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For my son—

Though time and silence have come between us,

my love for you has never wavered.

This story is built on second chances—

and I will always hold space for ours.
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1 SEALED WITH A TWIST
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MY NAME IS CASE—JUSTIN Case, termination agent for Tin Can Communications. TCC Co. holds a virtual monopoly on telephone service and rentals across the province. My mission, should I choose to accept it, is simple: track down and reclaim phones abandoned by their lessees or seized for breach of lease. I’d love to say I was hand-picked from a roster of highly trained professionals, selected for my razor-sharp skill set. That would be a lie.

It’s the 1970s, and a new word has crept into the Canadian vocabulary—“stagflation”—a stagnant economy paired with a soaring cost of living. The scents of Old Spice and burnt coffee hang in every break room. Polyester slacks groove down the linoleum corridors, and rotary dials spin like lonely records on repeat in a dive bar jukebox no one remembers feeding. Everyone clinging to their J.O.B.—Just Over Broke, or Just Obey your Boss—knows the week might end before the coffee cools.  Hope? That’s just a rumour started in accounting.

I’m one more cog in the clunky beige machine, armed with a tool belt, a company-issued smile, and a list of disconnected dreams to retrieve. But the story doesn’t begin in a boardroom or at the end of a dead dial tone.

It begins with her. I didn’t meet her that day but I heard what happened.

Telly Phonya barely noticed the crisp Bonnechance morning as she left her home, her stomach still knotted from a weekend of bitter revelations.

She wasn’t usually one to dwell; her reputation was built on precision, control, and an intuition sharp enough to make her a force in the business world. Yet, today that control felt fractured.

Her auburn hair—normally styled in a polished wave—was drawn into a loose knot, functional, not effortless. The faintest creases lingered beneath her eyes, evidence of too many sleepless hours spent trying—unsuccessfully—to untangle the emotional mess that had become her life.

Ms. Phonya was not a woman who rattled easily—meticulous in execution, decisive in strategy, and cold when necessary. But beneath that elaborate armour was someone who had learned long ago that staying ahead meant never letting emotion dictate the play. Today the rule book has failed.

She exhaled, gripping the steering wheel, her knuckles whitening, for a moment before stepping out.

Six months of stolen moments whispered promises, and quiet certainty—all shattered by a single, devastating truth: the man she had been seeing was not just unavailable; he was married.

For two sleepless days, she’d dissected every word, every glance, hunting through the ruins of memory for clues she had overlooked. Then, as if the universe wanted to twist the knife, she stepped outside that morning to find her brand-new car had been vandalized.

The words, “HOME WRECKER,” carved into the paint sent a white-hot surge of anger through her; she knew exactly who had done it.

Telly Phonya swung into the Tin Can Communications parking lot, and eased into her reserved stall just as her car phone rang—its shrill cry cleaving through her brooding like a blade, sudden, jarring, and unmistakably urgent.

She drew a sharp breath and snatched the receiver from its cradle, pressing it to her ear as she cranked down the window. Cold air rushed in like a slap, stealing her breath and sharpening her focus.

Her grip tightened. She already knew this call wouldn’t bring good news.

Her voice was razor-sharp.

“Your clobber is waiting for you on the curb,” she snapped, voice edged with icy finality.

Tyler “Ty” Knott was the more gregarious half of the Knott twins—a natural talker whose easy charm could make fast friends or get him out of trouble before it even started. Where Beaumont, “Bo,” was the more calculated, deliberate brother, Ty was the kind who thrived in the moment, trusting instinct over analysis.

His sandy brown hair never quite behaved—a little too tousled to be considered intentionally styled but just neat enough to suggest he hadn’t completely given up on appearance. His warm hazel eyes, lighter than Bo’s, had a way of drawing people in, making them feel like they were the only person in the room when he spoke to them.

He carried himself with relaxed confidence, his clothes always looking effortlessly put together. The sleeves of his jacket were usually rolled up as if he were perpetually ready to dive headfirst into something—an argument, a conversation, or someone else’s unexpected mess.

Ty had an uncanny knack for being in exactly the right place at the right time—or, depending on how events unfolded, the absolute worst place at the worst time.

And now, as he happened to pass the District Manager’s car on his way to his truck, he caught the desperate voice on the other end of the phone. His easy expression flickered—just briefly—to something sharper.

Someone was pleading.

“It’s garbage day,” the male voice pleaded. “My tailored Armani suit, a pair of handcrafted leather boots, and my silk Tom Ford tie, will be picked up by the garbage men.”

Telly’s bitter laugh was almost musical in its cruelty. “Then you better hurry.”

And she hung up.

Embarrassed, he lowered his head, pretending not to hear, forcing his stride to remain steady. He had no intention of getting involved, not when the woman holding the phone was the TCC District Manager.

Whatever was happening, it was none of his business. Not yet.

He walked on.

Inside the building, she strode past Mel O. Dee, her Personal Assistant, without so much as a nod. “Hold all calls. No interruptions,” she commanded before stepping into her office and locking the door.

Ms. Phonya’s P.A. moved with quiet precision, a presence so seamless that one might almost overlook her until they realized the office functioned flawlessly under her watch. Her hair, as black as a raven’s wing, framed a face that rarely betrayed emotion yet carried an undeniable sharpness, a mind always working several steps ahead. She had an uncanny ability to anticipate her boss’s needs before a word was spoken, a skill honed to near perfection through a combination of observation, intuition, and experience.

Despite her unobtrusiveness, Mel was not forgettable. There was something about her, a quiet gravity, a controlled intensity, that made those who worked with her instinctively trust that nothing would be missed, that every detail would be accounted for. She never hurried, yet she was always precisely where she needed to be. Even the smallest adjustments she made, an email sent before a request, a meeting rescheduled before a conflict arose, worked like clockwork as if she were conducting an unseen symphony of efficiency.

And yet, there was something else about her, something you couldn’t quite put your finger on. A mystery that hovered around her like an unanswered question, unspoken yet ever-present. It wasn’t just her ability to predict every outcome with unnerving accuracy, nor the way she moved through the office with effortless certainty. It was deeper than that, like a secret, coded into the very fabric of her existence.

Perhaps it was the way she never spoke about herself, never volunteered details beyond the immediate necessities. Or maybe it was the way her fingers instinctively found the tiny locket hanging around her neck whenever tension crept in. She never opened it, never spoke of its contents, only tracing its edges in absent repetition, as though grounding herself in something unseen. To those who paid close attention, it was clear, Mel was not simply efficient. She was enigmatic.

Dressed always in muted tones, she blended into the background not out of shyness but by choice. She was the force behind the curtain, the architect of seamless order, content to let others shine while she ensured the foundation beneath them remained solid. And though she never sought recognition, those who relied on her knew, that without Mel, everything would unravel.

At her familiar old oak desk, Telly exhaled deeply, fingers thumbing through the neatly stacked documents in her in-basket before noticing the envelope.

The envelope lay front and centre on the desk, deliberately positioned as if demanding attention. The crisp edges caught the light from the desk lamp, its presence undeniable, unignorable. It wasn’t buried beneath a pile of forgotten paperwork, it rested alone, conspicuous in its solitude. A sealed fate, waiting to be unsealed.

She opened the envelope, scanned the details, and, for the first time in days, allowed herself a flicker of satisfaction.

It was an invitation to a fundraising luncheon for The Second Chance Society—where guilt gets served beside cucumber sandwiches and redemption comes with a monogrammed napkin. Socialite Ann Dromeda would be in attendance, of course—because no cause truly matters until someone in pearls signs the check.

She completed the reply in the affirmative and placed it in the enclosed self-addressed return envelope. Methodically, she licked and sealed it, pressing the flap down with finality.

Minutes passed.

Mel, sorting through files at her desk, paused when a sound pricked at the edge of her attention.

Voices.

At first, she assumed Telly was on the phone, but the intercom was off.

The voices were low, muffled, one unmistakably Telly’s. The other? Unfamiliar.

Then, tension. Telly’s voice rose. Frustration? Alarm?

A chair scraped.

A dull thud.

Mel’s pen hovered over her page. That didn’t sound right.

Silence.

That was the final silence.

Mel tapped her fingernails against her desk. Maybe Telly had just dropped something? No big deal.

But then, another noise.

A muffled shuffle. A faint clatter. The sound of glass breaking.

And then, nothing.

Mel’s stomach twisted uneasily. She stood, hesitating before approaching the office door. She knocked lightly.

“Ms. Phonya?”

No answer.

She knocked again, harder this time. “Ms. Phonya?”

Nothing.

A sinking feeling settled in her gut. She rattled the knob. Still locked, just as Telly had ensured earlier.

Mel took a deep breath. Something was off. She could feel it in the silence.

Her first instinct was to call security, but then she remembered.

Lawson D. Woods was supposed to drop by for the phone system work. If anyone could get a locked door open, it was him.

She snatched up the phone and dialled his number.

The line clicked.

“Lawson, it’s Mel. You need to get to the office. Something’s wrong with Ms. Phonya.”

Lawson’s voice was quick and alert. “Define wrong.”

“She’s locked inside, not responding. And—” Mel hesitated, pulse quickening. “I heard voices. But she was alone when she went in.”

A pause. Then: “I’m five minutes away.”

Mel hung up and paced, nerves wound tight.

Five minutes stretched into an eternity.

Then, footsteps.

Lawson D. Woods moved with the confident ease of a man used to springing into action. Sandy-haired and built lean from years of relentless energy on the field, he had the kind of athletic precision that made him a standout in local sports. His natural determination had earned him a reputation not just as a fierce competitor but as the guy who could be counted on, whether for a last-minute repair, a complicated project, or an emergency like this.

The toolbox in his hand was second nature to him. As a seasoned tin can installer for TCC, he knew his way around locks, wires, and every technical challenge imaginable. But this? This was different.

His keen eyes scanned Mel’s tense expression. “How long has she been in there?”

“Since this morning. She said she was not to be disturbed. But I heard noises, and now, nothing.”

Lawson’s brow furrowed. “What kind of noises?”

Mel shifted uneasily. “Movement, like shuffling. And at one point—something fell. A thud. After that... silence.” His voice lowered, hesitant. “And... I heard voices. Angry voices. Like an argument.”

Lawson’s expression darkened. This had gone from concerning to outright alarming.

He stepped forward and rapped his knuckles firmly against the door. “District Manager? Can you hear me?” His voice was calm but commanding.

Silence.

He knocked again, louder this time. “It’s Lawson. I need you to answer.”

Nothing.

A glance at Mel confirmed the worst, something was wrong.

“Step back,” Lawson ordered. He braced himself, then shot forward with explosive force. His boot connected squarely with the door, sending a sharp crack through the hallway. The frame groaned under the impact before giving way, swinging inward with a jarring thud.

Lawson stepped inside, eyes scanning the room.

The moment it swung wide, Mel gasped.

The office was in disarray, papers strewn about, the chair overturned, a broken lamp, a silver tea set scattered on the floor and in the centre of the chaos lay Telly Phonya.

Sprawled on the floor in front of the desk.

A Canadian Armed Forces Regimental Dress sword was embedded cleanly in her chest. A fluorescent bulb in the overhead fixture buzzed faintly, flickering intermittently, casting the room in shifting pools of dim white light and shadow. The glow reflected off the polished surface of the sword’s hilt, its golden accents catching a glint of artificial brightness.

Lawson swore under his breath.

Mel clapped a hand over her mouth.

Ms. Telly Phonya, poised, commanding, and, until this morning, consumed with personal turmoil, was now utterly silent.

Outside the office door, the world carried on, distant footsteps on worn carpeting, the muffled ring of a telephone in the reception area. But inside, silence ruled. A suffocating, pressing kind of quiet that stretched through the still air, draped over the overturned chair, settled into the scattered papers like dust.

And beneath all of it, beneath the sterile flicker, beneath the shallow draft, beneath the oppressive hush, was something else. Something that gnawed at the edges of Lawson’s senses. The unmistakable scent of metal. A tang in the air, faint but persistent. The scent of blood.

It was a room suspended in time, locked in the moment before chaos exploded, frozen in its last breath before death arrived. And standing in its wake, Lawson felt the weight of it. Heavy. Inevitable. The beginning of something much worse.
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LAWSON D. WOODS STOOD frozen at the threshold of Telly Phonya’s office, his breath shallow, his pulse hammering in his ears. The room before him didn’t just look wrong, it felt wrong. The air was unnaturally still, as though the moment itself had refused to move forward. Everything was locked in place, suspended in time, captured in the instant just before chaos had exploded. The fluorescent light buzzed above him, casting a sterile glow over a scene that belonged in a crime thriller, not in the heart of Bonnechance’s Telecommunications Centre. 

Mel O. Dee had already backed out of the doorway, her hand trembling over her mouth, her other arm bracing against the wall as she tried to steady herself. Her eyes, usually sharp and focused behind wire-framed glasses, were wide, unblinking, and set on something that her mind had not yet fully accepted. Her pale face had gone almost translucent, as though all colour had drained from it. She looked like she might collapse.

They had expected trouble. Ms. Phonya wasn’t exactly known for her easygoing nature. Sharp-tongued, demanding, and ruthlessly efficient, she was the kind of boss who could inspire resentment from staff and contractors alike. There had been whispers in the breakroom, mutterings about grievances, petty feuds. But no one, not even on their most dramatic day, had imagined this.

Bonnechance wasn’t the kind of place where people got run-through with ceremonial swords behind locked doors.

And yet, here lay Telly Phonya, sprawled ungracefully in front of her antique walnut desk, her navy business suit bloodied at the front. The gleaming Canadian Armed Forces Regimental Dress sword protruded from her chest at a jarring, theatrical angle. The blade caught the flickering light, giving off an eerie shimmer that made Lawson’s stomach twist.

There were no signs of life. No last breath, no weak moan. Just that stillness. That awful, definitive stillness.

The office was a fortress of impossibility. The only door, solid oak, dead-bolted from the inside, remained firmly locked. The windows were standard office fare, tall, double-paned, and fully intact, but everyone was latched shut from within, with no sign of tampering. The walls, thick and unbroken, bore no vents, panels, or crawlspaces. There are no hidden passages and no trick furniture. The air inside hung heavy, undisturbed as if the room itself held its breath.

The corpse lay slumped on the floor in front of the desk, limbs askew as though dropped from above. Oddly, the victim wore no shoes. A scuffed loafer lay near the bookshelf, the other half-buried beneath a tipped-over chair, both discarded as if in haste, or struggle. Just four sealed walls, a single locked door, and a body that had no business being there.

Lawson swallowed hard, his Adam’s apple bobbing in his throat like a cork on rough water. Logic warred with instinct. He forced himself to take a step forward. His instincts told him to charge in, to check for signs of life, but the logical part of his brain knew better. You don’t save someone from a locked room and a blade through the heart. You can only hope to explain it later.

The office was sealed, trapping the air, making it thick and stagnant. A place normally buzzing with phone calls and the rustle of paperwork had become something else entirely, a tomb. The walls, lined with inspirational posters and framed service awards, now closed in, making the room feel smaller, tighter. Claustrophobic. The overhead fluorescent light flickered erratically, the hum of electricity barely audible beneath the suffocating silence. It bathed the walls in uneven patches of brightness, the shifting glow making shadows creep and stretch across them.

The scent of coffee and ink lingered, but beneath it, sharp, distinct, was the metallic tang of blood. Lawson couldn't ignore it. It filled his nostrils and coated the back of his throat like a bitter film. He coughed softly and looked away, trying to compose himself.

Mel, snapping out of her shocked stupor, lurched toward the phone on her desk. Her fingers darted over the buttons, trembling as if the plastic beneath them might shatter. She dialled emergency services with a jerky, uncertain motion, and when the dispatcher answered, she spoke with the broken cadence of someone trying not to fall apart.

“We need the police. Now! It’s... It’s my manager, she’s dead.”

She could barely form the words when the dispatcher answered. Her voice trembled, and though she was known for efficiency and composure, right now, she was just another person caught in the gravity of something awful.

Lawson clenched his fists, staring at the destruction around the District Manager’s lifeless form. The overturned chair. The scattered papers. The faint scuff marks on the floor near the desk. It was chaos, yes, but the kind born of a frantic, violent struggle, where desperation clawed at order and left behind only broken remnants of what once was.

Nothing about this was right. It wasn’t just murder, it was something frenzied, and manic. The kind of act born from boiling rage or a mind unhinged, where reason gave way to madness. The sealed room pressed in, forcing him to stand in it, to breathe in every unsettling detail.

Lawson glanced at her, then back to the blood slowly pooling beneath the body, soaking into the rug like ink into blotting paper. If it hadn’t been for the locked door, he might have believed it was a crime of opportunity, someone snapping, losing control in the heat of an argument. But that lock... it changed everything. Locked from the inside with no sign of forced entry or escape.

The killer had walked into this room and had never walked out. Not in any conventional sense.

And that was the part Lawson couldn’t make peace with.

The seconds stretched unbearably long until the hallway filled with footsteps and the murmur of radios. The first responders had arrived.

Leading them was Detective Staff Sergeant Oxley Kaye, known around the station as "OK." A tall, sturdy man with a weathered face and the calm, measured energy of someone who had seen too much and expected to see worse. His dishevelled appearance spoke volumes, rumpled clothes that looked slept in, a collar half-folded, and a fading coffee stain on his tie that suggested a long-standing war with sleep and routine. Around the station, they called him OK behind his back, short for Oxley Kaye, but also because he always seemed to be just that: never shaken, never flustered, just... OK.

Though no one had seen him smoke in years, he sometimes held a pencil or toothpick between his fingers like a cigarette, especially when nervous or processing emotion. The gesture was automatic, a ghost of an old crutch that refused to let go. He would also occasionally murmur old blues lyrics under his breath when faced with something grisly, as if they were talismans to ward off the darkness. OK did not smile often, but when he did, it came slow and crooked, like it had to sneak past years of restraint. He drank his coffee black and let it go cold, never seeming to finish a cup. A single key hung from a worn leather string around his neck, and no one ever asked what it opened.

No one knew exactly how long he'd been with the Bonnechance Police Service, long enough that his personnel file had turned into more of a legend than a document. Some said he started in Toronto back when the job was bloodier and the rules blurrier. Others claimed he used to teach at the academy until something went wrong. The truth, if OK had ever felt like telling it, was probably somewhere in between.

He didn’t do bars after work and didn’t linger in the breakroom. He lived in the spaces between headlines: dawn-lit parking lots, alleys that stank of old crimes, and now this office, thick with silence, where a woman lay dead beneath a ceremonial sword.

To the brass, he was a useful relic, outdated in some ways, indispensable in others. To younger officers, he was a walking myth. The one who could read a crime scene before the chalk dried. The one who always knew who was lying, and didn’t need to say it out loud. He solved cases not through brilliance but through unyielding pressure, and patience, like water grinding down stone. When things went south—and they often did—people turned to him—instinctively, like counting on the last working payphone in a dead-end town.

Behind OK, Detective Sergeant Beck Nyne followed closely, his expensive tailored suit sharply contrasting with his gritty boss. Beck was young; his smooth face still carried the remnants of youthful idealism, something that seemed out of place in this line of work. He was well educated; a graduate of the finest universities, and that was often a point of irritation for OK. Beck’s polished exterior, his arrogance in the classroom knowledge of the law, and the subtle air of superiority in his every word rubbed OK the wrong way. But the kid was smart, no denying that even if he lacked the seasoned intuition that came from time on the streets.

Next was Sergeant Kent B. Goode, a mountain of a man who seemed to take up more space than the room could handle. His frame, broad and powerful, looked as though it had been chiselled from stone, worn smooth with years of hard work. Despite his imposing size, Kent had a kind-hearted nature that shone through. His deep, gravelly voice was always calm and considerate, even in the face of tragedy. He had a soft spot for people, and while his bulk might make him appear intimidating, his warm eyes and gentle demeanour told a different story. Kent’s size and strength were matched only by his empathy, a rare combination that made him a trusted presence in any investigation.

Finally, there was Constable Viola Fuss, who was small in stature but commanded attention with her no-nonsense attitude. Petite, yet razor-sharp, Viola had a presence that belied her size. She was the scalpel to Kent’s sledgehammer. She exuded a quiet authority, focused and efficient, with every move purposeful. Every inch of her uniform was regulation-perfect, her posture rigid, as though she never stopped working, never let her guard down. Viola was always eagerly awaiting direction from her superiors, never wasting a moment. Once given an order, she carried it out with remarkable efficiency, executing every task with precision and speed, her focus unwavering.

Each one of them paused at the threshold, their eyes scanning the grisly scene with varying degrees of reaction, Beck’s youthful arrogance melting into a rare, unsettled tension, Kent’s frown deepening as his protective instincts kicked in, and Viola’s eyes narrowing in a quiet calculation, already piecing together the puzzle.

OK, looked from Telly’s body to the sword protruding from her chest. “Whatever happened here, reason packed its bags and left this scene behind,” he muttered, half to himself.

Still standing near the doorway, Lawson straightened, shaking his head as though trying to clear it. "We found her like this. The office door was locked from the inside. Mel, Miss Dee, heard voices before everything went silent."

OK, turned to Mel. "Voices? And the door, you’re sure it was locked from the inside? "

Mel nodded, her voice shaky. "Yes. One was hers. The other... I don’t know. It was low, distant, like someone whispering. Then I heard a chair scrape, a thud. And silence."

Nyne shifted slightly, his eyes narrowing. "Let’s back up. You heard her talking first? Could you make out what was being said or who the other voice was? Was the other voice that of a man or a woman?"

Mel shook her head slowly, arms crossed tight across her chest. “I couldn’t make out the words. Just... tones. Hers was tense, like she was trying to stay calm but barely holding it together. The other voice...” She paused, glancing at the door as if it might still hold the echo. “It was low. Guttural. Almost growling. Gave me goose bumps. I—I couldn’t tell if it was a man or a woman. Just that it didn’t sound right. Then her tone shifted.”

"Shifted how?" OK pressed.

"She sounded frustrated, maybe startled," Mel clarified. "And the other voice, it stayed quiet, low, controlled."

Nyne exchanged a glance with OK. “And this wasn’t common behaviour? Locking the door, arguing?”

Mel hesitated. “She wasn’t in a good mood today. She came in, barely said hello. Told me to hold her calls. Said someone had keyed her car. She was ranting under her breath.”

“Did she say who she thought did it?” OK asked.

Mel hesitated, shaking her head as though considering whether to repeat office gossip. Deciding that it might be important, she divulged, “Not to me, but she was definitely angry. She’d been seeing someone. And I think it had ended badly.”

Nyne jotted something down in his notebook. “So there’s possibly a personal element. Any indication she felt threatened?”

Mel considered. “She didn’t say so directly, but... she looked over her shoulder a lot this morning. And she snapped at me for no reason. That wasn’t like her.”

OK turned to Lawson, his expression tight with concern. “You mentioned the door was locked when you arrived. Why did you decide to break in?”

Lawson nodded, his stance firm, still catching his breath from the forceful entry. “We thought maybe she’d collapsed or something. There were no scratches or damage—just locked tight.” His voice was steady but edged with urgency. “I knocked, called out, waited. Nothing. And after hearing about the noises, the voices...” He glanced at Mel before looking back at OK. “I wasn’t about to waste time. If something was wrong, every second counted.”

OK’s gaze flicked to the splintered doorway, the wood fractured where Lawson’s boot had connected. He inhaled sharply. “And inside?”

Lawson’s jaw tightened as he tried to make sense of the scene. “Something happened in there... and it wasn’t good.”

OK, crouched beside the body and examined the sword. “Where’s this from?”

Mel answered without prompting. “Her son’s. He’s in the military. Graduated from the Royal Military College. That sword is part of his ceremonial uniform. She kept it at home. On a display mount, I think.”

Nyne leaned closer to examine the hilt. “Gold accents. Polished blade. Definitely ceremonial. But it’s still sharp enough to kill.”

Fuss finally spoke. “How’d the killer get out? There’s no other exit.”

Silence settled again. It was an enigma, the impossible question.

As they stood in contemplation, the buzzing light above them sputtered again, casting the body in momentary shadow. The silence of the sealed office wasn’t just an absence of sound; it was oppressive. Like the room itself had held its breath and refused to exhale.

The chaos had shaken Nyne—his gaze flitted across the room, eyes snagging on details like a mind grasping for order where none remained. At last, he exhaled, voice edged with unease. “This was senseless violence. Whoever perpetrated this assault was surely non compos mentis,” Nyne pronounced at last.

OK stood slowly, hands on his hips. “Whoever did this wasn’t a stranger, they knew her, and whatever she did, or failed to do, wounded them so deeply that it festered into something dark enough to kill for.”

“And,” Goode added, “knew how to vanish and lock a door from the inside. Or make it look that way.”

OK nodded grimly. “Which means we’re not just dealing with a garden variety murderer. We’re dealing with someone with intelligence and cunning.”

Mel turned sharply toward him and blurted, “They were still here... when I heard the voices? I could have been killed.” Her fingers instinctively found the tiny locket hanging around her neck

Lawson’s gaze softened. He spoke gently but firmly. “You’re safe now. Whatever happened, it’s over. And we’ll make sure it stays that way.”

One truth hung in the air, heavier than the secrets locked in this room, sharper than the sword—this was a frenzied crime of passion. The chaos left behind spoke volumes, a silent testimony to the intensity that had unfolded within these walls. Blood, shattered glass, overturned furniture—each detail carved a grim narrative, offering glimpses into the storm of emotions that had erupted.

Yet despite the destruction, an unsettling stillness lingered, as if the room itself held its breath, waiting for what came next.

Because one terrifying question remained unanswered.

Was this the end, the final act of madness?

Or had it only just begun?
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I WASN’T IN THE MOOD for puzzles. I wasn’t in the mood for much of anything, to be honest, not after the week I’d had.

First, there had been the phone terminations, a bureaucratic nightmare that had me chasing ghosts far and wide. Then there were the tenants, always suspicious and indignant, as though I was the harbinger of doom rather than just a guy doing my job. And to top it all off, my gallbladder had decided to stage a rebellion, leaving me with a dull, persistent ache that soured even the simplest of tasks.

So when Lawson D. Woods called me about a locked-room murder, my first instinct was to tell him to take his mystery and file it under, Not My Problem.

Something in Lawson's tone made me freeze—like a floorboard creaking in a locked room. It wasn’t what he said. It was what he didn’t say.

“It doesn’t add up, Justin,” Lawson had said, voice tight with unease. “Telly Phonya is dead. Run through with a sword. The door and all the windows were locked from the inside. No way in, no way out.”

I closed my eyes, leaning against the faded couch that had seen better days, its cushions sagging under the weight of countless late-night musings. The air was thick with the scent of old books and strong coffee, remnants of past attempts to stave off exhaustion. The rays of the morning sun filtered through dirty windows, casting long, dappled streaks of light across the scuffed hardwood floor. Outside, the muffled hum of the city pressed against the windows, threading through the gaps in the aging frame. I rubbed at my forehead, exhaling sharply, feeling the weight of the cluttered space around me, the stacks of papers teetering on the rickety desk, the overstuffed bookshelf threatening collapse, each object a quiet witness to the chaos in my mind.

“You’re saying someone murdered her and disappeared into thin air?”

“That’s what it looks like,” Lawson admitted. “But we both know that’s not how things work.”

I sighed. No, that wasn’t how things worked. People left footprints. They left fingerprints. They left traces, no matter how careful they were.

And yet, Bonnechance had a way of swallowing its secrets whole.

Notcho, ever the vigilant observer, lay stretched out near the window, her ears twitching at the tension in the room. She wasn’t entirely sure what had happened—she was a dog, after all—but she knew something was off. The air was thick with the scent of yesterday’s bacon, now just a distant memory, lingering like a ghost of breakfasts past and strong coffee, remnants of past attempts to stave off exhaustion.

She lifted her head, dark eyes scanning me as I spoke, her tail flicking once against the floor. A locked-door murder? That didn’t make sense to her either. Her instincts told her there was more to this than the humans understood. Maybe they weren’t sniffing in the right places. It could be they weren’t sniffing low enough. That’s where the real clues were—alongside stale gum, spilled coffee, and the secrets people drop when they think no one’s listening.

With a quiet huff, Notcho stood and padded toward the door. She looked back at me, tilting her head in the way dogs do when the truth’s right there, clinging to the floorboards, and no one’s sniffing.
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