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Chapter one

BLAINE ROCHE





The article on the local news page of the  Ottawa Citizen beckoned him, trying to draw his attention away from surveillance. Blaine drummed his fingers against the glass table in the quaint corner café, eyes darting from the headline to the front door of the office building across the road. 

He'd been keeping an eye on the door for nearly twenty minutes now, having finished his coffee after only ten. She was taking her time today. He had been about to leave, thinking perhaps he'd missed her, when the server sauntered by with a refill and the local news page. 

Blaine had declined both, but the young woman didn't acknowledge him. He wasn't surprised, having spotted the two white earbuds nearly hidden beneath her messy, purple hair. The paper wouldn't have been of interest to him if not for that one little word sticking out.

Giving in to the temptation, he reached and grabbed the newspaper, flipping it flat and laying the article in front of him. 


HERON MAN ARRESTED IN CONNECTION WITH SANDY HILL MURDER
A suspect has been charged with first-degree murder after a top ACE Pharmaceutical investor was found dead in a Sandy Hill condo. 
Police said Julie Kanner, 28, was found dead the morning of September 5 by her roommate. Rickie Hastings, 34, was arrested yesterday morning (September 9) at 11:50 a.m. Police won't say at this time how, or if, these two people are related. 
The investigation is ongoing. 
Anyone with information is asked to contact Ottawa Police or Crime Stoppers.


Blaine placed the paper down and reached for his phone, googling Julie Kanner. Her LinkedIn page confirmed his suspicions. Julie wasn't just an investor; she was an employee of ACE pharmaceuticals. She had a connection to Solydexran. 

He put his phone away and looked back at the article, wondering if the infamous drug would make an appearance in this case or if it was all just a terrible coincidence. 

Before he could consider it further, the office door swung open and Doctor Miranda Konch emerged from within. Abandoning his coffee and leaving a crisp bill on the table, Blaine exited the café, darted across the road and fell into step behind her. He slipped his hood over his head. 

Miranda had disappeared after Blaine's girls were arrested. In fear, perhaps, though Blaine couldn't be sure. She abandoned her downtown Toronto office and vanished into the depths of Ottawa, starting a new, quiet practice in the suburb of Orléans. 

Blaine had expected the doctor to come out with the truth, to reveal that she'd been paid off to distribute a new and seemingly flawless medication. In fact, Blaine had counted on it. But the good doctor surprised him. She didn't try to save herself, as she had so many times before—instead, she slipped away silently. Blaine couldn't understand why. 

He'd been watching her for two weeks now, noting where she went, who she met, and who was also keeping an eye on her. It was the only way he could stay under the radar. 

Blaine had been desperate to confront her since the day he found out about her involvement with Solydexran, but after she went to the police, he had to be careful. 

Now, several months later, Blaine was sure it was safe. It didn’t appear she was under police surveillance or protection, and she lived alone. 

When Miranda turned off the main street for the alleyway shortcut she often took, Blaine considered nabbing her then, pulling her aside and drilling her for all the answers he needed. But that wouldn't be discreet. He needed her to trust that he wasn't there to hurt her, despite what she'd told the police. 

When they neared her apartment complex, Blaine stayed at a comfortable distance, slipping into the building behind her just as the door was closing. He followed her to the elevator. The once-paranoid doctor seemed unaware of his presence behind her as she waited for the lift, or maybe her guard had lowered after months of nothing. 

When the elevator doors slid open, Blaine followed behind her and pressed a button on the floor above hers. He was careful to keep his face hidden beneath the oversized hood. 

The doors opened on her floor and she stepped out without so much as a nod in his direction. Blaine waited only a few moments, slipping out before the doors closed. She was at her apartment door now, sliding the key into the lock. Then she disappeared behind the door. 

Blaine strode towards it and knocked three times. She couldn't have gone far into the unit. When the door swung open, Miranda looked around with wide eyes. As they fell on Blaine's face and registered who was standing at her door, she quickly tried to close it. 

"Miranda, wait," Blaine said, placing his palm on the door and holding it open. He was too strong for her to fight him off. "I just want to talk to you." 

Miranda seemed to struggle for a moment longer before admitting defeat. The fear in her eyes said she didn't trust him, but also conceded she couldn't stop him from entering her apartment. As Blaine slipped through the door, he saw her eye the discarded cell phone on her counter. 

"I'd rather you didn't," Blaine said, putting himself between her and the phone. 

"What do you want, Dr. Wright?" Miranda backed herself away from him, though the wall behind her stopped her from going too far. The way her eyes darted around the apartment told him she was considering any escape possible. Still, she didn't scream, which meant that despite being frightened, she was curious. That would work to his advantage. 

"I just have some questions for you." Blaine glanced at the couches beyond the open kitchen, ignoring the formality. "I promise, I'm not here to hurt you. I just need you to tell me some things."

"I don't believe you," Miranda said. "You called me and threatened me." 

Blaine frowned. He'd done no such thing. The most he'd done was keep an eye on the doctor; he'd never made contact before today. 

"Then you tried to break into my house," Miranda snapped. "Why do you think I left Toronto?" 

Slowly, he raised his hands. "I didn't call you and I didn't try to break in, but I think I know who did. If you could talk to me for a minute, maybe I can help you out too." He waved to the couches. 

Her raised shoulders didn't lower as she cautiously stepped around him and moved to the couches. Her eyes found the phone again as she passed him by. Blaine followed her steps, keeping the distance between them. She was an older woman, with grey hair and a frail frame. He could overpower her any day and Blaine knew his stature didn't instill much confidence in his assertion of meaning her no harm. 

"What do you want to know?" Miranda moved to fold her hands in her lap, but instead she fidgeted and threaded her fingers together. 

"Were you paid off to distribute Solydexran?" Blaine asked. 

For a moment, the doctor seemed taken aback by the questioning. "You want to know about the drug?" 

"Yes," Blaine said. "Were you offered something to start prescribing it?"

"Yes, of course," Miranda said. "It came with a selling bonus. I wasn’t interested at first, as it's important my clients only receive the best care, but after I refused a few weeks later, the gentleman returned with substantial results and an increased incentive." 

"So, you took it," Blaine said, trying to keep the judgment from his tone. It was difficult to see past the falsified testing and understand how professionals could have classified such a new medication as effective and safe. 

"I saw no reason not to," Miranda said. "I started prescribing it to my clients who showed increased anxiety and began to see substantial results." 

"You treated Brielle Jeffries for many years, correct?" Blaine asked, referring to one of the women he'd taken into his care. 

Miranda nodded. "Since she was a child." 

"And you knew about her second personality." Blaine paused, remembering the person that had lived inside Brielle. Though he'd known the truth about her from the beginning, Blaine had struggled not to find the alter, Jackie, endearing. Like Mel, he'd let her in when he should have kept them at arm's length. 

Again, Miranda nodded. "Yes, she sought treatment at my facility for several years as an attempt to recover from drug use and to help quell the voice inside her." 

"And did you help her?" Blaine asked, though he knew that whatever aid Miranda had given failed years later when Solydexran came into the mix. 

"For a time. Until Jackie surfaced again, only a year after her departure." 

"You realize now why that was?" Blaine asked. He'd seen the results; he knew the consequences. It was only a matter of time before everyone else did too. He hoped.

"Look, before Brielle began on Solydexran, things were looking up and the results with the drug had been as flawless as the original testing implied. I saw no reason to not start her on it. If anything, I hoped it would alleviate some of the pressures of her home life." 

Blaine didn't answer, as they both knew how poorly that had turned out. Solydexran had only worked to amplify Brielle's childhood traumas and bring life to the other being that lived hidden within in her subconscious. The one Blaine had come to know.

"You said you knew who was threatening me," Miranda said. 

Blaine nodded. "The same people who have been after me for years. A lot of shady shit went down when the drug came into creation, and someone is trying hard to keep it hidden." 

Miranda shook her head. "What does that have to do with me?" 

"You know the truth," he said. "You've seen the original reports, you've seen the damage it has done and it's already destroyed you. You have nothing left to do but come clean about Solydexran and the conspiracy around it. But you haven't. Which means you're scared and someone is keeping you scared." 

"I'm scared of you," Miranda said, straightening her back as if to show her strength in the words. 

"That's probably what they want," Blaine said. Fear had been their tactic in the past. If they knew he was still working against them, then it was only a matter of time before they got to the doctor—or perhaps the detective. Anyone and everyone to clean up their tracks. "Tell me about the guy who brought you the drug. Do you have his contact or a card?" 

Miranda shook her head. "It was years ago. I had a sales rep come into my office; he was new to the area and new to the drug trade. He was looking to enter the market with a breakthrough drug." 

Blaine couldn't stop his grimace at her response. He'd hoped she would give him more to go on. 

"What about names?" he asked. "Do you have information on who you have provided the drug to? Others who could have suffered?" 

"That's confidential," Miranda said stiffly. "I could lose my license." 

Blaine raised an eyebrow at her. "Are you really worried about that now? The best thing that can happen for you is that the truth comes out and you're far away when it does." 

Miranda seemed to consider his words but didn’t respond. 

"I am trying to fix all of this. Solydexran should have never been created for mass distribution." Blaine shifted, remembering when he'd first discovered the forged reports and the mayhem that followed: the payoffs, the denial, the deaths. "If you give me the names of those who have used it, then I can trace how far and deep the damage goes. I can get closer to revealing the truth, and you may survive." 

Miranda still didn’t answer him. Instead, she stood and retreated from the room. For a moment, Blaine was worried she'd call the police, but when she returned with a folder in hand, he forgot his concerns. 

"This is what I gave the cops months ago," Miranda said. "I'm sure they looked into it, so I'm not sure what you'll be able to find." 

Blaine nodded his thanks and took the folder. 

"Should I be worried?" Miranda asked. "About my safety?" 

Blaine hesitated. "You should be cautious. Continue to keep your profile low and I think you'll be fine. You aren't the biggest player in this and you don't have the evidence to be a major threat to them." 

For a moment, he pondered the report he'd so willingly given Detective Ryan Boone back in Toronto. That man was the first officer of the law he'd felt confident in trusting. Now, he’d realized his mistake, as the reports remained buried and Boone's work on the case had all but vanished. 

Blaine turned and headed for the door. 

"You surprised me," Miranda called after him. 

Blaine stopped but didn't turn back to her. "Why, you really thought I'd hurt you?" 

"I suppose I always thought that was inevitable, considering what I'd done to someone you loved. But no, I am surprised you didn't ask about her—or where she is." 

Blaine looked over his shoulder at the doctor. He'd tried not to think about Mel in the months that had passed since their separation, but it had been futile. 

"She isn't who I thought she was," Blaine said. 

Miranda nodded. "You're right about that. But you're not who she thought you were either, are you?" 

Blaine stiffened at the question. "You don't know what you're talking about." 

"I know more than you think," Miranda said. 

"Then I'd be careful to keep your mouth shut." Blaine didn't give her a chance to respond before he dashed out the door. He gripped the folder tightly as he returned to where he'd parked his car and he didn't risk a look inside at the contents until he was parked at a motel outside of the city. 

When he flipped it open, stuck to the list of names was a yellow Post-it note. Patsy's name. The hospital where he could find her and a phone number to reach her. 

Mel had been Patsy's alternate personality brought on by abuse and the use of Solydexran. Blaine had met her when he'd been hoping to help her through her struggles, only to fall head over heels for the woman that was Mel. After her arrest, Blaine couldn't be sure that the woman he loved still existed. 

As he stared over the nine digits, his heart fluttered with hope for the first time in months. He really could hear her voice again; the only question was if he really wanted to. 








  
  

Chapter two

CORA PORTER





The man seated at the table of the prison’s visitation room was nothing special. His black hair was messy and stuck to his sweat-covered forehead. His dark, unfocused eyes darted around the empty space. He was small in stature, with narrow shoulders and a long face. Detective Aidan Hunter, seated across from the confused man, asked several questions, but Rickie Hastings didn't give straight responses. All of his answers were jumbled, disordered. 

Cora watched through the window, the results of the drug test in her hands. Traces of Solydexran ran in his blood. 

"Ms. Porter," someone said from behind her.

Cora turned towards the voice, brushing her cropped black hair from her forehead. "Yes?"

The man who’d addressed her was tall, with dark, slicked-back hair. Light stubble coated his chiseled chin and dark purple lines haunted his eyes, as if he hadn't slept well in months. Still, his lips were turned up and his gaze was bright, interested.

“Detective Ryan Boone.” He offered his hand to her. “Your chief sent me in.”

She’d heard of him, of course. He worked in the grittiness of Toronto and had been dispatched once his superior had heard about Hastings. Apparently, they’d seen a crime all too similar, with suspects just as messed up as Rickie. Cora had looked into the news for any report of his findings only to come up blank. A part of her wasn't even sure the case existed.

"A pleasure, Detective Boone," Cora said, taking his hand.

"‘Detective Boone’ is so formal. Someone like you can call me Ryan." He winked, and Cora raised an eyebrow, unsure how to interpret his comment. 

"Where's your partner? I was under the impression the department wanted both of you," Cora said. 

"Archer is taking some much-deserved stress leave. He has a new baby and this really demanding wife. And we just had a crazy case—" Ryan stopped speaking and smiled sheepishly. "Sorry, I’m not great at reading social cues and tend to overshare. I sometimes forget that not everyone is used to it." He nodded towards the window. "What's going on here?"

Cora cracked a smile at the strange detective. His quirky outbursts were definitely different than the straight-to-business attitude she was used to when working with cops in Ottawa. 

"No problem." She passed the drug test to him. "The suspect is Rickie Hastings. He was picked up five days ago at his apartment for the murder of Julie Kanner. Very disoriented and unable to provide us with any information about the occurrence. But the evidence is undeniable."

Ryan flipped through the pages. "He's on Solydexran."

"Yeah, a substantial amount in his blood, too."

"Have you met his alter?"

Cora frowned. "I'm not sure I know what you mean."

"I have found reports that speak of the disastrous side effects of Solydexran," Ryan explained. 

"Mood swings, loss of memory, nausea," Cora said. "It's all pretty standard."

"What about schizophrenia or other mental disorders?" Ryan asked. "I had three cases of pretty intensive dissociative identity disorder."

She glanced sideways at him. This was the first she'd heard of DID being involved. Strange that she couldn't find any details on his case. "I had no idea."

"Well, that's no surprise," Ryan said. "I must have really pissed someone off during my investigation." 

"Why do you say that?" 

"It seems someone was more interested in sweeping my case aside than addressing the real issues." Ryan shook his head as he passed the file back to her. "But we found original reports from the creator of the drug himself that claimed the drug trials were forged. There is a serious consequence to taking this. For some more than others."

"How so?" Cora asked. 

"The reports claimed these symptoms only showed up in subjects who were predisposed to mental disorders and had past trauma that could resurface." Ryan glanced at the man sitting in the visitation room. Detective Aidan had started asking about an accomplice, but Rickie just continued to deny any involvement. "How much do you know about Rickie Hastings?"

"He sounds like a bit of a lost soul," Cora said. "Struggling with depression on and off for the last seven years." She looked at Ryan and noticed how his face shifted. His brow furrowed, but his eyes remained focused. "Do you think that would be enough to trigger a negative mental response to the drug?"

"Possibly. My case dealt with a woman who had been abused, a woman who was abducted and a woman who was attacked." 

Cora frowned. Those sounded different than what had happened to Rickie. 

The conversation inside the room caught her attention. "Thank you, Rickie," Aidan said, standing from the table. "We appreciate your cooperation in this case."

"I'm innocent," Rickie said as the waiting prison guard rounded the table and took him by the arm, ready to escort him back into general population. 

Aidan didn't answer him, stepping out of the room and nodding to Ryan.

"Ah, Detective Boone," he said. "Good of you to come." Then he smiled at Cora. "Did that help at all?"

Cora shook her head. She'd known Detective Aidan Hunter from several years of working together with the police department. She’d started as a cop, then gone into forensics. Aidan often did as she asked. 

"Ryan here thinks we're dealing with an alternate personality," Cora said.

Aidan looked to the other detective. "Really?"

"Maybe we should discuss this at the station," Ryan said.

"This way." Aidan motioned for them to follow him to a small office opposite that of the warden. They took the chairs around the nearly empty desk.

Cora couldn't help but compare the two detectives. Aidan was easily attractive, with short blond hair that he spiked up carelessly, so it looked like he spent no time on it—Cora knew he spent longer than she did—and grey eyes; he reminded her of a high school ex, a muscular surfer. Even if Aidan's suit didn't strain around his arms, Cora knew how strong he was.

Ryan was different, mysterious. He was certainly attractive and had a steady smile despite his concentrated eyes. His dark hair was nearly black and although he wasn't as tall and broad as Aidan, Cora found herself very curious about what was hidden away under his clean suit.

She shook her head to clear the thoughts as Aidan said her name again.

"What about an accomplice?" Ryan asked, seeming to realize that Cora wasn't tuned in. He cast her a knowing smile.

"We've been on the lookout. We have DNA and a partial print, but it doesn't match anything in the system," she replied. 

"Who is the victim?"

"A woman in her early thirties. Julie Kanner." Aidan slid the case file across his desk towards Ryan. "Strangled." 

"Any relation to the suspect?" Ryan asked, combing through the case file.

"None," Aidan said. "She had a boyfriend, according to her roommate. A man named Noah. She couldn't help us find him and we have no idea where to look. Whoever he is, he's gone."

"Our own Cherie Curry?" Ryan chuckled. 

Cora raised an eyebrow. 

"Who?" Aidan said. 

"A runaway?" Ryan gave a stiff laugh, then waved them off. "Sorry, bad joke. Anyway, how does Hastings tie into this?" 

Cora smiled, amused by Ryan's cheesy comment, though not surprised that Aidan had missed the Runaways reference. "Hastings was found near the scene and had the murder weapon on him."

Ryan flipped the page. "A necktie?"

"We thought it was strange too," Aidan said.

"With this evidence, I'm surprised Rickie would hang around to get caught in his own noose," Ryan quipped. 

Cora cracked a smile. Okay, that one was really bad. 

"What's this?" Ryan asked, flipping the page when neither answered him. It was another picture of the tie, of the small tag, which had three letters embroidered into it: ISK. 

"We're not sure," Aidan said. "Seems like it may not belong to Mr. Hastings." 

Cora gripped the arm of her chair. They were familiar initials. His face flashed in her mind. She hasn't spoken to him in days. No, she wouldn't believe it. A coincidence, that was all. 

"Is there any evidence that suggests an accomplice?" Ryan asked.

Aidan turn his laptop around. "Security footage." 

Cora leaned forward. This was the first she'd heard about surveillance. The footage showed a black car pulling up to the front of the building. Two people with their hoods drawn got out of the car and entered the apartment. Then Aidan hit fast-forward until they saw one of the people run back to the car and hop in before driving it, screeching, down the street. Several minutes later, another person emerged. He was stumbling, confused, and then he looked directly into the camera. Rickie Hastings.

"So, whoever brought him left him behind?" Ryan asked, looking back to the file when Aidan turned his computer back towards him. "Talk about a job gone wrong." 

"That's what it looks like."

"Did you get a license plate?" Ryan asked. 

Cora frowned. She hadn't heard about any of this yet. Aidan must have been holding out on her. That was out of character. Was he upset with her? 

Aidan nodded at Ryan. "It's for a silver sedan we picked up near the crime scene. We've been scanning the car but haven't found anything yet." 

"Who owns it?" 

Aidan leaned back with a smug smile. "Can you guess?" 

"Mr. Hastings," Ryan said. 

"Mr. Hastings." 

Cora leaned back in her chair her eyebrows drawn together. Rickie Hastings didn't look like a man who'd committed murder. He looked as confused as he'd been for the past few days that they’ve had him in custody. Something didn't fit. The boyfriend they couldn't find, Noah, had to be involved. Wasn't that the way these things usually went, especially since the guy seemed completely MIA? 

Cora realized she'd missed something when Ryan stood to leave. He and Aidan shook hands and then Aidan pointed at the case file. 

"Review that, and we'll get to work on it first thing. You can speak to Hastings in the morning if you think it will help."

"Great."

"Are you staying in town?" Cora asked.

Ryan nodded. "A hotel nearby."

"Give the information to the station when you leave," Aidan said. "The department will cover your tab." He looked to Cora. "Will you stay a minute please?"

He was upset with her. 

Cora stood and grasped Ryan's hand. "Thanks for coming. If you have a minute, could you forward those reports on Solydexran you were talking about? I think it will help the investigation."

"Of course."

"And call if you need anything," Aidan said. 

Ryan left, closing the door behind him. 

"What did you need?" Cora asked, poised to leave as well.

When Aidan turned to face her, his expression had changed. Cora knew this look well. The torture in his eyes. His slightly parted lips. His hand quivered and he stepped towards her, looking from her eyes to her lips and back.

"You didn't call me back last night." His voice was low, husky.

Cora stepped back. "Is now really the time?"

"If not now, then when?" Aidan asked. "Because I know you won't call me."

"Isaac was over last night," Cora said. "I couldn't call you." But he wasn't. She hadn't heard from Isaac in several days. She'd tried calling, but he never called back. Cora was starting to worry. Worse, he was supposed to be picking up their daughter. What time was it now? She should check in. 

Aidan's jaw tightened at the mention of Cora's ex-husband. "I thought you weren't seeing him anymore."

"I'm not," Cora said. "But I also won't deny Lyssa her father."

The man stepped closer to her. "Lyssa doesn't need a deadbeat like Isaac. She could have me." Another step. "You could have me." He leaned down and kissed her.

Cora allowed him, but only for a moment. Then she pulled away. "Now really isn't the time."

Aidan ran a hand through his hair. "There's never a good time, is there?" He moved away from her, falling into his chair and waking up his laptop.

"Aidan . . ." Cora said, but she stopped herself from going any further. They had a complicated relationship. Which was really no surprise since Cora's entire life was filled with complicated relationships.

"It's fine," Aidan said, his business voice on now. "We have a case to solve. I get it."

Cora hesitated by the door for a moment, unsure what to say. She and Aidan had never been official. Only friends, but more. He knew Lyssa well because Cora's seven-year-old daughter had spent hours at the station while Cora was working, on the days Isaac failed as a father. 

"It's fine, Cora," Aidan said again, closing his laptop and slipping it into his briefcase. "You know that." 

Cora nodded but didn't answer, turning for the door. He'd call her later; he always called. 

She headed to her car, but before she got there, her phone started ringing. She half expected Aidan to be calling her already, but instead Isaac's name flashed across the phone. 

"Isaac, where the hell have you been?" Cora asked.

"Cora, don't hate me," Isaac said through the receiver. He didn't bother to answer her question. 

She bit down on her lip. He was about to bail. This was his usual line. 

"You promised last month," Cora said. "Lyssa is expecting you today." 

"I know, but I can't make it. I need you to go get her." 

Cora glanced to the time on her watch. Lyssa's day was nearly done. Cora wouldn't make it in time. She would be waiting. Lyssa was always waiting. 

"Isaac, you can't keep doing this," she said. "It's not fair to her."

There was a frustrated sigh on the other end of the phone. "Lay off, Cora. I said I can't be there. I'll make it up to her." 

"You say that every time." Cora pulled open the door to her car and slipped into the driver's side before clicking a few buttons to get the phone on speaker. She glanced at the clock. "What's your excuse this time?" 

"I said lay off." His voice hardened.

"Fine," Cora said. "I don't know what I expected anyway. You've been doing this for years." She clicked to end the call before he had a chance to answer. Gripping the steering wheel harder than necessary, she turned the car onto the main road, heading towards Lyssa's school. 

She frowned and took a quick glance at her phone as she pulled up to a red light. Where had Isaac been this last week? Why was he being so evasive? Part of Cora didn't care. If Isaac wanted to do this with his life, he could. It wasn't her problem . . . but it was her daughter's. She looked over her list of calls. Ten times she'd called him over the last few days, without success. The name “Isaac Kirby” populated her recent call list. She tossed her phone aside, unable to shake the uncomfortable feeling. Isaac Simon Kirby. 

Cora didn't know where he was. Cora didn't know what he did, but it probably wasn't good. She was starting to believe Isaac had cracked—and the initials “ISK” weren't as mysterious as the police department thought. 








  
  

Chapter three

NOAH BAKER





Every siren made Noah jump. It didn't matter whether it was an ambulance or a police cruiser, they all put him on edge. He was still sleepless, haunted by memories of that night. He hadn’t planned plan on killing Julie. It just happened.  

Grace had lost control. She was temperamental, jealous. She’d never liked Julie. Noah couldn't stop her. He didn’t want to hurt her. He simply loved Grace more. Besides, things with Julie had gone downhill. This was her fault. 

Julie shouldn't have said the things she had. She shouldn't have threatened them. 

Noah slumped against the wall beneath a bridge, which rattled as a car thundered by overhead. He'd been here since it happened, surrounded by the unhoused and those with drug addictions. He was one of them now. He couldn't go back to his house. He had a prior relationship with Julie. The police would figure that out if they hadn't already. 

"You're new," a woman's voice said, breaking through Noah’s repeating thoughts. 

He glanced towards the woman. She was slender, from starvation or drugs, maybe both. Her cheeks were sunken and black circles rested beneath her eyes.

"Actually, you are," Noah said. "I've been here for a week." Or at least he thought it had been a week. Maybe less. His mind had been a fuzzy mess since that night. 

She settled down on the ground next to him, leaning her head on his shoulder. 

Noah stiffened at the contact but didn't move away. 

"They call me Marigold," she said. Then she pointed to a man who was curled up under a ripped sleeping bag. "That fella there tells me you dream of a girl named Grace." She slid closer to him, pushing her frail body against his. "I could be Grace if you wanted." 

Noah pushed her off him, then stood and moved away. "I'm not interested." 

No one could be Grace. 

"What the hell?" Marigold snapped, pushing herself to her feet. She swung her hand back to slap him, but he caught her wrist and pushed her away. She stumbled backward and fell to the ground, scraping her elbow in the process. It quickly pooled with blood as she yelped in pain. Noah made a swift exit as another man sauntered over. He didn’t want to stick around and find out what happened next. 

Noah ducked under the overhang of the bridge and onto the street. He was immediately pelted with rain, soaking his jacket and black hair, the ends of the strands tickling his neck as they stuck to him. For a moment, it reminded him of Grace, the way her fingers would slide across his cheek and down his neck, caressing him gently with her short nails. How she would tug playfully on the ends of his hair, which had grown too long. 

Noah sometimes wondered why he was so drawn to her. They’d known each other only a few months. They hadn't even had sex—Grace said she wasn’t ready. 

But something about her held Noah. Her tender smile. Her loving gaze. Her gentle southern drawl. She was like no one he'd ever met. He knew how cliché that sounded. 

Tires screeched as a car raced around the corner past Noah. He shuddered as the perfect image of Grace faded from his memories and Julie’s frightened eyes took over again. It was a haunting image, one he’d been unable to shake. The way she stared at him, realizing he was going to let her die. 

Noah hadn’t registered it then. The whole incident seemed like an awful dream. Like he was watching someone else’s life. But it wasn’t a dream. Julie was dead and he’d let it happen. 

The clouded sky hid the stars from view, darkening the night. Very few streetlights lit this area and Noah found himself squinting in the blackness to make out his steps. He was on the run, but he remained in the city. Why hadn't he left yet? He told himself it was because of Grace, but it wasn’t. 

He already missed his life. He missed her. He couldn't even remember the last time he'd really seen her. Not that she ever knew when he watched her from afar. 

The image of her face appeared in his mind and he willed it away. It wouldn't do to dwell on fantasies. 

Instead, Noah thought about Grace. Her hearty laugh, her rose-petal lips, her warm, playful kisses. Noah missed Grace. He wished that was enough to stop the anger from twisting through him. He wished he could justify Julie's death, if only because of his love for Grace. But he couldn't. 

Then there was the guilt. Guilt for Julie's death, guilt for leaving Grace behind, guilt for feeling relief at being alone. 

When had his life gone all wrong? Julie was a sweet girl. Too many years younger than him. She’d gotten involved way too quickly. Noah had never intended for things to be serious with her. Life was too complicated for that. 

When he met Grace, it was different. Grace understood him. She saw him for what he was and could see how he struggled to be better. She was the same, with her own demons to fight, and she helped fight his.

Julie was just an unfortunate accident. She shouldn’t have gotten in the way. She should have just left them alone. If only she hadn’t threatened Grace. If only Noah had stopped her. 

Shivering in the night air, he ducked under an awning in an alleyway and leaned against the cool brick wall, hoping to wait out the rain.

Noah closed his eyes for a minute, trying to remember the events of the previous week. 

Julie had wanted to tell him something that night. What was it? She’d left him a message claiming she had something important to say. She told him not to bring Grace.

When Grace overheard, she got angry. She wouldn’t listen to Noah before storming off to confront Julie.

Noah shouldn’t have gone with her—maybe it wouldn’t have gone as far. He’d thought he could stop her. He should have known better. 

Once Grace got something in her mind, that was how it was. Grace always got what she wanted, especially when it came to Noah. He couldn’t seem to deny her, no matter what. Even if it meant someone died. 

That was just Grace.

Noah shook his head but couldn’t rid his mind of the awful memories. 

Grace and Julie had argued. Julie had called Grace a freak and screamed several slurs towards them as a couple. Nasty, confusing words. Julie ran for Grace. Her eyes were wide, crazed, her hands outstretched, reaching for Grace’s neck as she screamed that she was a monster. But Grace was faster. 

Grace pushed Julie to the ground and grabbed the discarded necktie from the back of the chair, wrapping it around her neck and squeezing it. Julie clawed at the tie, desperately trying to break free. 

Noah could only watch, paralyzed by the struggle before him, until a siren sounded in the distance. Then he ran. He hopped into the car, not waiting for Grace. 

He left her there, still strangling Julie. 

Why had he left her behind? Noah squeezed his eyes shut and tried to think of what had been running through his mind. They lived in a city. Sirens went off every day. Most likely, the one he’d heard hadn't been for them. It was just a coincidence. 

Noah couldn't remember what he'd been thinking and why he’d abandoned the woman he loved. It all seemed like a horrible dream. 

He reached up and scratched his neck, brushing his long hair aside. His collar was open, his dress shirt half-buttoned and dirty. He'd worn these clothes for too long. He'd need something better, and soon—he could smell his own stench. 

Another siren in the distance made him freeze. He knew Grace had one friend in a nearby neighbourhood. Caroline. A woman near forty, living in a house uptown. They'd discussed her once, when Grace insisted that he know exactly where she was one night. Noah remembered her address. 

Grace always said Caroline would be the first person she would go to if she was ever in trouble. She'd once advised Noah to do the same. Though he couldn't be sure what to expect from a woman he'd never met, he had no other options. 

Noah glanced down the alleyway. It was dark, but it looked empty and the back portion was more covered. He would stay here for the night; he'd been in worse places. He’d head to find Grace's friend when the rain had cleared and the sun rose.








  
  

Chapter four

CORA PORTER





Isaac’s knock resounded like a herald of uncertainty as it echoed through the front hall. Lyssa ran to the front door, grabbed the handle and pulled it open. 

"Daddy!" she cried out when she saw him. Her black, braided pigtails bounced as she jumped into his arms. 

"Hey baby girl," Isaac said, smiling at his daughter and lifting her off the floor. 

Cora watched them from the stairs, just inside the house. Isaac seemed to feel her gaze. He glanced at her, placing Lyssa back on the floor. 

He was dressed in his usual black T-shirt and a pair of ripped jeans. His long hair was pulled back and the stubble on his face had grown longer than usual, camouflaging the scar that traced from his cheek to his chin. His narrow brown eyes were almost bloodshot and Cora worried for a second that he was high. 

When he nodded in her direction and smiled, she released the breath she’d been holding. It was sober Isaac. 

"Sorry I'm late," he said. 

"You aren't," Cora said, shrugging. He was late by almost twenty minutes, but at least he was here. 

"You'll pick her up in two days?" Isaac asked. 

"I'll get her from school." Cora walked closer to them, taking Lyssa by the shoulders. "Run upstairs and grab your backpack, honey." 

Lyssa scurried up the stairs, leaving Cora and Isaac alone. 

"Where were you last night?" Cora asked. "You sounded stressed. Did something happen?" All she could think of was the embroidery on the tie. 

Isaac rubbed the back of his neck. "It's a long story. But nothing to worry about." 

"When it involves Lyssa, I will always worry." Cora stepped closer to him. "You have to be careful with her. She loves you and we don't want her to take after you." 

His jaw tightened. "What's that supposed to mean?" 

"You know what it means, Isaac." 

"I'm clean," he said. "Not a drop or a hit in weeks." 

Cora frowned. That wasn't as convincing as he meant it to be. "You've been clean already. It's failed already, too."

Before Isaac could answer, Lyssa's steps thundered down the staircase.

"Ready!" She grinned and threw an arm around Cora's waist, squeezing tight. "See you soon, Mommy." 

Cora leaned down and kissed Lyssa's forehead. "See you soon, honey." 

Lyssa pulled away and took Isaac's hand. 

"Call me when you get back to your place, okay?" Cora said. 

"I always do," he replied. 

"And tomorrow," Cora rushed out before he could turn away, "let's grab lunch while Lyssa is at school. I think we need to catch up." 

Isaac eyed her with suspicion, but after a second, he shrugged. "Sure thing." 

Cora stood at the door and watched them climb into Isaac's car. Lyssa waved to her from the back seat. Cora didn't close the front door until they’d backed out of the driveway and started driving down the road. She'd be anxious until she heard her phone chime, confirming they were at Isaac's house. 

Cora went to the kitchen, where she had already poured her second glass of wine. She had plans for tonight. A bath, maybe candles and wine. A lot of wine. It had been a while since Isaac had taken Lyssa for a night. Longer since Cora’d had a night alone. 

The phone chimed when she was halfway done with her first glass. Isaac, confirming their arrival with a text and wishing her a good night. She took her wine to the couch and considered running that bubble bath. The thought was interrupted by another knock at her door. 

Frowning, Cora placed her wine aside and went to answer it. She wasn't expecting any guests. 

Standing on the front step was Detective Ryan Boone. He looked better than he had the previous evening, clean-shaven and in a fresh suit. The bags under his eyes were gone. She hadn't seen him at the police station that day, so he must have rested well.

"Hi," Cora said. "What are you doing here?" It was strange he'd shown up unannounced. How did he know where she lived? 

"Sorry." Ryan shifted in place. "I sort of realized how weird this might be right after I knocked. I got your address from Detective Hunter." He held up a file. "You weren't at the station when I stopped by and I wanted to give you these." 

She took the file to find the reports that he had been talking about the previous day. The ones on Solydexran and Dr. Calvin Wright, the creator. 

"Thank you," Cora said. 

When Ryan didn't make a move to leave, she glanced over her shoulder, considering the night she had planned, but she stepped aside anyway. "Did you want to come in?" 

"If you don't mind," Ryan said. "I'd like to discuss that with you." 

Cora allowed him to enter and directed him to the sitting room where she'd come from.

He glanced at the glass of wine as they passed. "Did I interrupt anything?"

"No," Cora said. "My daughter was just picked up by her father. I hardly ever get a night alone."

"I feel bad I'm intruding on it." He seemed to hesitate, but Cora shook her head.

"It's okay; I invited you in." 

"If you’re sure,” Ryan said as he settled onto the couch.

Cora sat beside him and flipped open the folder he gave her. "Where did you find these?" She shuffled through the papers. They were old, stained, and tattered. Weathered by age. 

"The research doctor owns property in Toronto. It was connected with my case," Ryan explained. "We searched the place and found them." 

Cora scanned the files. They outlined the information that he’d spoken of the day before. Reports that showed irregularities in testing and links to extreme mental disorders. 

Ryan reached for the file. "Hunter mentioned that no other personality has surfaced. But many of the facts in this case are remarkably similar to the one I worked on. I feel like there is an alter that hasn't come out yet." 

"And you think the alter committed the murder?" 

"It seems like the most likely option right now, from what I've been told." Ryan reached forward, grabbing one of the pages from the file. His arm brushed Cora's leg and she immediately flushed. He passed her the page. Their fingers touched for only a moment, but Cora felt the heat pass between them. She resisted the urge to fan herself. Was it discomfort or something else that put her on edge? Maybe she shouldn't have invited someone who was practically a stranger into her home. 

The report spoke of a test subject with severe depression. After only a month on the trial, his depression was gone, but two personalities had surfaced. 

"It's impossible that these results didn't get out," Cora said, placing the report down and picking up another. "The trial was clearly a failure." 

Ryan shook his head. "There is no record of these findings, which is why the drug made it to the market."

"The trial results were falsified," Cora concluded. "But why?" And how? 

"I'm not sure." Ryan flipped through the files until he found the picture of a man in a lab coat. "But this man, Calvin Wright, has something to do with it." 

Cora had heard the name before. He was a former research doctor working with narcotics. Deceased. She remembered hearing when he died. It was a terrible accident, around five years ago.

"Dr. Wright is dead," Cora said. "He can't help you." 

"I have reason to believe he's still alive. He goes by an alias, Blaine Roche." 

Cora shook her head. "It's not possible. I remember Wright's death." 

For years, Cora had had an affinity for the obituaries. After seeing so much death in her day job, from dangerous cases to abuse, the obits offered her a moment of reprieve. No one ever spoke poorly of their dead loved ones. It helped center her in a weird way and counteract the trauma of the job.

Ryan raised an eyebrow. "Did you ever see a body?" 

"No." But what did that matter? Someone had to have confirmed that he died. Wasn't that enough?

"Then who's to say if he's really dead or not." 

Cora frowned. "Are you saying that this whole case is only a smaller part of a much larger conspiracy around this medication?"

"That's my theory." 

"Have you told Aidan this?" Cora asked. 

"Hunter wasn't too interested in hearing my theories." Ryan shrugged. "He seems to only want hard facts." 

Cora cracked a smile. "Is there a problem with that?" 

"Not at all," Ryan replied. "I'm sure it makes him an exceptionally good detective. And a bit of a pompous ass. He should take more risks, though I gather he doesn't." 

No, Aidan wasn't known for his risk-taking. He followed procedure and he followed the facts. 

"This theory seems pretty based on fact," Cora said, looking back to the reports in her hands. Unless these reports had been falsified. Something about this drug was a lie, one way or another. 

"I've been trying to track down Blaine Roche ever since we brought in the women from my case," Ryan said. "He knows something more than any of us and I think we need to find him to figure this all out, at least until there is another lead." 

Cora nodded. "How do we find him?" 

"We'll need to find all we can on Calvin Wright and his death," Ryan suggested. "Maybe that will tell us what Blaine Roche is planning.” 

They sat in silence then, but Cora found herself curious about the man beside her. “Could you tell me more about Toronto and the case you just had?” 

Ryan grinned. “What do you want to know?” 

She hesitated, knowing she should ask about the job but instead finding herself inclined to ask about Ryan. “You mentioned your partner was off with his family—yours didn’t mind letting you go?” Cora tried to imagine what it would be like to be called out of Ottawa to assist on a case. She couldn’t imagine leaving Lyssa behind. 

“You’re looking at a lone wolf.” Ryan chuckled. “No one is missing me.” 

“I’m sure your partner would disagree.”

“Archer has been a friend for a long time,” Ryan said. “It’s good for us to get a break every now and then.”

“I guess it makes it easier to be a workaholic?” Cora asked, raising an eyebrow. 

“Guilty as charged.” Ryan lifted his hands in mock defense. “I’m married to the job, as they say.” 

“You never thought about finding someone to spend your life with?” Cora asked, unsure why she was getting so personal with him. His lone-wolf status intrigued her. Other than Lyssa, she felt the same. 

A pained look flashed across Ryan’s face as he looked away from her and Cora’s ease suddenly vanished. 

“I’m sorry,” she said quickly. “I shouldn’t pry.” 

Ryan looked back at her and waved off her concern. “You aren’t. I was married, but I lost my wife a few years back. It’s funny how wounds heal. I know I’m okay, but the scar sometimes feels fresh.” 

Cora could relate. Though Isaac wasn’t dead, sometimes it felt like he was further gone than she could ever reach. 

“I’m sorry,” Cora said, unsure how else to comfort him. 

“Don’t be.” Ryan’s smile returned. “I don’t often get to think about her and tonight you’ve given me a reason.” 

Cora forced a smile. “Glad I could help.” Though she felt stupid bringing it up. His single status definitely interested her, but he was a colleague after all. What was she really expecting? Another fling like Aidan? 

Ryan reached out and patted her knee, the movement stilted but oddly affectionate. “And you?” 

“Other than Lyssa, I’m pretty untethered.” She looked down at her hands. “A bit of a workaholic myself.” 

“I guess we’re just two peas,” Ryan said with a wink. Then he stood. “I should probably get going, but thank you for letting me in. I wanted to get you that info. I'll leave you to the rest of your evening." 

Cora followed him back to the front entrance. At the door, Ryan turned back and smiled. "Thanks for inviting me in. I'm glad you're open to my ideas and that we can discuss this." 

"Of course," Cora said. "I'm happy to help however I can." 

"It doesn't hurt that you're nice to look at," Ryan added. "Certainly better than my last partner." 

She let out a stiff laugh. "We'll look into this tomorrow." 

"Good night, Cora," he said. Then he headed out the door and turned towards his car. 

"Good night, Ryan."

Cora watched him from the door for a moment, thrown by their strange interaction. It was professional; after all, they’d mostly discussed work. But his sudden arrival, the heat she’d felt and his comment about her looks all seemed like something else and he seemed as untethered to the concept of relationships as she did. 

She shrugged off the strange feeling swirling around inside her as she closed the door. Maybe that was how things were done in Toronto. 
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