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CHAPTER ONE

Confrontation




THE STREETCAR SHUDDERED and pitched to the right as the passengers all rushed to one side to look out the windows. They jammed between the seats and each other, hands pressed flat against the glass, whispering 'oohs' and 'aahs' as they gaped at the spectacle. 

It was a car — a full-sized, gas-powered automobile – as much a rarity on a Vancouver street as a sighting of the hottest new movie star. A full-throated growl reverberated from under the vehicle’s hood as the driver revved the engine, declaring to the world that he was burning massive quantities of precious, irreplaceable gasoline and didn’t give a damn. A sea of bicycles, scooters, and motorcycle taxis parted deferentially around it as the machine glided through the chaos. 

Gripping a hand loop against the incline, Richard Hampton craned his neck and peered over the heads in front of him, following the progress of the automobile. The driver leaned on the horn as it plowed through a knot of traffic, rolling smoothly along in contrast to the clanking streetcar and coughing taxis. An old woman on a bicycle loaded down with hay wobbled into the gutter trying to swerve out of its path. A man on foot, hauling a wood-framed cart built from old automobile axles and wheels, barely had time to flip the driver a defiant finger before shoving his cart aside and diving for his life.

On the sidewalk, pedestrians lined up to gawk at the machine. In the windows of the decaying skyscrapers lining the street, shadowy faces turned in unison, like spectators at a sporting event, as they followed its advance. The automobile passed beneath a billboard plastered with the familiar red and blue logo of Can-Cartel – the giant oil company that had dominated all their lives for as long as Richard could remember.

Whoever owns that car, he thought, I’ll bet they’re connected with you guys.

An ear-splitting whine rose from behind them and a pair of ‘Mosquitoes’, as the public had nicknamed the tiny bikes the police rode, screamed through the parting traffic, sirens blaring. The bikes moved into position ahead of the silver automobile, acting as escort and controlling the crowd.

Richard heard an electrical crackle overhead and caught a whiff of ozone, and the streetcar rolled to a stop to a chorus of moaning and cursing from the passengers. It had tilted so much that the electrodes had slipped off the power lines above. As Richard continued to watch, the silver machine glided into the distance, lost again in the teeming traffic.

They were only a few blocks from his stop. As the streetcar driver hauled out the long pole to reattach the electrode, Richard pushed by the other passengers, stepped to the curb, and began the last leg of his daily journey home from a teaching job at East Vancouver Community College.

He strode past an abandoned parking lot, now crowded with cardboard and plastic shacks. This one even featured the rusted hulks of several ancient cars, abandoned long ago and probably homes for some of the dozens of people he knew would be living there. Even as he walked past, an old man shuffled into view, adjusting a ragged sheet of plastic that extended like an awning from the door of one of the wrecks.

At its far end, the lot fed into a narrow alley connecting to the street leading home. Richard passed through the gap and into the alley, scanning the shadows. The faint odour of urine and rotting cardboard lingered in the air. Down a side alley his eye caught a trace of blond that looked familiar. He stopped, peering through the geometric patchwork of light and shade, and spotted what had grabbed his attention.

Two figures stood in a beam of late afternoon sunlight half a block away, discussing something. One was almost hidden behind the corner of a cross alley – only his tattooed forearms, the curve of his gut, and a wisp of beard were visible. Opposite him stood the blond figure, and as the head turned Richard felt goose bumps rise on his skin. The profile bore a striking resemblance to the person he knew better than anyone on Earth – his younger brother, Danny.

At first he assumed it was just some other kid who, at this distance, had similar features. After all, Danny should be at school right now. All the same, Richard turned up the alley, and the scene altered in a way that dispelled any doubt – a white dog with large black spots stepped out of the shadows and stood at the blond figure’s side. It was Zonk, Danny’s dog and his constant companion. At that exact moment all three disappeared down the cross alley.

“Danny!” Richard called after them, and broke into a run. Out of breath, he reached the intersection where they’d stood. There was no sign of Danny, Zonk, or the other man. He rushed down the cross alley and into a maze of passages. Soon after starting down one of them, he decided he’d chosen wrong. He backtracked and tried several others, but by then his quarry had disappeared into the dark maze of the inner city.
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An hour after Richard got home, Danny walked in the front door, followed, as always, by Zonk. Richard was waiting, mentally preparing for the confrontation that would form the latest link in a chain of sorrow that stretched unbroken back to a warm summer night four years ago.

“Danny, I need to talk to you,” he said as Danny and Zonk passed by.

“I’m busy,” said Danny, heading for his room.

“Whatever you’re doing can wait.”

Danny stopped and slouched against the wall beside him.

“On my way home I saw you in an alley talking to someone,” Richard said.

Danny straightened up. “You’re crazy.”

Richard studied his brother. Danny was seventeen, almost a man. Unlike Richard, he hadn’t inherited their father’s curly black hair; his was straight and blond, like their mother’s. And he wasn’t tall and lanky like Richard, but smaller and finer-featured, like she had been.

“Don’t lie to me,” he said. “You were with Zonk. You promised me you weren’t going to skip school anymore.”

Danny stared at the ground.

Richard sighed. “Look, I know education isn’t valued the way it used to be, but you still need a high school diploma if you’re going to do anything with your life. Then you can at least get into some kind of trade…”

“Got better things to do than school,” Danny mumbled, studying the floor and shuffling his feet.

“What better things? Drugs? Gangs?”

Danny glanced up at him, and for an instant the boy’s expression was a mirror-image of their mother. Richard’s gut wrenched at the recognition. Danny seemed to sense his reaction and returned his gaze to the floor.

“You’re not leaving this house again until you tell me what you’re up to,” said Richard.

Danny looked up angrily. “You’re not my father. You can’t tell me what to do.” He turned toward the door.

“I’m your legal guardian,” said Richard, grabbing at Danny’s arm. “I can tell you what to do – I am telling you!” He felt himself losing control. “I made a promise to Mom…” he blurted out, and was immediately sorry. 

Danny turned back and stared at him, his expression a blend of scorn and pity. Finally he jerked his arm from Richard’s grip and stormed out the door with Zonk trotting behind.

“Danny!” Richard yelled. He ran after his brother but Danny had already jumped the front fence and was half-way down the street.

“Where do you think you’re going!” Richard shouted after him.

“Anywhere!” Danny yelled behind him, and disappeared into the night.








CHAPTER TWO

The Search Begins




THE NEXT MORNING Danny still hadn’t come home. His bike in the rack behind the house was gone. Richard took the day off work and spent the morning contacting Danny’s teachers and the few acquaintances he knew about. There was no sign of his brother.

In the afternoon he steered his bicycle into a gravel driveway on the eastern edge of Vancouver. It led to a space surrounded by trees on three sides. The air was heavy with the scent of pine needles, and the silence was unsettling. On the south side of the property stood a sturdy wooden shed about thirty feet long and twenty wide. 

The shed dwarfed the structure on the north side. The smaller structure, which more properly should be called a motor vehicle, was the home of Jim Keller, Richard and Danny’s uncle, the closest thing they’d had to a father for the past four years. Keller lived a hermit-like existence, with no phone or internet, as far from the city as possible while still close enough to come in for supplies.

Keller’s home had once been a ‘Recreational Vehicle’, or ‘RV’ as he called it. It obviously wasn’t going anywhere, even if Keller had the fuel to run it. It was up on blocks, its rusted-out wheels dangling uselessly from the frame. Richard knocked on the door and got no answer. He headed over to the shed and knocked. Keller’s face, a halo of silver hair ringing his bald head, appeared at one of the windows. He unlocked and opened the door. 

Keller was in his late fifties – short and stocky, with wire-rimmed glasses he still seemed uncomfortable wearing. Despite the hint of a paunch, Keller’s physique was hard and muscular for a man his age.

“Hi there,” he said.

“I was just wondering if…” said Richard.

“Wait,” said Keller. “Come on in. You’re just in time. I’ve got something to show you.”

The window blinds were rolled up and the interior was flooded with light. The far corner of the shed formed a workshop where Keller earned his living repairing scooters and motorcycles; a few stray bikes leaned against the wall near a small bench covered with tools. The air inside was suffused with a combination of odours dominated by wood and motor oil. 

In the center of the floor something massive stood, hidden by a well-worn tarpaulin.

Keller smiled and strode over to the mystery object. “My little project’s finally finished,” he said. “Ready?” 

“For what?”

With a flourish, Keller swept away the tarp. 

Richard gasped. Polished chrome bumpers and mirrors, glittering in the afternoon sunlight, framed a wine-red finish so deep he could lose himself in it. Round, dinner-plate-sized tail-lights stared out like a pair of glowing eyes. A tan button-down convertible top wrapped the interior like a fine leather jacket. Standing in front of him was the largest automobile Richard had ever seen.

“Like it?” laughed Keller. Richard was speechless. 

“It’s a nineteen sixty-three Ford Galaxie,” said Keller. “You’re looking at a car that’s more than a hundred years old.”

Richard stared as he paced around the ancient vehicle. Finally he said, “So this is what you’ve been hiding in here all this time?”

“It was no big secret, really,” said Keller. “I just didn’t want anybody to see it until it was finished. I inherited it when I bought this place. The owner had been fixing it up for years – kind of a hobby. He’s the one that built the shed and all. He got too sick to live here by himself and moved in with his daughter.”

Richard ran his fingers over the gleaming front fender. They left a tiny grease spot and he drew his hand back, embarrassed.

“The daughter handled the sale,” continued Keller. “She found out I was a mechanic and agreed to sell to me, but I had to promise to finish her father’s work on the car. I guess it was pretty important to him. He’d found most of the parts – God knows where from – but I don’t think he’d ever gotten it running.”

“And you did?”

“Damned right I did! She purrs like a kitten now. I call her the ‘Black Cherry’.”

Richard looked at him.

“You know,” said Keller, nodding at the vehicle, “because of the colour. It cost a fortune in gas to get her up to scratch. There’s still a bit left in the tank, I think. I can start her up if you want.”

“I don’t want you to waste your gas just for that.”

“I don’t mind. Hell, if I can’t show her off to anybody, what’s the point in having her?”

With a boyish grin, Keller opened the door and jumped into the driver’s seat. He shoved a key into something on the car’s steering column, turned it, and the Black Cherry roared to life. Richard was shocked at the noise; its entire frame vibrated and billows of smoke blew out the exhaust pipe.

“That’s incredible!” Richard yelled over the din.

“Get in,” Keller yelled back. He reached over and opened the passenger door. Richard climbed in and sat with his hands on the dashboard, feeling the vibration.

“Now, we go for a drive,” said Keller. He pulled down on a lever on the steering column, pressed the gas, and the giant vehicle rolled ahead a few yards. He pulled the lever in a different direction and it moved back about the same distance. “There,” he yelled. “Now you can tell people you’ve driven in a sixty-three Galaxie.”

He turned the key and the engine abruptly stopped.

“Sorry,” he said. “That’s about all the gas I can spare.”

Keller got out and Richard followed his lead.

“So it’s finished?” Richard said as he helped Keller replace the tarp. They headed back to the RV.

“Yeah – a bit of a letdown in a way,” said Keller, “‘cause I can’t drive it anywhere — I can’t afford the gas. What’s frustrating is that the daughter told me the old man claimed he had a stash of something like ten gallons buried right here on this property. She didn’t know where, and I asked her if she could find out. I guess the old guy was pretty far gone by then. She said he wasn’t making sense anymore, and not long after that he died.”

“And you never found the gas?”

“Nope. I looked damned hard, too. She might have been mistaken. I keep looking – maybe someday.”

 The RV was small, but cozy, with a table built into a nook, a tiny bedroom, and an even tinier kitchen. Keller said there had once been a gas-powered stove, removed long ago and replaced with additional counter space. They slid into the benches surrounding the nook.

“Danny and I had another fight last night,” said Richard. “He took off and he hasn’t come home. I was hoping he might have shown up here.”

“Danny? Haven’t seen him since the last time you were out.”

Keller got up and put two cups on the table. “He’s been gone for one day? I don’t think I’d worry too much at this point. He’s probably acting out – teaching you a lesson. Teenagers are a little bit nuts. You know – hormones and all that.”

He stepped outside and returned with a steaming kettle of hot water, which he poured into a small teapot.

“So things haven’t improved between you two?” he said as he poured the tea.

“Same as always – he’s never around, and if I ask where he’s been he’s evasive – or hostile. When he’s home he hides in his room and barely speaks to me. But all the times we’ve fought before he’s always come home – it’s not normal behaviour for him.”

“’Normal’ doesn’t apply at that age,” said Keller. “You were born grown up, Richard,” he laughed. “Some people are just like that. That’s why it’s hard for you to understand. Danny’s a free spirit – immature, irresponsible. He’s only seventeen after all. He’s going to take a while to find himself, but at heart he’s a good kid.”

“I swore I’d look after him.”

“Come on,” scoffed Keller. “You were nineteen years old when you made that promise. Danny’s wild and reckless – he would have been wild and reckless even if your parents were still alive – he was born that way. Don’t beat yourself up about it.”

Richard opened his mouth to say something, but decided against it.

Keller continued. “You’ve both been through the wringer big time. Let’s face it – we all have. It was the same for me when your aunt Sophie died. You figure the pain will fade as the years go by. And it does…” He shook his head and stared into his teacup. “But you can’t believe how long it takes.”

Keller put a hand on Richard’s shoulder. “I wouldn’t be surprised if Danny was asleep in his room when you get home. If he’s not, let me know, and I’ll do anything I can to help.”

Danny wasn’t asleep in his room, or even in the house, when Richard got home, and there was no sign that he’d returned during Richard’s absence. When he finally went to bed late that night there was still no trace of his brother, and Richard’s internal alarm bells began to sound.








CHAPTER THREE

Danny Meets a Gangster




THE CENTER OF an abandoned warehouse on the outskirts of town had been cleared of debris, and furnished with torn up couches and armchairs scavenged from the disintegrating buildings nearby. The remnants of broken-down machinery of long-forgotten function lined the periphery.

A tattoo-laden gang leader named Crack lounged against the back of one of the armchairs. Danny Hampton stood before him, desperately trying to stop his hands from shaking. Danny’s dog, Zonk, sat on the floor by his feet. A group of rough looking men sat talking and joking some distance away. Their talk and laughter echoed off the metal-clad walls.

“You want to rent a truck,” said Crack. The arrogant sneer on his burn-scarred face made Danny nervous. “What for?”

“I can’t tell you,” said Danny.

“You can’t tell me…” Crack shot a glance to the dark-skinned man standing next to him. “Hear that, Mansur? He wants me to rent him a truck, but he can’t tell me what for.”

“That’s pretty funny,” laughed Mansur.

“You’re a real little tough guy, aren’t you?” Crack said to Danny. “You know, some of the boys over there would have a lot of fun with you.”

Danny glanced over at the group. One of them looked up, noticed him, pursed his lips and blew him a kiss. Danny shuddered.

“Let me guess…” Crack continued. “You don’t want to pay for this truck either.”

“I’d pay you when I sell what I want to haul,” said Danny, thinking how stupid it sounded as soon as it came out of his mouth.

Both Crack and Mansur fell into renewed spasms of laughter.

“Have you got any idea what it costs to rent something like that?” Crack said, still laughing. “And the gas to run it? Either you’re a lot richer than you look or you’re delusional.”

 “I know how much it costs,” answered Danny. “I could pay after I deliver the cargo.”

Crack raised an eyebrow and straightened up slightly, “So what do you want to haul that’s so valuable?”

“I can’t tell you,” said Danny. “You’d just have to trust me…”

Crack’s sinewy right arm, hideously tattooed with coiling tentacles, shot out and grabbed Danny by the shirt collar. “Listen, you little punk – I can get you anything you want – after you pay me the cash up front.”

“I don’t have any money,” Danny whispered.

“Too bad,” Crack said, releasing his hold and roughly shoving Danny away. “Maybe you should just hit the road then and quit wasting my time.”

Danny hesitated, petrified. He knew he should leave now, but instead blurted out, “I could cut you in on the profits.”

“What?” said Crack. “Ten percent of fuck all?”

“It would be a lot,” answered Danny, instantly regretting his choice of words. Crack leaned forward, suddenly interested, staring at him like he was trying to read his mind.

“Tell you what…” he finally said. “Normally I wouldn’t even consider a deal like that, but I like you, kid. You’ve got an honest face. Give me a minute. I’ll have to talk it over with my colleagues.”

 Danny saw a suppressed smirk on Mansur’s face. Crack sauntered over and whispered something to one of the other men. In response, the man smiled and nodded his head.

Crack returned, saying, “Sorry, the guys aren’t convinced. I’m on your side, believe me, but we’ll have to do some negotiating. Have a seat.” He motioned with his tattooed right arm. Danny recoiled at the sight of it, but was afraid to say no. He sat down on one of the armchairs.
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An hour later a pickle jar full of homemade hooch was still making the rounds. The men were all much older than Danny – some even had graying hair. Out of the corner of his eye he was sure he saw them nodding and snickering to each other. It was like they were all party to some joke that didn’t include him.

Zonk paced nervously around the room. On an almost imperceptible signal from Crack, one of the men jumped up and grabbed the dog by the collar. Zonk struggled to pull away and whined at being held by a stranger. Crack held out the jar and motioned for Danny to take another drink. Once again Danny was repulsed by the painted tentacles that squirmed with the movement of his outstretched arm.

Danny knew now that he should never have come here. He staggered to his feet. The crowd around him roared with laughter. He couldn’t see straight. Somehow he had to keep his head. If he could just put one foot in front of the other, he could walk out of here and everything would be alright. He lost his balance and suddenly he was falling…

From somewhere behind him Crack’s voice echoed above the laughter, “Now, suppose you tell us exactly what you want to haul in the truck…”








CHAPTER FOUR

The First Clues




ON DAY TWO of Danny’s disappearance Richard took some more time off, and in the morning headed for Danny’s school. He made his way from the streetcar stop, pushing past a line of people that disappeared around the nearest corner. It was the tail section of a breadline that, as usual, stretched all the way around the block. In the distance, at the head of the line, a pair of hands held out a bowl into which a uniformed official ladled food.

At the school he met with Ms. Kingsley, Danny’s counselor. He’d met her once or twice before when they’d talked about Danny’s problems in school. He remembered her as a confident career woman with meticulously coiffed hair and impeccable clothes. Today, she looked tired and disheveled, with loose strands of hair hanging over her eyes.

“Have a seat,” she gestured to a chair in front of her desk. “Excuse me, but I have to complete this form. Would you mind waiting a minute?”

“Sure,” said Richard, as he sat down. He glanced around the office. It was small and scented with the faint flowery odour of Ms. Kingsley’s perfume. Several posters adorned the walls. One showed a backyard garden with the caption: Food – Everyone’s Responsibility. In another a frightened youth faced a menacing gang of thugs. The caption read: School Sanctuary – Here When You Need It. 

The largest, most striking poster hung directly above Ms. Kingsley’s head. Richard recognized it immediately, since it was plastered everywhere throughout his own College. It showed a stylized city of gleaming skyscrapers, the light from a rising sun glinting from their mirrored windows. The bold-print caption at the bottom read: First Annual Innovation Day – Man’s Triumph Over Nature.

Ms. Kingsley completed the form and dropped it decisively in her out-box.

“Thanks for waiting,” she said, turning to face him. “Good to see you Richard, though I wish it were under more pleasant circumstances. Any word about Danny?”

“It’s like he dropped off the face of the Earth,” Richard said. “I was hoping you’d have some idea where he might have gone.”

“I’m sorry, but I don’t think I can be much help. I’ve asked him in to see me several times – not for any infraction – just for a chat, and he always says everything’s fine, but won’t open up. He doesn’t say a word unless it’s to answer a direct question. Apart from that, he seems to be coping as well as could be expected – considering what he’s been through.”

“Did you know he was skipping school?”

Ms. Kingsley’s face flushed red. “Truancy is such a common occurrence. I don’t generally hear about it unless it’s getting out of hand. After all, there are so few opportunities provided by education nowadays…”

“But they did tell you.”

She nodded. “Apparently he was skipping up to two or three days a week.”

“Two or three days a week! So why wasn’t I informed?”

“Informed?” she laughed. “Welcome to reality, Richard. Half the school skip class on a regular basis, often with the parents’ blessing. A lot of parents would rather have their kids at home looking after the garden, or helping guard the house.”

Richard stared at the desktop, shaking his head.

“Is there anyone he hung out with?” he finally said. “Did he mention any friends here at school?”

“He never talked about anyone outside school. I know he spent time with one or two other students here. There’s one in particular, Matt Foster, that I’ve seen him with a few times. Danny’s become somewhat of a loner. He doesn’t associate much with other students.”

“Can I speak with Matt?”

She looked at her watch. “The next class break will be in fifteen minutes. I can arrange for him to talk to you.”
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They walked toward the classrooms in silence and posted themselves outside shop class. A few minutes later the doors opened and students crowded into the hall. Ms. Kingsley called over a thin, dark-haired boy with a bad complexion.

“Matt, this is Richard Hampton, Danny’s brother,” she said to the boy. “He’d like to speak to you for a few minutes.”

"But then I'd have to miss Math class," Matt sneered.

"I'll clear it with Mr. Davis," she said.

Matt grinned, “In that case, sure – whatever.”

Richard and Matt parked themselves at a table in a far corner of the school cafeteria.

“You know that Danny’s missing?” said Richard.

“First I’ve heard,” said Matt, slouching down in his chair.

“He disappeared two days ago. I’m trying to find him.”

“Good for you.”

Richard scowled at him. “I thought Danny was your friend. He might be lying injured somewhere. He might be dying…”

“Hey, don’t get on my case,” said Matt. “You’re the one that wanted this interview.”

“Don’t you want to help him?”

“It’s a tough world out there – you gotta look out for number one. Danny knows that. I’m surprised you don’t. Danny was right – you are a tight-ass.”

Richard ignored the remark. “I know he was skipping school. Where was he going?”

“Hey, I’m not the guy’s father…” Matt smirked and looked pointedly at him. “I don’t ask him where he goes every day. Everybody skips school. It’s no big deal. Danny was working an angle, like everybody else. I never asked him what, and he never asked me about mine.”

“Didn’t he tell you anything?”

Matt shrugged. “I know he was going to Surrey. I think he went there all the time.”

Richard tensed. “Surrey? Why, for God’s sake? What could he possibly want there?”

“Sometimes he talked about ‘prospecting’. It sounded like he was looking for something.”

“And he never said what?”

“He was all excited a couple of weeks ago. Said he’d found something big.”

“Big?”

“The exact word he used was ‘huge’ – he said he found something ‘huge’.”

“He didn’t say what it was?”

“Hey, don’t ask, don’t tell, man.” Matt ran his fingers through his greasy hair. “You know, this is getting kind of boring…”

“That’s it?” said Richard. “You’ve got nothing else to say to me?”

Matt scratched at the top of the table with his fingernail. Richard rose, pushed out his chair, and began to walk away.

“Thanks for all your help,” he said over his shoulder. “I can see Danny’s got a real friend in you.”

“Don’t go away mad,” Matt called after him. “Hey, he did say one other thing…”

Richard stopped and looked back, “What’s that?”

“He said when I heard what he found it would blow my mind.”








CHAPTER FIVE

A Plunge into Cold Water




DANNY STARED UP into the darkness and falling rain at the tiny pinpricks of light high above his head. The lights marked the extents of the massive bridge spans that towered above him and the others. The dim glow reflected in puddles dotting the deck over which they trudged, walking their motorbikes across a deeply-potholed section, headed for a rendezvous with Crack and the rest of the gang.

The group made their way toward the crest of the bridge, five or six surrounding him to block off any chance of escape. Zonk trotted behind, held on a leash by one of the men.

The drizzling rain had soaked Danny to the skin. He tried to concentrate, but he was still half wasted from the hooch. The beating they'd laid on him during the interrogation had rattled his brain, and the bruises that covered much of his body were starting to throb painfully.

Unexpectedly, Zonk started to tug at the leash with his teeth, like he was trying to tear it out of the handler’s grip. The man holding the leash responded by swatting him and pulling it tighter. Far from being subdued, Zonk jumped up and put his front paws on the handler’s chest. The handler pushed him back down and tried to kick him, but missed.

“For Christ’s sake, Swallow,” yelled the leader of the group, “get that dog under control!”

Danny thought, what’s with Zonk? He’s never acted up like that before.

Zonk continued his antics, jumping up again on the handler, Swallow, and almost pushing him over.

“You devil dog!” Swallow yelled. He backed up and pulled out a gun, ready to shoot the dog.

“You stupid shit!” shouted the leader, rushing at Swallow, grabbing his gun and pistol-whipping him. “Didn’t you hear what Crack said! You’re gonna ruin everything!”

Danny saw his chance. Everybody was focused on Zonk and the two fighting men. He staggered the few yards over to the bridge railing. Mercifully, the night was so black he couldn’t see the water below. He assumed he was going to die, but that no longer mattered. He slipped over the rail and was weightless. He heard a shot and a bullet whizzed by his head.

The last thing he heard before he hit the water was a voice frantically screaming: “Somebody catch that fucking dog!”








CHAPTER SIX

Zonk Comes Home




RICHARD HAD JUST gotten back from his meetings at the school when he heard a familiar scratching at the front door, and it was as if a huge burden had fallen from his shoulders. Danny had finally come home. But when he opened it, his euphoria evaporated. Zonk stood on the stoop in front of him, but Danny was nowhere in sight.

Danny and Zonk were inseparable. Even if by some unimaginable set of circumstances Danny had tried to send Zonk away, Richard knew the dog would follow him if that were possible. The fact that Zonk was here without Danny could mean only one of two things – either Danny was somewhere it was impossible for Zonk to go, or…he didn’t want to consider the alternative. His hands trembled as he pried one of Danny’s school pictures from a frame on a bookshelf and left the house. There was no longer any doubt – Danny was in trouble.
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Richard cringed as he burst through the doors of the Police station. The reception area was jammed with a cross-section of humanity – from homeless, drunks, and hookers to sharply dressed businessmen and middle-class people like himself. A slow-moving line had formed in front of the reception desk, and Richard took his place its end. A filthy drunk lined up behind him; he was almost overcome by the stench of the man’s liquor-soaked breath.

As it had four years ago after the tragedy, Richard’s mind raced as he waited, walking through scenarios, weighing options, desperate to act but stunned and confused about where to begin. He was so preoccupied he hardly noticed the wait, and didn’t realize he was up until the uniformed officer at reception bellowed at him, “Next!”

He moved up to the desk.

“What’s your business,” said the officer.

“I’ve got an appointment with Detective Leung.”

The officer glanced over his left shoulder. “Fourth desk on the right.”

Richard headed for desk the officer had indicated. The man sitting behind it waved him over and motioned for him to have a seat.

“Richard,” said Leung, wearing a harried expression that reminded him of Ms. Kingsley, the school counselor. “Good to see you again. Sorry, but there are no developments in your parents’ case.”

“I’m not here about that,” said Richard, taking a seat across from him.

Leung eyed him expectantly.

“My brother Danny’s missing, said Richard. “Here – I brought a recent picture.” He fished the photograph from his coat pocket and handed it to the detective.

Leung glanced at it. “How old is Danny now?”

“He’s seventeen,” said Richard. Leung let out a faint sigh as he typed something into the terminal and studied the result.

Richard explained the events surrounding Danny’s disappearance, including his trips to Surrey.

“Look,” Leung finally said, turning from the computer screen. “You had a fight with Danny, and my guess is that he’s gone off somewhere to punish you. It happens all the time.”

“Danny has a dog,” Richard said, realizing how foolish he probably sounded. “This morning the dog came home without him. It would never have willingly left Danny’s side. I know what it looks like – we’ve had our differences, but Danny would never run off like that.”

Leung’s face expressed infinite patience.

“Do you have any record of him?” Richard asked, embarrassed at not knowing the answer. “Has he been in trouble before? For drugs or gangs or anything?”

“That was the first thing I checked,” said Leung. “If he’d been brought in you would have been notified.”

“So what’s the next step?”

“The next step?”

“I assume you’ll be assigning somebody to the case?”

“He’s only been gone a couple of days. We’ll have to wait and see if that’s necessary.”

Richard’s knuckles were white on the arms of his chair. “Look, believe me this isn’t like Danny. He’s got his faults, but he’s never done anything like this before. And the dog…”

“I’m sorry,” said Leung. “We can’t spare the manpower at this point.”

Richard raised his voice. “Don’t you realize that my brother's life might be at stake?”

Leung leaned forward and glared at him. “Do you have any understanding of what's going on in this city? People are out there killing each other for food. We've got a major force that does nothing but patrol the coastline for boatloads of refugees coming in from Asia. We’re up to our armpits in black marketers, street gangs, drug lords, militias – it's a war zone out there.” There was a flash of desperation in his eyes. He leaned back. “Now – we don't know for sure that Danny is even in trouble. Maybe he just ran away…”

“Danny did not run away!” Richard shouted. The other conversations around them stopped and the people at adjacent desks stared in their direction.

“Please lower your voice,” said Leung.

“I’m telling you,” said Richard. “Something bad has happened to Danny.”

“See this?” said Leung, holding up Danny’s photograph. “I’ll just tack it up over there with the others.” He walked over to a large white-board that Richard hadn’t noticed before. It was plastered with so many photographs that barely any white space showed. Looking closely Richard could see that they were all of children. Leung picked out a tiny open patch in the center, taped Danny’s photograph over it and scrawled a short note underneath, then returned to his desk.

“We’ll get to him when we can,” he said bluntly.

Richard stomped out the station doors and down the front steps, kicking up dust as he went. He pictured a thirteen year-old Danny in the hospital room standing over the shrouded body of their dead mother. For a fraction of a second an image flooded into Richard’s mind – the path to their back garden – he jammed his eyes shut and stumbled away in a daze.
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“Don’t be too hard on the cops,” said Jim Keller as he sat at Richard’s dining room table later that day. Keller had made one of his rare visits to town. He claimed he needed supplies, but Richard suspected the real reason.

“They’re not lying when they tell you they’re swamped,” Keller said. “I can believe that one missing teenage boy wouldn’t be high on their priority list.”

“Zonk would never come home without Danny,” said Richard. “You know that as well as I do.”

“Yeah, I know,” said Keller, shaking his head. “I hate to say it, but I could have told you what would happen with the cops. Forget them – they’re a lost cause.”

“What?” Richard’s jaw dropped open.

“Don’t you remember what happened with your Mum and Dad?” Keller said, “Did they ever arrest anybody?”

“Well, no…”

“Forget the cops,” said Keller. “Look – you’re a good guy, Richard, but you’ve spent most of your life with your nose buried in a book – you’re out of touch. Take my word for it – you’ll grow old and die waiting for the cops to find Danny.”

Richard shuddered and tilted sideways as if he was about to faint.

“You okay?” said Keller.

“Yeah, I’m okay.”

Keller leaned forward with his hands on the table. “I don’t think you’re on top of how much worse things have gotten in the past few years. Big cities like Vancouver were built with the idea that there would always be cheap oil. The oil’s gone, or at least it’s so expensive it might as well be gone. The old ways of doing things don’t work anymore – it’s as simple as that. 

“Cops, firemen, ambulance attendants – they need fuel to operate like everybody else. It’s a different world now – one where you can’t depend on anybody else to help you, and that includes the cops.”

Richard hung his head. Finally he looked up and said, “There’s something else I haven’t told you.”

Keller raised an eyebrow.

“I didn’t mention it before because I was hoping that Danny would show up,” said Richard. “I didn’t want to worry you. I talked to one of his friends from school, a kid named Matt Foster. He tells me that Danny’s been going to Surrey.”

“Shit,” said Keller under his breath.

“Jim, I know you spent a lot of time on the road…”

“Yeah,” said Keller, “I did my share of riding the rails – me and plenty of others.”

“Be honest. What are Danny’s chances out there?”

Keller didn’t speak – just stared blankly at the table top. After a few seconds he said, “We better start looking ourselves. I’ve still got connections with people on the road. I can find out if anyone’s seen Danny or heard about him.”

After Keller had left, Richard tossed Danny’s room. He flipped through the pages of all the books on the bookshelves, rifled through all the dresser drawers, and checked the pockets of all Danny’s clothes. He found nothing. He was about to give up when it occurred to him to try under the mattress of the bed…








CHAPTER SEVEN

The Mystery Deepens


IT WAS A worn, stapled notebook – the cheap kind kids used for taking notes in school. Its black cardboard cover was creased, scuffed, and bent, as if it had been folded and carried in somebody’s back pocket. With a sense of dread Richard slid the book from under Danny’s mattress and carried it into the living room to read. Zonk lay in a corner and lazily opened one eye as he passed. Sitting on the edge of the couch with the book on his lap, Richard thumbed through the faded blue-lined pages.

It was some kind of journal, but it didn’t contain a narrative, like a diary. It was filled with terse notes, mostly unintelligible, presumably about where Danny had been going, though it never mentioned what he was actually doing there. There were scribbles around the margins, and sometimes even in the middle of the page. Some entries were dated. The journal wasn’t exactly written in code, but the entries were succinct, as if Danny had included only enough information to jog his memory about things he already knew. Most of the pages were blank, and even the ones with writing weren’t completely filled. The first entry he read was:

	Apr 11 – 101st and Heather. Some indication. Nothing definite.

Another read:

	5 blks S 8 W KG. 

Beside the entry, in a different colour of ink, was written: False alarm.

One word that was repeated several times, seemingly at random, was Eldorado, once in giant letters with lines radiating from it as if it were glowing with light.

Near the middle of the notebook, half-way down the page, an entry caught his attention. It read:

9 blks E 20 N KG. W*ld Rose Energy Ltd ! ! !

Under the text was a long line of exclamation marks, and around the page were excited scribbles, most of which were meaningless. In the upper left-hand corner was a crude drawing of a flower, which, in keeping with the scribbling below, Richard guessed to be a Wild Rose. Beside the picture was scribbled the word, Yes!

He hit several blank pages. At first he thought he’d reached the end, but then he found a new entry, written with a different coloured ink. It wasn’t dated, but Richard had the impression that some period of time had passed between the previous entries and this new one. The entry read,

F says C can get transportation.

Don’t know if I should trust him – sounds kind of unstable – dangerous.

He went back and re-examined the entry that Danny seemed excited about:

9 blks E 20 N KG – W*ld Rose Energy Ltd

So… he thought. 9 blks – that is, blocks – E – that is, east and 20 – blocks? N – that is, north. So — it’s: 9 blocks east and 20 blocks north – of KG… KG? But what is KG?
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That night Richard was exhausted. His affliction was something deeper than physical fatigue – it was an exhaustion of spirit – as if his will to live was draining away. He sat with
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