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From the Author


Crime travels.


It moves through ports and boardrooms. Through families. Through history.


Neil Ames works in a city built on trade and tide. What begins at home does not stay there.


Some cases circle the Pacific. Some cross a continent. All of them leave a mark.


This is where it starts.


Book I


The Dyeing Process
 A journalist’s murder draws Neil from the Pacific Northwest to Japan, where environmental extremism and corporate secrecy collide along the Pacific Rim.


Book II


The Four-Bar Progression
 A musician’s death and a contested inheritance pull Neil from Destiny Pointe to New Orleans and Montreal, where legacy, surveillance, and international interests converge across a continent.


Book III


The Shard of Redemption
 A twenty-year-old lie resurfaces, forcing Neil to confront the truth about the woman he loved and a global operation poised to fracture the world.
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Chapter 1



Neil Ames, where the hell are you? 

Octavia Clarke’s finger hovered over the send button. She took a breath, hit it and watched the message vanish into the digital ether. 

A minute passed, then five … ten. No reply. She set her phone on the tray table and fixed her gaze out the window of the Yuu International Holdings corporate jet. She felt an intense mix of dread and anticipation. Forty-eight hours earlier, she had received a text.

MICHAEL

Mom passed away. Come to New Orleans.

The message from her brother had not been unexpected. Her mother had been placed in hospice three weeks earlier. Their mother-daughter relationship had been tenuous for years. Now she was heading to New Orleans to plan a memorial service.

Flying anywhere was difficult given the global viruses, international conflicts, and forest fires, and exiting Japan proved more challenging than entering the US. As the Yuu International Holdings jet was about to take off from refueling in Honolulu, Octavia received a puzzling email originating from Beaudine, Cachemaille & Bleu, a law firm in Montreal.

Dear Ms. Clarke,

Beaudine, Cachemaille, & Bleu are saddened to learn of the passing of your mother, and I extend our heartfelt condolences to you and your family during this difficult time.

It is with deep sadness, that I write to inform you of the untimely death of your father, whose passing is currently the subject of a murder investigation. 

Before reading the rest of the message, Octavia texted her brother.

Why didn’t you tell me what happened to Dad? What was he doing in Montreal?

She got a quick reply.

MICHAEL

Dad is fine. He isn’t in Montreal. It was Mom who died. Are you okay?

After taking three deep breaths to calm herself, Octavia looked again at the email from Montreal.

Dr. Bastien Beaulieu left explicit instructions with our firm to share a personal revelation with you: he was, in fact, your biological father. 

Additionally, you have been listed as an heir in his will, along with a sister you may not have known about, Dr. Cadenza Beaulieu.

The will is to be read in Montreal after your arrival, as per Dr. Beaulieu's instructions. 

I recognize that this information may be both shocking and distressing. Our firm is here to provide you with any support you might need, whether it be legal guidance or assistance with travel arrangements.

On a personal note, Bastien was my long-time friend and client. He was a good man, and I shall miss him.

Please reach out to me at your earliest convenience to coordinate your visit. I am here to assist with any questions or concerns you may have during this challenging time.

My deepest condolences are with you.

Bernard Cachemaille

Beaudine, Cachemaille & Bleu

Octavia called the Yuu corporate headquarters to request a layover in Seattle and inform them that unforeseen circumstances might require her to travel to Montreal. Fuji Yuu, who had recently become the director of cultural technology development, approved her request and offered the corporate jet and the substantial Yuu International Holdings influence to ease issues of travel between the United States and Canada.

More than two years had passed, yet Octavia could still feel the weight of guilt emanating from Fuji, a constant reminder of his sister’s failed scheme to kill her. 

To think I almost died because of a tree.

Octavia, who owned one of the two existing bonsai trees known for their rejuvenating and healing properties, commanded respect at Yuu International. When Fuji personally asked her to join as creative director of their fashion and shoe design division, Octavia immediately accepted the offer.

She uncapped her Namiki Yukari fountain pen, one from the $33,000 Seven Gods Limited Edition set presented to her at the press conference announcing her new role at Yuu International Holdings. Her intent was to jot talking points for an upcoming meeting, but she absentmindedly began to doodle, a habit she had acquired from Neil, who always seemed to have a pencil in his hand, when he wasn’t scrolling on his phone. 

Her phone pinged. She snatched it up only to find a meeting notification. “Damn it, Neil, you can be so frustrating,” she hissed under her breath. “Just call me.” Disappointed, she clenched the pen in her hand and looked down at the image she had just doodled, the sacred bonsai tree her grandfather had left to her, a reminder of the faith he had placed in her.

I am strong and independent. I can handle whatever comes my way.

She let the steady drone of the jet engines carry her thoughts away. She gently twirled her glistening straight, shoulder-length pale blonde hair around her long fingers as she searched for solace in the tranquil environment, but the knots in her stomach persisted.

Octavia reread the email message.

Bastien Beaulieu. I know that name. But from where? Someone murdered him. Why? Why would he even put me in his will? She shook her head and put the pen down. Dealing with this is the last thing I want to do right now. 

She forced herself to focus as she opened her laptop. Thirty minutes later, the video conference meeting with her staff began. She listened intently to their reports, scribbling notes as they spoke, and then delegated a series of assignments for the upcoming days. Later on, she had another video meeting with Kozo Sato, her trusted employee at Yuu International. He had recently been promoted to cybersecurity specialist and had been immensely helpful in assisting Neil with the Sterling murder investigation. 

“Just one more thing,” said Octavia as the meeting was about to end, “I need your help with a private matter.” 

Kozo swallowed hard. His facial muscles tensed. “What kind of help, Ms. Clarke? I still have nightmares about helping your friend, Mr. Ames.”

“And look how that turned out. You got a major promotion,” Octavia smiled at his nervous face on the screen.

“What do you need me to do?” he asked.

“I need you to dig into a Canadian law firm, Beaudine, Cachemaille, & Bleu. They’re based out of Montreal. They are handling the sensitive business affairs of a friend of mine. I need to know if they are on the up and up.”

Kozo’s face relaxed. “I see. I can do that.” 

Octavia smiled broadly. “Good, thank you. I knew I could count on you.”

The call ended, and she motioned the steward over. He brought a bottle of Jameson and poured a two-finger shot into a glass.

“Is there anything else you require, Ms. Clarke?”

“You know me too well, Kimji. I’m fine, thank you.”

As he turned to leave, she stopped him.

“Leave the bottle, please.” She savored the drink and sat back. 

Her phone pinged.

Neil!

She looked at the phone.

I will be at the airfield when you arrive, madam.

It wasn’t Neil. It was her driver, James. She texted back.

It’s good to know I can rely on someone.

She pressed her fingers to her temples and took a deep breath. The rising sun was shining brightly above the reddish-brown smoke-infused clouds over the Pacific Northwest. 

It’s like I’m in heaven looking down at the gates of hell. 

Her phone pinged. She braced herself for disappointment, but found relief in the message. 

“At last,” she whispered to herself.

NEIL

Back from Kazakhstan. Leaving New York. In Seattle by 3.

Octavia poured another shot into her glass. She took a sip, leaned back, and stared out the window. She was tempted to down another shot, but instead, checked the time.

Seattle in an hour. I need to do my stretches.

After a half an hour of stretches, Octavia took out her travel mirror and reapplied her Rouge Dior lipstick. She checked her eye make-up and looked into her piercing sapphire blue eyes.

I look tired, maybe I should use an eye mask to take down this puffiness. 

She continued to stare at herself in the mirror. What am I thinking? My mother just died, of course I’m going to have puffy eyes. She slipped her mirror and lipstick into her travel case. 

The cabin speakers chimed, and the pilot announced they were approaching Seattle. The steward whisked away the bottle and glass. Octavia, stashed her laptop, pulled her cane next to her, and buckled up.

It’s good to be coming home.
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There was a thick yellow legal-size envelope waiting for her at The Pinnacle.

She glanced at the postmark—Montreal—and tossed her coat over it. She didn’t want to think about Montreal or New Orleans. It was time to be with her true family, the people who kept her baby, the Pinnacle, alive.

Claudia, who had been managing the club for the past two years, came out of the back office. Once they had been more than friends. Now they were sisters. She embraced Octavia warmly. “I’m so sorry about your mom,” she whispered in her ear. “It’s good to have you back.”

But there was no warmer greeting than that of the sleek black miniature pinscher who greeted Octavia with such enthusiasm that he nearly knocked her down.

“Sherlock! Stop!” she commanded as she steadied herself with her cane.

The dog sat and drooped his head, looking like his heart was broken.

She scratched his ears and smiled. “High five, Sherlock!”

The dog obeyed and raised his delicate paw to her. She laughed, and they high-fived.

“Good boy!”

He looked at her adoringly and spun around in circles at her feet.

“He sure is happy to see you.”

Octavia turned to see Aidan Sterling, his arms splattered with white paint. He looked happier than the last time she had seen him. Aidan began working at the club after Neil solved his mother’s murder. His eyes carried a hint of sadness, but his posture was straight and his smile genuine. 

Claudia poured two glasses of wine for herself and Octavia and a root beer for Aidan. They sat down and filled Octavia in on the current state of the club, which had been closed for seven months for remodeling. The club had been thriving before that until the global virus and the  lockdown. 

Octavia had taken advantage of the opportunity and negotiated permits from the city and meticulously researched and designed a complete renovation of The Pinnacle during the mandated closures; all while she was in Japan. As she stood in the splendor of the nearly completed venue, she could already envision the awe on people’s faces as they walked through the stunning new entrance and explored the modern interior, their spirits lifted and energy restored by experiencing her labor of love. The same lift she would have felt, if it weren’t for that yellow envelope peeking out from under her coat. It was stealing her attention. It was stealing her energy and her joy.

Octavia bit her lip and looked at her watch. “It’s four. Neil should be here anytime now … unless there’s a back-up on I-5.”

“So, you two are still in touch?” Claudia asked.

“He texts me, and we chat from time to time.”

“You’ve been living in Japan for quite a while.”

“Two years,” said Octavia. 

“Since the club has closed we haven’t seen too much of anybody,” said Claudia. “What’s Neil been up to?”

“He’s been globetrotting: Korea, Thailand, Singapore, and god knows where else, on the hunt for answers. Looking for Emily’s murderer.” Octavia sipped her wine and shook her head. “I want him to find justice for his murdered fiancée, but I’m also scared of what painful truth might come with it. I don’t know what it is, something just bothers me. I wonder if she was the saint he thinks she was.” She sighed. “Recently, he’s been in Kazakhstan. “

“Kazakhstan, where’s that?” Aidan asked.

“A world away from here.” She fell into a thoughtful silence, gazing wistfully at the contents of her glass.

“Octavia, are you all right?” Aidan asked.

“Yes, I’m fine. I think I’m hungry. Once I eat, I’ll be fine.”

“The truth is, the club is not the same now that you’re not here,” said Claudia. “You’re the spark that lights up this place. Our numbers were declining even before the virus.”

Octavia reached out and covered Claudia’s hand.

“But the numbers were still good, and I’m optimistic. I’m working on a strategy to rebrand The Pinnacle, and this much I know: people who are extroverts will always want to gather with other people. To make it happen, we need to create the most stimulating environment possible. The Pinnacle has to be the star, not a person. I’ll come up with a spectacular plan to launch us into the stratosphere! We’ll do it together … the three of us.”

They laughed. Sherlock jumped onto Aidan’s lap, wanting to be a part of the excitement.

“Now, let’s order food. There has to be someplace with decent food open.”

“Wait!” Claudia stood up. “I have an idea. I’ll call Tony, the most bored chef in town, and ask if he will cook one of his fabulous meals. We’ll all sit together and celebrate your return. What do you think? Come on, girl! Let’s eat and drink and turn on some rockin’ music.” She winked at Aidan. “I might drink one of those root beers you like. Are you okay with that?”

Aidan grinned. “As long as there’s a bone for Sherlock, I’m game.”

There was a ping, and the elevator doors whooshed open. A man stepped out, his footsteps echoing in the empty club. His hair was a wild mess of graying ginger strands, and he wore a dark blue overcoat. There was a backpack slung over his shoulder and a phone in his hand. He boldly stepped into the club’s center.

“Is there room for one more at this party? And will cookies be involved?”

“Neil, I’ve been waiting for you!” With her rock star swagger and cane tapping, Octavia made her way over to him, dropping the cane and wrapping her arms around him. “My mom died.”

“I know, that’s why I’m here,” he whispered in her ear.

“And my dad died, only I don’t know if he was my real dad or if it’s all a terrible mistake. And I have a sister, only I don’t know if she’s really my sister or if this is a twisted game. And, he was murdered. At least that’s what the attorney said in the email, and he said I should go to Montreal because I’ve inherited something, but I don’t know what that means.” 

She gasped for air, her grip on Neil like that of a drowning person holding onto a lifeguard for dear life. Neil dropped his backpack and wrapped his arms around Octavia, holding her close to his chest. She calmed down.

He whispered in her ear, “Octavia, do you know what I think it means?”

She looked up at him, loosening her grip. She stepped back and said, “No. What does it mean?” Neil took her by the shoulders and gave her a little shake as he looked into her eyes. “It means you need to eat.”










  
  
Chapter 2



The large yellow envelope lay forgotten all evening. 

Octavia and Neil relaxed in her cozy loft, the sound of Ryuichi Sakamoto’s music adding to the ambiance as they enjoyed their wine. 

She sat back and sighed. “His music is like a balm for the soul.” She leaned back and closed her eyes, savoring the music as much as the wine. “His compositions are minimal, yet complex; it lets your mind breathe.”

“Do you miss being in the music business?” Neil asked.

“I miss producing music. Working with the musicians. That’s why I love The Pinnacle. It keeps me connected.” She poured more wine in her glass and offered to do the same for Neil. He nodded.

“Are you feeling better?” he asked. 

“I don’t know quite what to feel,” she said. “I don’t think it’s grief … I think it’s …“ she paused.

“What?” Neil asked.

“Anxiety.”  

With a gentle clink, she set her glass down on the coffee table. She spoke while keeping her eyes fixed on the glass. “Over the past few hours, I’ve spent all my energy trying to calm myself, to stop the overwhelming sense of being crushed. Somehow, I’ve lost my compass and balance in the world. It’s unsettling.”

“Your world has been turned upside down,” said Neil. “It might be triggering—“

“Memories … no … sensations of my accident? Possibly.” Octavia leaned forward, grasped her wineglass, and pressed it against her cheek while she pondered. “Your presence has a calming effect on me, which is surprising considering the danger we always face when working together.” She grinned. “I guess I thrive on adventure and danger,” her grin turned into a frown, “which was why I’m so confused by my current state of mind.”

She finished her wine. 

“Enough about me,” she said, her voice a mere whisper, the weariness evident in her tone. “Tell me about Kazakhstan.”

Neil lifted his glass to his lips, staring into the wine as if searching for words at the bottom. He took a slow sip, but remained silent.

“What happened?” she asked.

He shook his head, the movement slow and heavy. “I’m too jet lagged to talk about it,” he muttered, his voice thick with exhaustion. “I should go home, I need to sleep.”

“Stay here,” she said, her own fatigue making her eyes droop.

Without another word, Neil’s body gave in, sinking into the sofa. Octavia moved quietly, retrieving a spare pillow and blanket. She gently roused him enough to slip the pillow under his head and drape the blanket over him. He barely stirred as she removed his shoes, 

Standing back, she gazed at him, the lines of weariness etched deeply into his face. 

He looks so fragile, so burdened with guilt, grief, and rage, and yet, here he is, his breath already deep and even. He feels safe with me, just as I feel safe with him. 

She turned off the lights and went to bed. 

Octavia slept fitfully, her mind a chaotic storm of surrealist horrors. Her dreams twisted and turned, faces from her past mingling with faceless beings who seemed to stretch and distort like shadows under a flickering light. They pressed against her, their mouths opened wide as if they wanted to consume her.

She was under attack, but her limbs were leaden, unresponsive. She found herself trapped in an out-of-control car, the steering wheel spinning wildly. The car veered off an overpass, the world outside slowing to a sickening crawl. She could see the pavement and a speeding truck below, their collision inevitable. Her heart pounded, trying to escape her chest.

Her body froze, paralyzed with fear. She tried to scream, but the words choked her, strangling her voice before it could escape her lips. The faceless beings closed in, their presence suffocating, pressing the life out of her body.

Suddenly, a sharp voice pierced her eardrums, slicing through the cacophony of her nightmare. It was a voice she knew all too well, her grandmother’s voice from beyond the grave.

“Racheal! Get up!” The words cut through her like a knife, searing from one ear to the other.

“No, I’m not Racheal!” she screamed, her voice finally breaking free.

She woke with a start, gasping for breath. She found herself crouching by her bed, drenched in sweat. The remnants of her nightmare lingering in the shadows of her bedroom.








  
  
Chapter 3



Neil stood in the doorway, his hair in a wild, chaotic mess. 

“Octavia, are you okay?” he asked.

“Who are you?” Octavia cried out. 

She grabbed her cane at the bedside and brandished it menacingly at him. “Get back! Get away from me!” 

“Octavia, it’s me, Neil. I’m Neil. I’m not going to hurt you.” Slowly, he walked towards her, his arms outstretched, offering protection and safety.

Her knuckles turned white as she tightened her grip on the cane, holding it in front of her defensively while staring back at him.

“Octavia,” he said calmly, “You had a dream. It’s alright. You’re all right.”

She shuddered and took a deep breath. “No, I’m not.”

Neil helped her up. She sat on the edge of her bed, staring off into space. “What time is it?”

“It’s 8:10.”

“In the morning?”

“Yes.”

“It’s so dark.” She rubbed her face and ran her fingers through her hair. “I need a shower and coffee.” She stood up and leaned on her cane.

“I’ll make coffee,” said Neil.

She nodded and made her way to the bathroom. He looked for coffee in the kitchen, but found none. He slipped on his shoes and was on the verge of stepping out when he remembered Octavia’s security system.

“I’m going downstairs to get a bag of coffee. You’ll have to let me back in.”

“Take my bracelet,” Octavia called out from the shower. “It’s on the counter, in here.”

Neil cracked open the bathroom door. Steam rolled out. Through the frosted glass on the shower door, reflected in the bathroom mirror, he could see the outline of Octavia’s body as she leaned against the shower wall, allowing the water to pulsate against her skin from all angles.

“I’ll be right back,” he said as he grabbed the bracelet and closed the bathroom door.

Neil examined the bronze-colored bracelet he held in his hand. Etched onto the smooth metal surface were symbols resembling archaic pictograms, or perhaps, mathematical equations. Symbols that her home security system was designed around. 

He entered the club and switched on the lights. When he visited Octavia at night, the club was always loud and filled with partiers. Now the room felt like it was holding its breath and waiting. 

Neil found a half-empty bag of coffee and, as he turned to leave, he noticed Octavia’s coat and tote on a barstool. He put the coat over his arm and spotted the large yellow envelope. It was heavy and appeared to be stuffed with papers of varying sizes. He placed it on top of the coat, grabbed the tote, and headed upstairs.

After scanning the pad, Neil deposited the bracelet and package on the kitchen island. He put water in the teapot and prepped the French press. As the kettle began to heat, Octavia emerged from the bathroom, wrapped in her bathrobe, and made her way slowly to the kitchen island.

Neil noticed her pallor, the slight sheen of sweat still on her brow, and the way she clutched her cane for support, her knuckles white. Her eyes were transfixed on the yellow envelope, a look of deep unease etched across her face. She seemed to shrink in on herself, the strength he so admired in her momentarily eclipsed by the shadows of her dread of the yellow envelope. He didn’t understand why it troubled her so deeply. It was just a package, an object that, in his mind, should not evoke such fear. He wanted to ask, to understand. Instead, he stepped closer, and put his hand on her shoulder.

“I found that in the club under your coat. Are you ready for coffee?” 

Octavia’s tired eyes lit up as Neil carefully handed her a piping hot cup of coffee, the rich scent instantly awakening her senses. As she wrapped her hand around the comforting warmth of the mug, she turned towards the window. There was no view of the mountain or the bay—the city was invisible. The thick red-brown smoke hid all. It shaded a round, bright light in the distance. It was the sun.

“I don’t want to go outside.”

“You don’t have to go outside.”

She turned and looked at the envelope. “I don’t want to open that envelope.”

“You don’t have to open the envelope.”

“If I open that envelope, I think it will change my whole life.” She shivered. “Christ, what’s wrong with me? Why is this scaring me so much?”

“Drink your coffee, and then we will assess and act.” Neil pulled out the chair next to him. “Sit with me.”

They drank coffee as they stared out the window at the hazy world beyond. When the cups were empty, Octavia refilled her mug.

“Let me get dressed and put on my makeup, and then we’ll open it.” She limped into her room. The old injury had reawakened.




      [image: ]The yellow envelope lay deflated on the kitchen island. 

Neil methodically sorted through the sheets of paper and placed them in concentric circles on the floor. “The package was sent by a journalist, Michelle Perusse,” he said, “She included this letter.” He carefully retrieved the letter from the center of the circle and held it out to Octavia. 

She shook her head and pushed it back toward him. “You read it,” she said. “Please.”

Neil scanned the pages. “Interesting.”

“Out loud,” she said, “read it out loud.”

He paused for a moment, taking a final glance before beginning.

Ms. Clarke,

My name is Michelle Perusse. I am an investigative journalist.

I understand how shocking it must have been to learn about the murder of Bastien Beaulieu, who was revealed to be your biological father. How do I know this? It is my job to know these things. You must have questions. I am also full of questions, so I am sending what information I have to you, hoping we may find answers together. Enclosed is my article on Bastien Beaulieu and The Four-Bar Progression, the jazz band he founded. 

“The Four-Bar Progression?” exclaimed Octavia, “I know that band.”

“How do you know them?” Neil asked.

“What else does she say?”

I’m sure your friend, the private investigator Neil Ames, will do a background check on me.

Octavia’s eyes narrowed. “How does she know about you? What do we know about her?” 

“I did a quick background check on her,” said Neil, “and based on her past articles, she seems to prefer world in crisis journalism.” 

“World in crisis journalism?”

“War crimes, epidemics, and political upheaval in developing countries. She’s published in credible newspapers and foreign affairs journals around the world.” 

“War crimes? What’s her interest in the band?”

“She says she’s a big fan,” said Neil as he looked back at the letter. “She wrote a proposal to a jazz magazine and was hired to write the definitive story on the band, with the primary focus on Bastien Beaulieu. Evidently, this is the twenty-fifth anniversary of their landmark release—“ 

“The Four-Bar Progression,” Octavia whispered.

“So, do you remember him?”

“I remember the music and the album. It was a long time ago.” She sat on the couch. 

“At least twenty-five years,” said Neil.

She leaned back and sighed. “It was the first album I ever produced.”

“That has to be memorable,” said Neil.

“I produced albums for five indie bands,” she said with a soft, faint smile, “the only jazz band I produced was The Four-Bar Progression.” Her smile faded. “Then I had my accident and my life changed.” Her mouth tightened. “Go on, what else does she say?”

Neil scanned the page.

I had the pleasure of interviewing Bastien and the other band members three times. His music moved me deeply, such passion and emotion could be felt in every note. 

I asked why the band never released another album and why they only performed occasionally, here in Montreal and in New Orleans. Bastien said family was more important than being on the road. But later, I learned that Bastien was also a mathematician and researcher at Elrod Nanotechnology Center.

“Wait,” said Octavia, “I think I knew … never mind, continue.” 

At first, I couldn’t believe it, a jazz musician and a scientist? But it was the fact that he was doing research at a center supported by Loder International that really got my attention.

“Why is that significant?” Octavia asked.

“A good question,” said Neil. “I’ve heard whispers of dubious activities linked to them and conflicts in Africa. She possibly heard those same rumors.” 

Neil held up the letter in his hand. “Let’s keep our attention on this.” 

I attended one of their rehearsals six weeks ago for my final band interview. I noticed something strange about  Bastien. There was a palpable aura of melancholy surrounding him. After I bought him drinks, he told me more about his work at Elrod Nanotechnology Center. He started speaking openly, revealing that he had conducted his own background check on me.

He was troubled about the project he was working on, but he continued because he knew it had the potential to cure a variety of neurological disorders, including the one that claimed his wife’s life. Bastien confessed that he questioned whether the findings of his work would be used for good intentions after learning about communications between the Center and a classified intelligence group about security enhancements using his research.

“Security enhancements? What does she mean by that?” Octavia asked.

“It’s bureaucratic speak for anything questionable or deadly,” Neil replied and continued reading aloud.

I told him he had a right to be concerned and that I had been investigating Loder International and their funded studies at the Center. We agreed to stay in touch and meet up regularly, and with each meeting, Bastien divulged further suspicious incidents at the center. Three weeks before he died, we met for the last time. 

The band was performing at a private party hosted by a law firm. I came as a guest of the band. He told me that he had contacted the director of the center to gather further information. The director reassured him that these types of inquiries by security agencies are common during the development of innovative technologies.

Bastien was not reassured and informed me of his intention to submit his resignation. Before our conversation could come to a close, he returned to the stage for their final set.

“Oh my god, do I really want to know all of this?” Octavia pressed her palms against her eyes.

“I don’t know, do you?”

“I need to eat.” Octavia headed for the kitchen.

Neil followed her. “Do you want to eat, or do you want to finish this?” he asked.

“I want to eat … and finish this.” She turned back. “Let’s just do it.”

“What? Eat or finish?”

“Let’s get it over with.” Octavia’s phone pinged. “Damn it.”

MICHAEL

Sis, are you okay? We need to go over Mom’s funeral arrangements.

“One more thing to deal with,” she groaned.

“Here, drink this, you’ll feel better.” Neil handed her a glass of water.

Octavia gulped down the water without stopping to breathe, then wiped her mouth with the back of her hand.

Neil took the glass from her. “Ready?”

“Yes.” Octavia leaned against the kitchen island, staring down at the empty yellow envelope.

Neil poured coffee into a mug, added half & half and took a sip before finding his place on the page.

They played the experimental composition ‘Four-Bar Progression’. It was hauntingly beautiful, yet disturbing. I asked him about the piece when he returned to the table. He explained that his daughter had inspired the song, which I had mistakenly assumed was an anthem for the band. The daughter he was talking about was you. He said he’d created a design of his composition and had it crafted into a bracelet. He said he’d found a clandestine way of getting it to you.

“My bracelet … was from him?” Octavia’s hand hovered over her wrist, missing the comforting feeling of the bracelet. “I inherited that bracelet. It was supposed to go to my grandmother, but she had just passed away and my grandfather gave it to me. At least, that’s what he said—Oh my god, my grandfather knew. He knew.”

“Do you want me to go on?” Neil asked.

She nodded.

Bastien drank heavily and talked nonstop. He described how you had been involved in a serious accident only weeks after receiving the bracelet. He kept repeating that it was all his fault. He told me that years ago he was approached by an organization that tried to lure him into joining them with full funding for his research, but he sensed something wasn’t right and  turned them down–several times. The pressure became ‘sinister,’ that’s the word he used. He couldn’t prove it, but he was sure that you were targeted in retaliation. 

“What does she mean, I was targeted?” Octavia demanded. “That doesn’t make any sense. We had no connection.”

“It sounds like Bastian thought they knew about you and—“

“They caused my accident?” Her voice rose with each word. “This happened to me because of him?” 

“We don’t know that,” said Neil. “It’s merely speculation, but this letter implies it was more than an unfortunate mishap.”

“An unfortunate mishap? Neil, I nearly lost my leg … I almost died.” Fury flashed in her sapphire eyes. “Are there any more details in this letter?”

“There’s just a few more sentences left,” Neil said calmly. “Are you ready?”

“Finish it.”

He said they were back and pressuring him again, ‘Same group—different clothes’ was how he put it. I urged him to reconsider resigning and help with my investigation. He said he had to think about it, that there were others to consider.

“Others to consider,” Octavia retorted. “How considerate of him.”

Neil didn’t reply, but continued reading.

Bastien called me two weeks later and said he had the proof I needed. Now he is dead, and here I am with no other choice but to contact you to issue a warning that your life may be in danger.

Read my article on the band and the enclosed newspaper clippings about your accident. Bastien supplied them to me in the hopes I could uncover evidence of the organization’s involvement, though, so far, nothing has been concretely uncovered. Still, I’m continuing my investigation.

If you come to  Montreal—be careful. And if you do come, I would like to meet with you. I am listing my contact information below.

My deepest condolences,

Michelle Perusse

Silence hung in the air. Octavia’s phone pinged. An email notification from Yuu International. 

“I’m going upstairs to work,” she said, “I can’t think with all … this.” Octavia pointed at the papers on the floor. “Work goes on. Life goes on. And there is wine up there. Lots and lots of wine.”

“Coffee. Lots and lots of coffee first,” Neil said as he circled the rings of paper on the floor. “And breakfast.”

Octavia grabbed her tote and went out the door, leaving the bracelet behind for the first time in years. Moments later, there was a knock.

Neil grabbed the bracelet and opened the door.

“I forgot something.” She pushed by Neil and grabbed her cane. “My leg is killing me.” She turned back to the door.

“And this,” said Neil as he dangled the bracelet from his fingers.

Octavia took the bracelet. The object, once cherished, now seemed to repulse her as she handled it gingerly. She slipped by Neil without saying a word.








  
  
Chapter 4



Neil sorted through the information Bastien had sent to Michelle Perusse. 

There was a photocopy of a 1990s article from the British magazine NME about the release of The Four-Bar Progression, which featured two pictures. The first image depicted the band, fully immersed in their music, while the second image focused on Octavia mingling in a club setting with the caption: “The coltish Octavia Clarke, innovative music producer credited for blending a chic sensibility with the soulful roots of New Orleans jazz.”

Neil placed Michelle Perusse’s letter in the center of the floor and began sorting the additional information.

Circling the letter was newspaper articles about the accident and Octavia, whom they described as an indie music producer who had established herself in London before moving to the Pacific Northwest. 

The pictures showed the crumpled wreckage of Octavia’s car and the semi-truck that had collided with it. The reports indicated that her car had tumbled over the viaduct railing and ended up in front of the truck. Cellphones were a rarity, but a reporter stuck in traffic managed to capture the accident aftermath using a disposable camera.

Octavia was lying on the pavement, her body broken and battered. Blood dripped from every wound and pooled around her. The paramedics were crouched beside her. Her clothing was ripped open in places to reveal the flesh sliced off down to the bone of her right leg, splayed open from ankle to thigh, the shattered bones and severed muscles shining white against the dark red that stained her flesh. Her eyes were swollen shut, her face unrecognizable. As Neil’s eyes landed on the limp arm by her side, he noticed the glint of the bronze-colored bracelet on her wrist.

The next circle was the police report about Octavia’s accident.

He moved on to the  insurance company reports that were data based and written with dollar sign eyes. They presented Octavia with a choice: complete coverage for amputation and rehabilitation or partial coverage for a limited number of surgeries and rehab. She chose the latter, a decision sure to deplete her inheritance, but an anonymous donor had paid for all the surgeries.

So, there you are, Bastien Beaulieu, hidden in the shadows.

Neil pulled out his sketchbook from his backpack and began sketching, capturing every detail of her injuries and the people and cars that had been around the accident. 

I will find the person who did this to Octavia, and my retribution will be swift and unforgiving.

In his mind, Emily’s voice playfully whispered with a mischievous tone, “You’re channeling your inner Sherlock Holmes again.”

He turned his attention to the last circle around the letter, an article Perusse had written about the Elrod Nanotechnology Center and its connection to Loder International. Neil had heard whispers about Loder when he was in Kazakhstan. There were rumors that they were part of a network of private and government-controlled corporations. An armaments developer had created the network to develop new weapons systems in the wake of the breakup of the Soviet Union.

Advanced tactical nuclear weapons were not the only arms that were rumored to be in research and development. The development of AI enhanced bio-weaponry and stealth technology could render thermal imaging systems obsolete and protect even small terrorist cells from detection.

According to Perusse’s article, the prototypes had been tested during conflicts in Africa, but they’d been more experimental than practical. Loder’s name had become synonymous with the murky world of human trafficking. It was one company Emily had focused on for her research for Katherine Sterling’s investigative articles and book.

But Emily and Katherine were dead. Both had been murdered. Loder was just one company mentioned in Katherine’s book, but now there was a connection to Octavia and to a man who had claimed to be her father. A connection to Emily’s murder.

Neil heard the electronic lock on the door click. Octavia was standing in the doorway. With a confident swagger and a swing of her cane, she entered the room, exuding the air of the rocker queen she was. 

“All right, I’ve had enough of this.” She tossed the tote on the couch. “We’re going to New Orleans the day after tomorrow. My brother and I have confirmed the details of Mom’s funeral. She’s going to have a good send-off.”

Octavia looked at the empty French press and spoke as she took it to the sink to wash. “And then, after many drinks and lots of food, I’m going to find out the truth and what my brother knows.” She wiped her hands and stood above Neil, looking at the circle of papers. “Have you made any sense out of this?”

“Yes.” Neil gathered the papers, put them in order, and placed them back into the yellow envelope. “I think Bastien was right. The bracelet was the reason for your accident.”








  
  
Chapter 5



Neil left Octavia’s loft an hour later. 

The Uber driver dropped him off at the entrance of the apartment building where he had resided for the past seventeen years. Without hesitation, he headed straight to Athena Sailto’s apartment. When she didn’t answer the door, Neil sent her a text message.

As he walked into his apartment, located two floors below Athena’s, he dropped his backpack to the floor with a thud, kicked off his shoes, and let out a deep sigh of relief. He unpacked his backpack, then grabbed his phone, ordered takeout, and after taking a long, hot shower, put on a pair of dark blue flannel pajamas. 

He walked over to the large picture window, taking up an entire wall of his studio apartment. The air quality was poor, the worst Neil had seen in this port city. A breeze usually blew over the bay, clearing the air. But there was no breeze. The massive forest fires had changed the wind and stilled it. There would be no walk to clear his mind. 

Neil turned to his record collection. He had a habit of listening to a select few vinyl recordings that he curated, with a handful of them being rare jazz recordings. He pulled out a 1961 pressing of Curtis Fuller’s Soul Trombone. It was a highly praised album that Emily had found in a vintage record shop and given to him for his birthday. Neil’s inclination was towards jazz pianists such as Alfred “McCoy” Tyner’s style as part of John Coltrane’s legendary quartet in the 1960s, Bill Evans with the Miles Davis Sextet, and the Dave Brubeck Quartet. He read the Soul Trombone back album notes, searching for clues.

What makes the trombone special? Beaulieu composed for the trombone. I should have paid more attention to this album. I should have realized why this album was important to Emily—why she gave me this for my birthday. Well, I’m listening now.

Neil placed the record on the turntable and gently dropped the needle onto the opening track. The warm, vibrant trombone tone filled the room as he opened his phone and started deleting the redundant photos. Then, a single image caught his eye that he found himself unable to delete. He kept going back to it, yet hesitating.

What is it about this picture? Not much of a photo—just the backs of heads. Why can’t I delete it? 

Neil put his phone down and went to his drafting table. He began sketching the details of his trip to Kazakhstan. He’d learned long ago—while he was in elementary school—that if he sketched, he could process answers to questions, analyze stories, or solve math problems. Of course, his math teachers had been perplexed. “Show your work, not your sketches,” they’d told him. “If you don’t, I will have to give you a D. Your answers are correct, but the important part is showing how you arrived at the answer. The process is more important than the answer.”

Neil smiled at the memory of his reply. “This is my process. I am showing you my process. This is how I came to the correct conclusion.”

He sent his final Kazakhstan report. Neil’s client was a major medical supplies manufacturer. They had been hacked, and armed bandits were hi-jacking their vital shipments to Central Asia and Eastern Europe, the primary target being humanitarian aid to Ukraine. His client arranged to have Neil included in a Red Cross delegation delivering medical equipment.

Neil had slipped through the dimly lit alleyways of Almaty with a practiced ease, the familiar feel of danger brushing against his skin like an old, unwelcome friend. Memories of Afghanistan surged back, the oppressive heat, the constant tension, the ever-present threat. Kazakhstan was different, yet eerily the same—a corruption hotspot masquerading as a burgeoning hub on the new Silk Road. The air hummed with clandestine deals and shadowy figures.

Neil’s clients were playing a high-stakes game, venturing into the treacherous terrain of corruption and criminal ties. They were relying on him, a seasoned navigator of these murky waters, to locate the elusive intermediaries whose network of hijackers was bleeding their shipments dry.

Neil charged them five times his usual fee for international cases plus expenses. They signed the contract without hesitation. 

He picked up his pencil. What he really wanted was coffee, but he had already consumed too much. He was dealing with jet lag, so he decided on water instead. He downed the first glass.

Dehydrated. That explains why my mind is drifting.

There was a knock. He turned down the music and opened the door. 
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