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Dedication


This book is dedicated to the victims of senseless and preventable crimes.






Preface

A Note on the Text

The cities, streets, landmarks, and institutions named in this novel — including the RCMP, CSIS, the Canadian Armed Forces, the Montreal Gazette, and others — are real, but their depiction is subject to my poetic license. The characters and events depicted are entirely fictitious, as are the private organizations and companies described. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or to actual events, is coincidental.

Glossary

The following abbreviations, acronyms, and idioms appear throughout the text. Readers unfamiliar with Canadian institutions, intelligence tradecraft, or technology may find this list useful.

CFB Canadian Forces Base — a military installation of the Canadian Armed Forces.

CSIS Canadian Security Intelligence Service — Canada’s primary national intelligence agency, responsible for collecting and analyzing information on threats to national security.

Freedom Convoy The common name for the 2022 protest movement that occupied Ottawa for three weeks — paralyzing the capital with incessant horn-honking, harassing residents, and blockading Canada-US border crossings — under the banner of opposition to COVID-19 vaccine mandates. Despite the movement’s claim to represent Canadian truckers, nearly 90% of truckers were vaccinated and did not support it. The convoy attracted significant far-right participation, displayed Confederate flags and swastikas, drew funding from foreign sources, and revealed the infrastructure of a domestic extremist network that had been years in the making. Referenced in this novel in connection with crowdfunding activity and the network linked to Ethan Calloway.

GoFundMe An online crowdfunding platform commonly used to raise money for causes, campaigns, or personal needs.

LCBO Liquor Control Board of Ontario — the provincial Crown corporation responsible for the sale and distribution of alcohol in Ontario.

K Division The RCMP’s Alberta division, headquartered in Edmonton.

Ma’at In Egyptian mythology, the goddess of truth, justice, and cosmic order — the moral force that holds the universe in balance. The counterpart, across cultures and millennia, to the Greek Themis.

MIA Missing In Action — originally a military term for personnel unaccounted for in combat; used colloquially to mean absent or unreachable.

PMQ Private Married Quarters — on-base housing provided to married members of the Canadian Armed Forces.

OpenPage A fictitious open-source web design platform that allows non-technical users to build and customize websites without writing code. Its extensions — small, installable additions — form the basis of Daniel Tanguay’s surveillance methodology.

RCMP Royal Canadian Mounted Police — Canada’s federal and national police service.

RMC Royal Military College of Canada — the country’s federal military university, located in Kingston, Ontario.

SAQ Société des alcools du Québec — the Quebec provincial Crown corporation responsible for the sale and distribution of alcohol. The counterpart to Ontario’s LCBO.

StreamVault A fictitious Calgary-based streaming and fundraising platform used by far-right groups to promote events, distribute content banned on mainstream platforms, and move money beyond the reach of conventional oversight. Referenced in this novel in connection with K Division surveillance and the network linked to Ethan Calloway.

Themis In Greek mythology, the goddess of divine law, order, and justice. Within this novel, also the name of Cassandra AI’s internal safety and ethics architecture.

TMR Town of Mount Royal — an affluent enclave municipality on the Island of Montreal, historically anglophone.

V.O.SS. A fictitious, stateless, ideologically unaligned network of operatives that sells capabilities to multiple clients. Lower-level members may not know what the initials originally stood for.
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Chapter 1

Sometimes when you wake up, you get an eerie feeling that you should probably stay in bed. That’s how Daniel felt today. Unfortunately, he suffered from an overdeveloped sense of responsibility, and hiding under the covers was not really an option.

So he launched into his morning routine, each step in its place: ablutions, then the news, then breakfast. Breakfast was the one meal he could always count on, so he never skipped it.

Trump’s return to the presidency had thoroughly shattered what little civility remained in the U.S. Creating chaos was his modus operandi, and the morning’s news reflected it faithfully. Canada wasn’t entirely insulated from Trumpism, but at least we didn’t have ICE roaming our streets — not yet.

By noon, he still couldn’t shake the feeling of dread. He was at the sink finishing the breakfast dishes when he heard the alert bleeping from his office. He put on his glasses. They looked unremarkable — the kind anyone might wear — but they were anything but. He rubbed the bridge of his nose. A single line of text appeared in his peripheral vision:


Alice online.



The words Active Shooter appeared in his peripheral vision. Someone had opened fire inside a synagogue in Montreal, taken hostages, and killed at least two people, with five more wounded. No leads on the shooter so far.

He hated it when he was right when he’d felt something bad was about to happen.

He headed to his office, silently thanking his mother for having drilled into him the importance of breakfast. This was going to be a long day.

Daniel had spent his career as an analyst with CSIS, where he’d had an impressive array of tools at his disposal — many of which he’d developed or significantly improved himself. Now retired, he had quietly reengineered and hosted most of them on his home network, along with a few new tricks he’d never have been permitted to deploy inside a government building.

One of those tricks had roots in something decidedly mundane: OpenPage extensions. OpenPage was one of the most popular open-source web design tools in circulation — a platform that let novice users build and customize their sites without writing a line of code. Its extensions were the real draw: small, installable additions that could add a gallery, a contact form, a booking calendar, almost anything a site owner might want. Millions of installations worldwide. Exactly the kind of invisible infrastructure nobody thought twice about.

Over the years, Daniel had developed several popular ones — ostensibly straightforward utilities that had been installed on tens of thousands of websites around the world. To their users, they did exactly what was advertised. What those users didn’t know was that each extension also answered quietly to Daniel, allowing him to distribute computational tasks across the unwitting host servers — effectively turning the internet into his personal supercomputer. Not a tool for any nefarious purpose, he always told himself. Just a very large, very unofficial research network.

He put it to work immediately, launching a systematic sweep of social media and the dark web for anything connected to the Montreal shooting. Perpetrators often liked to brag — before, during, or after — and there was no shortage of hate out there to sift through.

It didn’t take long to find a bystander video on YouTube showing the perpetrator entering the synagogue. Daniel ran it through his gait analysis tool, something he was particularly proud of. When fed footage of a person walking, it generated a unique movement signature — not as definitive as a fingerprint or retinal scan, perhaps, but often precise enough to be useful for identification or elimination.

The video itself offered little. A balaclava-clad figure, armed and unhurried, walking calmly through the main entrance. But one thing was immediately identifiable: the weapon. An AR-15 — banned in Canada, but almost certainly delivered via the “iron pipeline,” flowing north from American states where gun laws were little more than a suggestion.

It wasn’t much. But it was a start. Maybe, he thought, there would be time for lunch after all.




Chapter 2

Daniel dove into the rabbit hole. Unlike most search engines, his algorithms were designed to be dynamic, requiring continuous monitoring and intervention. Each bot reported its findings to Alice, his main control program, which in turn provided Daniel with summaries and anomalies.

The summaries confirmed he was on the right path, but the anomalies were his secret sauce, allowing him to refine and tweak his algorithms on the fly.

His ability to totally immerse himself was both a gift and a curse. It allowed him to focus exclusively on the task at hand. After a particularly difficult session from which he had emerged thirty-seven hours later, completely spent, he had added a fail-safe mechanism that monitored his vitals and forced him to take regular breaks.

Colleagues wondered if he was on the spectrum, perhaps a savant. Not that he lacked social skills, a trait of most savants, but witnessing his unrelenting concentration when in the zone was disconcerting.

It had also cost him his marriage. Too many missed dinners, too many missed birthdays — and being MIA for the birth of his daughter had been the final straw.

Three hours in, Alice reported that the perpetrator, like so many before him, had ended it by turning the gun on himself. He asked her to summarise what they had learned so far. Five suspects. He paused his search, waiting for the identification of the gunman.

He scanned each profile. Any one of them could have done it. Sadly, the gunman might not even be on the list.

A half hour later, Alice reported that Ethan Calloway was second on the list. He directed her to compile a full background: family, friends, associates, social media and email accounts, the latter of which he instructed Alice to hack.

Alice dove down on Ethan. More details emerged. A 23-year-old Calgarian; a McGill graduate student; an only child; his father, a well-respected banker; his mother, an oncologist.

He decided to break for dinner. He approached cooking much the same way he approached code — he loved to experiment. For him, food had four dimensions: colour, taste, texture and aroma. Each had to be in harmony for a dish to earn his approval.

He settled on Fettuccine al Limone. He made the sauce while waiting for the pasta water to come to a boil. He placed a knob of unsalted butter in a saucepan and, once it had melted, added a dollop of EVOO. He grated the zest of two lemons into the pan, followed by their juice, then finished with about a half cup of whipping cream. He turned the element down from medium to low, dropped the pasta into the salted boiling water, set a timer for ten minutes, and retrieved a bottle of perfectly chilled Sauvignon Blanc from his wine fridge, popped the cork, and poured himself a glass.

He reserved a ladle of pasta water before draining the pot into a colander. He added the pasta to a bowl, poured the sauce over it, and worked it through with tongs until every strand was well coated. He plated it, topped it with freshly grated Parmesan, a few basil leaves for colour, and pistachios for a crunchy contrast to the velvety sauce. He never measured his ingredients. He tasted and adjusted as he went.

The lemon rind heightened the aromatics of the dish which triggered memories of his wife Madeleine. She loved anything lemon. She would even bite into a lemon as if it were an apple, rind and all. She would have loved this dish, as would have his daughter Alice.

He shook off thoughts of what could have been, before they could take root. After several months of guilt, self-pity, self-loathing, anger and denial, he had finally come to terms with himself. He was who he was. There were some things you could not change. He was high functioning, but not in full control of his autism. However, he was in control of some aspects of his life. Having joined CSIS straight out of graduate school, he was able to retire, with a reasonable pension, at 53. He could satisfy his need to dig into things by starting a new career as a freelance journalist. Freelance would give him the freedom to choose what he wished to investigate. His pension would give him the freedom to work at his own pace. He was still bound by the Official Secrets Act. He could never explain to Madie why some things had taken priority over birthdays and even the birth of his daughter. He shook his head and ate.

Rested and satiated, he began thinking about the shape of his article. He saw little value in rehashing the event from a victim’s or survivor’s perspective and even less from the gunman’s. Those who survived would be reliving it often enough, without him adding to their burden. He leaned towards an exposé of the iron pipeline. So, he directed his efforts on that for now. Something else might come up. It almost always does.




Chapter 3

Daniel paused when he noticed the unused pasta water. Warmed by the vision of his mother, ladle in hand, setting aside a careful measure. “Daniel, if the sauce thickens too much, just stir in a little at a time until you get the consistency you want.” He smiled and whispered: “Oui maman, je me souviens.” He discarded it, cleared the dishes and rinsed the pan. The kitchen was now tidy. His mind was not.

He entered the spare bedroom, computer centre cum office. Even on this cold winter day, his portable air conditioner hummed in unison with 12 fans that kept his CPUs from overheating. He had chosen the north east corner of the building, not the greatest view, but relatively cool in the summer. He donned his noise-cancelling headphones and the noise abated. He picked up his glasses from the Search Launched appeared in his peripheral vision .desk, put them on, and rubbed the bridge of his nose.


Alice online.



He spoke as if to himself, “Launch a new search on AR-15 iron pipeline Montreal synagogue.”

He had built her to cast wide and filter deep: pulling from court records, law enforcement press releases, firearms registry data, investigative journalism, parliamentary and congressional testimony. She didn’t search so much as accumulate, layering source against source until patterns emerged that no single document would reveal. He watched the results populate in real time, the way he always did, with something close to affection. Thoughts of his ex-wife Madie and his daughter Alice found him anyway. He should reach out to her. He could always make up an excuse to be in Kingston and invite her to dinner. She might even accept.

Twelve minutes in, Alice interrupted and beeped, flagging an anomaly. Not about the iron pipeline. About the shooter.

The flag sat in a sidebar panel Daniel had labelled adjacencies — leads that didn’t answer the query but might matter anyway. Alice generated them automatically, following associative threads he’d trained her to pursue: social media activity, platform bans, prior police contact, mental health interventions. The kind of digital exhaust that people left without knowing it.

The flag read: Subject: platform activity — possible pre-event AI interaction. Source cluster: 3 articles, 1 leaked internal document.

Daniel leaned forward.

He read for twenty minutes without moving. The outline of it was already public — a commercial AI platform had flagged the shooter’s account three months before the attack. Violent ideation, specific enough to trigger automated detection. The account was banned. The information was not passed to law enforcement. The threshold, according to the company, had not been met.

He sat back.

The threshold had not been met.

He looked at Alice’s interface. At the query bar. At the adjacencies panel she had just used to hand him a story he hadn’t gone looking for.

What’s your threshold, Alice?

He hadn’t built her with one. Not explicitly. She flagged what she found and reported to him and him only. He and only he decided what to do with it. Which meant the threshold was whatever he felt it should be. After all he was a retired analyst working alone in a two-bedroom apartment in Ottawa, deciding, in his own judgment, what rose to the level of action — if he actually twigged on the implications of a particular adjacency that scrolled through the panel. Should he automate it? Have Alice discreetly and automatically send emails to authorities when she perceived a threshold had been met?

He filed it. It would require a much more thorough analysis — and an honesty about himself he wasn’t ready for. He raised the interruption level for the Adjacency Panel. That would have to do for now.

Two stories started to form in his mind. The obvious one was the iron pipeline. It needed to be exposed. The second was more personal: should AI have a duty to warn?

He opened a new document and typed two headings. Then he stared at them for a long time.

“I’m going to head out. Might be gone a while. Initiate Remote Access Mode.”

In his peripheral vision: Remote Mode Activated.

Daniel had learned not to trust ISPs. His computer centre had three distinct internet connections — a Bell fibre connection, a Rogers broadband connection and a Telus 5G cell connection. When they all behaved as they should, his traffic was distributed across all three, which translated into lightning upload and download speeds. The odds that all three would go down simultaneously were slim. He also had a bank of UPS units that could keep his office running for 72 hours.

In his peripheral vision: Have Fun.

He had toyed with giving Alice a voice. Too easy a trap. Text kept things straight.

He packed his laptop and three cell phones, each with a different provider.

He would call Alice on his way down to Kingston. If she wasn’t free for dinner, he would drop in on Uncle Stew. Stew was not a blood relative, but a close friend of his father who, over time, had become his de facto uncle. Someone he could talk to. Someone who understood him. More importantly someone who knew something about the routes guns travelled into Canada, the ‘iron pipelines’.




Chapter 4

Leaving Daniel had not been easy for Madeleine. Though she loved him deeply, she knew it was only a matter of time before the resentment she felt, when he would not or could not talk about why he chose work over family, would eventually morph into hate. She was also worried that Alice would live a life filled with one disappointment after another. She knew Daniel would never intentionally hurt his daughter. Intentions are one thing, reality is another.

She would protect both of them as much as she could. When Alice was old enough to understand, she would frame their breakup as two people who grew apart, but still remained close friends.

Daniel did try to be more present in Alice’s world. Though he made it a point never to promise to attend one of her recitals or ball games, he did make it a priority.

Daniel pulled out of the parking garage on Laurier just after two, the Subaru loaded with more than he needed, as always. He merged onto the 417 heading west towards the 416. The city thinning behind him into the flat grey sprawl of the Ottawa Valley winter.

He rubbed the bridge of his nose. “Alice, call my daughter.”

In his peripheral vision: Calling Alice mobile.

She picked up on the third ring. “Papa.”

“Tu es libre ce soir?”

She laughed. “I am now. Where are you?”

“Just leaving. I should be there by five, five-thirty depending on the 401.”

“I presume you’ll be staying at your usual hotel. Why don’t I meet you in the lobby at six and we can walk to a restaurant from there?”

“See you then,” he said before hanging up.

He drove in silence for a while. The 416 flattened into the 401 at the junction, the St. Lawrence River somewhere to the south beneath the colourless sky. He had driven this road more times than he could count. As a student, heading home for Christmas with a bag of laundry and borrowed books. As an analyst, heading to briefings he could never discuss. Now as whatever he was.

He turned up the radio and let it fill the car.

Daniel always stayed at the Holiday Inn on Kingston’s waterfront, not far from where Alice shared an apartment with two other students on Bagot Street. He was already in the lobby when she arrived. He gave her a hug and in his best Monty Python-esque accent said, raising the last syllable into the form of a question: “Chez Piggy’s, my lady?” Alice laughingly replied in an equally bad accent, “But of course, kind sir.”

Kingston benefits from a milder climate than Ottawa, in part because it is more southerly but also because of the moderating effect of being on the shores of Lake Ontario. The weather was crisp but not frigid. The short walk up Princess Street was pleasant and unhurried. Alice was greeted by name and immediately seated at her favourite table. Judging by the number of times Chez Piggy’s showed up on her credit card statement, which Daniel dutifully paid, he was not surprised by the welcome she received.

Daniel ordered a glass of Merlot, the Steak Tartare and the Scallops, and a bottle of Sauvignon Blanc to share, as Alice ordered the hummus and the Scallops as well.

When the waiter left with the order, Alice opened the conversation with: “So what brings you to Kingston?”

“Two birds, one stone. First, I missed you and wanted to see how you’re doing. Second, I haven’t heard from Uncle Stew in over a month, which is not like him. He is also not answering his phone.”

“Last time I saw Uncle Stew, about two weeks ago, he said he was tired of winter and was planning to go to Portugal,” she rejoined. Hesitating a moment, she continued: “He also asked me to water his cactus while he was away. I should probably drop by tomorrow and have a look at how Mickey’s doing.”

“Mickey’s still alive?” Daniel said, genuinely surprised.

Alice laughed. “Not only alive — thriving. You’d think Stew was following some expert horticultural regime. We both know he isn’t.”

Stew had christened the cactus Mickey, which had an uncanny resemblance to Walt Disney’s beloved pet mouse. It stood over eight feet tall with a trunk the size of a palm tree, and had to be approached with caution. Its spines were barely visible to the naked eye and hurt like hell when you brushed against them.

He had been given the cactus by his real estate agent. She had delivered it along with the keys to his new condo, which overlooked Lake Ontario not far from the Olympic Harbour. Stew was not a plant person, nor a pet person, but the cactus had thrived spectacularly under his indifference. Clueless as to how it should be properly trimmed, he hacked away at it whenever he thought it needed attention. The succulent always grew back stronger than before.

The waiter arrived with the glass of Merlot, placing it before Daniel, then opened the bottle with a flourish, poured a measure into Alice’s glass and waited for her approval. Alice took a mouthful of wine, swallowed it with a grimace, and declared: “Most delightful.”

The waiter, unfazed by her usual antics, responded with “Indeed,” then stood poised, bottle slightly tilted toward her glass, waiting for her nod of consent, then poured a generous measure, smiled, bowed, clicked his heels and left.

Though it was an oft-repeated ritual, it still made Daniel smile. He loved her playfulness, her joyful approach to life and how she made people comfortable enough to respond in kind. It was a gift.

His thoughts returned to Stew. He excused himself and went to the washroom. He rubbed the bridge of his nose and waited.


Alice online.



He spoke softly. “Locate Stew. He may be in Portugal.”

He returned to the table just as the first courses arrived.

While they ate, Alice brought him up to date on her latest adventures. No, there was not a significant other in her life. Yes, she still got along with her roommates and was glad for the company. She had taken advantage of summer sessions, so she could benefit from a light course load while she focused on her thesis which, according to her supervisor, was coming along splendidly. And no, she was not prepared to tell him what it was about. Not yet anyway.

Though Daniel seemed to be listening attentively, she felt that he was a little off — something was bothering him. Probably worried about Uncle Stew. No, there was something more.

“Dad, I know you’re worried about Stew, but I sense that something else is bugging you. Are you working on a new article? What’s it about? The last one was terrific, by the way. Terrific and a bit terrifying as well. You never told me how you came to choose Dillon Tierney as your nom de plume. There must be a story there!”

“Thanks for the compliment. And yes, I am working on a new and not particularly dangerous article — and just like you and your thesis, I’m not ready to share. But you are right, I am worried about Stew. Probably needlessly. As for my pen name, I happened to be meeting with an editor, drinking green beer in a tavern in Montreal around the corner from the Gazette on St. Patrick’s Day, no less. He wanted to publish my article, my first article, and asked me what byline I wanted for it. Not wanting to use my real name, and feeling particularly Irish, Dillon Tierney popped into my head. Same initials as mine. I could continue to use the monogrammed briefcase you gave me for my birthday.”

“Nice story, Dad. But as I recall, I gave you that briefcase last year and your first article was published three years ago,” she retorted.

He laughed and replied, “The truth is I just liked the way the name sounded.”

He signalled the waiter for the bill, paid, and left a generous tip. He walked Alice back to her apartment in silence, hugged her, wished her good night, kissed her forehead and left.

She watched him go. Something was off, she thought. Maybe his new article was even heavier than the last. Hard to imagine — but knowing her dad, it most likely was.

Daniel could feel his cell phone vibrating. Alice had something to report. He picked up his pace. He preferred to get to the hotel and ensconce himself in his room and deal with Alice on his laptop. He preferred to type. It gave him time to think.

He entered his room and fired up his laptop. Stew Found — Safe and Sound. He paused and wondered if Alice was getting poetic on him. He clicked the More Detail icon.


Stew had boarded the cruise ship Mary Anne on January 27th in Southampton with stops in France, Portugal and Spain. Unfortunately, passengers and crew were quarantined and there was no way to reach him other than by his cell phone.Tracked it all the way to Marseille. Judging from the texts that emanated from it, it was now in the hands of a fifteen-year-old girl.



However, she could confirm that the cell-less Stewart MacKenzie was indeed on the ship in Cabin 307, and his latest temperature was 36.
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