken to the medical tent for examination by volunteer doctors, nurses, chiropractors, and physiotherapists.

			It was a busy day in the medical tent as the afternoon temperatures soared above thirty degrees Celsius, and the winds were nonexistent. There had been no cloud cover throughout the day to provide relief from the sun’s penetrating rays. In the Meds tent, the half-dozen athletes suffering from dehydration jostled with two bike accident victims for the attention of the medical staff.

			The sun beat down relentlessly on the finish line. As the afternoon wore on, the volunteers became hot and tired, eagerly awaiting the last finisher to cross the line. Many would jump in the nearby lake to cool off after the race. The volunteer captain, Sarah, continually went to the Stats tent to find out how many competitors were still on the course. In the tent, a separate crew examined, printed, and posted data from the race. Gradually, the numbers of those remaining in the race whittled down from thirty to eighteen, to eight and then one. Despite her growing fatigue, and as much as Sarah wished to abandon her task, she dismissed the other volunteers and planned on staying to the bitter end to greet the final finisher.

			After waiting another hour, Sarah radioed the event coordinator, Roger, to ask about the one lone competitor left on the course. Roger was a co-owner of  Endurance Events, the company that put on the race and was heavily invested in its success. He was tall and slim with short black hair and a permanent tan from working outside during the summer. He carried an air of indifference as if the event was taking up too much of his valuable time. He had perhaps seen too many of these events for his liking. Sarah was told that a search of the course had come up empty and that the Stats people must have made a mistake. She relayed this to Michel, the stats technician assigned to the race. His tent and computer equipment sat just east of the finish line.

			“Look at my computer, Sarah. Athlete number 576, male, age 43, finished the swim at 8 a.m. this morning, the bike at 11:15 a.m., and crossed the timing mat mid-way through the run at 12:56 p.m. It is now almost 4 p.m., and he should have finished or alerted the spotters if he needed medical help,” he said.

			“Thanks, Michel; I will radio Roger and see how he wants to proceed.”

			“Roger, Sarah again, I think we have a problem. There is one athlete not accounted for. He finished the first half of the run and then he just vanished,” she said with a noticeable tremor in her voice.

			“Thanks, Sarah; I will get our motorcycle guys to start a search. As late as it is, can I ask you to stay put in case he wanders into the finish.”

			“Yes, but you owe me big time, Roger.”

			“I do, and I thank you for your diligence,” Roger said.

			Roger radioed his motorcycle captain, Jack, a member of a local motorcycle club, to ask for a search.

			“Will do, Roger. I have two bikes still available, and we will search the last half of the race course. An FYI: One of our guys saw a bear this afternoon near the conservation area. Not that it likely means anything, but a rogue bear could be deadly,” he warned.

			“You guys handle the streets, and I will check out the conservation area,” said Roger.

			“Ten-four, copy that,” was the reply.

			Roger used the sponsor’s van, decked out with stickers from the many firms contributing to the event. He threw his mountain bike in the back and headed to the small conservation area that was a part of the run course. He knew better than to get alarmed, but he had difficulty controlling his heart rate. He was spooked. He could visualize a large, mature bear swatting around one of his exhausted athletes like he was a rag doll.  An incident with a bear or any incident at all would cancel his contract for future events with the city and rob him of his most lucrative event. He parked the van in the gravel entranceway of the park and started his search.

			One hundred metres along the course, he saw signs of a struggle. There was blood on the path and a handheld water bottle that had been tossed on the nearby forest floor. He visually examined it, careful not to touch it or anything nearby. It was also smeared with blood. His nightmare may be coming true. Should I deal with this myself or call the OPP? he mused. If this incident is serious, I could lose my race and half my yearly income. He wisely dialed 911.

			“911, what is your emergency?” the caller responded. 

			“I have a missing athlete from today’s triathlon, and I have found blood along the run course,” Roger screeched into the phone.

			“I will transfer your call to our local OPP station; please hold,” said the operator. The OPP was alerted to serious crimes on the outskirts of Nickel City. Anything within city limits was the purview of the Nickel City police. 

			“Ontario Provincial Police, how may I be of assistance?” said operator number two.

			A frustrated Roger once again outlined his problem and was transferred to the detective on duty, Detective Sergeant Kate Bray.

			“This is Roger Brant of Endurance Events. We were running today’s triathlon and have a missing competitor. I have searched the course and found some blood on the run course in the conservation area off District Road 42. Someone saw a bear in the area,” said Roger in a quick staccato sequence.

			“How long has this person been missing?” asked Kate.

			“They should have finished the race three hours ago.”

			Kate replied, “Two hours is premature to warrant a missing persons investigation, sir.”

			“What if the man has been mauled by a bear?” asked Roger.

			“Sir, that is highly unlikely in an urban area like Nickel City. Bears would not show their noses around any large events like yours.”

			“I am still missing a forty-three-year-old man named Richard Sabin,” said Roger. “He has a Nickel City address.”

			“That is a name I am familiar with, sir; I will dispatch a cruiser immediately.”

			“Thank you, thank you, and thank you,” sighed Roger, surprised at the detective’s quick response.

			“Roger, please stay where you are and I will have a constable there to interview you within minutes,” requested Kate.

			“Will do, detective.”

			
		
	
	
			Chapter Two

		

	

Rick thought he had prepared well for his first attempt at the 70.3 distance. He had trained for over a year, on average ten hours per week. That time was usually split into three swims, two bike rides, and two runs. He had done the customary three weeks of hard work and a recovery week throughout the training period. In the winter months, he trained indoors on his state-of-the-art treadmill and indoor cycling trainer.

			Rick and his training partner Rebecca had made a small wager on who would finish the race first and were constantly chirping one another as they prepared for the challenge. Rebecca had just graduated from university with a degree in physiotherapy and was setting up shop in Nickel City. She was new to the area, so aligning herself with the triathlon community would be suitable for business, she thought. Like Rick, she was new to the sport and was woefully out of shape after spending five years with her nose buried in textbooks. She had medium-length blonde hair, was six feet tall, and was a tad heavy due to the awful steam table food laced with salt that university students survived on. Despite her shortcomings, she was always optimistic about her struggles and liked to laugh at herself as much as with others. The two quickly developed a friendship as they were both newbies to the sport. Each was less embarrassed by their training performances when they finished together. 

			Rebecca was the stronger swimmer of the pair, having swum competitively in her teens, but Rick believed he could catch her on the long cycling leg. As they were about equal in running speed and endurance, he felt he could beat his friend and competitor if he could establish a lead on the cycling leg.

			The day of the race dawned sunny and HOT! The athletes despised the heat, which drained their energy and created hydration issues. Most attempted to stay out of the sun as long as possible pre-race. There was a routine on race day for athletes to try and follow to get to the start line. The first order of business was to register for the race and get all the necessary gear to compete. Athletes lined up in front of the registration tent and received a race number, a race bib, a swim cap, and a timing chip when it came to their turn. Next, it was on to body marking, where a nervous volunteer with a giant Sharpie scratched the race number on the shoulder and the athlete’s age on his or her calf. 

			Five-year age groups determined the prizes for each group, so many competitors checked out others in their age range. How fit did they look? Were they carrying any extra body fat? How experienced did they seem with the race routines? These thoughts occupied the minds of those wanting to win.

			Next, athletes racked their bikes in the transition area on a metal stanchion. Water bottles were fit on the bikes, and bottles of Gatorade were placed at their spot in transition. Athletes neatly arranged their bike shoes, helmets, running shoes, and towels at their meagre space allocation in transition. They checked and rechecked the tire pressure on their bikes and spun their wheels to ensure nothing interfered with their smooth operation. Once their transition area was set up, each competitor tried to squeeze into their neoprene wetsuit and stretch a tight swim cap over their melon to prepare for the swim.

			The air of anticipation before the event was palpable. Loud music played throughout the venue, and nervous and sometimes panicked athletes were chatting to each other, mostly about why they would not set a personal best (PB) on that particular day. As always, a few athletes had lost their timing chips, so the organizers had a volunteer at the swim start to issue replacements. The line-ups to the porta-potties were long as this was the last time before the swim that athletes could do their business.

			Richard and Rebecca were green to the routines of a triathlon race, so they bombarded the organizers with questions pre-race. Fortunately, they had the same group swim start time, so they went to the swim start together. They jumped in the lake, did a few warm-up strokes, and joined their fellow competitors in red swim caps at the start line. The athletes started their Garmins and forged ahead through the water when the starting horn blew. Rick deliberately held back as his strategy was to find another swimmer to draft off of to save him energy for later in the race. He sought underwater bubbles from an exhaling athlete ahead of him and followed their path. He imagined himself as a sleek Northern Pike, effortlessly slicing through the water in search of smaller fish. In reality, he was nowhere near as graceful or efficient.

			The swim course was triangular, with swimmers travelling clockwise around large yellow buoys. To keep on course, Rick popped his head out of the water every ten strokes and sighted on the buoys. At the first buoy, he decided to cut between another swimmer and the buoy and was rewarded with a backhander to the head. Lesson learned. The rest of the swim was slow; however, he was able to pass several athletes that were doing either the breaststroke or back crawl. He exited the water near the back of his swim wave and sprawled out on a giant rubber mat while two volunteers removed his wetsuit. It was one of the more enjoyable features of the event. His wife Angela was at the swim finish to cheer on all the athletes. She gave him a brief Queen Elizabeth wave and a wan smile as he headed to his bike.  

			Rick had spared no expense in outfitting himself with a fast bike. It was a bright red carbon fibre machine with deep dish wheels and electronic shifters. He had an aero bike helmet and wrap-around sunglasses, which made him look like a giant praying mantis. He began passing other cyclists one at a time, notching each pass as a victory. The bike course was two loops, each of which circled the city. The course was relatively flat and rolling, with the only hazards being the potholes that degraded many of the city streets. Groups of people congregated on several street corners to cheer on their competitors with signs, balloons, and waves of encouragement. 

			At the seventy-five-kilometre mark, Rick spotted Rebecca and reached down to grab his water bottle. He cycled beside her, gave her the customary yell of “on your left,” and sent a stream of water along the back of her jersey.

			“Asshole,” she yelled as Rick passed her, grinning from ear to ear. “I’ll catch you on the run and make you pay!”

			Rick finished the bike leg feeling a bit light-headed. He had not yet hit “the wall,” as many endurance athletes termed it, which was a state of near exhaustion, but he needed hydration. He took an extra minute to down one full bottle of Gatorade at transition, which would help on the run. Fortunately, the run course was through a park and shaded in parts, which would help keep him somewhat cool. As he was running through a grove of pine trees, he saw a shiny object emerge from behind a tree a split second before an aluminum baseball bat clocked him on the side of the head. He went down in a heap with his handheld water bottle flying off in one direction and a running shoe in the opposite direction. Rick’s race was over. 

			[image: ]

			Kate, after receiving the report, radioed Constables Nayar and Brock, who were currently on patrol duty. Kate had been working at the Nickel City detachment for two plus years having moved from a constables position in Toronto to take on a Detective Sergeant position in Nickel City. She was of medium height and build, with jet black hair cut shoulder length that framed a face that was lily white in complexion. A small birthmark on her chin neither enhanced nor spoiled the attractiveness of her facial features. She could almost pass for a doll were it not for piercing green eyes that lit up when she was fully engaged in police work. While on the job, her facial expression said to viewers; Bring it on. I can handle whatever you throw my way. Away from the demands of work, the expression softened to that of a young and caring woman.

			“We have a missing person, possibly in the conservation area off Regional Road 42. It is Richard Sabin. He is five feet, eleven inches tall, with blonde hair and blue eyes. He is wearing a black one-piece tri-suit with his competitor number, 576, pinned on the front. I believe he is the same Rick Sabin, who owns the largest mining and construction company in Nickel City. Blood is on the scene. I was hoping you could secure the site, and interview a Roger Brant, the event organizer. I want one of you to immediately begin a search of the area. Our canine team is working on an assignment down south. I will ask for the city police’s assistance. I will get their dogs and handlers there ASAP. Take your long rifles with you, as someone has seen a bear in the area,” said Kate in a crisp, professional tone.

			“Roger that, we are on our way,” replied Nayar.

			[image: ]

			The two officers dispatched were as unlikely a pairing as anyone in law enforcement could imagine. Detective Constable Joachim Nayar was of East Indian descent and came from a family of policemen from the city formerly called Madras. He was proud of his position as an officer of the law and preferred to conduct his business by the book. He was in his mid-thirties, well-groomed, trim and fit, and always impeccably dressed in his crisp OPP uniform, complete with boots in which he could see his reflection. His only distinguishing feature was his eyes, which were large and black, and his eyelids, which blinked constantly as if he never gave his mind a second’s rest.

			Detective Constable Jim Brock had seen it all. A constable first with the Nickel City police force and then with the OPP, he had been an officer for over thirty years. During that span, he had let his body and appearance slip. At six foot five and now pushing three hundred pounds, he struggled to squeeze into the front seat of his cruiser. He had a mess of salt and pepper hair, mostly salt, that was rarely combed. The large gray circles under his eyes signalled his desire to retire from the force soon, as well as his nightly extra-curricular activities. His main contribution to the Crime Unit was his knowledge of many of the citizens of the city and their activities-criminal and otherwise. 

			“Who did Kate say we were looking for?” Brock asked Nayar while squirming to get comfortable in the cruiser’s passenger seat. His knees constantly brushed against the glove compartment, which was annoying and painful.

			“A Richard Sabin.”

			“Oooh, Ray Ban Sabin,” replied Brock.

			“What is that supposed to mean?” asked Joachim.

			“It has been his nickname since high school. He is always seen wearing the latest designer sunglasses.”

			“Does he come from money?” 

			“Oodles of it,” said Jim. His grandfather was the head honcho for Nickel City’s largest mining company, and his dad built up the most prominent mining and construction firm in the North. Rick recently replaced his dad as CEO.

			“What was he doing in a triathlon?”

			“He’s always been an athlete, from his Junior A hockey days onward; he is one of those people who are seemingly good at everything, and he will tell you just that,” replied Jim.

			The cruiser parked at the entrance to the conservation area, next to Roger’s van, and the two officers proceeded to unload their weapons from the trunk along with rolls of caution tape, gloves, and evidence bags. Roger was leaning on the door of his van, waiting for them, looking like he had seen a ghost. Jim asked him to have a seat in the cruiser and commenced an interview.

			The conservation area was tiny, at 10 hectares, and was part of a larger forest reclamation project that the city had begun forty-plus years ago. At that time, the citizens of the city had begun transforming what looked like a moonscape, barren of vegetation, into a forest of medium-sized poplar, birch, and aspen trees. The city took satisfaction in its work and had developed many parks over that time span. The parks had numerous maps and trail signs and were well equipped with washrooms and warming huts for winter activities. They were a symbol of what could be done with a once barren landscape.

			

			It did not take long for Constable Nayar to spot the area where an assault of some sort appeared to have happened. The mulch had been disturbed as if two large animals had been wrestling, and a faint trail of blood led toward the regional road that bordered the conservation area. He found and bagged the water bottle and, along the trail of blood, found a triathlon-specific running shoe in neon colours, size ten, also with a trace of blood on the lily-white laces.

			Nayar cordoned off the area with police tape. Since this appeared to be an active crime scene, he did not wait for the canine team to arrive before starting a search. He began a grid search on the park’s north end. 

			After completing his interview with Roger, and sending him back to his hotel with a promise to keep in touch, Jim joined Joachim on the grid search. It was not long before a familiar (to Joachim) string of complaints were heard.

			“I’m too old for tromping through the bush in thirty-degree heat,” he yelled at Joachim. “I’m sweating buckets, and we have only just started. Besides, my gout is acting up.”

			“How on earth did you pass the officer fitness test?” replied Joachim.

			“I may have submitted test results from a few years ago,” Jim claimed.

			“Why are you telling me? I might have to report you,” said Joachim.

			“Go ahead; I’m ready for a cushy desk job.”

			Joachim shook his head at the situation and replied, “OK, Jim, return to the cruiser and wait for the canine team; I will complete a one-person park search.”

			Joachim did what he could to canvas the area but found nothing else unusual. The park was relatively clean and well-outfitted, with doggie bags and trash cans. Some  competitors had thrown water bottles and gel packages along the run route, but the event organizers—thankfully, not the police—were responsible for cleaning them up. 

			When Joachim returned to the cruiser, the Ident team had arrived and set up their tent, generator, and light stands for a long night of examining the crime scene. The city’s canine team was also on the scene to see if they could locate the victim’s trail. Jim was napping in the cruiser, with the passenger seat cranked back as far as it would go. 

			He was startled awake when Joachim opened the driver’s door.

			“Wha, wha, what did you find, Joachim?”

			“Nothing, Jim; you can go back to sleep now.”

			Joachim started up the cruiser and carefully pulled out into the road.

			“On our way back to headquarters, can you stop at a convenience store? I could use a cold Coke,” Jim asked.

			Joachim rolled his eyes and wondered who he had pissed off to merit such a partner.

			
			

		
	
	
			Chapter Three

		

	

Back at the division headquarters, things had started to heat up. The low-slung two-storey brick building housed a reception area, offices of the crime unit, a forensics lab, a four-cell jail, conference rooms, a fingerprint lab, and a records archive. Built in the 1970s, the building was practical in design and not at all pleasing to the eye. The furniture was sparse and mostly made of metal. The halls were tiled and shone from a recent waxing.

			A small crowd gathered at the reception area, including Rick Sabin’s wife, father, mother-in-law, brother, and the family’s lawyer. They demanded to see the head of the crime unit, Inspector Kevin Grimes. As it was the weekend, Kevin could be anywhere but most likely playing golf or fishing. Sergeant Detective Kate Bray, who was on duty, was second in command. 

			Kate had grown up in Nickel City, so she knew of the Sabin family by reputation but not any of the members personally. She invited them into the conference room and asked if anyone wanted something to drink. They unanimously declined.

			“Good afternoon, folks; I am sorry that Rick has disappeared, and I appreciate that you have come by so quickly. We will do our utmost to return him to you safely but we need your help. Can you tell me anything to help us find him?” asked Kate.

			“What are you saying, Detective, that he chose to disappear?” said Rick’s wife, Angela. Angela could best be described as a trophy wife. She was in her early thirties, with a body that had seen a good deal of time in the gym, likely with a personal trainer. She had curves in all the right places and gorgeous long black hair that had recently been styled in a blunt cut. Her coffin nails were adorned in bright red polish. She wore a full array of make-up including eyeliner that highlighted her sapphire blue eyes. Angela was dressed in tight black jeans and a blouse with several buttons undone, showing her ample cleavage.

			“I am not assuming anything, Mrs. Sabin. At this point, any information you can provide could be helpful. This was an endurance race, so the obvious question is, was he fit enough to finish? Could he have become confused and wandered off the course?” said Kate while nervously doodling in her investigator’s notebook.

			“Absolutely not. I saw him come out of the water and off the bike, and he looked fine. He had no previous medical conditions and had trained for this race for twelve months,” replied Angela.

			“Thank you. Is there anyone you can think of who would want to harm him? Did he have any enemies or people he was indebted to?” Kate asked.

			“Not in his personal life, as far as I know, but he rarely shared any information about the business with me,” replied Angela.

			“Thank you again. As part of the investigation, I must ask where you were this afternoon during
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