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 ONE




I stepped deeper into the alley. The late-afternoon sun disappeared behind a curtain of clouds, casting the passageway into semi-darkness. The crunch of gravel under my feet echoed in my ears and sent a shiver up my spine. 

This wasn’t my first investigation, but the stakes had never felt so personal. Two months ago, I shuttered my private investigative practice, Knight Investigations, to join CanNet Investigative Agency. Two months isn’t exactly a long time—just long enough for my initial fears that I was making a mistake to start to solidify. At forty-three, I found small comfort in the thought that I could re-hang my private-eye shingle and start over if things didn’t work out. So, when my boss, William Carlton Smith, asked me to look into his friend’s disappearance, I jumped at the chance to prove to him, and myself, that he hadn’t made a mistake in hiring me.

My heart raced as I peered into the dim light. The alley was choked with discarded bottles, used needles. Torn flyers fluttered like fallen leaves in the brisk October wind. Shadows clung to the decaying walls of the graffiti-covered buildings, obscuring what lay ahead. I took a deep breath, steeling myself against the anxiety coiling in my stomach, and pushed on.

I pulled out my cell phone and turned on the built-in flashlight. “Come on, Martin,” I muttered. “Are you down here?”

Martin Jackson had been living on the fringes of society since returning from service, haunted by the ravages of a war where there were no winners. A fire in the rooming house where Martin was living had alerted my boss to his sudden disappearance. When William asked me to find his old army buddy, my initial thoughts were that whatever had happened to Martin was tied to his ongoing struggles, but William didn’t seem to think so. His tense plea echoed in my mind. He’s in trouble, Jorja. I need you to find him. So instead of chasing the perpetrators of some high-tech crime, here I was, following the shadows of a man who, in all likelihood, didn’t want to be found.

I had been told some of the people displaced by the rooming house fire had set up an encampment of sorts in one of the nearby alleyways. I moved further down the lane, the light beam cutting a narrow path through the gloom.

My flashlight beam paused on a pile of trash lying next to a garbage bin. The putrid stench of rotting food filled my nostrils. A knot twisted in my stomach. The weight of my responsibility to carry out my promise to William pushed me past an instinctual urge to turn back.

The fading light was all but gone now. The graffiti-covered walls closed in around me. My eyes landed on a bundle of rags near the far end, partially concealed by a black dumpster. My heart thundered as I stepped closer. A figure lay slumped against the wall. Fear clawed at my throat as I closed the gap between us, my feet crunching on the broken glass and debris. “Please be okay,” I urged, more to myself than to anyone. “Martin?”

There was no response.

I crouched next to the body. The face I had memorized, seen smiling in an old army photo on William’s desk, appeared pale and haunted against the dark wall behind him. His vacant eyes stared ahead, unseeingly. His mouth was open, his lips blue and twisted in pain.

“Martin?” My hand trembled as I reached out to check for a pulse. There was none.

I pulled back, and my heart dropped as reality sank in. Martin had fought his last fight. My eyes swept over his lifeless body. A patch of vomit stained his jacket. There were no signs of blood or visible trauma. What happened here? My mind raced with possibilities. Had someone killed him? Or was his death due to self-inflicted pain?

I knew better than to turn him over or further compromise the scene. I needed to call William—and the police.

I fumbled for my phone and my hands froze at a noise behind me. A soft scuff of shoes against gravel. I jumped to my feet and spun around.

“Who’s there?” My voice was steady despite the fear pounding through my veins. My ears crackled in the silence.

I punched William’s cell number into my phone and waited as it rang. The heavy air, thick with the stench of decay and years of neglect, clung to my skin and pressed against my chest like an unseen weight.

“Come on, pick up,” I whispered, glancing over my shoulder. Just as I was about to hang up and call 911, William’s voice came through, rough with urgency.

“Jorja? What’s up? Are you okay?”

“I—” My breath caught as I tried to find the right words. “I’m so sorry, William. It’s Martin. He’s—he’s dead. I found him in an alley.”

William inhaled sharply. “You sure it’s him?”

“Yes. Sorry. I’m not sure what happened.”

A heavy silence fell on the line.

“I called you first. I…I knew you’d want to know right away. I’m sorry it’s not the news you were looking for. I guess I should call the police.”

“Yeah…no. Thanks for letting me know. Are you okay?”

“A bit shook, but otherwise fine.”

“Where are you?”

I gave him directions to my location and then called the police. Now I stood in the oppressive silence of the alley…with Martin. A part of me wanted to leave, make my way back out onto the street where it would be safer, but another part of me felt obligated to stay with him.

Suddenly, the rustling returned, more pronounced this time. I whipped around, my flashlight aimed at the sound. A figure lurked in the shadows, just out of the beam’s reach.

“Stay where you are. The police are on their way.” Bile rose into my throat, making it hard to breathe. “Who are you?” I demanded, clutching the phone so tightly that my fingers ached.

“Easy there, lady.” The voice was low, gravelly. “Just a passerby. I don’t want any trouble.”

My heart continued to pound. I shifted my stance to face him square on. My need for answers gave me strength.

“Who are you? What happened here?”

“Like I said, I’m just a passerby. But trust me, you don’t want to get mixed up in this mess. Just a friendly piece of advice: get out while you can.”

My pulse quickened. Could he have something to do with Martin's death? “Why? Do you know this man?” I tilted my head back at Martin. 

The figure sank further back into the shadows. “I don’t want any trouble.”

“What happened here?” My voice sounded loud in the silence. My leg muscles tightened. I fought the urge to run.

Shifting his weight, he turned his head toward the entrance of the alley as if he expected someone else to arrive. “Let’s just say this alley is a bad place to be right now.”

“What did you see?”

The faint sound of sirens reached my ears. Relief washed over me. Help was on the way.

The figure stepped out of the shadows but kept his head down. He turned and walked away without glancing back. 

I watched until his shape melted into the darkness. He looked like he belonged in this part of the city—hardened, streetwise, but something about him felt off. Had he been standing there, watching me this whole time? I couldn’t shake the feeling that he knew more than he was letting on. I waited, forcing my mind to focus as the sirens grew louder. I needed to keep it together for a little while longer.

Flashing blue-and-red lights entered the far end of the alley. William was probably not far behind. I took a shaky breath and glanced over at Martin’s body. He had been a man lost to the world, struggling to find his footing after the horrors of war. Now, he lay here, cold and alone. William would want answers. And one question I desperately needed resolved—why had the man in the shadows warned me not to get involved?








  
  
TWO




The bright lights of emergency vehicles illuminated the alley as investigators from the Office of the Chief Medical Examiner conferred with the two constables who first arrived on the scene. William had shown up minutes after the police officers, his face a mix of controlled anger and sorrow. 

I had already provided a witness statement and now waited while William finished talking to the OCME investigator. They had found Martin’s ID in the deceased’s pocket, and William was able to confirm that he was indeed Martin Jackson. They were now asking William questions about Martin’s next of kin, details of their relationship, what he knew of Martin’s medical history, as well as questions about possible drug use.

William rubbed the back of his neck and shook his head at something one of the investigators said. After the initial shock, he pulled himself together and stepped up to offer what information he could. It was obvious that William had a military background. Well, obvious if you knew anything about the military. He was disciplined, skilled, decisive, and his upright carriage screamed confidence. I knew William from my days working as a forensic lab analyst at Global Analytix. Or more accurately, I had known of him. He had headed up Global’s security division when I was there. Our paths had crossed a few times since those days.

William finished speaking with the investigator and turned back to me. His face remained composed, but the weight of his loss registered in his piercing blue eyes.

“Jorja, are you okay?” he asked for the second time since he arrived, concern etched into his features.

“I’m fine. How are you doing?”

He ran a hand over his closely cropped salt-and-pepper hair. Although he wasn’t much taller than my five-foot-eight inches, his muscular build and quiet presence grounded me, and I finally felt like I could breathe. His eyes scanned the scene before locking onto mine. “They found a small packet of pills in his jacket pocket. I told them Martin didn’t do drugs.”

I didn’t know what to say, so I remained silent.

“He was a good man. I should have tried harder to help him.”

I wanted to pat William’s arm or hug him—to offer comfort—but caught myself in time. He was my boss, and some gestures, no matter how kind, could complicate things, even if they felt warranted in a moment like this.

William hadn’t given me much background on Martin. Only that they both did a couple of tours of duty together in Iraq, both part of UK’s Task Force 7. Until he mentioned it, I had all but forgotten that William served in the UK army before immigrating to Canada. I had also all but forgotten the war in Iraq, now more than a decade in the past. Maybe because there have been more recent wars to worry about and try to make sense of.

We stood side by side and watched as they prepared Martin’s body for transport. Heat prickled the back of my neck, and my chest tightened, a knot forming in my stomach. He had sacrificed his own well being to protect others. He deserved better than this.

“Jorja,” William said, pulling me back to the present. “What happened before I got here?”

I took a deep breath, my mind racing. “I found him here…like this.” I lifted my chin toward the pavement, where Martin had been lying. “There was a man…standing in the shadows. He warned me to leave.”

“What? He warned you?” William glanced at the surrounding walls, their various nooks and doorways hidden in the darkness.

“Yeah. He told me to leave and not get involved in…this mess. That’s what he called it…this mess.”

“Did you get a good look at him?”

“No. He kept himself hidden in the shadows. I gave a description of him in my witness statement but other than the fact that he was close to my height I couldn’t provide much else. I asked him if he saw anything, but he said he was just a passerby.”

William’s voice sharpened. “You don’t think so?”

I pushed back a strand of dark hair and shrugged. “Something about him seemed off.”

“Everything here seems off. The ME’s initial examination didn’t reveal any major bodily trauma. They asked me if Martin used drugs. I told them no. If the packet they found on him contains opioids, there’s another explanation for why they were in his possession. There’s no way he’d use.”

I hoped Martin wasn’t going to disappoint William. It wouldn’t be the first time a family member or close friend swore up and down that their loved one couldn’t, wouldn’t ever do drugs, only to find out that wasn’t the case.

“They’ll do an autopsy, won’t they?”

“Not necessarily. If they don’t find evidence of foul play during their detailed examination, they might only call for a toxicology screen or a tissue or organ biopsy to help determine cause of death. I told them that Martin was an alcoholic, but sober for three years. We’ll have to wait.” William’s words trailed off.

A van from a transportation firm arrived to take the body to the OCME’s office. Everything was being outsourced these days. William and I waited until Martin’s body was loaded and watched the van creep down the alley and back out onto the street.

William’s posture loosened a little as he let out a sigh. “Can I give you a lift home, Jorja?”

“Thanks, William, but my car is parked just at the end of the street.”

We walked silently down the alley together, both lost in our own thoughts. As we reached the end of the alley, I glanced over my shoulder, a ripple of unease threading through me. The van that had taken Martin’s body was gone, but its departure left a strange void, as though the air itself had thickened with unanswered questions. William stopped at his car. “Do you want me to walk you to yours?”

Part of me wanted him to—the other part needed to keep things strictly professional. “I’m fine, William, really.”

“Okay. See you in the morning then.” He reached for the door handle and stopped. “Unless you need some time, that is.”

The concern in William’s voice was tinged with an edge I couldn’t quite place. I nodded resolutely. “Thanks, William. I’ll be fine. See you in the morning.”

William’s car engine came to life, its headlights slicing through the evening shadows. I raised my hand as he drove past, his car taillights flickering at the end of the street. The streaks of red blurred into something darker, and a fleeting image of my mother’s blood-streaked bedroom walls crossed my mind. Shaking off the unwanted image from my past, I forced myself to focus. 

The street ahead remained eerily quiet and the stillness around me felt unnatural, like the calm before a storm. I quickened my pace. Something nagged at the edges of my mind, a stray thought I couldn’t quite pin down—a sense that Martin’s death and the circumstances surrounding it were far from ordinary.








  
  
THREE




Today, I was back in the office. CanNet occupied two floors in one of the dozen four-storey red-brick buildings configured in a campus-style arrangement east of Calgary’s Deerfoot Trail. Each building was separated from its neighbour by small strips of grass with the odd tree and benches scattered throughout. This time of year, only the smokers converged there, willing to suffer the cold fall winds for a nicotine hit. 

My office, little more than a cubicle, was tucked away at the end of the hallway—next to an interior staircase that led to CanNet’s upper floor. The entrance to my office faced west, and I could see out my doorway, past several other offices, straight through to the reception area and out the main doors.

The view wasn’t much better than the one I had back in my old office. Day after day, short-and long-haul freight trucks, service vans, passenger cars, and pickups used the busy thoroughfare in front of our building to cut across the city. I glanced at my watch, an old square-faced Elgin on a white, gold-filled bracelet that my mother had worn on special occasions, but I needn’t have bothered. The tangled snarl of evening rush-hour traffic was well underway.

I glanced at the five men sitting around the mahogany table in the meeting room across the hall from my cubicle. William leaned forward, forearms resting on the table. Our dress code might be casual, but William almost always wore well-tailored suits that sharpened his already authoritative presence—and today was no exception. Aadesh Kudari, William’s business partner, sat next to him. Aadesh headed up CanNet’s Cybersecurity Services. He had his top cybersecurity expert, Zachary Michaud, with him. Something’s up.

I didn’t know the other two men, but the custom plates on the cobalt-blue Lamborghini parked outside combined with William’s posture and the way he maintained eye contact with them told me they were important. Zach’s strained smile, and the way Aadesh’s leg jiggled under the table were a clear sign that whatever was being discussed was making them nervous.

I sighed and turned back to my computer screen. William had assigned me the task of gathering background information on potential clients. I knew it was necessary work, but it could easily be done by someone more junior. Except there was no one more junior.

CanNet had officially been in business for four months and besides taking on a handful of short-term assignments had managed to snag long-term contracts with three large data companies. William was currently working with my friend Mike Saunders, another of CanNet’s executives, to negotiate a contract with Calgary Police Service to take over their cold case files. If they could close the deal, my investigative skills would be put to good use.

A noise made me glance up. The meeting was breaking up. There were handshakes all around, then William and his two guests exited the conference room while Zach and Aadesh hung back. I lowered my head and busied myself as the three men made their way past my cubicle on their way to the front door.

A few minutes later, I looked up as William paused by my cubicle on his way back. “Got a minute?”

“Of course.” Other than looking a bit tired, William showed no signs of having just lost a long-time friend. I got up, checked to see that my pale-green shirt was still tucked into the waistband of my black dress pants, and followed him up the interior staircase to his office on the second floor. I almost had to sprint to keep up. He wasn’t that much taller than me, but his stride length was almost double mine. I blamed it on the heels I was wearing.

William waited at his door, letting me enter first, then closed it behind us. He waved me toward the small table in the corner of the room. “Have a seat, Jorja. I just need a second to check my email.”

I glanced around William’s office. It was modest compared to most company presidents. Modular desk in light oak, two guest chairs, and the small round meeting table I was sitting at tucked into the corner. The only personal artifacts in his office were a framed picture of him with two of his former army buddies, one of whom was now dead, and a few books nestled between two walnut bookends, sporting his army regiment’s insignia.

William finished checking email and sat in the chair next to me. He angled his chair to face me and rested his forearms on the table.

“How are you doing, Jorja? Are you settling in?”

I groaned internally. Please not again. He’d asked me the same question at least three times in the last month. I forced a smile. “Thanks for asking, William. I’m doing fine.”

“I’ve been in your position before, feeling out of place in a new environment. It helps to have someone to talk to, someone who understands.”

What brought this on? “I appreciate that, William. But I’m good. Really.”

William’s fingers tapped softly on the table in front of him. He’s nervous.

“I know you are. But if you ever need guidance, or someone to listen, my door is always open.” His gaze burned into my face. “We’re not just colleagues, Jorja. We’re a team. And teams support each other.”

A flicker of unease tightened in my chest. Was he just checking in—or probing for something? I met his eyes for what felt like minutes, but I’m sure it was mere seconds. “Thank you, William. I’ll keep that in mind.”

He nodded. “Good. Good. I may have something more for you in the next day or two.” William looked out into the hallway for a moment, cleared his throat, and turned back to me. “About the other night…I need to find out what happened to Martin. I owe him that much.”

I nodded. “Any word from the ME or the police?”

“Not yet, which makes me think they won’t be treating it as a homicide.” His steel-blue eyes met mine. He sat up, leaned toward me, keeping his voice low. “I’ve just learned that the fire at the rooming house Martin had been living in was deliberately set.”

Arson. I raised an eyebrow.

“I’d like you to check out the rooming house. I’ll send you the address. I’m not sure if any of Martin’s belongings survived, but it’s worth a visit to see if he left anything…of relevance. I don’t like the fact that Martin died right after an arsonist torched his building.”

“I’ll see what I can find. Do you mind my asking if Martin had any family?”

“His parents are both gone. He was an only child, adopted. His ex-wife lives in Lethbridge. They’d been divorced for quite some time. They had a daughter; she passed away years ago.” William’s eyes hardened with determination. “I’m as close to family as he’s got. I won’t have his death overlooked. If there’s any reason to think it was anything but an accident or due to natural causes, I won’t quit until I find who did this.”

“I’ll do what I can.”

William leaned back, the tension in his shoulders easing slightly. “I stayed in touch with him over the years, but Martin refused my offers of help.” William gave a self-deprecating laugh. “Some friend I turned out to be. I should have tried harder to help him.”

“I’m sure he appreciated knowing you were willing to help him if he wanted it.”

“Thanks, Jorja.” William reached out and gave my shoulder a squeeze. “I’ll try to convince myself it’s true.”

I looked up. Zach was watching us from across the hall, his complexion even paler than usual. Unlike William, whose suits commanded attention, Zach favored graphic tees and hoodies—the latter adding much-needed bulk to his slender frame. His technical skills were rumored to be brilliant, but his confidence often blurred into arrogance. He never voiced his opinions outright, but the under-the-breath comments about my lack of technical expertise—and those ever-present sardonic smirks—spoke louder than words.

William stood, lifting his hand from my shoulder. “Treat this like any other investigation. Keep track of your hours. I’ll figure out a billing code for you to use before Andrea gets on my case.”

“Of course.”

“Until we hear more about cause of death, I want you to be careful. Don’t take any unnecessary risks.”

I followed William out into the hallway, aware that Zach, who was now in Aadesh’s office, was still watching us. I had almost fifteen years on Zach, and no, my techie skills were nowhere near his. But his attitude toward women rivalled anything I had put up with during my time working as a forensic analyst with Global Analytix. Different decade, same old shit.

I glanced at my watch as I headed back down to my office. My boyfriend, Luis Azagora, and I were trying to keep our relationship alive via video chats and text messages. It felt weird to refer to Luis as my boyfriend but there didn’t seem to be another way to refer to a forty-five-year-old man with whom I was in a committed relationship. We had been dancing around each other for almost three years before realizing that we actually wanted to be in each other’s life.

Unfortunately, mere months after we came to that mutual conclusion, Luis was recruited to work with a small team of Canadian and US law enforcement personnel to come up with an operating model for an Integrated Crime-reduction Unit. It was a great opportunity for him, so he left me, and his former position as head of Calgary’s Special Crime Unit, behind and headed east.

The world was changing, and cybercrime had recently ballooned to epidemic proportions. Criminals were adopting new technologies seemingly faster than the police. The only way to fight the rampant rise in cybercrime was to build bridges between separate sources of information. I was proud of Luis, but I missed him more than I ever imagined I would.

I locked up my computer, grabbed my bag, and headed out the front door. Tonight, Luis was on his way to Vienna, Austria, to attend an exhibition at Interpol’s General Assembly. The conference would bring together law enforcement delegates from around the globe to showcase their latest technological innovations to their fellow law enforcement communities.

Since Luis and I wouldn’t likely be chatting this evening, there was nothing keeping me from checking out Martin’s rooming house tonight.

Although we still didn’t know what caused Martin’s death, I shared William’s suspicion that his death wasn’t an accident. I didn’t have any hard data…but I did have a stranger’s warning not to get involved and that was as bright a red flag as any.
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Evening traffic on Deerfoot Trail was always a mess, but today it seemed worse than normal. I considered cutting over to Barlow but convinced myself that once I got past the construction zone, this would be the quickest route. 

I exited west onto Memorial Drive and took the Fourth Avenue flyover into the downtown core and turned east. The address William had sent me for Martin’s former rooming house was in an area known as the East Village. The area was first populated with early settlers in the later part of the nineteen hundreds, followed by factory workers, machinists, and shopkeepers. The area’s inhabitants had changed from decade to decade, and it was no longer the industrial hub it had once been.

Although the city had been working on gentrifying the area for years, several streets still held relic warehouses, unpaved parking lots, and small bars and pizza joints jammed into buildings that had seen better days. Now the city’s marginalized occupied many of the buildings that had not yet been torn down to make way for gleaming towers and upscale condos.

I found the rooming house, an older apartment building reconfigured over the years to hold double the original units. I parked on the street across from the building and got out. A drop of rain hit my face. I glanced up at the darkening sky. Heavy clouds were rolling in, bringing in the moisture we had so desperately needed during the summer months. I shook my head as more drops hit me. A little too late to save the city’s drought-ravaged tree canopy now.

I checked for traffic and ran across the street. The entire south end of the building was marred by soot, many of its windows missing. At first glance, I thought the entire building might be abandoned, but curtains floating out through an open window and visible lights in a few of the units made me realize that wasn’t the case.

I reached the main doors only to find them locked. A sign pointed me to the north entrance of the building. Once inside, the familiar acrid stench of smoke comingled with charred wood filled my nostrils.

The elevators were out of order but a staircase leading to the upper floors remained open. I made my way to the second floor, which is where Martin had lived. A sheet of plywood barricaded the hall to the left, partitioning the north end of the building from the south wing where the bulk of the fire damage had occurred.

I knocked on the apartment door immediately in front of me. The whole place felt…well, sad. The stained blue hallway carpet was worn through to the floorboards in places. The blue-and-cream striped wallpaper lining the walls curled away from the sheetrock underneath, the edges stained by years of wear. I knocked again.

The door opened a crack to reveal a tiny woman with a brown, withered face.

“Hello. Do you know where I can find the building manager?”

She started to close the door.

“Please. I’m looking for someone who used to live here.” I pointed to the plywood barricade. “Do you know where the building manager lives?”

The crack opened wider. Her gnarled finger pointed across the hall. Her door closed and I heard her slide the chain. There was nothing on the apartment door she had pointed at to indicate that the building manager occupied the unit. Hoping she hadn’t outfoxed me, I crossed the hall and knocked.

I heard a scuffling from the other side of the door and knocked again.

“Okay, okay. Hold your horses,” a woman’s voice called out.

The woman who opened the door was her neighbour’s polar opposite. She was tall, full figured, and had curly purple hair.

“Yeah?” she asked as her brown eyes stared at me.

“Are you the building manager?”

She snorted. “What’s left of it.”

“I’m looking for information on one of the former tenants. Martin Jackson?”

“You a cop?”

“No.” I didn’t bother to elaborate.

“What do ya want with Marty?”

“I’m a private detective. His friend asked me to locate him.”

“Well, I ain’t seen him since the fire.”

“Do you know what happened to the contents of his apartment?”

She squinted at me. “You here for his shit? Did Marty send you?”

“Not exactly. His best friend asked me to look for him after he heard about the fire. I found Marty—I mean, Martin—two nights ago. In an alley.”

Her eyes widened. “You mean he’s dead?”

“I’m afraid so.”

“Damn.”

“Would you know if anything got salvaged from his apartment?”

She opened the door wider. A small fat dog, his muzzle grey with age, looked up at me from where it lay on its side on a worn-out rug in front of the TV.

“I have his stuff. Most of it, anyway. The day of the fire, he dropped off a pillowcase filled with ratty clothes. Now, what am I supposed to do with it?”

“Did he say anything when he dropped it off?”

“No. Like usual. He tossed me his bag and said to keep it until he came for it. Now, I’m stuck with all his old crap.”

“Would you mind if I took a look through it?”

“Naw. Why would I?” She opened the door further. “Might as well come in. I’m Pearl, by the way.”

“My name is Jorja.” The dog didn’t get up when I entered. “How long have you been the building manager?”

“Three years. I worked in a restaurant, until Covid hit. The place shut down and never reopened. I couldn’t find anything else for a while. Then I saw the ad for a building manager. It doesn’t pay a damn cent, but they don’t charge me rent.”

She shoved open the closet door and rummaged through the bags, shoes, and other paraphernalia stored there.

“Sounds like you got to know Marty.”

“He was okay. Mostly kept to himself. Helped me a couple of times when the tenants got rowdy.” Her voice was a bit muffled as she still had her head in the closet. Pearl straightened, her hands gripping the neck of a tan pillowcase. She dropped it at my feet. “It’s always the good ones that die. Assholes live forever.”

“Ain’t that the truth.”

She scrunched up her face, narrowing one eye. “You sure he’s dead?”

“Definitely. I can give you the precinct number and the name of the detective who is looking into his death.”

Her mouth gaped open. “He was murdered?”

“We don’t know yet. We’re still waiting for the pathology results. Why? Was he unusually worried or troubled the last time you saw him?”

She scratched at her chin and shrugged. “Not really. He pretty much kept to his self. We didn’t talk often. When we did, I did most of it.” She let out a quick high-pitched laugh. “Marty is…was a man of few words.” She kicked at the pillowcase. “Well shit. I don’t want his stuff. Was going to throw it in the bin if I didn’t hear from him soon. You want it?”

“Yes. If you don’t mind?”

She blinked rapidly. “Why would I mind?”

I realized she’d probably already gone through it and determined there was little of worth to keep. Or she had already removed anything of value.

“What about his apartment. Anything else left?”

“Naw. The water destroyed anything the fire didn’t. The fire department already cleared all the stuff from the units that got hit. Nothing left there now.”

I extracted a business card from the card holder I kept with my cell phone. “If you think of anything that strikes you as unusual about Martin’s behaviour or remember anything out of the ordinary, please give me a call.”

“You mean more out of the ordinary than the whole damn building nearly burning to the ground?”

“Maybe less out of the ordinary than that, but yeah. Have they figured out where or how the fire started?”

“All I know is someone set it in the stairwell between this floor and the one above. Don’t know what I’d do if I lost this place.”

I picked up the pillowcase, which was heavier than I expected, and thanked Pearl for her time. She waved away my thanks and closed the door behind me.

Cursing my high heels, I lugged the pillowcase down the stairs and across the street to my car. The earlier raindrops had turned into a steady drizzle. By morning, the streets would be covered in ice. I threw the bag into the back seat and climbed in behind the wheel.

I glanced up at Pearl’s window as I pulled away from the curb. The raindrops on the glass distorted my view of her, but I could still see that she was holding a phone to her ear and her other hand waved in the air as if to help illustrate whatever she was saying to the person on the other end.
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I had the contents of Martin’s pillowcase spread out on my living room floor. I had carefully checked every fold and crease in a worn, plaid, shirt-jacket and searched through all the pockets in the rather small pile of clothes. Sad to think this was all that was left of Martin’s life. My heart ached for the young, dark-haired man whose image I had first seen in a photo standing on a bookcase in William’s office. A man who put his life on the line to protect others. A man who came home broken, wracked by memories and visions he couldn’t scrub from his mind. A man who perhaps truly understood how fragile life is. 

I picked up the last two items from the floor and carried them over to the couch. I poured myself a scotch from the small portable bar next to the TV and settled on the couch with my feet tucked under me. I opened the first item, a book—The Alchemist. I flipped through the well-worn pages. Martin had underlined many passages. I stopped to read one of them.

“There is only one thing that makes a dream impossible to achieve: the fear of failure.”

A few pages later, I read another highlighted sentence.

“…every person on earth plays a role in the history of the world. And normally doesn’t know it.”

I had not yet read The Alchemist, but something about Martin’s underlined words resonated with me. I set the book aside, making a mental note to get back to it.

The last item I had found in the pillowcase was a dogeared, coiled-wire notebook. The first half of the notebook read like a journal—comments about what he did that day or week. Occasionally, he jotted his observations about people he’d met, and how he felt or what he thought about whatever had transpired that day.

As I flipped the pages, I found lots of references to something called WWL which, as I combed the pages, I learned referred to an organization or support group called Wounded Warrior League.

A few minutes later, I had the WWL website up on my laptop. Their web page said they were a nonprofit organization that provided a combination of services, including education, peer support, and counselling for trauma-exposed professionals such as veterans, police service personnel, paramedics, and so on. It looked like anyone could apply to set up a WWL chapter in their area and an umbrella group, Omni Wellness, would provide templates and other materials needed to help set it up.

I was near the end of the notebook when Luis called. My heart jumped as I picked up the phone. I hadn’t expected Luis to call tonight, then realized it was probably already morning in Vienna.

“Hey, beautiful.”

Just hearing his voice made me swoon with anticipation. “Hi, darling. How are you?”

“I’m okay.”

I had to strain to hear his voice. Perhaps it was the connection. “Are you in Vienna? How was the flight?”

“Long. Just got to the hotel. We’ve got two hours before the conference starts.”

“You sure you’re, okay? You sound kind of down.”

“Just tired, I guess. I haven’t been sleeping well. Hearing your voice helps. How are things on your end?”

“Pretty good, all in all. Miss you like crazy, so that hasn’t changed. I’m finally working on a case, which helps to occupy my mind.”

“What’s the case? Or can you say?”

“Nothing earthshattering. William asked me to track down an old army buddy of his. I found him, but unfortunately, he’s dead.”

“You have all the luck, babe.”

“Isn’t that the truth. Still waiting to get the ME’s report, so not sure how or why he died. William says he’s got something else coming up for me. I’ll be happy to sink my teeth into a juicy case, instead of pushing paper all day.”

“I get it. I’ll be glad when we’re operational, too.”

“Any idea on timeline?”

Luis had originally been told they had three months to come up with a model to pilot. They were now well into month four. The original promises that he’d be able to return to Calgary for much-needed R&R every three or four weeks never materialized. The last time I had seen him in person was in the week before I joined CanNet, when I had flown to Virginia, where he’d been stationed at the time, for a much needed and somewhat X-rated weekend.

“Luis? You still there?”

“I’m here.”

“I can’t wait to see you. I bought new lingerie. I think you’ll like it.”

“Wanna show me now?”

“You wish. I’m saving it for our next rendezvous. Two weeks from now, right?”

Luis cursed under his breath. There was a long pause, then he exhaled. “There’s been a change of plans. Again. I’m sorry, Jorja.” Another pause, then I heard a note of despondency creep into his voice—something I’d never heard before. “I should have known it would be like this.”

I swallowed back my response and tried to come up with something upbeat to say. My brain scrambled to find a way for me to step away from my job for a few days without jeopardizing my reputation or the case I was working on.

Throwing caution to the wind, I replied, “So, I’ll come your way. What would work?”

His silence scared me. “Truthfully, I don’t know when I’ll be free. I know I should be more forthcoming, but I can’t say anything right now. Not over the phone. It’s hard to stay positive.”

Luis’ voice, usually so self-assured, now carried a strained undertone. Whatever was happening had shaken his confidence.

My face grew hot, and my breathing grew shallower. Was he talking about his job, or did he think our relationship was in jeopardy? Lately there seemed to be more things getting in the way of our evening chats.

“You’re scaring me, Luis. Are we all right?”

“God, Jorja. Sorry. Of course we are. Aren’t we? This hasn’t been easy for either of us.” I heard him exhale. “Thinking about you is the only thing that keeps me going. I need you so much it terrifies me sometimes. I don’t know if I could do this without you in my life.”

Something was up. Luis wasn’t prone to showing or expressing his vulnerabilities.

“Of course, you could, Luis—you’re stronger than you know.” My voice wavered as I said the words, the heaviness of his struggle echoing in my own heart. “But just so you know, I’m not planning on going anywhere.” I kept my tone light, but my heart clenched at the thought of him carrying whatever was weighing on him alone. “I love you, Luis.”

A pause followed, and when he spoke again, there was a softness in his voice that felt almost raw. “I love you too.” He cleared his throat. “Sorry. I really didn’t mean to be such a downer when I called.” His voice brightened. “Actually, babe, the thought of you in your new lingerie is starting to work its magic.”

We talked for another ten minutes, our conversation drifting back to our usual light banter with sexual undertones. After the call ended, I sat in silence while my mind processed what I had been hearing in his voice, and I tried to ready my heart for what might be coming down the pike.
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Luis’ call last night left me in a pensive mood. What did he want to tell me that he thought best be done in person rather than over the phone? Had his three-month assignment turned into something more permanent? Did this mean he wasn’t coming back to Calgary? Ever? After the call, I hadn’t even tried to get back to Martin’s coil-bound notebook, knowing that it would be futile. 

After a restless night, I finally got out of bed at 5:00 a.m. and went for a run. I won’t say I came back rejuvenated, but I had managed to pull myself together. Checking the time, I showered, dressed, and headed to the office with Martin’s notebook tucked away in my carryall.

There were only a few cars in the parking lot when I arrived. William’s sporty Cadillac was already parked in one of the charging stations. Up until a month ago, I had been driving a classic but old Mustang, previously owned by my best friend Gab Rizzo. It was too expensive to ship a car all the way to Italy, where she now lived, so I ended up buying it off her. But it spent more time with my mechanic than with me, so as much as it pained me to part with it, I found a guy who gave me four thousand for it and was now back to leasing from JumpIn Jalopies. In all fairness, Gab had warned me the car was on its last leg, but nostalgia had overtaken common sense.

I parked my grey 2004 Saturn in the far corner of the lot and hustled across the pavement, my exhaled breath floating from my lips like wisps of smoke. Sixteen percent oxygen, five percent carbon dioxide, seventy-nine percent nitrogen, and some water vapour. I shook my head. Odd that I could recall that tidbit from my grade-seven science class and yet half the time I couldn’t remember where I last parked my car.

Andrea wasn’t yet in, and I had to key in the code to gain entrance to our building. My heels echoed on the light oak floor as I made my way to my cubicle. Zach was already in but didn’t bother to look up as I passed his office.

I had tried to strike up a conversation with him on more than one occasion, but he’d quickly made up an excuse to run off somewhere. I’d like to find some common ground between us, but I suspected my geek-speak wasn’t fluent enough for him, and he abhorred small talk.

I pulled Martin’s notebook from my bag and found the pages I had last looked at when Luis called. His writing had become more disjointed by this point—just scribbled words and fragmented phrases. I kept turning the pages.

The change in writing style shocked me. Martin’s tight cursive words had morphed into angry slashes on the page, punctuated by symbols and drawings. The word ‘STRIKER’ and ‘STRIKER KNOWS’ were repeated in caps, often underlined or circled. There were sketches of what looked like assault rifles crossed over each other and some other symbols that could conceivably be Arabic words. The word murder appeared with a question mark behind it. The number 461 was written several times on the last few pages. What the hell, Martin.

I sat back, stunned. Had the notebook fallen into someone else’s hands? I flipped back through the journal and found a date on a page before the writing disintegrated into a disjointed mess. If I could trust the notation, the journal entries had changed dramatically six weeks ago.

I opened my computer and searched for symbols similar to the ones I found in Martin’s notebook. The two crossed rifles could depict anything from a division in the US Army Infantry, denote expert marksmanship, or combined with other symbols could even mean violence or terrorism.

Could William be wrong about his friend? Maybe Martin had succumbed to drugs, tired of fighting his PTSD and alcoholism, year after year with no relief. I flipped through the pages a second time. I didn’t need a handwriting expert to tell me these were the scribblings of a troubled and distraught mind.

Zach’s voice penetrated the six feet of frosted glass separating our spaces, each word as clear as if there were no glass at all. “I’m telling you, Aadesh. I’m right. Look at the data.”

Another voice murmured back. Aadesh, trying to calm Zach down.

Then Zach again, “That’s not my problem.”

I looked up as Aadesh slipped out of Zach’s office and headed up the stairs to the second level. He didn’t look happy. Seems I wasn’t the only one struggling with Zach’s big ego and lack of social filters.

I turned my attention to the Wounded Warrior League, mentioned in Martin’s earlier entries. The WWL website listed a woman named Yaasmeen Farhan as the local league’s support leader. I hoped someone at WWL could tell me more about Martin’s latest state of mind. Since the WWL offices were not yet open, I headed down the hall to the coffee room for a much-needed brew.

Andrea, our office receptionist, had arrived by the time I headed back to my cubicle, and I called out a good morning. She raised her hand in greeting. The next hour flew by as I gathered what information I could from the internet about the WWL and Yaasmeen Farhan. I found photos from various events that had been held at the WWL over the years, but none included Martin. I even found photos of Yaasmeen, a smiling, fiftyish woman with light-brown skin and high cheekbones.

Yaasmeen’s bio said she had studied to become a doctor, but her education was interrupted when the new regime of religious authority ushered in by the Iranian Revolution cracked down on women’s participation in education. She and her family fled Iran and eventually resettled in Canada through a referral by the United Nations Refugee Agency. She never completed her medical degree but did acquire a Bachelor of Arts in Sociology. As far as I could tell, she was one of only two paid employees working at WWL, the rest being either volunteers or paid consultants delivering specific courses or training.

My coffee had grown cold, and I was about to head back to the coffee station for a refill when Andrea’s voice alerted me to the fact that we had visitors. I looked up as she strode past my office and ushered two men into the conference room. The same two men who were here the other day.

I grabbed my coffee cup and headed to the coffee station. Andrea arrived only minutes later, her heels clicking sharply against the tile. Tall and slender, with shoulder-length dark hair and large brown eyes, she was usually the picture of composure. But today, she kept tucking her hair behind her ear and stared at the coffee machine like she'd forgotten what she was meant to be doing.

“You okay, Andrea?” I asked. 

A slight flush crept up her neck, and she startled before her eyes settled on me.

“Gosh, Jorja. Yeah, I’m fine.”

“Who are those guys?” I nodded over my shoulder in the general direction of the conference room.

“They’re from Auragen. They were here yesterday. I didn’t realize they’d be back this morning. The older guy is Theodore Fontes, their CEO, and the man with him heads up their operations.”

Auragen was CanNet’s largest client. Something was definitely up. CEOs didn’t make a habit of stopping in for a chat with their security provider twice in two days just for fun.

“Do you know what’s going on?”

Andrea shook her head as she finished placing two coffees on a small tray. “No, but William’s been coming in earlier than usual and I don’t think Zach even went home last night.”

Andrea picked up the tray and headed back to the conference room. I refilled my cup and headed to my office. William came down the interior stairs, gave me a tight smile, and joined the two men. Zach and Aadesh followed a minute later.

This morning’s meeting lasted less than half an hour. Looked like William was doing most of the talking with Aadesh chiming in occasionally. Zach stayed quiet, but his foot was tapping the floor at an incredible speed.

This time the handshakes were briefer than the last time, and there was no chit-chat as William walked the two men out at the end of the meeting.

William paused at my doorway on his way back. “Jorja, can you join us in the conference room?”

“Of course.” I got up and followed William back into the conference room. Zach and Aadesh were standing nervously, waiting for his return.

“Jorja, please close the door behind you,” he said as I entered.

We all sat, except for William, who remained standing. Whatever was happening, it wasn’t good.

“Jorja, the two men who were here are Theo Fontes, Chief Executive Officer of Auragen Solutions, and Daniel Harrison, head of operations for their integrated data management services. We recently signed a three-year contract with Auragen to monitor their systems, pro-actively identify any security weaknesses or threats, and work with them to develop strategies to eliminate or reduce the risks of such threats.”

Zach was doing his best to avoid William’s icy stare. William’s voice rose ever so slightly. “And yet, their data has somehow managed to find its way onto the dark net.”

Zach shifted in his chair. At twenty-eight he was CanNet’s senior most cybersecurity expert. I had no doubt his reputation as a brilliant analyst was well earned—it was his level of arrogance that grated on me. I didn’t know him well, but his overuse of technical jargon and belief that everything can be solved with algorithms and analytics made me not want to get to know him better.

“Zach, perhaps you can bring Jorja up to speed on what you’ve found to date.”

Zach cleared his throat. His green eyes, magnified by glasses, sparked with defiance. “When we realized that Auragen’s data had been breached, I immediately ran a full audit on Auragen’s network. No unauthorized IP addresses in their logs, no suspicious data transfers. We use intrusion detection systems to flag anything abnormal in real-time, and I checked back several weeks. Nothing.” He shook his head. “No sign of malware, or DDoS attacks. Their firewalls, endpoint protections—all intact.”

I frowned. “But the data still got out somehow.”

“Yeah. This was no ordinary data breach. Whoever did this used sophisticated tools to cover it up.” Zach glanced nervously at William. Aadesh stared at a spot on the table in front of him, leaving Zach to continue. “Although external and internal hacks can be equally disruptive, it’s a proven fact that external attempts are twenty times more common than internal data breaches. Statistics say this was likely an external hack. Someone is either exploiting a vulnerability we haven’t yet discovered or has used sophisticated AI tools to possibly clone their entire system and park it on an external server somewhere.”

I tried to absorb what Zach was saying. “So, the data would then have been exposed from the duplicate system. Wouldn’t cloning the system have left a digital footprint of the activity?”

Zach sighed, adjusting his rimless glasses. “If they knew the protocols we follow, it’d be like knowing the guard rotation at a museum before you rob it. They could mask the data transfer or use an encrypted channel we don’t normally monitor.”

“Is there no way to catch that?”

Zach looked over at Aadesh. “We could have, had we been looking for it. That’s why the new AI-enhanced software we’re working on is critical.”

Aadesh cleared his throat nervously and spoke for the first time since the meeting started. “There is, of course, another possible explanation. One we haven’t fully examined. Most companies, us included, are usually on the lookout for external threats. As Zach said, they’re much more frequent than internal breaches. Our whole industry has been focused on hardening the perimeter to keep hackers out. But we can no longer ignore the possibility that this was an internal breach or, well, something a lot trickier to spot.”

“Trickier how?” I asked.

Aadesh chose his words carefully. “Perhaps someone with legitimate access sharing data off-record.”

“So, someone on the inside. Sabotage, right?” I looked from Zach to Aadesh, hoping I had interpreted what was being said correctly.

Aadesh nodded.

“Now we’re a few days into our investigation and no further ahead.” William’s words had become more clipped, and I could now hear the British accent behind some of them.

“Not entirely our doing. We had Daniel’s assurances that there was no unusual activity within their firewall.” Zach avoided William’s eyes.

William stopped pacing. “I understand. We still need to verify. It’s our name that goes on the final report. It’s our reputation that’s on the line.”

William fell silent, and the tension in the room grew. Finally, he spoke.

“Jorja, I want you to work with Zach on this. I told Theo that I’d assign my best investigator to the case. His assistant’s name is Priti Walsh. You can use her to set up interviews for you or get you anything you need to aid in your investigation. She’ll have a building access card waiting for you.”

I swallowed. His reference to me as his best investigator wasn’t going to help smooth over Zach’s and my working relationship. “Thank you, William. That’ll make it easier.”

William walked to the door, pulled it open, then turned back. “I want the data breach found, and I want it done now. Understood?”

We all nodded. Game on.
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