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      Dena Sinclair first appeared on the page in my first novel, Immunity Cage. I needed someone to hold a door open, and my protagonist noticed her:

      She had a plain face and her belt was cluttered with electronics in a way that shouted ‘Heredis Security’. Every woman had their particular beauty, and this one’s was her strawberry blond, pixie-cut hair, and the way the tee shirt hugged her lean frame.

      At this point she was part of the background and didn’t even have a name. I had no plans for her beyond that, but apparently Dena had other ideas. She became a recurring character, and eventually, at the prompting of several readers, I set out to explore how she became the woman they knew, and what her life looked like before the novels began. Stepping Through covered some of that territory, but there was still more of Dena’s story to tell.

      The original impulse behind the three stories in the current collection, Crossing Lines, was twofold: to give Dena a love interest, and to show more of her early career at Heredis Corporation and the personal life that the novels leave offstage.

      That sounded simple enough.

      I quickly discovered that giving Dena a boyfriend meant creating someone who’d challenge the way she had learned to live. The relationship became a way of exploring Dena's independence, guardedness, loyalty, and difficulty allowing another person into her life.

      The stories also let me show a side of Heredis Corporation that the novels don't get into: what it's like to work there as Dena moves upward through the ranks of HCo Security.

      But what began as two separate threads—Dena's career and her personal life—didn't stay separate for long. Bringing them together meant giving the stories room to grow, and they ended up in the 10,000–15,000-word range.

      Dena has come a long way from the nameless security officer I created to hold open a door. I hope you enjoy getting to know the more private Dena as much as I enjoyed writing her stories.
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      Dena hadn’t expected to be alone on Christmas Eve.

      But why should Christmas Eve be different than any other day? Even on a normal day, no one was home in the middle of the afternoon. At least this wasn’t their old life on Gladys Road, where an empty house could mean her siblings had run into trouble. Today her brother Kaito was spending Christmas Eve at his girlfriend’s, and Holly, her sister—newly-apprenticed at the Jewellers’ Loft—was going to be working late crafting a last-minute Christmas order. Dena herself had expected to pull an extra shift, which would have meant being out till after midnight. But her boss had squashed that idea.

      “Go home,” McKade had ordered. “It could be three or four years before you land another Christmas off. Besides, it’s about time you spent a couple of days with someone other than Kenny.”

      Kenny was her Security partner, and he’d been all for the seventy-two-hour break. Maybe his new girlfriend had something to do with it. But Dena didn’t have a love life, and her job as Security Third-Level for Heredis Corporation was a dream come true. She’d planned to volunteer to fill in for one of her on-duty colleagues.

      But McKade’s word was final, so here she was, draping her wet duffel coat over a dining room chair to dry, and peering out the window at the drizzle that darkened the row of empty parking spaces behind the building. She was totally unprepared for the feelings that flooded through her.

      Loneliness.

      Uselessness.

      Abandonment.

      Which was childish and stupid. How many times had she wished for a few hours to catch up on her sleep, or maybe a shower followed by a cup of hot tea and a leisurely look at those training documents she never seemed to have time to get through?

      She was drying her hair, dressed in old patch pants and a baggy top, when the door buzzer sounded. Not the call-ring from the lobby, but the buzz of someone right at the door.

      The security feed showed her landlord, Doctor Ashwin Pashan, bent over his cell phone out there. Surprised, she opened the door. “Doctor. Pashan. Hi.” She stopped herself from asking, is something wrong? Their rent was on auto-deposit, and she couldn’t imagine a noise complaint, or a leaky pipe dripping into the unit below.

      He let his hand drop to his side. She rarely saw him, but every time, the thought-bubble over her head spelled out the same thing: Wowza. Very nice. He was as tall as her, a lithe figure in a white shirt with an old-fashioned tie in a shade of Christmas red, and dark dress trousers with a severe crease down each leg. He’d worn a beard when Dena first met him at the charity clinic the day Holly had been assaulted, but now his brown face was clean-shaven, showing off a sculpted chin above a long, straight nose. There was an intensity in the way he looked at you that made you feel important, and those eyelashes… She knew women who’d kill for dark, thick lashes like that. She dragged her eyes away, and realized the red tie had little Santas and holly wreaths scattered like polka dots down its length.

      “Ms. Sinclair,” he said, “I’m sorry to⁠—”

      “Dena,” she interrupted. “Ms. Sinclair was my mom. I’ve had to get used to being called that at work, but I’m off now till the 27th. So, it’s Dena.”

      He blinked in surprise, then recovered, his lips not exactly quirking, but softening a little. “Then you’d better call me Ash.”

      “Ash?” She was so used to thinking of him as Doctor Pashan, it was almost like she hadn’t thought of him having a first name.

      “It’s short for Ashwin, but only my parents call me that.”

      She nodded gravely. “Ash. OK.”

      “Listen, Dena, I’m sorry to intrude. If this could wait I wouldn’t bother you, but…”

      She suddenly noticed how tired he looked, his eyes dark-circled and a gauntness to his features that she didn’t remember. “What?” she said, because he seemed to have stalled.

      “You still work security for Heredis Corporation, don’t you?”

      “Yes.” Wary, now.

      “Listen, I’m sorry to ask”—he sounded determined rather than sorry—“but I have to do a home visit for someone who’s too sick to get to the clinic. It’s serious enough that I don’t want to leave it till tomorrow.”

      His heavy gold cufflinks and gold tie-pin made her think he was talking about a patient in his fancy downtown practice. Surely someone like that wouldn’t expect their doctor to show up on Christmas Eve, let alone Christmas Day. But then she realized he must be talking about the charity clinic in the slums where he worked a couple of days a week.

      “The address is in a part of Scarborough everyone knows you shouldn’t go into alone,” he went on. Scarborough was definitely the charity clinic. “Last time, I had an escort, but today they aren’t available. Since you used to live in the area, and you’re professional Security, I thought…” The words dwindled briefly, and he finished, “I’ll pay you for your time.”

      She hadn’t expected this. She frowned. “Just so I’m clear: you’re asking me to go to Scarborough with you as a bodyguard?” She kept her voice low. “Now?”

      He met her eyes steadily. “Yes.”

      Her knee-jerk reaction was a hard no. She had no desire to go back to Scarborough. And Security staff weren't supposed to take outside jobs without Management approval—even unpaid ones. McKade would have a fit if she said yes. She hadn’t been back since she and the sibs had escaped after a last, harrowing confrontation with the gangs, that awful day two years ago. There were people in Scarborough who weren’t happy with her—the kind of people who held grudges, and who wouldn’t bury them just because it was Christmas Eve.

      But that reaction died a quick death, replaced by a rush of excitement. She owed Doctor Pashan big-time for looking after Holly that day two years ago, then offering them this apartment without any pre-screening when they were desperate. But even without that, helping him would get her out of this empty house.

      Ash seemed to read her thoughts. “You’ll do it, then?” He had the decency to sound relieved.

      She made a weak appeal to reason. “You do know that we only have a couple of hours of daylight left.” Christmas Eve was barely past the shortest day of the year, and wandering around Old Scarborough after dark wasn’t the smartest thing.

      “I know.” Tiredness leaked into his voice. “But I had office hours downtown this morning.”

      The old her, the one who’d lived in Old Scarborough before luck handed her the job at Heredis Corporation, would have felt no sympathy for a doctor who attended his fancy downtown practice in gold cufflinks and pressed trousers. But she knew the fatigue she saw came from the hours he volunteered at the charity clinic with all its hopeless cases, and her heart swelled with unexpected compassion.

      “You’ll have to forget about paying me,” she said. “My HCo contract doesn’t allow me to moonlight.”

      He hesitated for the briefest moment. “We’ll think of some other way I can make it up to you, then.”

      She wasn’t sure how she felt about that. Most men would say that sort of thing in a nudge-nudge-wink-wink sort of way, but he just made it sound like a problem to be dealt with later, when time wasn’t so pressing. She decided to take it at face value. “All right, then. When will you be ready?”

      “Just give me fifteen minutes to ditch the bling and get my stuff, and I’ll meet you at the front door.”
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      They made the commuter train just in time. It was crowded with people flocking home from their McJobs in the city, and there was nowhere to sit until they’d nearly reached their stop. When they did sit, they crammed together on a bench that was barely wide enough for the both of them, and didn’t speak. Outside the window, grey drizzle came down as it had all day, darkening the road surfaces and hazing the depleted waters of Lake Ontario in the distance. The sky drooped over everything, heavy and dull as old pewter.

      They disembarked at Guildwood Station. She hung back to let the throng go past. “Keep your head down and stay close to me,” she told him. “If anyone approaches us, let me do the talking.”

      “OK.” Faultlessly meek. He’d switched his office clothes for patch pants, laced boots and an old parka. He slung his backpack up across his shoulders. It bulged with stuff, presumably the medical supplies he needed for this mercy visit of his.

      The crowd thinned. Tugging the visor of her ratty ball cap down to her eyebrows, she slouched into her familiar punk-chickie persona, and headed for the stairs, moving at a good clip. The last couple of share-rides were leaving the parking lot, easing past the gate-attendant who took payment through rolled-down windows in an outstretched hand.

      “Since when do we have to pay an exit fee?” Back when she’d commuted, during her months of HCo boot camp, there’d been nothing like this.

      Ash shrugged. “It’s not a bad thing. It means the real troublemakers are busy somewhere else. I brought some chits.”

      “I’ve got it.” Because it wasn’t simply a matter of handing over money. Panache and entertainment-value were part of the equation. If you looked too ready to pay, they’d up-end you in two seconds, and shake you till your pockets were empty.

      They strode across the wet asphalt. Weeds poked through the cracks, and glittered soddenly in the single streetlight by the gate. The attendant watched them approach. Dena didn’t recognize him: older guy, thirty-ish, shapeless under a bulky parka and clunky boots. He needed a shave but his face wasn’t sporting any fancy scars, which meant he wasn’t Malbot. That was a relief. Just before she and the sibs moved to Tess Street, war had broken out between the Malbots and the Rouge Valley Vipers. In the years since, news had leaked of gang boundaries shifting, and shifting again. Maybe this guy wasn’t a gang-brother at all, just an independent trying to pad his pockets while the Christmas spirit tugged at people’s generosity and the big boys weren’t watching.

      Blandly she met his calculating gaze and ticked a forefinger up in mute greeting, then magicked a couple of chits into her hand and thumb-flicked them into his palm—showmanship to show she was humouring him but wasn’t intimidated. She tipped her head in Ash’s direction. “He’s with me.” And kept walking, heading for the darkening neighbourhood beyond the flickering streetlight.

      At her back, she heard the guy say, “Are you the doctor?”

      And then Ash disappeared from her peripheral vision. She turned, too late. He was facing back toward the attendant, replying, “Yes. Can I help you?” As if it was normal for strangers to approach him on a darkening, drizzly afternoon.

      The man smiled, showing phoney-looking teeth that were too big and too white. “I’m supposed to take you to Nan’s.”

      There was something off about him. A sly assessment in his eyes. His friendliness came across as fake as a cardboard cutout smiling from a store window.

      Before Dena could intervene, Ash said, “It turns out I don’t need help today.” He was going out of his way to sound friendly. “So you’re off the hook. Go home and enjoy your Christmas Eve.”

      “But—”

      Dena interrupted with, “We know where we’re going, thanks all the same.” She gave the guy a hard-eyed stare.

      Ash stayed close when she started to walk, leaving the lot behind. “This isn’t good.” His breath puffed in the cold, damp air. “No one’s ever singled me out in the parking lot before. If Nan had really sent him, I’m sure she’d have let me know.”

      In the dark between streetlights, Dena darted a look over her shoulder. The attendant was on his phone, pacing, not paying any attention to them. Why should he? He knew where they were going. Maybe he was busy talking to someone who’d paid him to confirm that. People who paid bribes didn’t usually have benevolent intentions.

      “This Nan,” she said. “Is she the patient we’re going to see?”

      “The patient’s mother. I’ve been to their home half a dozen times to treat him. Usually her husband walks me there. The locals don’t mess with him. But he isn’t available today.”

      They crossed Kingston Road, walked a bit and turned onto Galloway. People moved purposefully, laden with bags that sprouted Christmas-wrapped packages and beribboned bottles, every person eager to get somewhere. It was growing seriously dark. The few working streetlights flickered and buzzed. There was even more graffiti than she remembered—not the colourful, fanciful street art you saw in the city
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