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      Norman Green was late, although Robin had been told to expect that. She had also been told to ignore everything that had been written about Norman. Most of the stories contradicted each other anyway.

      She looked toward the doorway of the small restaurant. Norman Green walked through it. He was tall but not giant and was in great shape. His jacket was covered in snow. He shook it off and handed it to the hostess, who nodded toward Robin’s table.

      Robin straightened and adjusted her shirt. She wanted to look as professional as possible without looking like she was a journalist. That was tough, mostly because she was a journalist. However, that wasn’t why she was here.

      Norman Green walked up to the table.

      “Are you Robin Sweetwater?” he said.

      “Yes,” she said, standing. “I’ve heard so much about you.”

      Norman shook her hand and smiled. “It’s mostly bullshit.”

      “Yeah,” said Robin nervously.

      “Let’s talk. This place has the best waffles in the city.” Norman sat, and Robin followed suit a moment later.

      “Was that why you wanted to meet here?” she said.

      “Somewhat,” said Norman. “I live a block away. I come here for breakfast every day.”

      “Makes sense,” said Robin. She felt intimidated by the man standing in front of her. She could see where the rumors and speculation had come from. His rippling muscles didn’t seem like they could be achieved naturally.

      Or maybe she was seeing the same thing the papers had seen. Maybe Norman was just a hardworking athlete who had clawed his way through the minors to the National Hockey League and had then had his career destroyed by a smear campaign.

      A waitress came, and they ordered drinks, orange juice for Robin and a black coffee for Norman.

      “So,” said Norman once the waitress had retreated, “how did you find out about my detective agency?”

      Robin didn’t want to reveal that she was a journalist, not with the way Norman had lashed out at the media and blamed them for ruining his career, but at the same time she needed his help.

      “I was a fan of yours,” she said. “I looked you up and found out you had started a detective agency. You used the money from the legal settlement with the league and the Toronto Post. It seemed a little odd.”

      Norman nodded. “It’s a second career for me after my first one failed.”

      “Why?” said Robin. “You were an athlete. Becoming a detective seems pretty out of left field.”

      Once they had ordered their food and the waitress was gone, Norman turned back to Robin with a smile. “What did you ask?” he said, sipping his coffee.

      “We were talking about how you left hockey for a life as a private detective.”

      “You know,” said Norman, leaning back in his chair, “it’s strange. When I first started the agency, I had endless business coming through the door. It was trial by fire. I had a crash course in investigation from a cop friend of mine and was basically hoping that it wouldn’t be too hard. It was harder than I ever could have guessed, and I had a lot of failures in those early days. Some people were angry at my ineptitude, but most of them just wanted to say they’d had Norman Green as a private investigator. Most of them expected me to quit as soon as my money ran out.”

      “Yet you’re still going a few years later,” said Robin, taking a sip of her orange juice. She was feeling the urge to pull out her notepad and write down what he was saying.

      Norman grinned. “I’m still here. The irony is that the people expecting me to fail gave me the experience I needed to get started. As time went on, people started to forget about me as a hockey player and instead started hiring me based on the reputation I’d built. Now, almost no one knows me as a hockey player. They’ve moved on. I had everything, and I was forced to say goodbye to that life. I suppose this is the other side.”

      Robin nodded. “The world moves on.”

      Norman smiled with one corner of his mouth. “If you give it enough time.”

      They sat in silence for a few seconds.

      “So,” said Norman, “what do you need me to do? You didn’t give me much information in your message. You understand my rates?”

      “Yes,” said Robin, leaning in, “although I have an alternative proposal.”

      Norman leaned back. “Let’s hear it.”

      “Okay,” said Robin. She swallowed and took a deep breath. “A few months ago — sorry.”

      “Take your time,” said Norman, giving her a reassuring smile. “I’m here to listen, not to judge.”

      “Okay,” said Robin. “Three months ago, in December, my younger brother died.”

      “I’m sorry,” said Norman.

      “Thanks,” said Robin, looking up at him and then back down at the table. “They said it was suicide. He overdosed on painkillers he was taking for his leg.”

      Norman raised an eyebrow. “What’s the mystery?”

      “It doesn’t make any sense,” said Robin, thinking of the best way to tell the story. “Joel was happy. He was a little sad because he wasn’t able to play hockey. I’m sure you can understand that. Knee injury. He would have been fine in two weeks. There was no reason to kill himself.”

      “The police did an investigation?”

      “Yes.”

      “And determined it was self-inflicted?”

      “Yes.”

      Norman paused for a moment. He looked intrigued, and Robin let herself hope that someone was finally going to take her seriously.

      “Who found him?” said Norman.

      Robin frowned. “What?”

      “Who found the body?”

      Robin swallowed and looked down at her empty glass. “I did.”

      Norman nodded. “I thought so.”

      “Are you going to tell me the same thing as everyone else?”

      “Depends what everyone’s been telling you.”

      “They’ve been telling me it’s because I found him. Apparently, when you’re the first one to find the body, you develop your own memories about the incident, and it’s incredibly difficult for your subconscious to look back at that traumatic moment and overwrite it with the professional opinion. I would swear under oath that I heard footsteps coming from his room after his time of death, but they say I’m making things up to deal with a tragedy. “

      “Sounds like bullshit to me,” said Norman. “You know what you heard, and you know your brother.”

      Robin let out a deep breath. “Thank you for believing me.”

      “What do you think happened?”

      Robin shrugged. “I don’t know. I’ve been to the police a dozen times and a hired bunch of big-shot private detectives. I think a lot of them are like lawyers. They only take cases that are slam dunks so they can brag they have a ninety-five percent success rate or whatever. My editor didn’t even read my story.”

      Norman raised an eyebrow. “You’re a journalist?”

      Robin felt her lungs clench up.

      “Yes,” she said softly. “I work for the Post.”

      “I don’t work with journalists,” said Norman. “Especially not journalists for the Toronto Post.”

      Robin leaned over and grabbed his arm. “You need to understand what I’m going through. I don’t have any other options. You’re my last chance, Norman Green.”

      A few heads perked up around the restaurant, as though they recognized the name but couldn’t place it.

      Norman shrugged off her hand and stood. “I don’t work with journalists. If you’re telling the truth, then I’m sorry. Don’t contact me again.”

      Norman walked out of the restaurant, grabbing his jacket from the hostess and walking into the worsening winter storm. The calendar had recently turned over to March, but winter was still fighting for its grasp on the city. The snow had been relentless the last several days. Snowplows were moving through the streets at all hours.

      The waitress came over to the table. “You want anything else?”

      “Just the bill,” said Robin, putting her head in her hands.
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      Norman climbed out of the cab. His boots sank into the inch of snow that had accumulated in the last hour. It was just barely below freezing, but the snow was coming down in blankets. He walked across the sidewalk as the wind accelerated, pulling his jacket over his face.

      Inside his building, he rode the elevator up to the tenth floor and walked into his condo. It had high ceilings, marble countertops, and an eighty-inch television screen. He had bought it right after he signed his first multi-million-dollar contract, and now it was the most valuable asset he had. He didn’t want to sell it. It was a reminder of his peak.

      The moment he opened the door, the entire condo was consumed with the barking and howling of nine dogs running to greet him. He locked the door just as the tidal wave of dogs hit him, knocking him to the ground as they all tried to lick him at the same time. More than a dozen times Norman was hit in the face by one of the wagging tails. He laughed and petted them all in turn.

      After a few minutes of being covered in dogs, he stood and walked into the living room. All nine dogs followed him. They were a variety of breeds and colors. Few, if any of them had a definite breed.

      After he had been forcefully retired, he had been without a purpose. He’d had no idea who he was anymore. He’d gone to the local shelter on a whim one day and found a dog to take home. That dog, a Rottweiler named Teddy, had been abused by his previous owner and had cowered away from him in the cage. He’d walked in and sat with that dog, initially just to comfort it for a moment, but then hadn’t been able to leave the cage until that dog came with him. It had taken almost an hour, but he had coaxed the dog out of the cage and taken him home.

      He had nourished Teddy and nursed him back to health.

      Adopting dogs became an addiction. Every time he went to the humane society, he claimed he was just going to look, but then he came home with one or two more dogs. He hadn’t been back since he got the ninth dog, because he had run out of room in his condo.

      “Welcome home!” Julia shouted from the kitchen.

      He shouted back, “How were the puppies today?”

      Julia stepped out of the living room and leaned against the doorframe, her hands in her pockets. She was a petite blonde who always wore too much denim. “They were awesome, as always,” she said with a smile.

      Norman walked over to her, pulled her into a hug, and kissed her passionately. “I missed you.”

      Julia laughed. “You’ve been gone like an hour.”

      “Does that matter?”

      She grinned and kissed him on the nose. “How was your appointment?”

      “She was a journalist.”

      “Sorry. She didn’t tell me that when I answered her call. I thought you would have liked to take a murder case.”

      Julia walked into the living room and fell onto the couch, and a few of the dogs trotted over to her. A few jumped onto the couch and curled up around her.

      Norman leaned against the wall, scratching the ear of one of the dogs, and smiled.

      Six years ago, he had achieved his dream. He had been a professional hockey player in the NHL, on the fourth line of the Dallas Stars, for a single month. There had been endless interviews and articles written about how he was a perfect example of decades of hard work and integrity. After almost a decade toiling in the minor leagues, he had finally gotten his chance in the big league.

      Then the stories had started coming out about his steroid use and how his sudden rise to the top league in the world was the result of cheating. Slowly, every news outlet had pounced on the story until the league had no choice but to suspend him pending a full investigation.

      They hadn’t found anything in his bloodstream to indicate that he was cheating, but the media had been out of control. Fans were getting furious, and even some coaches and managers claimed he was making a mockery of their league.

      And so he had been asked nicely to leave and never come back. His dream had gone up in smoke. He’d never been officially banned, but if no one would give him a contract, what was the difference?

      And then there was Julia. He had originally hired her as a dog-sitter during the day while he was building his detective business. Their relationship had flourished, and she had moved in with him, still working as his full-time dog-sitter. They had never really put a label on what they were, and Norman wasn’t sure they ever would. He didn’t see any point in changing what they had now.

      Julia looked back at him. “Is something wrong?”

      Norman shook his head. “I’m going to make some stir fry for dinner.”

      “Sounds great,” said Julia. “Let me know when it’s done.”

      Once Norman was done cooking, he brought the meal into the living room and set a bowl down in front of Julia. She grabbed the bowl and began gulping down the rice and chicken. A few of the dogs jumped on the couch around them.

      “Delicious,” said Julia between bites. “Thanks.”

      “No problem,” he said. He took a seat on the couch. “Can I ask you something?”

      She turned to him with a piece of chicken hanging from her front teeth. “Shoot.”

      “It’s about the woman I spoke with today, Robin Sweetwater.”

      “I set up the meeting, remember? Someone needs to answer the phones for your business.”

      “Well,” said Norman, “something about her was different. I’ve gotten pretty good at spotting journalists. They always have this look like they’re trying to remember everything you say so they can write it down later. I didn’t get that feeling with her at all.”

      “Thinking about taking the job?”

      Norman shrugged. “That’s what I need help with.”

      “Take it.”

      Norman looked at her, frowning. “Just like that?”

      “Why not? Stop being a bitch and take the job. You’ve always wanted to do a murder case. Maybe this will finally get you away from spying on cheating spouses and runaway teenagers. Great food, by the way.”

      “I’m not sure why I asked for your help.”

      “I still have Robin’s number. Call her back and tell her you’ll take the job for an increased rate. She seemed desperate enough to pay extra.”

      Norman grinned. “I forgot who I was talking to.”

      “Think about it,” said Julia. She gestured around her. “This place is expensive.”

      “I’ll think about it,” said Norman. He finished his meal and took it into the kitchen. The dogs stayed behind with Julia as she scratched behind their ears and under their chins.

      Norman washed his plate and walked to the hallway. The snow was still coming down outside the windows, covering the grass patches on the patio where the dogs did their business.

      He looked out into the snow and then sighed and walked back into the kitchen.
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      Robin ignored the questions from the secretary about her whereabouts as she strode into the offices of the Toronto Post, a midsized paper with circulation around the Greater Toronto Area. Robin settled into her desk and looked around the office. There was work piling up on her desk.

      She wished she could get off work and head to the shooting range. That had always been her favorite way to relieve stress. Ever since Joel’s death, their sister Amelia had been joining her as well.

      Gary Thorne, her editor, had piled up a new list of potential assignments on her desk.

      She hated Gary. He was a selfish prick who hadn’t cared about his employees since day one. The way he saw it, there was such a surplus of kids with journalism degrees desperate for work that he could be a dictator to the employees he already had.

      She had to give Gary a pass for the present, however. His sister, Marie, had passed away suddenly a month earlier. The disease had been sudden and abrupt and hadn’t given them much time to say goodbye.

      Marie’s husband, Keith, had come by the Post offices a few times throughout the malady to speak with Gary. Keith had always looked like the shell of a man, constantly optimistic that the next operation would be the one that saved his wife’s life. The gossip around the office was that Gary had loaned him immense sums of money for the treatments.

      But nothing had worked.

      Robin hoped Keith was okay. He had seemed like a nice enough guy.

      She also had to admit that, despite whatever other shortcomings Gary had, he was the reason she had a job in journalism at all. Her stepfather, Harold, was Gary’s family doctor, and it was through him that she had gotten this job.

      She leafed through the stories on her desk. There had been a shooting at Jane and Finch, a new drug called Burrow was making its way through the club scene, and a local politician had been caught in bed with his aide. Beyond that, the stories weren’t worth her time.

      As she began researching the cheating politician, her mind drifted to Norman Green and his abrupt departure from the cafe.

      Maybe it was time to move on and accept what everyone else was saying. Joel had killed himself. Maybe she really was in denial. Everyone else had moved on. Why couldn’t she?

      Her phone dinged, and a text notification popped up. It was from Julia Heathrow, the person through whom she had booked the meeting with Norman.

      It said, If you want Norman’s help, call him now.

      Robin frowned and glanced around the office. No one was paying her any attention. She grabbed her bag and scampered out of the office.

      She huddled against the wall of the building under the awning, a few feet away from the falling snow. She dialed Norman’s number and held the phone to her ear.

      “What?” answered Norman. Barking dogs could be heard in the background.

      “It’s Robin Sweetwater.”

      “I know who you are,” said Norman. “What do you want?”

      “I need your help.”

      “I don’t work with journalists.”

      Despite Norman’s words, there was none of the anger and malice that had accompanied his words at the restaurant.

      “I know,” said Robin, “but you’re my only option. My brother was killed, and his murderer is out there somewhere. I need your help if I want to get justice.”

      There was a long pause, then Norman said, “If a single word of this ends up in the press, I’m taking your money and quitting the case.” He paused and then added, “Also, I’m charging double my regular rate.”

      “Okay,” she said, smiling. “You’ve got a deal.”

      “Great,” said Norman. “Meet me in an hour at the same breakfast place we were at before. I’m starving.”
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      Norman chowed down on a hefty helping of pancakes, bacon, eggs, and fruit. Robin sat across from him, spinning her spoon through her oatmeal.

      When Norman finally finished his food and they had ordered hot drinks, he took out his notepad. He looked up at Robin. “Tell me everything about Joel.”

      Robin nodded. “He was about six years younger than me, so we were never in the same schools. There was never any animosity between us, but we were different. When I was in high school, I was the editor of the school paper, captain of the debate team, and a member of the Model UN Club. Joel was a hockey player, although he never really fit into the stereotype of hockey player that I’ve heard so often. He was kind and caring, stood up for the weak and defenseless, and refused to back down from anything. I know people who played sports for the camaraderie, the parties, or the girls. Joel was the star player, and he played so he could get into a good university. He had explicitly stated that as his goal from the start.”

      Norman made a note. “Did you stay in contact with him while you were at university?”

      “No more than any other brother and sister,” she said. “I was the head of the student paper and the feminist society, so I was busy. He was busy with hockey. He became an alternate captain his junior year of high school. He had a few big colleges interested.”

      “What schools?”

      “Boston University was the big one.”

      Norman raised an eyebrow. “Really?”

      “He was good.”

      “What happened?”

      Robin sighed. “In the first game of his junior year, less than six minutes into the first period, he got tripped on a breakaway and slid into the post left foot first. He shattered his knee and had to be stretchered off the ice. I made the mistake of watching the video of it. You can see his leg bend in a way it never should.”

      Norman nodded. “I’ve seen a few nasty breaks in my day. Wouldn’t wish it on anyone.”

      “Anyway,” said Robin, taking a sip of her tea before continuing, “he was put in a full leg cast and told not to do much physical activity for six to eight weeks. That meant that about half his junior season was gone. It was difficult for him to move, and he missed all the team trips. He didn’t really have any friends outside that team, so his mental health started deteriorating. He insisted he was fine, but I wanted him to see a therapist to discuss possible depression symptoms. When I suggested that, he told me to get out of his room.”

      Norman made a note. “That’s why people think he killed himself?”

      Robin nodded. “He was on a lot of painkillers. They found the bottle next to him. It was completely empty, even though he’d had it refilled just a few days earlier. He was on the bathroom floor covered in drool. That was how I found him.”

      “Take a second if you need it,” said Norman.

      “Thanks.” Robin looked away and out the window at the snowfall and wiped her eyes. After a long moment, she looked back at Norman.

      “Why don’t you think he killed himself?”

      Robin shrugged. “Besides the fact that I heard someone walking around up there, you mean? He was only two weeks away from getting back on his skates. He was still attending all the home games and was in the change room before and after each game. He was so close to being better. It just doesn’t make sense.”

      “Was there a note?”

      “No.”

      “So it could have been accidental?”

      Robin shook her head. “The police said they considered that and ruled it out. He was only supposed to be taking two pills at a time. The equivalent of thirty-five pills were found in his system during the autopsy. That isn’t accidental. The police said it must have been a spur-of-the-moment decision.”

      “Was there any indication of forced entry?”

      “No.”

      Norman nodded. “I’ll get started as soon as possible. I’ll need to speak with the other members of your family. The rate is double my normal price. Is that understood?”

      Robin hesitated for a long moment, then swallowed. The price tag would eat up a good chunk of her savings, but she didn’t have a choice. “Alright,” she said. “There is one other thing I wanted to talk to you about.”

      Norman raised an eyebrow. “What’s that?”

      Robin pushed back her shoulders and tried to look as confident as possible. “I want to be more involved in your investigation. I want to help.”

      Norman shook his head. “I’m sorry. With you being a journalist and all, I can’t. I’m sure you understand.” He stood and dropped some money on the table. “Let’s see what I can find about Joel.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 5

        

      

    

    
      Norman leaned over the railing of his condo and looked over Toronto. A few dogs stood a few feet away, relieving themselves on the patches of artificial grass below the snow.

      Sometimes he wondered why he had come back. He loved the city, but it was a city that loved hockey and hockey players. The local team, the Toronto Maple Leafs, were infused into the culture of the city and had been for almost a century. Hockey players were celebrities in Toronto.

      In Dallas, none of that had been a problem. Even as his face had been plastered across Canadian media amid his steroid scandal, he had been little more than a footnote on the Dallas news.

      He had come back to Toronto, just a half-hour drive from where he had grown up in Milton, and all of a sudden he had been infamous. Media had surrounded his condo and hounded him every moment of the day. People had scowled at him on the street and taken distant photos.

      As much as he hated to admit it, part of him loved the attention.

      Julia came, stood beside him, and leaned her head onto his shoulder.

      “What are you thinking?” she said.

      “I don’t know,” said Norman. He checked his watch. “I’m going to go meet with Vince and get the police report.”

      Norman turned and walked away. Julia watched him go.

      He walked through the apartment, and all the dogs looked up at him. He patted a few of them on the head and scratched behind their ears before leaving the condo.

      He drove a dozen blocks north to a dilapidated warehouse that an onlooker would think had been abandoned a long time ago.

      He parked and walked around the back of the warehouse, where it looked the same except for the state-of-the-art security system set up around a rusting door. He knocked three times and looked up at the camera above the door.

      A voice came over the intercom. “What do you want?”

      “I need a police report.”

      “Norman?” said the voice.

      “I’m in front of the camera.”

      The voice laughed. “That camera isn’t real. Come on in.”

      The door clicked open, and Norman stepped inside. Once he was inside, any false impression of the building being abandoned disappeared. The inside it was well-furnished and immaculate, with tile floors and paintings lining the walls. He walked down the hall and opened a door on the right.

      Inside the room was a recording booth. Vince was sitting at the mixing table. He held up a finger to indicate that he wasn’t ready just yet. He was a thin man with a bit of a beer gut. He wore a white t-shirt and large headphones.

      Norman closed the door and leaned against the wall inside the booth. On the other side of the glass was a young band playing a song he could barely hear, but based on their style he was guessing it was rock. There were two guys, singing and playing guitar respectively, and a girl on the drums. Norman guessed they were in high school.

      Vince was nodding his head along, although he didn’t seem enthused. He was all business.

      A few minutes later, the recording session ended and Vince shot the band a thumbs-up before removing the headphones. The band members walked out of room and shook his hand, thanking him. They glanced at Norman as though they recognized him but didn’t know exactly why. They walked past without saying anything.

      Once the door was closed, Vince leaned back in his seat and looked up at Norman.

      “What can I do for you, Norman?”

      “I need a police report.”

      Vince thought for a long moment. “I can’t keep getting stuff for you, Norman. I’m not a cop anymore.”

      “I know,” said Norman, looking around at the impressive setup. Vince had purchased the warehouse after quitting his job as a police officer to pursue his dream of producing music and making his own album. “I need your help.”

      Vince sighed and grabbed a pad of paper from the side table. “What do you need?”

      Norman recounted exactly what Robin had told him while Vince took down notes. Once he was finished, Vince said, “I can probably get you a copy.”

      “Thanks. How’s the music going?”

      Vince shrugged. “It’s going. That’s really all I can say. Just give it enough time and something will fall into place.”

      “How about the kids? How are they?”

      “They’re terrible,” said Vince. “The band’s name is ‘Pocket Change.’ They paid me to use my recording studio and record a demo tape. I doubt they’re going anywhere.”

      “That’s too bad,” said Norman.

      Vince looked down at his notes. “Huh, that's interesting. The members of Pocket Change go to the same high school as your suicide victim. Want me to get them back in here so you can ask them a few questions?”

      Norman shrugged. “It can’t hurt.”

      “They’ll be packing up their gear. I’ll be right back.”

      Vince left and returned a few minutes later with the three band members.

      They took seats across from Norman and leaned back in their seats, looking nervous. Vince introduced them one at a time. Damien, the lead singer, had shoulder-length hair and pretty-boy good looks. He had a confidence Norman had only ever seen in over-achieving high-schoolers. Meghan, the drummer, casually leaned back in her chair, pushing her brunette hair out of her face. Sam, the guitarist, stared at the ground, his unkempt hair falling over his eyes.

      “What do you need to know?” said Damien. “You’re Norman Green, right? That hockey player who took the steroids?”

      Norman avoided the question. “I’m working as a private investigator, and I’ve been hired to look into the death of Joel Sweetwater. Do you three know anything about that?”

      Meghan looked vaguely uncomfortable, and Sam looked away, but Damien jumped right in.

      “Yeah,” he said. “He was an asshole. What do you want to know?”

      “Why do you say he’s an asshole?” said Norman.

      Damien shrugged. “He always rubbed me the wrong way. He never had time for anyone not involved with that hockey team.”

      “I don’t think so,” said Meghan, turning toward him. “He was a nice guy. He was in my biology class.”

      Damien scoffed. “He offed himself. Clearly had some issues.”

      “You don’t know that,” said Meghan.

      “Don’t give me that bullshit,” said Damien. “He was a coward who offed himself because he couldn’t play hockey anymore.”

      “Okay,” said Norman, stopping the conversation before it got off the rails. “Everyone will get their turn to speak. Meghan, what do you think happened?”

      Meghan shrugged. “I was never close with Joel. We sat a few seats apart in biology, but that was it. He wasn’t there often. He was always off at some tournament. I was his partner for a project once, and I ended up doing the entire thing because he had to travel to Florida for a tournament. I remember being really irritated about it.”

      “See?” said Damien. “He was a dick.”

      “Let me finish,” said Meghan forcefully. “Is that okay with you, your fucking majesty?”

      “Sure, whatever,” said Damien. “Do whatever you want.”

      Meghan glared at him for a moment, and Norman felt as though he could see their band tearing apart at the seams. Beside them, Sam stared at the records on the wall. Vince leaned against the wall behind beside the door.

      “I think there was something wrong with him,” said Meghan, turning back to Norman. “He had some serious undiagnosed depression of something. I’ve been taking a psychology class—”

      “Oh God,” said Damien. “Here we go again with the psychology.”

      “Shut the fuck up,” said Meghan. “I know what I’m talking about.”

      Damien shook his head at Norman.

      “Anyway,” said Meghan. “He didn’t strike me as someone who killed himself, unless there was something wrong with him mentally.”

      Damien raised an eyebrow. “Really? That’s your big diagnosis? Why don’t you get a little more vague?”

      “Fuck you.”

      “Okay,” said Norman, holding up two hands. “Let’s just calm down a bit. What about you, Sam? What do you think?”

      Sam looked up at Norman and shrugged. “I don’t know anything.”

      Norman looked at Sam for a moment. “Is there anything else you kids can tell me about Joel?”

      None of them did. The three members of Pocket Change stood and walked out of the room.

      Once they were gone, Vince promised to get Norman the police report on Joel’s death.

      Norman shook his hand and thanked him then walked out of the building. He looked back at the dilapidated warehouse where the studio was located and smiled. There was something amazing about what Vince had accomplished in the pursuit of his dreams.
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      The police report on the death of Joel Sweetwater was basic and succinct. The investigation and autopsy had revealed no signs of foul play. There were no signs of forced entry or Joel being forced to take the pills against his will.

      The only suspects the police had investigated were family members: Robin, her younger sister Amelia, and their parents. None had been investigated beyond preliminary investigations.

      It had taken less than twenty-four hours for Vince to procure the report, despite his claims he no longer had the connections.

      Norman had spent the day researching Joel Sweetwater and his hockey career. He’d been good but not quite a superstar. He was constantly talked about as a student athlete who had been on the honor roll every year of high school.

      Norman leaned back in his desk chair and looked around the condo. Unless his business started picking up soon or he got some big clients, he would need to find cheaper living arrangements. He looked out the window. It was dark outside, and Julia had gone to bed an hour earlier. A light snow fell.

      The dogs perked up from where they were scattered around the living room. Somehow Julia managed to keep the shedding to a reasonable level and the furniture free from pet hair. How she did it, Norman had never been able to figure out.

      He took a deep breath. He had been going through the police report with a fine-tooth comb for four hours. He needed to get out of the apartment and clear his head.

      He petted a few of the dogs on the head. He was about to leave the condo when one of the dogs nudged at his legs. He turned back and saw Teddy, the first dog he had adopted, looking up at him. The Rottweiler sat back on his haunches and looked pleadingly up at Norman.

      Norman smirked. “Alright,” he said. “I’ll grab a leash.”

      A few moments later, Norman walked out of the condo, Teddy following a foot behind with a loose leash hanging from his collar. The dog looked frequently up at Norman, as though making sure he was still there and safe.

      They left the building and walked down the street. Norman couldn’t help but feel like he was being watched. He tried to ignore it.

      He and Teddy walked onto a dark Toronto street in the direction of the CN Tower, which towered over the surrounding office buildings. There was something about the quiet serenity of a city at night, busy yet tranquil, that Norman had always found relaxing and interesting.

      They walked through a park, where Teddy relieved himself on a tree. They headed back toward the condo building. Just as they were turning the last corner, Teddy began barking wildly and refused to go any farther.

      “Come on, Teddy!” said Norman. “We need to go!”

      An arm suddenly grabbed Norman from behind, cutting off his breathing. He gasped and tried to bite at the gloved hand as Teddy continued barking but didn’t attack.

      Norman tried to fight off his attacker by throwing his elbow backward, but his hands were twisted behind him and he was shoved to the ground.

      He hit the ground and looked up, struggling. There was a man clothed in black taking tentative steps toward Teddy.

      Teddy barked wildly, backing away from the man. When the man was within a few feet of the dog, Teddy turned and ran, sprinting across the empty street and into the park on the other side, dragging his leash behind him.

      Norman wanted to shout out after the dog, but his head was ringing and he wasn’t able to make the words.

      The man began to walk across the street. Norman saw the distinct impression of a gun under his jacket.

      “Let it go!” shouted the man whose knee was digging into Norman’s back. “The dog doesn’t matter.”

      The man looked into the trees for a few seconds before turning and walking back toward Norman.

      The man with his knee in Norman’s back wrenched him to his feet. Norman felt the barrel of a gun pushed into his back.

      “Scream and I’ll kill you,” said the man. “Understand?”

      Norman nodded. In his three years of working as a private detective, he’d never had a gun pulled on him, let alone by an unknown attacker in the dead of night.

      “What do you want?” Norman whispered, his voice shaking.

      “We want to ask you a few questions,” said the man behind him. “A van is going to pull up in a few seconds, and you’re going to get in. We’re going to talk in private. Understand?”

      “Yes,” whispered Norman just as an unmarked black van pulled up a few feet away.

      The man who had gone after Teddy walked up to them. He reached into Norman’s pockets and pulled out his wallet, phone, and keys. He tossed them into a nearby garbage can.

      They slid open the side door of the van and shoved Norman inside.

      Norman threw his hands out in front of him and landed on the cold, hard metal floor of the van. He turned back just as the door slammed shut. He heard the front doors open and his two abductors climb into the front seat, along with the driver.

      As the car started moving, Norman crawled to the door, feeling for a handle. There was nothing there, although that didn’t surprise him.

      The truck accelerated, sending him sliding into the back doors. Norman tried slamming his shoulder against the door. No luck.

      His mind kept going back to Teddy and the image of the dog running away into the trees. There was very little that the former foster dog was scared of, but being abandoned was definitely one of them. If Teddy felt as though he had been abandoned again, they might never find him.

      The thought of never finding Teddy made Norman feel like his heart was being ripped out of his chest. More than being kidnapped and abducted, he was angry with his kidnappers for risking Teddy’s safety. That dog deserved better.

      The van began to slow, and Norman made one final effort to shove the door open.

      He slammed into the door with his shoulder just as the van came to a stop. The door budged a bit but didn’t open. He could see the rusted lock straining under the pressure.

      “Okay,” said a voice just outside the door. It was the man who had shoved a gun into his back. “We’ll leave you in there if you try anything else.”

      “Alright,” said Norman.

      “Great,” said the voice. “Sit with your back to the door and your hands behind your head. If you are in any other position when we open the door, I will put a bullet in your skull. Do you understand?”

      “I understand.”

      “You have ten seconds.”

      Norman cursed silently and obeyed their instructions.

      The doors opened, and he was pulled backward by his arms. Handcuffs were slammed onto his wrists so hard they bit into the skin, making him wince. He stumbled back as his captor dragged him.

      He blinked as his eyes adjusted. They were inside a warehouse of some kind. Around the perimeter of the warehouse were makeshift rooms with white walls and medical machines inside them.

      Norman was dropped into a metal chair. His cuffs were attached to the backside of the chair. An immense spotlight above him suddenly turned on, blinding him.

      “What do you want?” he said, clenching his eyes shut against the light.

      The silhouette of a man stepped into his peripheral vision.

      “Why are you looking for Joel Sweetwater?” said the gunman.

      “What are you talking about?” he said, clenching his eyes shut. “Joel Sweetwater is dead.”

      The man grabbed his face. “What do you know?”

      “Nothing,” said Norman. “I was just hired to look into his death.”

      “By who?”

      “I can’t tell you that,” he said. “It’s confidential.”

      “Well,” said the man. “I think we can make a deal. Don’t you, Mr. Green?”

      Norman swallowed. “Who are you?”

      The man laughed. “Maybe someday I’ll tell you.”

      The man crouched down in front of Norman, letting the spotlight shine over his head and directly into Norman’s eyes.

      “Although I’m sure that it would get me a result,” said the man, “I’m not a fan of torture. I’ve done it before, but it turns my stomach. Not that I give a shit about the pain I’m causing anyone. Blood really bothers me. Some people get off on that, but not me.”

      “What’s your point?” said Norman. “You abducted me. You already ended any chance of me feeling anything but hatred toward you. You made my dog run away. I might never find him again. Do you have any idea how hard it will be to get him back? Do you know what that dog has been through?”

      “I don’t give a shit about your dog.”

      “What do you want?” said Norman.

      “I want to talk,” said the man, “but I also want to protect myself.”

      “What does it matter?” said Norman.

      “When this is over, I’m going to let you go free, Norman. I can’t have you knowing who I am.”

      “Why all this?” said Norman, laughing and squinting into the light. “All you’ve done is reveal there’s something worth investigating. I was willing to believe Joel had killed himself. If you had just let me investigate, I probably would have concluded the same thing the police did.”

      The man crouched in front of him. “I have more respect for you than that, Mr. Green.”

      Norman laughed harder. “That’s your first mistake.”

      The man raised a hand. He smacked Norman across the face. Norman blinked a few times as the pain reverberated through his head.

      “Holy,” he said, stretching his jaw. “Why don’t you give me your full force next time?”

      “Listen to my offer,” said the man, “and then we will talk about what happens next.”

      Norman rubbed his cheek on his shoulder. “You hit like a girl.”

      The man put his hands into his pockets. “I want to give you back your dream.”

      Norman frowned. “What?”

      “Let’s be honest, Mr. Green,” said the man, “this isn’t the life you want. This is a second-place prize. What do you really want?”

      Norman looked up at him and breathed through his nose.

      “What you really wanted,” continued the man, “was to become a star hockey player. The kind of player whose name kids have on the back of their jerseys.”

      “You can’t do that,” said Norman. “No one can.”

      “When you were given a chance, you were good.”

      “No one will allow me back into the league.”

      “I have connections,” said the man. “I can give you back your dream. You will be given another chance to play in the NHL and be given the kind of contract that will pressure the coach into playing you way more minutes than you were getting before.”

      Norman swallowed. “And in return?”

      “Tell whoever hired you that Joel Sweetwater killed himself. Then forget all this. Within two years, you will be back in the NHL. You have my word.”

      “I don’t believe you.”

      

      The man laughed. “I would think you were an idiot if you did. I’m going to let you go free. You are going to continue the investigation for a week, but don’t commit to anything. Interview anyone you want, find anything you want. Within the next week, you will receive a package in the mail that will prove what I’m saying. Is that understood?”

      Norman nodded.

      The man turned and walked away from Norman. In the far distance, just at the edge of the spotlight’s reach, stood another figure Norman couldn’t quite make out beyond a vague outline.

      “Wait!” shouted Norman. “You have to take these handcuffs off.”

      Laughter came from the darkness. “The key is in the cuffs!” shouted the man.

      Norman frowned and reached up until his fingers grazed a key sticking out of the cuffs. “God fucking damn it,” he whispered, shaking his head.

      The key was just within the reach of his fingers. Within a few minutes, he managed to turn it enough to make the handcuffs click open and release his hand. Once one hand was free, he was able to undo the other cuff. He rubbed his wrists and stood, then he walked away from the spotlight.

      He couldn’t help but think about the offer he had been given. It was a chance at getting back everything he had ever wanted.

      But at that moment, he was most worried about Teddy.

      Norman stumbled though the exit and was hit by a cold breeze. He pulled his jacket tight around him and patted his pockets, looking for his phone and wallet before remembering neither was there. They were sitting in the garbage can outside his condo building.

      He walked between the immense warehouses, trying to figure out where he was. He couldn’t see a single soul anywhere nearby.

      He turned onto another deserted street and saw a payphone on the side of the road. He looked around, wondering whether it still worked. He walked up to it and held it to his ear.

      He breathed a sigh of relief when he heard the dial tone. He raised his hand to dial a number but then realized that he didn’t have a single phone number memorized. He hadn’t needed to ever since he got a smartphone.

      “Shit,” he muttered. He tried looking through his pockets again for anything that could help him.

      He found a piece of paper in his back pocket and pulled it out. It was a small piece of paper ripped from a notebook page. He recognized it and groaned. It was the piece of paper Julia had given him a few days earlier with Robin’s phone number on it.

      He stared at the number then sighed.

      He called the operator and asked for a collect call. He gave his name and the number and held the phone to his ear.

      “Hello?” said Robin, sounding weary.

      “Thank God,” said Norman. “It’s me, Norman Green.”

      “Yeah, I know,” said Robin, sounding irritable. “Can you explain to me why you’re calling me collect in the middle of the night? I have work in five hours.”

      Norman cringed. “I need you to pick me up.”

      There was a pause. When Robin spoke, she sounded angry. “You need me to what?”
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      Robin pulled up beside Norman and rolled down the window. It was three in the morning. The snow had temporarily stopped, but the air was brisk and cold.

      Robin frowned. “You look terrible. What the hell happened?”

      “I’m fine,” said Norman, climbing into the passenger seat. He pulled down the mirror, revealing a face covered in cuts and bruises.

      “Do you need to go to a hospital?” said Robin.

      “I’m fine,” said Norman. “Take me home, please.”

      Robin put the truck into gear and pulled onto the road. “I think you owe me an explanation at the very least,” she said. “Possibly also a discounted rate for the rest of the investigation.”

      “Sure,” said Norman absentmindedly.

      “So,” said Robin as she turned onto a well-lit street, “was this related to the investigation into Joel?”

      “No,” said Norman, “it was another case. There was an exchange of money that went south. I was on the wrong side of it.”

      Robin nodded but didn’t seem convinced. “They took your phone?”

      “My wallet as well.”

      “Do you know who did it?”

      Norman shook his head. “One guy claimed to have connections to someone in the NHL, but that was all I got.” He turned to Robin. “Do you know anyone like that?”

      “I know a lot of people like that,” said Robin. “I worked as an assistant to the sports editor at the Post for about a year. You’ll have to narrow it down.”

      “Twenties, around six-foot, I think blond hair.”

      “What do you mean you think blond hair?”

      “I don’t know. He was wearing a mask. I think he had blond arm hair.”

      “Weird detail to notice.”

      “I’m a detective. Do you know who I’m talking about or not?”

      “I have an idea,” said Robin after a few minutes of silence. “There was a guy I knew who fit that description. His dad owns a major bank that invests owns a good amount of minor league teams around the Toronto area. I wasn’t allowed to report on it, but his youngest son got into some criminal activity and was sentenced to a year in prison for selling drugs, primarily cocaine. It was never reported because his dad pulled some strings and got him sent to a cushy prison in Florida. The son’s been back in Toronto for about six months, and I haven’t been able to find anything about his prison time in the public record. It’s like it never happened.”

      “The power of the rich and the famous on display.”

      “Exactly.” Robin tapped on the steering wheel. “Are you sure this has nothing to do with my brother?”

      “It’s a different case,” said Norman, doubling down on his lie.

      “This can’t get traced back to me?” said Robin. “If this is related to my brother and it comes back to me, I could lose my job.”

      “I promise.” Norman felt a lump forming in his stomach as he said it.

      “His name is Thomas Ruutu. He’s working as a lacrosse coach.”

      Norman raised an eyebrow. “You’ve been keeping tabs on him?”

      Robin pulled to a stop at a red light and turned to look at him. “Wouldn’t you?”

      Norman shrugged. “Thanks for the drive.”

      “No problem. Are you going to go to the police?”

      “No.”

      “Why not?”

      “There’s no reason to involve the cops.”

      “Your client wouldn’t want you to?”

      “No.”

      “Someday,” said Robin, “you’ll have to let me write a book about you.”

      “Someday,” murmured Norman with a small smile. He looked out the window as they drove past the park where he had walked Teddy a hundred times. “My dog is out there somewhere, scared. When they attacked me, he ran off.”

      “Why did they attack you?”

      Norman swallowed. “It’s complicated.”

      Robin glanced at him. Norman could see the journalistic instincts running away from her, telling her he was hiding something. She didn’t say anything as they pulled up to the condo building.

      “Thanks,” said Norman.

      “Sorry if this sounds harsh,” said Robin, “but don’t you have someone better to call for a drive?”

      Norman smirked. “Sorry if this sounds harsh,” he replied, “but you happened to be the only person whose number I had on me. I don’t memorize numbers. Thanks for the drive. Have a nice sleep, Robin.”

      “You too.”

      Norman climbed out and closed the door. He looked back as Robin drove away and disappeared into the night. He turned and walked a block north, until he found the garbage can where his attackers had thrown his things. He looked inside and sighed. He reached through the trash and garbage until he found them.  He wiped them off and walked into the building.

      Norman stepped into the condo and immediately ran into Julia.

      “Did you try to kiss a lawnmower?” she said, her eyes opening in surprise when she saw his wounds.

      “Hilarious,” said Norman, shoving past her and walking into the bathroom.

      “So I guess this means you didn’t buy any snacks?”

      “Just go back to bed,” said Norman, splashing his face in the sink.

      “Wait,” said Julia, looking into the living room filled with dogs then leaning against the doorway to the bathroom. “Where’s Teddy?”

      Norman splashed his face and looked into the mirror. He rinsed his wallet, keys, and phone from the trash bin. After a moment, he turned and walked past Julia and into the bedroom.

      “Norman,” said Julia again. “Where is Teddy? Tell me where Teddy is.”
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      The next morning, Norman and Julia went to the animal shelter to see if anyone had dropped off Teddy overnight.

      No luck.

      To calm down, they stopped for ice cream on the way back to their condo. They went to the park where Teddy had run off. They walked around the park as the ice cream melted and coated their hands, but they weren’t able find any trace of him.

      They sat down on a bench.

      “I’m sure he’s fine,” said Norman, putting an arm around Julia.

      “Yeah,” said Julia, although she didn’t seem convinced. “I suppose no news is good news.”

      Norman checked his watch. It was almost ten. “I have work to so,” he said, standing. “Let me know if you find anything.”

      Julia nodded and licked at what remained of her ice cream.

      “I’m sorry,” said Norman.

      Julia shook her head. “It wasn’t your fault.”

      “He’ll come back.”

      Julia nodded and stared into the forest. Norman turned and left, glancing back as he did. He didn’t know what to say.

      He drove to the lacrosse facility where Robin had said Thomas Ruutu was working as a counselor. It was just off the highway. There was an indoor field being used for drills.

      Norman asked for Thomas Ruutu and was directed to a tall, blond young man taking shots at a young goaltender.

      “Thomas Ruutu?” said Norman, approaching him. The young man didn’t seem familiar, and Norman didn’t think this was his captor. The description fit, but his mannerisms and attitude didn’t mesh with the person Norman was looking for.

      Thomas turned toward him then turned away. “What do you want?”

      “My name is Norman Green. I’m a detective.”

      Thomas laughed. “You’re Norman Green? The steroid guy?”

      “I’m a detective now.”

      “I heard you.” Thomas took another shot and gestured to the goalie he was shooting on to go join in with the drills the rest of the kids were doing. “You didn’t answer me. What do you want?”

      “I want to talk to you about the death of Joel Sweetwater.”

      Thomas shrugged. “Who the fuck is that?”

      “Hockey player who committed suicide a few months back. Ring any bells?”

      Thomas turned and leaned on his lacrosse stick. “Yeah, I remember hearing something about it. Tragic, but nothing to do with me.”

      Thomas seemed too casual for Norman’s comfort. He was clearly someone who had spent time being interrogated and interviewed.

      Norman put his hands in his pockets. “Where were you last night?”

      “Why does that matter?”

      “Just answer the question.”

      Thomas let out an exasperated sigh. “I was at a sports bar. I was drinking with a few of my buddies until closing. Before that I was at my cottage up north all weekend. You can check with them if you really care, but I don’t think it matters.”

      “I will,” said Norman, although he was certain Thomas wasn’t the person who had abducted him the previous night. He took a business card from the inside of his jacket and handed it to Thomas. “Call me if you hear anything about Joel Sweetwater.”

      “Sure, whatever,” said Thomas, taking the card and flicking it before putting it into his pocket.

      Norman turned and began to walk away.

      “Hey, Norman,” said Thomas.

      He turned back toward the young man, who was still holding the card.

      Thomas grinned. “You got kicked out of the NHL because of steroids, right?”

      Norman turned back to him. “Allegedly.”

      Thomas laughed. “So you don’t give a shit about morals, right? That’s how you survive as a private detective, isn’t it? By taking the cases that the police don’t want to touch?”

      “What do you want?”

      “I assume you know about my record.”

      Norman nodded, although he was shocked how candidly Thomas was talking about it.

      “I do,” he said, remaining casual.

      “I want to know the name of the cop who led the investigation.”

      Norman frowned. “Why?”

      Thomas took a few steps toward Norman and put his lacrosse stick behind his neck. Norman stood his ground.

      Thomas stopped a few inches from Norman’s face.

      “Here’s the thing,” said Thomas. “I wasn’t moving anywhere near enough product for the cops to be interested in me,” he said. “This was a targeted investigation because of who my family is. Whatever you’re charging those other donkeys, I’ll triple it.”

      “That’s almost a thousand dollars a day.”

      Thomas laughed. “You think I give a shit? I’ve had a trust fund since day one that makes your annual salary every day just from dividends. You’ll get paid. Just find the fucker who targeted me.”

      Norman swallowed, thinking.

      The allure of the money was too good to pass up. Norman was on the verge of losing his condo and would no longer have a place in Toronto to take care of his dogs. He had considered moving to the country, but he wouldn’t be able to get any detective work out there. Julia had said many times that she never wanted to leave Toronto. It was home, and she had no intention of leaving.

      Norman said, “I want the ability to drop out of the case at any time if a conflict of interest appears.”

      Thomas smirked. “You mean if you find out I’m involved in your other case? Cleanwater or whatever his name was?”

      “Sweetwater. Joel Sweetwater.”

      “Whatever. Are you going to take the job?”

      Norman nodded. “I’ll do a preliminary investigation and get back to you in a few days.”

      “Good.”

      Norman went to leave then turned back. “If you don’t mind me asking, how much pull does your family have with the NHL?”

      Thomas laughed. “You mean can I get you a new contract?”

      “Something like that.”

      “Find the cop who came after me, and I’ll look into it, okay?”

      “Okay.” Norman turned and walked away, glancing back at Thomas, who had rejoined the rest of the lacrosse camp.

      Norman felt a nostalgic twinge in his gut as he watched the kids run back and forth along the field. Although he had hated the drills and practices while he was in them, looking back, he missed them. There was something about the pride of working until the brink of exhaustion with twenty of your closest friends that was impossible to replicate.

      He left the facility, climbed into his car, and pulled away from the camp, wondering whether he was getting closer to finding the truth about the death of Joel Sweetwater.
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      Robin had warned Norman that her family would be uncooperative. So it was with a sense of dread that he pulled up to the house to interview them. The mailbox on the road was embroidered with their family crest, and the house looked as though it had a team of professional gardeners working around the clock. Not a rose was out of place.

      Robin opened the door and ushered him inside. She gestured for him to take off his shoes and join them in the living room. The inside of the house was just as immaculate as the exterior.

      The living room was large and rectangular. There were three people waiting for them. A middle-aged professional looking woman stood and introduced herself as Mary Sweetwater, Joel’s mother. She introduced the other two family members in turn.

      Dr. Harold Sweetwater was Joel’s stepfather and Mary’s second husband, a stern and serious-looking man who reminded Norman of every doctor he’d ever met. Although he introduced himself as the stepfather, there was no indication of where their biological father was. Considering he’d heard nothing and that the children had their stepfather’s last name, Norman figured it was safe to say the biological father wasn’t in the picture.

      The final member of the family was Amelia Sweetwater, who was sitting in the corner with a knee pulled to her chest.

      Norman jumped back when he saw the girl. Amelia looked like a female version of Joel, right down to the rigid cheekbones and uneven parting of the hair. She was a mirror copy of the person Norman had seen in dozens of crime scene photos over the last couple days.

      “This is Amelia,” said Mary. “She’s Joel’s twin sister.”

      “Hey,” said Amelia with a complete lack of interest. Her black hair hung around the edges of her face.

      Norman cleared his throat and looked at the entire family. Robin was leaning against the doorframe.

      “If you don’t mind,” said Norman, taking out his notepad and clearing his throat, “I’d like to ask you all some questions. I’m aware this is very difficult. I have reason to believe there is more to Joel’s death than the police uncovered.”

      “Wow,” said Amelia, looking up at him. “A detective Robin is paying thinks that there’s something fishy going on. I can’t possibly imagine any reason why you would want the case to keep going. Robin, why are you paying this moron?”

      “There’s more going on,” said Robin, looking at her younger sister. “Joel didn’t kill himself.”

      “That’s bullshit, and he’s playing you for a fool.” Amelia fell back into the couch and crossed her arms. “All Norman cares about is your money.”

      Mary and Harold leaned against one another and glanced at Amelia.

      “Please,” said Mary, gesturing to Norman. “Take a seat.”

      Norman turned a chair to face the rest of the family and leaned in, his notepad in hand.

      “Mary and Harold,” he said. “I’d like to start with you.”

      The couple straightened their shoulders and looked at him.

      “What do you want to know?” said Mary.

      “Tell me about Joel. I’ve heard what he was like from Robin and a few kids who went to school with him, but I’d like to hear your opinions. Parents often see things others miss.”

      “Of course,” said Mary. “Joel was always a very sweet boy. Everyone liked him, and he always managed to have a social life, even when he was deep into hockey. He was a star student. Maybe hockey was too much on top of that. He was so busy all the time. I think that he must have had some undiagnosed mental illness. There’s nothing we could have done. He could have been clinically depressed. He could have had bipolar disorder. We won’t know, but everyone has been reminding me it was nothing I could have foreseen. It’s a tragedy, but it was also fate.”

      Norman made a note. “So you don’t have any doubt that it was suicide?”

      “At first I thought there must be something else,” said Mary, looking down, “but the police did the investigation, and I’ve been through a lot of therapy to come to terms with it. Sometimes things happen and there’s no justification.”

      Norman listened and nodded. He turned to Harold. “What about you? What do you think?”

      “I don’t know,” said Harold. “I think Mary’s right. We need to trust what the police say. There’s nothing we could have done.”

      Out of the corner of his eye, Norman caught Amelia shaking her head.

      Norman turned to Amelia. “Do you have anything to say about your brother, Amelia?”

      “No.”

      “Why not?” Norman said.

      Amelia shrugged. “Everyone knows what happened. The cops did a thorough investigation. Leave this alone, like Robin should.”

      Norman shrugged. “There’s nothing else you want to say?”

      Amelia locked him in her gaze. “There’s nothing left to say.”
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      “Sorry about Amelia,” said Robin.

      “Don’t worry about it,” said Norman.

      They were sitting in a coffee shop. Norman was nursing a cup of tea and using it to warm his hands. The snow had continued to fall, and he had forgotten to bring any gloves.

      “She’s been through a lot,” said Robin. “Joel was her twin brother, and the cops grilled her for hours.”

      “You found him. That seems worse.”

      “Two sides of the same coin.”

      “I suppose.”

      “Anyway,” said Robin, finishing her coffee and placing the cup onto the table, “I need to get going.”

      “Thanks for your help.”

      Robin looked back at him. “My offer to help with the investigation is still open. If you need any help, two heads are better than one.”

      “Sorry,” said Norman. “I don’t want a partner.”

      Robin nodded but seemed disappointed. “Alright, I’ll see you around. Let me know if you need anything.”

      She turned and walked out of the coffee shop, disappearing into the falling snow. Norman finished his tea and walked into the snow. Somehow, in the middle of March, this was the worst snowfall they’d had all year.

      He drove to Vince’s warehouse studio. He was buzzed inside and met with Vince in his office.

      “Norman!” said Vince, looking up from his computer as Norman walked in. “How are you doing, buddy?”

      “I’m doing great. Thank you so much for getting the police report on Joel Sweetwater.”

      “Of course,” said Vince. “You look serious. I suppose this isn’t a social visit.”

      “Unfortunately, no.”

      Vince sighed. “Are you serious? You can’t be coming by here only when you need something. It’s irritating, man.”

      “I’ve been super busy.”

      Vince let out an exasperated breath. “Fine, what do you need?”

      “Do you know the name Thomas Ruutu?”

      “No, who’s that?”

      “Rich kid who spent some time in jail for selling drugs. I need to know the name of the lead detective on his case.”

      “Why?”

      Norman shrugged. “It’s part of an investigation.”

      “Is this related to the Sweetwater case, or is this something unrelated?”

      “Something else.”

      Vince tapped his fingers along the top of the table. “This is the last one.”

      Norman frowned. “What do you mean?”

      “If you don’t start giving me more information about these cases, or at least treating me like anything more than a tool for you to use, then I’m done.”

      Norman frowned. “What are you talking about, Vince? I thought you loved doing this stuff. You came to me and offered to teach me how to be a detective. Any success I’ve had is because of you.”

      Vince shrugged. “Things were different then. The name Norman Green meant something. Now you’re just a washed-up hockey player. When I found out you had started your own detective agency in Toronto, I saw a chance to give back to the sport that had helped me through some of the hardest parts of my life. You aren’t part of that anymore.”

      “I can’t do this without you,” said Norman. “You’re my only source.”

      Vince shrugged. “Then I guess you aren’t as good a detective as everyone thinks you are. I’ll get you the report on the Ruutu kid, but after that I’m done.”

      “What do you want?”

      “I don’t know,” said Vince, leaning back and crossing his legs. “What can you offer me?”

      “I don’t know,” said Norman after a pause.

      “You better figure it out,” said Vince, “or your business is in trouble.”

      Norman sighed. “You can say that again.”
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      Norman was lying awake, staring at the ceiling of his and Julia’s bedroom. Julia was sleeping soundly a foot away, her breath a gentle rhythm.

      There was a knock on the door. Norman jerked his head off his pillow and glanced at the clock on the side table. It was 2:58 in the morning on a Tuesday.

      He climbed out of bed.

      There was another knock, more frantic this time.

      Norman walked through the living room. The dogs perked up their heads as he walked past but didn’t respond to the knocking. They had been trained by Julia to not react. It would have been too much chaos for a dozen dogs to be running at every guest who came into the condo. They had been even more docile than usual since Teddy’s disappearance, as though they knew what had happened.

      Norman looked through the peephole and frowned. Standing just outside the door was Amelia Sweetwater. She was pacing back and forth across the hallway, her hands balled into fists and her hair a mess. She looked as though she had just rolled out of bed and come to his condo.

      Norman took a deep breath and opened the door. The moment the door opened a crack, Amelia barged into the condo, slamming the door against the wall and sending Norman stumbling backward into the closet door.

      “Asshole!” she screamed, launching at him with her fists flying. “You did this! What the fuck were you thinking? You think you’re so goddamn special. You piece of shit! Fuck you!”

      Norman backed against the wall and managed to grab Amelia’s fists as they were swinging through the air.

      “Calm down,” he said. “The dogs.”

      Amelia turned her head, and her eyes opened wide. There were six dogs standing in the hallway, baring their teeth at her and growling under their breath.

      “What the fuck?” said Amelia, her anger dissipated by her confusion.

      “What happened?” said Norman.

      Amelia looked up at him, her anger dissipating as she fought to keep back her tears.

      “What happened?” said Norman.

      Amelia looked down at the ground and whispered, so softly Norman could barely hear it, “Robin’s dead.”
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      “Thank you for coming, Mr. Green,” said Detective Dennis Franklin, a broad-shouldered cop with a thick mustache resting on his upper lip. They were sitting in the kitchen of the Sweetwaters’ home. It was still dark outside. The clock in the kitchen indicated it was four in the morning.

      The moment Norman heard what had happened, he insisted that Amelia take him to where it had happened. She had initially been reluctant, but he managed to convince her that he had nothing to do with Robin’s death and that he only wanted to help.

      The ride back to the Sweetwaters’ house had been in complete silence, and Amelia had refused to give any details about what had happened, only that it was at their parents’ house.

      They arrived and he introduced himself. Detective Franklin immediately separated them.

      “What happened to Robin?” said Norman.

      Franklin eyed him. “You don’t know anything about this?”

      “Should I?”

      “Maybe.”

      Norman looked at him. “What do you mean?”

      “Well, Mr. Green,” said Franklin, “we believe she was killed investigating her brother’s death.”

      Norman frowned. “You need to let me see the crime scene,” he said. “She might have discovered something that could be crucial to solving her brother’s murder.”

      “With all due respect, Mr. Green,” said Franklin, “you need to stop investigating this case. If you know anything, tell me now. We will resume the investigation and look into it.”

      Norman thought for a moment. “Tell me what happened, and I’ll leave the case alone.”

      Franklin put a hand on his shoulder. “You were just doing your job.”

      Norman shrugged off his hand. “Tell me if it was my fault.”

      “I don’t think so. I need you to tell me exactly what you’ve found thus far.”

      Norman looked around the small den and at the furnishings that had surrounded Robin during her childhood. All these things had made an impact on her life.

      “Show me the crime scene and tell me how she died,” he said, “then I’ll tell you everything I’ve found.”

      Franklin thought for a moment then nodded. “Come with me.”

      Norman followed Franklin out of the room. In the living room, the rest of the Sweetwater family was sitting with another cop, who was asking them questions.

      Franklin and Norman grabbed their coats and walked into the backyard, which was illuminated by so many spotlights it may as well have been daytime. CSI teams were moving between their trucks and the crime scene.

      Franklin led the way. He raised the crime scene tape so Norman could get underneath. Norman stood back as Franklin told the investigators to stand back. After a moment, they did so, giving Norman his first look at Robin’s body.

      She was lying on the ground face first in the snow. A small layer of snow had gathered on top of her. The back of her head had a bloody bullet hole.

      “When was she found?” said Norman, putting his hand over his mouth to quell his nausea.

      Franklin rubbed his hands together. “She was found at 2:00 a.m. by Amelia, who screamed and biked to your condo for some reason. I guess in her panic she thought you were responsible. The scream woke up the rest of the family, and they called us. CSI puts the time of death closer to midnight.”

      “Why was Amelia out here?”

      “I can’t tell you that,” said Franklin. “My partner is asking her questions right now, which should hopefully give us an answer.”

      “How did it happen?”

      Franklin gestured at the site. “Best guess right now is that Robin was meeting someone here. It’s a big enough yard that she could meet someone without anyone seeing her. She doesn’t live here anymore, but she knows the house and the neighborhood. It’s a safe meeting spot. There’s a pair of footsteps leaving the yard that are too big to be Robin’s and haven’t been completely filled in by snow. Robin was shot from behind. She probably didn’t see her killer approaching.”

      “Did she have anything on her? Notes or something like that?”

      Franklin put a hand on Norman’s shoulder.

      “You need to let this go,” he said. “Stop thinking like a detective. Go work on something else. We are going to reopen the investigation into Joel’s death, and we will find the people responsible for both murders. Got it?”

      Norman looked down at Robin. Her hair fluttered in the crisp breeze.

      Franklin patted him on the back. “Come on inside,” he said. “It’s cold out here.”

      “I’ll tell you everything,” said Norman. “Promise me you’ll find whoever did this.”

      Franklin nodded. “I’ll find them.”

      Norman stood for a few more seconds, looking down at Robin’s body, and wiped a tear from his eye. Then he followed Franklin back into the house.

      The snow continued to slowly fall. He couldn’t help but wonder whether the killer had expected her body to be covered by the snow, only to be found when it finally melted.
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      “Are you okay, Norman?”

      Norman looked up. He had sunk into the couch and been covered by dogs on all sides. The television was playing reruns of Seinfeld. Julia was standing over him, looking concerned.

      “Robin’s dead,” he said, taking another sip of coffee. It was nine in the morning and the sun had begun to sneak through the clouds.

      Julia stared at him for a few seconds then nestled into a spot on the couch between him and the dogs. The dogs that were pushed out of the way reconfigured themselves around her. She put an arm around him, and they sat in silence for a few minutes until the sun came directly through the open windows and shined on their faces.

      Julia got up and closed the blinds, then she turned back to him.

      “What now?” she said.

      “I’m off the case,” said Norman. “The police are reopening the investigation. I’ll focus on my other cases.”

      “What other cases?”

      He took a sip of coffee. “Rich kid looking for the cop who came after him.”

      Julia nodded. Norman could guess what she was thinking. They were skating on thin ice financially and needed the money from the Sweetwater case to stay afloat. They had received the first of the checks from Robin in the mail, but Norman hadn’t opened them. He felt like his fingers might be set ablaze if he touched the envelope.

      He was concerned about what a lack of money would mean for his relationship with Julia. A part of him was certain she would stay with him even if he wasn’t paying her as a live-in housekeeper and dogsitter, but he didn’t know for certain, and that terrified him.

      “Are you alright?” said Julia.

      “I don’t know,” he said. “I need to go.”

      He stood, shook off the dogs, and left the condo. Julia didn’t try to stop him.

      He didn’t know where he was going as he walked out onto the street, only that he couldn’t stay there anymore.

      Norman walked for what seemed like an eternity. The entire world continued to revolve around him, but he took no notice of it. He didn’t pay attention to where he was walking, because it didn’t matter. He just needed to be alone.

      All he could think of was Robin face down in the snow and Amelia blaming him for it.

      He looked up and noticed that he had absentmindedly walked to Vince’s warehouse studio.

      He walked into the recording booth. He glanced through the window and saw Meghan, Damien, and Sam playing another of their songs. Vince was sitting in the booth on the other side of the room, playing back the vocals and giving them instructions.

      Norman waved, and Vince nodded at him to come in. He walked into the booth and stood behind Vince as he finished what he was doing.

      Vince turned and crossed his arms once he was finished. “To what do I owe the pleasure, Norman? I suppose you’re just here to pick up the police report on that Thomas Ruutu kid, then you’re going to disappear forever.” Then he frowned. “Jesus, what happened to you, man? You look terrible.”

      Norman fell into a chair. He looked across the room and through the window into the recording studio. Pocket Change was breaking down their gear and getting ready to leave. There was something about the group that bothered him.

      He turned back to Vince. “Robin Sweetwater was murdered last night. I think it was my fault.”

      “Oh my God. Are you alright?”

      “Yeah.” Norman let out a deep breath. “Things have gotten messy. You can keep the file on Ruutu’s case if taking it would ruin our friendship. I need someone to talk to who isn’t just around me because of my money or because of who I was before. I have no one to talk to.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Norman went to stand. “Never mind. I’m sorry for wasting your time.”

      “Dude,” said Vince, “sit down. Let’s talk about this. You’re clearly going through some shit. Talk to me.”

      Norman sighed and considered just as the three band members came out of the room.

      “Norman,” said Damien. “Have you made any progress on the Joel Sweetwater case?”

      Norman shook his hand. “Nothing.”

      Damien raised an eyebrow.

      “Come on,” said Meghan, grabbing Damien’s arm and tugging at him. “Let’s get out of here.”

      Damien glanced at her then rolled his eyes and followed her out. Sam hovered behind them for a few seconds and looked at Norman seriously before following them out. Something about that gaze sent a chill down Norman’s spine.

      “Come on,” said Vince, breaking Norman away from his thoughts. “Tell me what happened.”

      So Norman told him, and Vince listened. By the end of it, without Vince having said a word, Norman felt immensely better. He stood and went to the door.

      “Thanks, Vince. I’m sorry I didn’t appreciate you enough. You deserve better friends than me.”

      Vince stood. “Hold on a second. I have something for you.” He walked to his desk and took out a folder. “The Thomas Ruutu case file. Take it, as a friend.”

      Norman shook his head. “I can’t.”

      Vince shrugged. “It’s no use to me. Maybe you’ll find something in there that will help get you back on your feet.”

      Norman smiled and took the folder. “Thanks, Vince. I appreciate this.”

      “Come back anytime, Norman.”

      Norman thanked him again and left the warehouse.

      He went to a coffee shop, ordered a latte, and took out the folder Vince had given him. He broke the seal and hesitated before looking at the contents. Then he took a deep breath. This was nothing to do with the Joel Sweetwater case. That was in the past now. Whatever was in this envelope was going to get him paid by Thomas Ruutu, and he would be able to resume the life he’d become accustomed to.

      Everything could get back to normal.

      He opened the folder and pulled out the police report.

      His heart sank.

      At the top of the report was a single name of the investigating officer who had arrested Thomas Ruutu and put him into jail.

      It was the same man who had shown Norman Robin’s corpse the previous night: Detective Dennis Franklin.
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      Norman sat in the stands of the lacrosse facility and waved when Thomas saw him. Thomas said something to the other coach and walked over.

      “How’s it going, Detective?” said Thomas. “You look terrible.”

      “We need to talk,” said Norman.

      Thomas sat down beside him. “Why’s that? Have you found out who came after me?”

      Norman looked around. “Is there somewhere private we can talk?”

      Thomas raised an eyebrow. “There’s a break room for the coaches. No one else will be there.”

      “Lead the way.”

      Norman followed Thomas out to the front of the building and up to the second floor, where a party room had been converted into a makeshift break room. There was a tray of sandwiches in the middle of the room, and Norman realized he hadn’t eaten that day.

      “Help yourself,” said Thomas, gesturing toward the food. “They always give us way too much then complain they’re wasting money on us.”

      Norman grabbed a few sandwiches and wolfed them down. Once he had finished, he pulled out a plastic chair and sat beside Thomas.

      “We need to talk about the man who was in charge of the investigation that led to you being put in prison,” he said.

      Thomas raised an eyebrow and crossed his legs. “Did you find out who it was?”

      “I did, but I’m not going to tell you just yet.”

      “Why is that?”

      “You see, Thomas, this case has become entwined with the same one I originally came here to investigate you about.”

      Thomas tilted his head to one side. “Which one was that, again?”

      “The alleged suicide of Joel Sweetwater.”

      Thomas shrugged. “What does that have to do with me?”

      “The detective in charge of your case has been put in charge of reopening the Joel Sweetwater case.”

      “So you proved that it was a murder? Congratulations.”

      “Not exactly,” said Norman. “His sister was murdered last night.”

      “That’s a shame,” said Thomas without emotion. “How did she die?”

      “I can’t tell you that,” said Norman. “It’s an ongoing investigation, and I’ve been told by the police not to interfere.”

      Thomas nodded. “Makes sense.”

      “Did you know Robin?” said Norman.

      “I assume that’s the sister?” said Thomas. “I never met her.”

      “Are you sure? She was a reporter at the Toronto Post.”

      “I’m sure.” Thomas stood. “I should probably get back to work. If you give me the name of the investigating officer, then I can get your payment wired to you.”

      “What about the NHL connections?”

      “I said I’d look into it. I didn’t promise anything. Give me the name.” Thomas held out a hand.

      Norman sighed. He really needed the money. “His name is Detective Dennis Franklin.”

      “There,” said Thomas. “Was that so hard?”

      “You’ll send my payment?”

      Thomas walked to the door. “I’ll send the money. Have a good day, Norman. You’ve done great.”
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      On his way back to his condo, Norman picked up his mail. He flipped through the late bills and spam until he came to a thick envelope with no return address.

      He flipped it over and saw nothing to indicate who sent it. He placed the rest of the mail down, ripped open the envelope, and pulled out the contents. There were a lot of folded documents, as well as a small sheet of paper that slipped out and fell to the floor.

      Norman leaned over and picked up the sheet.

      It said:

      Hello Norman. I would like to take this opportunity to formally apologize for your missing dog. I have my best people searching high and low, and we should find Teddy within a few days. It’s possible that he will already be home when you read this. I appreciate that you have stopped investigating the death of Joel Sweetwater, even though it didn’t happen the way I wanted it to. Enclosed is my part of our bargain. I hope you’re happy, Norman Green, and I hope our paths never cross again.

      Yours truly,

      A friend.

      

      Norman stared at the letter for a long moment then looked into the envelope. He pulled out the folded documents and felt his breath catch in his throat. It was an invitation for a professional tryout with the Hershey Bears, the minor league affiliate of the Washington Capitals.

      Also enclosed was a letter from the owner of the Bears, explaining that Norman would have to pass a full physical and drug test on an annual basis, but that as long as he passed those tests, he would be welcome in their organization.

      Norman couldn’t help but smile. After a few moments of laughing in glee like a schoolgirl, he gathered up his mail and walked to the elevator. He rode up to the tenth floor, smiling the entire time.

      He walked down the hallway and pushed opened the door.

      “Hello?” he shouted.

      “Norman!” came Julia’s gleeful shout in reply. “Come here, quickly!”

      Norman ran into the living room.

      Julia was sitting on the couch. She was surrounded by dogs who were lavishing love on her, but most importantly was the dog that was sitting in Julia’s lap and receiving attention from the rest of the gathered dogs.

      Norman placed the mail on a high shelf in the closet so the dogs couldn’t get at it then walked slowly up to her. Teddy the Rottweiler looked up from where he was seated on Julia’s lap and reached for Norman.

      Norman sat beside her, pushing a few dogs out of the way, and put an arm around her while he patted Teddy’s head. Teddy seemed perfectly fine and healthy.

      “What happened?” said Norman.

      “I got a call from the humane society,” said Julia, leaning against Norman. “I’d given them all Teddy’s information while I was there a few days ago, and they told me they’d let me know if anyone brought him in.”

      Teddy panted and rested his head on Norman’s lap. His tail wagged as Norman scratched behind his ears.

      “Who brought him in?” said Norman.

      “They didn’t know,” said Julia. “They said that the young woman who dropped him off didn’t want to sign documents or anything, even though they tried to make her give her name.”

      “A woman?” said Norman, thinking of the two men who had held him captive in the warehouse.

      “That’s what they said. Brunette woman in her twenties, maybe younger.”

      Norman frowned, trying to think of anyone who would fit that description. It made sense that his captors would use outside help to bring the dog to the humane society.

      “And?” he said.

      “The woman said she’d found Teddy scrounging around downtown. She’d seen his collar and knew he had an owner but hadn’t wanted to call. It’s the best news I’ve had in a long time.”

      “I have great news too.”

      Julia looked up at him. “What are you talking about?”

      Norman couldn’t help it as his grin got even wider. “You aren’t going to believe me.”

      “What?” Julia looked up at him and tilted her head to one side.

      “I’m going to be a hockey player again.”

      Julia’s eyes opened so wide, it seemed like they were going to fall out of her head. “What?”

      “The kidnappers promised that if I left the Sweetwater case, they could get me a new contract.”

      Julia looked incredulous, and Norman couldn’t blame her. “What are you talking about?”

      “Give me one second.” Norman pushed Teddy off his lap and grabbed the letter.

      Julia took the envelope and skimmed each document.

      “Is this legitimate?”

      “I’m going to check tomorrow morning, but I think so.”

      “Wow,” said Julia. Her eyes were teary. She pulled Norman into a hug so tight, he wondered if he would suffocate, but he didn’t care. He was feeling a high at that moment, unlike anything he had ever felt.

      He hugged her back. He could feel her tears of happiness hitting his shirt. She was so close to him that he could feel her breath and the warmth of her body.

      “Will you marry me?” he said.

      There was a moment of silence where the entire world seemed to freeze.

      Julia pulled back from him and looked into his eyes.

      “Of course I will,” she said, “I love you.”

      And in that moment, right before they kissed, Norman felt a happiness he knew couldn’t last.
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      “How are you doing?” said Julia, adjusting her black dress and jacket.

      “I’m fine,” said Norman as he pulled on his socks. He hadn’t dressed this formally in years and wished he didn’t have to.

      “Come here,” said Julia. She stepped over Teddy, who was lying on the floor of their bedroom. She adjusted Norman’s tie.

      “You’ll be fine,” she said. “Remember I’ll be next to you the entire time. Robin’s death had nothing to do with you. Remember that.”

      Norman nodded.

      “I love you,” said Julia, holding up the hand with the ring Norman had bought the previous day. It was more expensive than he could afford, but the money from Thomas had come in and he had been feeling particularly happy. It just seemed like the right thing to do.

      They left the house and climbed into Norman’s car.

      Although he was conflicted about it, Norman would be lying if he said that the money hadn’t been a godsend. He had enough to pay off his debts and put some money into savings.

      He still felt guilty. It wasn’t quite blood money, but it was close.

      They parked at a small church close to the Sweetwater home. The snowfall had stopped, but the snow was thick enough that a crunchy top layer had formed.

      They walked in and slipped onto a back bench. The funeral proceedings had already started. A minister was standing at the front of the church talking about how long he had known the Sweetwater family and how saddened he was that Robin had been so cruelly taken from them. He prayed for God’s aid in bringing the killer to justice.

      Norman quickly grew bored and busied himself by looking around the church and trying to pick out anyone that he knew. Detective Franklin was sitting in the third row on the right, looking around in the same way Norman was. When their eyes met, the police detective gave Norman a curt nod.

      Most of the Sweetwater family was seated in the first two rows on the left of the church, although Amelia was absent. He frowned and looked around the church for the young girl.

      He turned to his left and nearly jumped out of his seat.

      Amelia was sitting directly to his left.

      “Jesus,” he said, causing a few people around him, including Julia, to shoot him angry glances. “When the hell did you get there?”

      Amelia grinned. She was wearing glasses, and her eyes were red from crying.

      “He’s not doing anything,” she whispered. “We need you back.”

      “What are you talking about?” replied Norman in an equally hushed voice. Julia nudged him with her elbow.

      “Detective Franklin,” said Amelia. “He’s not taking it seriously.”

      Norman frowned. He looked around the church. Someone he didn’t recognize had taken the stand and was giving a speech about Robin’s work ethic and journalism career.

      “Who’s that?” said Norman, indicating the speaker.

      Amelia looked up to the front. “That’s Gary Thorne. He was Robin’s boss. My stepdad is his doctor. Gary insisted he give a speech about how great Robin was. He’s a dick who’s way too high on his high horse. I’m sure this speech will be all about how great he is.”

      “He was the editor of the paper?”

      “Yeah,” said Amelia. “He’s probably going to talk about his sister as well.”

      “What about his sister?”

      Amelia sighed. “Now I’m going to sound like a bitch. Gary’s sister, Marie, died about a month ago. It was a rare form of cancer. I only heard about it through Robin. Gary used most of his money he had saved for his retirement on experimental procedures that he thought might be able to save her. He’d started running everything at the paper like a slave ship so he could make more money.”

      “Seems unpleasant.”

      Amelia nodded.

      Sure enough, Gary spoke about the loss of his sister and how it had brought him closer to God and to his ex-brother-in-law, Keith, Marie’s husband. There was something about the way he spoke that made Norman uneasy.

      “What did you say about Detective Franklin?” whispered Norman.

      “He’s not trying,” replied Amelia. “He told us yesterday that he has returned to believing Joel’s death was a suicide and that Robin’s murder was unrelated. He said she was pursuing an idiotic lead and it led her to set up a meeting with a dangerous criminal.”

      “He called it an idiotic lead?”

      “Not really,” said Amelia, “but I was reading between the lines. He said the criminal only came to the meeting to kill her.”

      “You don’t agree?”

      “Not at all.”

      “Why not?”

      Amelia took off her glasses and wiped at her eyes. She looked up to the front of the church. “It looks like Gary’s done. Robin’s coffin is going to be coming through here. I don’t want them to hear what I’m saying.”

      They sat in silence as the coffin was lifted by six men and walked out of the church to the waiting hearse.

      “Ah, Amelia,” said a nearby voice as the rest of the funeral attendees slowly left the church. Mary Sweetwater stood over them. She looked down at her daughter with disgust and then at Norman. “Come on. Let’s head to the cemetery.”

      “I’m going to drive with Norman and Julia,” said Amelia. “He offered me a ride, isn’t that right, Norman?” She squeezed his hand until Norman’s hand hurt.

      “She can come with us,” said Norman.

      “Are you sure?” said Mary. “We need to stay together as a family.”

      “You can’t tell me what to do,” said Amelia, standing and getting in her mother’s face. “I’m going with them and there’s nothing you can do about it.”

      The staredown between mother and daughter lasted until there was a palpable tension in the air.

      Gary passed by with a man whose shoulders had sunk below his chest.

      Amelia leaned back from her mother, infuriating the older woman, and whispered, “That’s Keith, Gary’s ex-brother-in-law.”

      Norman nodded. Keith was slouched over and looked like he hadn’t showered in weeks. He stared at the ground and seemed to be focusing on the tile floor as hard as he could.

      Amelia turned back to her mother and smiled. “I’ll see you at the cemetery. Bye, Mom!”

      Mary Sweetwater stood still for a few seconds. Harold walked up to her.

      “Come on,” said Harold, grabbing his wife’s arm. “Let’s go.”

      Mary shot an angry glare back at her husband, but he held firm and didn’t flinch. “Come on,” he said. “The car is waiting.”

      Mary turned to Norman. “If you so much as put a finger on my daughter, I will end you.”

      Julia stepped between Amelia and her mother, blocking Mary’s view of Norman.

      “Hello, Mrs. Sweetwater,” she said, holding out a hand and giving the older woman her biggest, friendliest smile. “It’s so nice to finally meet you. My name is Julia. I’m Norman’s fiancée.”

      “Hello,” said Mary, apparently thrown off by Julia’s friendly demeanor. “You’ll take care of Amelia?”

      “I can take care of myself,” spat Amelia.

      “We’ll take care of her,” said Julia. “We’ll see you at the cemetery.”

      Mary nodded and let herself be pulled away by her husband.

      Once they were out of sight and the church had mostly cleared out, Norman stood and took out his phone.

      They walked out to the car and climbed inside. As they pulled out of the parking lot and into the procession of cars heading to the cemetery, Norman said, “I’m off the case. There’s nothing I can do.”

      “I know that you want justice for Robin,” said Amelia. “I saw that when I came to your apartment. You might not have known her that well, but you believe in justice.”

      They parked at the cemetery and walked out with the gathered mourners.

      “You have to remember what’s at stake here,” said Amelia as they walked. “There is a murderer out there who has taken out two members of my family. Who knows what will happen next?”

      Norman swallowed, and Julia squeezed his hand as a reminder.

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “The police have this under control. If there’s anything to find, Detective Franklin will find it.”

      Amelia scoffed. “You don’t really believe that, do you? Robin was investigating the case by herself, and now she’s dead. You could have saved her.”

      Norman spun. Amelia almost walked into him.

      “What is your problem?” said Amelia as she looked up at him.

      “What’s my problem?” said Norman. “What the hell is your problem?”

      Amelia crossed her arms and leaned back with a smirk.

      “I can’t get involved again,” said Norman, thinking of the money he’d taken.

      “Then I will.”

      “What?” Norman’s eyes opened wide, and he stared down at her.

      Julia tugged at his arm. “They’re starting. We should head over there.”

      “One second,” said Norman. “What did you mean, Amelia?”

      Amelia smirked. “If you don’t get back on this case, then I’m going to start investigating everything Robin found. I’m either going to find out who killed my brother and sister by myself or I’m going to end up just like them. And I want you to know, if I die it will be entirely your fault.”

      Amelia walked away, leaving Norman standing in the middle of the cemetery road.

      “Come on,” said Julia, tugging on his arm again. “They’re starting.”

      They turned and walked toward the mourners gathered around the grave. They took a spot near the back of the crowd as the final words from the minister were said and Robin’s family members were given an opportunity to put flowers on the casket. Amelia got in the line, and Norman watched her try to hold back tears as she walked up to her older sister’s casket.

      “It’s sad, isn’t it?” said a voice to Norman’s left.

      He turned. Detective Franklin was standing next to him. The potbellied man had his hands in the pocket of his suit.

      “Yes,” said Norman, trying to ignore the man.

      “That’s a very nice ring you have there,” said Franklin. “You’ve gotten engaged since the last time we spoke?”

      “Yes,” said Norman. He gestured to Julia. “This is Julia, my fiancée. Julia, this is Detective Franklin.”

      Julia shot him a wave.

      “It looks expensive,” said Franklin. “I didn’t think you could afford a ring like that on your current income.”

      “I found the money,” said Norman.

      Franklin chuckled. “I’m sure you did.” Then he lowered his voice to a whisper. “I received a call from the lawyer of Thomas Ruutu the other day. They want to sue me for targeting his client and planting evidence. Do you know anything about that?”

      Norman stared forward.

      “There is a reason I kept my name out of that investigation,” continued Franklin. “I didn’t want to be targeted. There is far more going on than you know. You’re in over your head.”

      “I told you I’d stay out of it,” whispered Norman.

      “Good,” said Franklin, “because if you step into any of my cases ever again, you’ll wish you’d never heard my name. Whatever Thomas gave you will be taken away. Remember that.”

      Detective Franklin turned and walked through the crowd. Norman was left standing holding Julia’s hand, a cold sweat running down his back.

      “What a dick,” said Julia.

      Norman nodded uneasily.

      Amelia walked up to the casket and placed a single red rose on the casket. She put a hand on her sister’s casket and whispered something that made her start crying.

      Mary and Harold were waiting, but Amelia ignored them.

      Norman watched as Amelia walked down the road and out of the graveyard.

      No one stopped her.
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      “You have to stay out of it,” said Julia, scratching at the ears of a black lab. They were watching a movie but had long since stopped paying attention. “You’re going to be a professional hockey player again. You’re going to be accomplishing everything that you ever wanted. You, me, the dogs, all traveling all over North America and living the dream.”

      “I guess,” said Norman, sinking further into the couch. “I just can’t shake the feeling that Thomas is connected to the people who kidnapped me. He has the connections to get me the contract. What if Amelia dies and it’s my fault?”

      “What’s really bothering you?” said Julia, holding him close and leaning on his shoulder.

      Norman looked around the condo. “Would you love me if I had none of this?”

      Julia looked up at him. “What do you mean?”

      Norman gestured to the entire apartment. “If I had never been a professional hockey player, if I hadn’t given you employment and a place to live for years, if I hadn’t gotten you that ring, would you still love me?”

      Julia pushed away from him and stood, glaring down at him. “I’m offended you would even ask a question like that.”

      She turned and walked to the bedroom, slamming the door.

      Norman was left sitting in the living room with nine dogs around him.

      Half an hour later, he walked to the bathroom and could hear Julia snoring from the bedroom. He gathered up a few notebooks from around the apartment and laid them out on the coffee table. There were too many things swarming around in his head, fighting for space. He turned on the coffee machine and poured himself a cup.

      Snow fell outside the window, giving the night a serene feeling.

      Norman wrote down everything he knew about the case and put it to one side of the table.

      Then he put everything he knew about the people involved in the case, from Thomas Ruutu to Pocket Change to Detective Franklin to the Sweetwater family, on the other side of the table.

      In the center of it all he put a pros and cons list for his options.

      Within a few hours, the pot of coffee had been emptied and refilled twice.

      At six in the morning, he realized that he needed help to make his decision. He gathered up his seemingly endless notes and put them into a bag. The dogs glanced up at him as he left.

      There was only one person who could give him the answers he wanted.

      Norman drove to the suburb of Milton and stopped at a small but well maintained house.

      He parked and grabbed his backpack. The sun was high over the horizon, and he could see two shadows moving inside the house.

      He took a deep breath and walked to the front door.

      He knocked then stepped back. His heart pounded as heavy footsteps approached the door. The man who opened the door had a full head of blindingly white hair.

      “Hey, Uncle Rob,” said Norman.

      “Norman,” said Rob, stepping onto the front step and closing the door behind him.

      “It’s good to see you, Uncle Rob,” said Norman.

      “You know what you have to do to get inside,” said Rob, crossing his arms. “Otherwise I’m going to tell you to get off my property.”

      Norman took a deep breath and looked down at the ground. “I admit it.”

      Rob scoffed. “Look me in the eyes when you’re talking to me and tell me exactly what you did. You look like a coward.”

      Norman gathered up his courage and looked up, meeting Rob’s eyes. He swallowed. “I took steroids and cheated to get into the NHL. Everything they’ve said about me is true.”

      Rob’s face was an unreadable mask for a few moments, then he nodded. “Come inside. Anita’s making breakfast.”

      “I just want to talk,” said Norman.

      “Nonsense,” said Rob. “Get inside or I’ll drag you in.”

      Norman hesitantly stepped into the house. He hadn’t been inside since his scandal. He had refused to admit his guilt, and Rob, a man to whom honor mattered above anything else, had banned Norman from his home until he admitted his guilt.

      Now he needed his uncle’s advice. The price of that was finally swallowing his pride.

      He walked into the kitchen, where Anita, a small woman with gray hair, was cooking.

      “Norman,” she said, as though it had been hours instead of years since they’d last spoken, “can I get you something to drink?”

      “Orange juice and a coffee would be amazing.”

      “Coming right up. Eggs are scrambled, right?”

      “I’ll have them however you’re making them, Aunt Anita.”

      “Nonsense,” she said. “I’ll make you a new batch. Give me a few minutes.”

      Rob came into the kitchen and took his seat at the head of the table.

      He picked up a newspaper and held it out in front of him, reading the first few pages of the paper, then the sports section, and then putting it down and taking the offered breakfast from his wife. It was a routine Rob and Anita had followed every morning for as long as Norman could remember, and he knew better than to interrupt it.

      A few minutes later, Anita served breakfast. She put plates of eggs, bacon, and toast on the table in front of the two men then walked to the sink and began washing up.

      “Alright,” said Rob once he had finished his food. “Come with me into the living room and we’ll discuss whatever’s eating at you.”

      “Don’t you have work?” said Norman.

      Rob laughed. “It’s Saturday. The factory is closed today.”

      Norman thought for a moment and then realized he was right. Somehow, he had lost track of what day it was. He joined his uncle in the living room.

      “So,” said Rob, taking a seat in the La-Z-Boy set up in front of the television. “What’s the problem?”

      Norman emptied the backpack and took Rob through everything that had happened over the last week. He left nothing out.

      When Norman had finished, Rob said, “You’re wasting your time.”

      Norman frowned. “What do you mean?”

      Rob said, “What happened to the cocky kid who never let anything get him down? This wishy-washy bullshit has never gotten anyone anywhere.”

      Norman shrugged. “I don’t know what you mean.”

      “Give me this.” Rob grabbed the pro-con chart that Norman had laid out in front of him during his explanation. It was covered in writing on both sides.

      Rob crumpled up the page and threw it into the corner of the room.

      “What did you do that for?” said Norman.

      “You don’t need it,” said Rob. “A pro-con chart is just an easy way to justify bad decisions. You already know what you should do.”

      Norman gritted his teeth. “I came here for advice because I don’t know what to do.”

      Rob settled into his chair. “When you were a kid, I remember asking what you wanted to be when you grew up. You said NHL player. I tried to explain how much of a longshot that was, but you weren’t listening. You didn’t care. You believed in your soul that your dreams were going to become reality.”

      Norman shook his head. “Those were the dreams of a young boy who didn’t know how the world worked.”

      Rob shrugged. “The world only gets you down if you let it. Live a life where you don’t have regrets.”

      “Everyone has regrets.”

      “Do I look like I have regrets?” said Rob. “I am living exactly the life I dreamed of. It might seem pedestrian to someone like you, but for me this is exactly the life I dreamed of as a child.”

      “So what decision should I make?”

      Rob shrugged. “I can’t make that decision for you. Pursue the case or walk away. Whatever decision you make, stick with it.”

      “When you say it like that, it makes it seem like I have no choice.”

      Rob shook his head. “You can walk away. There’s nothing stopping you.”

      Norman laughed. “I was honestly hoping you would tell me about a third option I wasn’t seeing.”

      Rob smirked and gestured at all the pages on the table. “Clean this up. Do you want a coffee?”

      Norman shook his head, seriously wondering why he had come here.
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      Norman hesitated at the door to his own condo. He could hear dogs walking on the hardwood floors inside. He hesitated. The snow had continued, making the drive back hard. Combined with his lack of sleep, it was hard to focus.

      Norman stepped inside the apartment and closed the door behind him. Teddy was sitting on his haunches in the front hallway. He walked up and licked at Norman’s hand. Norman patted his head and walked past him.

      “Julia?” he said.

      “In here,” said Julia from the bedroom.

      Norman walked into the bedroom. Julia was sitting on the bed with one of the dogs stretched out at her feet.

      “Where have you been?” she said, looking up. “You look terrible.”

      “I didn’t sleep,” said Norman, leaning against the doorframe and playing with the ring on his finger. The fatigue was fighting with him.

      “Where were you?” said Julia. “I was waiting for you to come to bed.”

      “I went to visit my uncle.”

      “Why?”

      “I needed to make a decision.” He paused for a long time. “I’m going to give back Ruutu’s money and continue investigating the Sweetwater case. I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if I didn’t. I’m going to need that ring I gave you back. I need to return it.”

      Julia stared at him. “Are you sure about this?”

      “Sure about what?”

      “You let Amelia get to you, and now you’re going to risk everything for her.”

      “It’s not for her.”

      “Then who is it for, Norman?” Julia stood. “I told you what I thought you should do, and you ignored me. Do you know how stupid this is going to make me look? All my friends and family have seen this ring, and I told them how you’re going to be a hockey player again. Now I’m going to look like an idiot.”

      Norman swallowed. “I need to do this. For me.”

      Julia walked up to him. She stopped beside him. He could feel the warmth coming from her body. He looked down as she removed the expensive ring from her finger and held it out in front of him. He put out a hand to take it.

      Julia dropped the ring so it missed Norman’s hand and hit the ground. The sound of the impact seemed to echo around the room as it bounced a few times before finally coming to a rest.

      Julia stepped past him. “I hope you’ve thought this through.”

      Norman didn’t move, listening as Julia closed the bathroom door and turned on the shower.

      Norman knelt and picked up the ring. He slipped it into his pocket.

      He walked to the door and left the apartment. He needed to get a coffee. The lack of sleep was beginning to hit him hard, but he couldn’t sleep yet.

      He had a case to solve.
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      Vince was nice enough to let Norman nap in his break room at the studio while he worked. The moment Norman’s head hit the pillow on the couch, he fell into a deep sleep.

      He woke up close to noon, still not fully rested but with enough energy to continue with the day.

      He pushed himself off the couch and made a coffee. He walked around the warehouse recording studio. Vince was in the vocal booth with a young singer.

      He waited until they were finished and met Vince in the break room.

      “Thanks for this,” said Norman.

      “No problem, buddy,” said Vince, slapping him on the shoulder. “Anything else I can help you out with?”

      Norman nodded. “If you can get it, I’d like information on the current state of the Robin Sweetwater investigation. I also need to speak with Pocket Change again.”

      Vince frowned. “You mean Damien, Sam, and Meghan? Why?”

      “Just a hunch,” said Norman.

      “Sure,” Vince said. “They’ll be here this afternoon around four. Why don’t you meet me back here around four thirty and I’ll set you up with a chat for them afterward.”

      “Thanks,” said Norman.

      Norman left the studio and drove to the store where he had purchased the rings the previous day. The snow had stopped falling and had given way to oppressive heat from the sun.

      The man running the jewelry shop didn’t ask any questions about the reason for the return of the rings, and Norman got a full refund. He thought about the money in his account, which would be getting sent back to Thomas Ruutu. It wouldn’t be spent on his debts or his future. He was doing the right thing, but it certainly made his life harder.

      Maybe a nice house in the country with a huge yard for the dogs to run around in wasn’t the worst idea.

      He drove to the Sweetwaters’ home. He was worried about running into Mary and Harold, but they weren’t there. There were no cars in the driveway, and Amelia answered the door.

      “Norman,” she said, crossing her arms. “I didn’t think I’d see you again.”

      “Did you mean it?” said Norman. “That you were going after your sister’s killer?”

      Amelia nodded. “What of it?”

      “I want to help,” said Norman.

      Amelia smirked. “Did my parents put you up to this?”

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      Amelia stared at him for a few seconds. “Alright,” she said, “I’ll tell you. My parents are trying to get me into therapy. I suppose that it’s normal when someone has gone from having two siblings to being an only child within a month, but I don’t see how talking to some old woman with a clipboard is going to help anything.”

      “And I guess investigating by yourself is better than therapy?”

      Amelia shrugged. “Detective Franklin came by this morning.”

      “What did he say?”

      “He’s closing the investigation. He said Robin’s murder was unrelated to Joel’s death. Joel killed himself, and Robin’s murderer will probably never be found.”

      “So what now?” said Norman, thinking of what Franklin had said at the funeral.

      “I don’t know about you,” said Amelia, crossing her arms, “but I’m going to solve this.”

      Norman nodded. “There’s a bar near my place called Sam’s Place. Meet me there tonight.”

      Amelia raised an eyebrow. “They don’t let underage kids into that bar.”

      “Bring a fake,” said Norman as he walked back toward his car.

      Amelia shouted after him, “You think a rule-abiding teenager like me has a fake ID?”

      “Yes,” said Norman as climbed into his car. He looked back at Amelia.

      Her expression scared Norman.

      It was the look of someone with nothing left to lose.
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      Norman drove back to Vince’s studio and waited for Pocket Change’s recording session to be finished. Norman had instructed Vince not to tell them who they were meeting with. Norman had put some pieces together while he had been sleep-deprived, and now he was going to test one of his theories.

      When he heard the doors to the recording room open and close and the sounds of conversation approaching, Norman straightened up in his chair and prepared for them to arrive.

      The three band members stepped into the room, chatting amongst themselves. The moment they saw Norman waiting for them, they froze.

      They looked back out of the room, but Vince, the former police officer, was standing behind them with a faint smile.

      Damien, Sam, and Meghan slowly stepped into the room. After their initial fearful reaction, they all put on varieties neutral expressions. Sam looked bored, Damien looked confident, and Meghan looked curious. But those expressions weren’t completely convincing. Norman couldn’t help but smile as they took their seats.

      “Hello,” he said. “It’s so good to see you all again.”

      Damien spoke first. “I was sad to hear about Robin. Have you made any progress on the case?”

      “Vince,” said Norman, turning to the former cop standing in the doorway, “do you mind giving us some time alone?”

      Vince nodded and closed the door.

      “A few days ago I lost one of my dogs,” Norman said calmly. “He was returned to me a few days later. I consider my dogs the most valuable part of my life. If I could find the people who tracked down my missing dog and returned him, do you know what I would do?”

      Sam and Meghan looked away, seemingly attempting to look anywhere but Norman’s eyes.

      “What?” said Damien, as though he couldn’t care less.

      “First I would thank them,” said Norman, “for bringing my dog back. I understand that they hadn’t intended for Teddy to run away. Then I would want to know what they were trying to accomplish.”

      “What do you mean?” said Meghan, her voice quivering.

      “They aren’t the people I’m after,” said Norman. “I don’t think the people who kidnapped me and took me to that warehouse had any malicious intent. If they told me who was paying them and why, I would let them off the hook.”

      He watched the reactions of the three teenagers.

      There had been three people in the warehouse, not two. There were the two young men and whoever was driving the van. Then a young woman matching Meghan’s description had found Teddy, agreeing with the kidnapper’s letter. There were too many coincidences. The mistakes were the hallmarks of people in over their heads.

      “I’d like to speak with each of you individually,” continued Norman. “The others will wait outside with Vince. Any questions?”

      “This is bullshit,” said Damien. “I want to go home.”

      “Fine,” said Norman. “You’re up first. Meghan, Sam, please wait outside.”

      Meghan jumped from the couch too quickly and walked out of the room. A moment later, Sam followed, slowly standing from the couch and walking out of the room with his shoulders slouched.

      The door opened, and Vince took Meghan and Sam into the hallway.

      The door closed, and Norman was left in the room with Damien.

      “So, Damien,” said Norman, crossing his legs. “You’re the leader of the band?”

      Damien nodded. “I started the band and I keep them together. I’m the most talented one in the group. This is my band.”

      Norman raised an eyebrow. “You don’t seem to have any problem with confidence.”

      Damien shrugged. “False modesty is a waste of time. How much time have people wasted with indecision and fear about what other people think about them? If you want to succeed in life, assume everyone wants to give you what you want.”

      “Has that been working for you?”

      Damien smiled. “You don’t give a shit. You’re just some sleazy former athlete who ruined any reputation he might have had in this city. You really think anyone is going to listen to you?”

      “Why do you think that?” said Norman, trying to remain calm.

      Damien laughed. “This is Toronto, man. Hockey players are gods here. When you got into the NHL, the minor leagues started parading your name around like you were some kind of hero. You were undrafted but you just kept working at it. Anyone else would have quit. They talked about how, through grit and perseverance, you had succeeded. But you flew too close to the sun. How are parents supposed to explain to their children that their hero is a cheater?”

      Norman frowned. “What are you talking about?”

      Damien let out a long breath. “My little brother loved you, and I had to explain to him that you were a lying piece of shit. A few hours later, the fire alarms in our house went off. The fire fighters came and cleared out the house. Do you know what had caused the fire?”

      Norman shook his head.

      “My little brother had set his jersey, the one with your name on the back, on fire. I can never forgive you for that.”

      Norman didn’t answer for a the seconds and then said, “I’m sorry.” He looked down at his notes. “Did you have any connection to Joel Sweetwater?”

      Damien raised an eyebrow. “That’s the question you’re going with? I knew who he was. I didn’t know him.”

      “What about Robin Sweetwater?”

      “Never met her.”

      “Who hired you to kidnap me?”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      Norman frowned and set down his notepad. “Look, Damien. I know what you did. I just need to know who hired you.”

      Damien laughed. “You’re wasting your time, man. Why don’t you see that?”

      Norman leaned over the table, trying to look as menacing as possible. “I will prove it was you, Damien.”

      Damien didn’t flinch. “Bring it on, old man.”

      Norman smirked. “I’m done with you. Send in Meghan. Stay in the building.”

      “Whatever.” Damien walked to the door and paused. He turned back and said. “You’re as terrible a detective as you were a hockey player.”

      The door shut, leaving Norman momentarily alone in the empty break room with nothing but his own thoughts to keep him company.

      The door opened and Meghan stepped inside. Her hair fell over her shoulders and she looked like she wanted to take a nap. She fell onto the couch, looking bored.

      “Let’s get this over with,” she said.

      “Get what over with?”

      “I’m sorry about your dog,” said Meghan. “It took me nine straight hours of searching to find him.”

      Norman frowned, unsure how to respond.

      “I know,” said Meghan in response to his confusion, “but I’m not Damien. The band is falling apart, even if he refuses to accept it. We aren’t good enough to get a record deal.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Yeah,” she said, trailing off. “I’ll tell you what you need to know as long as no one knows about it.”

      Norman nodded. “Like I said before, I don’t think you guys are directly involved. Tell me everything and I’ll let you off with a warning.”

      Meghan nodded and sat up a bit straighter. “You have a great dog. I enjoyed the brief time I spent with him.”

      Norman smiled. “Thank you for finding him. I have eight others.”

      Meghan’s ears perked up. “Maybe I’ll have to come by and see them. I’m thinking about going to veterinary college.”

      “I think you’d be great at that.”

      Meghan smiled. “Thanks.”

      “Now, on to business.”

      “Yes.” Meghan moved a strand of hair out of her face. “I can do that.”

      “Take your time,” said Norman. It was a welcome relief to be speaking to Meghan after the reaming he had received at Damien’s hands.

      “We didn’t want to do anything like that,” she said. “At least, I didn’t. We were running severely low on funds and weren’t going to be able to afford our recording sessions.”

      “And someone offered it to you?”

      Meghan fidgeted in her seat for a second then nodded. “After you came and spoke to us, Sam disappeared for a few hours, like he had an idea. Like something you had said made a connection in his head.”

      “Sam?” said Norman, thinking of the nervous and awkward member of the group who had barely said anything. “What happened?”

      “I don’t know how Freddie set it up, who he met with, or how he knew about it. He told us that we would be paid ten grand each in exchange for sending you a message.”

      “You didn’t know it involved kidnapping someone?”

      “I didn’t,” she said. “They just told me to drive the van. I was freaking out when I realized what they had done. I’d never seen that side of Sam before. Even Damien was uncomfortable, and he hates you. I’m so sorry about everything.”

      Norman nodded. “If you hadn’t brought back my dog, I’d be way angrier. You have no idea who hired you?”

      “Not a clue.”

      “You have the money?”

      Meghan nodded. “I already spent some of it. Are you going to take it?”

      Norman shook his head.

      Meghan swallowed. “Then what are you going to do?”

      “I won’t turn you over to the police. As for Damien, I haven’t decided yet. It will depend on what Sam tells me.”

      Meghan sighed and nodded. “I’d prefer you didn’t tell anyone. My parents, especially.”

      “Tell Sam to get in here. I need to know who he got hired by.”

      Meghan nodded and walked out of the room. Norman rubbed his eyes and took down a few notes.

      “What the fuck did you say?” came a shout from the hallway. It made the hairs on Norman’s arm stand up. It was the voice of the man who had interrogated him. “What the fuck did you tell him, you stupid bitch?”

      It took Norman a moment to realize that he had almost never heard Sam say a single word. Perhaps that had been intentional so Norman wouldn’t connect him to the kidnapping.

      “Hey!” shouted Damien. “Don’t you dare talk to her like that!”

      “Just calm down,” said Vince. “Sam, Norman wants to talk to you.”

      “Fuck all of you!” said Sam. “I’m leaving.”

      “I can’t let you do that,” said Vince.

      Norman stood. As he grabbed the door handle, he heard Vince grunt and Meghan gasp. He opened the door to the hallway and took in the scene in front of him.

      Damien and Meghan were huddled together in the corner. Vince was in a fetal position on the ground, grabbing his groin and desperately trying to maintain his composure.

      “Sam ran!” shouted Vince, pointing at the swinging exit door.

      Norman took off at a run toward the exit. As he approached the swinging door, he became aware of a whistling wind and heavy snow coming through the doorway. The snow had picked up again.

      He stepped into a blizzard. He couldn’t see anything more than a few feet in front of him. He couldn’t see Sam. He had disappeared into the storm.

      “Shit,” he said, turning and walking back inside.

      Vince was keeled over but standing, gasping for breath.

      “Where did that little fucker go?” he said.

      “I don’t know,” said Norman. “It’s a blizzard out there. He disappeared into the snow.”

      Vince nodded and stood, apparently recovered. “I’m calling my old buddies at the precinct. They’ll put out an APB on him. What do you want to do with the other two?”

      Norman looked at Meghan and Damien. They were pushed tight together in the corner of the hallway, as though trying to look as small as possible.

      “Where is he going?” said Norman, turning to the two teenagers.

      “We don’t know,” said Damien.

      “Where is he going?” said Vince, facing them with his hands on his hips.

      “We don’t know,” said Meghan. “He might go home, but I doubt it. He’ll know you’re looking for him.”

      Damien nodded. “That wasn’t the Sam I knew.”

      Norman crossed his arms. “But that was the Sam who kidnapped me and held me against my will.”

      Damien didn’t answer for a few seconds. “I suppose Meghan told you everything.”

      “She told me enough,” said Norman. “Get out of here, both of you, before I change my mind. Stay in Toronto and don’t try anything else. You understand?”

      Damien and Meghan wasted no time scampering past Norman and into the snowstorm, slowing only to grab their jackets from the hooks by the door.

      Norman watched the door slam shut in the wind of the blizzard and then turned back to Vince.

      “I can have them followed,” said Vince. “Along with assaulting me, those three have done more than enough to have the entire might of the Toronto Police Force coming down on them.”

      “Even though you’re not a cop anymore?”

      Vince smirked. “I’ll always be a cop.”

      Norman nodded. “Do it. Find Sam. He wouldn’t have run if there wasn’t something to hide.”

      “What are you going to do now?”

      “I’m meeting Amelia Sweetwater.”

      Vince nodded. “Norman, do you mind if I ask you a question?”

      Norman looked at him. “Go ahead.”

      “Why are you doing this?” said Vince. “I mean, really. You can talk about how it’s the right thing to do until the cows come home, but you didn’t think that forty-eight hours ago. You’d dropped the case and were ready to let the perpetrators walk. What changed?”

      Norman put his hands in his pockets. “I can’t let anyone else die because of me.”

      Vince nodded. “You understand that the moment you give the money back to Ruutu you’ll be giving up any chance of getting your life back? You’ll almost definitely lose the tryout offer, assuming he’s the one behind it.”

      Norman nodded, although the thought made him uncomfortable.

      “I’m sure,” he said.

      Vince patted him on the back. “I’m proud of you, buddy.”
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      When Norman walked into his condo, all the dogs looked up at him.

      Norman scratched at Teddy’s ears and said, “Where’s Julia, boy?”

      The dog looked up at him as though he wanted to go outside.

      “I’ll take care of it,” said Norman. He opened the door to the large patio. The dogs ran out and relieved themselves on the fresh snow. Their coats turned white as the snow continued to fall.

      He poured food into each of the dog’s bowls. He sent Julia a text asking her about the dogs and where she was. He was worried she had abandoned him.

      He let the dogs back inside then left the condo.

      When he got to the bar, Amelia was already there. Norman took a seat opposite her and nodded at her drink, a red drink with a curly straw.

      “Virgin strawberry daiquiri,” said Amelia.

      Norman nodded and waved at the bartender. The man came over, and Norman ordered a water. A few moments later, the bartender returned with his drink.

      He looked across the table at Amelia and sipped at his water.

      “What now?” said Amelia.

      “I want to get something clear right out of the gate,” said Norman, “I am allowing you to help me because I don’t want you investigating on your own.”

      “Okay.” Amelia sipped at her drink.

      “But I’m in charge. I’m the detective.”

      “Sure, whatever,” said Amelia.

      “I don’t think you get it.”

      “I have a right to control where the investigation goes,” said Amelia. “You might be an investigator, but I knew Joel and Robin. We’re in this equally.”

      Amelia leaned back and crossed her arms. Norman thought for a long moment and then sighed.

      “Alright,” he said. “I can deal with that.”

      “Good,” said Amelia. “Then we can begin figuring out who the hell came into my yard and killed my sister. Do you have access to the police report?”

      “I’m going to get it from my guy in the police force. I saw the crime scene, Amelia. It’s not something you want to see.”

      Amelia scoffed. “I found the body, idiot.”

      Norman frowned. “Sorry, I forgot.”

      Amelia shrugged. “I heard some noises in the backyard and thought it was raccoons. I walked out to investigate. You know what happened next.”

      “You’re too young to see that.”

      “What are you? Thirty-five? Is that really so old?”

      Norman sipped his beer. “Firstly,” he said, “I’m thirty-one. Secondly, you don’t know anything about me.”

      “Oh, really?” said Amelia, leaning over the table. “Robin died because of you, and she knew a lot about you.” She smiled at Norman’s reaction. “You don’t seriously think Robin just hired you without knowing anything about you, did you? She had notebooks filled with research on you. That was how Robin operated.”

      Norman sipped at his water.

      “And then,” continued Amelia, “you charged her way more than you had any right to. What have you actually investigated? Cheating spouses and high school drug dealers? Is that what you got into this business for? You could charge more because you were the last resort, and you knew it.”

      “It’s not like that. I was charging more because it was a murder investigation.”

      “That’s not it,” said Amelia. “You got greedy and you tried to take advantage of my sister.”

      “You can have her checks back. I haven’t cashed them.” He reached into his pocket and took out the four checks Robin had sent to him. He placed them on the table.

      Amelia frowned, taking one of the checks. “Are these real?”

      “Yes,” said Norman, “and it’s more than that. I was offered a lot of money to drop the case. I took it, but I’m going to give it all back.”

      Amelia brushed her hair out her face. “Why?”

      Norman didn’t answer for a moment. “I got offered a lot in exchange for my silence. I’m sacrificing a chance to get my life back. I got offered a professional tryout.”

      “We can use that!” said Amelia. “Do you have it in writing?”

      “Yes, but tying it back to the murders will be near impossible.”

      Amelia nodded. “You never answered my question.”

      “What was the question?”

      “Why are you doing this?”

      Norman sighed. “I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if I didn’t.”

      Amelia thought for a long moment then relaxed her shoulders. “So tell me, Mr. Detective, what’s our next move?”

      “Just like that?” Said Norman. “You seemed ready to beat the crap out of me a few seconds ago.”

      Amelia shrugged. “I liked your answer.”

      Norman looked at her for a moment. He still hadn’t figured out Amelia.

      “We need to find Sam Hanson,” he said. “I also need to talk with Thomas Ruutu and give him back his money.”

      “Why?”

      Norman grinned. “Because we are going to find out what happened to Joel and Robin, and we aren’t going to let anything get in our way.”

      Amelia smiled from ear to ear. “That’s what I like to hear.”
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      Norman jerked awake as the blinding sun came into his room. The dogs around him perked up. Teddy climbed onto the bed and began licking his face. Norman groaned and rubbed at his head, trying to stave off the headache. He looked around the apartment and at the empty bottle of scotch next to him. There was no sign of Julia.

      He checked his phone. Julia hadn’t replied to his dozen texts or calls. He wondered whether she was overreacting, but he had to imagine that it was about more than just the ring. It represented a lot which Norman had given and taken away.

      Amelia had also been trying to get in touch with him for almost three hours. He had also received a single call from an unknown number.

      He left his phone on the charger and let the dogs outside. As he watched them on the patio, he made a decision which he had known he would have to make for months.

      He grabbed his phone and called Uncle Rob.

      “Hello?” came the answer, the sounds of a factory in the background.

      “Hey, Uncle Rob. It’s me.”

      “Norman! How are you? Did you make a decision?”

      “I returned the money to Ruutu last night, and I’m sure the tryout offer will be rescinded soon.”

      “I’m proud of you, Norman. You’re a good man.”

      “Thanks, Uncle Rob.” Norman took a deep breath. “There’s another reason I’m calling. Can you do me a huge favor?”

      There was a pause, the Rob said, “Why do I feel like I’m going to regret this?”

      Four hours later, Norman drove a U-Haul up to Rob and Anita’s house. He looked into the back at the dogs, who were stretched out on the floor of the van. It was filled with their various beds, food, and toys. The weather had held out for the time being, and the weather report was saying that the late surge of winter was finally over.

      Norman pulled into the driveway and climbed out. As he looked back, he saw Teddy come into the front seat and stick his nose out the partially ajar window.

      Norman walked up to Rob and Anita, who were waiting on the front step of the house.

      “Thank you so much,” he said. “It’ll only be until I find somewhere else.”

      Rob scoffed. “And how long is that going to be?”

      “Rob,” said Anita, putting a hand on her husband’s arm. “It can be as long as he wants. I’ll take care of them. You’re never here.”

      Rob scoffed again but said nothing.

      “Come on, Norman,” said Anita, “bring the dogs into the backyard. It’ll be fun to have a challenge. I’ve never had more than one dog at a time.”

      “They’re well-behaved,” said Norman. “I’ll meet you in the back.”

      Rob made an excuse about needing to go back to work, but he smiled at Norman as he walked past.

      He got into his car and drove away, giving Norman a friendly wave.

      Norman waved back then walked to the trailer and began taking the dogs one by one into their temporary home.

      As they finished getting the dogs set up, all of them looking up at Norman with questioning glances and worried expressions, he sighed.

      On the drive over he had called a real estate agent and spoken with her about selling his condo. Based on the location and square footage, she had promised it would be no problem at all to sell it and that he could feel free to focus on other things.

      He had wanted to tell Julia about selling the condo, but he hadn’t been able to reach her. They had both known that without the money, selling the condo was a necessity. Maybe that had something to do with Julia running off. Norman supposed she might have seen it as giving up on their dreams of a life together in Toronto as they had always envisaged.

      After reassuring the nine dogs that Anita would take care of them, Norman walked back to the truck. The dogs were scattered around the moderately sized suburban backyard that must have seemed like a million acres in comparison to the condo.

      He looked back at them on last time with a smile coming over his face and climbed into the U-Haul.

      As he drove away, he checked his phone. Amelia had called a few more times. Norman looked at the number he didn’t recognize that had called him that morning. Something about it seemed eerily familiar.

      He called Amelia first. She answered on the second ring. “Where the fuck are you?” she said. “I’ve been trying to reach you all morning. We agreed that we would work together to solve this, then you just fucking disappear? Who the fuck does that?”

      Norman said, “Sorry, I needed to sort some things out.”

      “Well, get back here and we can sort out who killed my siblings, you jackass.”

      “I’ll be there in an hour.”

      “Where the fuck did you go?”

      “Milton.”

      “Why the fuck are you in Milton?”

      “Aren’t you supposed to be in school?”

      “Fuck you.”

      Norman clenched the steering wheel. “I know you’ve been through a lot, but you can’t be skipping school.”

      Amelia laughed. “I can get away with whatever the fuck I want right now. You think the teachers are going to give me a hard time? My brother and sister are dead. Get here and we can start working. I found something you’ll find very interesting.”

      “What’s that?”

      “I’m not telling you over the phone. Pick me up in an hour and I’ll tell you.”

      “I’ll be there,” said Norman, but the call had ended.

      He sighed and focused on his driving. He called Julia and left another message.

      Then he called his voicemail and listened to the angry messages Amelia had left.

      In the middle of Amelia’s messages there was a message with a man’s deep voice he vaguely recognized.

      “Hello, Norman,” said the man’s voice. “My name is Gary Thorne. You know me best as Robin Sweetwater’s former boss. I spoke at her funeral. I think we should meet regarding your investigation. Come into my office soon and we can talk.”

      The call ended, and another message from Amelia started.

      Norman turned off his voicemail. As he turned off the highway and back toward the U-Haul rental place, he thought about Gary Thorne. It was a strange call, especially considering Norman had just returned the money to Thomas Ruutu.

      It might have just been a coincidence, but Norman was a detective, and detectives weren’t allowed to believe in coincidences.
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      Amelia climbed into the passenger seat beside Norman.

      “What do you know?” said Norman, pulling away from the Sweetwater home.

      “I’ll tell you later. I set up a meeting with Joel’s friends,” she said. “They’re waiting at the stoner’s hideout behind the high school.”

      Norman wanted to dig into what she had found, but instead he said, “When?”

      “Whenever you want. They’re all doing the same thing I am. No teacher is going to give any of us a hard time.”

      Norman pulled up to a red light and turned to Amelia.

      “Are you okay, Amelia?”

      Amelia shrugged. “What are you talking about?”

      “I mean, are you really okay? I know you said you weren’t going to the therapist. After all you’ve been through, no one would blame you for feeling scared. If you ever need someone to talk to, I’m here.”

      “Shut up,” said Amelia. “I can handle myself.”

      Norman turned away. “Let’s go to the school. Let them know we’re coming.”

      “Alright,” said Amelia, then she frowned. “Norman, we might have a problem.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Look behind us.”

      Norman glanced in the rear-view mirror and swallowed. An unmarked police car was following them at a distance of about fifty feet. In the front seat was Detective Franklin. Norman raised a hand to wave at him.

      The moment he raised his hand, the sirens came on and Norman let out an exasperated groan.

      “Is that who I think it is?” said Amelia.

      “Yep,” said Norman, pulling onto the shoulder of the road.

      The unmarked car pulled onto the gravel shoulder beside him and kept its siren on. Cars sped past them within feet of the driver’s side door.

      “What does he want?” said Amelia, leaning over the seat and looking back.

      “Hopefully,” said Norman, “he just wants to update me on his investigation into your sister’s murder.”

      Amelia laughed. “You’re not that stupid, Norman. You’re gripping the steering wheel so hard, your knuckles are turning white.”

      Norman looked at his hands and slowly unclenched his fingers from the wheel.

      “I’ll deal with this,” he said.

      Amelia didn’t look like she had any confidence in him but said nothing.

      Finally, after what seemed like an hour, Detective Franklin got out of his car and walked along the shoulder to the passenger side of the car. He tapped on the window, and Norman rolled it down.

      “Norman,” said Franklin, “what are the odds? I didn’t know that was you.”

      Norman tried to keep calm as he said, “What can I do for you?”

      “Your license plate is being searched for on the police database,” said Franklin. “How long have you had this car?”

      “Five years. I can show you the paperwork.”

      “Why?” said Amelia, turning to Norman. “What possible use is that? This car probably isn’t on any search list. He’s just using that as an excuse to stop you.”

      Franklin turned to Amelia. “Aren’t you supposed to be in school, Miss Sweetwater?”

      “Kiss my ass,” said Amelia, crossing her arms.

      Franklin smirked.

      “Sorry,” said Norman. “She’s been very affected by the deaths of her siblings.”

      Franklin looked at Amelia. “I can imagine. Amelia will probably need to take a year off before university. It’s a shame. She was getting some serious interest from Queen’s and McGill. Now, with a year off and falling grades, it’ll be a lot more difficult to get a good education.”

      Amelia flinched, turning away from the detective.

      “What do you want?” said Norman sternly.

      “Nothing,” said Franklin, grinning. “I can see that I must have gotten the wrong license plate. Where you heading? Want a police escort as an apology?”

      “We’re fine,” said Norman.

      Franklin smiled at him. “Have it your way.” He went to stand then turned back to them and leaned back through the window, as though he’d just remembered something. Amelia gritted her teeth, looking like she was barely holding herself back from punching Franklin.

      “Oh,” said Franklin, “I almost forgot. I was going to come by your place later today and talk, but I suppose since we happened to run into each other, I can tell you now.”

      “What’s that?” said Norman.

      “I heard you were going to continue investigating the Sweetwater case, and Amelia’s presence here seems to indicate my information was correct. I assume you two are investigating together?”

      “Yes.”

      “Amelia’s parents and teachers have approved this?”

      “Yes,” said Amelia, too fast. “They all know where I am.”

      “That’s interesting,” said Franklin. “You must have spoken to them within the last hour or so. I was at your house this morning. I spoke with your father, and he didn’t know where you were.”

      Amelia scoffed. “Harold is not my father.”

      Franklin raised an eyebrow. “You have his last name.”

      Amelia groaned. “I was asked to make a decision on my last name when I was seven. I went with the same last name as Robin. I didn’t want to be the odd one out. I would choose differently if I had the choice again.”

      “That’s unfortunate,” said Franklin, smiling. “Anyway, I didn’t have a lot of time to talk with Harold. He had a surgery scheduled, but he was worried about you.”

      Amelia shrugged. “Why should I care? Why were you at my house?”

      “I was updating them on the status of the investigation.”

      “I thought you were done with that. You said it was a random crime.”

      “I’m still trying my best to solve it,” said Franklin, and it almost seemed genuine. He turned back to Norman. “Norman, I wanted to tell you that we’ll be getting a warrant to search your condo.”

      Norman said, “Why the fuck do you need to go into my condo?”

      “You are involved in this case, by your own volition. You can’t expect me to just let you waltz around my case without checking you out.”

      “You won’t find anything.”

      Franklin stepped back from the window. “If I had a nickel for every time someone told me that, I could retire right now. I hope you two have a good day. No ring, Norman?”

      Norman glanced at the finger where he had been wearing the engagement ring on his finger the last time he saw Franklin.

      “Didn’t turn out so well,” said Norman, trying to brush it off.

      “Yeah,” said Franklin, tapping on the top of the car. “Ring looked a little too expensive for someone like you. What did you spend the money on instead?”

      “That’s none of your business.”

      “No,” said Franklin, smiling. “I suppose it isn’t. Have a good day.”

      Detective Franklin turned and walked back to his car, not once looking back at them.

      “What the hell was that?” said Norman.

      “I feel gross,” said Amelia. “Let’s get out of here before he starts following us.”

      “He might have other cops following us.”

      “Just go.”

      Norman didn’t need to be told a third time. He pulled away from the curve and turned right.

      “Which way to the school?” he said.

      “This way,” said Amelia, pointing at an exit that led north.

      They drove for a few more minutes, taking an intentionally convoluted route to throw off anyone tailing them.
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      They pulled into the school via a back route normally reserved for buses. To the right there was a paved area concealed from the rest of the schoolyard, where, Amelia explained, the smokers liked to hang out.

      There were three guys waiting for them. There were smokers a dozen feet away, but none of the three were having any. They seemed irritated even to be in the presence of the smoking. They had the physiques of people who spent most of their free time in the gym. Norman remembered hearing that most of Joel’s friends were hockey players.

      “You’re the detective?” said the first guy who walked up. He held out a hand. “Carl Atkinson, nice to meet you.”

      “Norman Green.”

      Carl looked him up and down and crossed his arms. He was an inch shorter than Norman but made up for it with muscle mass. “You still got any NHL connections? I’m trying to get some scouts interested but haven’t had much luck.”

      “Carl,” said Amelia, stepping out of the car. “That’s not what this is about.”

      “Networking, Amelia,” said Carl. “It’s important.”

      Carl and Norman shook hands.

      The others, Will and Quinton, introduced themselves as well.

      “What can you tell me about Joel?” said Norman. He glanced back at the schoolyard, where a soccer game was taking place.

      “He didn’t kill himself,” said Carl. “I would bet my life on it.”

      “Why?”

      “He had too many plans for the future,” said Will. He was taller and scrawnier than the other two. “It was all he ever talked about. He talked about what he was going to do in the future and how he was going to change the world. He had plans to go to university and play hockey and then start a nonprofit for starving children. Whenever he was talking about it, he would get this big smile on his face. He had a goal, and he was working toward it. Does that sound like someone who would take their own life?”

      “No,” said Norman, taking a note. “What about any enemies? Can you think of anyone that might have had a bone to pick with Joel?”

      Quinton laughed. “Every other team in our division. Joel was having the season of a lifetime. He was averaging something like three and a half points a game. He was a hero around town.”

      Amelia crossed her arms. “It was all Mom and Harold could talk about. They had dreams of him going to the NHL, but Joel just saw it as a means to an end. He wanted to get an education.”

      “Is there anything more specific?” said Norman. “Just the idea that someone might want to hurt him because of his success isn’t enough.”

      The three hockey players shook their heads. “Sorry, man,” said Quinton. “That’s all we know.”

      “You’re sure he didn’t kill himself?” said Norman.

      Carl shook his head. “Unless he had some undiagnosed depression or bipolar disorder or something.”

      Amelia said, “Harold’s a doctor. He would have noticed something was off. He’s trained in recognizing that stuff.”

      Norman was about to say something when the school bell rang.

      “We’ve got to get to class,” said Carl, holding out a hand. “It was great meeting you, Norman. Please solve this. Joel was a great guy. He deserves justice. If you need anything, let us know.”

      “I’ll find out what happened,” said Norman.

      Quentin smirked. “You know, with all the news about you being a slimebag, I was expecting you to be completely different. You’re a good guy, Norman.”

      The three hockey players receded into the throng of students moving toward the classroom building.

      “Wait,” said Norman suddenly.

      All three turned back toward him. Norman gestured for them to come closer.

      “What?” said Carl.

      “There is something you can help with,” said Norman.

      Carl nodded. “What can we do?”

      “Do you know Sam Hanson?”

      Carl frowned and then turned to Will and Quinton. “That’s the band geek, right?”

      Will nodded. “He’s in that band, Pocket Change. They played at the talent show.”

      “I don’t remember that.”

      “They were mediocre as hell. Damien put posters all over the school promoting their show as if they were the reincarnation of The Beatles.”

      Carl nodded. “Oh yeah, those losers.” He turned to Norman. “I give you my word, Norman Green, that we will find him. Shouldn’t be too hard.”

      “He knows something,” said Norman. “He ran from me.”

      They exchanged phone numbers, and the three hockey players receded into the school with the last of the stragglers heading back to class.

      Norman turned to Amelia. “Shouldn’t you should go with them? It isn’t right that you’re missing so much school. You’ll fall behind.”

      Amelia smirked. “Did Detective Franklin get into your head? I’m part of this investigation, whether you like it or not. Did you forget what I said at the funeral?”

      Norman felt a chill go down his spine. “How could I?”

      “Then you know you can’t get rid of me that easily.”

      Amelia turned toward the car. Norman’s hand shot out and grabbed her arm.

      Amelia looked down at the hand grabbing her arm. “What are you doing?”

      “I’m going to take you to class. If you don’t, I’m going to tell the teachers and your parents what you threatened to do.”

      Norman pulled Amelia toward the school.

      Amelia laughed.

      Norman stopped. “What are you laughing about?”

      “Oh, it’s nothing,” said Amelia, looking away.

      Norman stopped and turned back. “Tell me.”

      “I guess you just don’t want to find the killer.”

      “What are you saying?”

      Amelia grinned. “I guess you don’t want to know what Robin found out.”

      “You don’t know anything,” said Norman, although he wasn’t sure anymore.

      Amelia nodded. “I found her notebook. I’ve read everything Robin found out about Joel’s death. If you want to know what Robin found, you’re going to have to deal with me.”

      Norman let go of her arm and stood there, thinking.

      “You need to give me whatever information you have,” he said.

      “What if I don’t?” Amelia crossed her arms. “What if I only give you the information I deem necessary?”

      “What if you don’t have anything at all?”

      Amelia smirked. “This isn’t a bluff.”

      “Prove it.”

      “I don’t need to prove anything. Let’s go.”

      Amelia turned and walked back to the car. She climbed into the passenger seat and waved impatiently at Norman.

      Norman put his hands in his pockets and walked to the car. Once he was in the driver’s seat, he said, “You need to give me some proof. Anything.”

      Amelia thought for a moment. “We need to get the autopsy report.”

      “Robin’s autopsy?”

      “Joel’s, obviously. How would Robin have been investigating her own autopsy report?”

      “What about the autopsy report is important?”

      Amelia shrugged. “Robin knew the answer to that question. I don’t. She had a copy of it, and she had a note that she was meeting with someone to discuss. That’s all that was in her notebook.”

      “She didn’t have a copy of the autopsy?”

      “No.”

      Norman tapped his fingers on the steering wheel. “I’ll call my guy about getting it, though I think we’re pushing our luck. He said we couldn’t keep asking for files without drawing suspicion to himself.”

      “Robin had a way to get it.”

      “How?” Norman turned on the car and pulled out of the parking lot. Maybe he wouldn’t need to call Vince.

      “She must have had a connection.”

      Norman nodded. “I know what we’re going to do. I need your help to pull it off.”

      Amelia looked up at him with a broad smile. She seemed almost giddy. “What do you need?”

      “This morning I received a call from Gary Thorne.”

      Amelia spun to look at him. “What the hell does he want?”

      “He wanted me to come into his office to have a chat.”

      “That’s weird,” said Amelia. “What do you need me to do?”

      “We’re heading there now. While I’m talking with Thorne, I need you to go to Robin’s desk or wherever they’re storing all her things. Find any information about the case that you can.”

      “Can I be seen?”

      Norman shrugged. “If anyone sees you, say you’ve come to collect Robin’s things. Bring a few things out with you, in case anyone gets suspicious.”

      Amelia smiled. “See, we make a great team. You would never be able to get access to Robin’s desk without my help. Are you going to admit this partnership is helpful?”

      Norman shook his head. “Don’t hold your breath.”

      Amelia smiled and looked at the houses they passed as they left the residential area and drove into downtown, where the offices of the Toronto Post were waiting for them.
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      Norman and Amelia went into the offices of the Toronto Post and walked up to the secretary. He looked up at them and smiled.

      “Mr. Green,” he said. “It’s so nice that you were able to come. Mr. Thorne informed me you were coming. I will let him know you’ve arrived. Please take a seat.”

      “Thanks,” said Norman, sitting down. Amelia stepped up to the desk, as though they weren’t together and just happened to arrive at the same time. Norman picked up a magazine and started leafing through it, not reading anything while he listened to Amelia’s conversation.

      “Hey,” said Amelia, leaning over the desk. “My name is Amelia Sweetwater.”

      “Oh, geez,” said the secretary. “I should have known, you look just like Robin. What can I do for you, sweetie?”

      Amelia made a show of wiping a tear away. “I need to look through Robin’s things for some private documents. It’s to do with legal issues we’re having.”

      The secretary handed her a tissue. “Of course. You know where it is?”

      Amelia nodded. “Thanks.” She turned and walked through the doors leading into the newsroom.

      The secretary briefly spoke on the phone then hung up. “Come with me, Mr. Green.”

      Norman stood and followed him through the doors into the newsroom. It was abuzz with activity, and the sounds of printing presses and typing filled the room. Amelia was leaning over a desk in the corner. A few reporters looked up and nodded to Norman as he passed.

      “Here we are,” said the secretary, gesturing to the large office doors at the back of the room. There was a glass window to the right with the blinds drawn. “Go on in, Mr. Thorne is waiting for you.”

      “Thank you,” said Norman.

      The secretary grinned. “Good luck.”

      Norman turned to ask for clarification, but the secretary was walking back toward the front desk.

      Norman frowned then pushed open the door. Gary was sitting behind an immense oak desk, and the blinds were partially pulled shut against the sun. The office was covered in books and past editions of the newspaper. Gary didn’t look up from his computer as he gestured to a seat.

      After a few moments, he turned toward Norman and put his hands together. He wore an exquisite black suit that he clearly took pride in.

      “Norman Green, in the flesh,” he said. “I’ve read everything there is about you. I commissioned quite a few pieces about you during your scandal.”

      Norman crossed his arms. “I’m very aware of that fact. You dragged my name through the mud without any proof of what you were saying.”

      “Now, now, Norman.” Gary held up a hand. “It’s all water under the bridge now. We’re both in different parts of our lives. You seem like a very interesting fellow. If we had known each other better, perhaps I could have been in your corner when things went south.”

      Norman leaned back. “This isn’t about me. You wanted to talk about Robin.”

      “I did,” said Gary. “Can’t blame me for wanting to get to know you a little better. I got a tip this morning that you had been offered a tryout. Is there any truth to that?”

      Norman wondered who Gary’s source was. “I’m not taking it.”

      “Why not?” said Gary, raising an eyebrow.

      “Personal reasons.”

      Gary smiled. “You really are an interesting fellow, aren’t you, Norman? If you’re ever looking for a way to make a quick buck, I’m sure an exclusive interview with the Post would get you more than enough to keep your head above water for a few months.”

      “You’re asking me to confess to you that I took steroids to get into the NHL?”

      “Didn’t you?” Gary raised an eyebrow.

      Norman took a deep breath. “I’m here in regards to Robin’s case, not to talk about myself.”

      “Alright,” said Gary after a long pause, “the reason that I called you here today is because Robin’s death is a tragedy, and I don’t like the detective in charge. Detective Franklin came in here a few days after the funeral and spoke with everyone. There was no passion in him, like he didn’t really care about the case. My lead crime reporter looked into it and found he has no significant leads. Detective Franklin is just there for a paycheck. Robin’s murderer must be brought to justice, no matter what, and that isn’t the kind of man to do it. You might be.”

      “Are you offering to help?”

      Gary nodded. “I am offering you complete access to any database the Post has, as well as access to our reporters and their sources. Whatever you need to solve Robin’s murder, I will oblige.”

      Norman thought about it. “What do you get out of it?”

      Gary sighed. He leaned over the desk and picked up a framed picture sitting on the edge of his desk. He looked at it for a moment and wiped a tear from his cheek.

      “My sister, Marie, passed away recently. She had a rare form of lung cancer. She had always been a health freak. Never smoked. Exercised six times a week. Ran marathons for fun. Her diagnosis was completely out of the blue. A strange mole the doctor noticed during a routine checkup. Everything spiraled out of control. Chemotherapy didn’t work, drugs didn’t work, and the procedures started getting more expensive, experimental, and riskier, with lower chances of success. She and her husband, Keith, didn’t have much money. I funded all of it. I’ve more or less gone bankrupt, and it was all for nothing.”

      Norman didn’t know what to say as Gary placed the frame back down on the desk.

      “I’m sorry,” he said.

      “It’s alright,” said Gary. He looked up at Norman. “I will do everything I can to make sure the person responsible for Joel and Robin’s death is brought to justice. Do you know why?”

      Norman shook his head.

      “The doctor who found the disease was Harold Sweetwater. He gave us a chance to save Marie.”

      Norman stared at him. “What?”

      Gary leaned back in his chair. “I’ve known Harold for a long time. He’s been my doctor for about a decade. It was through him that Robin got hired here. When Marie got sick, Harold oversaw all the procedures and suggested new procedures when I was looking for them. No one deserves to have a loved one taken away before their time. Whatever you need, if I can, I will get it for you.”

      “Thank you,” said Norman, although there was something bothering him that he couldn’t place. “I’d like to get access to Robin’s computer. I want to know what she was working on.”

      Gary nodded. “We have an online database. I’ll get you a password.”

      “Anything else?”

      Norman nodded. “I’d like to speak with your crime reporter. I don’t like Detective Franklin any more than you do. Something about him rubs me the wrong way.”

      “I’ll get our crime reporter to call you. He’s out investigating some new street drug called Burrow right now.”

      “Perfect.”

      Gary made a show of checking his watch. “If there’s nothing else you’d like to talk about, I need to get back to work. Here’s my card. Let me know if there’s anything else I can help with.”

      “Of course,” said Norman, taking the proffered card. He stood and walked to the door.

      He walked back through the newsroom, glancing at Robin’s desk. Amelia was no longer there.

      In the parking lot, she was leaning against his car. She had a manila folder and a notebook in her hand, which she held up as he approached.

      “Got a few things for you,” she said. “A notebook with Robin’s investigation and a copy of a certain autopsy.”

      “Are you serious?” said Norman, holding out a hand. “Can I see them?”

      Amelia pulled them away, smiling. “What reason would you have to keep me with you if I just gave you all the information?”

      “Give me them,” said Norman. “I know more about these kinds of things than you do. I know how to read them.”

      “What?” said Amelia, raising an eyebrow. “All your expertise in steroids and your one-week crash course on investigation from Vince?”

      Norman turned on the car and pulled out of the parking lot.

      “I assume Robin found out about Vince in her research?”

      “Gary’s watching,” said Amelia as they pulled out of the lot, ignoring the question.

      As he pulled out of the parking lot, Norman looked back at the building. Gary was standing in the second floor window of his office, watching them.

      “Let’s get out of here,” said Amelia. “The way he stares at everything bothers me.”

      “Yeah,” said Norman, pulling out of the lot and onto the road.

      “What did he tell you?”

      “He wants to help, and he wants to be kept updated on the case. He said he would give me anything I needed in order to bring the killer to justice.”

      “Is that so?” said Amelia.

      “Why don’t you trust him?” said Norman.

      “Robin hated him,” said Amelia. “She said he was a conniving piece of shit. She said that she once threatened to quit, and he told her that she would never get another job in journalism if she did that.”

      “I can see that. He offered me access to their database and their crime reporter, but I’m not going to use either. I don’t want to give Gary any indication of what I’m doing.”

      Amelia looked at him and smiled. “I suppose I don’t need to sell you on the evils of journalism.”

      “No, you do not.”

      Amelia looked out the window. “Where are we going?”

      “My condo. We need to regroup and look through the files you got.”

      Amelia looked like she was about to fight but then leaned against the window.

      “Fine.”
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      They stepped out of the elevator and walked down the hallway to Norman’s condo.

      Amelia frowned as she reached the door. “I think someone’s in the apartment.”

      Norman thought for a moment. He had told the real estate where the hidden key was. Maybe she already had someone looking at the place. Maybe it was Franklin, searching with his warrant.

      He unlocked the door and stepped inside. The apartment seemed empty without the presence of the dogs running up and attacking him.

      Voices floated into the hallway from the living room, followed by laughter. It sounded like a man and a woman. Norman frowned and walked into the living room. Amelia followed a few steps behind.

      “Hello?” said Norman.

      The two people sitting on the couch turned toward him.

      Julia grinned at him and stood.

      “Norman,” she said, “how nice of you to come home. I was coming back to grab my things, and I ran into a real estate agent. At first I thought you had already replaced me with some other woman, but she explained that you were selling the condo without even telling me. More importantly, where did the dogs go, Norman? Where are my babies?”

      Norman crossed his arms. “It isn’t your condo, and they weren’t your dogs. You were working for me.”

      Julia crossed her arms. “Is that why you never wanted to talk about what we were? Because you didn’t want to be in a relationship with someone you were paying? I thought you were a nice guy, but recently I’ve realized you’re just a selfish asshole.”

      “Okay,” said the other person on the couch. He stood. “Let’s just calm down.”

      Amelia frowned. “Harold?”

      Harold Sweetwater looked at his stepdaughter. “Your mother and I are worried about you,” he said. “We got a call from school saying you weren’t there. Your mother told the school you were taking a few days off, but we couldn’t reach you. Did you turn your phone off?”

      “I can take care of myself,” said Amelia.

      “Come home,” said Harold pleadingly. “Your mother is worried about you. Leave all this nonsense to the real detectives. That applies to you as well, Mr. Green.”

      Norman’s gaze had been locked onto Julia’s eyes, but at that moment he turned to look at Harold.

      “What did you say?” said Norman.

      “I think you should stop spending so much time with my stepdaughter and learn some manners,” said Harold. “You’ve been in over your head from the start. I did some research into you, and I can’t see why Robin ever hired you. You’ve never done a murder case before at all, let alone solved one. Who do you think you are that you can just waltz into this career and take a case like this?”

      “I was hired to do it,” said Norman, “and I intend to finish this case.”

      “You quit. Detective Franklin told me this morning when he was at the house. Then you’re back. Why? Does it have something to do with Amelia?”

      “Fuck you,” said Amelia. “I’ll do whatever I want. You’re not my dad.”

      Harold deflated. “Fine,” he said, “then don’t come home. Think about your mother. I’ve been trying, Amelia, I really have. I always thought of you as my daughter.”

      Amelia crossed her arms. “Too bad. Get out. You shouldn’t even be here. How did you get in?”

      “Julia let me in. I came looking for you.”

      “Norman, tell him to leave.”

      Norman looked from Amelia to the two people in front of him. “You need to leave,” he said, taking care to look at them in the eyes as he did so, “both of you.”

      “Where am I supposed to go?” said Julia.

      “Wherever you were last night. Not here. I’m sorry. I need to figure some things out before anything else.”

      Harold cleared his throat and turned to his stepdaughter. “Amelia, I hope you’ve thought through what your mother’s going through. She’s lost two of her children. I’ve lost two people I cared very deeply about. You aren’t the only one in pain. When you feel ready, come home. We won’t rush you. But be safe. For your mother.”

      Harold grabbed his jacket from the back of the couch and walked past them, stopping momentarily at the door. He stopped with his hand on the handle in case something would change, but no one said anything. He opened the door and left.

      Norman turned back to Julia. “You need to leave too.”

      Amelia shifted awkwardly beside Norman as Julia leaned casually against the couch, as if to say she wasn’t going to move until they had a conversation.

      “I did love you,” she said, “but there’s so much bullshit I have to deal with. You are so unsure about yourself, so scared of commitment, so convinced that the world is out to get you.”

      Norman hesitated. “I just need to figure some things out. I’m sorry.”

      “Where are the dogs?” said Julia. “You might have bought them, but I spent more time with them than you did. Don’t even pretend all the time we spent together didn’t mean anything. You know, when you got me that ring, I was surprised. At first I didn’t know what to think, but I accepted because no one has ever loved me that much. I convinced myself I’d always wanted to be with you. I had the ring that proved how much you loved me, and I knew what I wanted.”

      “Julia, I didn’t mean any of that. I made a spur-of-the-moment decision that I should have spent more time on, and it bit me in the ass. “

      Julia nodded. A tear ran down her face. “When you asked for the ring back, in that pathetic little voice, it felt like my entire soul was being ripped out of my chest. It wasn’t about the ring. It was about what it represented.” She paused and looked at the ground, then back at Norman. “I just want one thing, and I’ll be gone forever.”

      Norman breathed through his nose. “What?”

      Julia smirked with one corner of her mouth. “I want my dogs, Norman.”

      Norman felt his blood pressure rising. “I can’t agree to that.”

      “They’re as much mine as they are yours.”

      “I got them, and I hired you to take care of them.”

      “Where are they, Norman?” said Julia, talking to him like he was an idiot. “Those dogs know me better than you.”

      “I paid you to take care of them. Please leave. I’m begging you. I can’t deal with this right now. I’ll call the cops if you don’t leave.”

      “Is that really what you want to do? Give Franklin another reason to come here?”

      Norman took a deep breath and relaxed his shoulders. “Julia, I’m asking you as a friend, please leave. This isn’t the right time.”

      Julia seemed to relax as well. “Then when is the right time, Norman?”

      “Not now.”

      Julia sighed. “Tell me where the dogs are, Norman? I want to see them.”

      Norman thought for a long moment. “They’re at my uncle’s place in Milton,” he said. “I’ll give you the address and let them know that you’re coming.”

      Julia relaxed and smiled. “Thank you, Norman.”

      She walked to the front door.

      Norman turned to her as she grabbed the handle. “Can we go back?”

      Julia turned back. “What?”

      “It might seem like an eternity ago, but it was only a few days. Is there any way we go back to that? To just … that?”

      Julia looked down at the door handle and shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe.”

      She shot Norman a smile then pulled open the door. Then she was gone.

      Norman wiped his face to make sure that none of his anxiety had leaked out of his eyes then turned to Amelia, who was grinning from ear to ear. She had been sitting on the couch with the folder in her arms for the duration of the conversation.

      “That was by far,” she said with a smile, “the weirdest custody battle I’ve ever seen.”
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      The kitchen had been converted into a makeshift investigation room. A white wall that divided the kitchen from the living room had been emptied and the antique maps that had been hanging there moved into the extra bedroom. Norman tested that the marker he was using could be wiped off the wall before doing anything more than a dot in the corner.

      “Okay,” he said, standing back and looking at Amelia, who was sitting on one of the stools beside the counter and sipping a latte. “Let’s do this.”

      Amelia smiled. “I’ve always wanted a reason to make one of those boards with strings connecting all the suspects.”

      Norman smiled. “Today your dream is going to come true. We don’t have string, though, unless we go to the store.”

      Amelia reached into her pocket and threw a ball of string at him. “I came prepared. I have tacks too, if you need them.”

      Norman grabbed the string. “You realize that you’re going to need to show me what’s in those files.”

      “Do I?”

      “We won’t be able to solve any of this unless we have all the facts.”

      Amelia thought for a moment then nodded. “If you say so.”

      Norman handed her his notepad from his shirt pocket. “Can you get to work on putting all the information I have so far up on the wall? I’ll read through the things you got from Robin’s desk.”

      Amelia nodded and took the notepad. “Can you grab the crime report from Joel’s murder as well?”

      Norman frowned. “How do you know I have that?”

      Amelia smirked. “You were talking about your connection to the police force. I assumed that the first thing you would have done was get the police report from Joel’s murder. Am I wrong?”

      “No.” Norman walked out of the room and came back with a small office box filled with the information he had gotten about Joel’s murder. “Here,” he said.

      While Amelia got to work getting everything they had so far onto the wall, Norman read through the autopsy report. Joel had overdosed on a prescription medicine he had been given by a licensed doctor. He had taken almost a month’s worth of pills at once. They were still inside his stomach during the autopsy. Beyond that, there was nothing out of the ordinary in the files that Norman could see.

      He made notes on everything in the file on cue cards and put them on the wall. They continued setting up the wall until night fell.

      “Where are Robin’s notes?” said Norman while Amelia was staring at the wall, as though she was staring at the million pieces of a puzzle and trying to see how they fight together.

      “By the front door,” said Amelia absentmindedly, “by my shoes.”

      “Thanks,” said Norman.

      Amelia nodded. She was staring at the wall, as though she could see her entire life laid out before her.

      Norman left her and walked to the front door. As he picked up the notebook from inside Amelia’s jacket, he heard a single sob from the kitchen. He turned back, wondering if he’d imagined it. Then he heard another strangled sob, breaking through, as though Amelia had been trying to hold it back to look tough.

      Norman slowly walked back to the kitchen, notebook in hand. “Amelia,” he said, “are you okay?”

      “I’m fine,” said Amelia, rubbing her eyes. “Let’s get to the bottom of this.”

      Norman placed Robin’s notes on the counter and walked up to her.

      “Amelia,” he said, “what’s wrong?”

      “Nothing. Forget about it.” Amelia turned away from him.

      Norman reached out and put a hand on her shoulder. “Are you sure?”

      “Yes,” said Amelia, shrugging off his hand. “Don’t touch me.”

      Norman stood back a few feet, unsure what to do. Amelia was facing away from him, staring at the counter. They stood that way for a few long moments, the only sounds coming from the refrigerator and the howling wind.

      “Where did they go, Norman?” said Amelia softly.

      Norman frowned. He went to comfort her, then his hand stopped, suspended in the air. He looked around the kitchen, with its modern decor and counters, the wall covered in pictures of the crimes that had taken her siblings’ lives.

      “What do you mean?” he said, taking a single step toward her.

      Amelia leaned over the counter. “I don’t know who my father is,” she said. “All I know is that he’s alive somewhere.”

      Norman stopped in his tracks. He had assumed that the father of the three Sweetwater kids was dead.

      “Sometimes I wonder,” said Amelia, “whether he thinks about us at all. He left when I was two. I don’t have any memories of him. My mother refused to talk about him, but Robin told me enough that I got the idea. Does he know his children are dead? Murdered? Even if he did know, would he care?”

      “I’m sorry,” said Norman.

      Amelia took a deep breath and turned toward Norman. Her face was covered in tears.

      “Where did they go, Norman? Robin and Joel were here just a week ago. Last Saturday I watched a movie with Joel and said goodnight to Robin. Where did they go?”

      “I don’t know.”

      He pulled her into a hug. She cried into his shoulder, letting everything she felt soak into his shirt. As Norman held her close and patted her back, she kept repeating the same thing over and over again.

      “Where did they go, Norman? Where did they go?”
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      Amelia fell asleep on the couch in the living room, tossing and turning. Norman set up a pillow below her head and put a blanket on her, careful not to wake her up.

      As quietly as he could, he receded into the kitchen and closed the door to the living room. He opened a beer and sipped it as he stared at the wall in front of him. It was covered in notes, photographs, and documents.

      Something was bothering him. He had considered looking into the biological father of the Sweetwater children, but if they hadn’t had any contact in over a decade and a half, he didn’t see the point. He pushed that possibility aside.

      He looked through the files again as he sipped the beer. He didn’t know what it was, but he kept gravitating back to the autopsy. Something about it bothered him. He placed the autopsy report to one side.

      As he was looking through the crime scene pictures, one picture stood out, although he couldn’t articulate why. It was a picture taken by police before Joel’s body had been moved from the bathroom floor. Joel was lying face down in a puddle of his own spit and bile. Something about the picture bothered Norman.

      He started going through the picture one item at a time, checking each of them against the autopsy and the other photos from the crime scene.

      He was halfway down the photo, his finger tracing along the bathroom counter in the photo of Joel, when he stopped short. He stared at where his finger pointed.

      The pill bottle on the counter was full.

      “Shit,” muttered Norman, the pieces coming together.

      He grabbed the list of every item that had been taken from Joel’s bathroom for the investigation. He looked through it three times until he was certain that no other pill bottle had been taken from the bathroom.

      Norman stood and finished his beer and then leaned over the counter.

      “Shit,” he muttered. “Robin was right.”

      If Joel had overdosed on prescription medicine, there should have been an empty bottle.
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      The smell of coffee permeated the apartment. Norman rolled out of bed and pulled on a bathrobe.

      He stumbled into the kitchen. Amelia was sitting at the counter with a steaming cup of coffee. She was looking through the notes Norman had made the previous night. She looked up at him as he entered.

      “Is this right?” she said, holding up the notes. “Coffee’s hot.”

      Norman poured himself a cup and took a swig of black coffee. “There’s no indication of a pill bottle other than the full one.”

      “So what happened?”

      Norman shrugged. “I don’t know, but we need to talk to the medical examiner who did Joel’s autopsy. He’s the one who might know something about this.”

      “What if he’s involved?”

      “I don’t know,” said Norman. “We need to try.”

      Amelia leaned back in her chair. “What about Detective Franklin?”

      “I don’t know how he’s connected to anything. He might genuinely just be investigating the case.”

      “So we track down the medical examiner?”

      Norman thought for a moment. “Are you sure you shouldn’t go back to your mother?”

      Amelia shook her head. “I called her this morning. We had a long talk while you were sleeping. She told me that I could do whatever I wanted as long as I didn’t get hurt.”

      Norman raised an eyebrow. “Is that really what she said?”

      Amelia sighed. “Not originally, but I don’t think she’s confident in her abilities as a mother right now. She’s rattled. We all are. I think we all just want this nightmare to end.”

      Norman nodded. “Pass me the autopsy.”

      Amelia slid it across the counter.

      Norman found the medical examiner’s name in the top right corner. “Zach Novak,” he said, rolling the name over his tongue. “Let’s find out what Mr. Novak knows.”
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      It took a few hours to track down Zach Novak. He had the day off, and his office wasn’t willing to give out his home address. Eventually, however, Norman was able to use the yellow pages to track down where he lived, a beat-up house near the University of Toronto that had seen better days. Norman parked in the driveway, and they climbed out. He had given up on changing Amelia’s mind about going to school. To be honest, he enjoyed having a partner. It was relaxing to have someone to talk to.

      They walked up to the front door and rang the doorbell.

      The door opened a few moments later. A man that Norman guessed was in his early thirties stood in the doorway.

      “How can I help you?” he said.

      “Hi,” said Norman, “Are you Zach Novak?”

      “Who’s asking? I’m not buying anything.”

      “My name is Norman Green. This is my assistant, Amelia. We’re investigating the deaths of Joel and Robin Sweetwater.”

      Zach look them both over and sighed. “You’d better come inside. I don’t want anyone seeing me talking to you out here.”

      Zach walked into the house. Norman and Amelia looked at one another and followed. Amelia closed the door behind them.

      They went through the small front hallway and into the kitchen. Zach was leaning over a baby girl in a high chair.

      “Here comes the airplane,” said Zach, maneuvering a spoon filled into the girl’s mouth as she laughed.

      “She’s adorable,” said Amelia.

      “Thanks,” said Zach. “This is my daughter, Jacquie.”

      Norman glanced at the baby and nodded. The baby ignored him.

      “Come in here,” said Zach, gesturing to the living room. “You want coffee or something?”

      “Sure,” said Norman, taking a seat on the threadbare couch.

      Amelia said she’d like coffee as well. A few moments later, Zach came in with two steaming cups. They both sipped at their second cup of coffee of the day and Zach fell into a La-Z-Boy.

      “I knew this would happen sooner or later,” said Zach. “I was only doing what I needed to do to survive and give my daughter a life. You understand that, don’t you?”

      Norman sipped at the coffee. “Why don’t you start at the beginning?”

      Zach looked down at the ground. “I did it for her.” He nodded toward the kitchen and the giggling baby. “I’ve been working for the police department for a few months. I was lucky to get the job at all.”

      “What about her mother?” said Amelia.

      Zach shook his head. “She’s not in the picture.”

      Amelia nodded. “Continue.”

      Zach sighed. “They came to me while I was doing the autopsy on Joel Sweetwater. When I first got the body, it seemed straightforward. How hard can it be to prove that a teenage boy killed himself? I’d had cases like it before, and it was always pretty straightforward. I could look at the notes the detectives had made, and normally their guesses were pretty close.”

      “This was different?” said Norman.

      “Not as much as you would think.”

      Norman raised an eyebrow. “What do you mean?”

      “The drugs Joel was taking for his leg weren’t anywhere in his system. There was something else in the toxicology report, though. Something that didn’t make sense.”

      “What was it?” said Amelia, leaning forward.

      Zach shrugged. “I didn’t know. The best answer I could come up with was that he had immense quantities of an experimental, non-FDA-approved cancer medication in his system. “

      Norman and Amelia were both quiet for a moment.

      “That’s what killed him?” said Norman.

      Zach nodded. “There was no record of anything like that in the police report. I was going to take it to the police.”

      “But you didn’t?” said Norman, taking a note.

      “No. A man I didn’t recognize showed up at my office. He was wearing all black, but I think he was young. He told me to write down that Joel had killed himself and that it would be worth my while. That night there was a deposit into my bank account from an unspecified account, somewhere in Switzerland, in the amount of fifteen grand.”

      Amelia raised an eyebrow. “Wow.”

      “Yeah,” said Zach. “It was enough to get my head above water financially. I’m not an idiot. I knew what the implication was.”

      “So why tell us this?” said Norman. “Why not chase us off the porch and tell us never to come back?”

      Zach sighed. “Because I need to tell someone. I feel guilty, but I can’t give the money back. Promise me this won’t come back to me. I need that money, and I need this job. Without it, I don’t know what I’d do.”

      Norman nodded. He knew exactly how Zach felt. “Tell us everything,” he said, “and no one will ever know that you told us a thing.”
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      Although it hurt Norman to admit, the most likely suspect based on Novak’s information was Harold Sweetwater. Amelia knew it, too, even though it had taken some prodding for her to admit it. He had expertise in cancer medication and had been very involved in Marie’s treatment.

      Harold Sweetwater’s clinic was located at the back of a large mall, accessible only from the rear parking lot, scrunched between a rock-climbing gym and a health-food store. On the front door was Dr. Harold Sweetwater, General Practitioner.

      Norman stepped out of the car and took a few steps. He looked back.

      “Are you coming?”

      Amelia took a deep breath. She nodded and wiped off her eyes. She stepped out of the car and walked up to Norman.

      “Are you sure?” said Norman.

      Amelia took a deep breath. “Let’s do it.”

      Norman glanced at her for a second then turned and walked toward the door into the clinic. A receptionist told them that Dr. Sweetwater would be joining them in a minute if they’d like to wait in his office. There were no one else in the waiting room. Norman and Amelia walked past the closed door of the examination room and into the sparsely furnished office. There were no windows, and one wall was covered by a dozen plants of varying sizes, which had been set up underneath a hot lamp.

      After what seemed like an eternity, the door behind the desk opened and Harold Sweetwater walked in. He walked casually and had a clipboard in his hand. He took a seat then removed his glasses from their perch on his nose and placed them on his desk.

      “What can I do for you, Mr. Green?” said Harold. “It’s good to know that Amelia is safe. Her mother will be pleased to hear that.”

      Norman reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a sheet of paper. On the sheet was an exact description of the drug Zach Novak had found in Joel’s bloodstream.

      Harold took the sheet of paper. He put his glasses back on and looked down at it. For just a moment, his eyes went wide. Then he shook his head, his shock gone as quickly as it had appeared.

      “What is it?”

      “I think you know,” said Norman.

      Harold looked back and forth between Norman and his stepdaughter. “Where did you get this?”

      “I can’t tell you that.”

      Harold let out an exasperated breath. Norman didn’t take his eyes off the doctor, but he could see Amelia ready to pounce out of the corner of his eye.

      “I don’t know what it is,” he said.

      “Bullshit!” said Amelia. “You’re a fucking doctor and you can’t recognize a cancer medication?”

      “I’m not a cancer specialist. I’ve never heard of this drug. “

      “It’s experimental! Plus we know that you worked with Gary Thorne on his sister’s treatment. You know a lot about cancer medication!”

      Harold picked up the sheet. “I suppose I can see it,” he said after a few moments.

      Norman leaned in. “Joel had this in his system. Can you tell me what I’m supposed to think? You are his stepfather, a doctor. The drugs he took were nowhere to be found in his room or in the bathroom, so someone must have taken them out. The first time I met with Robin, she insisted that she’d heard someone walking around in Joel’s room before she found his body. So you tell me, Dr. Sweetwater, how did Joel die?”

      Harold tapped his fingers along the top of the table. Norman noticed he kept glancing at the phone.

      “I have an appointment,” said Harold suddenly. “It was nice seeing you, Amelia. Norman, if you have anything else to say, you can speak to my attorney.”

      “We both know there’s something here,” said Norman. “What are you hiding? What do you know about Joel’s death?”

      “Please leave.” Harold stood.

      “If we leave,” said Norman, standing and looking him in the eyes, “we will be returning with the full might of the police force.”

      Harold grinned and walked around the table. He stopped just beside Norman and whispered, “Good luck!”

      Then he walked past them and out of his office.

      “Harold!” Amelia shouted, marching out the door. “Get back here!”

      Amelia stormed down the hallway, toward the front desk, where Harold was talking with the secretary.

      Norman followed a few steps behind her.

      “Harold!” Amelia screamed. “You are going to tell me what is going on right now! Did you kill my brother?”

      “Amelia,” said Harold sternly, “we can discuss this later.”

      “No,” said Amelia, walking up to her stepfather. “You will tell me what you know this instant, or I will tell my mother and the police everything.”

      Harold stood to his full height, looking both terrified and imposing as he glared down at her. “You need to leave — now.”

      “Fuck you,” said Amelia, “I knew you were crooked ever since you came into our lives.”

      “Leave!” said Harold, a bead of sweat appearing on his forehead. “Please!”

      Amelia shook her head. “Go. To. Hell.”

      Harold sighed. “You brought this on yourself. I’m sorry.”

      Norman was about to step forward and defend Amelia when he felt a cold barrel push into the back of his neck.

      He froze.

      “Norman,” said Amelia, her back to him. “Let’s go. Norman?”

      She turned back, and her breath caught in her throat. Whatever was behind Norman terrified her. Norman didn’t need to look back to know there was a gun pushed into the back of his neck. It was the second time this had happened in a week.

      “What’s going on?” said Amelia, glancing back and forth between her stepfather and Norman.

      “Norman,” said Harold, his voice shaking. “That man is going to take you out to a truck. You will get in without any arguments. If you try anything, you will die. Amelia, if you try anything, Norman will die. Is that clear?”

      Amelia was staring wide-eyed at Norman. The receptionist must have gone out somewhere, as Norman couldn't hear anyone else.

      “Walk,” said a deep voice behind Norman that he didn’t recognize.

      Norman took a few steps forward toward Amelia and Harold. Harold grabbed Amelia’s shoulder and pulled her behind the desk.

      Norman walked slowly, staring at the front door and praying someone would see them. He was led into a waiting van and shoved into the back.

      He landed on his stomach and spun around to look back. Harold was holding Amelia’s shoulder. She was reaching out to him. Both seemed to be apologizing with their eyes.

      The back doors of the van slammed shut and the engine started. Norman, in the darkness of the back of the van, was unable to do anything.

      The truck drove along the potholed roads. This time Norman was able to get his bearings quickly. He got into a position against the back of the van where he couldn’t be tossed around. His hand grazed over an upturned part of the carpet. He frowned, a sense of déjà vu coming over him.

      He was in the same van as last time.

      After what seemed like an impossibly long time, the van slowed.

      A few moments later, the back doors of the van were opened.

      Norman tried to launch himself out of the back and run, but two sets of arms grabbed him and pulled him out, twisting his arms behind him. There were immense men standing on either side of him with assault rifles.

      Norman looked around. He was inside the same warehouse that he had been taken to the last time. This time, however, he wasn’t blinded by spotlights and the darkness of night.

      It was covered in security cameras. The interior had been completely renovated in a modern style. It looked more like the research and development area of a big engineering company than an abandoned warehouse in the outskirts in Toronto.

      There were rooms created by temporary partitions filled with expensive-looking lab equipment. People in lab coats walked back and forth between the machines. A few shot glances in Norman’s direction, but most ignored him.

      This warehouse was a covert lab. A well funded high-tech lab.

      “What the hell is this place?” said Norman, looking around.

      “Don’t worry about it,” said one of the men holding him.

      A moment later, a bag was pulled over Norman’s head and his sight of the lab disappeared. He was led through the lab, his feet dragging along the ground as he stumbled.

      He wanted to scream, but he didn’t see the point. Everyone here could see him, and they weren’t doing anything.

      He was led through a creaking door and down a set of metal stairs into a basement. The light sneaking through the hood became dimmed and darkened.

      His two captors shoved him and sent him sprawling. He fell onto a stone floor.

      “He’ll be here soon,” said one of the goons. “Don’t go anywhere.”

      The other goon laughed, and their footsteps receded. A door opened and slammed shut as they did so. Norman grabbed the hood and pulled it off. He looked around his enclosure and cursed. He was in a concrete cell with bars on one side. There were no windows. There was nothing in the cell except for a bucket in the corner.

      “Hello?” he said, walking to the bars. He looked back and forth down the short hallway. There was a single doorway to his left that must have led to the staircase. There was one other cell across from him, but it was empty.

      “Hello?” he shouted, louder this time.

      No response again.

      “Shit,” said Norman. He reached into his pocket, and his heart skipped a beat. He still had his phone.

      He pulled it out and turned it on.

      He had no reception. He walked around the cell, but at no point did he get even the slightest indication of a signal.

      He cursed again and fell against the wall, feeling hopeless in a way he couldn’t have imagined a few days earlier.
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      “What the fuck is going on?” screamed Amelia. “I need you to tell me everything, or I’m walking to the police station!”

      Harold closed his office door and locked it then turned back to Amelia. “I’m sorry,” he said. “This was never meant to happen.”

      “What happened?” said Amelia.

      Harold put his hands in his pockets and shook his head. “I need you to stop this, Amelia. You have no idea what you’re doing. You are putting everyone you love at risk.”

      “Or what?” Amelia crossed her arms. She was terrified, and her heart was pounding, but she refused to let her stepfather know that. “Harold, what the fuck happened to Joel and Robin? What happened to my siblings?”

      “I’m sorry,” said Harold. He took a step toward Amelia as though he wanted to comfort her. “I loved them like my own children. This was never supposed to happen.”

      “Then why?” She took a step away from him.

      Harold paused. He bit his lip and looked around. “I don’t know.”

      “I’m going to the police.”

      “You can’t.”

      “Because the police are on your side? Detective Franklin is going to push it all under the rug?”

      Harold frowned and seemed genuinely confused. “What does Detective Franklin have to do with anything?”

      “What’s going to happen if I go to the police?” Amelia pushed herself off the desk and tried to be as threatening as possible.

      “If you go to the police,” Harold swallowed, “they’ll kill Norman.”

      Amelia felt her face go pale. “What?”

      Harold reached out and grabbed her shoulder. “I’m scared too,” he said. “I made a mistake, and now I have to live with it. I’m sorry.”

      He pulled Amelia into a hug, and it seemed genuine. Amelia could feel Harold’s shaking and fear.

      “Harold,” she said softly as she hugged him back. “What happened?”

      It took Amelia a few seconds to realize that her stepfather was crying, his tears falling onto her shoulder.

      “I’m so sorry.”

      “What happened?”

      Harold heaved a heavy sob. “I can’t tell you. I can’t let anyone else I love die. I’m so sorry.”
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      Norman’s stomach growled. His phone had died an indeterminate amount of time earlier. A few times he had gotten a single bar of reception, but it had disappeared as quickly as it had appeared.

      In the corner of the hallway, a constant dripping from the roof was making a slowly widening puddle. It was his only way to mark the passage of time.

      Norman jumped as the door to the stairway opened and a man entered. Norman frowned.

      “Hello, Norman,” said Thomas Ruutu, putting his hands into his pockets and leaning against the opposite wall. “Good to see you again.”

      “Thomas?” said Norman, frowning. “What the hell are you doing here?”

      Thomas gestured around them. “This is my operation, Norman. You didn’t think this place was running without a little financial backing behind it, did you?”

      Norman picked up a small piece of cement from the ground. He tested its weight in his hand then threw it at the wall.

      Thomas laughed. “Thought you were going to throw that at me.”

      “I was considering it.”

      “Then why didn’t you? Scared?”

      “What’s the point, Thomas?”

      Thomas took a few steps forward and leaned through the bars. “I need you to tell me everything you know, Norman. You’re in my world now.”

      Norman looked up at the twenty-four-year-old heir to one of the biggest fortunes in North America. This kid must have had at least half a billion dollars in a trust fund somewhere, enough to buy a small country if he wanted to.

      “What’s happening here?” said Norman, standing. “What are the scientists doing?”

      “It doesn’t matter,” said Thomas. “What matters is what you know. Tell me everything, and I’ll let you go.”

      “Really?” said Norman sarcastically.

      Thomas laughed. “Of course not. You must have a general idea where we are. Those band geeks were supposed to rough you up more.” He paused and laughed. “You knew where this place was and never thought to come back and investigate it? Robin Sweetwater had the random guess of the century when she guessed I was the one who had the ability to get you your career back. When you walked into the arena and asked to talk to me, I couldn’t believe it. I suppose it goes without saying that your tryout offer has been rescinded.”

      Norman breathed through his nose and stepped toward the bars. “You killed Robin and Joel.”

      Thomas waved his hand horizontally. “You’re like sixty-percent right,” he said. He laughed again. It sounded like a wood chipper.

      Norman turned away from Thomas, then suddenly turned back around and lunged at him.

      Thomas flinched, stumbling backward and losing his footing. He caught himself on the bars of the opposite cell, his face becoming pale.

      Norman smiled. “It’s nice to see you’re as pathetic as ever, Thomas.”

      Thomas swallowed and stood. He straightened his shirt and ran a hand through his hair. “You’re going to regret that,” he said. “I’m going to send someone down here who will beat the ever-loving shit out of you.”

      “Don’t want to do it yourself?” said Norman, smirking. “I figured you would, since you’re such a tough guy.”

      “Fuck you,” said Thomas, taking a step toward Norman but staying out of his reach. “I could beat the shit out of you, but you aren’t worth it. You’re nothing, and you’ll always be nothing. I offered you a way to correct all your mistakes and get back the life you fucked up. I was merciful. But you don’t want that, do you? You want to feel sorry for yourself. You chose to take those steroids, Norman. All this is your fault. You could have walked away, but you didn’t, you prick.”

      “I can’t stand by while you do this,” said Norman. “You’re hurting people.”

      “Who fucking cares?” Thomas screamed, his voice echoing around the small enclosure of the cells. “Who gives a fuck? People die every day. People are killed in darkened alleyways, people are smothered in their beds, people are shot in their homes while they’re eating dinner. Children starve to death and get eaten by worms. People die in North Korean death camps. Google it, and you can find someone who died tragically within the last minute. Are you going to save all of them, Norman?”

      “I can’t stand by when I have a chance to save a single person.”

      Thomas scoffed. “Don’t give me that fucking bullshit. Fuck you, Norman Green, you pretentious, self-important prick. You ruined your last chance to get your dream back. You’re never going to be a hockey player again. That being said, you’ll be dead soon, so it doesn’t matter too much. No one will remember some asshole who cheated his way into the NHL. You will be forgotten.”

      “What about Detective Franklin?” said Norman. “What is he doing? Is he working for you? Why did you have me find him?”

      Thomas turned to leave. “Have fun with my friends.”

      “Wait!”

      “Fuck you, Norman Green. You were my hero once.”

      Norman shook his head incredulously. “People keep telling me that, and I don’t know what to tell you. Maybe you shouldn’t meet your heroes.”

      “Maybe not.” Thomas slammed the door behind him as he left.

      The moment he was certain Thomas wasn’t coming back, Norman walked around the cell, looking for any weak point in the wall. He shook the cell door to see if maybe it had been hastily attached and one of the screws was loose. No luck. The screws were revealed, so he could remove them if he had a screwdriver. He checked his phone, but it was still just as dead as it had been before.

      He had nothing to help him escape. He sighed, picked up the stone, and threw it against the wall again. It bounced back to him. Norman did it again and it came back once again.

      “Well,” he muttered, “at least I won’t be bored.”

      As he said this, two pairs of heavy footsteps echoed from the stairs, accompanied by the clanging of tools in their hands and their laughter.

      Norman’s blood turned cold.
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      Amelia sat on the side of her bed, staring at the wall. It had been three days since Norman was captured. She didn’t know whether he was alive or dead or what unspeakable horrors had happened to him. She had tried to get more information out of Harold, but he’d refused to tell her anything.

      “I’m protecting you,” he said, tears in his eyes. “I can’t tell you anything more without putting you at risk.”

      “Why did you let me do this if you’re so worried?” Amelia said.

      “I didn’t think Norman would find anything,” he said. “You got too close. You should never have gone to the medical examiner. That formula should never have seen the light of day. It’s already too late for him.”

      “For who?” A cold chill had spread over Amelia.

      “The medical examiner. The moment that they showed up at my door, his life was forfeit.”

      “What?” Amelia shoved him backward. “How can you allow this to happen? What if I tell Mom?”

      Harold straightened up. “Then her life is forfeit as well. I’m sorry.”

      Amelia stared at her stepfather. “What did you do, Harold?”

      “I love your mother,” said Harold. “I love her more than anyone I’ve ever known.”

      “And yet,” said Amelia, “you are responsible for the deaths of two of her three children.”

      With that, she had marched past Harold and into the house. She hadn’t spoken to him since. Her mother spent a lot of time trying to get to the bottom of why her only remaining daughter was so distraught. Amelia had let her think it was because of her siblings’ deaths. To be honest, she was left with a lot of empty time to remember them.

      She and Joel had never been close, but she felt his absence more than she ever could have anticipated. Every time she walked past the closed door to his room, she felt the urge to hold her breath, as though it reeked of death. She had once absentmindedly googled his name to see how he was doing in his recent games before remembering there were no new post-game updates involving Joel, and there never would be again.

      Then there was Robin’s old room. She had moved out a few years earlier, after she had finished university, but the room had always been “Robin’s room,” even as it started being used for storage and guests. Her bed was still there, as well as her endless collection of books.

      Amelia had started to feel like the house was inhabited by ghosts of average moments that would never happen again.

      She pushed herself off her bed. She grabbed her bag, threw it over one shoulder, and walked through the house in a daze. Her mother was in the kitchen, sipping a cup of tea. Harold had left for work earlier that morning.

      Amelia hesitated at the front door. She hadn’t told her mother anything for fear that Harold was telling the truth and her life would be in danger.

      No, thought Amelia, I can’t lose anyone else. Not Mom. Not Norman.

      She left the house walked down to school. The weather was finally beginning to behave like it was spring and not the dead of winter. The sun shone brightly overhead.

      She arrived at school and walked through the halls. She felt as though everyone was watching her.

      “Amelia!” someone shouted as she walked down the hall.

      Amelia put down her head and kept walking. She didn’t want to talk to anyone. She just wanted to go to her classes then go home.

      A hand grabbed her shoulder, and she spun around.

      “Fuck off,” she snapped.

      “Sorry,” said Carl Atkinson, pulling back. “I need to talk to you, Amelia. Is there somewhere private we can talk?”

      It took Amelia a few moments to remember the meeting they’d had behind the school with Norman. It seemed like an eternity ago. She looked around her. Everyone in the hallway was looking at her now.

      “What do you want?” said Amelia, trying to make it clear she didn’t want to talk.

      “That thing you asked me to do,” said Carl quietly. “I did it.”

      “What?”

      “Come on,” said Carl, glancing around. “Can we get some privacy?”

      “What is it?”

      Carl leaned in and whispered so no one else could hear. “I found Sam Hanson. I know where he’s hiding.”

      Amelia flinched and started slowly walking backward. Her heart rate seemed to be a million miles an hour. Her mind was dominated by pictures of gravestones with Norman and her mother’s names on them.

      “I’m sorry,” she said. “We were wrong. It’s nothing. Please stop doing that.”

      “Amelia?” Carl walked up and grabbed her arm. “What’s going on? What’s wrong?”

      “Don’t fucking touch me,” she screamed, shaking him off. “Please stop. I can’t lose anyone else.”

      Carl put his hand back to his side. The people in the hallway were making no effort to pretend they weren’t paying attention.

      “Amelia,” said Carl, “I’m trying to help you find out who killed Joel and Robin. Isn’t that what you want?”

      Amelia shook her head, tears streaming down her face.

      “I’m sorry,” she said.

      She turned and walked as quickly as she could past her classroom. The math teacher looked out at her but said nothing. She marched out the back of the school, her breathing heavy and tears blurring her vision. She looked around the empty soccer fields and cement blacktop.

      She couldn’t go back inside. Almost without thinking, she walked to the back of the school. Just as she had expected, there were several people lounging against the wall at the back of the school, the smoke wafting up from their cigarettes.

      “Hey,” she said, walking up to them, “you guys mind if I chill here for a bit? I can’t handle being in there right now.”

      One of the smokers, a broad-shouldered girl with pitch-black hair, shrugged. “Sure, you want a smoke?”

      Amelia shook her head. “No, thanks.”

      “Suit yourself.”

      Amelia put down her bag. She sat against the wall, putting down her coat so she wasn’t sitting on the melting snow.

      For a few minutes she sat there without moving, staring at the fence in front of her. The pines on the other side of the fence swayed softly back and forth in the breeze. The smoke from the smokers’ cigarettes floated in front of her.

      The black-haired girl suddenly said, “Fuck it,” and turned to her.

      “Hey,” she said, sitting down beside Amelia. “I’m Darcy.”

      “I’m Amelia,” she said. “Nice to meet you.”

      Darcy waited for a few seconds. “What’s the matter, Amelia?”

      “I can’t tell you. I’m sorry.”

      Darcy sighed. “You clearly have something on your chest. You can tell me. Ask anyone. I’m great with this kind of thing. Watch. Charlie! Am I great with secrets?”

      “The best!” replied one of the smokers leaning against the wall.

      “See,” said Darcy. “Charlie trusts me.”

      “So?” said Amelia. “I don’t know you.”

      “Listen,” said Darcy, “I’m not going to force you to tell me, but I can tell that it’s eating at you from the inside. I know that feeling.”

      Amelia scoffed. “You have no fucking idea what I’m feeling right now.”

      Darcy sighed then looked thoughtful for a moment. She said, “My mom is in prison and I’ll probably never see her again except through a pane of glass.”

      Amelia jerked her head toward Darcy. “What?”

      “A few years ago,” said Darcy, “she was involved in a hit-and-run. It was late at night and she’d been drinking heavily. There was a ten-year-old boy riding his bike home from a friend’s house. She’d forgotten to turn on her headlights and was mostly navigating the streets by memory. The boy tried to bike across the crosswalk. She hit him dead-on. I don’t know if the boy was dead by the time he hit the ground or if he bled out on the road. She reversed and drove home another way.”

      Amelia was staring at her. “Why are you telling me this?”

      Darcy sighed. “I know who you are, Amelia. Everyone in this school knows who you are. You’ve had some shitty luck. The worst.”

      Amelia frowned. “What?”

      “When my mother killed the boy,” said Darcy, taking a deep breath, “I was the one who turned her in to the police. I heard the cops looking for someone, and I saw the blood on the grill of my mother’s car. I could smell the liquor on her breath. So I called 911 from a payphone and turned her in.” She looked down at the ground and laughed nervously. “I’ve never told anyone that before. Not even my best friends.” She looked at the two others leaning against the wall.

      “Why are you telling me?” said Amelia, pulling a knee to her chest.

      “Because I know what you’re going through. If you need to talk to someone, I won’t tell anyone. I’ll just listen.”

      Amelia felt tears welling. She pulled her knees to her chest and cried, her sobs coming in rapid succession.

      “Come on,” said Darcy, “I’m here for you.”

      Darcy pulled her close, and Amelia could feel her warmth.

      “Thank you,” said Amelia through her sobs.

      “Take as much time as you need,” said Darcy. “I’ll be here.”

      Amelia looked up at her. “Don’t you have class?”

      Darcy laughed. “If you ask the teachers, they’ll say I’m a lost cause. What that means is I can do whatever I want.”

      “Isn’t that kind of sad? What about your future?”

      Darcy shrugged and took a drag on her cigarette. “I don’t know, Amelia. I try not to think about it.”

      Amelia sighed. They sat in silence for a few minutes. Darcy pulled on her cigarette and blew the air away from Amelia.

      “I’m being blackmailed,” said Amelia softly, “by my stepfather.”

      Darcy’s eyes opened wide for a moment, then she nodded. “Is he involved?”

      “Yes,” said Amelia, “but I don’t know how. I don’t think he killed Joel or Robin, but he knows who did, and he’s involved somehow. Possibly against his will.”

      “What’s the blackmail?”

      “Have you ever heard of Norman Green?”

      Darcy nodded. “He was the hockey player who took a bunch of steroids, right? He got caught, didn’t he?”

      “Yeah. He’s working as a detective now. My sister hired him to look into the case.”

      Darcy laughed. “That’s kind of a strange career change.”

      “I thought he was a terrible choice, but I’ve changed my mind. He’s not bad.”

      “But not great.”

      Amelia laughed, despite herself. “He’s like a blind dog looking for a scent. He knows the general direction, but it’s going to take him a long time to find what he’s looking for.”

      Darcy smiled. “What happened?”

      Amelia sighed and recounted what had happened over the last several days. Darcy listened without talking, starting up a new cigarette midway through the story. The sun shined overhead, melting the snow, casting long shadows from the trees and making Amelia shield her eyes. When she finished her story, Darcy took a long drag on her cigarette, finishing it, and threw it onto the snow a few feet away.

      “Wow,” said Darcy, “that’s rough.”

      “Thanks for listening.”

      “It’s what I wish someone would have done for me.”

      “I’m sorry about what happened to you.”

      “Don’t worry about it. What are you going to do?”

      “I don’t know,” said Amelia. “What if they kill Norman?”

      “What do you think they’re going to do? Hold him captive forever?”

      “What if they do? What if he’s already dead?”

      “Do you think he’s already dead?”

      Amelia thought for a moment then shook her head. “No.”

      “Why not?”

      “When Joel and Robin died, I had this feeling. It’s hard to describe. When I heard Joel died, I was distraught and emotionally broken, but I wasn’t surprised. I should have been, but I wasn’t.”

      “And Norman?”

      “I would be surprised if he was dead. So I have to believe he’s still alive.”

      Amelia thought what she said sounded ridiculous, but Darcy didn’t seem to think so. She looked thoughtfully out over the schoolyard.

      “I think you already know what you have to do,” said Darcy.

      Amelia sighed. “I can’t.”

      “Then who will?” said Darcy. “Are the cops going to do anything? No, Detective Franklin will keep telling them nothing is wrong. Will Gary Thorne do anything? No, because you said he’s probably involved somehow. Will your stepfather do anything? Of course not.”

      “I get it,” said Amelia. “but I can’t.”

      “You need to go talk to Carl and find out what he knows, then you need to find Norman. Fifty years from now, what are you going to wish you had done?”

      Darcy stood and stretched. Amelia looked past her. At some point during their conversation, Darcy’s friends had left.

      “Where are you going?” said Amelia.

      “Lunch. Want to join us?”

      “No, thanks,” said Amelia. “I have some thinking to do.”

      “Suit yourself.” Darcy tapped another cigarette out of her pack then peered into the box. When she saw it was empty, she tossed the pack onto the ground, where it sank into the melting snow.

      “Can we talk again?” said Amelia.

      “I don’t have a phone,” said Darcy. “I’m normally here during the school days, though. If you ever need to talk, just come here.”

      “Thanks,” said Amelia, “for everything.”

      Darcy smiled. “No one ever wants less friends. I’m here for you.” She went to walk away.

      “Wait,” said Amelia.

      Darcy turned back with a questioning look.

      Amelia looked up at her. There was a question that had been bugging her.

      She said, “Are you happy? I mean, like really happy. I’ve been feeling like I’ll never be happy again.”

      Darcy took a moment to think and then shrugged. “I’m not unhappy. Maybe that’s enough.”

      With that, Darcy disappeared around the corner of the school, leaving Amelia alone.

      She pulled her knees to her chest again and smiled, almost despite herself. She had other friends, but she couldn’t talk to them like she had with Darcy.

      As the shadows started growing smaller and the sun reached its peak, Amelia finally stood. She had to shake out her left leg, which had fallen asleep.

      She walked back into the school, her bag draped over one shoulder and her soaked jacket held in one arm. She walked through the door just as the bell rang and students began pouring out of their classes. Just a few weeks earlier, her greatest fear had been getting a bad grade in biology. Now all that seemed absurd and pointless.

      She stood at the entryway to the cafeteria, took a deep breath, and thought about her next move. She had to make a decision. After a long moment of deliberation, she decided what she was going to do. She made a beeline toward the table where Joel had always sat with his friends.

      Carl was sitting with Quentin and Will. They were eating mac and cheese and laughing about something on Quentin’s phone.

      They looked up when she approached.

      “Carl,” she said, “can I talk to you in private?”

      “Of course.” Carl stood. “Give me a minute, guys.”

      Amelia walked out of the cafeteria and into the locker bay. Carl followed her. Once she was certain no one could hear them, she looked up at him.

      “Are you okay?” he said. “You look like you’ve been crying.”

      “I’m fine,” said Amelia, rubbing her eyes. “What did you find about Sam?”

      Carl smiled. Thankfully, he didn’t ask her what caused her to change her mind.

      “You know his band, Pocket Change?”

      “Yeah,” said Amelia. “I’ve heard of them. Didn’t they play at the talent show?”

      “They were hyped up as the next big thing and ended up being pretty mediocre. Anyway, Sam is staying in Damien’s basement. Apparently Damien’s parents don’t know he’s there, and Damien has been sneaking him food.”

      Amelia frowned, remembering Norman telling her about the band. Norman had believed Sam was the only one with malicious intent and that the other two were just being dragged along.

      But apparently it wasn’t so.

      “You know where that is?” she said.

      “I have the address,” said Carl.

      He reached into his pocket and pulled out a small note with an address on it.

      Amelia looked at it. The address was only a few blocks from the school. “Where did you get this?”

      “The third band member, Meghan. Somehow she overheard that I was asking about Sam’s whereabouts. She messaged me on Facebook asking me to meet near the tennis courts down the road. She gave me that address. She told me Sam has been hiding down there ever since Norman confronted them, but he’s getting restless. Damien has been keeping track of the investigation. Apparently Sam is going to come back to school in a few days. Meghan wants them to be sent to jail. It seemed like she felt really guilty about what they did to Norman. Sam is worried that the people who hired them are going to come after them for not finishing the job properly, whatever that means. Do you know what she’s talking about?”

      Amelia nodded. “Why did Meghan tell you this?”

      “She said the band was dissolved. She also implied that she wasn’t dating Damien any more. Most importantly, though, she had the worst black eye I’d ever seen.”

      Amelia swallowed. “You think Damien hit her?”

      “Or Sam. One of them did a number on her, and she wants them to suffer for it.”

      “Can I speak with Meghan?”

      Carl put his hands in his pockets and shook his head. “She said she was going to live with her uncle in Boston. Seemed like she wanted to get out of here as quickly as possible.”

      “I can’t blame her,” said Amelia. “Thanks, Carl.”

      “Just make sure that whoever did this gets what they deserve. For Joel and for Robin.”

      Amelia nodded, a feeling of fierce determination overtaking her. “I will.”
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      Julia walked into the backyard of Rob and Anita’s place. The dogs perked up and ran in her direction the moment they saw her.

      “Hey puppies,” she said, crouching down and letting the dogs run up to her. They jumped at her and pawed at her, their tongues hanging from their mouths and their tails wagging. Julia petted them one at a time, giving them each the attention they deserved.

      “Have Rob and Anita been treating you well?” she said as she scratched behind Teddy’s ears. The dogs rested his head in her lap.

      “They really love you,” said a voice behind her.

      She turned. Rob was standing in the doorway to the house with a steaming cup of coffee. He was wearing a bathrobe.

      “Yeah,” said Julia, turning back to the dogs. “How long have you been there?”

      “I just saw you,” said Rob. “The dogs have been great. We love having them here. You want a drink?”

      Julia scratched Teddy’s head and then walked onto the porch. “A coffee would be great, if you don’t mind.”

      “Not at all,” said Rob. “Come inside where it’s warmer. Anita just ran to the store.”

      Julia followed Rob into the small house. She had been shocked at the hospitality and understanding with which Rob and Anita had treated her with when she first showed up at their house. She had expected them to be angry with her for how things were between her and Norman, but there hadn’t been a single trace of animosity.

      She had gotten her old job back as an assistant at the local vet clinic and had been coming to visit the dogs every night.

      She stepped inside the small house and took off her wet shoes. Rob had already put the coffee maker on.

      “Norman hasn’t been by in a few days,” said Rob, leaning against the counter. “I don’t suppose you know anything about where he is. I would’ve thought he’d be coming by all the time.”

      Julia frowned and poured herself a cup of coffee. “Yesterday,” she said, “I got a call from the real estate agent who has been working to sell our, or rather Norman’s condo. She said there was a very attractive offer for the place but that she couldn’t get in touch with Norman to get a response. Apparently he’d put my number on the paperwork as a backup number. I haven’t been able to reach him either.”

      Rob sighed. “You don’t suppose something happened, do you?”

      Julia sipped at her tea. “I don’t know.”

      “I know I didn’t talk to him at all for a few years, and I should be used to not hearing from him, but I’m worried about him.”

      “Yeah,” said Julia, feeling a twinge of fear in her gut. “Me too.”
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      Amelia and Carl parked a few blocks from the police station.

      “Are you sure about this?” said Carl. When Amelia had told him what she was doing, he had immediately offered to drive.

      “I’m sure,” said Amelia, getting out of the car. “He’s our best chance.”

      “All right,” said Carl. “We need to be careful. Are you sure it isn’t a better idea to go straight for Damien’s house?”

      “I won’t be able to get into the house, let alone get Sam to talk. There’s also the possibility Meghan was lying. We need help.”

      “What if he tries to cheat you?”

      Amelia lifted a digital recorder out of her pocket and waved it at him. “Don’t worry, I’ve got it all under control. I’m working on a new theory. I think Franklin might not be as involved as we thought he was. When I was fighting with Harold and commented on Franklin hiding what was happening, he seemed genuinely confused.”

      They parked the car and walked into the police station. They told the secretary they wanted to meet Detective Franklin and were directed to a desk near the back of the bullpen.

      Amelia pulled up a chair beside Franklin without waiting to be invited. Detective Franklin looked up at her, and at Carl, standing with his arms crossed behind her.

      “Give me one minute,” said Franklin, chewing on a pen. He finished the email he was writing, then turned toward them. “Miss Sweetwater, what can I do for you?”

      “I have evidence relating to the murder of my siblings and to the abduction of Norman Green.”

      Franklin raised his eyebrows for just a second before he regaining his composure, but it was enough to tell Amelia that the detective had no idea what she was talking about.

      Franklin grabbed a notepad. “What happened to Norman?”

      Amelia reached into her pocket and made sure she was recording. Just in case Franklin turned out to be dirty, she needed proof. She started talking, telling him everything she could remember, the same story she’d told Darcy earlier that day.

      “You know where he is now?” said Franklin once she had finished.

      “No,” said Amelia, “but Sam Hanson does. I can’t get to him.”

      Franklin smiled. “I was wondering why you came to me. I didn’t think you were too big a fan of mine. Where is this Sam fellow?”

      “I want to come with you,” said Amelia. “I’ll direct you where to go.”

      Franklin tapped his fingers along the top of the table. “Alright,” he said after a moment. “Not him, though,” he said, gesturing to Carl, “just you.”

      “I can’t allow that,” said Carl. “You’ve been trying to ruin this investigation from the start.”

      “What do you know?” said Franklin, leaning back in his seat and looking like a world-weary cop. “I made a mistake. I will openly admit that I trusted one of my top sources, and it turns out I was being fed false information for this entire investigation. I should have believed what you were telling me about Joel and Robin.”

      Amelia stared at him. “Did something happen?”

      Franklin looked a decade older than he had the last time Amelia saw him. He reached over his desk, grabbed a file, and passed it to Amelia. She took it tentatively and opened it. The moment she saw what was inside the file, she felt like she was going to vomit.

      “When?” she asked.

      “He was found this morning,” said Franklin. “The moment I started looking into his cases, I knew there was something I wasn’t seeing.”

      Amelia couldn’t find anything to say and couldn’t bring herself to close the file.

      Zach Novak was dead. The folder contained pictures of his dead body on his living room couch. He was wearing nothing but a tank top and sweat pants. His head hung on the back of the couch. If not for the hole in the center of his forehead and the circle of dripping blood on the wall behind him, she might have thought he was asleep.

      “What about his daughter?” said Amelia.

      “Zach’s mother took her in for the time being,” said Franklin. “I’m sorry, Amelia. I should have listened to you and your sister.”

      “What about Norman?”

      Franklin shrugged. “You want my help or not?”

      Amelia sighed. “Fine. Carl, I’m good here.”

      “Are you sure?” said Carl.

      “Yes, thanks for all your help. Detective Franklin, I’ll meet you outside.”

      “Sounds great,” said Franklin.

      Carl and Amelia walked out the front door of the station and out to Carl’s car.

      “Take this,” said Amelia, taking the digital recorder from her pocket and handing it to him. “If anything happens, give it to the media. Anywhere but the Toronto Post.”

      “Be safe, Amelia,” said Carl, taking the recorder. He pulled her into a hug.

      “Thanks,” she said, hugging him back.

      Carl released her after a few seconds. “Keep me updated, okay? I’ve known Joel and your family since I was five. I couldn’t live with myself if something happened to you.”

      “I will,” said Amelia, blushing. Detective Franklin waved to her from his unmarked car.

      “Stay safe,” said Carl again.

      Amelia nodded awkwardly and walked to Detective Franklin. She climbed into the passenger seat, and Franklin gestured to her seatbelt. She told him which direction to take and looked in the rear-view mirror.

      Carl stood beside his car and watched them until they turned the corner and he was lost from view.

      “Boyfriend?” said Franklin.

      “No, he’s my brother’s friend,” said Amelia.

      Franklin grinned. “Could’ve fooled me.”

      Amelia glared at him. “Just focus on driving.”
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      Damien lived in an expensive-looking two-story home. It was big enough that it was plausible Sam could be living in the basement without Damien’s family knowing.

      “Stay here,” said Detective Franklin as he pulled into the driveway.

      “I’m coming with you.”

      “Let me get him,” said Franklin. “That isn’t a recommendation. I’ll get him, and then you can watch the interrogation back at the station. Is that understood?”

      “I can’t—”

      “Again, not a recommendation. Stay in the car or I’ll arrest you.”

      Amelia crossed her arms and said nothing, which was enough for Franklin. He left her in the car and walked up to the front door. Amelia leaned against the window and watched. After a few moments, the door opened. Damien stood in the doorway. Franklin gestured as he spoke, conveying that he wanted to search the house for a wanted suspect.

      Damien shook his head and went to close the door in Franklin’s face. Franklin caught the door.

      Amelia couldn’t make out the words, but they were clearly arguing about something. She looked around the yard, wondering who Damien’s family was and how they were able to afford a house this nice.

      She was looking at the exquisite garden to the right of the house when Sam suddenly ran by, sprinting for the fence. He was glancing back at the front of the house, trying to stay out of view of Detective Franklin.

      “Shit,” cursed Amelia. She jumped out of the car and sprinted after him. “Detective Franklin!” she shouted as she ran. “He’s making a run for it.”

      Sam jumped the fence and ran into the adjacent yard. Amelia cursed and ran along the road as fast as she could, catching glimpses of Sam through the gaps between the houses.

      “Franklin!” she shouted. “He’s going south!”

      She looked back and didn’t see anything. She stepped in an ankle-deep puddle of mud and melted snow and had to clench her eyes shut against the wetness that engulfed her socks and shoe. She looked up and cursed. While she’d been looking down at the puddle, she had lost track of Sam. She stopped and looked around, trying to see where he went. For a few seconds, she thought that she’d ruined everything.

      Then she caught a glimpse of him jumping a fence onto the next street over. It was just for a moment as he climbed over, but it was enough. She knew where he was. She turned and ran faster than she had ever run in her life, adrenaline coursing through her veins and her arms pumping as she ran. She turned the corner and then another, seeing Sam turn into the park. She knew the park followed a short trail that led to another residential street.

      “Franklin!” she shouted. “This way!”

      She had no idea where Franklin had gone, but maybe he had heard her shout.

      She ran into the forest, her breaths coming in ragged bursts.

      The dirt trail was wet and moist in the melting snow, but Amelia kept running. The sunlight from the other side of the forest began shining.

      Sam glanced over his shoulder at her, looking scared and red-faced. He exited the forest.

      Amelia heard Sam scream and curse, but didn’t see the cause until she made it to the edge of the forest.

      Sam was on the ground, face-first, with Detective Franklin’s knee in his back. The police car was a few feet away, with Damien sitting in the back seat.

      Amelia caught up with them, panting and putting her hands on her knees. “What the hell happened?”

      Franklin looked up and smiled. “People think they’re smart going through parks and forest. Everyone tries to escape that way. It’s easy to predict. Good job chasing him down. I’m very interested in talking to the two of them.”

      “Fuck you,” said Sam from the ground.

      “You’ll have plenty of time to talk,” said Franklin, pulling him to his feet.

      “Who the hell are you?” said Sam, turning to Amelia.

      “I’m Amelia Sweetwater.”

      For a moment, there was a look of pity and shame in Sam’s eyes, but then it was gone. He turned away from her, refusing to meet her eyes again.

      Franklin led Sam to the car and shoved him into the back seat. Damien glanced at him but said nothing.

      “I’m looking forward to this,” said Franklin, smiling as they climbed into the front seats.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 38

        

      

    

    
      Amelia sipped at a cup of coffee and watched the interrogation through the two-way mirror. Damien and Sam had been put into rooms on opposite sides of the observation room, so Amelia could turn back and forth to see each of them.

      She wondered where Meghan was. She could be on the other side of the country by now, but that was unlikely. She was probably waiting in Boston for everything to blow over.

      Amelia’s phone rang again, and she checked the caller ID. It was Harold, calling her for the twelfth time. She declined the call and slipped it back into her pocket. She didn’t know what he was calling about, and she didn’t care. She had told him repeatedly to learn how to text, but he hadn’t.

      The door to the room that contained Damien opened and Detective Franklin entered. He was holding a cup of coffee in one hand and a folder in the other.

      “Damien Peters,” he said, taking a seat with his back to the two-way mirror and sipping his coffee. He didn’t offer Damien anything, “How are you feeling?”

      “You have the wrong guy,” said Damien. “I didn’t do anything.”

      Franklin laughed. “That’s why you kidnapped Norman Green? That’s why you were hiding Sam? That’s why you were lying to me when I was at your front door?”

      “I want a lawyer,” said Damien, crossing his arms.

      “Do you have one? Or do you want us to appoint one for you?”

      Damien shifted awkwardly in his seat. He looked to the ground and awkwardly said, “Get my parents’ lawyer.”

      “Excellent,” said Franklin. “I’ll get that set up. You have fun in here while I do that.”

      Franklin left the room before Damien had the chance to say anything else and walked over to Sam’s room. Amelia turned around and looked into the other room. Franklin took his seat and sipped his coffee.

      “Do you know what Damien just did?”

      Sam was hunched over. He looked scared and nervous, much more like the nervous wreck that Norman had told her about than the supposed criminal mastermind that had kidnapped him.

      Sam looked up at Franklin but said nothing. He looked back down at the floor and shifted awkwardly in his seat.

      “He asked for a lawyer,” said Franklin.

      Sam didn’t respond.

      “Do you know what that lawyer is going to tell him?”

      Sam didn’t respond.

      Franklin grinned. “That lawyer is going to tell him to make a deal to sell you out and tell us everything about the night you kidnapped Norman Green. He’ll tell Damien to take a deal involving some community service but no prison time and nothing on his record. And do you know what Damien is going to do?”

      Sam looked up through his bangs, his eyes wide.

      “He’s going to take it,” said Franklin, “because that’s the smart thing to do. Damien comes from a rich family, Sam. You know how the old-money rich folks are. Their reputations matter more to them than anything.”

      Sam looked away. His eyes kept darting toward Franklin, but he didn’t say anything.

      “Suit yourself,” said Franklin, picking up his cup of coffee and the folder. “I’m sure you’ll be fine surviving in prison with hardened criminals.”

      He walked to the door and grabbed the handle.

      “Wait,” said Sam, so softly Amelia could barely hear him through the glass. “I’ll tell you everything. Just don’t send me to prison.”

      Franklin turned back. He had a serious expression, but Amelia caught a moment of triumph as he turned back to Sam. “Well,” he said, sitting back down. “Let’s hear it. I can probably get you six months house arrest and some community service, assuming Norman doesn’t push any further charges.”

      “Alright,” said Sam, his face covered in sweat and his expression frantic. “I’ll tell you everything. I’m not a bad person, I swear. I just needed the money.”

      Franklin grinned. “Start with where the warehouse is that you took Norman Green and who hired you.”
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      “Do you mind if I ask you a question, Norman?” said a soft voice.

      Norman clenched his eyes shut against the light. His head was pounding from where he had been hit repeatedly. His entire body hurt. Thomas had sent two gigantic men to torture him, and they had done so thoroughly. They had beaten him within an inch of his life. He was covered in cuts, bruises, blood. Every part of him hurt, and his eyes were so swollen he could barely open them.

      But he hadn’t told them anything, even though they had asked him repeatedly who else might know about this warehouse.

      “Norman, I know you can hear me.”

      Norman forced his eyes open as far as they could go. He waited for a few moments while his vision stabilized and came into focus. His cell was covered in his blood.

      Thomas was hanging through the bars, looking down on him.

      “What do you want?” said Norman. His voice was weak and cracked. His throat hurt when he spoke.

      “Why are you doing this?” said Thomas. “Just tell us what we want to know and we’ll stop. Tell us who else knows and what you know. That’s all we need. Who are you protecting?”

      Norman had spent a lot of time asking that exact question. He could have given up at any time and stopped the pain.

      But he was finished giving in to the easy way. He had ruined his entire life in a single moment of weakness when that doctor had offered him the steroids. The doctor had insisted they were untraceable and no one would ever know. Despite his shame and embarrassment, Norman had chosen his dream over his pride, and he’d suffered for it.

      Thomas laughed. “You should know that medical examiner is dead. Zach Novak, I think his name was. We couldn’t have him telling anyone else what was in Joel Sweetwater’s bloodstream. We shouldn’t have any more issues.”

      “You won’t get away with this,” said Norman, straining to make the words.

      “What’s that?” said Thomas, leaning through the bars. “I couldn’t hear you over your inability to speak.” He laughed. “You never answered my question.”

      “What question?”

      “Why are you holding out? Just tell us what we want to know and we’ll let you go.”

      Norman thought for a moment. “Because fuck you. That’s why.”

      Thomas grinned. “You’ll end up telling us sooner or later.”

      Norman leaned back against the wall, trying to ignore the pain. The door to the stairwell opened. Norman opened his eyes to see a man walking in and whispering something in Thomas’s ear. The man seemed familiar, but Norman couldn’t focus long enough to figure out who he was.

      Thomas listened, his eyes opening wide.

      “Get everything out,” said Thomas. “Move to the other location.”

      “What about him?” said the man, nodding toward Norman.

      Thomas thought for a long moment. “Kill him. Like the other one.”

      The man nodded and took a gun from inside his jacket.

      Thomas turned to Norman. “Have a good life.” He turned and walked out of the cell block.

      The door closed, leaving Norman alone with the man.

      Norman closed his eyes and let out a deep breath. “Just do it,” he said, his voice rasping and hurting his throat. “Put me out of my misery.”

      “I have no intention of doing that, Norman. I’ve done enough damage. I never signed up for this.”

      He looked up at the man, trying to make out his face.

      He was a thin man in great shape, although his eyes were deep with a sorrow that Norman couldn’t fathom. He took out a key and unlocked the cell door.

      “My name is Keith McCray,” he said. “I’m Gary Thorne’s brother-in-law. I used to be, anyway.”

      Norman frowned, staring through the open cell door at the man. “You’re the one whose wife died.”

      Keith nodded. “This place tried to save her, but not even they could accomplish that. We need to get out of here.”

      He took a set of keys out of his pocket and slipped them into the lock. The door slid open.

      “Can you walk?” he said.

      Norman looked up at him. “Why are you doing this?”

      Keith sighed. “I should never have trusted these people. I never signed up to kill or torture people. And to be perfectly honest, I need you to back me up when the police get here. I need you to tell them I was working against Thomas and his schemes.”

      Norman could barely focus. “Get me out of here,” he said, rubbing his eyes, “and I’ll tell them whatever you want.”

      “Come on,” said Keith. He unlocked the cell, walked inside, and put an arm around Norman.

      Norman grunted in pain as Keith hoisted him to his feet. Norman tried to put weight on his legs and gritted his teeth against the pain.

      “Ankle,” Norman muttered. “Sprained.”

      “Shit,” said Keith. “You’re going to need to muscle through this. Come on, you’ve got this.”

      Keith and Norman took one step at a time, Norman hopping on his good foot and letting Keith guide him out of the cell block and up the stairs. They had to stop at least a dozen times as they made it up the stairs, but slowly they made it to the top. By the time they made it to the top of the stairs, a quarter of an hour had passed.

      Once they approached the top, Norman could hear sirens coming from the street.

      “Thank God,” Norman muttered, his strength failing.

      “Come on,” said Keith. “Just a few more steps.”

      Norman felt his eyelids drooping. He didn’t have enough energy to make it.

      He made it to the top step and stumbled through the door. Keith lost his grip on Norman, and he fell to the ground.

      He managed to get an arm in front of him to soften his fall, but then he was done. He had no energy left.

      “Norman!” a familiar voice shouted.

      He used the last of his energy to turn his head. The warehouse was crawling with police officers moving amongst the equipment. They were gathering evidence from all the machines. None of the doctors or guards could be seen anywhere. They must have all fled.

      “Norman, thank God you’re okay!” said the voice again. Norman realized it was Amelia’s.

      He looked up. Amelia and Detective Franklin were running toward him.

      A sense of relief washed over him as everything went black.
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      Norman blinked and waited for his eyes to adjust to the light overhead. He didn’t know how long it had been since the events at the warehouse, but he was able to open his eyes all the way. That was a good sign.

      He was sitting in a hospital room, covered in bandages. His bed was on a slight angle, and he had to wipe spit away from the corners of his mouth. He touched his head and recoiled from the pain.

      There was a bandage on his forehead. He blinked a few more times and took in his surroundings.

      He was in a hospital room. The window overlooked the Gardiner Expressway. A news report played on the television in the corner. He could see the silhouette of a cop standing outside the room.

      “Hey!” he shouted, his voice rasping. “I’m awake.”

      The cop walked inside. Once he saw Norman was awake, he said, “I’ll get Franklin.”

      “Can you get me some water as well?”

      The cop scoffed. “I’ll tell the nurse.”

      He left. A nurse came running in a few moments later with a glass of water. Behind her came a doctor, who asked Norman a series of questions about his health and how he was feeling. Norman answered them to the best of his knowledge, but he was tired. He had apparently been out for two days hours, and most of his injuries were only on the surface level. They looked far worse than they actually were. He would be able to walk within a day, and, as long as he took his painkillers, he would be fine.

      The doctor left, saying he wanted Norman to stay under observation for a few days.

      Detective Franklin walked in with two other cops.

      He smiled and crossed his arms. “How are you feeling, Norman?”

      Norman looked up at him, frowning. “What the fuck are you doing here?”

      “You’re welcome,” said Franklin. “I’m the one who saved you.”

      “You were being paid off by fucking Thomas Ruutu. What the hell are you talking about?”

      Franklin sighed and turned to the two cops. “Do you two mind getting Miss Sweetwater from the waiting room?”

      The cops nodded and left the room. Franklin took a seat and looked up at Norman. “Thomas Ruutu was behind this?” he said, taking out a notepad. “That’s what Sam said as well. Was he the one who did that to you?”

      “I’m not talking to you,” said Norman, crossing his arms. “You’re working for them.”

      Franklin sighed. “Amelia thought the same thing, and I convinced her she was wrong. I’m on your side, Norman. I understand you don’t trust me, and I can’t blame you. I’m sure you can understand why I was furious with you.”

      “Why?” said Norman.

      Franklin shook his head in disbelief. “For the past few months I’ve been investigating a new street drug that goes by the name ‘Burrow.’ Extremely addictive but not very strong. I kept my name out of it because I assumed the person running it had power. I discovered that it was Thomas Ruutu, confirming my hypothesis. Thomas had previously spent time in prison for selling cocaine. His father’s company had the connections, and he has the money in a trust fund. It fit together perfectly. I had Thomas arrested. We charged him with the crime, but he was out on half-million-dollar bail within twenty-four hours. Then, while we were trying to put together a case against him, you came into the picture. You were looking into him as a suspect in Joel’s murder, but you didn’t have enough information. You let him convince you to work for him and to find the detective who had gotten him caught. You led him right to me. You put my entire investigation at risk. For what? Money? Mortgage payments?”

      “I gave it back,” said Norman. “I sent the money back where it came from. I had to return my girlfriend’s engagement ring. She broke up with me because of it.”

      The door to the room entered, and Amelia entered, smiling from cheek to cheek. She ran up to Norman and wrapped her arms around him.

      “I’m so glad you’re okay,” she said.

      “I’m fine,” said Norman, returning the hug. “Why is Franklin here?”

      “He saved you,” said Amelia, pulling back. “Without him, you’d still be in that basement.”

      Norman looked over Amelia’s shoulder at Detective Franklin.

      “Go on,” he said, “you were talking about Thomas Ruutu.”

      Franklin nodded. “After you told Thomas it was me who had come after him, his lawyers sent me a letter essentially saying they would sue me for everything I had if I didn’t stop my investigation. It doesn’t matter how you knew, but it does matter that you know.”

      “Why doesn’t it matter how I know?”

      Franklin shrugged. “I don’t care, Norman. My ex-wife took my kids to live in Seattle with her parents, and I have a year left until retirement. I’m going to take my pension and go live near my kids. I haven’t seen them in a decade except for a few weekends a year.” He sighed. “I assume you have a source inside of the police department. I won’t ask who it is.”

      Norman nodded, thinking of Vince. “And I won’t ask about yours,” he responded.

      Franklin nodded. “My best source has been feeding me false information about you this entire time. I thought you were in on it, just like you thought I was.”

      Norman crossed his arms. “Why did you think Robin’s murder was random?”

      Franklin shrugged. “My source told me it was.”

      Norman shook his head. “Robin was killed for talking to Zach Novak, the medical examiner.”

      “We don’t know who pulled the trigger,” said Franklin, looking contemplative, “but we know the motive. That’s something.”

      “And we know that Joel overdosed on medication he never should have had. I think that’s what they were making in the warehouse.”

      “It was,” said Franklin. “Our teams analyzed it. It’s exactly the same as Burrow. It explains where Burrow comes from. It started as a cancer medication.”

      Amelia pushed herself off the wall. “Gary Thorne,” she said.

      Norman and Franklin jerked their heads toward her.

      “What?” said Norman.

      “Detective Franklin, that’s your source, isn’t it? Gary Thorne.”

      Franklin shook his head. “I can’t admit who my source is.”

      “That would explain a lot,” said Amelia. “It would explain how you got involved in Robin’s murder so quickly. Gary told you and wanted someone he knew involved so they didn’t find the real murderer.”

      “I can’t reveal my source.”

      “And then,” continued Amelia as though she hadn’t been interrupted, “we find out that Keith, Gary’s brother-in-law, has been working security for Thomas Ruutu. This is the same Keith whose wife, Marie, died from cancer. They gave her a ton of experimental treatments to try to stop the cancer, but nothing worked. All those treatments were funded by Gary Thorne, and it was managed by my stepfather, Harold Sweetwater.” She crossed her arms. “Do I need to go on, or are you going to admit Gary Thorne has been lying to you and fucking up this entire investigation?”

      Franklin said nothing for a few seconds. “We have Harold Sweetwater and Keith McCray in custody. Gary Thorne and Thomas Ruutu are missing. Norman, I need you to come to the station with me.”

      “Why?”

      “Keith won’t speak to anyone but you.”

      Somehow that made perfect sense to Norman. “As soon as the doctors clear me, I’ll come. Gary and Thomas must be setting up another lab somewhere.”

      “We’re looking,” said Franklin. “We haven’t found anything.”

      “Alright,” said Norman. “I’ll see you at the station.”

      He lay back on his pillows, trying to emphasize that the conversation was over. Detective Franklin took the hint and left.

      “What now?” said Amelia, falling into the chair beside the bed.

      “Thank you,” said Norman. “I wouldn’t be here if not for you.”

      Amelia grinned. “Who told you?”

      “I just knew. You put yourself at risk.”

      Amelia smiled. “You risked yourself for me, and I had to return the favor.”

      “A lot of people wouldn’t have done that.”

      “I’m not most people.”

      “I suppose not.” Norman was tired. The fatigue of nearly dying hadn’t worn away just yet. “Can you pass me my phone?”

      Amelia grabbed the phone from the side table, where it was charging. Norman took it and turned it on.

      He was immediately hit with almost fifty notifications. Some were texts from people worrying about his well-being, but most were voicemails.

      They were almost all from Julia.

      He took a deep breath and called his voicemail. He played the first message. It was from Julia. She was at Robert and Anita’s playing with the dogs. She was wondering how he was, and apparently Robert was as well.

      The messages continued in the same vein, talking about how she was worried about him and how she had started looking into his cases in an attempt to find him.

      “I’m sorry,” she said in the twelfth message with a slight drunken slur, “I’m sorry for whatever it is I did. I know we both made mistakes, but there was something there, wasn’t there?”

      The message ended and the next came on. It was from Julia’s phone as well, but the voice wasn’t hers. When he heard the voice, a chill went down Norman’s spine.

      “Hello, Norman,” said Thomas Ruutu. “Your friend Julia was kind enough to give me her phone. She was trying to track you down and contacted me, since you were working on my case. We met up for coffee. It was very nice, but someone slashed her tires while we were there. I had to drive her home. It was a nice drive.”

      “Holy shit,” said Norman, his blood turning cold. “Amelia, come here.”

      Amelia, who had been sitting in a chair and leafing through a skiing magazine, stood and walked over. Norman put the message on speaker and held it out to her.

      “Norman,” came Julia’s distressed voice, “help me!”

      “Norman,” said Thomas, “if you want to see Julia again, I need you to do one thing. Kill Keith. Do that and I’ll set Julia free. You can spend the rest of your shitty lives together with your stupid mutts.”

      “Norman,” Julia shouted from the background. “We’re at—”

      The call abruptly ended mid-sentence.

      They stood in silence for a few moments.

      “Shit,” muttered Amelia under her breath. “What are you going to do?”

      “I don’t know,” said Norman. “I need to assume I’m being watched.” He thought for a moment. “Call Franklin and tell him to meet us at an undisclosed location and to bring Keith.”

      Amelia looked at him, wide-eyed. “You’re not honestly thinking of killing Keith, are you?”

      “Of course not,” said Norman instantly, “but I need his help to save Julia and catch Thomas. There must be a reason why they want Keith dead. He knows something.”
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      Amelia set up the meeting while Norman met with the doctors. They cleared him to leave, although the doctor advised against strenuous activity.

      Half an hour later, they left the hospital.

      Detective Franklin pulled up in an unmarked police car. Amelia was already sitting in the passenger seat.

      “I have to sit in the back?” said Norman, walking up to the car.

      “There’s no more room,” said Franklin. “Get in. We got another cop car bringing Keith to a meeting location.”

      “Can you trust them?” Norman climbed into the back seat and buckled his seat belt.

      “Who?”

      “The cops.”

      “These are men I’ve known for decades. I would trust them with my life.” Franklin pulled out of the parking lot and out onto the road. “They’ll be there.”

      “Alright,” said Norman. He turned and looked out the window.

      Franklin sighed. “Amelia told me about Julia. We’re looking into her last known whereabouts.”

      Norman nodded. “Thanks.”

      “You know, Norman,” said Franklin, “I have to say that I’m impressed by you.”

      Norman turned to look through the wire mesh as they pulled onto the highway. “Why’s that?”

      “Less than a week ago, you were offered a bribe by Thomas Ruutu. You took it and then came to your senses and gave it back. Today, you were offered another deal Ruutu that was much more interesting. He offered the life of the woman you love in exchange for killing someone you barely know. And yet Amelia tells me you didn’t even consider Thomas’s offer.”

      Norman shrugged. “It was never an option.”

      “But it would have been before all this happened, wouldn’t it?”

      Norman shook his head “No.”

      “Why not? Is it because of a vendetta against Thomas? Because you don’t love Julia? Because Keith saved your life? What is it?”

      “There’s a fourth option,” mumbled Norman. He rubbed his temples, where a sharp pain had arisen. He grabbed one of the painkillers from the bottle he’d been given and dropped it into his mouth.

      “What’s that?” said Franklin.

      Norman turned and looked into the front seat. “I’m not a fucking murderer.”

      Franklin watched him in the rear-view mirror for a long moment, then he nodded. The remainder of the car ride was silent, until finally they pulled up to an old farmhouse. It was well maintained but didn’t look lived in.

      “The Toronto Police Department owns this place,” said Franklin. “A former chief left it to us when he died. We use it when we need a discreet location.”

      “Are they here yet?” Norman tried the door before remembering it wouldn’t open from the inside. Amelia got out of the car and opened Norman’s door.

      Norman climbed out of the car. His legs wobbled a bit. Amelia grabbed his arm to stabilize him. He nodded his thanks and stepped back from the car.

      Franklin drove the car into the garage then came back out. They walked through the front door of the house. Everything inside looked fresh and unused, as though it had been furnished just a day before. There were security cameras set up in the corners of each room.

      “Basement,” said Franklin. “They’re waiting for you.”

      They walked down the creaking stairs. Norman expected to walk into an interrogation room, with Keith waiting behind a pane of glass while the cops smoked and watched him through a two-way mirror.

      He was right about the cigarettes, but everything else was wrong.

      The basement was decorated like Norman’s grandmother’s had been. It was covered in flower wallpaper and old couches. In the center of the room was a round wooden table. The two cops and Keith were playing poker, using monopoly money to bet. The two cops were neck and neck, but Keith was down to his last twenty. They looked up as Norman, Amelia, and Franklin walked into the basement.

      Norman noted that Amelia had remained quiet, as though she wanted to be a fly on the wall.

      “Norman!” said Keith, laying down his hand and walking over to him. “Thank God you’re okay.”

      “Mostly,” said Norman, smiling. “Thanks for what you did.”

      “I couldn’t leave you there,” Keith said.

      They stood in silence for a few moments, then Franklin said, “Should we get started?”

      “Yes, of course,” said Keith. He looked at Amelia. “Who are you?”

      Amelia leaned against the wall awkwardly. “I’m Amelia Sweetwater.”

      Keith nodded somberly. “I’m sorry for your losses.”

      “I’m sorry about Marie,” replied Amelia.

      Keith nodded.

      “Okay,” said Franklin, “everybody except for myself, Norman, and Keith can wait upstairs.”

      “No,” said Keith. “I want Amelia to stay. She deserves to know what happened to Joel and Robin.”

      Franklin looked irritated. “Fine, but you two,” he gestured to the cops, “need to get out.”

      The two cops shrugged and walked up the stairs.

      Franklin looked at Amelia. “Are you sure you want to be here?”

      Amelia swallowed. “I’m sure.”

      Franklin nodded and gestured to the table. They all sat except Amelia, who remained by the staircase, leaning against the bannister.

      “Don’t record it, please,” said Keith, putting his hands together in front of him.

      “Of course,” said Franklin, although Norman couldn’t help but think about the endless security cameras around the house.

      “Norman,” said Keith, turning toward him, “the reason I requested your presence here is because I need you on my side. You know what I did for you and that I don’t agree with Thomas Ruutu and his organization. I need your support if this goes to trial. Can you promise me that?”

      Franklin groaned quietly.

      Norman ignored him. “I’ll support you,” he said.

      “Alright,” said Keith. He took a deep breath. “It all started when my wife, Marie, got sick. About a year ago.”

      Norman leaned back in his chair. “Take your time. I know this is hard for you.”

      Franklin shot him a look.

      “At first we thought it was a common cold,” said Keith, wiping tears away, “but then it didn’t go away. We went to the hospital. The most terrifying moment of my life happened when I asked the doctor what was wrong. He looked at with complete and utter bewilderment. He had no earthly idea what was wrong with Marie.”

      Keith requested a glass of water, and Amelia called up the stairs to the cops. Moments later one returned with glasses of water for everyone then returned upstairs.

      “I was working mall security at the time,” continued Keith, sipping on his water with shaking hands. “Gary, Marie’s brother, got in touch with a friend of his, Dr. Harold Sweetwater, to discuss the options. Sweetwater immediately recognized the disease. He knew there were theoretical cures, but it was rare enough that none had been tested. Sweetwater offered to develop the cure himself, but he needed funding. Gary knew the Ruutu family through his journalism career, so he went to them for money. More specifically, he went to Thomas Ruutu’s father, Jacobi. Jacobi is a shrewd businessman and a pure capitalist. Gary tried to sell it as an altruistic endeavor, but all Jacobi saw was that there was no profit in it. Jacobi turned him down. Gary went to other rich people as well and made the same offer. Many allegedly wanted to help, but it was lost money.”

      “What changed?” said Franklin, making a note.

      “Gary got a call from Thomas Ruutu,” said Keith. “Thomas had heard about the drug from his father and wanted to fund the development. It seemed to Gary like Thomas wanted to get out of his father’s shadow and create something that would be his legacy. “

      Norman nodded. “What better option than something his father had emphatically turned down?”

      “Exactly,” said Keith, “although there was something else. Thomas knew drugs, and he was smart enough to understand the chemistry. He knew that the drug Harold was developing was highly addictive.”

      “Did the drug work?” said Franklin.

      “Kind of. It took a few months to develop. When it was complete, we started giving it to Marie. The first few days were promising. The color returned to her cheeks, and her energy seemed to return. The tumor growth slowed.”

      “But it didn’t stay that way?” said Franklin.

      “No,” said Keith, shaking his head. “False positive. She always wanted more. She craved it. She spent the last few weeks of her life begging desperately for that drug. That was my fault.”

      “What happened after she died?”

      “Nothing, for a few weeks,” said Keith, wiping a tear. “We had the funeral, and I always got the sense that people thought I should have done more. Like I hadn’t put my blood, sweat, and tears into this. Like I hadn’t risked everything.”

      “What about Gary?” said Franklin.

      “He understood,” said Keith. “He always understood. I didn’t want to be at my house, so he let me stay at his place, and then he get me a job.”

      “At the warehouse with Ruutu?” said Norman, making a note.

      “Yes,” said Keith. “They were looking for trustworthy security guards, and I had experience.”

      “They kept working on the drug?” said Franklin. “Even after the failure with Marie and knowing the negative side effects?”

      “They did more than that,” said Keith. “Thomas started using his connections to sell it as a street drug.”

      Franklin nodded. “I thought so.”

      Keith took a sip of water. “Thomas had a complete monopoly on producing and supplying it. I didn’t have access to confidential information, but it didn’t take a genius to figure it out. They were making money hand over fist, despite not having a single patient.”

      Norman made a note and glanced back at Amelia, who seemed to be trying to disappear into the wall. “What happened to Joel Sweetwater?” he said.

      “All I know,” said Keith, “comes from rumors and my guesses.”

      “What’s do you think happened?” said Franklin.

      “Harold Sweetwater never wanted to be involved in an illicit drug operation,” said Keith, putting his hands together on top of the table. “Although he worked in pharmaceutical research for a while after his masters, he always wanted to be a doctor. He took an oath, and he lived by it. When he found out what was being done with his work, he tried to stop it. However, Thomas and Gary were making so much money that they would never allow that. They threatened to destroy everything Harold loved if he went to the authorities. Harold didn’t want anyone he loved to get hurt, but he wanted to stop them. He took a single bottle of the pills from the lab so he could take them to the police.”

      “What went wrong?” said Franklin.

      Norman glanced back at Amelia. She had taken a few steps toward the table.

      “He needed to smuggle the drugs out somehow,” said Keith. “Joel was taking painkillers for his leg injury at the time. Harold took one of his empty pill bottles. He filled it with the drugs and snuck it home. I don’t know what happened that night, but I can guess. I think that Joel was looking for his pills and found the bottle his father had taken. He took a few pills, and the pain in his leg didn’t subside, so he took more. You’re only supposed to take one pill a day. It wasn’t long before he overdosed.”

      “What happened to the pills?” said Franklin.

      Norman looked at the table, a sudden realization coming over him. “Harold took them,” he said.

      They all looked at him, and Norman found himself glancing back at Amelia, who was now just a few feet behind him.

      “When I first met Robin,” said Norman, “she said she’d heard someone walking around Joel’s room before she found his body. It was the reason she refused to believe he had committed suicide. She went to dozens of private detectives, and they all refused to believe that there could have been any crime without any indications of forced entry.”

      “It was Harold,” said Amelia. The three men turned to look at her. She was a foot behind Norman, her arms protecting her chest. “It was his fault my brother died.”

      The three men were quiet for a long time.

      “I’m sorry,” said Norman.

      Amelia fell into the fourth chair at the table and stared at the wall, as though her entire world was being torn apart.

      “What about Robin’s death?” said Franklin.

      Amelia didn’t react.

      “I don’t know,” said Keith, shifting awkwardly in his seat, “my best guess is that someone inside the organization was contacted by Robin, and Ruutu or Gary found out. They sent someone to meet with her. They might have hired someone. I’m sorry I can’t tell you more.”

      Franklin made a note. “I have one more question.”

      Keith looked around the table and nodded. “You want to know where they are now.”

      “Exactly,” said Franklin.

      Keith tapped his fingers along the table. “They told us all that the plan if anything happened was to resume work at a warehouse owned by Ruutu International. That’s all I know. They said they would send out the information once the danger had subsided.”

      Franklin made a note. “Nothing else?”

      “That’s all I know.”

      “We’ll find it. Anything else you need, Norman?”

      Norman frowned for a long moment. Something was bothering him, but he couldn’t place his finger on it.

      “I have a few questions I’d like to ask Keith in private,” he said. “Can you take Amelia to the car?”

      “Are you sure?” said Franklin. His tone implied that he could sense that Norman was trying something.

      “Give me five minutes,” said Norman. “Then come back down.”

      Franklin nodded. He and Amelia walked out of the basement. Amelia walked like a zombie alongside Franklin, as though she was overwhelmed by the world. Norman and Keith remained in silence until they heard the door at the top of the stairs close.

      Norman turned to Keith.

      Keith swallowed awkwardly. “Thank you for this,” he said. “I appreciate your support.”

      Norman nodded. “Is there anything else you know about Robin’s death?”

      Keith frowned. “What do you mean? I told you everything I know.”

      “No,” said Norman, “you didn’t.”

      Keith shrugged. “I don’t understand.”

      “I haven’t been a detective very long,” said Norman. “I will openly admit that I’m far from the best. However, I’ve gotten pretty good at telling when someone is lying or leaving out information. You know more than you told us.”

      “No, I don’t,” said Keith. A line of sweat appeared on his forehead.

      Norman thought for a moment then took a shot in the dark.

      “Keith,” he said slowly, “they didn’t trust you, did they? Thomas and Gary needed a way to make sure you wouldn’t go to the police. Harold had his family, but you had nothing to lose.”

      The moment Norman finished speaking, Keith jumped from his seat, sending the chair careening backward into the wall. Breathing heavily, he ran for the stairs. Norman stepped out of his chair. In just a few steps, he closed the distance and slammed Keith into the wall. He held Keith there while he tried to escape. Keith was significantly weaker than Norman and wasn’t able to put up a fight, despite Norman’s condition.

      “Tell me what happened,” said Norman as Keith continued to struggle.

      “I didn’t do anything. I’m innocent!”

      “You sure look innocent. Just calm down.”

      Keith looked back at him for a long moment and then stopped struggling. It took Norman a moment to realize Keith was crying.

      “I’m sorry,” he said through his tears. “I never wanted this to happen. I just wanted to save Marie.”

      “I’m going to let you go, and then you’re going to tell me everything,” said Norman. “If you are honest, I might help you. Understand?”

      Keith nodded. Norman let go of him and stepped back, ready to grab him if he tried anything.

      Keith turned and looked at the staircase for a moment before falling against the wall and sliding down.

      “They forced me to do it,” he said, staring at the floor. “They said they would kill me if I didn’t. They gave me a gun and told me to set up a meeting with Robin. I called and told her I had information about her brother’s death. We arranged to meet that night in the backyard of her parents’ house. It was her idea, because it was a big empty space no one would be in. I snuck into her yard and shot her in the back of the head. She never saw me. I dropped the gun in a dumpster and hid in my room at Gary’s house until they told me no one suspected me. I’m so sorry. I don’t even want to think what Marie would think if she could see me. I was a good person once, I swear.”

      Norman looked down at the crying, sniveling man who had killed Robin. “You know,” he said. “I got a call from Thomas Ruutu this morning. He has the woman I love captive, and he told me that all I needed to do to save her was kill you. I could do that, right now, and save her.”

      Keith looked up at him. “Thomas told you to kill me?”

      Norman nodded. “Shows how much he cares about you and how much he trusts you.” He crouched down so his face was on the same level as Keith’s. “Do you know why I’m not going to kill you, Keith?”

      Keith nervously shook his head.

      Norman locked him in his gaze. “Because, unlike you, I’m not a fucking murderer.”
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      Amelia stepped out of the car and absentmindedly thanked Norman and Franklin. Norman was looking weaker than he should. He had been in the hospital for a reason, and he was clearly still weak from his near-death beating.

      Keith had been taken to the station to be processed. When Norman had told Amelia that she was sitting beside her sister’s killer, she felt sick to her stomach. She was thankful Norman had caught him, but she would rather have found out a different way.

      She turned toward the house where she had lived for the past decade and sighed. Joel, Robin, and now Harold would be gone. Franklin had put out an APB for the arrest of Harold, Gary, and Thomas. Harold had been found at his clinic almost immediately and brought in to the station for questioning.

      Amelia walked up the walkway to the front door. She looked back just as Norman and Franklin drove away.

      As she stepped inside, she was confronted by the sound of her mother screaming at someone. Amelia followed the sound into the kitchen.

      Mary Sweetwater was on the phone. “There’s been some sort of mistake! Do you have any idea who my husband is? He has done more good for the world than any of you fucking pigs. You will release him right now before I get the full might of my legal team to come down on you!”

      “Mom,” Amelia said softly, standing in the doorway.

      Mary didn’t look at her. “I don’t give a shit!” she screamed into the phone. “Get him out of there now!”

      “Mom.”

      Mary paced back and forth. “I will destroy you and everyone you love unless you release Harold right now. After all I’ve been through with two of my children dying, you dare to accuse my husband of having a part in it? Fuck you, you useless pieces of shit. Do you have children? Well, of course not. Hello?”

      Mary looked at her daughter. Amelia’s finger was on the receiver, cutting off the call.

      “Amelia?” said Mary, looking more stunned than angry. “What are you doing?”

      “Mom,” said Amelia, softly. “I need to talk to you. About Harold.”

      Mary looked from her only remaining child back to the phone and then slowly returned the phone to its cradle. There were tears in her eyes, which she tried to wipe away.

      “Amelia, what’s the matter?”

      Amelia pulled her mother into a tight hug. “I’m so sorry,” she whispered to her mother as her tears broke through the floodgates. “It’s true. All of it.”
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      “We’ve got it,” said Franklin. He hung up and put his coffee into his cup holder as he pulled out of the parking lot. “Ruutu International owns a warehouse in the north of the city. We’re sending patrol cars there now to surround the place.”

      “Do I get a gun?” said Norman.

      “You do not,” said Franklin. “You are not certified, nor do I trust you with one. I’m taking you along with me to catch this motherfucker for two reasons. One, you did a good job getting a confession out of Keith. You did good, Norman.”

      “Thank you,” said Norman, feeling a swell of pride. “That means a lot.”

      “Don’t thank me yet,” said Franklin, turning onto the highway and heading north. “You won’t like the second reason.”

      “What’s that?” said Norman, turning to him.

      “I want to prove you aren’t fit for this line of work,” said Franklin. “You take things personally and get too invested in cases. That will kill you in the long term.”

      “I can handle it,” said Norman.

      Franklin glanced at him. “We’ll see.”

      They drove in silence until they came to a warehouse on the outskirts of town. Police cars had already blocked off the area.

      “Come on,” said Franklin, parking behind the blockade and climbing out of the car. “They must be in there somewhere.”

      “They’ll have seen the police presence,” said Norman as he climbed out of the car. “They’ll know we’re coming.”

      “Perhaps,” said Franklin, “but we have them surrounded. There’s nothing they can do about it.”

      “Thomas is smart. He isn’t here.”

      “He’s here.”

      Norman shook his head but said nothing. It seemed too easy.

      “Let’s head inside,” said Franklin to the cop in charge of the siege. “Stay back, Norman. This might get ugly.”

      Cops began streaming between the cars and heading toward the building at the leader’s command. Norman fell in step with the third wave of cops. Something about the building was bothering him. It was too quiet, too boring.

      But the cops thought Julia was being held somewhere inside, and Norman wasn’t about to get in their way.

      They walked up to the building and pushed the door open. Once it was open, cops poured into the building.

      Norman listened as Franklin yelled and shouted at his officers to search the building and find everything they could.

      By the time Norman was inside, the panic was already over.

      The warehouse was empty. There was nothing there but the rafters and support beams.

      Franklin was leaning against a post in the center of the room, staring forward. Officers were scattered around the warehouse, looking for anything.

      Norman walked up to Franklin. “What happened?”

      Franklin looked down at the ground. “I was so sure there was going to be a lab here just like the other one that I didn’t even think through how stupid it would be. You were right. There was nothing but this.”

      He held out a note. It said, Nice try, Detective Franklin.

      “That’s it?” said Norman.

      “That’s it,” said Franklin. “It was taped to this pillar. We’ll give it to forensics, but I doubt they find anything.”

      “So what now?” said Norman, handing him back the note.

      Franklin looked around the empty warehouse.. “I don’t know,” he said. “I was so sure this was it.”

      “He outsmarted all of us,” said Norman.

      “Whatever,” said Franklin. “I’ll leave the others to do the rest of the cleanup.”

      Norman looked around. “Where’s Julia?”

      “I don’t know.” Franklin looked down. “I’m sorry.”

      Franklin patted Norman on the shoulder. “Back to the drawing board. We’ll find her.” He walked past Norman and toward the exit.

      In that moment, Norman felt hopeless, as though he would never find Julia. He would never again feel her warmth, her kiss, her body.

      He would never get to watch her play with the dogs.

      In that moment, Norman realized he loved Julia, and he needed her in his life.

      If only he knew where she was.
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      Around nine the next morning, Norman received a call from the real estate agent telling him there was an offer for his condo, just a few grand below the asking price. Norman informed her he would take the deal. The buyers would take over ownership of his condo in a month.

      Norman walked through the condo in a daze. He looked over the balcony. The brisk spring air was cold against his bare chest, but he didn’t care. He gazed over the city of Toronto. It was bustling, and the snow had mostly melted.

      He walked back inside and fell onto the couch.

      He tried calling Detective Franklin and got nothing.

      He wanted to call Rob, but he didn’t want to talk about Julia. He was sure the dogs were fine.

      By three in the afternoon, when the doorbell rang, Norman hadn’t moved from his spot on the couch and was still wearing his bathrobe.

      He glanced at the front door then looked back at the television. A moment later, the doorbell rang again.

      “Norman!” shouted Amelia from the hallway. “I know you’re in there.”

      “Go away!” he shouted back.

      “I’m coming in.”

      “The door’s locked!”

      The door opened. “No, it’s not!” shouted Amelia.

      “Damn it,” muttered Norman. “Make yourself at home, since you seem to be doing that anyway.”

      Amelia walked in front of Norman, blocking his view of the television, and crossed her arms.

      “You know that it’s four o’clock, right?”

      “So?”

      “Julia is still out there.”

      “We aren’t going to get Thomas. He’s smarter than us.”

      “Are you kidding me?” said Amelia. “The woman you love is still out there, and you’re sitting here doing nothing. Go knock on some doors. Do something.”

      “Why are you here?” said Norman. “I thought you were done.”

      Amelia crossed her arms. “We’re not even close to done. Get your ass off the couch and let’s go talk to Gary Thorne.”

      “No one knows where he is,” said Norman.

      “I know where his house is,” said Amelia. “We can’t give up. It’s pathetic.”

      “I love Julia,” said Norman. “What if he kills her?”

      “What makes you think he won’t just because you aren’t a threat?”

      Norman swallowed then nodded. “Alright, let’s go.”

      “Good,” said Amelia. “I’m making coffee. You want some?”

      “Sure, it’s above the sink.”

      “I know where the coffee is.”

      Norman slowly stood and looked into the kitchen at Amelia. “What happened? Amelia?”

      “I told my mom everything,” said Amelia as she readied the coffee machine. “She knows everything. She knows her husband caused the death of two of her three children. Harold is going to go to prison for a long time. My mom is staying at her sister’s for the foreseeable future. I don’t want her to spend a single second alone right now.”

      “You never liked Harold,” said Norman. “I suppose you were right not to like him.”

      Amelia looked up at him and sighed. “I really, really, wish I had been wrong.”
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      Norman knocked on the door of the small house. Amelia snuck around the side and into the backyard. They had come up with a plan of attack on the way over that gave them the best chance of success.

      A plump woman answered who was dressed immaculately, despite being at her own home and not looking like she had plans to go anywhere.

      “Mrs. Thorne?”

      “Yes,” she said. “I’m Patricia. Who are you?”

      “My name is Norman Green. I’m a private investigator. I’m looking for Gary Thorne. Is he here?”

      “He’s away for the weekend,” said Patricia quickly.

      “Are you sure? Do you know when he’ll be back?”

      “I don’t know,” she said sheepishly. “I can take a message.”

      Norman shook his head. “Unfortunately, Mrs. Thorne, this is sensitive information. I can only talk to him about it.”

      “Sorry,” said Mrs. Thorne, pushing the door shut. “I can’t help you.”

      Norman grabbed the door and looked over Mrs. Thorne’s shoulder. Amelia slid through the patio door and into the kitchen then began quietly rummaging through the cupboards. She looked back at Norman for a moment before continuing her search.

      “I need to talk to you,” said Norman, focusing on Patricia. “Anything you can tell me about where he is would be very helpful.”

      “I told you,” said Patricia, “I don’t know where he is.”

      Patricia went to turn just as Amelia slipped into an adjacent room.

      Norman grabbed her shoulder. “Mrs. Thorne,” he said. “He’s in danger.”

      Patricia turned back. “Is this related to Keith’s arrest?”

      “His brother-in-law?”

      “Former brother-in-law,” said Patricia, “since Marie died.”

      “I need to find him as soon as possible.”

      Patricia glanced back into the house, as though contemplating something.

      “No,” she said, turning back toward Norman. “I can’t help you. If you don’t get off my front porch, I’m calling the police.”

      “I wouldn’t advise that,” said Norman.

      “Why’s that?” said Patricia.

      “The police sent me,” he said. “I’m working on this investigation with Detective Franklin.”

      Norman didn’t know where his confidence came from as he pulled his phone from his pocket. He dialed Franklin’s number from his contacts but didn’t hit “call.” He held the phone out to Patricia. She looked from the phone to Norman and then sighed.

      “Look,” she said. “I don’t know where Gary is. He hasn’t been home in a week. The police have already been asking. I can’t help.”

      “Sorry to bother you,” said Norman.

      Just as Patricia was closing the door, an unintelligible shout came from the second floor.

      “Who’s that?” said Norman.

      “My brother,” said Patricia quickly. “He’s staying over.”

      “Sounds like Gary.”

      “It’s not.”

      “Norman!” Amelia shouted from the second floor, making Patricia’s head snap toward the sound of the unfamiliar voice. “Get up here! I’ve got him.”

      Norman smirked as Patricia’s face went completely pale.

      “Looks like you’re a better liar than I gave you credit for,” said Norman. “Excuse me.”

      He shoved past Patricia and into the house.

      “You can’t do this!” Mrs. Thorne shouted. “You need a warrant. You can’t come in here.”

      “Listen, Mrs. Thorne,” said Norman, stopping halfway up the stairs. “I’m done pretending to be nice or giving a shit about any of this. Gary is directly tied to the kidnapping of the woman I love and at least two other deaths.”

      Patricia wasn’t able to formulate a response by the time Norman got to the second floor.

      Amelia was standing in the doorway to a bedroom that had been turned into an office. Norman walked behind her and immediately jumped back.

      “Whoa, where did you get that?” he said.

      Amelia smiled and waved the gun in her hand. “This thing? Gary left it lying on his bedside table.”

      Norman looked past Amelia and the gun at Gary Thorne, who was sitting at a large desk in the center of the room. The blinds were pulled across the window to prevent anyone from seeing him. He must have been hiding out here for days, unable to go outside or see anyone other than his wife.

      Gary was pale and had his hands in the air.

      Norman swallowed, gathering his wits.

      “Hello?” shouted Patricia from the first floor. “Is everything all right up there?”

      “I don’t know,” said Norman, turning to Gary. “Is everything okay?”

      Gary swallowed and shouted, “Everything’s okay, dear.

      “Excellent,” said Norman. He stepped inside the office and closed the door behind him. Gary pushed back from the desk, rolling his chair back a few feet.

      “Let’s not be too hasty,” said Amelia.

      Gary glanced at the gun and swallowed. “It’s not loaded.”

      Amelia flicked her wrist, opening up the chamber with a marksman’s grace. She counted the bullets and snapped it back shut, then pointed the pistol at Gary’s face.

      She grinned. “Safety was off the whole time.”

      “What the fuck?” said Gary, his face paler than anything Norman had ever seen.

      If he was being honest, Norman felt just as anxious and scared by Amelia’s prowess with firearms.

      Amelia looked at Norman’s face and laughed. “Everyone needs a release. Robin’s was shooting. I started going with her after Joel died. It was our bonding experience. The rush you get when you pull the trigger and see the impact on your target—” she paused and looked at Gary “—is exhilarating.”

      “Okay, shit,” said Gary, pushing his chair against the wall. “You won’t shoot me, will you?”

      “You killed two of the people I loved more than anyone else in the whole world,” said Amelia. “Is that really something you want to take a risk on?”

      “Jesus,” muttered Norman. “Where the hell did this come from?”

      Amelia glanced at him then took a few steps toward Gary.

      “Where is Julia?” she said. “Where is Thomas?”

      “I didn’t want any of this,” said Gary. “I swear to God. I just wanted to save my sister. You can understand that, can’t you? Thomas just kept getting worse. He kept giving me money and telling me not to ask where it was coming from. I swear I didn’t know.”

      “Because you didn’t want to know,” said Norman. “Just tell us what we want to know and we’ll leave.”

      Gary swallowed. “I don’t know where they are. I don’t know who Julia is.”

      Amelia lunged at him. “Don’t fucking lie to me, you piece of shit.”

      “Whoa,” said Norman. “We need him on our side.”

      “I don’t fucking care,” said Amelia. “I will destroy him.”

      “Amelia, don’t—”

      “You haven’t lost anything yet, Norman,” said Amelia, looking at him. “Come back and talk to me when your life is meaningless.”

      “Amelia,” said Norman, looking at her with a new understanding. “Is that what you think? Your life matters a lot.”

      Amelia glanced at him, then back at Gary. “Gary,” she said. “Anything you want to say?”

      Gary swallowed and put his hands in the air. “They’re at a cottage a few hours north of here. There’s a large property where they’re setting up a new lab. They had been meaning to move the lab up there anyway. It’s way more high-tech and can handle a lot more daily production. The demand for the drug has gone crazy.”

      “Damn it,” said Norman. “We need to go! Is Julia there?”

      Gary nodded frantically. “She’s there.”

      “Okay,” said Norman. “Write down the exact address and give it to us. If there is a single lie or deception in what you write, we will come back and put a bullet between your eyes. Understood?”

      “Alright,” said Gary. “Can I move to the desk?”

      “Slowly,” said Amelia.

      Gary slowly moved to the desk and pulled out a sheet of paper and a pen. He wrote down the address and slid it across the desk.

      “What does the house look like?” said Norman.

      “What?” said Gary.

      “What does the house look like?”

      “It’s a log cabin on a peninsula. There’s a bay.”

      “You have a picture.”

      Gary stared at him and nodded.

      “Give it to me,” Norman said.

      Norman looked back at Amelia. She was still holding the gun and had it aimed at Gary’s head.

      “It’s on my phone,” said Gary, his eyes darting to the right. “I’d need to go get it.”

      “Give it to me,” said Norman.

      “It’s downstairs.”

      “Where?”

      Gary was looking rapidly back and forth.

      “You know what?” he said, as though just remembering something. “I left it at work. I plugged it into my computer there and left it.”

      Norman frowned. “When was the last time you were at work, Gary? I would’ve figured the police would be keeping an eye on this place and your office. I’m impressed you’ve managed to hide out here this long.”

      “I was at work earlier today,” said Gary, sweating. “I snuck over there. I had to grab some things.”

      “What did you need to get?” said Norman. He looked back at Amelia, who was stepping closer to the desk, frowning. “What are you hiding from us?”

      

      Norman grabbed Gary’s shoulder. “Where the hell is Julia?” he shouted into Gary’s face. “Where is she?”

      “She’s there, I swear,” said Gary. “I gave you the address.”

      “Norman,” said Amelia calmly.

      Norman looked back at her.

      “Check the drawers on the desk.”

      “What?”

      “He keeps glancing at the drawers on the right side of the desk.”

      Norman looked back at Gary, who had become pale as a ghost.

      “Do you mind?” said Norman.

      Gary said nothing.

      Norman walked around the desk and pulled open the top drawer. The moment he did, his heart dropped. Sitting on top of a stack of papers and folders was an iPhone. He picked it up and the screen turned on, revealing the call that was happening and had been happening since before they had come into the office. The call was to a number not listed in Gary’s contacts.

      “What is this?” said Norman, turning to Gary.

      “Turn on the volume,” said Gary softly.

      Norman unmuted the call.

      “Hello, Norman,” said a familiar voice. “Can you hear me?”

      Norman turned on speakerphone so Amelia could hear and said, “I can hear you, Thomas.”

      “Good,” said Thomas, “because I want you to know you’ve just killed Julia.”

      The call went dead.
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      Norman lunged at Gary, grabbing and throwing him to the ground. The phone bounced along the ground.

      “Give me the gun,” he said, holding out his hand behind him toward Amelia.

      Gary cowered. “Norman, what are you doing?”

      “Give me the fucking gun!” said Norman.

      Amelia hesitantly put it into his outstretched hand. As his fingers twisted around the gun, only the third time in his life that Norman had held a loaded gun, he felt a calm tranquility. He slowly turned toward Gary.

      Gary was propped up on one elbow, and his nose was bleeding from where he had hit the ground. He looked pleadingly up at Norman.

      Norman took his phone from his pocket and tossed it to Amelia. “Call Vince,” he said. “Give him this address. Tell him to send everyone. Then call Detective Franklin.”

      Amelia nodded. “Why not call Detective Franklin first?”

      “He’ll be faster if he knows everyone else is already going.”

      Amelia nodded, dialed a number, and put the phone to her ear.

      “Listen to me,” said Norman, turning back to Gary and shoving the barrel of the gun into his chest. “You will tell me exactly where they are! Are they at that cottage?”

      “Not exactly,” said Gary, his breaths becoming ragged. “It’s an island. Take a boat from that location north into the lake.”

      “Where?”

      “It’s called Root island. It's on Lake Rosseau.”

      “Like Ruutu? Did they name it?”

      Gary panted heavily as Norman shoved the gun deeper into his chest. “No, Thomas’s father thought it was funny.”

      “Got that, Amelia?” said Norman without looking back.

      She gave him a thumbs-up then started relaying instructions to the person on the other side of the line, presumably Vince.

      “I’m going to save Julia,” said Norman, looking down at Gary. “If anything happens to her, I will be back here, and I will put a fucking bullet in your head. Do you understand?”

      Gary nodded sheepishly.

      “God, you’re pathetic,” said Norman, letting him go and walking out of the room. He slid the gun into the waistband of his pants and walked down the stairs. Amelia followed behind, still talking on the phone.

      Patricia was standing in the doorway to the kitchen, looking terrified.

      “Your husband is responsible for several deaths,” said Norman as he passed her. “Call the police if you want to know the truth. Otherwise, do your husband a favor and do nothing.”

      Norman and Amelia walked out to the car and pulled out of the driveway. As Norman accelerated backward into the road, Patricia watched them from the front window.

      Amelia, from the passenger seat, ended her call and turned to him. “What are we doing?”

      “We’re going to get Julia back. Call my Uncle Rob and put it on speakerphone.”

      “Are we really doing this?” said Amelia.

      “Yes,” said Norman, speeding as he entered the highway and headed north toward cottage country. “Do what I asked.”

      The phone rang and Rob answered. “Norman?” he said. “Where the hell have you been? Julia was worried sick.”

      “I don’t have time to explain, Uncle Rob,” said Norman as he swerved between cars on the highway. “I need to know if you still own that old boat up in Muskoka on Lake Rosseau. I need to borrow it.”

      “Jesus, Norman, you sound worried. What’s going on?”

      “Julia’s going to die. Do you still have the boat?”

      “Yes,” said Rob. “It’s parked at the marina. You need to sign it out to get the keys.”

      “Call ahead and tell them I’m taking it. This is urgent.”

      Rob waited for a long moment. “Alright. Let me know what happens.”

      “Thanks.”

      He ended the call just as another call came in. He hit the answer button on his steering wheel and said, “Hello?”

      “Norman,” said Vince, “is that you?”

      “Yeah,” he said. “Did you get the things Amelia told you to get?”

      “I need to talk to you about that. What the hell are you doing, Norman? I’m in a car with Detective Franklin. He says you two know each other.”

      “I know him. Are you coming?”

      “That’s the problem,” said Vince. “We can’t.”

      Norman couldn’t answer for a moment. Then he said, “What the hell are you talking about?”

      “Norman,” the voice of Detective Franklin said, “the entire police department has been told to avoid anything relating to the Ruutu family. Jacobi Ruutu is one of the biggest donation contributors to the Toronto Police Department. He called the chief at home during a family dinner and said his family was being harassed. The chief has requested everything relating to the Ruutu case be put on hold until a complete internal investigation can be conducted. We can’t do anything. Jacobi has convinced the chief that this entire case, including Julai's abduction, is a smear campaign. I’m sorry, Norman.”

      “This is about Julia’s life,” said Norman. “We need to save her.”

      “I’m sorry, Norman,” said Franklin, sounding genuine. “We can’t save everyone.”

      Norman swallowed. “Please, Franklin, help me save the woman I love. I know I’ve been difficult, and I know I’ve been a quitter. I know I’ve been terrible, and I know you said I shouldn’t take cases personally. But this is someone I love. Can’t you put that aside for now?”

      “I’m sorry, Norman,” said Franklin. “If I do this, I would be throwing away the opportunity to save dozens more people over the rest of my career. Why is Julia’s life worth more than theirs?”

      “You cold-blooded fuck,” Norman said, slamming his fist against the wheel. “I’m begging you as a friend.”

      “Norman, I’m sorry.”

      Norman slammed against the wheel. “Vince, what about you?”

      “I’m still a reserve officer,” said Vince. “I can’t do it.”

      “Goddamn it!”

      “I’m sorry, Norman,” said Vince. “Good luck.”

      “Amelia,” said Franklin through the speakerphone. “Are you alright with this?”

      “Yes,” she said with complete confidence.

      “Good luck,” said Franklin. “Norman, I want you to know I was wrong about you. You’re a great detective, no matter what anyone says.”

      The call ended.

      “We can do this,” said Amelia, looking out the window. “We have to. For Robin. For Joel. For anyone who has died because of this drug. For Julia.”

      Norman sighed. “Thank you for sticking with me. I know you think no one cares about you and that nothing matters, but I care. I would miss you if anything happened to you.”

      Amelia smiled. “Thank you. You’re not just here because I threatened to investigate on my own and it would be your fault if I died?”

      Norman raised an eyebrow. “You know what? I haven’t thought about that in ages. I want you here. We’re going to get this asshole together.”

      “I’m glad to hear you say that,” said Amelia. She reached into the glove compartment and pulled out another gun.

      “Whoa,” said Norman, “where the fuck did that come from? That wasn’t here before.”

      “I stashed it,” said Amelia. “you don’t check the glove box that often, do you? It was in there when Detective Franklin pulled us over. I’m shocked you never noticed.”

      “Jesus,” muttered Norman. “You’re insane. You put a gun in my car while the cops were coming after us. You could have gotten us both arrested, and then Julia would be dead.”

      “No, we would be in prison and Julia would have nothing to do with you. That’s some butterfly effect shit, Norman.”

      “Let’s just focus on saving Julia. You got a plan?”

      “No,” said Amelia, “do you?”

      “Yeah,” said Norman, grinning, “I do. We’re going to bring the fight to them.”

      “That’s your plan?” said Amelia, raising an eyebrow.”

      “Look,” said Norman. “It’s better than anything you came up with.”

      “Oh my God,” said Amelia with a smirk, “this is how I’m going to die.”
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      They parked at the marina and met up with a worker Rob had called. He directed them to the slip where the boat was parked. He also handed them a map and indicated the location of Root Island. The large island was located in the middle of the lake and had been owned by Jacobi Ruutu for two decades, although he spent very little time there.

      The high-speed motor boat was a few years old. Norman climbed in and started up the engine. The boat had been put into the water just a few days earlier, as the ice began to thaw. Norman had left his winter jacket in the car as the spring sun pounded down. The snow and the ice were finally melting, but they was replaced by foreboding dark clouds gathering in the sky.

      He looked up at Amelia, who was standing on the dock and staring at the boat with a mix of fear and apprehension.

      “What’s the matter?” said Norman.

      “I’m not a fan of the water,” said Amelia.

      “I would think that after all you’ve been through, nothing can scare you.”

      “This is different. You can’t drown in any of those scenarios.”

      “Amelia,” said Norman, climbing out of the boat and putting a hand on her shoulder. “Don’t you want revenge for the killing of Joel and Robin? This is the person who ended their lives. He’s right out there.”

      Amelia took a deep breath and clenched her eyes shut. “I need you to guide me onto the boat.”

      “Are you serious?” said Norman.

      “Norman, don’t fuck with me on this. Just work with me. I got the guns, didn’t I?”

      “Yes, and I still have questions about that.”

      “The owner of the gun range slipped them to me. That’s the entire story. He was into Robin, and she had zero interest in him. He wanted to help with my vengeance. Now, are you going to help me onto this boat or not?”

      Norman shrugged. “Give me your hand.”

      He guided Amelia onto the boat with her eyes closed. She sat on one of the back seats, where there would be the least motion.

      Norman untied the boat and got into the driver’s seat. He pulled away from the dock. The water was calm, but there was a slight rocking as the boat sped up.

      “Are you alright?” said Norman, checking his location and looking back at Amelia. She had turned pale and looked like she might be sick as she clung to the edge of the boat.

      “Just drive,” she said. “The faster you drive, the faster we can get off this death trap.”

      “Don’t like boats?”

      “No, why would anyone like the water?” said Amelia, sounding like she was actually offended. “I’ll stay on dry, stable land, thank you very much.”

      “You’ve never been interested in scuba diving or seeing the ocean floor? There’s lots of amazing things down there.”

      Amelia scoffed. “I’ll take my fish cooked with nice seasoning.”

      Norman grinned despite himself and sped up, causing a yelp from Amelia in the back seat. Within ten minutes, they could see Root Island.

      Norman slowed the boat and circled the large island, wondering where to beach it. Amelia looked around as well but seemed too afraid to say anything.

      The island contained an immense cottage, encircled by trees.

      Parked around the island were boats and empty barges, but there didn’t appear to be anyone there. The barges would have been more than large enough to carry the equipment from the lab.

      “I’m going to land on the other side,” said Norman.

      “Just do it soon,” said Amelia. “I’m going to be sick.”

      Norman navigated around the back of the island. He pulled up to the shore and tied the boat to two trees. He was sure that the motor would scratch against the rock bottom of the lake and damage it, but it was a risk he would have to take.

      Amelia jumped off before Norman had the boat fully secured, landing with one foot in the water and scrambling onto the shore. She fell to her knees and grabbed a tree as though holding on for dear life.

      “Thank God,” she muttered. “Dry land.”

      “Still scared?” said Norman with a grin.

      “Bite me,” muttered Amelia. “Let’s get this over with. Julia is here somewhere, and we’re going to find her.”

      Norman nodded, becoming serious. “Be quiet, and let’s move toward the house.”

      Amelia nodded. They drew their guns moved on. They snuck through the trees and up to the back of the house. They couldn’t hear anything and certainly didn’t see anyone. They moved around the corners, peeking into the windows and trying to see anyone inside.

      There was no one.

      “Are we sure this is the place?” whispered Amelia. “It looks empty.”

      “I’m sure,” said Norman. “The boats are here.”

      “What if Gary lied to us?”

      “What if he didn’t?”

      “Shut up,” said Amelia suddenly.

      “What?”

      She held a finger to her lips.

      The sound of a soft conversation drifted through the trees. Norman and Amelia snuck around the corner of the house. In the distance, on the edge of the water on the dock, was the glow of a cigarette and two figures.

      The second figure took a cigarette from the first and the conversation continued, although Norman and Amelia couldn’t make out the words. They were a man and a woman dressed in white lab coats.

      “Let’s follow them,” whispered Norman.

      Amelia nodded.

      After about ten minutes and another cigarette for each of the scientists, they tossed their butts into the lake and turned back to Norman and Amelia. They continued talking as they walked up the dock and into the house.

      Norman put a finger to his lips and stood to peek into the window. He looked inside and watched the two scientists walk past and into the basement. As they opened the basement door, sounds and lights exploded from the door, only to disappear as quickly as they had appeared once the door closed behind them.

      “There’s something happening in the basement,” whispered Norman. “I think that’s where they set up the new lab. We need to get in there.”

      Norman went to round the house then frowned and turned back.

      “Amelia?”

      “Let’s not be too hasty, Norman,” said a deep voice behind them. Norman slowly turned.

      A broad-shouldered man was standing behind Amelia, holding her arm behind her back. Norman slowly stood and looked at him. A gun was shoved into Amelia’s back.

      “Let’s just take a walk,” said the man. “No one has to get hurt.”

      Norman stood up straight and looked at Amelia, whose eyes were filled with fear. He took a deep breath.

      “I’m not going anywhere,” said Norman, taking the gun from his waistband. “You’re going to let go of her, and then you’re going to tell us where Thomas Ruutu and my fiancée are.”

      Amelia frowned for just a moment at the word “fiancée,” but it didn’t seem out of place to Norman at all.

      The big man laughed. “Why the hell would I do that, puny man? I have your friend captive.”

      “Because of this,” he said, gesturing to the gun in his hand. “The moment you shoot her, I shoot you.”

      The man laughed. “I don’t think you have the balls.”

      Norman grinned. “Really?”

      He fired into the ground, just inches from the big guy’s foot. The sound of the gun reverberated through the trees and birds scattered.

      “Fuck,” the bug man muttered, taking a step back.

      “Amelia, now!” Norman shouted.

      In the big man’s moment of distraction, Amelia drove her elbow back into his groin. The man lost his grip on Amelia and crumpled to the ground.

      Amelia scrambled back against the wall. The big man’s gun bounced along the ground, and she picked it up.

      “Help!” the big man screamed, grabbing his groin.

      Norman walked over and looked down. “You’re a terrible guard,” he said. “You weren’t ready to actually shoot. Have you ever actually pulled the trigger, or has the intimidation factor always been enough?”

      “Fuck you,” muttered the man.

      Norman reached down and grabbed his hair, making him shriek.

      “Where is Thomas?” he said. “Amelia, keep an eye out.”

      “Help!” the man screamed.

      “Where is he?” said Norman.

      “Basement lab,” muttered the man. “Please don’t shoot me.”

      “What security is there?”

      “Fuck you.”

      Norman shoved the gun deeper into the back of the man’s neck.

      “Ten guards. Armed. Machine guns.”

      “Where is Thomas?”

      “I told you. He’s in the basement lab.”

      “Where, specifically?”

      As the big man was about to answer, the fire alarm within the house went off.

      The big man started laughing. “They know you’re here,” he said. “They’re going to find whatever dingy you came here on and kill you both.”

      Norman shook his head. “That’s not going to happen. You’re coming with me.”

      He wrenched the man up to his feet with his hands behind his back.

      “This won’t work,” said the man.

      “Amelia,” said Norman, ignoring him, “I want you to shoot this man if anything happens. Understood?”

      Five scientists sprinted out the front door and into the boats and then drove away. As their boat disappeared across the lake, the island returned to a peaceful serenity. Norman and Amelia exchanged glances.

      Norman looked down at the big man. “Where are the guards? I thought you said they were coming.”

      “They’re coming,” said the man, sweating. “Let me go and escape while you still can.”

      Amelia walked around the corner of the house and listened.

      “There’s nothing,” she said. “Where the hell is Thomas?”

      The big man shrugged.

      Norman shoved him into the wall, making the glass in the windows shake. “Tell me the truth, goddamn it!”

      “Fine,” said the big man. “I assume you know that the police can’t come here because Thomas’s father intervened?”

      Norman frowned and nodded. “Jacobi Ruutu called the chief of police personally and told him to stop the investigation.”

      “That isn’t all he did,” said the big man. “Jacobi didn’t know about Thomas’s illegal drug business until a few days ago, when he heard about the raid on his warehouse. He was furious with Thomas and cut off access to his trust fund. Thomas had almost no money left. That information spread pretty quickly between those of us that work for him. Most of the guards and scientists left. Thomas doesn’t have enough money to pay us.”

      Norman smiled. “Come with me.”

      Norman led the big man around the house, still holding the gun on him. The boats with the scientists were disappearing across the lake. Apparently they had decided they weren’t being paid enough to risk getting shot.

      Amelia opened the front door, and they walked inside. Norman shoved the big man a few feet ahead of him and pointed the gun at him.

      “Walk,” he said. “Lead us to where Thomas and Julia are.”

      The man nodded and walked into the kitchen, then through a door into the basement. Norman and Amelia followed a few steps behind. The staircase turned twice as it descended toward the light at the bottom. Norman kept the gun trained on the big man’s back and Amelia stayed a few steps behind him, her gun ready as well.

      As they approached the doorway at the bottom of the stairs, the sound of mumbling and fidgeting came from the basement. It had to be Julia. Norman was so close to her. They turned the last corner into the spacious basement filled with lab equipment.

      The big man stepped into the basement first.

      His head exploded in the same moment Norman heard the gunshot. Pieces of his head exploded in a thousand directions, and he fell backward. The bullet lodged in the wall beside Norman, making him jump backward against the staircase.

      Amelia screamed as the big man fell backward onto the stairs, the remaining half of his face looking up at them.

      “Oh, Norman,” came Thomas’s voice from inside the basement. “Why don’t you come out and we’ll play?”

      “Thomas,” said Norman, trying to ignore the body on the stairs in front of him. “Let’s talk about this like two adults.”

      “Not a chance,” said Thomas. “I’m not an idiot.”

      “Where’s Julia?”

      The sound of someone screaming through a gag came from the basement.

      “Let me see her,” said Norman, trying to think of a plan. “I need to know she’s okay.”

      “This isn’t a fucking trade,” said Thomas, laughing. “I’m going to walk out of here, and all of you are going to be a distant memory.”

      “That isn’t how this is going to happen, Thomas,” said Norman. “Not at all.”

      “Why’s that?”

      Norman tried to figure out where Thomas was in the basement, based on his voice, but without knowing the shape of the basement he couldn’t be sure.

      “Stay right where you are,” said Thomas, his voice slightly fainter than before. “And Julia stays alive.”

      Norman took a deep breath and stuck his head out past the corner for just a moment, stepping over the big man’s big body. He retracted his head a second later as a bullet flew past and embedded in the wall behind him, but it was enough.

      Not only did he now know the layout of the basement but he had seen Thomas dragging Julia backward, her mouth duct-taped shut and her arms and legs tied with ropes. Her face was cut and swollen. Her feet had been scrambling against the ground, unable to get any leverage. Thomas was dragging her toward a cellar door, through which a thin sliver of sunlight could be seen.

      Norman leaned backward to Amelia. “There’s a cellar door he’s going for,” he whispered. “Go outside and find it.”

      She nodded and scampered up the stairs.

      “Thomas, this doesn’t need to end this way,” Norman said into the basement.

      “You brought this on yourself,” said Thomas. The sound of a cellar door opening came around the corner. “Wait there and you might get Julia back.”

      The sound of a door slamming shut echoed through the basement.

      The moment he heard it close, Norman sprinted around the corner, over the dead body of the guard, and looked around the basement. It was crammed with machines for designing and making the drug.

      Norman walked to the cellar door and pushed it open. He stepped back and waited. There was a slight whistling but no indication that Thomas was watching the cellar door. Norman slowly stepped out into the small forest encircling the cottage just as the skies opened up.

      Black storm clouds circled overhead, and rain pounded down from every direction.

      “Norman!” Amelia shouted from between the trees. “He’s this way.”

      Norman sprinted in the direction of her scream. He burst through the trees and froze. Rain continued to pound down from overhead, and the wind sent his jacket flapping.

      “Norman,” said Thomas. “How nice of you to join us.”

      Amelia and Thomas were pointing their guns at one another. Thomas had his free arm wrapped around Julia’s neck. She was fighting, but her restraints restricted her movement. She was completely under Thomas’s control. The ropes on her wrists and ankles had a thin layer of dried blood.

      They were standing on the edge of a small rocky outcropping. A few feet behind Thomas was a small cliff overlooking the water. The sounds of large waves smashing against the rocks came from behind him.

      Her eyes opened wide when she saw Norman, as though she was silently begging him to save her.

      Thomas put his gun to Julia’s head. “This ends now.”

      Julia closed her eyes, as though preparing for the end.

      Norman raised his gun and took in his surroundings. Thomas was standing on the edge.

      “We have you surrounded,” said Amelia, taking small steps toward Thomas. “Just let go of Julia and we’ll let you get away.”

      Norman glanced at her.

      Thomas laughed. “How stupid do you think I am?”

      “Honestly,” said Amelia with a smirk, “I think you’re pretty fucking stupid. You’ve got your daddy saving you from your own bad decisions, but that doesn’t make you a successful person. Do you think this is success?”

      Thomas gritted his teeth. “I’ve worked my ass off to get where I am. If you were in my shoes, there isn’t a chance in hell you’d be able to accomplish what I’ve done.” He grinned. “What have you accomplished? The only reason anyone knows who you are is because your brother and sister were murdered.”

      “Fuck you!” said Amelia, taking a few steps toward him. “If not for you, they would still be alive. I would be sitting at home with a loving family instead of standing here on some piece of shit island pointing a gun at you.”

      Thomas stepped toward the cliff. “This is your peak, Amelia. Enjoy it! I’ve got nowhere to go but up.”

      Norman held up his gun. “Drop Julia and no one gets hurt.”

      Thomas looked over at Norman. “Oh, Norman,” he said, “you’re both idiots. I’ll see you both back in Toronto, where I’ll be testifying about how you killed my workers and framed me for spreading an illegal drug. Have a good life.”

      Julia’s eyes went wide as Thomas walked backward, her feet scrambling against the stone. Thomas walked to the edge, letting his heels hang over the edge of the small cliff. He held Julia in a headlock in front of him with the gun raised.

      Julia screamed through the tape.

      “Thomas,” said Norman, realizing what he was doing. “Stop now!”

      “Sorry, Norman,” said Thomas. “Guess you’re the loser, like always.”

      Thomas fell backward off the cliff. Julia screamed through the tape as she was dragged with him off the edge.

      “No!” Norman screamed.

      A moment later came the sound of Thomas and Julia hitting the water.

      “Julia!” Norman screamed, sprinting to the edge of the cliff and looking down. Through the waves and the approaching storm, he could make out two figures.

      A few feet under the water, Thomas was swimming toward the docks and the boats.

      A dozen feet behind, Julia was flailing violently, trying to get out of her restraints but not having any luck as she disappeared into the darkness.

      “Amelia,” Norman screamed. “Get Thomas.”

      He jumped off the cliff. Just as he did so, a crack of lightning illuminated the sky and the island. He landed hard on top of a wave, losing his grip on his gun as it skipped a dozen feet across the water.

      He looked down into the water, desperately trying to find Julia. The sky was too dark and he couldn’t see more than a few feet below the surface. He looked up at the sky and begged for some way to find the woman he loved.

      A wave splashed against his face, filling his mouth with water. Just as he spat it out, the skies answered his wish. A strike of lightning illuminated everything, threading its way through the sky toward a nearby island.

      Norman silently thanked whatever god was listening. In the brief moment of light, he had seen where Julia was struggling underwater. She was just a few feet to his right and about a dozen feet down, within the weeds at the bottom of the lake.

      Norman took a deep breath and dove into the depths.

      The water was freezing cold, and his coat flapped against him, holding him back. He pulled his arms out of the sleeves and let the jacket float to the surface.

      The water was frigid and his skin was burning, but he couldn’t stop.

      He swam down. His lungs began to scream out and beg him to surface, but he ignored them. He remembered every moment during his athletic career when his coaches bellowed at him for one more length of the ice, one more lift, one more shift, one more chance, one more opportunity.

      One more stroke.

      One more chance.

      One more moment.

      That was all he thought about as he plunged deeper.

      One more stroke, then I can surface.

      A flash of lightning bathed the lake in its glow. Julia was just a few feet away among the seaweed. She had stopped moving. Her legs and body were moving in time with the seaweed around her.

      Norman took another few strokes downward and grabbed her arm. He tried to shake her, but she was nonresponsive. The ropes and duct tape were still securely fastened. Norman grabbed under her armpits and, using the bottom of the lake as a springboard, he launched himself upward.

      With Julia’s weight pulling back against him, his launch only got him a few feet. She was dead weight. He pulled against the water, trying desperately to surface, but it seemed impossibly far away, even as another strike of lightning lit the surface. He pushed as hard as he could, his arms joining his lungs in protest.

      He pushed and pushed. Just when he thought they were both going to die and float back down to the bottom, his head breached the surface. He pulled in the biggest breath of his life and let air fill his lungs. Rain pelted down on them from above.

      He held Julia in his arms and looked around. A wave crashed over them, plunging them back into the icy depths. He looked around and finally saw a light from the cottage on Root Island. He began swimming in that direction, dragging Julia’s lifeless form with him.

      “Come on,” he said as he swam. “Stay with me, Julia. You’ve got this. You can survive this. We need to be together. I love you.”

      Julia didn’t move. A strike of lightning split the sky, showing him the island. He looked up and saw Amelia running across the outcropping above the house, gun in her hand and her arms pumping.

      Norman swam until his arms were going to explode. Finally, he felt the edge of the island. He pulled himself onto the rock and took a deep breath.

      He dragged Julia up after him, placing her gently onto the ground. She wasn’t moving.

      Norman took three deep breaths, giving his body just a moment to rest as the cold rain came down. Then he turned to Julia and ripped the duct tape from her mouth. It had left an imprint around her mouth. He laid her out on her back, leaving the rope in place. It wouldn’t matter if she was dead.

      He got on top of her and performed CPR, pumping her chest until her he heard her ribs cracking and performing mouth-to-mouth resuscitation.

      “Come on,” he begged. “Come on, Julia. Don’t you dare fucking die on me. I love you.”

      He paused for a moment, unable to distinguish the rain from his own tears. Her blonde hair was arrayed around her head like a halo.

      “Fuck,” muttered Norman. He took a deep breath and repeated the process.

      Suddenly, Julia lurched forward, spewing a seemingly impossible amount of water out of her mouth and vomiting.

      “What the fuck?” she said, looking up at Norman’s smiling face. “Norman? Where are we?”

      Norman was overcome by emotion. His entire body was cold, but a sudden surge of warmth made him feel like he could accomplish anything. “Let me get your hands and legs,” he said. Using the utility knife on his keychain, he cut the ropes from her wrists and ankles. She stretched out her arms and legs with a sigh of relief.

      “I’m sorry,” whispered Julia, her voice weak. “I was trying to find you. I didn’t realize who he was.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” said Norman. “I’m going to find a way out of here.”

      A laugh came through the rain. “You’re not going to do anything of the kind.”

      Norman turned toward the voice. Less than a dozen feet away, at the edge of the trees, was Thomas. He was limping and covered in water. He was shivering, and his teeth chattered when he spoke.

      “You’re going to die here,” said Thomas. “You ruined everything.” He took a deep breath and then screamed at the top of his lungs, “Everything!”

      Norman reached for the gun inside his jacket before remembering both his gun and his jacket were somewhere in the lake.

      “What’s going on?” said Julia, her voice weak.

      “Come on, Julia,” said Norman. “Stay with me. Stay awake.”

      “No!” Thomas screamed, taking a few awkward steps toward them. “Pay attention to me! You ruined everything! The least you can do is pay attention to me!”

      Julia looked up at him and laughed. She turned to Norman. “I think he’s throwing a tantrum.”

      Thomas raised the gun and walked toward them. “Think of all the good I could have done with that money. All you had to do was ignore a few deaths. Is that such a terrible price?”

      Norman looked up at the gun, all his fear gone. “Yes,” he said, standing and staring at Thomas, “it is.”

      “Thomas,” said a new voice. “Put down the gun.”

      They all turned toward Amelia as she stepped out of the woods. Her gun was pointed directly at Thomas.

      Thomas laughed. “You really think you scare me with that gun? You’re nothing.”

      There was a flash of lightning, illuminating Amelia’s expression of pure anger and determination. Just as the lightning disappeared, she pulled the trigger. Thomas jerked backward. He spun, staggering and clutching his bleeding shoulder.

      “You dumb bitch,” screamed Thomas. “I’ll exterminate your entire family if it gets me what I want!”

      Amelia took three steps toward him, cocked the gun, and fired again.

      Thomas’s gun went flying as he grabbed his bleeding hand.

      “You shot off my thumb,” said Thomas, falling against a tree. “You shot off my fucking thumb! Where is it?”

      Thomas slumped against the tree, looking frantically for his missing thumb. Amelia stepped up to him.

      “You’re nothing,” said Thomas, looking up at her. “You’ll always be nothing.”

      Amelia showed no emotion as she took three more shots, all directly into Thomas’s chest. Thomas slowly looked down at his chest and sighed. He looked up at Amelia, then his eyes went vacant and his head flopped onto his chest.

      “Wow,” said Norman as Amelia turned toward him. “That was something.”

      Amelia looked at him and took a deep breath. “Let’s get out of here.”

      Norman looked down at Julia. “She needs medical attention.”

      “Our boat is waiting.”

      Norman smiled. “You saved us. Thank you.”

      Amelia nodded, still looking down at Thomas’s dead body. “He had it coming.”

      Norman stood and hoisted Julia onto his shoulder. She was barely conscious.

      They walked across the rocks and mud to where they had landed their boat.

      “Come on,” said Amelia, leading the way, “we need to get out of here.”

      The boat was floating where they had tied it. Just as he was about to say something, Norman collapsed.

      “Shit,” he cursed.

      Amelia turned back. Norman tried to stand but was unable to. Julia lay on the ground beside him.

      “What the hell happened?” said Amelia.

      “I don’t know,” said Norman. “I’m too weak. You need to drive the boat.”

      Amelia stared at him, wide-eyed. “I can’t.”

      “You can do anything,” said Norman, feeling the last of his strength beginning to leave him. “I believe in you.”

      Amelia looked at him, and for just a moment, she smiled. She took the keys Norman held out to her. “Can you get to the boat?”

      Norman took a moment to take an account of his body. “I need help. I think I have hypothermia.”

      Amelia went behind him and put her arms under his armpits.

      “No,” said Norman, his voice getting weak. “Julia first.”

      Amelia looked at him for a moment then nodded.

      She walked over to Julia and grabbed her under the arms. Amelia dragged her to the boat, pausing at the edge of the water. The boat was bouncing up and down on the waves. It took her a few tries before she was able to get Julia over the edge of the boat and into the back.

      Then she came back for Norman. He was able to stand and put his arm around her shoulder. Amelia grunted a few times as they made it to the boat.

      Norman fell into the boat and managed to sit up on the side.

      “Let’s get the hell out of here,” he said as Amelia undid the ropes tied to the trees.

      She stood on the edge of the water, the boat keys in her hand. She had already undone the ropes that tied the boat to the shore. Her face was a mask of abject terror as she looked out at the boat rocking in the storm.

      “Come on!” Norman yelled.

      Amelia stared at the boat again then took a deep breath. She sprinted through the rain and jumped in.

      “Okay,” she said when she landed. “How do I do this?”

      Norman pulled his arms tight around him, trying to conserve any heat. “Key’s in the ignition. Make sure the engine is clear. Gas is the lever to your right. Be gentle with it. You’ll get the hang of it. Don’t slow down when you hit waves. That’s the worst thing you can do, even if it’s counterintuitive. Go through the waves like a knife through butter.”

      Amelia nodded. She sat in the front of the boat and put the key in the ignition.

      “Come on,” said Norman. “I believe in you. You can do it.”

      Amelia took a deep breath and slowly pushed the throttle. The boat lurched out into the lake.

      Slowly, she pushed the boat forward, inching through the water. They hit the first big wave and the boat bounced along with it.

      “Through the wave,” said Norman, feeling his consciousness slipping away. “Through the waves.”

      Norman leaned his head against the seat in the back. He looked up into the rain and reached toward Julia as Amelia hit the throttle and the boat rocketed across the water.

      Then he slipped into the darkness.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 48

        

      

    

    
      Norman blinked awake, his eyes heavy.

      “Where am I?” he muttered.

      “You’re in a hospital room,” said a familiar voice a few feet away. “Welcome back, Norman.”

      Norman blinked a few more times until Vince came into focus.

      “We were worried about you,” he said, smiling. “We almost lost you.”

      “What happened?” said Norman. His voice was weak and cracked.

      “Amelia crashed into the dock at the marina,” said Vince, smirking. “The boat is totaled. One of the employees came running out and called 911. You’re going to be okay.”

      “Julia?”

      “She’s going to be okay, too. She’s sleeping right now, but she’ll be completely recovered soon. You’re going to be very happy with what comes next, Norman.”

      Norman frowned. “What are you talking about?”

      “Detective Franklin and I have been working overtime for your benefit. The events that happened on Root Island needed an explanation. Thomas Ruutu’s father was furious, but he couldn’t explain the security tapes of Julia being held hostage or the staff who started coming forward almost as soon as the news of Thomas’s death started spreading. Thomas was blackmailing all of them in some way, and it seemed they all had the same kind of story as Harold. The drug is still out on the streets, but the supply is drying up and the price is spiking. Soon enough it will be gone.”

      “Amelia?” said Norman.

      Vince nodded. “She’s here. She’ll come see you once she’s ready. Her mother has been staying by her bedside and doting on her like she’s a baby again. Amelia is letting her do it. I think being a mother is exactly what Mary needs right now. I’m impressed by that girl. A lot of people would have given up and said goodbye to happiness. She was walking through hell, but she kept walking and came out the other side.” Vince paused for a moment and said, “There’s something else.”

      “What?” said Norman, raising an eyebrow.

      “The media has been clamoring for your story. We held them off, but they want to talk to you. They want to hear your side of the story. Look at this.”

      Vince reached over and picked up a copy of the Toronto Sun. The front page had a formal picture of Norman over the headline:

      
        
        Disgraced former NHLer Norman Green becomes hero!

        Norman Green saved countless lives by

        stopping a drug cartel

        and saving the woman he loves. Story on A5

      

      

      Norman looked up at Vince, who smiled.

      “You know how the media works,” said Vince. “They might have hated you yesterday, but today you’re a hero. They want your story.”

      “They want to talk to me?” said Norman.

      “Yeah,” said Vince. “Franklin and I have kept them outside. I know you hate journalists. If you want me to tell them to leave, I will.”

      “No,” said Norman, thinking of Robin. “I want the world to know my side of the story. All of it. Every gritty detail.”

      Vince nodded. “I’ll let them know when you’re feeling better.”

      Norman propped himself up on the pillows. “I want to do it now.”

      Vince smiled and walked into the hallway. A few minutes later, the door burst open. Journalists and photographers poured into the room.

      Cameras flashed and journalists shouted questions. Norman smiled, remembering the days when, after a game, his change room stall would be crowded with journalists and photographers.

      “Wait,” he said, holding up his hands for silence. “I’m going to tell my story, then you can ask all the questions you want. Is that fair?”

      The journalists quieted.

      Norman smiled and began. “It all started on the day I met Robin Sweetwater.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Epilogue

        

      

    

    
      Norman sipped a cup of green tea and looked over the farm. The sun was high in the sky over an immense field with a dozen dogs sprinting around it. The nine dogs they’d had previously, as well as three new dogs, had been loving Norman and Julia’s new house,

      a three-story Victorian an hour north of Toronto. It cost significantly less than the condo. Most importantly, it had more than enough room for all the dogs, as well as a family if he and Julia decided to go that route.

      Julia walked onto the porch and sat in a chair beside Norman. “It’s beautiful, isn’t it?”

      Norman looked at her. She had recovered completely from her ordeal after spending nearly a month in the hospital recovering from blunt force trauma and hypothermia. Her blonde hair had been cut short due to the surgeries and now hung just above her shoulders. Norman liked the way it curled there.

      “What are you thinking?” said Julia with a smirk when she saw him looking.

      “I have something I need to ask you,” said Norman. He put down his tea and stood. He walked to Julia and knelt on one knee.

      “Oh my God,” said Julia, putting a hand over her mouth.

      Norman reached into his pocket and took out a small box. He opened it and revealed the ring. It wasn’t as nice as the one he’d given her before, but it was beautiful nonetheless.

      “Will you marry me?”

      Julia gasped. “For real this time?”

      “For now and always,” said Norman.

      “Yes, I will.” Julia pulled him into a hug and kissed him passionately, like nothing else in the world mattered. “I love you.”

      Norman met her eyes. “I love you too.”

      Julia looked over his shoulder and smiled. “Look.”

      Norman turned. All the dogs had stopped running around and were watching them, their tails wagging.

      “I guess the dogs approve,” said Julia.

      Norman laughed and pulled her into a kiss once again. The dogs started howling and barking in happiness, as though they understood what was happening.

      Julia looked over Norman’s shoulder and frowned. “Someone’s here.”

      Norman turned. A beat-up old car was pulling into the driveway. He didn’t recognize it. Ever since the media circus had made Norman a favorite of the papers and had driven his private investigation business to levels he never could have imagined, he had made it a point to keep his private address out of public records.

      “One second,” said Norman. He took the ring from the box and slid it onto Julia’s finger. Then he put his own on.

      Julia smiled at him then gestured to the driveway. Norman turned and walked to the front of the house. The car parked and a young woman Norman didn’t recognize climbed out of the car. She was wearing all black and had short, black, frayed hair.

      She looked around nervously before walking up to Norman. He leaned against the wall beside the door.

      “Hello,” he said.

      “Are you Norman Green?” said the girl.

      “Who wants to know?” said Norman.

      The girl took a deep breath. “My name is Darcy O’Hallahan. I’m a friend of Amelia’s. I want to hire you.”

      Norman looked at the girl for a moment and then stepped aside. “Come in,” he said. “Sit in the living room.”

      Norman led Darcy into the living room and gestured to the couch. Darcy took a seat and leaned back. “Nice couch,” she said.

      “Thanks,” said Norman.

      Norman went into the kitchen and told Julia who was there.

      “Sorry,” he said. “I know you didn’t want business here.”

      Julia held up a hand. “If she’s a friend of Amelia’s, then you need to help her. Amelia knows not to tell people where we live unless it’s important.”

      Norman nodded. Amelia had visited their house a few when she needed to get away from her mother or from school. Understandably, Mary had become very overprotective of her remaining child. Sometimes, however, it got on Amelia’s nerves.

      Julia put a hand on his arm. “Go talk to this girl. I’ll bring some tea and biscuits.”

      “Thanks,” said Norman, pulling her close. “I love you so much.”

      “And I you,” said Julia with a smile. They kissed, then Julia pushed back.

      “Go talk to her.”

      Norman walked back into the living room and took a seat. “How’s Amelia doing?”

      “She’s doing well,” said Darcy. “She’s back at school and getting top marks. She also just joined the debate team.”

      “That’s good to hear.”

      “Yeah,” said Darcy. “I think she joined the debate team as a distraction. Harold and Gary Thorne’s trials are in full swing, and it’s putting a lot of stress on her.”

      Norman nodded. He was scheduled to testify in both cases over the next week. “And what about you? Why are you here?”

      Darcy looked out the window and took a deep breath. “A few years ago, my mother hit and killed a young boy while she was driving drunk. She fled the scene of the crime. I was the one who found the blood covering the grill of her car. I called 911 and got her arrested. She was sentenced to fifteen years for manslaughter.”

      “What’s the issue?”

      Darcy looked up at him. “That’s how I’ve always thought it happened, but in the last week I’ve learned some things that might indicate it wasn’t that simple. It might have been someone else who killed that kid. My mother’s claims to innocence, which I always ignored, might have some validity.”

      Julia brought a tray of tea and biscuits into the living room and set them down on the table between Darcy and Darcy.

      Once Julia was out of the room, Darcy grabbed a cookie and chewed on it.

      She looked up at Norman and swallowed. “I might have sentenced my own mother to prison for something she didn’t do.”

      Norman nodded. “You want me to look into it and see what happened.”

      “Yes,” said Darcy slowly. “I need to know what happened, for better or worse. Whatever you charge, I’ll pay it.”

      Norman shook his head. “For a friend of Amelia’s, I’ll do it for free.”

      Darcy smiled. “I knew coming here was the right thing to do.”

      “You’re doing a brave thing,” said Norman. “A lot of people would rather live in ignorance than risk finding out they made a mistake like that.”

      Darcy smiled a bit, but it was a smile filled with sadness. “I just need to know the truth.”

      “I’ll find it,” said Norman. He took out his notepad and readied his pen. “Start at the beginning. Tell me everything.”
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