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            THE 6IX (AKA HOLLYWOOD NORTH)

          

        

      

    

    
      TORONTO

      Ontario, Canada

      

      A City of Vibrancy and Mystery

      

      Toronto, Canada's largest city—also known as the 6ix, a nod to its 416 area code—is a thriving metropolis celebrated for its vibrant spirit, iconic skyline, and eclectic neighbourhoods. From the glitz of Yonge Street to the cultural liveliness of Kensington Market, the city sets the stage for excitement and intrigue. While renowned for world-class landmarks like the CN Tower, Toronto also has a shadowy side, where its urban pulse fuels a web of deception, justice, and survival.

      

      A.L. Wahdel writes with energy about the city that shaped his identity. Choosing his birthplace as the canvas for his crime series was an intentional act—to honour its essence, celebrate its dynamism, and share the stories that only a true Torontonian writer could tell.

      

      Discover Toronto, where every street tells a story, and every corner holds a secret.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Late October.

      A Wednesday Night.

      10:30 pm

      

      Detective Sergeant Water Kascade slid a ripped piece of paper across a defaced steel table. He’d lifted it from a printer tray, before stepping into the interview room, which was thick with the stench of alcohol, sweat and metal. Previous occupants had stained the beige walls with scribbles, scratches, and dents.

      Kascade followed the blank paper with a black crayon.

      “Give me a phone number.” Kascade propped his back on the wall next to the door and gave his tired eyes a rub.

      Wedged into a seat on the opposite side of the table was a young man in his twenties, wearing faded tight blue jeans with the knees ripped out and a white shirt that looked painted on. When arrested earlier, he’d told the drug squad team his name was Garvin.

      Without moving his head, the young man glanced down at the items. “Is this a joke?”

      “Write,” Kascade pressed him, surveying the floor.

      “Nope.”

      Kascade let out a sigh and clasped his hands in front of his waist.

      “Your name is not Garvin Abrams. It’s Anthony Growfit. You were born in Toronto at St. Mike’s Hospital. The drug squad officers don’t know that, but I do. If you want it to remain that way, levitate that crayon and write.”

      “So what? I lied.”

      “Indeed.”

      “Yo, just get my lawyer, so I can⁠—”

      “How’s Tina?” Kascade cut him off and offered a slender smile.

      The young man’s back straightened. “What the hell? How do you know Tina?”

      “I’m resourceful.”

      “I don’t care what you are. You can’t just threaten me with this tough cop bullshit!”

      “Think of it as a demonstration—that I know ninety-nine per cent more information than you do. I’m also a perfectionist and you’re at a disadvantage. However, you’re holding onto something that I want to know.” Kascade took a step closer. “Write a number and remove my desire to pay Tina a visit and make her my own.”

      Gavin’s head dropped into his hands. “I don’t have a number.”

      Kascade turned and went to open the door. “Unfortunate.”

      “I got a name.”

      “Everyone has a name.”

      “But not this one. I’m talking about a heavy hitter.”

      “Nice try, kid. Tina will love her new home.”

      “Wait. He’s one of you.”

      Kascade paused and peered over his shoulder. He returned to his spot against the wall. “Write.”

      The young man jotted on the paper and pushed it back across the table, along with the crayon.

      Kascade grabbed the items and stared at the paper. “Who is this?”

      “One of you who's like one of me.” His eyes locked onto Kascade’s. “I’m serious. I was with my crew one night, buying catalytic converters off some dude that my boy knew from the bin. While we were getting the deal done at a warehouse, I saw this guy staring at us from an upstairs office. Every time I asked a question, they would look back at him before my guys answered. Acting all nervous and shit.”

      “How do you know he’s a cop?”

      “I’ve been hearing these rumours that a cop runs the streets. Getting charges dropped. Moving product around the city like they were Amazon. And that dude at the warehouse gave me the same feeling I have right now, sitting in front of you.”

      “A feeling?”

      “Yeah. Like no matter what I do, you’ll screw me over.”

      “Describe him.”

      The kid thought for a moment. “Tall, like you. I could barely see because the office light was out and he was standing in the dark.”

      “Did you ever see him again?”

      “Yeah.” The young man’s chest pushed out as he squeezed his hands together.

      “Hey, I don’t have all night.”

      “I don’t want this getting back to me. These guys don’t mess around and if they find out, they’ll put a bullet in my head.”

      “Nothing leaves this room. Continue.”

      “The following week, we did another buy and that time, the light was on in the office. He had his back to us and all I could see was grey hair. Slicked back. That’s all I got.”

      “What happened next?”

      “After we got our product, we stashed the goods and headed out to a club. When the drinks started flowing, I asked the guys about him. At first, they looked agitated that I asked. Then, after another shot, my boy leaned over and said, ‘His badge makes us invincible.’”

      Kascade considered for a moment. “Have you told anyone else this information?”

      “Hell no. Just you, and I’m already regretting it.”

      “Keep it that way. I’ll be in touch. And, as for Tina, I’ll put in a call to Animal Services to get her back to you.”

      The young man nodded, leaned over the table, and buried his head in his arms.

      Kascade opened the door. “Thank you, Mr. Abrams. I’ll let my colleagues know you couldn’t provide me with anything.”

      He left the interview room and returned to the office where the drug squad was conducting a debrief. He signalled to the team’s direct supervisor, Detective Ryan Ramtack, to join him in the hall.

      “Anything?” Ramtack asked.

      “Negative. He’s low hanging-fruit. At best, he could get you a crusty Ziploc bag full of mollies.”

      “Boring.”

      “Exactly. Who else did you sweep up?”

      “The rest of his crew. We had them on surveillance for a while. They supplied parties at Airbnb rentals.”

      “What about catalytic converters?”

      “They dabbled in that, too.”

      “I guess things are slow these days?”

      “Somewhat. This pinch was to make sure we hit our quota for the month. I hate putting pressure on the team, but that’s what upper management wants. Numbers, numbers, numbers.”

      Kascade headed out of his office and made his way to the rear parking lot. Ramtack followed him.

      “Thanks for jumping in,” Ramtack said. “I didn’t mean to interrupt your visit with the superintendent. Are you thinking of transferring over to North-East to take your last lap answering 911 calls?”

      “Not a chance,” Kascade offered with a smile. “I’ll be spending my last year at Morality Vice. Keeping far away from working midnight shifts and tussling with drunk drivers.”

      “Great idea. Anyhow, thanks again.”

      “No worries. If you need anything else, shoot me a text message.”

      Kascade nodded, and the two men shook hands.

      “Wait,” Ramtack said. “Before you go, tell me how you knew about his poodle, Tina.”

      “When I ran his name through Universal Search, a report came back about an arrest out in Mississauga, where he lives. Peel Regional Police blew down his door. At the bottom of the report, it said that Animal Services apprehended a poodle. He never got it back.”

      “Wow. This is what I keep telling these young bucks. The deeper you dig, the more powerful the information you find. The service won’t be the same without you, Cade.”

      “It won’t be. Actually, it will be better off. Have a good night.”

      Kascade did his best to ignore the young man’s suggestion of a rogue cop running a criminal enterprise in and around the city of Toronto. From the beginning of his career over twenty-five years ago, stories like these had bounced around the service, each one picking up more outlandish details with every iteration. And inevitably, all of those officers who were accused of being masterminds had either turned out be lone-wolves or had been bribed. The lore had always intrigued Kascade, though; he’d seen for himself many instances where cops had taken advantage of their power. And of course, the news would occasionally pick up on stories of police corruption, but nothing ever gained traction. Kascade had burned every name into his mind, though, and every time he got wind of a bad-acting cop, he added them to the list.

      As he pulled out into the laneway from the station parking lot, a phone call came through the car’s Bluetooth.

      “Cade speaking.”

      “Where are you?” said a man’s voice.

      “Who is this?” Kascade replied, staring at the console to see if he recognized the phone number.

      “Its Aries. I need your help,” he yelled. “Are you on the clock? I’ll come to you.”

      “Easy, kid,” Kascade said, slowing down to turn into a side street. “What happened?”

      “I messed up. They’re gonna lose their shit and kill me.”

      “Are you working?”

      “No, but I took a job.”

      “What job?”

      “I don’t wanna talk over the phone. Can we meet now?”

      “Sure kid. What’s your location?”

      “Scarborough. Near the zoo.”

      “I’m en route from North-East station. Meet me at the Finch Trail, just west of the zoo. Ten minutes.”

      “Roger that.”

      Kascade swung his car around and headed in the opposite direction from his intended destination. Lately, arriving home at reasonable hours had become a sporadic occurrence. But if another officer was reaching out for help, Kascade could afford to slide in late to work the next day.

      Aries Xavier, a second-generation police officer, had just started as a primary response officer, and Kascade knew his mother. He prepared himself for the revelation of a self-induced predicament that only a police officer could land himself in.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The Finch Trail parking lot was deserted aside from a few swaying vehicles with foggy windows and the muted thump of music. He reversed into a vacant spot, keeping a clear view of the entrance. Within seconds, a set of headlights appeared and a car turned in toward the lot and then stopped halfway through. A text message vibrated Kascade’s phone. It was Aries. Kascade flashed his lights twice, and Aries pulled into an empty spot next to his car. Aries was out the door before Kascade could turn off his engine. A crescent moon provided meagre lighting, but there was just enough that Kascade could see the man pacing back and forth, fingers clenched behind his thin neck. He was still in uniform, but cloaked in a black raincoat that revealed only the red stripes down the sides of his black pants. Kascade fell into step beside him.

      “Cade, how are you?” Aries said, barely above a whisper.

      “Doing much better than you. Talk to me,” Kascade responded. He motioned to Aries to follow him and returned to his car, taking a seat against its hood.

      “Everything is fucked. I screwed up. Big time.” Aries’ lower lip was quivering.

      “Slow down and focus. What did you screw up?”

      Aries launched an exhale that could have kicked up dirt from the ground. His shoulders slumped. “A couple of weeks ago, I was laughing it up with a few friends from another platoon. We got to talking about making money with extra shifts. Some of them already know that I’m living paycheque to paycheque since Elise and I got divorced. Then Montinez pulls me aside and tells me to text Tilly from Major Crimes, says that she could help me out.”

      “Tilda Harker?” Kascade asked.

      “Yeah. You know her?”

      “I know of her. She did a six-month training spot at the fraud squad out of headquarters.”

      “Right,” Aries replied, nodding. “So I reach out. A day later, I get this text to meet up with her. We get to the bar and she tells me about the courier service and that it’s back up and running. At first, I was hesitant. I mean, I had heard the stories from Mom, but she never really elaborated. You know her, always keeping shit to herself. Dangling information so she can show that she knows more than anyone in the room. Anyway, Tilly says I could make fifteen thousand for an hour’s work. All I have to do is follow a trailer from one location to another. And it’s within my district. Easy money.”

      “And obviously you took it.”

      “Fifteen thousand, Cade!” Aries slapped his hands together. “You know how many paid duties and how much overtime I would have to work to get that kind of coin?”

      “I get it.”

      “I thought maybe I could do a few of those jobs to get my ass out of debt and keep up with child support payments. But what I saw and heard tonight…” He shook his head. “This shit ain’t cool.”

      “Walk me through what you did. From pickup to drop-off.”

      Kascade knew about the courier service and its operations over the years. It had begun in the late nineties, during an era of policing when the only things people had shoved in their pockets were a wallet, a pack of cigarettes, keys and lint. Nobody back then had had a minicomputer capable of recording and photographing every minuscule moment in life. Frustrated, underpaid  police officers had begun offering private security services to anyone who could pay. They used undercover police cars and chauffeured clientele around the city. Over time, it had grown into a lucrative enterprise that had then manifested into shady partnerships. Though the rumours were muddled and often farcical, many officers alleged the outfit had grown through the ranks, straight to a deputy chief.

      Aries ran a hand over his face. “Tilly gave me a burner phone. She said that they already knew about my shift and when I was working. I’m a traffic car now, so I do my thing. As long as I hit my quota in tickets for each cycle, the sergeants leave me alone. So, around seven o’clock tonight, I get the text to position myself at the exit ramp near Steeles Avenue and the Don Valley Parkway. They said wait for a red trailer with white trim on the top. So, I did. When it arrived, I got behind it and followed it to the destination. The next text message said to wait until the trailer offloaded and leave once I got another text message confirmation.”

      “Where was the drop?”

      “Near to here. A property off Staines Road.”

      “What else?”

      “After I saw the truck leave, I drove in closer to the lot, turned around and…” Aries stood still and took a deep breath. “While I waited, I rolled down the windows for some fresh air, and then I heard the voices.”

      “What voices?”

      Aries eyes swelled. “Coming from inside the trailer.”

      Kascade raised an eyebrow. “And?”

      “I got out of the car, thinking that it was coming from the woods or something. People out for a walk or whatever. But as I walked around, I heard it again and again and again. All from inside the trailer. They had people in there, screaming for help.”

      Kascade lifted himself off the hood and walked closer to Aries. “Did you go in?”

      “No. Hell, no. Once I got the confirmation text, I bolted. I called you once I was on my way back to the station.”

      “Did you tell anyone else that you took the job?”

      “No way. Tilly and you. That’s it.” Aries wiped away tears. “Cade, we can’t leave them in there. I heard at least six different screams. All females.”

      Kascade shook his head, frowning. “Do you have any idea what you’ve gotten yourself into? You shouldn’t have taken this job.”

      “We have to go back.”

      “And do what?”

      “I don’t know. That’s why I called you.”

      “Listen to me. If you interfere with these people, your career is over and then you can kiss your pension goodbye. Your kids will visit their father in West Detention—or worse.”

      “Then what do I do?” Aries said miserably.

      “Go home. Crush the burner phone and don’t take any more jobs. Understood?”

      “What about the money?”

      “That’s on your conscience. And if you take it, you’re connected forever,” Kascade said. He opened the driver’s side door of his car and got in. “Text me when you get home and do not mention a word of this to anyone. Not even your psychologist. Clear?”

      “Roger that.” Aries straightened his back and nodded.

      “Get in your car and I’ll shadow you back to the station.”

      “Thanks Cade,” Aries said.

      “Don’t thank me for anything. I haven’t the faintest clue about how I can help you with any of this. For now, just do as I tell you.”

      Aries nodded and shuffled back to his car.

      Kascade waited till he’d pulled back out onto the road, then followed him back to the North-East District station, deep in thought. Over the years, Kascade had developed a knack for helping fellow officers in tricky situations, earning himself a reputation as a cop that others could respect and trust. Instead of a psychologist, his colleagues called him a copologist, the kind of guy they could come to with their troubles with their work as well as their everyday lives. For a while, Kascade had thought about joining the union. But after a few disagreements with the current group, he’d nixed the idea.

      His mind circled back to what Aries had told him, and he felt a sting of guilt jabbing into his conscience. Returning to the trailer and saving whoever was inside would make for some striking headlines. It would also result in a heavy cost that Kascade wasn’t prepared to accept, opening him back up to a complicated world that he was trying to leave behind.

      After the station’s gate closed behind Aries’ car, Kascade continued on down the road. He cut through the empty streets and onto the highway. He dropped the back windows to let in a stream of fresh air.

      He thought about Aries’ news again.

      The courier service was back, and every instinct suggested he keep a distance and let the kid figure it out.

      His thoughts then turned towards the prisoner debrief he’d conducted earlier in the evening. He’d looked at the name written on the paper, puzzled. At first, the man’s name had made little sense, and he had wanted to press harder. But then he’d recalled the many conversations he’d overheard about a single cop who controlled all the corrupt cops in the service, often referred to as the head of the beast or the tip of the spear. And suddenly, the name written on the paper had made sense to Kascade.

      Strident.

      But after twenty-five years as a police officer, why was Kascade only hearing this name now?
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      A Thursday Morning

      8:10 a.m.

      
      The alarm shrieked from Kascade’s phone. He flailed around on the side table in search of the snooze button. Sleep was a rare thing in his world, but somehow, he’d salvaged five hours. He had a few minutes to eat, shower and scramble into work with the help of a large black coffee. Packing his satchel, he turned on the TV to City Central News and looked at the ticker. He holstered his gun in an old-fashioned side holder next to his ribcage and threw on a worn, dark grey peacoat. With nothing on the screen impressing him, he lifted the controller to shut it off—and a breaking news bulletin froze his hand. The newscaster turned over the broadcast to another reporter who was live at a crime scene.

      The trailer.

      Discovered on an abandoned property near the Toronto Zoo.

      Kascade stepped closer to the TV and raised the volume.

      “Thank you, Leona. Yes, I’m standing at the south entrance to an expansive property located just north of the zoo, deep inside the Rouge National Park. As you can see over my shoulder, police have taped off the area as they search for any other victims. I spoke with a senior officer who advised us they’ve located several women, dead, inside the container. Because of the early stages of the investigation, they haven’t been able to determine identities or cause of death. Some suggest that it may relate to the ongoing issues of human trafficking within Toronto.”

      Kascade’s neck muscles tightened. His cell phone buzzed in his pocket. Putting the broadcast on mute, he pulled it out. Aries’ name was splashed across the screen.

      “Cade, what the fuck?” Aries cried, sobbing. “They died! All of them. What am I going to do?”

      “Breathe, kid. Just breathe. Did you dump the burner phone like I instructed?”

      A pause.

      “Kid. Did you?”

      “No,” Aries blurted.

      “I didn’t think so. Has anyone called or sent a text?”

      “Negative.”

      “Hold tight for now. When’s your next shift?”

      “I’m on days off till Monday.”

      “Perfect. Stay home and wait to see if someone contacts you. Your job was to escort the truck to its location. From that point on, your involvement ceased. Whomever they had up next is who they will deal with first. Understood?”

      “Yes. But those women… I should have done something.”

      “Aries, their deaths are not on you. You took the job without any knowledge of what was in that container. By chance, you heard something. Remember, it wasn’t you who put them inside.”

      “I know. But what if they try to pin this shit on me?”

      “Slap that thought out of your head.”

      “Fine,” Aries said through his sobs. “Just help me, please.”

      “I’ll look into it and get back to you as soon as I can.”

      Kascade hung up, plucked a pill case from the counter and rushed out the door. He was running late now. He needed to grab another coffee if he was going to make it through the morning.

      The drive from his condo in the Bayview Village to the Morality Vice Unit on Yonge Street took under twenty minutes, much faster than his usual jaunt into the office, negotiating morning rush hour and the usual construction logjams.

      After acquiring his beverage from Tim Hortons, he sauntered into the MVU building. His coast toward retirement had landed him a cushy Monday-to-Friday shift that didn’t include working midnights. It had also been helped along by a doctor’s recommendation in an attempt to ease his persistent insomnia. Before the switch, he had been in charge of his own MVU strike team. Now, he avoided foot pursuits, working informants, solving cases and attending agonizing court appearances. His new role as the office elder had infused him with an unfamiliar calm.

      Except for Lucy Artisan, the MVU’s civilian communications supervisor, the office floor was empty. She wore many hats, including one that kept Kascade on his toes. The boss, Inspector Nia Whitaker, sat alone in her office, surrounded by four screens.

      Kascade tried to avoid the usual exchange of banter with Lucy and reach his desk in peace, but before he could sit down, he heard Lucy clearing her throat. She appeared at his cubicle before his butt hit the chair seat.

      “Excuse me,” Lucy said, squinting over her thick green-framed glasses. “Good morning.”

      “I just needed to get settled before I came over to say hi.”

      “Lies.”

      “That accusation was fast.”

      “Yes, indeed.” Lucy’s eyes drifted to the coffee still gripped in Kascade’s hand. “When the inspector sees you showed up empty-handed, she’ll make a scene.”

      “Of course. My apologies.”

      “Right,” Lucy chirped. “So what’s got you all flustered?”

      “Nothing.”

      “More lies.”

      “You’re all over me today.” He followed her gaze. “It’s just a coffee.”

      “I can read every inch of your steely face.”

      “If you must pry, I got caught up at North-East District. Ramtack’s drug team was there dealing with a warrant, and he asked if I could help debrief some guy they picked up.”

      “Anything exciting?”

      “Status quo.”

      “I bet.” Lucy turned her attention to the large-screen TVs situated across the long wall of the office. “A shame what happened with those girls in the trailer. They found their bodies hidden behind fake skids full of empty boxes. Two of the teams are coming in for a double tonight to work their contacts. Maybe you could help?”

      “Stop with your ploys to get me back in,” Kascade snapped. “The teams are capable and they don’t need me. I’ll take care of the video canvassing after they get the essential work done.”

      “Fine,” Lucy said with a terse smile. “Check your email. I forwarded you a few follow-ups, and, when you come back, two milks and one sugar, please. You already know what the inspector likes.”

      Kascade fixed his attention on the screens. “I’m glad I don’t have to deal with this stuff anymore.”

      “True. Count your blessings, Mr. Sunshine.”

      “I can’t count that low.”

      “Ah. There’s that sense of humour. I’ll leave you alone for now, and if the inspector asks about the coffee, I’ll create an excuse, as usual.”

      Kascade’s chest tightened as he recounted Aries’ pleas to go back and open the trailer. They would’ve been heroes in the media, and would both have received positive commendations in their personal files. But whistle blowing on the courier service, Kascade knew, would have landed Aries in a dark place—or dead in a ditch.

      Leaning back in his chair, Kascade exhaled with his eyes closed. He pulled out his challenge coin and flipped it between his fingers like a poker chip. Although his resting face was stoic, his thoughts spun like a cyclone. After a time, the gracefulness of the stiff piece of iron brushing his knuckles brought his pulse to a manageable rhythm. With a sudden flick, he bounced the coin into the air, catching it perfectly on the back of his hand. He examined it thoughtfully. There were nicks and scrapes on the edges of the coin from years of going in and out of his pocket.

      He thought back to how he’d gotten the coin, a gift that he’d carry with him constantly since he was in university.

      At the beginning of his first year, he had met another freshman at an orientation event. Running late, he had turned a corner and collided with a young lady, bumping her shoulder and sending her bubble tea to the ground. His profuse apologies and willingness to buy her bubble tea for the whole semester made it impossible for her to remain angry. She had giggled at the way he introduced himself with his full name: “Hi, Water Kascade. I mean, I’m Water Kascade.” He’d also laughed at his jumbled delivery. They both confessed their nervousness, as they didn’t know anyone in their program. Within weeks, they were studying together and had started dating.

      Always looking to try something new, Brenda had attended a first responders recruitment seminar. The Toronto Police recruiters had given out challenge coins to each of the attendees. These were medallion-like tokens that symbolized belonging and camaraderie. She’d snagged one for her new boyfriend. When she’d given it to him, she’d said, “One day we will be partners and catch bad guys.”

      An email notification from Lucy jolted him in his seat.

      He opened it and glossed over the follow-ups she’d listed. Mundane tasks he could accomplish in under an hour. He grabbed his satchel and bolted to the elevator, before he had to encounter the inspector and another coffee-related scolding.

      And, more importantly, he had a meeting that he couldn’t be late for.

      Kascade lay with one arm wrapped around Brenda’s shoulders; her
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