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  Chapter 1

  
  




Monday November 2, 2015

I knock rapidly on the door. Come on, Amy. Open up. I can’t text her—not now. I don’t want to leave any kind of digital footprint. Please, please open the door.

I knock again, glancing back at Avery, still standing there with my coat wrapped over her lingerie. I offer a small, closed-mouth smile. I can’t ring the doorbell. Not with baby Josie asleep upstairs. If I’m not already a dead woman walking, waking Josie would definitely seal it. Another round of knocking—louder this time, faster.

I glance around. Can anyone see us?

No. It’s just after seven a.m. People are probably still in the shower or halfway through their first cup of coffee. Calm down, Cal. I look down at the camera still hanging around my neck and wrap my fingers tightly around it. Avery meets my gaze. Fear flashes in her eyes. And I soften instantly. Stay strong. Don’t let her see you’re scared.

“Should we go somewhere else?” Her voice trembles.

“No no, you’ll be safe here. She’s just probably changing a diaper or something.” I assure. Then turn around and knock once before the townhouse door swings opens to reveal Amy in pink plaid pajama pants and a white hoodie, her hair piled into a messy bun, coffee mug in hand. Her eyes widen.

“Cal?” she says, not hiding her shock.

“I’m in trouble. I need your help.” I respond urgently.

“Come in, come in!” She ushers us into her home. 

“This is Avery.” I explain as she closes the door behind us. Amy looks Avery up and down. Amy’s eyes lock with mine. Her smile freezes. I hear her voice in my head: What the fuck, Cal?

“Hi Avery, I’m Amy. You must be freezing, let me get you some clothes.” She disappears upstairs. “Make yourself at home!” she calls back, gesturing vaguely toward the living room. There are still boxes everywhere, they only got the keys to the new house yesterday. We sit down on the couch across from a sleeping Josie in one of those fancy baby swings that are supposed to simulate a mother rocking her baby. I smile. Other than the methodical hum from the baby swing, the house is quiet. 

“How old is she?” Avery asks quietly.

“She’s coming up on five months, I think.” 

“What’s her name?” 

“Josefina Calista Grant-Liu” I remark proudly.

“She’s named after you?”

“After me and our best friend Jo, we all grew up together. But everyone calls her Josie. Isn’t she precious?” I look towards the swing smiling. 

“She’s perfect.” Avery responds. I look at her and nod then look back at Josie. Oh god. I hope I’m not putting her in danger by being here!? What have I done? My chest tightens and I can feel the colour creeping across my cheeks. The sound of footsteps heavily coming down the stairs fills the silence.  

“Sorry, most of my stuff is still packed up but hopefully this will fit you. Might be a bit big.” Amy hands Avery some grey sweatpants and a Backstreet Boys T-shirt. 

“Who are those guys on the shirt?” she asks.

“I’m going to pretend you didn’t just say that.” Amy responds.

“Well, thank you for the clothes.” She looks around.

“Oh, you can change in the bathroom; it’s just off the dining room.” Amy points towards the kitchen. Avery nods then walks out of the living room.

“Where’s Travis?” I ask, getting up from the couch. 

“He’s at the gym.” Her response oozing with resentment. “His morning routine hasn’t changed one bit since Josie arrived but for me? Everything has changed.” 

“Have you talked to him?” 

“Yeah but he doesn’t get it. Enough about me though. Um, so, what’s going on here? Who is Avery? Why is she in my new house and now wearing my clothes?” Her eyes narrow on me. An excruciating pain fills my body, starting from my chest, as I remember Seth’s lifeless body is probably still sitting in that penthouse suite at the condo tower on Lupin. I can’t catch my breath as tears uncontrollably tumble down my cheeks. My heart feels like it’s going to beat right out of my chest. Concern washes across Amy’s face and she places her hand on my arm. I can’t catch my breath. “It’s okay, Cal. Easy does it. Breathe. Okay? Breathe in.” She says, taking a deep breath. I follow her with a shallow one. She holds it for a second. “Then out.” She breathes out slowly and I do too. “Again, In.” She says and breathes in, I follow her, breathing a bit deeper this time. “And out.” She says breathing out through her mouth and I mimic her. I can feel my heartbeat slowdown. I sniffle and look down at the ground. I close my eyes. My life will never be the same again. I feel a pang of regret as the realization hits me.

“Seth’s been murdered and I witnessed it.” I say bluntly. 

“What?”

“Seth was murdered.” I repeat.

“We need to call the police!” She exclaims. Josie stirs in the swing set.

“It was a cop that killed him.” I respond, defeated.

“What?” she says, in a loud whisper.

“Yeah, it was Brad, you know, the same guy who killed that Indigenous guy a few months ago?” 

“What do you mean?” Still whispering loudly.

“It was Brad. I have it all filmed on this camera.” I grab hold of the camera still around my neck.

“You have evidence of the murder? Cal, you need to go to the cops right away.” Amy lectures.

“I can’t.” 

“What do you mean you can’t? Of course you can!” 

“No, I can’t. The Chief of Police is in on this whole thing. I’d be walking straight into the lion’s den if I did that.” 

“Are you saying the Capital City Chief of Police is corrupt?” 

“Yes. And I have proof of that too.” I grab the camera again.

“Where does Avery fit into all of this?” Amy is clearly past the shock and in lawyer-mode now.

“I was kidnapped and forced into sex-trafficking as a teenager and have witnessed the most horrendous evil by some of the most powerful men in Capital City, including the murder of my best friend Kirra.” Avery responds casually from the entryway to the kitchen.

“Yeah, she also helped me escape.” I add.

“Okay.” Amy responds, nodding her head slowly. “Okay.” She says, her voice just the tiniest bit shrill. I can see the gears grinding behind those big grey eyes as she’s processing. “So, just want to throw it out there, um, this isn’t some kind of elaborate prank or something for Brigid’s YouTube channel?” 

“I wish.” I respond.

“Just checking.” 

“But, now that you mention Brigid, I need to get in touch with her right away and send her all of my evidence so she can put it into a video.” I explain.

“Couldn’t you give it to the RIA?” She asks.

“No, high ranking Royal Intelligence Agency officers are in on this too.” Avery interjects, she’s now standing beside me. “Trust me. I know.” Her voice stern, her blue eyes blazing with a fury I haven’t seen before.

“Yeah, and high-level politicians too. There’s a whole network of powerful people behind this.” I explain. Josie starts crying in her swing. Amy picks her up and takes her over to the couch then pulls a little diaper caddy thing off the floor from behind the couch arm and starts changing her diaper.

“This is a lot to take in.” She mutters, tossing the rolled up dirty diaper on the floor.

“I know. We probably sound crazy.” I say, sitting down on the couch right by Josie’s head. 

“You don’t sound crazy. That’s not what I mean.” She sighs, putting the fresh diaper into place. Amy takes Josie in her arms, then pulls off her hoodie to reveal a white camisole. She unclips something from the strap and shifts slightly. Josie latches on, her tiny mouth sucking eagerly. One of her little hands pats Amy’s chest gently.

I glance over at Avery, who stands silently, unphased.

“It’s just a hard pill to swallow,” Amy says, her voice low. “That so much of our infrastructure… so many of our systems… are this fucked up.”

“It’s the people, Amy,” I respond gently. “It’s the people who abuse their power. The people working in and around those systems. I know they’re not perfect—but people built them. And people can fix them.”

“Well, that’s entirely too optimistic,” Amy retorts, shifting Josie slightly. “Especially given everything you just disclosed.”

Josie’s little hand reaches up again, patting Amy’s breast absently.

“Fair, but—” I start.

“I mean, her childhood was stolen.” Amy gestures toward Avery. I glance at her, but her gaze is already downcast. “And her best friend’s,” Amy adds. Then she looks at me, eyes narrowing. “And your boyfriend, Cal. Who was one of them. We’re talking about not one, but two cold-blooded murders.”

“And we’re going to get justice for them,” I say evenly.

“How?” Amy demands.

“People.”

“People?” She frowns. “I’m not a criminal lawyer, but I know the onus is on the Crown to prove beyond a reasonable doubt that these powerful people did this.”

“I have proof.” I lift the camera. “And when I say people, I mean the public. They’re going to make sure justice is served.”

Amy exhales hard, rocking Josie slightly on her shoulder.

“I should get going,” I say, rising from the couch. “I need to change before heading into City Hall.”

“I thought we were avoiding the lion’s den?” Amy raises an eyebrow.

“Seth said to find Lothbrok,” I reply, my voice cracking. I pause. The room goes still, both Amy and Avery giving me space to breathe through it. “So that’s what I’m going to do.”

I add, “Besides, it’ll look suspicious if I don’t show up to work.”

“True. You are a workaholic,” Amy teases, and I’m grateful for the break in tone. I smile and roll my eyes.

“I’ll fake being sick. Leave early. Just long enough to connect with Lothbrok.”

“Does this Lothbrok not have a phone?” she asks.

“I don’t have the cell numbers of all the councillors, believe it or not. And if cops are involved, I’m not risking calling him and blowing his cover. Him and Seth were working with some mystery group to take all this down.”

Amy nods, repositioning Josie and patting her gently on the back.

“How long will you be gone?” Avery asks quietly, worry flickering across her face.

“Just a few hours. You’re safe here with Amy. No one from the City Hall world knows this address. This is the safest place you can be.”

Amy adds, “I’m a human rights lawyer. And your rights have been violated in the worst way. Maybe we can talk about getting you some justice too.”

Avery gives a small, surprised smile. “I never thought about that. I just want to find Kirra’s body.”

“And we will,” I promise. “One step at a time, okay?”

Our eyes meet. She nods slowly.

“Actually,” I say, glancing down at the camera. “Before I do anything else, I need to call Brigid. Can I use your phone?”

“It’s in the kitchen, I think,” Amy says.

I nod and turn toward the kitchen, just as a loud burp erupts from Josie. Avery giggles.

* * *




I dig into the center console of my car—Goldie—and pull out a pack of gum. I’ve made peace with my car sharing a nickname with Mayor Terry Golders. I only ever call him Goldie with Ralph anyway. I pop two pieces into my mouth, trying to kill the lingering taste of vomit. I had to get out of that apartment. Too many memories of Seth. Hence, the puking. I glance in the rearview mirror. No one’s following me. Good. The overnight bag I threw into the backseat catches my eye in the rearview mirror. I tighten my grip on the wheel and shift my gaze back to the road.

Just get in, talk to Lothbrok, and get out, Cal. I exhale sharply and flick on my blinker. The clicking sound echoes through the silence of the car as I pull into the City Hall parking garage. I start heading toward my usual spot—but stop.

No. Park somewhere else.

It’s the same voice that told me to pack my passport. The same voice that reminded me to stash the evidence inside the giant tampon box under the sink. I obey. Different floor, different corner of the garage. I kill the engine and step out, my boots hitting the concrete echo in the parking garage. The elevator’s broken. Of course. I stifle a yawn and push through the heavy stairwell door, dragging myself up what feels like eighty million steps. Coffee. I need coffee. I pull out my phone and open the BBM app.

BBM Bambi: Hey! I’m here. Just grabbing a coffee. You want one?

Send. It’s just after 9 a.m. I’m basically on time for work. I grab two cups and fill both with coffee—milk for mine, cream and three sugars for Bambi. I stand in line, holding the coffees, laptop bag slung across my body like it contains nothing more than a half-written policy brief instead of evidence of blackmail, extortion, and murder. It’s surreal how normal this all feels. Too normal. I spot Fern from Forestry. We exchange a quick “Good morning” as she passes.

When I reach the front of the line, I pay, then head toward the staff elevator, passing the mayor’s office. Should I just go in and tell him everything? No. What if he’s in on it? No no no. Seth said to find Lothbrok. That’s what I’m doing.

I step into the glass employee elevator and stare blankly through the foggy pane at the grey, wet street below. The worst kind of weather—damp, frigid, and in-between. No autumn crispness. No snowflake charm. Just slush and chill. The traffic lights sway in the wind. The elevator dings.

“Good morning, Cal,” Ivan says.

I jump, sloshing warm coffee onto my hand. 

“Oh! Morning, Ivan. I was just about to stop by your office. Is Councillor Lothbrok around?” I try to smile.

“He’s not. Called this morning—family emergency. Cleared his whole day.”

“Oh. Well, uh, would you mind—here.” I hand him one of the coffees, dig into my laptop bag, and pull out a business card.

Ivan frees a hand from the elevator door to take the card, so I grab the coffee back from him. “Can you ask him to text me directly? It’s urgent. And… classified.”

His brow arches.

“I’ll ask Klim to contact Ralph—”

“No!” I interrupt. I wedge my arm between the elevator doors as they start to close, spilling more coffee. “Sorry. I just… I really need him to contact me directly. Not Ralph. Please.”

Ivan studies me for a second. Then nods. “Okay.”

Relief washes over me, and I breathe a sigh of relief.

“Thank you,” I say, pulling my arm back. The elevator closes.

I swipe my badge. The bolt clicks. I pull the door open and step into Councillors’ Queue, nodding at the odd passing Councillor or assistant. Everything is fine, Cal. 

I enter the office. Bambi glances up from her screen—then does a double take.

“You look like hell.”

“Thanks.”

“No offence.”

“None taken. Didn’t get much sleep. My, um… boyfriend never came home.” Not technically a lie.

“I’m sure he just crashed at a buddy’s place or something.”

“Yeah.” I hand her the coffee and sit at my desk, not bothering to take off my coat or laptop bag.

She claps. “Thank you!” She takes a big sip—no comment about the coffee that’s obviously spilled over the lid—and taps out a quick message on her phone before going back for another drink.

I yawn loudly. I keep misspelling my password—it’s like I’ve forgotten how to type. The screen blurs. I chug four huge gulps of coffee before trying again.

“Did you hear the bad news?” Bambi asks. Her voice sounds distant and muffled, like she’s speaking through water.

I turn my office chair toward her and squint. “I’m sorry, I’m really out of it. What did you say?”

“Did you hear that our old CPO died last night? Remember Seth?”

My heart stops. The colour drains from my face. It’s like getting punched in the gut. I already knew, but hearing it out loud feels like it’s happening all over again.

“Seth died?” I croak.

“Yeah. I don’t know if you remember, but he got transferred to the guns and gangs unit. I guess there was a gang fight, and he ended up getting shot in the chest. So sad. He was one of the good ones.”

Tears spill down my face. Bambi’s eyes widen.

“Oh my god. Was Seth your mystery boyfriend?” she asks, stunned.

I try to wipe my tears away, but they come faster than I can stop them. I nod slowly, then break. Sobbing.

“Oh honey!” Bambi rushes from her chair and wraps me in a hug. Her sweet pea perfume envelopes me. Somehow, it comforts me.

“I’m sorry,” I say, pulling back and grabbing a tissue from the box.

“It’s okay! I’m the one who should be sorry. I had no idea, Cal! That was so insensitive.”

DING. Her phone lights up on her desk. She glances at it, then back at me. “I should check that—just one sec.”

I nod, still sniffling. Get it together, Cal. Anyone could walk in and see you like this.

“I’m just going to take a moment,” I murmur, getting up and slipping into Ralph’s office.

Bambi’s still staring at her phone, biting her lip. I close the door behind me and walk to the window. The view from here is stunning—The Ridge buildings, the big park across the way. But I can’t see any of it. Seth is gone. Really gone. I’m never going to see him again. And the cover-up has already begun. Shot in the chest by Brad Chauvin, not some gang member. My grief churns into rage. My blood boils. I can’t let this happen. There has to be justice. A soft knock on the door. Then Bambi slips inside.

“Hey, Cal?” Her voice is gentler now. “I think you should get out of here.”

“It’s okay. I’m fine. Just a little shaken up by the news.” I lie.

“No. I mean it. Ralph is on his way up here—with the Malensky brothers.”

My stomach flips. “What?”

“You need to go. Maybe even leave Capital City.”

“Who are the Malensky brothers?” My brain is still trying to process.

“I don’t have time to explain. Just go. I’ll hold them off as long as I can.”

I stare at her. She meets my eyes, dead serious.

“GO!” she yells.

I flinch at her sudden yell, then wordlessly wrap my arms around her. A silent thank you. And then I’m gone, slipping out of Ralph’s office without looking back.








  
  
  Chapter 2

  
  




Where did I recognize those blonde-haired guys with Ralph from? I know I’ve seen them before. I’m so glad I parked somewhere different. Ralph thought I’d already left; they didn’t see me ducking behind other cars a few lanes away. I turn the volume up on my car.


“Breaking news: A police officer from the Special Ops Guns and Gangs Unit was killed in the line of duty early this morning. Seth Matthew Perry leaves behind a grieving mother and brother. Police are withholding further details, citing the classified nature of his role. Our thoughts are with the family.”




I turn the radio off. The street in front of me blurs momentarily then tears stream down my cheeks, clearing my vision. I wipe them away as rage consumes my body. I grip the steering wheel tightly. I hope nobody recognizes me, the thought creeps in out of nowhere. I wonder if they’re using traffic cameras to track me. How does Ralph know that was me? Why is he after me? Who are the Malensky brothers? I readjust the hood from the coat so that it’s covering even more of my face. Questions continue to swirl through my mind as I drive to Amy’s house. I park my car a few blocks away and walk quickly to her place. A memory flashes into the front of my mind from Ralph’s inauguration event. Those were the blonde guys backstage with Ralph that he wanted the folder with the blueprints for! He was mad at one of the girls for not bringing it… I remember thinking they looked so alike when I saw them backstage! I knock on the door, three loud raps. I turn around and look at the street. Is anyone following me? The door swings open to reveal Amy carrying a smiley Josie.

“That was fast.” She steps back so that I can walk in the door.

“Yeah, I think Ralph somehow found out that I have Avery.” 

“Why do you say that?” 

“I don’t know. Bambi warned me he was coming and to leave.” 

“What? Really?”

“Leave Capital City actually.” I add casually.

“Whoa. Wait, is she in on this?” 

“I have no idea. I don’t know what to think. Where’s Avery?” I ask.

“She’s asleep on the couch.”

My phone starts ringing and vibrating in my coat pocket. I jump then pull it out of my pocket. I hope it’s not Ralph. I exhale, relieved when I see Jo’s name on the caller ID.

“Hello?” I answer. Amy motions me further into the house. I awkwardly take my boots off through small sharp leg shakes. 

“Hey Cal, I um, I have some bad news.” Jo’s voice cracks. I can hear beeping monitors in the background and the distant sound of an intercom announcement.

“I already know.” I respond.

“You know about Seth?” She asks softly.

“Yeah.” This time my voice cracks as I struggle to hold back tears. The grief just comes over me like a tsunami of emotions. Tumbling around in the sorrow, anger and excruciating pain coming from my chest and wrapping up my whole body in it. 

“Oh sweety. I’m so sorry.” Jo comforts.

“Thank you. I’m sorry too.” I manage to squeak out. I take a deep breath and reach for the numb place in my mind. I can’t let my emotions take over like that or I might end up dead. 

“He was brought into emergency early this morning, but…” She trails off.

“What time was he brought in?” I ask. Emotions successfully stuffed down into the deepest darkest corners of my brain.

“It was close to 8:30 AM, he arrived in an ambulance, but he was already gone. Like, long gone. All of us are scratching our heads, trying to figure out why a bus didn’t bring him in sooner.” She wonders out loud.

“It’s a cover-up.” I respond bluntly.

“What? Why do you say that?” 

“I was there.” I’ve walked into the kitchen now. Amy is standing across from the island from me, rocking back and forth with Josie perched upon her hip. 

“You were there when Seth got shot?” Jo exclaims.

“Shhhhhh!” I respond panicked.

“Sorry, you were there when Seth got shot?” She repeats quietly.

“Yeah, I saw who did it too. I’m not going to say anymore though. I want you to have plausible deniability.” Jo is quiet on the other end of the line for what feels like an eternity.

“Cal, are you okay? Are you in trouble?” I don’t know how to respond. “Sandy! Hi! Oh my god. What are you doing here?” Jo’s voice sounds muffled. Like she’s placed her hand on the speaker of the phone.

“I want to see his chart. I need to know what happened to my son.” I hear in the background.

“Is that Seth’s mom?” I exclaim. Amy looks at me puzzled.

“It will just give me peace of mind.” I hear in the background.

“Let me talk to her!” I practically yell into the phone.

“Sandy, I have Cal on the phone here and she wants to talk to you. She has some information about Seth.” Jo explains.

“Hello?” 

“Sandy? I’m so sorry. I’m just, so so sorry for your loss. Seth was one of the best humans I have ever known.” I say with passion, yet somehow I feel detached from the words.

“Thank you, sweetie. He was your loss too.” She responds.

“What I am about to say is going to sound crazy, but I’m going to need you to trust me.” 

“Okay…” She responds cautiously. I take a deep breath.

“Your son was part of an undercover operation that was trying to infiltrate an incredibly dangerous network of corrupt and powerful people. His cover got blown and um, I don’t know how else to say this, but he was killed. He was killed and I know who did it.” I confess.

I can hear monitors beeping and murmured chatting in the background but no response.

“Sandy?” I ask. The background seems quieter now.

“Sorry Cal, Jo pulled up Seth’s chart on the system here. Don’t worry, I won’t tell anyone, hun. Last thing I want is to get you fired.” I hope they are somewhere in the hospital without cameras. Jo would be careful. I’m sure they’re off in a room somewhere. 

“That’s strange…his estimated time of death is listed as five hours ago, but he wasn’t brought to the hospital until two hours ago. What happened during those missing three hours?” Sandy ponders out loud.

“Probably the cover-up. Does it say where they picked him up from?” I ask. There is a moment of quiet as she finds the information. 

“Looks like a bus was called out to the trailer park in Velvet Pastures.” 

“He was killed in Queenridge at the Brimstone condo tower on Lupin around 5:30 AM.” I assert.

“Police aren’t investigating this at all?” She sounds bewildered.

“It was a police officer that shot him.” I explain. There is a moment of silence. Like Sandy is trying to process what I just said.

“Grab a pen,” Sandy says. I motion to Amy, who wordlessly hands me one from the counter near the fridge, along with a notepad.

“Ready.”

“Write down the address. Okay? You ready?” 

“I’m ready.” 

“Meet me at 1300 Beaverside Road in Mont Almont. About an hour and a half from Capital City.”

“Got it.” 

“I’ll pick up some provisions before heading there. See you in about two hours?”

“See you at 1 PM.” I respond before hanging up the phone. I rip the piece of paper off the notepad and place it in my pocket.

“What’s going on?” Amy asks. Josie’s head is now nestled on her neck, and I can hear faint snoring. 

“I’m leaving town. Avery’s coming with me.”

“Where are you going?”

“Mont Almont.”

“In Neuvique?”

“Yup. Crossing into another province and getting away from Capital City feels like the safest move for everyone.” I nod toward Josie, still sleeping soundly on Amy’s chest.

“Okay… then what?” she asks.

“I’m not sure yet. But right now, I need Ralph to think I don’t know that he knows. If he thinks I’m still in the dark, that might buy me some time.”

“Makes sense.”

“Bambi messaged me saying she told Ralph I was overcome with grief after hearing about Seth and left work. Then she deleted the message as soon as she saw I’d read it.”

“She deleted it? Why?” Amy frowns.

“She’s wiping the trail. Covering herself in case Ralph checks her phone. Bambi’s way more cunning than she lets on.”

“Do you trust her?”

“I’m not sure yet,” I admit. “But I believe what she told me. And for now, that’s enough.” I open the email app on my phone. “I’m going to send a quick message, then wake Avery.”


To: Ralph Mastronzo
CC: Maya Mitchell
Subject: Sick Leave

Hey Ralph,

I’m so sorry I didn’t message sooner. I came into the office this morning and heard about Seth Perry. The news hit me really hard—he and I were close—and I was a total mess.

I’m staying with a friend for a bit. I don’t want to be alone right now. I’m going to take a couple days of sick leave. Hope that’s okay.

– Cal




Send. CC’ing Maya, the manager of Councillor’s Queue, adds another layer of legitimacy. Within minutes, Ralph replies.


From: Ralph Mastronzo
CC: Maya Mitchell
Subject: Re: Sick Leave

Take all the time you need! I’m here if you need anything.

Sending my condolences,




R.




* * *




I pull into a long, winding, tree-lined driveway. Out of the corner of my eye, I glance at Avery—she looks a little nervous. She’d mentioned before that The Nest, where the girls were “trained,” was in a rural part of Capital City. I wonder if being out in the middle of nowhere is bringing some of those memories back.

We come to a stop in front of a small wooden cabin overlooking a partially frozen lake. Seth’s mom, Sandy, is unloading groceries from the trunk of her car. She waves, one arm wrapped around a few paper bags.

“Is that Seth’s mom?” Avery asks.

“Yup. She’s really cool. You’re going to love her,” I say, trying to offer some comfort. Avery doesn’t respond. She just opens the passenger door and steps out.

I step out too, and the icy air hits me like a wall. It’s the kind of cold that bites through your coat. The air smells like pine needles, wood smoke, and damp moss—like peace, if peace had a scent.

I grab my laptop bag and the duffle I packed for us—extra clothes, a second pair of boots for Avery. We’re going to be sticking together for a while. I glance up at the cabin—wooden wrap-around deck, red-painted steel roof, and a view of the lake that stretches for miles. Seth told me about this place once. He bought it years ago and slowly fixed it up himself. He said he wanted to take me here for Valentine’s Day. Our first official one. I swallow hard and push the memory down.

Sandy comes out of the cabin with open arms and that same warm, lavender scent. I walk up the steps and wrap her in a hug.

“Welcome, welcome!” she murmurs. “Please, come in. I’ll get the fire going.” She pulls back just enough to glance at Avery. “And who’s this?”

“This is Avery. She’s, um… she’s one of the young women Seth was trying to help. She’s an important witness, and brave—she knows a lot about what’s going on and—”

“She gets the point,” Avery says gently, cutting in.

“Right. Sorry,” I mumble, cheeks flushed.

Sandy nods at her. “It’s good to meet you, Avery.” Her voice calm. “Come in. It’s cold.”

She turns and opens the door, and we follow her into the cabin.

We walk into an open concept living space with high ceilings. A wide window sits beside a set of French doors that open onto the deck. The air smells a little stale, earthy, like pine and woodsmoke. I spot a small dock and firepit about fifty feet down by the lake. Beside the window, there’s a small desk with a bulky three-in-one printer perched on top. A loft with a double bed hangs overhead, and beneath it sits a black sectional with a chaise, facing a TV.

Off to the left is a cozy eat-in kitchen with a round table and a wood-burning fireplace near it. Another window sits above the sink, framing the icy lake. A hallway runs beside the kitchen, leading to what I assume are two bedrooms and a bathroom at the very end. I drop my duffle bag on the couch and make my way over to the desk, setting down my laptop bag.

“Does this place have internet?” I ask.

“Yeah, Seth had one of those USB things. Should be in the drawer over there,” Sandy says, closing the fireplace door with a thud. “You girls hungry?”

Avery’s at the window, staring out at the water. She looks like she’s somewhere else entirely.

“Not even a little bit. But I could really use a coffee,” I reply.

“I’ll get a pot going. Avery, sweetheart? Hungry? I can make soup and grilled cheese—ten minutes, tops.”

“I’m not that hungry. Thank you, Sandy.” She offers a small smile.

Sandy smiles back, a little more softly now. “You should eat something. I’ll just warm up some soup, okay?” Avery nods reluctantly. “I’ll take the room closest to the bathroom—my bladder’s not what it used to be. You two can take your pick between the loft and the kids’…” She pauses, her voice faltering. “The other room has bunk beds. Seth always said he wanted to make it the kids room someday.”

I walk over and hug her, and we hold each other quietly. We’ve only met once before, but grief bonds us instantly. The tears come softly, silently.

She pulls back first, clearing her throat. “Alright, let’s get that coffee going.”

I glance up toward the loft. Avery’s climbed up the wooden ladder and pulled a book from the small shelf. She’s already curled into the bed reading. I turn to the desk and open my laptop. The USB stick is easy to find. I connect it, slide in my SD card, and start uploading the video. It’ll take a few minutes. My eyes drift to the envelope beside my bag—the photo. I turn on the printer, take the photo of Kirra with the Chief of Police, and place it on the scanner. The image appears on my screen.

“Oh my. Who’s that?” Sandy asks, placing a steaming mug of coffee beside me.

“The Chief of Police,” I answer, saving the file.

Sandy doesn’t say anything. Just a quiet “Ah,” before turning back to the kitchen. The upload completes with a soft ping. I exhale in relief, dragging the file into Brigid’s Dropbox folder.

“Thanks for the coffee. You remembered I like milk,” I say, lifting the mug in a toast before taking a long sip.

“What’s that?” Sandy asks, pointing to the video file.

My stomach clenches. My throat dries. “It’s, um… a video.”

“Video of what?”

Before I can answer, my phone vibrates loudly on the desk.

555-7771 Text: It’s Lothbrok. Are you safe? Can I call you?

Thank god.

I save the number and immediately reply:

Text Lothbrok: Yes.

My phone starts ringing immediately. I’m still not entirely sure I can trust Lothbrok—but if Seth did, then maybe I can, too. I made sure my location tracking was turned off the second Avery and I escaped. No GPS either. I used a paper map, old school. Maybe it’s paranoid, but I’ve watched enough episodes of Criminal Minds to know how people get caught.

“Sorry, I’ve got to take this,” I say to Sandy. She nods silently.

The video is only 20% uploaded to Dropbox as I head outside through the French doors. The air hits me hard—sharp, frigid—and perks me up instantly. Birds chirp faintly above the sound of my heart pounding in my chest.

I answer. “Hello?”

The line crackles.

“Cal! You’re okay?” Lothbrok’s voice cuts through.

“Yes. I’m okay. Reception’s not great out here.”

“Have you left Capital City?”

“Yes.”

“I need you to listen carefully, okay?”

“Okay…”

“You need to hide out for a bit. I’ll let you know when it’s safe to come back.”

“What?”

“Turn off this phone. Buy a burner with cash. Call me on this number once you have it. This is my burner.”

“Got it, but—”

“I can’t talk long. Keep Avery safe. We’ll need her soon. She’s the key to finding The Nest.”

Then the line goes dead.

I didn’t even get a chance to tell him about the video.

I walk back into the cabin just as Seth’s voice booms from my laptop speakers.

“You mean I can’t be corrupted!”

Two gunshots crack through the room like lightning.

Avery scrambles down the ladder from the loft, eyes wide. Sandy is frozen in the desk chair, hand over her mouth, her face pale. I rush over and slam the spacebar to pause the video. The screen shows Brad standing over Seth’s limp, bound body. A notification flashes—Brigid’s Dropbox upload is complete.

“I’m so sorry, Sandy,” I stammer. “I didn’t know how to tell you. I’m so, so sorry.”

Her eyes close. Tears slide silently down her cheeks.

Avery steps closer, speechless, her gaze fixed on the screen.

I crouch beside Sandy and wrap my arms around her. She keeps one hand pressed to her chest, like she’s physically holding her heart together.

“Now you know why we’re hiding,” I say softly.

Her eyes flutter open. Determination floods her features like a storm rolling in.

“We need to separate you two,” she says slowly. “You’re both key witnesses.”

She pauses, thinking—then lights up with an idea.

“You should go stay with Ben in Empire City.”

“Ben?” I pause. “Wait… Seth’s brother?”

She nods. “His place is small, but he’ll put you up for as long as you need.”

“What about Avery?”

“She’ll stay here with me. Nobody knows about this place but me and Ben.”

“None of Seth’s colleagues?”

“They might know he had a cabin, but not where it is. He never brought anyone here. It needed too much work.”

I frown. “Why wouldn’t he ask them to help?”

“You know Seth. Never wanted to burden anyone. He was always so damn independent.”

I smile faintly, despite the lump in my throat. “Yeah. You’re right.”

“Okay then,” I exhale. “I’ll head to Empire City. You two stay here. Avoid town unless it’s absolutely necessary—and keep Avery out of sight.”

Sandy moves to the kitchen and grabs her phone from her purse. “I’ll call Ben, let him know you’re coming.”

She looks at me, then Avery, her jaw set.

“We can’t let those bastards get away with this.”








  
  
  Chapter 3

  
  




I take another sip of energy drink before pulling into the commuter train station outside of Empire City. It’s almost midnight, and I haven’t slept in over twenty-four hours.

“I just pulled into the train station. Do you have any more questions for me?” I ask Brigid.

“No, I think we’ve just about covered it. I’ll stop recording now,” Brigid says over the speakerphone of my newly purchased cheap cell. I picked it up just over the border. Thankfully, Sandy had about five hundred New Confederation dollars on hand from her last trip to Empire City. I promised her that I’d pay her back, but she insisted I keep it.

“How long until you upload the finished video?” I take another sip.

“I’ll need a few hours to edit it all together. I should have it up by tonight—or I guess, early morning your time. I’m going to put a filter on your voice to protect your identity,” Brigid responds.

“Not that it matters. Ralph will know it’s me,” I conclude.

“That’s true, but the last thing you need right now is to be trolled by members of the public. Trust me. You don’t want to be on the other end of that.”

“Yeah, I didn’t think of that. Well, thanks, Brig. For everything. I better get going or I’ll miss the last train into Cobblestone District.”

“Alright, love. Text me when you’re safe at Ben’s place.”

“I will, for sure. And can you check in with the others for me, please? I haven’t had a chance to give them my new number.”

“Of course.”

“Oh my god—and my parents! Let them know I’m safe too, please! My mom is going to kill me when she finds out I’m here. We always wanted to come to Empire City together.” The regret pangs at my heartstrings. I wish she was here right now. I could really use a hug from my mom.

“I’m sure she’ll understand,” Brigid assures. The gravity of my situation hits me like a brick to the face.

“Yeah,” I say. I wonder what she’s doing right now. She’s probably sleeping. I should let Birdie know what’s going on too. I could use her insight. She’s always been the brave one—not me.

Oh fuck! Jen’s bridal shower is this weekend! I hope I can make it. I really want to be there for her and Manny. My brother only gets married once. Or at least, that’s the hope.

“I’m thinking about getting a place in Capital City.” Brigid’s voice interrupts my ramblings.

“Oh?”

“Yeah, it just makes sense to come home. I love my life here in Outlandia, but I miss you ladies.”

“We miss you too,” I respond softly. “What will you do with your place in Outlandia?”

“I’ll keep it.”

“Oh?”

“I haven’t decided
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