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      The Cinderella cold case, as police investigators had dubbed it, lay within the stack of files assigned to me. Logic couldn’t begin to explain why I'd chosen this one instead of any other. My choice was based on a gut feeling. These cases about missing people were like living, breathing things to me, and the Cinderella file screamed out for my help.

      My gift as an empath was the main reason that Ted Tremblay, chief inspector of the Montreal Police Service, had encouraged me to accept the job as consultant in the newly established cold case unit. Better known to me as Uncle Ted, he was counting on my psychic abilities to help solve some of the hundreds of cases that spanned decades.

      “Amber, it’s time you use your God-given talents,” Uncle Ted had said to me when he and Aunt Elaine invited me over for dinner last weekend. “The investigative unit needs a fresh pair of eyes to ensure that justice is served, and you’re the perfect candidate. All you have to do is carefully consider the evidence in each file. I’m sure you’ll make me proud.”

      Talk about pressure to perform.

      Sure, the consultant position was a chance to replace my part-time jobs with a full-time one, but I didn’t feel as confident about my abilities as Uncle Ted sounded. After almost twenty-five years of living with my gift, I learned that being an empath had its pros and cons. Anyone might think that sensing the energy of a person, place, or object was cool. It wasn’t. Working all day in a busy store or office where many people circulated was out of the question. Tapping into someone else’s unstable emotions threw mine out of whack and triggered a panic attack. Instead, I chose online jobs, like proofreading web content and grading student tests.

      Solving cold cases using my gift was completely new to me. Getting psychic impressions from the evidence in case files and interpreting them properly was serious business. The police reports were all about crimes, victims, and suspects. Accurate though gruesome stuff. What if it became too much for me to bear emotionally? What if I couldn’t live up to my uncle’s expectations? The last thing I wanted was to disappoint him. In the end, though, his confidence in me was so strong that I accepted the job.

      Detective Lieutenant Albert Payton, my boss in the Montreal Police North Division, had welcomed me to the station earlier on this rainy June morning. His short, grizzled beard and hair stood out against his police uniform, his appearance suggesting nothing less than seasoned authority. As we walked through the open office area, I noticed that most of the staff were dressed in casual wear. I had opted for a conventional look for my first day on the job: a white shirt and dark blue jacket, my hair pulled back in a ponytail. I felt immediately out of place.

      The lieutenant escorted me across the floor and along a pathway barely wide enough to walk through. Filing cabinets topped with stacks of dusty files formed a wall on either side of us. “All the city’s cold case files are stored here,” he said, gesturing broadly.

      The air smelled of dust, mildew, and defeat. An immense sadness swept over me, even though the sole remaining traces of the victims were typewritten files. The pathway opened up to a makeshift office. A large whiteboard was mounted on the only visible wall at the back.

      “This is where you’ll be working,” the lieutenant said. “You’ll be sharing the space with one of our officers.” He indicated two desks facing each other, then motioned to the man sitting behind one of them to come join us.

      My pulse raced.

      Tall with dark eyes and a five-o’clock shadow, the thirtyish detective in a smart suit and tie could have easily posed for the cover of a men’s magazine. I caught myself staring at him as he approached us, his toned physique evoking an image of a sleek panther, the scent of his cologne suggesting the fresh outdoors. My cheeks grew warm, and I abruptly swung my gaze to the filing cabinets.

      The lieutenant introduced me. “This is Amber McNeil, the unit’s new member. Amber has a Bachelor of Arts degree and a good eye for detail.”

      The detective nodded, as if he were waiting for more, but the lieutenant moved on and introduced him to me.

      That I had to work out of a cramped storage space was an unforeseen drawback. That I had to share it with Detective Sergeant Ryan Baxter, my so-called partner on the cold case files, was another. Uncle Ted hadn’t mentioned either.

      The lieutenant’s face beamed with pride when he shifted the conversation to Ryan’s investigative experience in homicides and his studies in forensic psychology. “Ryan is heading up the new criminal profiling department that I plan to expand within the unit. Budget permitting, of course.”

      A criminal profiler?

      Discouragement washed over me. My experience was so inadequate compared with Ryan’s. How could I possibly measure up to his specialized background?

      “Nice to meet you, Sergeant,” I said.

      Ryan managed a polite smile, then turned to the lieutenant. “I wasn’t expecting to share an office with my admin assistant.”

      He didn’t fool me. I immediately sensed his resentment about working with someone as unqualified as me. On the other hand, it wasn’t as if I could defend my position. While I detested the admin assistant reference, I was unqualified.

      The lieutenant cleared his throat. “The posting recently opened up. Amber is a psychic consultant who came highly recommended because of her unique...um...observation skills. What’s important is that you both work on solving some of the eight hundred cold cases stored here.”

      “Eight hundred cases?” My stomach knotted.

      Ryan added, “We’re talking decades’ worth of cases. With all due respect, Lieutenant, I’ll need someone other than a psychic to make a dent in those cases.”

      The lieutenant shook his head. “We won’t get additional resources until you show progress. If you’re successful, we can ask for extra funds to add offices and staff to the unit. No results, no cold case unit.”

      Ryan’s cheeks flushed, but he nodded in acknowledgment.

      It suddenly hit me that the lieutenant had said I was “highly recommended” yet hadn’t referred to me as the chief inspector’s niece. Had Uncle Ted arranged for me to get the job without mentioning our relationship? If so, I intended to keep it that way. No one needed to know I was his niece. Especially not Ryan, who would resent me even more.

      The two men chatted briefly about a homicide case they had worked on months ago, then Ryan excused himself. He had to meet with someone in his former unit “to wrap up loose ends.”

      The lieutenant led me back into the quiet buzz of the outer office. He introduced me to a handful of employees, including an information officer and a computer technician, remarking again that Ryan and I had limited staff to assist us due to budget restrictions. When the tour ended, he said, “You’ll have to excuse me, Amber. I’ve got an important meeting this morning.” He retreated to his office behind closed doors.

      Back in my quasi office, I examined the evidence board on the wall. It mapped out child abductions that had occurred in the northern part of the city. The names of six victims were scrawled above the map, an arrow from each one pointing to a different area of the city. The date beside each victim signified that these police investigations had come to a sudden stop two decades ago.

      Ready to dig into my first case, I looked at the dusty bankers boxes stacked next to my desk. The typewritten label affixed to each one marked the case name and number. A larger sticker in an almost illegible scrawl on one of them caught my attention. It read “Cinderella.” Intrigued, I lifted the box and set it on my desk.

      I removed the lid, retrieved the evidence file, and read the first investigative report. The victim’s name was Vicky Johnson. She was five years old when she was kidnapped from her home one night. As I studied the photo of the little girl with long dark curls and a toothy smile, a pang shot through my heart. Who would harm such an innocent child? I checked her birth date. If Vicky had survived the abduction and was still alive, she’d be twenty-five years old today. About my age.

      The report stated that Eric and Christine Johnson lived in a middle-class suburban neighborhood. Vicky was the couple’s only child. Eric worked for an insurance company, and Christine was a nurse. They didn’t hear a thing the night their daughter vanished. Their angst about her safety was intensified by the fact that Vicky was asthmatic.

      Next was a Polaroid photo taken by forensics, its white borders yellowed with age. The crime scene evidence revealed a pink slipper trimmed with white faux fur and dotted with tiny crystals. The kidnapper had dropped it on the Johnsons’ front lawn when he escaped with his precious cargo through the second-floor bedroom window.

      Now I understood why investigators had tagged this case by the well-known fairy tale.

      I read on. Forensics had examined Vicky’s bedroom and the pink slipper for fingerprints. Tests revealed no match in Canada’s AFIS—Automated Fingerprint Identification System—operated by the RCMP. Police investigators assumed that the abductor had worn gloves.

      Forensics found no obvious blood spatter or trace of evidence in Vicky’s bedroom other than bits of earth on the floor. Although not officially stated, it was implied that Vicky’s parents and the first law enforcement officers to enter the home had contaminated the crime scene by walking through it. Any evidence samples that had been collected were considered unreliable.

      I flipped to the next report. An Amber alert was sent nationwide, and law enforcement teams organized searches, but no concrete leads surfaced. Police interviewed several suspects, but again, nothing. Since Vicky’s parents received no demand for a ransom, investigators determined that money wasn’t the motive behind their daughter’s abduction.

      The years passed and Vicky was never found. With ongoing budget cuts and recent criminal cases piling up, investigators abandoned her file.

      Until now.

      I dug into the evidence box and picked up a bag that contained a white plush bunny with floppy pink ears. It was soiled, had a button eye missing, and had yellowed with age. Why this toy had found its way into the box wasn’t documented.

      As I held the bunny, I sensed a warm and comforting space, yet I couldn’t explain the context. The passage of time helped to clarify the meaning behind my feelings, so I’d learned to be patient. An explanation usually arrived hours or even days later.

      I returned the bunny to the box, then reached for another evidence bag. It held Vicky’s pink slipper. I braced myself for what would come next.

      While I held the bag, a handful of sand slipped through my fingers. I placed the bag on my desk and stood up, prepared to clean the mess. But there was no sand. Anywhere.

      I picked up the bag. A closer inspection of the slipper revealed grains of sand lodged within the crevices of the sole.

      Without warning, terror shot through me, the same terror Vicky must have felt when a creepy stranger swooped her out of her warm bed that night and away from her loving parents. Although I couldn’t see the abductor’s face, the sense of dread that came through was astounding. He was strong and evil and very much alive. His obsession with Vicky was overwhelming, but it didn’t stop there. His fixation extended to other victims.

      I gasped.

      My heart thumped wildly.

      Black spots distorted my vision.

      I dropped the slipper on my desk, then tried to catch my breath. I couldn’t.

      My panic grew. What if Ryan suddenly returned and found me like this? He’d think I was crazy and definitely not cut out to be part of an investigative team. He might even refuse to work with me.

      My powerful gift as an empath came with equally powerful emotions, something no doubt frowned upon in police investigations, where hard facts matter, and feelings can cloud judgment. I had to at least act the part and play by the rules if I was going to last in this place.

      I reached into my jacket pocket, my fingers desperately clasping the amethyst crystal. Relief enveloped me as I removed it from my pocket. Like other semiprecious stones I owned, it was a gift from Aunt Elaine. She’d assured me that the jagged cluster would provide positive energy to calm me whenever I felt threatened by overpowering emotions. Since my aunt came from a lineage of empaths like me, I trusted her advice.

      “Remember,” my aunt had said. “The more you believe in your gift, the stronger it will become. You’ll sense the feelings and emotions of others, but as a maturing clairsentient, you’ll learn to manage them and use your psychic perceptions as knowledge. One day, you might not need to rely on the crystal for calm.”

      I held the cluster up to the light and twirled it slightly. The sharp fragments reflected miniature beams of light that glittered with each movement. After my breathing returned to normal, I put the crystal back in my pocket.

      I placed the slipper in the evidence box and moved on to the last item: a video CD. It contained an old surveillance clip from a CCTV, or closed-circuit television system, that captured images from public places. I popped it into the CD player on a nearby cabinet where outdated equipment was stored for reviewing cold case evidence.

      Oh, no. The film was fuzzy. Techniques to enhance old film were available, but picking a random consultant out of the phone book wasn’t the established police protocol. I’d have to go through the proper channels to find out who to contact, which meant I’d have to ask Ryan.

      Doubts surfaced again. It was my first day on the job, and I already needed his help. While I was eager to prove my worth, his input mattered to me. After all, he was the expert here.

      What if he thought I didn’t merit the job? He’d already mistaken me for his admin assistant.

      What if he didn’t take my role seriously and dismissed my reactions to the evidence?

      What if working here turned out to be a huge mistake?

      No, I had to stop imagining the worst. I shouldn’t care what Ryan thought. Uncle Ted’s confidence in me was the only thing that mattered.

      Above all, my uncle had opened a special door that would otherwise have been closed to me forever: I had access to the file that held information about my parents the night they were murdered twenty years ago. They’d sacrificed their lives to prevent an intruder from kidnapping me.

      After a quick search, I located the file labeled McNeil, Robert and Heather in a stuffed cabinet drawer. I pulled it out, releasing the smell of old files that had remained unopened for too long. Based on my personal connection, my uncle would have advised me against reviewing my parents’ file, but I couldn’t stop myself. If there was one cold case I was determined to solve, it was this one.

      I took a deep breath and prepared myself for what was to come.

      I opened the file.

      On the very top of the papers were crime scene photos of my deceased parents, pools of blood around their bodies. I felt sick to my stomach and turned the photos over. I didn’t want to remember them that way. I quickly moved on.

      I picked up a photo of my parents, Aunt Elaine, and me in happier times, taken when I was five years old. My light brown hair, which I dyed to a darker shade these days, was tied in a ponytail. A jeweled paper tiara sat on my head. Aunt Elaine and my parents wore cheery smiles as they stood over me and my glowing birthday cake. Uncle Ted had probably taken the photo. A pair of blue butterfly barrettes peeked out from under the tiara, accentuating my blue eyes. I often wondered what had happened to those hair clips.

      An investigative report described how loud gunshots at two in the morning had awakened a neighbor who called the police. Although our silent alarm system had been triggered, the killer had escaped. Investigators gathered no leads after interviewing relatives, neighbors, and my parents’ work associates. Fingerprints found at the scene didn’t match any belonging to criminals in the national RCMP database.

      The file also contained the photo of a bowl of apples on the kitchen island counter, a blood-red apple impaled by a knife blade, the wooden handle standing upright. That knife, part of my parents’ butcher-block set, was the last thing I saw after a police officer wrapped me in a blanket and carried me out of the house.

      I dwelled on the bowl of red apples. Strangely enough, it raised images from another familiar fairy tale: “Snow White.” Was it a coincidence? Or was there another reason these tales kept surfacing in my mind?

      As my adoptive parents, Aunt Elaine and Uncle Ted had supplied me with ample reading material in multiple genres throughout the years, starting with a childhood collection of fairy-tale books to rival any other. The pages had suffered the wear and tear of bedtime reading, but it didn’t matter. I could recite the stories by heart.

      Now I was faced with evidence in two cold cases linked to fairy tales in a twisted and baffling manner. Was the fairy-tale element in both cases actually there, or was it my imagination?

      That the Johnson family had lived in the same suburban community as my family was another peculiar similarity. I was an only child, as was Vicky. Was I trying to connect the dots between Vicky’s successful abduction and my failed one?

      There was one important difference: My parents were murdered.

      I swallowed hard as tears welled in my eyes. My parents had been the center of my universe, and I hadn’t had the chance to say goodbye to them. They didn’t see me grow up, and I didn’t see them grow old.

      “You okay, Amber?”

      I shut the folder and looked up, straight into Ryan’s intense brown eyes. His tall, muscular frame loomed over me.

      At a loss for words, I blinked back the tears. If he hadn’t already considered me as totally inadequate and unfit for the job, he surely did now.
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      I rose to my feet. “What can I do for you, Sergeant?”

      “It’s just us, Amber. You can call me Ryan.” He glanced at the bankers box on my desk. “I see you’re working on the Cinderella case. Want to discuss it?”

      “Sure.” Unnerved, I sat back down. Had he come to terms with me and my gift, or had the lieutenant told him that my presence was nonnegotiable?

      While he unbuttoned his jacket and pulled up a chair across from me, I swiftly slid my parents’ file under the lid from the Cinderella bankers box I’d removed earlier.

      “Why did you choose to review the Vicky Johnson case?” He dug the file out of the box.

      “I was curious about the Cinderella label.”

      “A former investigator heard the media use it and thought the tag fit.” He leafed through the reports. “It was a botched investigation from the start. Like those other cases I mapped out on the crazy wall.” He gestured toward the evidence board.

      “Oh. You put up those details? That was helpful.”

      “Not really.” Ryan closed the file and returned it to the box. “It’s my job to try to find common ground among cold cases that occurred within the same geographical area. The predators usually live within or close to the same zone as their victims. They tend to kill in the places they’re most familiar with.”

      I shuddered involuntarily. “In the Cinderella case, he probably used a vehicle to transport Vicky and make a quick escape. What if he doesn’t live in the same area?”

      “It’s possible. Some perps got wise to our profiling methods and stalked victims outside their familiar zones. Even so, it’s rare that they operate beyond their comfort zone.”

      I moved on. “There’s one piece of evidence that needs our attention.”

      “Which one?”

      I held up the CD. “This one. The CCTV film is hazy. It needs to be enhanced.”

      Ryan shrugged. “Can’t do it. It would take extra funds. The lieutenant wants to keep costs low.”

      “We could ask for an estimate and⁠—”

      “Not a good idea. What else have you got?”

      His rapid reply was enough to give me whiplash, but I stayed on track. “There were grains of sand under Vicky’s slipper. They might be connected to a sandbox.”

      “Like in a playground?”

      “I doubt her parents would have taken their daughter to a playground in slippers. They might have had a sandbox in their backyard.”

      Ryan nodded. “Anything else?”

      This was the moment I dreaded. I tried to sound upbeat. “When I touched the evidence, I got a few impressions.”

      “Impressions,” he echoed, his tone lacking credibility. “You mean you had a vision?”

      “Not exactly. It’s a perception, like an image or thought that pops into my mind. An insight about a situation. It’s hard to put into words.” I shared what I’d experienced from handling the objects in the evidence box.

      “That’s not much to go on. Fantasy has its limits. Then you cross the line.”

      “Fantasy? You think I’m making this stuff up?”

      He sat back and folded his arms. “Solving a case without a body as evidence is the hardest thing to do. That’s why it’s vital we use proper police procedures and provide solid evidence in court to back up our findings.”

      I didn’t have to be psychic to grasp that he didn’t approve of my technique. His body language confirmed it. At least he didn’t dismiss my insights completely. In my defense, I said, “I appreciate the advantage of having solid evidence, but I’m here to offer information about evidence that the police don’t have.”

      Ryan’s eyes flickered with surprise. “So that’s what the lieutenant meant when he said you had a unique way of interpreting evidence.” He grew serious. “It’s a given we don’t often use psychics in our line of work. When we do, it’s as a last option, and we don’t admit it to the public. It would destroy their confidence in our investigative work.”

      The message couldn’t be clearer. I was already a burden to him. “Are you saying you’ll consider my input only if it suits your purposes?”

      “No, not at all, Amber. What I meant was, we welcome all the help we can get, but we tend to view psychics with...um...a fair dose of skepticism. We have to, as I’m sure you can understand.”

      It was no use arguing with someone whose thinking process was based solely on logic. Besides, it was my first day on the job. There would be plenty of occasions to prove myself.

      I changed the subject and focused on the task at hand. “About the three suspects in Vicky’s case... We have Tony Bruneau, a child molester who served time in jail. George Simon, who was flagged by an eyewitness. Lorne Tugg, a suspect who has since vanished. They would all be in their fifties or sixties today. What specifically makes them potential abductors?”

      Ryan’s expression became energized as the conversation shifted to a topic familiar to his field of work. “Abductors are usually white males, thirty to forty years old. Like the age of those three suspects back then. They have a strong desire to control and may or may not have a criminal history. Sex isn’t always a factor. In fact, if the abductor is a loner, he might have a poor self-image, which would account for a deficiency in his relationships, especially with women. He could also be reserved and seen by others as weird.”

      “How does any of that relate to child abductions?”

      “We’re talking about two types of criminals here: pedophiles and child molesters. A pedophile has a sexual attraction to children but doesn’t act on it. A child molester does.”

      I glanced at the cabinets stuffed with files and cringed inwardly. “With so many unsolved cases, it seems as if abductors can easily outsmart investigators.”

      “Luckily, we have more high-tech help today,” Ryan said. “Police investigators have coordinated support from a national RCMP computerized system called ViCLAS—the Violent Crime Linkage Analysis System. It makes it easier to track the criminal patterns of violent offenders as they move across the country and internationally. A perp’s compulsion to kill can lead to stupid mistakes.”

      “How?”

      “They don’t want to get caught, but their desire to fulfill a fantasy or experience the excitement they get from riskier crimes can overpower them at times. They get careless. For example, if they need money to carry out their crimes, they rob or commit other offenses. Sometimes they get caught.”

      “So even minor crimes committed by serial killers can raise a red flag in the system?”

      “Exactly. That’s why we need to search for similar elements, or a pattern, in Vicky’s file and other files to detect a common MO, or modus operandi. Abduction is about feeling power over conquering others. It’s absolute selfish, narcissistic behavior. It explains why these guys can usually claim more than one target.”

      “As for a common MO, shouldn’t I be reviewing the rest of these cases too?” I pointed to the evidence boxes piled by my desk.

      “I’ll save you the trouble,” Ryan said. “Except for the fact those crimes occurred within the same area, there’s no solid evidence to link any of them to the Cinderella case.”

      I persisted. “I wouldn’t mind taking a look at them.”

      “It can take months or years to solve a cold case. We don’t have the luxury of time to spread ourselves thin. We have to be thorough and concentrate our efforts on one case at a time.”

      I was disappointed, but his argument made sense. “Do you have any more tips?”

      “In most cases regarding victims of abduction, you can study their habits, their relatives and friends, and the places they frequented to get to know them better. Some people reported missing occasionally turn out to be runaways.”

      “We’re talking about a child. And Vicky didn’t run away. She was kidnapped from her bedroom.”

      “Right. I was speaking in general terms.” He took a moment to reflect. “One possible theory in the Cinderella case is that the Johnson home might have been known to the perp. He was neat and organized because he left no evidence behind. The parents might or might not have known him. On the other hand, there could be a connection that we haven’t discovered yet.”

      “When will we be interviewing the suspects and witnesses in the case?”

      “Well...” Ryan hesitated. “Since time isn’t on our side, we have our work cut out for us. We need to interview everyone in person. Body language says a lot about them.”

      That much I already knew from my innate sensor
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