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To my sister, Erin. Your taste in books was often similar to mine, and I think you would have loved what I’m doing here. You were taken too soon, and you are sorely missed.
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CHAPTER 01

“Come out, come out, wherever you are.”

A thug, nothing more, nothing less. Young and full of machismo, eager to impress his boss. Strands of blonde hair stuck out from beneath his black skullcap, resting on the tips of his cauliflower ears. A nasty scar trailed from his forehead to his cheek, skirting around to the left of his sharp blue eyes. His nose, disfigured from multiple breaks, pulled attention away from his unevenly trimmed goatee. 

A white t-shirt, a size too small with spattered stains of sweat and dirt, covered his lithe, muscular body. His heavily worn jeans, ripped at the knees, and his grey, blackened sneakers showed signs of years of abuse. Regular visits to the gym didn’t craft his physique. He formed those muscles through battle and had a face to prove it. He held a wicked-looking hunting knife, and his demeanour suggested he knew how to use it.

“I know you’re in here. I saw you,” he called out, echoing through the factory floor.

Odours of rubber, cold steel and asphalt mingled in the air. Dust shimmered in the beams of sun cascading through the window, highlighting machines I couldn’t recognize. Dirt and sawdust coated the floor, with multiple footprints showcasing a bustle of activity from the day before.

I prayed this meathead was as dumb as he was big, standing alone in an empty room, spouting threats at the shadows.

The western wall darkened incrementally, the sunbeams encroaching at a sharp angle, casting a growing swath of shade beneath. The light slowly slid its way across the floor, encroaching on the eastern wall. Parts were already lit, as the window didn’t face perfectly west, but the far corner remained a narrow, shadowy recess. The creeping sun would soon illuminate what was hidden within, pushing back that shadow.

That was a problem, because I was in that corner.

Had I ducked to the western side when I entered, I would have been free and clear. Instead, I went right when I should have gone left. Under stress, situational awareness had never been my strongest suit. I ducked into the first dark corner I saw, realizing my mistake after it was too late.

The moment I hid, this guy walked in, yelling his murderous intent.

***

Yesterday, I was busy minding my own business when an unannounced visitor came calling, interrupting a relaxing, carefree weekend.

I sat in my warehouse, decked out in my finest clothes (a blue t-shirt from Old Navy and boot-cut jeans two decades out of style), hunched over my new red-oak desk. New was a matter of perspective—it was new to me, and contained random splotches of burn damage, visible in the right light. It held character, and I liked it.

The tiny bite marks marring the base of every leg came after I bought it at the auction. I kept it free of clutter, excluding a penholder, a notebook, and a monogrammed nameplate that read Lloyd Gibson, PI. I liked to think the empty Burger King wrappers also added character.

A loud knock sounded at the door, interrupting a riveting mobile game involving shiny jewels and diamonds that I was highly engaged with. We rarely had walk-ins, as we did not list our address on our ads. We ultimately preferred phone calls first to set up appointments to suit our schedules. That way, one doesn’t get interrupted in the middle of a virtual hot streak. It’s just practical sense, right?

“Who the hell is that?” I asked, glaring at the door through my signature off-brand sunglasses, but I made no moves to get up and check. “It’s Saturday.”

“It could be a client, Lloyd,” said my business partner from across the room.

Her desk was smaller than mine, made of dark chestnut, ladened with photos of family and a framed copy of her degree, and decorated with random knickknacks. A ceramic chihuahua sat next to her own name plate, boldly announcing her as Mireya Delgado, PI.

Her laptop open, she sat with perfect posture as she worked, filling out digital paperwork. On a weekend. She was the professional around here, not me.

I sighed in exaggerated compliance and paused my game. “Don’t we have our office hours listed?”

Mireya raised an eyebrow. “Yes, and it specifically states that walk-ins are welcome, even after hours. Have you even looked at the website?”

“I glanced at the banner,” I replied defensively. “I don’t remember agreeing to that.”

“Business is business.”

“But Miri…” I whined, drawing out her name like a spoiled child.

Only I get to call her Miri, and she didn’t get a say in the matter. Her name was Mireya to everyone else, or specifically, Miss Delgado. She was my partner in crime, or rather, crime investigation.

I tried not to do crime anymore.

She moved in over the summer, a decision she made herself without consultation, as I never offered (but didn’t protest, either.) However, certain circumstances had forced her hand to find new accommodations and employment, and she threw her lot in with me. To my surprise, she didn’t seem to regret it yet.

A stunning woman in her early thirties, Miri sported long dark hair, usually pulled into a semi-severe ponytail, with piercing eyes to match. Her wardrobe consisted mostly of pantsuits of varying colours, with today’s being banana yellow. She might be the only woman I’d met who could pull that off.

Miri, a strong-willed and capable woman, embodied the fiery fight of a fierce Latina. She hit me the last time I described her that way out loud. Hard. She was the Yin to my Yang. The Bonnie to my Clyde. The Wax On to my Wax… 

Yeah, I just heard that in my head. I’ll not go there—it’s not that kind of relationship.

The knock continued, and when my entire reaction was only a disapproving frown, Miri rolled her eyes and huffed a sigh of annoyance.

“Remember how we discussed I would be your partner and not a receptionist?” she asked, mildly annoyed, as she rose and headed to the door. “Sooner or later, you actually have to greet a client.”

“Discussed is a strong word, which I don’t recall happening, so no thanks.” I waved my hand towards the door, urging her to continue. “You do the talky-talky, and I’ll do the… uh….”

Miri reached for the door handle and paused, glancing at me. “Did you just run out of quips?”

“Yeah, my train of thought completely derailed there,” I muttered, and waved my smartphone back and forth. “I blame the clicky games on my newfangled intelligent box.”

“Oh, for f—” She cut herself off, opting not to curse for what may have been the third time in her life, and pulled open the door. 

I shielded my eyes as the sun burst into the room, glaring against my prescription sunglasses. I suffered from severe light sensitivity and had to wear them at all times. Why the hell did I put my desk so close to the door? What a stupid decision.

Framed in the doorway, looking lost and anxious, stood a twenty-something young woman who appeared to have stepped out of the 1950s. Her platinum blonde hair, styled in an Italian cut, contained enough hairspray to prop up a red pillbox hat, adorned with a green bow. Pink bejewelled cat-eye sunglasses hid the tint of her eyes, and a vibrant shade of red lipstick stained her lips. Wrapped around her thin yet curvaceous frame, her red and green floral nylon dress flared past her waist, the hem hovering above her shapely calves. Green satin gloves covered her hands, and a red-leather kiss lock handbag hung on her shoulder. Her sheer, dotted pantyhose travelled delicately into sparkling ruby high heels.

My jaw dropped. “What in the—”

“Welcome,” Miri greeted, interrupting me. “Are you looking for help?”

“Yes, hello,” the potential time-traveller spoke. “Is this Noctis Investigations?”

Definitely a client. Noctis Investigations was the name of our business. We were Private Investigators, newly licensed and now fully legal. We find what you lost in the dark, so sayeth our tagline. Miri named the business perfectly.

Before she showed up, my “business” was an ad in the newspaper that read “Private Investigator, Call Now,” followed by a phone number, and that was it. It attracted some weird people. When surrounded by more official-looking ads, no healthy-minded individual would call an ad that sketchy. After Miri redesigned it, it became highly professional and eye-catching, but our website still needed some work. Neither of us knew web design, and we weren’t yet able to afford a professional to fix it.

“Yes, we are. Please come in,” greeted Miri, gesturing for her to enter.

She came through, having a cautious and curious look around the place. The main room had changed a lot. A few months ago, it was mostly empty, with a camping chair, a TV, and an air mattress, looking very much like the abandoned warehouse it was. 

Now, drywall lined the walls, enclosing the newly installed insulation. A proper ceiling hid the dusty, spider-infested rafters. Brand new dark-green blackout curtains hung over the large bay windows. Tall mobile partitions filled the space, cordoning off allocated sections and forming hallways. We added a proper countertop and cupboards to the kitchen. Behind our desks and beyond the partitions sat our little living room area, complete with a used futon, a cozy green recliner, and a 42-inch flat-screen TV. The back corners, now hidden from view, contained our makeshift bedrooms. We ultimately planned to install proper walls, but it was a work in progress.

Miri gestured for the woman to come to my desk, upfront and centre, with two chairs at the ready. She sauntered forward with elegance, one hand on her purse, the other extended out to the side like she was showing off at a gala. Despite the weird choice of outfits, she was a stunning woman, her skin smooth and free of blemishes. Her legs glistened, her calves lean and tight, her hips swaying in all the right …

Stop it, Lloyd. You need to be professional and not a creep, said my conscience. Why the hell is this get-up working for you, anyway?

“Have a seat,” Miri directed.

I rose and extended a hand, happy that my tinted glasses hid where my gaze had lingered. “Welcome.”

She graciously accepted, offering her hand in the way one would for a gentleman to kiss it. I grabbed it awkwardly and shook it, causing a perplexed frown over the rim of her shades, and we both sat. Pulling her handbag from her shoulder, she placed it on the desk and elegantly crossed her legs with her back remaining perfectly straight. She removed her sunglasses, showing off long, fake lashes and sparkling green eyes that made my heart skip a beat or two.

“My name is Felicia Pennyworth,” she announced proudly as she folded her glasses and held them in her lap.

That sounded like a fake name, but I rolled with it. “Hello, Miss Pennyworth. I am Lloyd Gibson, and my associate here is Miss Delgado.”

Felicia flashed a brief just-to-be-polite smile in Miri’s direction, and nonverbally dismissed her as she returned her focus to me.

Miri frowned momentarily before returning her expression to neutral. She scanned the woman’s outline, studying something unseen and taking in a great deal of information. “How can we help?” she asked pointedly, no longer speaking friendly, and shifted into mild contempt.

Mireya Delgado possessed a special skill called Soul Sight, which enabled her to see the auras of those nearby and discern their present emotions. More importantly, she knew if you were telling the truth or lying. It was a tremendous advantage for a private investigator. On more than one occasion, her ability had single-handedly solved cases within minutes. It wasn’t always foolproof, though, and we often had to vet the information she had surmised.

Miss Pennyworth gave a slight start, surprised that Miri was the one to speak, and eyed her. “Oh, yes. Well, you see, I own a place near Downtown. A retro nightclub called ‘The Bell and The Ball.’ You may have heard of it?”

We, in fact, had not. It explained the outfit, though. Maybe I should pay it a visit some night for, uh, research. Yes, research.

When we didn’t answer, she continued. “Last week, an unsightly group of gentlemen paid us a visit and quite rudely informed us we had to pay them protection money. Protection from what, they didn’t say, but strongly implied the payments were to keep them from causing us a ruckus."

“Seriously?” I asked. “They still do protection schemes? Don’t they usually target lower-income neighbourhoods?”

“I wouldn’t know, Mister Gibson, but they gave my girls quite the fright. Our establishment is used to a more refined crowd, and these brutes were far too filthy to consider having business with.”

“So the issue is their appearance and not so much about their demands?” questioned Miri, confused.

“Both, to be frank. We steadfastly refused,” Miss Pennyworth informed us. “But these men would not take no for an answer, if you can believe it!”

“Yeah, no. That is very believable,” I said. “How did they respond?”

“They threatened to return and return they did. They repeated their demands and warned of unfortunate consequences if not paid.” Huffing through her nose, she reached into her handbag and produced a Japanese hand fan and waved it toward her face.

“Have you spoken to the police?” Miri asked, rolling her eyes when she wasn’t looking.

“Yes, immediately, though it was little help,” she admitted. “They posted a unit outside the club, but they only remain so long as we are open. Two days ago, during the dead of night, some hooligan threw a brick into our window, wrapped in a poorly written note.” She fanned herself some more instead of elaborating further.

“Okay, what did the note say?” I pressed.

“Oh, I didn’t read it. One of my girls did.”

I stared blankly at her, unable to tell if she was being intentionally obtuse or if she actually was that vapid. I opened my mouth, but sensing an oncoming smart-ass comment, Miri cut back in.

“Did your girl tell you what it said?” she asked.

“Oh yes. The note was regarding their displeasure at us contacting the authorities, and there would be consequences if we failed to send them away and pay their fee. I paraphrase, of course. The language they used was so uncouth.”

She didn’t appear all that bothered or upset—more inconvenienced than anything. She struck me as the type that couldn’t detect a threat when it was in front of her, believing only good things could happen, as that’s what she deserves. It’s likely how her life has been up to this point. Typically, well-to-do beautiful people didn’t live in reality.

“And what would you have us do for you?” Miri questioned.

Felicia gave her another brief glance, but mainly kept her focus on me. “I need someone to locate the man in charge of these mongrels and deliver evidence of his wrongdoing to the proper authorities.”

“I may be able to swing that,” I said, and tapped my fingers on the desk, contemplating the steps required.

Felicia smiled, but it didn’t reach her eyes. “I am pleased to find you agreeable, Mister Gibson. I should say, you were not the first firm I approached, and I arrived here with a great deal of trepidation. The big firms insisted this was a job for the authorities and refused to hear my offer, forcing me to find alternatives. You are the third smaller firm I have approached and have done so only on recommendation of your accolades. I do hope I am not left disappointed.”

Refraining from rolling my eyes, I ignored her slighted insult, and focused instead on her “recommendation.” I’d been here before, a potentially dangerous case dismissed by my fellow investigators, and sent my way to get them out of their hair. “Let me guess, Jonas Wong?”

“Oh, heaven’s no! I saw that man’s ad and immediately dismissed it. Me? Go to Chinatown? I couldn’t possibly fathom. His name is Mister Carpenter. Though, to be frank, I am pleased not to do business with him, either. His complexion suggests thuggery, yet his accent hints at a more proper upbringing. However, he kept calling me ‘mate’ to my disdain and ignored my desire to be addressed properly.”

Uh-oh.

“And what, exactly, do you mean by complexion?” Miri demanded, her jaw clenched, with a murderous look in her eyes.

Felicia turned to her, eyes widening in surprise. “Oh, my. I apologize, Miss Delgado. You’re one of the paler sorts, so I think you’re just dandy. At least half of you is acceptable.”

“Okay,” I announced, rising from my desk so fast that my chair spun and rolled away behind me. I shot Miri a cautious look and a nonverbal plea to not spill blood in the office. Her hands balled into fists, but she held her anger in check. “It doesn’t look like we’ll be able to take your case, Miss Pennyworth.”

“I will pay you twenty-five thousand dollars,” Felicia stated. “You will receive half of the payment up front and the other half when the job is done.”

Miri’s eyes widened even larger than mine, and we shared a look.

No, we couldn’t take the case, right? She was an entitled and racist woman. Accepting this job would only help reaffirm to her that money and good looks will get you anything, regardless of who you are on the inside. Someone must take a stand somewhere. There was no way that dangling carrot would attract Mireya Delgado, a woman of utmost integrity and respect for her fellow human beings.

***

So anyway, I was sitting in my old Buick the next day, during an unseasonably warm October afternoon, staking out The Bell and The Ball. With me, I had Miri’s binoculars, a disposable camera, and an old tape recorder with its “on” light poked out. Archaic, but useable within the Noctis. Along with my gadgets, I was armed with my wits, which I was rapidly losing by the minute. Stakeouts are boring.

I dug through a brown paper bag, rummaging through the snacks Miri packed for me, and found a handwritten note she’d left. Knowing how she looked after me made me smile, and now she snuck little, adorable notes into my lunch.

It read, “Good luck, and do not screw this up. Bitch better be worth the money.”

Ah, poetry to warm the heart. 


CHAPTER 02

The club didn’t open until five p.m., and I pulled up for my stakeout at two. To prevent any trouble from the thugs, I thought it was wise to arrive early and ensure the safety of the young women setting up for the night’s festivities. I intended only to observe and collect information, but if they made any direct threats, I could call the police. As luck would have it, when the clock neared four, my instincts paid off.

Three men arrived outside, trying to look casual and failing, dressed in dirty clothes, and all in desperate need of a shower. Overall, they appeared menacing enough that any woman walking past gripped their purses tighter and sped up. Three dishevelled thugs, not high on the food chain of organized crime, and stood out like a sore thumb. I readied my phone, 9-1-1 already entered and awaiting a press of the call button, and snapped a few pictures.

At the club entrance, they stopped to read the marquee, which boldly announced Tuesday as Lady's Night with an all-female Rat Pack tribute band. One pointed and laughed at the broken front window, while another grinned and mocked the actions of throwing a brick. The third made crude gestures with his hands and hips, presumably miming what they’d do with the girls inside.

Real pieces of work and absolute morons. They were smart enough not to show up with a police car present, but if I had been an undercover unit, they had already given me enough to bring them in for questioning.

Climbing out of my car, pocketing the camera and tape recorder, I blended in with a crowd of businessmen strolling down the street. I say blended, but they were in suits, and my blue t-shirt and jeans contrasted their colour scheme. I banked on these brutes to be the unobservant type, and they did not disappoint. The three stooges saw nothing but themselves, and once bored with their gratuitous antics, they continued their way down the street. I supposed they weren’t there to reiterate their threat, but merely admiring their handiwork.

I followed, discreetly moving between groupings of people, with the street surprisingly busy for a Sunday. After a few blocks, they ducked through a shabby wooden door inside a nearby alley. Lucky for me, it faced north to south. With the afternoon sun well on its way through the sky, no longer directly above, a prominent shadow settled over the alley. Still strong visibility within, not yet dark enough to make someone second guess walking through, but just dim enough to do what I do best.

Only direct light affected my abilities. A shadow was a shadow, regardless of how deep or how dark. Inhaling sharply, pulling wisps of the cool darkness through my nostrils, I stepped into another realm.

The Noctis, for which we named our business after, was a fascinating place. It existed in our world, below and above, simultaneously hidden in a separate plane of existence. The sun’s light encased the world in a solid glass barrier, blocking passage and glimmering like an aquarium. People walked by, unaware of the observer hiding in the dark.

Objects within the recesses of shadow, void of light, were no longer above ground. Instead, they swirled beneath as reflections on the surface of a lake. The buildings around cascaded to a floor of grey sky and smoky clouds. Where the sun could not reach, a void of nothingness loomed, broken only by a cascade of artificial lights from the city. They floated like balls of crystal and glass, suspended by their own illustrious will.

As far as I knew, I was the only one aware of its existence, aside from Miri, and the only one who could enter it voluntarily. I don’t know how or why. It was a mysterious ability—a superpower, if you will—and something I had believed was unique to me. Before this past summer, I’d been living under the assumption I was the sole powered person around, until Miri came along with her Soul Sight. With her, we later encountered a Firestarter and a genuine healer.

It was wild. I even died for a hot minute.

A convenient thing about the Noctis is that, if something is not in the light but in the world of shadow, it’s no longer a barrier. That included walls. The building the thugs entered dropped below my feet, along with part of the room beyond. Inside, a cone of light pulled the room from the shadows below and into the space before me like a misshapen snow globe, encasing the three not-so-gentle men.

They sat in plastic lawn chairs in an empty, unkempt room, below the dim glow of an old incandescent bulb. They cracked open beers, kept chilled inside a cooler of ice, and laughed to themselves. I couldn’t hear them, despite being close enough to reach out and touch them. The Noctis still obeyed the laws of physics, at least regarding sound, and despite being able to see them clearly, a wall technically remained between us.

I stepped across it effortlessly, as if the wall didn’t exist. Technically, I passed under it. Over it? Through it? All the above, at once? I call this handy little act shadow-stepping. From my perspective, my body moves over the wall, but essentially, my essence, my shadow, slithers its way through. Devoid of direct light, nowhere was off-limits, and no place was beyond my reach.

I entered the dark room next to them and moved towards the transparent, glassy barrier dividing the area between light and shadow. The bulb cast a weak light, one of the lowest wattages available, and encompassed a circular spot within a rectangular room. Pressing my hands against it, above and below the wall, I felt the sturdiness of steel press back, yet my sense of touch registered nothing. I followed along its edge until I entered the room itself, hidden in a dark corner, and the moment my ears passed over the threshold, their conversation came to life.

I retrieved my tape recorder from my pocket, turned it on, and crossed my fingers that they said something useful.

“…do we get paid, anyway?” asked Twiddle-Dum.

“When that lady pays us, dumbass,” replied Twiddle-Dee.

The third man, from here on known as Twiddle-Duh, kept silent. He sipped his beer, and the other two joined him, the conversation over. I sighed in frustration and turned the tape recorder off. How long would I have to stand there?

An hour. I stood there for an hour.

When they finally started talking again, my legs were burning, and my feet throbbed uncomfortably. The sudden breaking of silence startled me and I nearly dropped the recorder when turning it back on.

“What’s this guy want with the place?” Twiddle-Dum asked, directed at Twiddle-Dee.

“How should I know? We got told to harass them, so we harass them.”

“Yeah, but I don’t think she’s gonna pay up.”

“He doesn’t expect her to. We keep doing what we’re doing, then when he gives the word, we light the place up.”

“Must be a realer-state thing. Maybe he wants to build his own nightclub.”

“It’s real estate, numb nuts.”

“Maybe we could be his bouncers.”

“I wouldn’t mind trying my hand at bar-tendin’.”

“Do you know how to mix drinks?”

“Who the hell’s mixin’ drinks? It’s just pourin’ beer, man.”

“Will you two shut the hell up?” demanded Twiddle-Duh. “You really think Mister Withers wants to build a goddamn nightclub? He’s gonna tear the place down and put up a hotel. Bettin’ money on it.”

“Jackpot!” I yelled out loud. They couldn’t hear me. Sound travels in, but not out, of the Noctis. It wasn’t organized crime at all, at least not directly, but another one of that dickhead’s schemes.

Steadman Withers, an all-around GAD (Grade-A-Douchebag), was a big shot real estate mogul and fancied himself a mob boss. His businesses were legitimate, and he expertly maneuvered through legal grey areas. Many livelihoods and entire marginalized communities had fallen to fatten his already bulging wallet. 

I’d never met the man personally, but I stole a lot of money from him in the past. When I was a thief, I often circled back to him because he was one of the greasiest pricks I’d ever found. I donated swathes of his money to homeless shelters and mailed him the receipts, complete with Thank-You cards signed, “Love, Peaches and Cream.” It may not be the most exhilarating moniker, but it amused me to no end.

The three douchebags continued yapping for another hour, but said nothing else of import. Just mundane bullshit so painful to listen to that I considered chewing off my tongue for something more interesting to do. I stuck through it, as inane and boring as it was, because I needed more than audio. I needed pictures of these guys, or they would get away Scot-free.

After an agonizing length of time, they finished their beers and decided to go for a stroll, likely to terrorize some baby out of its candy. I returned to the alley, getting ahead of them, and stepped into the world proper. Crossing the street, I slipped through the crowd and readied my camera, zoomed in, and aimed at the door. As they exited, one after the other, I snapped quickly and efficiently, capturing all their faces.

At that point, I should have called it a day. I had what I needed but didn’t trust it was enough to put them away. It was broad daylight, far from my element, and I did something stupid: I followed them.

The thugs came back to the club, maybe to escalate their threats, and I snapped a few more pictures of them leering through the windows. Unfortunately, before I could pocket the camera and make my getaway, a loud sneeze echoed through the street from a nearby pedestrian. The thugs swung their heads, startled by the man lamenting his seasonal allergies to everyone within earshot, and Twiddle-Duh saw my camera.

“Hey, that guy’s taking pictures of us,” he said to his compatriots, smacking them both on their shoulders, and all eyes fell on me.

I returned my camera to my pocket and stepped back, swallowing a sudden lump in my throat, fully aware of how utterly exposed I was. They stood there, staring dumbfounded, before Twiddle-Duh took a step in my direction with a clear menace in his eyes.

Aware of my precarious predicament, I did the only thing I could do. I turned and ran away as fast as I could. 

They huffed and puffed behind, hollering for me to stop so they could “beat my ass.” Shortly after, I heard a loud shuffle and a smack, with a cry of surprise and a thud. I risked a glance back, finding Dee and Dum had tripped and fallen, with Dee ignoring them and continuing his pursuit. I ducked through an alley and into a nearby factory.

And that’s how I ended up trapped, stuck within in a diminishing shadow, as this beefcake of an idiot stalked around brandishing a knife.

“I know you’re in here. I saw you,” Twiddle-Duh called out.

From above and below, I watched him. His upper body floated inside the glassy encasement of the sunbeam, with his disembodied legs beneath, inverted inside the shadows. I monitored his upper half, where his eyes and the knife were, the two features that demanded my direct attention. 

I glanced between him and the western wall, where the shadows were plentiful and far more permanent than where I currently hid. The sun slowly slid downward, dipping more and more into view at the top of the window, the shadows shifting with it. I crouched lower, claustrophobia creeping in, as the glassy floor of light encroached on my available space.

I only had one chance. It was risky but a far better plan than staying where I was. I needed him to search the other side of the factory, wait for his back to turn, and flee to safer pastures. I watched him, waiting for the right moment. He did as I hoped and stalked into the far side of the room.

As I readied my feet to make a mad dash, my phone rang. The thug couldn’t hear it, but in the emptiness of the void, it echoed through the dark and startled the hell out of me, nearly giving me a heart attack. It rang five excruciating times and went to voicemail.

I set my display settings to keep the screen dark whenever a call came through, so it posed no danger. Even inside my pocket, I didn’t trust what would happen if a glimmer of light appeared inside the Noctis. I’ve seen that happen before, and it was terrifying. But, despite those precautions, I stupidly forgot to put the ringer on silent. 

Yes, I’m an idiot.

Returning my attention to the thug, now distraction-free, and found his back turned in my direction. I silently thanked the universe for letting the other two trip and fall, as they would have made this significantly more difficult, and I made my move. As quietly as possible, I left the shadows and crept toward the west wall, feeling like a Looney Tunes character as I snuck across on my tippy toes. I made it halfway—so far, so good—when my phone rang again, echoing throughout the factory, while I stood in the open.

Twiddle-Duh spun around, with his knife at the ready, and laid eyes on me. “There you are, little piggy.”

On instinct, I dove for it, throwing myself headfirst into the shadow. I hit the ground hard, bits of gravel and metal shavings scraping my flesh as I rolled. I flipped back into the Noctis, and the solid, debris-coated floor gave way to a spongier, squishier surface. It held a consistency somewhere between a gym mat and a trampoline, while also feeling like nothing at all.

As darkness re-engulfed me, my phone blooped, alerting me to a voicemail.

“What the fuck?” Twiddle-Duh exclaimed, shocked by my sudden disappearance.

The landing hurt like hell, and little droplets of blood beaded from my arms. But, from his perspective, I had disappeared. One second, I was there. The next second, gone. Vanished without a trace in the world’s best magic act. 

Duh’s body wavered and disappeared from the bottom up as he stalked into the shadow, more and more of his frame entering the reflection below. I glanced around, noting the barrier of impenetrable light beyond the wall, with the sun beating down on the world outside. I was still stuck, but this shadow would survive until nightfall. All I had to do was wait.

“Where the hell did you go?” he asked aloud, echoing throughout the factory floor. 

As he came closer, his body entered the shadow. Watching him stand there, gaping, a wicked thought came to mind. I didn’t have to wait, after all.

I rose onto my knees, waiting for him to approach my exact location, and prepared myself for a new trick I’d recently discovered I could do. It wasn’t a difficult feat to pull off, but generally proved to be an unpleasant experience.

When he stood firmly below me, I drove my hand into the ground, through the floor. A wave of unpleasantness hit me, and nausea flowed through my limbs instead of my stomach. My muscles wanted to throw up, my back shuddered and twisted, my body reacting violently to an unnatural state. Gritting my teeth, I grabbed the thug by the ankle and pulled upward as hard as possible.

He screamed so loud and hysterical, in a higher pitch than expected of a man his size and character. I would have burst into a fit of the giggles if my body hadn’t been trying to collapse in on itself. 

He slipped through, falling up and down and neither, the knife tumbling from his hands, crashing next to me. I rolled out of range as he kicked and thrashed, and my phone rang yet again for the third time.

As Twiddle-Duh wailed, I flipped to the real world, trapping him in the shadows. He wouldn’t be in there forever, stuck until morning when the sun’s light hit him from the eastern windows, and he would not enjoy that experience. If he was lucky, that would occur before the factory workers arrived the next day. Otherwise, he was facing an awkward Monday morning.

He would spend the night in total darkness, blind to his surroundings. The Noctis was clear as day to me, but I had excellent night vision, and he did not. Hopefully, he’d stay put and not accidentally stumble through the walls and into traffic. Headlights on a speeding car could be as deadly in there as they were in the real world.

He was a piece of shit, but I didn’t want to kill the guy.

I left the factory cautiously, looking for Dee and Dum, who had run off elsewhere. Making my way back to the club, I climbed hurriedly back into my Buick, slammed the door shut, and allowed myself to relax. Leaning my head back, I took a deep breath and sighed.

I fished my phone from my pocket to see who had called. There were three missed calls from an unknown number, but no messages left. Chalking it up to a scammer, one who almost got me killed, I started the engine, threw it into drive, and headed home.


CHAPTER 03

I returned to an empty office, with a note from Miri placed on my desk stating she had left for groceries. She liked to run errands while I was out, preferring to hit the supermarkets without my company or input. Apparently, I ate like garbage, and this was her way of forcing me to be healthy. As a result, the fridge was typically brimming with fruit and vegetables, fresh meats and eggs, with not a single ready-to-go meal or snack. 

If I wanted to eat outside of proper meal-time hours, my available options were fruit or having to cook, and she banked heavily on my laziness. I’m less likely to run out and grab corn chips and doughnuts if the fridge was full of healthy snacks. It was like having a wife but without particular benefits. As she put it, if I dropped dead of a heart attack, she’d lose her job.

I put my tape recorder and camera on Miri’s desk, leaving her to transfer the photos onto her laptop later, and headed to the bathroom to clean up. Before she moved in, the bathroom was pretty bare-and-bones, with metal walls, an exposed ceiling and drafty as all hell. It had a standard toilet inside a cubicle stall, a urinal, a standing shower missing a door, and a small, stainless-steel sink with exposed pipes beneath.

In the months since, Miri had the bathroom tiled, the walls glossy white, and light grey porcelain over the original concrete floor. The toilet and urinal remained the same, but the shower now had a functional door. A new porcelain sink, larger than the previous one, rested atop a white melamine vanity, wide enough to hold all her lady stuff. Makeup, moisturizers, cleansers, primers, various brushes, perfumes … Yeah, the list goes on. I won’t even mention what was in the shower. I had a small comb, a stick of Old Spice, a can of shaving cream, a razor, and a toothbrush. 

Grabbing a fresh washcloth, I soaked my arms, cleaning away the factory’s dirt and debris, and all the dried blood. Next, I removed my shirt and inspected my torso in the brand-new mirror, finding more scrapes and bruises on my sides and back. I didn’t fall that hard, but it made a damn mess. Once satisfied, I found a bottle of peroxide in a drawer and poured a few drops onto another cloth. Wincing and cursing, I dabbed every scrape, then tossed both clothes in the sink and headed back to the office, where Chauncy greeted me.

Chauncy was my roommate, friend, and confidant. He was already living here when I moved in, and we became close pals. We did everything together, from eating to watching TV, curling up on my air mattress, cuddling, and napping. Miri didn’t like him at first, but over time grew used to his presence. As far as roommates go, he was relatively quiet and often minded his own business. He did, however, cause regular damage to the furniture, as he refused to stop chewing on everything. 

We coped with it because, after all, it was in his nature. Chauncy was a rat. 

A Norway rat, we found out after Miri looked up breeds online out of curiosity. He belonged to a species that, upon their discovery in the ’50s, prompted the Alberta Government to unleash their wrath. With prejudice and without mercy, they exterminated every single one to be found, and declared the province rat-free. The joke was on them—they missed one. We assumed he used to belong to someone, released into the wild by his previous owner after being caught harbouring an illegal species. He was far too familiar with humans, regardless of the visitor, without an ounce of fear or apprehension.

Standing on his hind legs, Chauncy waved his tiny, itty-bitty hands at me, squeaking urgently. He was well-fed but acted like I starved him, despite being perfectly capable of obtaining his own food outside, which he frequently did. Last week, he covered himself in soy sauce and bits of rice, which blew my mind because I wasn’t aware of any Chinese restaurants in the immediate vicinity.

“Hey, little buddy,” I said, scooping him up and holding him against my chest. He was freshly clean, smelling of Johnson’s No More Tears baby shampoo. Miri must have given him a bath this morning, an activity that required almost daily attention, given his enjoyment of dumpster diving. He squeaked and wiggled delightedly in my hand as I scratched his chin. I took him to the kitchen, depositing him on the floor, where he waited patiently as I poured some trail mix onto a saucer. He squeaked in thanks as he dug in, targeting the cashews first.

I popped a handful into my mouth, chewing happily as I headed to my “bedroom,” a twin bed hidden behind a couple partitions with a small white dresser. I dug out a fresh shirt to avoid getting blood on my sheets, kicked off my shoes, and threw my body down, sighing in relief. Then, pulling out my phone, I rolled onto my side and scrolled through BuzzFeed. I started learning my personality type, based on my movie and television preferences, before drifting off to sleep halfway through.

Not long after, the angered shouts of an irate Latina startled me awake.

“What the hell?” Miri hollered from the bathroom. “Lloyd, how many goddamn times…”

I pretended to be asleep. Chauncy, curled next to me, sensed impending doom and fled. Something cold and damp, stinking of peroxide, slapped against my face. I cried out, flinging it away, the dirty washcloths landing on the corner with a wet plop. Sitting up, I found Miri hovering over my bed, glaring daggers through my skull.

“You are buying me new ones,” she demanded. “There was literally an old grey cloth next to those you could have used.”

“But the white ones are so soft and feel amazing against my skin,” I stated, wiping my face with my sleeve. “If you think about it, it’s your fault for buying them.”

She rolled her eyes as she scanned my arms and the small spots of blood showing through my shirt. “What happened?”

“I fell down and go boom.”

“Retroactively, I feel you deserved it,” she muttered. “Why the hell would you put on a white shirt? You know what? Never mind. Get your ass out of bed and show me what you found.”

She stalked off, out of sight, and I begrudgingly swung my legs to the floor and followed, head hung low in mock shame.

I lived for the moments when I annoyed her. I loved her to pieces, but it was highly entertaining. The way she swung her head sharply in my direction, her ponytail flinging in a picturesque manner with loose bangs brushing past her forehead. The squinting glare she gave when making eye contact, and the way her lips curl in her irritation… Pure comedy to me.

I strolled to Miri’s desk as my phone rang again with the same unknown number. I rejected it. Picking up the tape recorder, I pressed play and handed it to her.

Miri leaned on her elbows, staring coldly at it as it finished playing. “How does Steadman Withers continuously get away with this?” she asked.

“Bribery and extortion, mostly,” I replied. “I know he’s greased the palms of city planners, and I suspect he has a cop or two on his payroll.”

“Even then, you would think more people would look into him further.”

“I’m sure they do, but he’s a smart guy. I guarantee no paper trail links him to The Bell and The Ball. Street thugs wreak havoc on the place, and his company buys the destroyed lot and provides high-end real estate while he’s labelled as a ‘saviour’.”

“Is this enough evidence to take any action?” she asked, glancing up at me. “They’re just a bunch of brutes, and he isn’t the only person named Withers.”

My phone rang yet again. I growled in irritation, rejecting it once more, before gesturing to the camera. Miri picked up and turned it on, and I leaned over her shoulder, looking at the photos as she swiped through.

“These guys might be brutes, but I’m betting they’d talk under the right pressure,” I surmised. “They’re not very bright. I have clear shots of their faces, so it wouldn’t be hard for the authorities to find them. Hell, I’m betting they get picked up often enough to be on a first name basis with the local beat cops.”

Miri opened a drawer and retrieved a cable to connect the camera to her laptop. “Why do I sense a ‘but’ in your voice?”

“Steadman’s a prick and used to getting what he wants. I’m worried about how he will handle this,” I admitted. I stepped over to my desk and sat, putting my feet up and holding my hands behind my head. “He has enough lawyers to get the case dismissed and will throw the thugs under the bus as hard as he can. They’ll see significant jail time, and he’ll return to his fancy parties.”

“Then what use is any of this?” she asked, gesturing at the photos on her laptop screen.

“We need to speak with Miss Pennyworth and see how she wants to proceed.” I leaned back further, gazing idly at the ceiling. “She wants us to forward what we find to the police, but Steadman doesn’t give up easily. He’ll get his name cleared of any wrongdoing, then sit back and watch the thugs get sentenced. From there, he only has to wait until enough time passes for everyone to forget it happened. Then he will strike again. He will take that club if we don’t give him reasons not to.”

With the photos uploaded and backed up, Miri closed her laptop and put the camera and cable back in the drawer. “What are you thinking?”

“Blackmail. Anonymously, in a way that doesn’t connect back to the club.” I sat upright and stretched my arms forward, interlocking my fingers and cracking my knuckles. “I think it’s time he had another letter dropped in his mailbox from an old friend.”

She swung her chair around to look at me with slight apprehension. “Really? Peaches and Cream? That’s your plan?”

I grinned and chuckled softly. “I love that name.” My phone rang a third time. Those scammer pricks were bloody persistent.

“It’s ridiculous.”

“Aw, come on. Imagine a billionaire telling the cops that he was being stolen from and taunted by someone called ‘Peaches and Cream’ and tell me that’s not hilarious.”

Miri frowned as I rejected the caller yet again. “Who is that?”

I shrugged. “Some scammer. Look, I didn’t just toss taunting letters at Steadman and run—where’s the fun in that? I stood to the side and watched the fallout every single time. He’s spent literally millions of dollars ramping up security and trying to uncover the identity of the enigmatic Peaches and Cream. He only stopped when his board of directors forced him to. Hell, he even tried to hire Jono and Jacob Carpenter to track me down, but they both laughed him out of their offices. I was even a fly on the wall in Carpenter’s office, watching from the Noctis. I’ve never seen anyone laugh so hard while calling someone the ‘C’ word multiple times in a single sentence.”

“Why would they refuse? I would assume he offered them a lot of money,” she questioned.

“Jono, because it would be bad for business. The havoc Steadman caused over the years in Chinatown has been a massive thorn in the community’s side. Taking that case would alienate him from most of his clientele, and he’s worked too hard to embed himself as a Champion of Chinatown to risk it for a thick wad of cash. Jacob, on the other hand, has a personal grudge against the man. His in-laws bought into one of his developments that ended up being washed away by the mountain run-off flooding the Bow River.”

“Okay, so how does blackmail keep him from taking the club?”

“He has the resources to beat the charges, but it’s still bad publicity. He’ll do it if he’s pushed and move into damage control, but if we give him an out, he’ll probably take it,” I explained. “We discreetly show him we have evidence of what he’s doing and demand he stop, or we take it to the press. This might not be enough for the cops to get him, but the media would nail him to the wall. Imagine all his prospective buyers’ reactions to seeing his name plastered in every newspaper and televised exposé.”

“Okay, that could work. How do we know if he backs off? He might do the same as he would from legal trouble: just wait a few months and try again.”

“If anything—and I mean anything—happens to that club, we expose him. If there’s so much as a small electric fire from dodgy wiring, completely at the fault of Miss Pennyworth, we will assume it was him and torch his life.”

“So why do we not go to the media in the first place?” she asked.

“Then he has nothing to lose and takes the club.”

Miri pursed her lips and exhaled through her nose apprehensively. “I will call Miss Pennyworth and talk it over with her.”

“Has her cheque cleared?”

“There is a fresh twelve and a half thousand dollars in the business account as of this morning.” She gave me a sly grin, which I mirrored.

“Are you sure you’re okay with helping her? She’s awful.”

Miri shrugged. “Refusing her business will not suddenly make her a better person, so we may as well lighten her purse. With your blessing, I am considering donating five thousand to the Urban Society for Aboriginal Youth in her name.”

I laughed. “That is a fantastic idea.”

My phone rang. Again.

“Will you answer that damn thing?” Miri demanded.

“It’s probably just a scam,” I grumbled, glaring at the screen. “Answering it lets them know you’re an active number, and they’ll keep calling.”

“They already keep calling. It might be important.”

I rolled my eyes. “If it was, they’d leave a voicemail.”

“Lloyd, if I have to listen to that thing ring every ten minutes for the rest of the day, I will smash it to pieces,” she warned.

“Fine,” I sighed, picking up the phone, hitting the green icon, and placing it back on my desk with the speaker activated. “Lloyd’s Mortuary—You stab ’em, we slab ’em,” I greeted in my best professional voice. “This is great timing if you’re calling about my car’s extended warranty. I just plowed into a bunch of kids and a crossing guard and need to know if the insurance will cover the power wash and dent removal.”

“What? What the hell?” said an older woman’s voice. “Lloyd, what is the matter with you?”

I dropped my feet off the desk and sat up straight. “Oh. Hi, mom.”

“I’ve been calling you for hours!”

“Is this a new number? I thought you were a scammer. Why didn’t you leave a message?”

“You never return my calls when I do,” she accused. “Why can I hear myself talking? Am I on speaker?”

“Oh, yeah. Don’t worry—it’s only Miri with me.”

“Are you two dating yet?” she asked immediately and without hesitation.

“What? No!” I exclaimed, glancing over at Miri’s widened eyes. “We’re business partners.”

“You live together.”

“Roommates.”

“Uh-huh. Sure.”

“Mom, why are you calling?” I asked, trying to change the subject.

“I think my boyfriend is in trouble,” she said. “I haven’t seen him since Thanksgiving.”

“The mailman? Don’t you live with him?”

“What? Oh, Jake? No, we broke up.”

“Seriously? You moved across the country for that guy,” I pointed out, stunned. I gave Miri an incredulous look, and she gestured I should take her off speaker. I shrugged to ask, “what for?” and she rolled her eyes.

“I don’t want to get into that right now, but I’m seeing someone else. His name is Bartley Jones. He works for Animal Control.”

“People are still named Bartley?”

She huffed into the phone, annoyed. “There’s been strange animal attacks down here, and he went off into the woods to investigate. He hasn’t come back. That was three days ago.”

“Have you called the police?”

“Of course I called the damn police, Lloyd. I’m not an idiot,” she scolded. “They’ve sent search parties and can’t find him.”

“I’m sorry to hear that, but why are you calling me about it?” I questioned. My tone must have been a bit too blasé, and Miri shot me a dirty look.

“You’re an investigator. Can you come down here and look for him?”

“What? Mom, you live three provinces away.”

“I will pay you, like one of your clients. I’m not asking for a favour, Lloyd—I’m hiring you.”

“Aren’t there people down there that can do that?”

“They said no. They don’t investigate animal attacks.”

“Neither do I,” I clarified, receiving another stern look from Miri.

“I have nowhere else to turn to. Please?” She sounded desperate, and I heard something in her voice I wasn’t used to: genuine concern. She might actually care for this guy, not just his bank account.

“Okay, say I come down. It’s already been a few days since he disappeared, and it will take me a few more to get there. That’s almost a week. The likelihood of finding him after that much time is pretty minimal.”

“You can be here faster than that, Lloyd. I know you’re… capable.”

I sat up even straighter, frowning at the phone. “What do you mean?”

“I may have been a bad mom, but I’m not stupid,” she told me. “You were doing weird things the year before you moved out. I heard and saw … stuff.”

“Care to elaborate?”

“On speaker?”

I glanced at Miri. She leaned forward, now highly interested in the conversation. “Yeah, I don’t have secrets from Miri.”

“If you say so. There were a few times I saw you go to your room, but heard you were somewhere else shortly after,” she explained. “Your uncle saw you at Chinook Centre only ten minutes after you finished dinner one night. He insisted it was you. You were shopping at Stitches, which was your favourite store. My friend saw you at North Hill around the same time you went to bed one night.”

“Then they were mistaken, mom. Or they had their days confused.”

“That’s bullshit, and you know it. After one of these calls, I checked on you, and you weren’t there. You said good night, and five minutes later, you were almost an hour away.”

“I don’t know what you think, but—”

“Lloyd, I saw you do it.”

A chill rolled down my spine. Was I that sloppy? “Do what?”

“I checked on you one night, and your bed was empty. I know it was empty because I put my hand on it. When I turned the light on, you were suddenly there, under your blankets, like you appeared from nowhere.”

“Lloyd,” Miri mouthed, gesturing for me to mute the phone, which I did. “She knows. Sometimes you flip into the Noctis while sleeping—I’ve seen it happen.”

I cringed. “Seriously?”

She nodded, confirming. “Startled me that first night I slept here while you were recovering from Mary-Sue’s healing.”

I sighed, unmuted the phone, and tried to keep the bitterness from my voice. “Before you left Calgary, I asked you if there had been anything weird with me as a child or with my cousins. You said no. You lied.”

“You lied first, by never telling me what you could do,” she responded flatly. “If you didn’t want me to know, why would I admit I did? I stayed in the dark, where you wanted me.”

I tapped the desk with my fingers, processing that. Arguing the point would be useless, so I said, “you could have said something.”

“It was your business. Figured you’d tell me, eventually, but you never did.”

“You saw me disappear and reappear right in front of you and said nothing,” I said, dumbfounded. “I mean, I probably wouldn’t have admitted it, but seriously. What the hell, mom?”

“I was drinking a lot back then,” she sighed, the guilt clear and present in her voice.

“Back then?”

“Can you come down or not?”

I looked to Miri, not sure what to do. She sighed and closed her eyes, nodding her approval at the situation. “She’s family, Lloyd. You have to.”

“Was that Miri? Hi Miri,” said mom.

“Hello, Mrs. Gibson,” Miri greeted.

“She has a pretty voice, Lloyd. Is she taking good care of you?”

“Oh my god,” I lamented with a sigh. “I’ll come down. I’ve never travelled that far in one go, so I don’t know how long it’ll take, but I’ll be there. Text me your address.”

“Thank you, Lloyd. I really appreciate it.”

“Yeah, okay. I’ll see you soon.”

We said our goodbyes, and I hung up the phone, staring at it blankly.

“You will need to go by yourself,” Miri advised compassionately. “I need to watch the business and deal with Miss Pennyworth.”

“I know.”

“I will let you know which course of action she chooses and call if any fresh developments occur.”

“Thanks.”

“Can you even jump that large a distance?”

“Maybe. I’ll need to take breaks.”

“I will pack you some snacks to keep your energy up.”

“Thanks.”

“Lloyd, will you look at me?” she asked, clicking her fingers.

I glanced up, jostling myself out of a daze. “She knew this entire time?” I growled.

“Apparently.”

“I don’t know how to process that.”

“You will figure it out. You had better get yourself ready to go.”

“The entire time,” I shouted, raising my voice, sudden anger and anxiety swelling from within. “I developed a goddamn superpower, and she couldn’t even be bothered to ask me about it?”

“Lloyd—”

“No, it’s okay. Just par the goddamn course, I guess.” I inhaled deeply, trying to calm down. A scratching noise came from my left, and I glanced over to find Chauncy perched atop a partition. He loved those things; they were his own personal jungle gyms. “You’ll take care of him while I’m gone?”

“Of course I will.”

“You take care of her as well,” I told him. “No chewing on her desk.”

He squeaked. Whether that was an agreement or a protest, we will never know.

I returned my attention to Miri. “Call Simon. If Miss Pennyworth agrees to the blackmail angle, he can set up an untraceable e-mail to send it through.”

“Did he not have some rather choice words for you the last time you spoke to him?”

“Yeah, but he likes you, and anyone with the right mindset will be happy to play a part in hurting Steadman Withers.”

“Hopefully. It will make it easier—I was unsure how to proceed. You are the shady one in this partnership, and I generally leave those details to you.” She smiled at me in a caring-yet-condescending way she was so good at making. “Go pack your bags. It will be dark in an hour. What sort of snack do you want?”

“Peanut butter and jelly.”

“You eat like a five-year-old.”

“I have refined tastes, thank you very much,” I protested, squinting at her. “I haven’t burnt off my taste buds from excess spice like you.”

“Shut up and get moving,” she said with an eye roll, rising from her desk and heading into the kitchen. “It will be nice having some peace around here for a few days.”

I sighed. We had settled into a comfortable routine, and I was in a great mental place these days. I’d been content. Happy, I could almost say. I’d never truly known what that was like, and wasn’t sure I could identify it if it happened, but the last few months must have been close to it. I didn’t want to go, even if it was only for a couple of days.

I didn’t want to leave Miri.


CHAPTER 04

Miri and I exchanged our temporary farewells. I stepped outside and into our little parking lot, wearing a light brown jacket and black tuque, with a green backpack over my shoulders. At six-thirty p.m., the sun had fully set, opening full access to my personal playground. October was a perfect time for my activities. It wasn’t too cold yet, and the sun dropped hours earlier, rising later in the morning, giving me four or five hours of extra playtime than I had in summer.

It was even better during the winter, though the cold hindered my productivity. The Noctis never changed temperature, always remaining at a comfortable degree. However, transitioning in and out was a shock to the system when done too frequently, with the mercury dipped into double negative digits.

I looked at my car longingly, parked next to Miri’s recently purchased red Ford Focus. Driving wasn’t exactly my favourite activity, but compared to the toll I would take on this journey, the car would be significantly better. Just far slower. I needed to be in Belleville by morning, not two days from now.

Miri helped plot out my course and made sure I had food to eat and money in my pocket to cover any expenses that might come up. We pinpointed specific places to step out for breaks and recuperation. Each leg of the journey was farther than I’d ever travelled via the Noctis in one trip. Before now, the farthest I’d gone in a single bound was from Calgary to Brooks, a two-hundred-kilometre trip, and the return wore me out. From Calgary to Belleville was three and a half thousand.

I was about to traverse an entire freaking continent.

For this journey, I’d be using another other unique ability available inside the Noctis. Not only could I make myself unseen and enter any building, I could also teleport to any nearby area within sight. My visible range was significant inside the Noctis, on a flat and open plain of darkness. It’s not technically teleporting, but more of a sudden lurch forward as I pulled my ethereal essence to the chosen spot, like a fish caught in a hook, in an instant. I called it jumping. It’s still not a perfect description of what I do, but it’s more accurate than teleporting. Lurching sounded weird and too reminiscent of Franken-Butler’s.

I held a compass in my hand, pairing old-school with my smartphone to plot my course from inside the Noctis. I needed to exit the shadows to use its navigation function, but I could check the compass at any point, to ensure I was still heading in the right direction. Given the distance I’d be travelling, being off by a single degree could lead me astray by hundreds of kilometres.

On my Maps, I entered the directions to Regina, but only for reference. The suggested route took over seven hours by car, going east through Strathmore, then southeast via Medicine Hat. I didn’t need to follow that—instead, I’d travel in a perfectly straight line, bypassing all major roads and highways.

I spun in place, watching the little arrow denoting my location, until it pointed directly at Regina, seven-hundred and fifty kilometres away. Holding the compass up, I matched the needles and tucked my phone away, holding it as steady as possible.

Closing my eyes, I inhaled slowly. The wisps of shadow swirled about, visible even through my closed lids, and flowed inside me. Into my nose, my mouth, even my eyes and pores. My body tingled, raising goosebumps everywhere in a sensory explosion of peace and calmness, and I felt lighter. When I opened my eyes, the Noctis sprawled before me. The streets stretched below, a glimmering reflection of the world where I had been standing. A vast space of black and nothingness spanned in all directions, interrupted only by the world’s lights floating like diamonds in the sky. 

The moon hung above, three-quarters and waning, shining over everything yet illuminating nothing. Its glow was separate from the rest of the light, casting an eerie glow into nothing. Unlike the sun, it didn’t affect the Noctis or my movement in any meaningful way.

“So shine bright,” I sang, channelling my inner Rihanna, trying to energize and psych myself up for the journey. This was going to suck. “We’re beautiful, like….”

I jumped.

Then again, and again, and again. Keeping an eye on the compass and world beneath, the city of Calgary fell away in the distance. The backdrop of the Rocky Mountains on the western horizon faded from view, replaced by the vast, open space of the Canadian Prairies in all directions.

In what felt like minutes and hours combined, the skyline of Regina approached, and buildings soon surrounded the world at my feet. I kept going until an open area appeared beneath me, and I stepped out of the Noctis. I spotted a bench beside a blue rectangular post identifying Arlington Park, dropped my backpack, and collapsed. Wet grass seeped through my jeans, the cold sudden and shocking, yet pleasant, before my body heat warmed it.

I checked the time. Seven o’clock. I travelled seven-hundred-and-fifty kilometres in roughly half an hour. My head swam, light-headed, as if I had stood up too fast. My limbs were heavy, despite never using them, and my eyes burned, demanding to be closed. I obliged, leaning back and resting for a moment.

This was only my first stop, and I already felt like hell.

I dug through my backpack, retrieved a large bag of trail mix and a bottle of water, and shoved a handful into my mouth, followed by a few sips. Then, taking a breath, I rose, and opened my Maps. Winnipeg followed the same trajectory, another six-hundred kilometres away, and I faced myself in the same direction as before. Begrudgingly returning to the Noctis, I resumed the journey.

The prairies continued, seemingly never-ending. Every few minutes, a small town blurred passed my feet, too fast to register their names or note any landmarks. Forward and onward, I went, one or two kilometres at a time, until large buildings loomed in the distance. Once they surrounded me in all directions, I jumped three more times before coming to a stop. In a bit of a stumble, I flipped back and collapsed on another patch of grass. Tossing my backpack to the side, I raised my hood to protect my neck and fell backwards, exhausted.

“You okay, buddy?” a voice called out, startling me awake. I opened my eyes and found an older gentleman staring down, concern on his face.

“Yeah, I’m great, my man,” I mumbled. “Don’t mind me, just resting my eyes.”

“The grass is wet; it rained today. You’ll catch a cold,” he warned.

“So be it,” I replied. I honestly couldn’t even feel it in my exhaustion.

“Whatever. You should still move on. Cops aren’t gonna like seeing you lying here drunk at nine o’clock,” he informed me, more than a bit of judgment in his voice, and walked off.

Nine? I pulled out my phone and checked the time and my Maps. I was next to Crescent Drive Golf Course, in the middle of Winnipeg. It took twenty minutes to get there from Regina, but it had been two hours since I left the bench. Wait—one hour—I changed time zones, and my phone updated accordingly. But even still… I had passed out.

Shit.

Climbing clumsily and awkwardly to my feet, I waited for my head to stop spinning. I wouldn’t make the entire trip in one go as planned, with only a quarter of the journey complete, and I already wanted to die. On my phone, I opened my Notes and begrudgingly read the address for a motel in Thunder Bay. Miri expected me to struggle, but I waved off the idea as nonsense. My ego insisted I’d be fine.

She was right, and I was dumb. I needed to rest.

The motel in question was another seven-hundred kilometres away. With another deep breath, I went back in. The skyline of Winnipeg disappeared, and the prairies gave way to rocky terrain and mountainous hills. I spotted the lights of the Trans-Canada train in the distance, the same one my mother took for this journey, which I quickly overtook and left in my dust. Civilization neared as graffiti appeared on the rocky surfaces around me. Even places this far out could not escape vandalism.

Within half an hour of leaving Winnipeg, I flopped back in the world proper, swaying on my feet, struggling to remain standing. I stood before a narrow red-brick building, a fraction the size of my warehouse back home, yet somehow still acting as a motel. I stumbled through the doors and found reception.

“Bed, please,” I muttered, feeling around my pockets for the cash Miri gave me.

The lady at the desk looked me up and down, frowning in distaste.

I was a mess—wet, dishevelled, and probably looked drunk. My toque fell off somewhere without noticing, leaving my messy hair sticking up everywhere. She peered at my eyes, seeing my sunglasses on at nine—no—ten-thirty at night. I was in yet another time zone.

“Do you have money?” she asked cautiously.

“How much?”

“Hundred and twenty-three a night,” she answered skeptically.

“How much for three hours?”

“Hundred and twenty-three,” she repeated firmly.

“For three hours?”

“Hundred and twenty-three.”

“Oh, for f—fine.” I handed her a bundle of seven twenty-dollar bills, stuffed the change in my pocket, and found my way to the designated room, my mind in a haze. The unit served as a tiny hole of a room, little more than a box with a bed, but it suited me just fine. I grabbed the snack bag from my backpack and wolfed half a peanut butter and jam sandwich with a handful of trail mix, washing it down with water. After, I placed my shades on a little table, set an alarm for one o’clock in the morning, and collapsed on the bed.

The jarring styling of the Star Wars Cantina Band reverberated through the room and into my skull. I swore my eyes were closed for only a minute, yet my alarm was already singing. Shutting it off, groaning, I struggled to lift myself up. I felt worse than I had before sleeping. Rubbing my eyes with one hand and grabbing my phone with the other, I opened the Maps and looked to my next stop. 

It was the longest leg of my journey at one thousand kilometres away in Sudbury, Ontario. At least I wouldn’t enter any new time zones. Deciding to check in, I texted Miri.

‘At thunder bay, had a nap. Leaving now’

‘I told you so.’

‘You enjoyed that, didn’t you?’

‘I would enjoy it more if you

listened to me in the first place.’

‘Can you cancel my hair appt?’

‘I already did. Stay safe.’

I stood up, testing the waters. As the fog of sleep lifted, I felt more alert, but still mostly awful. Grabbing my shades and backpack, sighing, I stepped into the Noctis. I’m pretty sure I forgot to unlock the door to the room. With the window shut tight, that would be a fun little mystery for the employees, which usually would be hilarious, but I was too tired to care.

Forty minutes later, I vomited all over a sidewalk in Sudbury, outside a restaurant called Sapporo Ichibang. A raised garden bed sat nearby, and I collapsed between two small trees, crushing a patch of purple flowers under my weight. The world rocked back and forth, and my stomach twisted into knots. I shut my eyes tightly, but colours swirled and danced on my eyelids. My body floated on a proverbial raft, spinning and swaying in a heavy current, rapidly approaching a waterfall. 

I passed out.

Something hard struck my ribs. I awoke, crying out at the sudden pain. I opened my eyes to a large boot swinging toward me, slamming into my abdomen. The air rushed out of my lungs, and I flung myself off the garden bed, my stomach threatening to eject whatever might still be inside as I hit the pavement.

“Get up!” yelled a loud, commanding voice.

“I can’t,” I murmured, dazed. Hands grabbed my arms and wrenched me upward.

“You drunk piece of shit, look what you did to the flowers, you mongrel,” the voice scolded me. 

I managed to get my feet under me, wincing at his tight grip as he shook me around and tried to shove me back down. I stayed upright, stumbling backwards on my feet, and got a look at my assailant. A large beefcake of a man, in full police uniform.

“You are under arrest for public intoxication and vandalism,” the police officer announced. He held one hand on the holster of his gun, and with the other, unclipped a pair of handcuffs from his belt. “Lie down on the ground and put your arms behind your back,” he ordered menacingly.

Usually, I’d follow that by spouting off something smart and hilarious, but I was far too exhausted and sick to think clearly. I smiled to the best of my ability and did what I tried not to do in front of witnesses. I entered the Noctis, disappearing from his sight.

“What the…” the cop started, but I jumped away before he could finish. 

He wouldn’t tell anyone about what had just happened. Who the hell would believe him? They would accuse him of being drunk. I hoped he would report it, and everyone would think he was nuts. He deserved worse—does he spend his nights going around kicking drunks? Asshole. 

I sat on the curb, several streets away, gathering my bearings. This was awful. It was past three o’clock, and I had to stop passing out. By my best estimate, I would be in Belleville in twenty excruciating minutes.

I forced down the rest of the peanut butter and jam sandwich and drank some water, praying my stomach would hold it in. I fumbled with the compass, dropping it once, and faced myself in the right direction. When I returned to the Noctis, I almost collapsed. The simple act of transitioning realms was now taking a toll, with my stomach rolling and my head spinning ceaselessly.

Five hundred kilometres left to go—I could do this. I stood there, eyes closed, breathing deeply, trying to focus.

“I would jump five hundred K’s,” I mumbled off-key. “And I would jump five hundred more ….”

I jumped.

“… just to be the jackass …”

Jump. Jump.

“… who rolls …”

Jump. Jump. Jump.

“… a thousand K’s…”

Jump. Jump.

“… to fall dead …”

Jump.

“… in Belleville …”

Jump.

I fell.


CHAPTER 05

Something nudged my cheek. The mingling of the earth, decay and the metallic stench of blood filled my nose. Damp and coarse dirt pressed into my skin, the coolness of leaves and grass creating cold spots on the exposed areas of my body. 

A humid and warm breeze hit my face in random spurts, accompanied by a… huffing? Something wet and fuzzy touched my cheek, followed by a low, rumbling gruff. I opened my eye in a sliver and rigidly tensed. A large paw came into view inches from my forehead, claws flexing into the earth as an enormous beast sniffed my fallen body.

Cougar, or mountain lion, puma, or panther, if either of those names strike your fancy. I preferred cougar, personally. Ultimately, it doesn’t matter what you call it, when its presence makes you consider shitting yourself.

It’s a genuine defence tactic, I swear.

The large apex predator of many names, its massive head dipped to the ground, gingerly licked a bit of vomit before determining it wasn’t worth eating. A low rumble came from behind, and the mountain lion lifted its head and looked. I followed its gaze and found a large black bear sitting upright and watching curiously. The cougar snorted, undisturbed by the bear’s presence, and returned to its curious examination of my face. 

Its nose pressed against my shoulder, my jacket tugging upward as its coarse tongue ran along it. If it did that to my flesh, I wouldn’t be able to stay still. Those things could lick meat right off a bone, and I imagined how that would feel on my skin. I clenched my fists, waiting for the right moment. I needed to breathe deeply to flip worlds, and the act of my chest rising might startle this impressive specimen of a cat.

Another noise came from the right, the crinkle of leaves beneath feet. Spinning around, the cougar and bear swung their gazes in the same direction. The rump of the large feline blocked most of my view, but I made out another shape entering the area. When my eyes registered its form and identified it, the curious sight of a mountain lion and a bear hanging out together became even stranger.

Eyes glowing in the moon’s light, a large grey wolf stalked forward, head low and teeth bared, a rumbling growl emanating from its throat. The cougar faced it, the bear still sitting, watching, as its gaze moved between them. 

Then, inexplicably, the wolf trotted up to the large feline and licked its face. The cougar pressed its cheek against it, rubbing affectionately like a house cat greeting a friend.

Another crinkle and growl came from behind the wolf, with less intensity and a higher pitch, and almost … human? The unlikely trio of wildlife turned to the newcomer, and a young girl slinked from the bushes into the open area.

Maybe ten or eleven years old, her brown hair wild and dirty, stuck upright in multiple directions. A tattered shirt depicting Winnie the Poo clung to her frame, draping lamely to her polka-dot underwear. Dirt coated her arms and legs, and her feet were bare, blackened by the earth. 

She grunted at the predators, who responded in kind. The wolf trotted over and pressed its head against her leg, her arms wrapping around its neck, fingers scratching its fur. The girl made a series of sharp grunts before her gaze fell on me. Our eyes locked, and she knew I was conscious. Her eyes widened, her mouth opened, and she screamed. The lion, the bear and the wolf swung their heads in my direction, three sets of teeth now bared.

The most unmanly whimper escaped my throat as I flipped into the Noctis. I climbed hurriedly to my feet, leapt into a jump, and crumbled to the shadowed ground a fair distance away. Heaving in the dark, my stomach ejected the last remnants of its contents. 

Rolling onto my back, I stared at the moon. I didn’t know what the hell I had just stumbled into, but I bet it had something to do with my mom’s boyfriend, an animal control officer, disappearing. Unfortunately, I couldn’t ponder it for long, as the world spun and fell away, and I passed out once more.

***

Pain flashed through every inch of my being as my body flung sideways. I rolled a few feet, sunlight blazing through my eyelids as my shades fell off before coming to a stop. I groaned and rolled onto my stomach, rising to my hands and knees. As the pain subsided, through squinted eyes, I crawled around until I found my sunglasses. I had passed out inside the Noctis, and morning arrived, bringing the sun’s light to eject me violently into the world proper.

Swinging my body over, I flopped onto my butt, dazed. I sat on pavement, a sidewalk on a busy street, with a large brown building behind me and the sounds of buses parking to my left. A steady stream of cars passed in both directions, with pedestrians wandering about, doing their best to ignore the guy sitting on the ground. None seemed to notice my sudden appearance and opted to mind their own business.

Across the road were large wooden pagodas with metal roofs and a banner that read “Market Square.” I spotted a blue sign with the words “Belleville General Hospital Auxiliary, Opportunity Shop”. The streets were clean and dry, the air cool but not unbearable, and noticeably warmer than Calgary.

Standing upright, waiting for my balance to find itself, I opened my Maps. I looked up the hotel Miri had booked and plodded in the recommended direction towards Front Street. From there, I shambled onto North Front, walking drunkenly for an hour. I kept my eyes on my phone and feet to avoid another stumble and took in none of the surrounding scenery. Soon after, I stumbled into the Best Western on the corner of Bell Boulevard. Pumpkins, black cat cut-outs, witch hats, and cartoonish skulls filled the lobby in readiness for Halloween.

“Welcome to Belle-Vegas. How can I help?” asked the girl behind the reception desk, greeting me with a sleepy voice, glancing up enough to register my presence but not actually looking. 

Her nametag identified her as Joanna, a young woman, no more than twenty—if even that. She sported deep brown eyes, long, dark hair that fell to her lower back, and a tanned complexion with features denoting native ancestry. Light bags hung below her glazed, bloodshot eyes, likely at the end of a long night shift and more than ready for bed.

“Vegas? I thought this was Belleville?” I asked, confused, my voice mumbling and cracking from exhaustion.

“Oh, sorry. Many of our guests come from Picton and think of us as the ‘big city’,” she explained, using air-quotes. “It’s a bit of an in-joke. They hate it.”

I blinked, not knowing how to respond to that. “I have a booking under Lloyd Gibson. Sorry, I’m a bit late.”

The young woman finally looked up and noticed my condition, her eyes going as wide as saucers. Coated in dirt, my hair a mess, and I doubted my shades hid the bags under my own eyes.

“Bro, are you okay?” she asked.

“Oh, yeah, just a rough night,” I explained.

“Your nose is bleeding!”

“Oh, is what that taste is…” I wiped my upper lip with the back of my hand, finding a smear of blood on my skin. “Huh. That’s new.”

Her mouth hung open, and she had no response.

After insisting I didn’t need medical attention and would be fine after a good night’s sleep, I coaxed the keys from her and left her looking bewildered. I found my room, taking in almost no details of the interior, with only two things on my exhausted mind. I climbed straight into the shower, standing under the hot water for as long as possible, watching all the blood and dirt swirl down the drain. When satisfied, I stepped out with shaking legs, lazily dried off, found the bed, and passed out the second my head hit the pillow.


CHAPTER 06

I awoke to the intense light of a sunbeam on my face, cascading through the open curtains. With a painted groan, I batted blindly at the nightstand until I found my sunglasses, put them on, and checked my phone. Three o’clock, two missed calls, one voicemail, and a calendar alert reminding me of my cancelled haircut tomorrow.

Swinging my legs to the floor, I groggily moved to the window, hand above my eyes to shield them. I banged my shin on a small coffee table on the way and hopped and cursed while I grabbed the curtains, flinging them closed. The pain, sharp but brief, helped shake off the mental cobwebs of slumber. 

Aside from my shin, I felt much better. My eyes still burned, and I was sluggish, but functional. My stomach no longer twisted in knots, now empty and screaming to be fed. I found the small kitchenette with the complimentary coffee, filled the kettle from the bathroom sink, and stood staring at it while it heated.

With a fresh mug in hand, and alertness returning to optimal levels, I scoped out the room, finding it adequately decent, given the allocated budget. A portrait of an old-timey street hung above the surprisingly soft queen-sized bed. Fresh white linens and four pillows adorned it, all still made, as I slept on the covers. Two modern-styled nightstands adorned each side, complete with large and empty drawers. Identical lamps sat on each, two bulbs a piece in rectangular box shades.

A two-seat grey sofa rested in the corner, between the bed and window, with the offending coffee table before it. The floors were a lovely wood-grain laminate, light-grey, and helped brighten the room. With my eyes fully adjusted, I carefully peeked through the curtains, careful not to open them too far. I was still naked from my shower the night before and didn’t feel like getting arrested for indecency. The room overlooked a busy street with a prominent view of a restaurant called “Buffet Garden.”

Retrieving a change of clothes from my backpack, I put on my usual blue t-shirt from Old Navy and a pair of stretch denim jeans. They were so flexible that I could do lunges and squats unrestricted, should I ever feel the need. I did not currently, however, so I sat on the couch and sipped my coffee while flipping through the pamphlets on the table.

My stomach growled at the message regarding a complimentary breakfast, and I made a mental note to partake in it tomorrow. But, for now, a late lunch would be in order.

I reached for my phone and checked the three missed calls I had slept through. Two hang-ups from my mother, now saved in my contacts as She Who Giveth Birth to the Lloyd. No messages left from her, because of course not. I didn’t buy her bullshit about how I never call her back. Personally, I think she detests speaking to a machine. She’d be shit-out-of-luck come the robot revolution.

The lone voicemail came from Spicy Mamacita, a name Miri had threatened violence over if I didn’t change it post-haste. I named her that three months ago, and she hadn’t hurt me yet, so I was in the clear. She left the message two hours ago, checking in, worried I hadn’t called yet. I tapped her contact and called her.

“It is about time,” Miri scolded before I even spoke. “How did it go?”

“Awful,” I muttered and recounted the trip to her in a quick summary, mentioning everything but glazing over the specifics.

“Wait, go back. A mountain lion? And a wolf and bear?” she questioned in disbelief.

“Yeah, and little girl Mowgli. Seemed like they were all friends.”

“Those animals do not just hang out with each other,” she noted.

“Nor do they befriend wild children, either.”

“Your mom’s boyfriend disappeared while investigating strange animal attacks,” she recalled. “That is not a coincidence.”

“Thanks, Captain Obvious. I kind of put that together already,” I muttered.

“Spare the snark, Lloyd. Do you think this girl has a power?”

“It’s likely. Ontario wasn’t on the list, but one of those names could have moved here,” I theorized. “How the hell did I just stumble on her? She might be the reason I’m down here, and I just happen to encounter her before I even arrive?”

“We have speculated on a connection before,” Miri pointed out. “Remember, you and I found each other amid another powered person trying to burn down half the city.”

“Yeah, I think I’d rather face off with Casimir again than a freaking mountain lion. Maybe there is a connection. It would explain why I’m here. So, what, are we all just drawn to each other by magic? Should we even bother looking for these people if they’re just going to come to us, eventually?” I questioned. 

“Of course we keep looking for them. If we don’t find them, Vardot Industries will.”

Vardot Industries and Consultants was a name that came up frequently over the summer. They were a large and shady private security firm, soldiers of fortune, and held significant global influence. Last summer, the American President was involved in a scandal with them, but they had been quiet since then. We knew, however, that it was only a matter of time before they cropped back up.

“Hopefully, they’re not already down here, but I’ll keep my eye out for more Men in Black,” I said, silently praying they were nowhere near this.

Last summer, we encountered a man named Bradstone who worked for them, tasked to hunt down and deal with a potentially powered individual, who happened to be the same person Miri and I were investigating. As it turned out, he wasn’t thrilled with being asked to kill people like us and intended to leave the company after his business in Calgary concluded. As his partner alluded, they slaughtered a group of people like us in Mexico during his previous job, and he didn’t take it very well.

His partner, Mary-Sue, was a powered individual he had found months before us. He hid her in plain sight, keeping what she could do from his employers, and had her listed as merely a local consultant. She had a healing power, like the hand of God himself, which came in handy when our Firebug, Casimir, tried to turn me into bacon. All three were now crossed off the census, Bradstone and Casimir dead and Mary-Sue in the wind. Vardot Industries believed her to have perished with them at my insistence and the helpful planting of evidence.

“Yes, try not to trust anyone outside the authorities overly interested in the animal attacks,” Miri warned. “Honestly, not even the authorities. Bradstone was posing as RCMP, and if they are willing to do that, impersonating local cops is not out of the question for them.”

“Yeah, I don’t trust anyone that isn’t currently engaged in this phone call.” My stomach growled as the mingling scents of Chinese cooking wafted through the ventilation. “Look, I’ll keep you posted as I get more information. But, for now, my body is about to eat itself if I don’t put something in it.”

“Please do. Before you go, so you are aware, I am meeting with Miss Pennyworth in an hour at her club. Simon is ready and willing to do what he can to stick it to Steadman Withers,” she explained, bringing me up to speed on our ongoing case.

“Excellent. We’ll keep each other posted with regular updates. Watch your back—if Withers gets wind of any of this, he will be hard to predict.”

“Yes, of course. I will call you tomorrow morning with an update. Talk to you then.”

When the call ended, I leapt to my feet, slipped barefoot into shoes, and rushed out the door before hunger made me pass out again. Ten minutes later, I sat down at a small table in the Buffet Garden, with a plate loaded to the brim. Low mein, sweet-and-sour pork, Szechuan chicken, and shrimp-fried rice slathered in red sauce, with a spring roll on the side. I washed it all down with a Labatt Blue and headed back for seconds and thirds. Thankfully, I’m a large guy. Given my eating habits, I’d be much fatter if I were a foot shorter. 

I loved buffets. You could cram a day’s worth into a single meal on the cheap, as long as you put your trust in the efficiency of sneeze guards. Also, it’s always best to not wonder how long the food had been sitting there. As I paid my bill, I felt guilty handing over the twenty-dollar bill and a handful of change, but I walked out satiated and feeling normal again. I had more money these days than I did a few months ago, but I still cringe when spending more than necessary. I may not have to count my pennies anymore, but it was a hard habit to break.

Stepping outside, I look around at my surroundings. The Best Western was across the street, and the buffet sat amidst a strip mall containing a mattress store to my left and a vacant lot for lease to my right. Two stand-alone restaurants separated the parking lot into sections: a Swiss Chalet and a sports bar called Shoeless Joe’s. The aroma of Chinese food laced the air, mingling with flame-grilled steaks and onion rings with a hint of Swiss Chalet’s signature barbeque sauce. The subtle notes of car exhaust really brought it all together.

I pulled out my phone and punched in my mom's address, lifting it from her text message. A twenty-two-minute walk, three by car. From my current location, it directed me down the street, across a bridge, turn left and follow the road until reaching the right place. I zoomed out on the map and looked at the entire city.

Belleville wasn’t a big place by any means, possible to walk across it in an hour and a half, maybe two. Home to fifty thousand people, give or take, a massive contrast to Calgary’s one-point-three million, which in itself was vastly smaller than the world’s bigger cities.

I took in the scenery as I walked, particularly enjoying the bridge. Below, the yellowish and potentially polluted waters of the Moira River rushed past, but the bridge itself was nice. On the far side, I came across a circular memorial of stone pillars, flags, and four crests I couldn’t name. Freshly grown poppies filled a garden bed in the centre, and the leading stone announced the site as the “Veterans Memorial Bridge.” It was lovely.

As far as the area beyond the bridge, I couldn’t say the same. I briefly researched the city before I began my journey, and they had a solid tourism campaign to attract the eye. A plethora of nice-looking, expensive homes lined the coast of the Bay of Quinte, an offshoot of Lake Ontario, of which Belleville sat on its banks. Of course, when attracting tourists, you’re obviously going to highlight only the best areas.

Clearly, I was on the other side of town, primarily industrial, filled with businesses and warehouses. Rubber and tar wafted in the air, mingling with the familiar notes of a nearby franchised sandwich shop. Hints of asphalt and rotting fish swirled in my nostrils as I followed along the river, heading south.

It took about thirty minutes to reach mom’s apartment, my strolling gait slower than my Maps predicted pace. Majestic trees and well-kept grass dotted the river’s edge, and the roar of a nearby hydro dam thrummed in my ears. A large flock of Canadian Geese stalked about, honking incessantly, and seeking something, or someone, to terrorize. Skirting past them, I skipped across the street like I was avoiding a group of young hooligans as they watched me with undiluted evil glints in their eyes.

I headed towards the second of three brown-bricked buildings. As my sneakers hit the sidewalk leading to the entrance, the air brakes of a large vehicle screeched behind me. A yellow school bus pulled into the parking lot, stopping before the front door. I didn't want to be surrounded by tiny disease factories, so I waited for the doors to open and expel the young occupants before moving forward.

However, instead of the expected children, about twenty or thirty burly Jamaican men emerged, laughing and speaking lively in Patois. They filed one by one into the building, letting the door slam behind them as the school bus spun around and left.

“Uh. What?” I asked aloud, staring at the entrance blankly.

I climbed the small concrete stairs and looked through the glass door. Mailboxes lined the wall to the right, and a second door led to stairs going up and down. I faced the keypad and scanned through the names, and pressed the button next to Apt 103, the name slot empty. It buzzed loudly.

“Hello?” my mom’s distorted voice crackled a moment later, relieving me of my concerns that I was in the wrong place.

This was not where I would have expected to find her, living amongst Jamaicans. I mean, she wasn’t a racist person, not maliciously anyway, but I imagined she wasn’t overly fond of them. I remembered her apprehension when an African family moved next to us when I was ten. She kept the doors locked at all times and kept peering out the window to check her car regularly.

Retroactively, she blamed her paranoia on the crack epidemic. The husband was a professor, and the mother, a doctor. They drove a Mercedes. They had a sixteen-year-old daughter attending private school, who became my first childhood crush. Well, the first real-life person. Ellie Sattler from Jurassic Park will forever hold a place in my heart. 

Ah, Nia. To you, I didn’t even exist, but you were radiant.

“It’s me,” I said into the metal speaker.

Bzzt. Click.

I passed through the entrance and headed downstairs. Two fire doors stood ajar, opening to a hallway with dingy walls and a stained carpet. Approached apartment 103, the first door on my left, beside the stairwell, I paused.

I’d never been nervous about visiting my mother before, but this felt different. I wasn’t worried about her knowing what I could do—I’d avoid that subject if possible—and stick to why I was there to begin with. But, on the phone, I sensed something in her voice that I couldn’t put a finger on. She sounded different, and if that was for good or bad, I was about to find out.

Or perhaps I was apprehensive because I knew how this whole endeavour would play out. Her boyfriend had a solid chance of never being found, and even if he was, well…

Given what I encountered in the woods, I didn't think this Bartley person would have an open casket.

I raised my hand and tentatively knocked on the door.


CHAPTER 07

“Lloyd!” mom exclaimed as the door pulled open. The air that wafted out reeked of perm solution and freshly soiled cat litter, and I did my best not to wrinkle my nose.

Janis Gibson was neither a hefty woman nor a stick figure, but she’d lost some weight since I last saw her. She wore a thin black robe, the kind you find in a beauty spa, and had bright orange rollers in her freshly dyed brown hair.

“Hi, mom,” I greeted awkwardly.

She stepped out and threw her arms around me in a hug, confusing me. She wasn’t usually this well-receiving. Not to me, anyway. One of her rollers jabbed me in the face, so I pulled back.

“Back to perms? Didn’t you learn your lesson in the nineties?” I asked.

“I needed a change,” she explained, pulling me inside and closing the door behind us. “Go sit down! I’ll put some coffee on.”

“What’s up with the Jamaicans? I saw their school bus.”

“Hmm? Oh, them. They’re nice boys. Loud but nice. They work at the mushroom farm; the bus picks them up every morning and brings them back at the end of their day,” she explained. “A lovely man named Sanka helps me carry my groceries in every weekend.”

“Huh. How do they handle winter?”

“They love it, apparently. I’ve been warned to expect a significant snowball fight in the parking lot the first chance they get.”

“Glad to see you getting along with your neighbours,” I commented.

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“I assumed jay-makin’-you-crazy.”

Mom frowned, unamused. “Go sit down.”

The apartment was small but designed well, with the bathroom on my left and a small storage room, its door removed, on my right. Inside sat a large water heater, an ironing board, and the offending litter box. A spacious bedroom sat ahead, uncommonly large for an apartment. From there, to the right, the hall led to a decent-sized living room and kitchen, a half-open floor plan splitting them into triangular designs.

A standard affair of generic white cupboards adorned the kitchen. Dirty dishes and pots and pans filled the countertop and sink. Mom was never the best at upkeep, which I admittedly inherited. Miri was always yelling at me about the state of our kitchen.

The living room contained a big black-leather couch and a makeshift entertainment unit made of two pine bookcases and three flimsy shelves. Various movies and books filled them, along with a DVD player with a 32-inch flat screen. On the far wall, below the window, sat a computer desk holding a laptop and an abundant amount of knitting and craft supplies.

“You have a cat?” I asked as I sat on the couch, which delightfully hugged my butt as I sunk in. Before she could answer, I spotted him under the computer desk, hiding behind the chair. A grey and white bundle of cuddles and love stared at me with scorn and malice. “Oh my god, what’s his name?”

“Jax,” mom called out from the kitchen. The cat’s head swung in her direction, registering his name.

I leaned forward and rubbed my fingers and thumb together, making clicking noises with my tongue. “Hi, Jax! Here Jax! Hey, hey, Jax! Over here! Hello! Psst-psst-psst!”

He looked at me like I was an idiot. He may have had a point.

“Fine, be that way. Merlin was nicer,” I muttered, referring to a gorgeous white German shepherd owned by her previous boyfriend—the one who convinced her to move to Belleville, to begin with.

Mom came in a moment later and handed me a mug, sitting on the couch beside me. I took a sip, sampling it. Instant coffee, generic brand, with a dash of sugar and a spoonful of powdered creamer. It was adequate, and I nodded my approval. 

Jax left his hiding spot, brave now that his mother was present, and jumped onto her lap, where he sat on her thigh and continued to stare at me. I gently reached out to let him sniff my fingers, but he refrained. Instead, he gave them an uninterested and highly unimpressed glance before returning his judgemental gaze to mine.

“I’m really happy you’re here,” mom said, smiling while stroking her hand down Jax’s back. His eyes squinted in enjoyment but didn’t fully close. He had to keep an eye on me, after all. “Was the trip okay?”

“Uh, yeah, it was fine,” I replied.

She seemed different from usual. Nicer, more alert. She had a cup of coffee in her hand and not a beer, despite it being well past ten o’clock in the morning. Her skin was clear, her eyes focused and sharp, and she had a newfound energy she’d never showcased in the past.

“How are you doing?” I asked.

“Oh, Lloyd, I’ve been really good! Well, until Bartley disappeared,” she explained, her smile faltering, eyes twitching with concern. “I got a job!”

My eyes widened at that. “Seriously? You’re working?”

“Yes! Can you believe it, at my age? Well, technically, I’m in training, but I’m becoming a hairdresser. I go to the Beauty School downtown, where they let me cut real hair!”

“Are you any good at it? I’ve never known you to be interested in hair.”

“I surprised myself, actually, but I’ve really taken to it.” Her eyes scanned my head, which I failed to comb before leaving the hotel. “You could use a haircut. Do you want one?”

“Uh. I have an appointment booked already,” I said, technically not lying.

She laughed. “It’s okay, I understand. But if you do, pop over to the Beauty School, and one of the ladies will take care of you. Because they’re training, it only costs a few dollars.”

“I will consider it. Tell me about Bartley,” I suggested, deciding to get to the point, as a headache began settling in, caused by the perm solution. “How did you meet, and what happened to Jake?”

She frowned. “Ugh, Jake. He seemed like a nice man, but when he came down before me, he reconnected with his high school sweetheart. I caught them in bed together, my first week here.”

My eyes widened. “Wow. He let you move all the way down here just to do that?”

I was stunned. She’d dated some losers, but this was possibly the worst offender yet. What a dick.

She sighed, sharing my annoyance. “I know, right? So anyway, I moved into a cheap motel and met Bartley the next week at Little Texas. It’s a country bar downtown—they do karaoke on Wednesdays. He helped me find this place. He knows Charlie, the superintendent.” She idly scratched between Jax’s ears, who responded by finally taking his eyes off me and lying down. He dropped his front legs to either side of her knee and put his chin down. Adorable.

“So this guy works in Animal Control?” I asked.

“Yes, and he’s good at it! He tells me stories all the time. It’s usually lost pets and the occasional garter snake in someone’s garage, but he gets to chase coyotes now and then. Just last week, he fished a badger out of a storm drain.” 

How she spoke of him, the inflections in her voice, and the look in her eye whenever she said his name amazed me. Of all the men she’d dated, I’m not sure any of them received that look.

“When did you last see him?”

“Four days ago, which is unlike him. He usually calls me every day after his shift, but he went out on a risky job and never came back.” She pinched her lips and her jaw quivered. Unable to read the room, Jax purred happily. “I called his office, and they were already out there looking for him.”

“Are they still looking?”

“Yes, I think, but the search party is smaller now. The police are out there too, but I think they’re looking for a body.” She sniffed and rubbed the back of her hand under her nose.

That was my expectation as well, but I left it unsaid. “What was the job? You mentioned animal attacks on the phone.”

“A few people have died recently north of town, in the woods. Campers keep finding bodies, and the newspaper says they were mauled to death by something. Apparently, it was pretty gruesome. Oh, Bartley…” Her jaw quivered faster as a tear formed in her eye, rolling down her cheek.

I put my hand on hers, the one stroking the cat. Jax shot a look in my direction but allowed it. “You actually care about him, don’t you?” I asked, not meaning to sound surprised, but I couldn’t keep it from my voice.

She frowned and tilted her head sideways, offering a quick nod in agreement. “I do.”

“Is he good to you?”

“Very. He helped me through… uh, a bad time.” She looked at her lap, sliding her hand out from under mine and laced Jax’s tail between her fingers.

“What bad time?” I asked cautiously.

“Oh, it was nothing.”

“Mom…”

She sighed, her face falling into a sullen, guilty state, refusing to look at me. She wiped the tear from her cheek. “I didn’t want to tell you, Lloyd. I know how you worry.”

“What’s happened?” I pressed.

She took a slow, deep breath, clearly not wanting to talk about it, but formulated the words to move forward. “I had cancer.”

My jaw dropped. “What? And you didn’t tell me?”

“I said I didn’t want to worry you.”

“Bullshit, mom. You have always avoided tough conversations. You didn’t tell me because of you, not me.” I didn’t mean to get angry, and I tried to push past it. Mom often left me out of the loop on important information, but this? This was massive.

“You’re right. I’ve never been a good mother to you, and I’ve always known that.” She took her hand from Jax, visibly displeased by the disruption of strokes, and squeezed my knee. “But I’ve changed. What happened made me see things differently.”

“So, tell me now.”

She met my gaze, and I’d never seen her look so vulnerable. “It was in my liver, stage three. They found it before it could spread into my lymph nodes, but it was moving fast and had a serious risk of becoming terminal.”

“How long ago was this?”

“Last month.”

“But you’re fine now? What happened?” I asked in disbelief.

“They sent me to see an oncologist at Belleville General, who was such a nice young man. He healed me,” she said, her eyes shifting from guilt and worry into a look of something akin to reverence.

I frowned. “What do you mean?”

“He took my hand in his, looked me in the eye and said, ‘Everything is going to be alright,’ and I felt … something. I can’t explain it, but when I left, I felt happier, and when I went back for tests the following week, the cancer was gone. He healed me, Lloyd. It was a miracle.” Her gaze drifted from mine, staring off into space as she smiled fondly at the memory.

A chill tingled at the base of my neck. “Uh. What?”

“There are others he helped, too. We call ourselves ‘The Saved.’” Leaning back further into the couch, she looked up at the ceiling with the strangest expression, one mixed with reverence and longing. “He changed my life. I’m a better person now.”

“Okay, wait. So, a doctor is just going around performing miracles? How has this not made national, or even international, news?” I asked, sceptically, trying to imagine what would have happened had Mary-Sue healed my burns in front of witnesses last summer.

Mom tilted her head in my direction, the strange, unsettling smile still on her face. “The devil isn’t in the details, Lloyd. He hides them from us, keeping us from seeing the truth.”

“Uh.” Okay, that was concerning. “So there’s an entire group of you? The Saved? What does he think about that?” I questioned. “Like, is he leading sermons or something?”

“Oh, no,” she protested. “He doesn’t want the attention and ignores us. We keep to ourselves out of respect. Someone would take him away if the world knew what he could do. He’s here, doing God’s good work, and should be left alone to do it. We meet Wednesday afternoons at the library.”

I frowned. “You’ve never been a religious person, mom.”

“I’ve never seen the work of God until now.”

I blinked, processing, as my mind raced a mile a minute. “His name isn’t Hawkins, is it?”

“What? No. Doctor Jefferson. Gordon.” She sat upright, slipping her fingers under the cat and politely coaxing him off her knee. He whined in annoyance but obliged and jumped to the floor, returning to his spot under the computer desk, where he sat and stared at me again. Mom got up and took the coffee from my hand. “You forgot to drink it—it’s gone cold. I’ll make you another cup.”

As she walked into the kitchen, emptying the mug into the sink, I leaned back and tried to piece together all the thoughts going through my head. It sounded like my mother had been drawn into a cult-like group worshipping a man that was not, in fact, an agent of God. No, he sounded like he was like me—someone with an ability.

A doctor healing terminal cancer, and a young girl running around the woods with wild animals that might be mauling people to death. Two potentially powered individuals just happen to be in the same little city, a pit-stop on the road from Toronto to Ottawa, and far enough away from the prying eyes of the metropolitan media to avoid excess attention.

This was not a coincidence. I’d need to look into this Doctor Jefferson while I was there.


CHAPTER 08

After leaving mom’s apartment, I trekked back to the Best Western, my head filled with too many questions. Sitting in my room, on the couch, I tried looking up Doctor Gordon Jefferson online but got nowhere.

He had no social media to speak of and not so much as a blurb to be found on the hospital’s website. I’d love to chat with him, but I had no contacts in Ontario, so learning more about him could prove difficult. The hospital wouldn’t give out personal information on their doctors to random people off the street, and it would be too well-lit to slip in undetected. I needed a license plate and an address, anything that might lead me to him outside of work. I called Miri, hoping her meeting had wrapped up by now.

“Are you still at the club?” I asked after exchanging hellos.

“I just left. You called as I climbed into my car,” Miri said.

“How did it go?”

“Um. Well, not how we expected. Miss Pennyworth no longer requires our immediate services and has ended her contract.”

“What? What the hell for?” I demanded.

“She was happy with the information collected but wishes for us to put it on the shelf for now, and should she require it at a future date, she will call us,” she explained.

“That makes no sense. Does she think Withers is just going to stop?”

“No, I think she is planning her own angle. The moment I mentioned his name, she grew strangely interested and her aura lit up like a Christmas tree. I explained how dangerous of a man he was, but she would have none of it and shut me down. As a woman of her word, she will pay the remainder, but we will conclude our business for the time being.”

“That’s ridiculous. What’s she going to do, gold-dig her way into his good graces?”

“Maybe, and that is her business, if that is what she wishes to do,” Miri said irritably. “Good riddance, honestly. She is awful, and those two deserve each other. Either way, we are twenty-five grand richer, which is not a bad haul for a couple hours of work. Simon will be furious when I tell him to stand down, though.”

“Unbelievable. I was itching for a fresh shot at that guy. Hopefully, another chance will come up. Can’t we blackmail him, anyway?”

“No. She was clear about keeping this information quiet and gave more than a veiled threat if we did not. I advise we listen to her wishes. She will follow through on that threat.”

“Fair enough,” I sighed.

“How is your progress?” she asked.

“That’s why I called, actually. Can your contacts find information on people in Ontario, or are they limited to Alberta?”

“Um, depends on what you need to know?”

“License plates, home addresses, background checks, et cetera.”

“Oh, of course. Licenses are issued provincially, but it’s a federal database. The background check should be doable. My new police contact, Officer Daniels, has friends at the RCMP. Who are we checking out?”

“A doctor named Gordon Jefferson. He may have an ability as well.”

“A second one?” she asked, surprised. “Is he connected to that girl in the woods?”

“No idea. I found out about him independently, but two powered people in a city this small implies a connection, right? Either way, it’s a lead.”

“I will check it out.”

“Thanks, Miri.”

“What is your next move?” she asked.

“Uh. I don’t really have one other than searching the woods, but I might poke around from the Noctis and see if I find anything out of the ordinary. The news reports didn’t give names, so I don’t know who to talk to outside animal control. I’m betting the Belleville PD won’t like me asking questions.”

“Have you checked online forums and social media for the city? Maybe someone has said something,” she suggested.

I paused, smacking myself on the forehead. “How the hell have I not already done that?”

“You are exhausted,” she reassured me. “I will leave you to it. Be safe.”

“Will do. Thanks, Miri.”

I hung up the phone, opened my web browser, and found several social media pages for the area and the local community. Two for the city itself and one for Hastings County. The first two gave me nothing but advertisements for local events. Apparently, Tom Cochrane had been in town last week, but I found nothing worth noting. The Hastings County forum, however, may have paid off.

‘A MOUNTAIN LION ATE MY CHICKENS. THIS IS WHAT HAPPENS IN TRUDEAU’S CANADA. WE ARE NOT SAFE FROM MOUNTAIN LIONS. TRUDEAU OWES ME FOUR CHICKENS.’

A man named Arlo Groban posted the message an hour ago. This old surly looking man appeared to love fried food and doughnuts and enjoyed hunting squirrels for dinner. He filled his feed with similar unhinged rants, focused on the fall of Canadian democracy and how the Queen of England was secretly still alive. Allegedly, she faked her death because she was a lizard (Why else would people call her Lizzie? Wake up, Sheeple!) who wanted to turn Ontario into a breeding ground and feed the people to her hatchlings.

For a community page, the forum clearly lacked appropriate moderation. I cross-referenced his name with the online Yellow Pages and found him listed. According to my Maps, he lived on a farm in the middle of nowhere, west of a small town called Foxboro. It wasn’t much to go on, but more than I had before. He sounded nuttier than a peanut butter cup, but that didn’t mean he hadn’t seen something important.

Grabbing my dirt-caked jacket, now blessedly dry, I left the hotel. Needing to kill some time, I crossed the street to the Buffet Garden. While waiting out the sun, I enjoyed another feast of delicious Asian cuisine. Then, finding a nice shady spot behind the Swiss Chalet, devoid of any glow from the parking lot spotlights, I entered the Noctis. 

I jumped north while humming Life Is A Highway, stopping in Foxboro to check directions, and continued west. When certain I was in the right place, I rematerialized in an open field to double check, and my phone dinged and announced that I had arrived at my destination. With the location confirmed, I quickly slipped back into the shadows before anyone saw me.

The farm held a tiny hovel of a home—more of a shack—with a barn four times the size. A single light lit the interior, and I spotted Arlo Groban sitting on a wooden stool, running a whetstone along the blade of a hunting knife. Beside him, a double-barrelled shotgun leaned against a sawhorse, within arm’s reach.

Given his weaponry and paranoia, a direct conversation wouldn’t end well for me. I’d have to avoid an encounter, my gut saying he’d shoot first and ask questions later, but there might be something worth seeing nearby.

An open field stretched out, and a herd of cattle had settled in for the night, lounging in the grass and dozing off. The tree line of the surrounding woods circled the area beyond a four-foot-tall, barbed wire fence encompassing the property. I jumped beyond it until nothing but trees surrounded me in all directions. Monitoring the shadowed world beneath, I jumped randomly to different spots, searching for animal activity. I found little, aside from a few squirrels and owls.

After another ten minutes of searching, I was about to rule out the endeavour as pointless when a low growl rumbled in the air. I headed towards it, and the growls increased, with an audible commotion obscured by tree trunks and tall grass.

Walking briskly, not worrying about being heard, I stumbled upon a grisly sight. Two grey wolves, highly engaged in a rigorous game of tug-a-war. Except, they weren’t playing with a rope, but a fresh corpse.

Well, maybe not so fresh.

The wolves fought over a dead body, human, though I struggled to make out many details from my upside-down perspective. I saw only the poor man’s back, violently jerking back and forth by the jaws of hungry beasts. 

I needed a closer look, up front and personal, and my view from the Noctis didn’t quite cut it. An idea formed in my mind, and I grinned devilishly, while simultaneously growing nauseous at the prospect. The rest of the pack would be close by, and one wrong move would get me killed, but I couldn’t do what I needed with their jaws locked on to the corpse.

Moving away by about ten or fifteen feet, assuring myself I could flip back faster than they could leap, I stepped out of the Noctis.

“Hey-o, doggies!” I hollered out cheerfully, clapping my hands over my head. “Look at you, good boys!”

Both wolves released the body simultaneously, heads pivoting in my direction, eyes glowing in the moonlight. They lowered their heads, growled, and began stalking toward me. Holding my breath (and my bowels), I waited until they moved far enough from the dead man to be safe and stepped back into the shadow.

The wolves stopped in their tracks, hackles rising, dipping their heads low and growling at my disappearance.

Jumping straight to the body, bracing myself, I threw my hand into the ground and grabbed the dead guy’s arm. My body writhed and twisted at the effort, a cold sweat coating every limb as I pulled it into the darkness. Slipping through the earth, the corpse flung upwards before plopping onto the spongy ground of the Noctis. The wolves ran back, sensing their dinner lost, sniffing the area wildly where the body had lain, and howled before taking off into the trees.

The body, thankfully, flipped around, landing on its back. I didn’t want to touch it to roll it over, and I was already fighting the urge to vomit, with my buffet dinner ready to move to a more oxygen-rich environment. Thankfully, the kill was still fresh, and the smell was almost tolerable.

I’d seen dead bodies before, but these were completely different circumstances. The wolves’ teeth mangled the arm and leg gruesomely, and I didn’t know what I was looking for. Most of my knowledge of medical examination came from television, but even in my ignorance, it wasn’t difficult to see something wasn’t right.

The corpse was male, late-twenties, wearing a familiar-looking black suit. Despite the condition, his clothes appeared well-maintained, with no wrinkles. An empty holster hung from his waist, with the gun nowhere in sight, and dampened dirt caked his boots. Blood covered his chest, the exposed areas of a white shirt soaked through, but nothing visibly torn. A large cut ran up his arm, the one the wolves didn’t chew, but with no blood oozing out, instead appearing like an old wound that had somehow re-opened. 

Other than that, I found nothing else wrong with him. Decomposition hadn’t set in, but his ashen skin suggested he died at least a day ago. I think. How the hell would I know?

Cringing, I leaned forward and opened his jacket, pinching the fabric between my index finger and thumb, finding clean white cotton beneath. The blood coating his chest formed a perfect V shape, somehow refraining from seeping beneath the jacket. I checked his pockets, finding no identification or even a single spare coin. He had nothing.

None of the open wounds explained his death and unexplained blood where it shouldn’t be. It coated the outside of the jacket, but nothing seeped through the thick fabric. Did someone add the blood after he died? Based on the pattern, it sure looked that way. But why? Any decent detective or medical examiner would see that. Unless…

The wolves. Someone killed him and poured fresh blood over the body to attract predators. Whoever murdered this man was using the wildlife to hide the crime. Once they mangled it enough, the true cause of death would remain hidden, and the official report would go down as a run-of-the-mill animal attack. With all the reported instances in the area, a larger picture began forming in my head.

I might have stumbled upon the handiwork of a serial killer.

No, that didn’t add up. Along with the empty holster, this man wore a familiar-looking suit, almost identical to the one worn by a man I’d encountered last summer, Eric Bradstone. The dead guy belonged to Vardot Industries and Consultants. I’d bet money on it.

So they were here. Shit.

Vardot Industries were actively seeking and hunting down powered individuals. With a little girl running around in the woods, befriending local predators, it wasn’t hard to put together what he was doing all the way out here. He came looking for her. But what killed him? By all appearances, this man looked like he’d simply dropped dead. The girl couldn’t have overpowered him, and animals don’t stage corpses.

Something else was afoot, and I didn’t like the implications.

Standing straight, I wiped my hands off inside my jacket pockets and stepped back. I would leave the body there, in the Noctis, and let the sun deposit him in the woods come morning. I didn’t want to touch it again.

Wolves howled in the distance as a branch snapped in half, echoing beneath my feet. I looked down, perplexed at how I didn’t notice the approach, and saw the fuzzy underside of a large black bear. My heart skipped a beat as I registered a view no human had ever seen without experiencing extreme strife.

It sniffed the ground beneath (above?) the soles of my shoes, and gingerly licked something in the dirt, likely blood. The bear grunted, unimpressed, and trudged into the thick brush. Either it was heading somewhere interesting, or I’d get to observe nature in a way no man had ever done. Either way, I followed closely behind.

Honestly, when bears aren’t doing anything but walking, they’re still phenomenally entertaining. Despite being a giant beast capable of changing my online profile to an In Memoriam page, it was gorgeous, and I could follow it all night if I had the time. Unfortunately, all it did of interest was scratch its butt against a tree, grunting and moaning as it found the sweet spot.

I was about to give up my pursuit when a twinkle in the distance caught my attention. A light source glimmered ahead, and the bear was heading straight for it. Pre-empting the large ursine, I jumped forward to the light’s edge.

The crackle and fizzle of molten diamonds danced in the dark as a small campfire illuminated a metre’s radius in either direction. Next to the fire, partially before and under me, sat the little brown-haired girl in her Winnie the Poo shirt. Her image shifted between light and shadow with the flickering flames, giving her an otherworldly appearance. If I hadn’t known better, I’d believe I stumbled upon a dryad of lore, lounging about with her animal brethren. In reality, she was just a tiny human lost in the wilderness, with a unique set of acquaintances.

It amazed me a girl this age knew how to start a fire. She sat cross-legged, leaning against a mountain lion, arm draped over its neck. A small, tattered notebook lay at her feet beside a box of matches. The air hummed with a rumbling purr emanating from the apex predator lying in a sphinx position, leaning its head against her. With dirt caked on her body, her fingers and toes were black from running and digging. She kept close to the fire, shivering, trying to stay warm on the chilly October night.

With winter around the corner, in this state, she wouldn’t survive.

My heart broke.


CHAPTER 09

I sat inside the Noctis and watched her, not knowing what to do. Pulling her into the shadows was a bad idea. For starters, she was touching the cougar, and accidentally pulling a giant cat into the Noctis was the last thing I wanted to do. But, even without its presence, I couldn’t risk scaring the girl, or I would never gain her trust. I couldn’t approach without risking the cougar attacking, not to mention the bear currently en route and other creatures that may be nearby. She needed help, and I had no idea how to provide it.

Where were her parents? How did she end up in the woods? Who would I even call for help?

The bear arrived, lumbering around the fire, across from her, and sat. It bellowed softly and rubbed its paw over its face, hiding its eyes, almost as if ashamed.

“It’s okay,” the little girl spoke. “I’m not hungry, anyway.”

The bear made a whimpering noise, waving its paw in the air. The cougar stirred, about to stand, when she clutched tighter and squeezed.

“No, stay. You’re warm,” she said quietly into its ear, and it settled back.

The bear growled low but non-threatening.

“I can’t. Humans don’t hibernate,” she replied.

My jaw dropped. I considered the prospect that this girl could speak to animals, but I struggled to wrap my head around it, seeing it in action. She spoke with them, and they answered. They could communicate with each other.

The bear shook its head, frustrated, as its mouth opened wide in a yawn. The cougar snorted, its loud purr fading away.

“He will find me. It’s okay,” she assured them, but she didn’t seem convinced of her own words.

An owl hooted in the distance, every creature in sight tensed, and the little girl’s eyes widened. She leapt to her feet, crouched low, palms pressed against the ground, followed by the lion and bear. Her eyes went wild as her gaze swept the area, animalistic in her movements.

“Someone’s watching us,” she whispered.

A chill ran down my spine. Did they know I was there? Could they smell me? The cougar’s head went low as it spun around, peering into the forest, in my direction, and growled deeply.

A gun fired from behind me, and all hell broke loose.

A flash of crystallized light zipped past my face, missing me by mere inches, and hit the bear in the shoulder. I threw my body low, as bullets, still red-hot from the chamber, could still reach me, and I thanked my lucky stars I didn’t learn that the hard way. The bear spun around with a loud, angry roar, unfazed by the wound. The girl hissed and flung herself onto the cougar’s back, clinging tightly to its fur.

It bounded off in the opposite direction, carrying her away. 

The bear lumbered after, moving faster than I ever thought a bear could move. Three wolves that I hadn’t realized were present came crashing into the area and leapt toward the gunshot. Barking, growling, and snarling erupted out of view, a gun firing sporadically and harmlessly into the air and trees. A loud scream rang out, cutting off abruptly, and everything went silent.

I rose from the ground and headed towards the commotion. The wolves were out of sight, but a low green light, a blinking emerald floating in the Noctis, caught my eye. I stepped up to it, gazed beneath the floating dot, and saw the source—a pair of night vision goggles, with its lenses pressed into the earth. The man wearing them was dead, his mouth twisted in horror, with his throat torn open in a jagged wound.

A series of howls echoed throughout the forest. I scanned the surrounding area, spotting at least four other floating emeralds hovering in the night. More snarls and human screams, and all those lights fell to the ground. A team of five mercenaries, here to capture or kill a little girl, fell one by one to gnashing and snarling jaws.

As I stood frozen, a massive wolf trotted into view, the one from my previous encounter, turning its back on the campfire. Kicking with its hind legs, it covered the flames with dirt, extinguishing it before carefully picking up the matches in its teeth and sprinting off. No animal would have done that without being taught or understanding its importance. The girl was making them more intelligent.

My body shaking, I sat back down, trying to keep myself from hyperventilating. This was too much. That poor girl must be terrified, knowing she was being hunted, and wouldn’t understand why. She had protectors, but her current circumstances were not sustainable. If these men didn’t locate her and neutralize the animals first, the coming winter would do their job for them.

Before moving on, I waited until I was sure no further gunmen or wolves were around. The girl’s notebook remained on the ground, and I needed to get my hands on it without risking the local wildlife still in the vicinity.

Once satisfied I was alone, other than little furry critters skittering up and down the trees, I flipped back to the world proper and grabbed it. I opened it, but reading was never easy in the dark despite my night vision. I made out some drawings, but I’d need to wait until I was back at the hotel before delving in, so I shoved it into my jacket pocket.

Something grabbed my shoulder and spun me around. I yelped, expecting to be face to face with the sharp teeth of a bear, but found the cold blue eyes of a human. Blonde hair and an inch shorter than me, a man roughly my own age, the mystery assailant gripped my jacket and stared me down in anger and hatred.

Before I could react, his other hand shot up and grabbed my throat, squeezing hard enough to hurt but not enough to cut off my breath. I went rigid.

“Where is she?” he demanded.

“Who?” I croaked.

“WHERE IS SHE?” he screamed.

“Why the hell would I tell you?” I rasped, staring back defiantly.

His glare deepened as pain shot through my body. My muscles contracted sharply as if a current of energy coursed through my veins, locking my limbs in place, surrendering my control.

“Tell me where she is, or die,” he commanded, teeth clenched and bared.

“My,” I said, coughing from the pressure of his hand, my head growing light. “What big teeth you have.”

His grip tightened, and an unpleasant sensation filled my body. Slime and filth, invisible but thick, spread from his hand and into my neck. It filled my insides, from my fingers to my toes, before reversing course and heading back toward his grip. Sharp pinpricks stabbed from multiple locations in my arms.

My shoulder burned like it was on fire, a familiar feeling from three months past. My bottom lip split open, blood dripping down my chin, an old wound from an angry school bully, and the flesh on my left knee scraped away. I felt all the scars I had ever experienced in my life trying to open, all at once, as my stomach lurched and flitted.

He was pulling something out of me, possibly my essence, my life, draining and absorbing it into his hand. My thoughts wavered, my head swimming in a haze of confusion and despair. 

He was killing me.

With significant effort, I squeezed my eyes shut and inhaled as sharply as possible through his grip on my neck. The shadows sprung up, engulfing me, seeping into my eyes, nose and mouth, and soaking into my pores. I flipped into the Noctis, tearing myself away from the world and into the dark, pulling him with me.

The sudden shifting of realms dislodged his hand, and I fell to a knee as my assailant stumbled. Sucking in a welcoming breath, I jumped back, keeping him in my sights but far enough away to keep a safe distance between us. Whatever he drained replenished quickly, my energy and wits returning. My body ached, the wounds remaining open, but the bleeding ceased.

My attacker stood in the shadow realm, and instead of appearing confused or frightened, he gazed around in wonder. He wore a red woollen sweater with tweed patches on the arms, brown slacks, and black leather loafers. He looked like a High School teacher about to lie down some truths on a class of inner-city youths.

“Where are we?” he questioned in a mixture of anger and amazement. “Ah, yes. I know.” He smiled wryly, unsettlingly, and locked his gaze with mine. He saw me there, in the dark, which he shouldn’t be able to do, with murder in his eyes.

“Who are you?” I rasped, my words feeling like sandpaper on my throat, and I coughed.

“Help me,” he called out, staring off into the void.

“With what?” I asked, but soon realized he wasn’t talking to me.

Three strange, unearthly forms began taking shape around him. They materialized from nowhere, hollow indents where their eyes and noses should be, with gaping maws of sharp, needle-like teeth. Blackened, greyish skin pulled taut around their skeletal frames, their hands and feet made of wicked claws of bone and sinew. Long whipping tails reminiscent of scorpions protruded from their backsides, swaying eagerly side to side.

My blood ran cold. I encountered one of these before, in what I thought was a dream, and again when I took down the Firestarter. Trapped within his own flames, here inside the Noctis, one of those… things… came and took what appeared to be his soul. I told no one about it—not even Miri—and in my head had been calling them creepers.

I had no idea what the hell they were, and I froze in fear, knowing I was about to find out the hard way.

The three creepers circled the man, looking between him and me. One waved a hand to the side, and a beam of light rose from the spongy ground, and I instinctively shielded my eyes. However, I didn’t need to. Despite the brightness, it caused me no pain. It wasn’t glassy or crystallized, but actual, genuine light, existing where it shouldn’t. Shooting upward, it formed a luminescent bar before splitting down the middle and cracking open. The Noctis gave way inside, the small campsite shifting from an image below into reality above, as I stared in shock through a doorway between realms.

The creeper gestured for the man to go through.

“Until next time,” he said, the threat clear in his voice, and stepping through. “I wouldn’t stick around. They dislike intruders.”

The doorway closed, and the three creepers turned their attention to me. All together, they hissed and crawled forward, their movements jerky and unnatural.

I turned and fled. Moving in panicked jumps, as fast as my essence would allow, I returned to Belleville and, hopefully, to safety. When the city began blurring beneath, I launched myself out of the darkness and into the world proper.

My body, already bloodied, slammed into the backside of a Denny’s. I groaned, crumpled over gravel, and sluggishly climbed to my feet. In a daze, I retrieved my phone, thanking the stars it didn’t break, and checked my location. Stumbling through the pain, I wandered back to my hotel, which was blessedly close to where I came out.

I passed the same receptionist, Joanna, that checked me in. Her face filled with concern, seeing me in a far worse state than the night before. Again, I begged her off, insisting I was fine. When I entered my room, I went straight to the bed and collapsed. I stared at the ceiling, unable to shut my eyes, and my body shook from adrenaline and terror.

What the hell just happened? Who the hell was that guy, and what did he do to me?


CHAPTER 10

I slept fitfully, tossing and turning, unable to find a comfortable position. My body ached, my skin burned, and my lower lip and left knee throbbed. With gunfire around my head, snarling animals chased me in my dreams, and creepers stalked, yearning to sink their teeth into my flesh. The cold eyes of the man in the red sweater stared gleefully into my soul as he pulled it out in chunks, hungrily consuming my life force.

“He can save you,” said the little girl, sitting cross-legged before a towering black bear. She looked up at its face and smiled. “Are you hungry?”

I gave up on sleep shortly before dawn, and climbed out of bed, finding my sunglasses resting haphazardly on the corner, threatening to fall off. I left them there and went to the bathroom, my legs stiff and protesting. 

Peeling off my clothes, I inspected my body in the mirror. My split lip ached, but no longer bled. The cuts and scrapes from my tumble in the factory looked fresh, despite being a few days old. My left arm and shoulder were bright red, remnants of damage caused by the Firestarter last summer, now looking like a bad sunburn but no longer hurt to the touch. A fresh scab covered my knee, and an old wound in my thigh, caused by a fork, was now red and angry. My face seemed sickly, paler than usual, with sunken eyes and sagging bags, and patches of blood and dirt caked portions of my body.

Climbing into the shower, I turned the water as hot as possible. I stood there, head dipped low under the stream, watching the blood and dirt swirl down the drain. I ran the events of last night through my head, forcing my thoughts to slow to I could properly analyze what had happened.

The little girl was waiting for someone to find her, and she couldn’t return home, if she even knew the way. Men with tactical gear and night vision goggles stalked her with menacing purpose. Based on their tech and target, and the suit on the dead corpse I stole from the wolves, I knew who they were. Vardot Industries, without a doubt in my mind.

Now, the guy with the red sweater. Nothing about his outward appearance said anything nefarious; looking like he attended bake sales and awkwardly flirted with soccer moms in front of their children.

He was anything but.

I didn’t know exactly what he did to me, but on the surface, he appeared to be the opposite of Mary-Sue. Where she heals, fixing wounds and restoring life, he returns them and drains energy away. My lip, thigh and knee were old injuries, and his touch alone re-opened them, regardless of the fact they had barely been scars. I shuddered to think of how bad they would have become had he held on longer or what other wounds may have opened.

This power explained the dead guy in the woods. A wicked cut on his arm, old and bloodless, with no visible injuries to cause his death? My assailant drained the entire life out of him and poured blood on the body, attracting wolves to tear it to shreds, showing clear premeditation. People don’t just walk around with spare bags of blood. On top of that, the idea that he could see within the Noctis, and even worse, communicate with monstrous creatures lurking in the dark, terrified me beyond anything I’d ever experienced in my life.

He was a Bringer of Death and spoke with its agents directly. If Mary-Sue was a healer, then this guy was, for lack of a better term, a necromancer.

I shuddered, now worried I’d have to face off with a zombie, and tried to force the thought from my mind. I had to figure out who this guy was. Either Vardot Industries had made a powerful foe, or he was the girl’s father, out there for the same reason as me—trying to find the girl. Despite his assault against me, he may not be my enemy. He may just be a scared man with powers he didn’t understand, trying to keep his daughter out of the hands of bad people.

He appeared close to the same age as Miri and I, and if we’re developing powers three generations out, it stood to reason our offspring may as well. If he’s the latter, not only did I need to find him, but I’d also need to convince him I was on his side.

Preferably before he kills me.

I finished cleaning up, rubbing the soap along my skin gingerly, wincing until no signs of blood and dirt remained. I stepped out and dried off, leaving small dots of red on the fresh white towel. The white sheets on the bed were filthy, stained brown, black, and red. Housekeeping would be furious, and I hoped they didn’t kick me out.

Digging through my backpack, I found one more change of clothes—a white t-shirt and black track pants, and that was the end of my available wardrobe. Miri may have had a point when she scolded me for packing so lightly. Before I did anything else, I’d need to go shopping. I grabbed the girl’s notebook from my jacket, dug my wallet out of my backpack, and headed downstairs.

I stopped by reception and spoke with two women behind the desk, neither of them Joanna, and informed them of the mess. Apologizing profusely, I offered sixty dollars to cover the cost. They didn't seem impressed, but they accepted the offer, and I hoped my admission and reparation would keep them from evicting me.

Revitalized by the hot shower, but desperate for a strong coffee (or three), I located the dining hall and helped myself to the complimentary breakfast. I sat with a plate brimming with sausages, bacon and hash browns, with three slices of toast and a handful of strawberries on the side. I washed it down with two cups of coffee and flipped through the notebook as I ate.

Various drawings filled nearly every page; on an artistic level that one would expect from a young child. Many pictures featured a male stick figure holding her, with “DAD” and “ME” scribbled above their heads. Another page showed the girl again, with two others, a man and woman, titled “MOMMY” and “GREGGIE.”

Multiple depictions of animals filled the rest of the pages: a bear, a cougar, and wolves, and maybe an owl. Identifying all of them was difficult, considering how crudely they were drawn. In other images, angry women in long skirts pointed at her and criticized her with exaggerated speech bubbles. On the last page, written in ash by a small fingertip, read, “WHERE ARE YOU DAD.”

My heart broke a second time, and I regretted not trying to grab her in the woods. Maybe the cougar wouldn’t have killed me, if I suddenly pulled it into the dark.

Yeah, no. I’d be dead.

I sighed, rubbed a hand over my jaw, and closed the notebook. On a whim, I flipped it over and looked at the back, and could have kicked myself for not doing so earlier. Imprinted, in bold text, was “Property of Katie Malone.”

Bingo.

I found far too many Malones in the online directories to be helpful. Checking the local news for missing children, I found nothing matching her description. Her parents hadn’t reported her disappearance and may have had reasons not to, possibly protecting her from the men after her. It might not be a great idea plastering her name and face all over the news while armed men hunted her. Perhaps her mom or “Greggie” were out there that very minute, looking for her themselves.

I flipped through again, taking a second look, trying to find anything that could help. I revisited one drawing depicting stick figure children and trees surrounding a building, and written above were the words, “PEECH TREE.” I originally assumed it referenced the drawn trees, but maybe it was a name.

Assuming she meant peach, I quickly punched “peach tree Belleville” into my search engine, and almost hooped and hollered at the first result listed. Peach Tree Academy, a licensed therapeutic boarding school, focused on individual student needs for academic, clinical, and behaviour-management solutions.

It made sense. A child befriending and communicating with animals was bound to affect behavioural traits. She might not blend in well with other children, show neurodivergent traits, and be mistaken for needing special attention. Finally, I had a genuine lead, although convincing the principal or a teacher to talk wouldn’t be easy. A stranger inquiring about a child that wasn’t his own might not go over well, but I didn’t have many options.

However, at that early hour of the morning, the school would have to wait. First, I’d head down to the Animal Control office and see what I could learn, then revisit Peach Tree. Well, first I needed new clothes. No one would take me seriously in my current state. Another quick search online and a ten-minute walk from my hotel, I arrived at the Quinte Mall. Gazing upon the familiar bold blue lettering, I smiled contentedly. Old Navy.

I picked up a variety pack of crew neck t-shirts, a couple pairs of loose-fitting jeans, and a sturdy, water-resistant blue bomber jacket that was on sale. Considering how quickly my clothes were being ruined, I grabbed two of them. On my way to check out, I impulsively grabbed a brown faux-suede baseball cap, as I’d opted for the now-lost toque when I left home. While my prescription shades did the job, I still preferred a brim for added protection. After making my purchases, I swung into a shoe store and found a cheap pair of black running shoes. Once satisfied with my haul, I returned to the hotel to change.

Fresh in my new digs, bomber jacket and cap on, I loaded the directions to Animal Control and headed out.


CHAPTER 11

I walked south along North Front Street, passing various stores, fast-food joints, and Little Texas, the bar my mom had mentioned meeting Bartley at. After fifteen minutes, I entered the downtown area. When I first arrived, I was in the general vicinity, but didn’t see the main strip. Even if I had, I’d been too tired to appreciate the atmosphere. Feeling like I had stepped back in time, the area held a rustic vibe of ages passed. Mostly red-brown brick buildings, all connected in long strips, interspersed with businesses and cafes.

I passed the Beauty School, glancing inside at the concerned face of an older woman having her hair styled by a teenager. A trainer hovered nearby with a watchful eye, ready to inspect her work. City Hall loomed beyond, the largest building in the area, complete with a large clock tower and bell, with a Canadian flag waving proudly at its peak.

I turned onto a side street and my Maps led me to a plain brick building with a white, nondescript door beneath a white archway, next to an optometrist. I found no actual sign this was a government office aside from how plain and boring it looked. Government, in a nutshell, honestly.

I raised a fist to knock, unsure I had the right place, when the door opened abruptly. I stepped back and to the side, my heart skipped a beat, as what I could only describe as a five-and-a-half-foot bombshell stepped out.

Silky ash-blonde hair cascaded in a wavy bob, with bangs swept to the side and tips gently brushing her shoulders. Her eyes, a radiant mingling of blue and green, made me forget how to breathe. A delicate and lustrous shade of glossy pink brought a shine to her heart-shaped lips in the early morning sun. A sharp black blazer framed her navy blue, square-neck top, cut low enough to showcase her ample assets. Her black trousers fit almost too well, accompanied by gleaming black hush puppies with moderate block heels adorning her feet.

We made eye contact, and my face instantly flushed. She squinted, her lips curling ever-so-slightly in sultry amusement as her gaze travelled down my body and back to my face, sizing me up. For a brief moment, I felt like the only man in the world until I remembered my busted lip, bloodshot and sunken eyes, and the fact I hadn’t shaved in days. I looked like hot garbage, and I’d never hated myself more than I did at that moment. 

She gave me a slight smile and the cruellest wink as she stepped past and beyond me, strolling down the sidewalk, her body swaying in all the right places. My eyes followed involuntarily until I cleared my throat and reminded myself to breathe.

It’s been a long time, okay? Give a guy a break.

The door hadn’t closed fully, so I peeked inside and went through, entering a small office with a couple of desks and computers. A sign stood at the front with a bold message from a group called “Coyote Watch Canada” that urged the stopping of a hunting contest endorsed by the government. 

A burly man in his early fifties, bald with a bushy grey-speckled beard, sat at one desk, staring at a laptop with a sour expression. He wore a black t-shirt, a bit too tight for his respectable beer belly, with yellow text across the chest announcing him as Animal Control. A lanyard hung from his neck, bearing a nametag identifying him as George.

He glanced up from his computer and frowned. “Reports and inquiries need to be done at City Hall,” he stated.

“Oh, uh. I’m not here for that. Do you mind if I ask you some quick questions? I won’t take too much of your time,” I asked, standing awkwardly by the door.

“If you’re with that lady, I told her the same thing. Go to City Hall.”

“I’m not, uh … no. Not with her. Look, I punched Animal Control into my Maps, and it brought me here.”

He rolled his eyes and muttered something unpleasant. “We’ve appealed to them to change that, but they’re taking their sweet goddamn time fixing it. This is our secondary office, where we can get shit done without people coming in and pestering us. Fat lot of good that’s been, honestly.”

“Look, my name is Lloyd Gibson, and my mother asked me to help find her missing boyfriend,” I pressed, pushing my luck.

George lifted his head and gave me his full attention, his eyes squinting, noting the beat-up state of my face. His posture shifted, leaning back in his chair, and gestured to the chair in front of his desk. “Take a load off. You look like you could use it.”

“Thanks,” I uttered, raising a brow at his sudden hospitality, and took the seat.

“You’re Janis’s boy, eh? She’s a good woman. How’s she holding up?”

“Not too bad, all in all, but she’s worried sick about Bartley,” I explained.

George chuckled. “Yeah, you’re definitely Janis’s kid. She’s the only one who calls him that. Refuses to call him Bart, tells him he’s not a Simpsons character.”

I smiled. “Sounds like my mom, all right. She tried to ban me from watching it as a child. Have you had any luck finding him?”

“Not even remotely,” he sighed. “There’re a lot of woods out there, and as long as he’s been missing….”

“Much chance he’s still alive?”

The look on his face as he broke eye contact was enough for an answer.

Opting not to let the sentiment linger, I asked, “What exactly was Bart heading out there to do?”

George silently assessed me for a moment before slowly exhaling and relaxing his shoulders. “A few bodies have turned up over the last week. Most of them were up north, and he went on a scouting trip to scope out the area. He’s done it before and never had a problem. If any man could survive out there alone, it’s Bart. Last year he tracked a bear, on foot, from Trenton to Tweed without breaking a sweat. Something must’ve caught him by surprise, the poor bastard. He was a good man, one of the best of us.”

“Any chance I can ask about the bodies?”

George’s eyes narrowed. “Why?”

“I’m an investigator in my own right. It’s why my mom called me.”

“Look, kid. If you plan on going out there, I’d like to stop you right now.”

“First off, I’m a hell of a lot closer to forty than twenty, so please don’t call me kid. Second, I’m uniquely equipped for this sort of thing. I’ll be fine.”

His brow crinkled. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“That’s my business. I’m going out there, one way or the other. I think you could agree it would be safest for me to have all the information rather than roaming around blindly.”

He gave me a slight side-eye before glancing at the ceiling with another sigh. “Help me, Jesus, don’t let me get this man killed.”

“So?” I pressed.

“Fine. But be careful, and for the love of God, take someone with you if you can.”

“Jesus will be with me,” I quipped.

George glared at me, unimpressed, but moved past it with a sigh. “It started a week ago. There were three bodies before Bart disappeared and two since. As strange as it sounds, we think they were killed by wild pigs.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Wild pigs? How so?”

“It’s hard to tell. Each body was chewed up postmortem. Shit, one of ’em even attracted a damn mountain lion. That was a mess. But there was pig blood at a few scenes, and we have had reports of them in the area.”

“Where were they found?”

“First three were north from here, and the rest were east of Tweed. More bodies were found last night, not far outside Foxboro. It might not be connected, though—they think it was wolves. The police are dealing with that one, not us.”

Yep, definitely wolves, but I opted not to confirm that. “Can you tell me what the victims were wearing?”

“Yeah, that’s the weird part. Two of ’em were in suits. Who goes into the woods in a suit? Another was in some kinda hunting gear, but it was professional grade and not from any of the shops around here.”

“Any other weird details?”

“Not really. Just a big mess. Wait—actually, no. They all looked like they’d been dead for a while, but the forensics says otherwise.”

Keeping my expression neutral, I asked, “What do you mean?”

He shook his head and whispered another prayer. “They were paler than they should be and didn’t lose enough blood before dying to account for it. Has them stumped.”

“Do the cops often share that level of information with Animal Control?” I questioned. I meant nothing by it, but the amount of information he had surprised me.

His eyes narrowed, and he shook his head. “No. I’m friends with the examiner. I shouldn’t have even told you that, and don’t know why I did.”

“I’ll keep it to myself,” I offered. “Any witnesses? Animal sightings in the area before or after?”

“Nope. Nothing. The bodies just turned up. Not much else to tell you, to be honest.”

“You’ve given me more than enough, and it’s more than I expected. I’ll let you get back to work,” I said, rising from the chair. “Thanks for your time.”

“Wait,” he urged, pulling a notepad out of a drawer and scribbling on it. “This is my cell. Can you call me if you find anything about Bart?”

“Of course,” I agreed, pocketing the note.

“Good luck and be careful out there. I’d rather not have another body reported. Tell Janis I said hello.”

“Will do.”


CHAPTER 12

I needed a quiet place for my next step, so I returned to my hotel. Bringing up the website for Peach Tree Academy, I scrolled through the menus and found a link titled “Meet the Team” with a list of teachers and the principal. I’d been mulling over how to go about this, knowing approaching them in person wasn’t an option. Teachers at any school, let alone a special, therapeutic one, would not hand out information on students to any random person who walked in. Especially one with a busted lip, looking like he’d just had a fight with an alley cat.

I toyed with the idea of posing as a police officer, but first, I’d need to find where one lived, wait for nightfall, and steal a uniform. But, I couldn’t risk waiting another day, so I did the next best thing. I called them.

“Peach Tree Academy, where your children’s dreams are our dreams,” answered a woman with a warm and friendly voice. “My name is Holly. How can we help you?”

“Yes, hello. This is Officer Bradstone from the Belleville Police Department,” I began, speaking as monotone as possible, dropping my pitch a few octaves. “Can I please speak with your principal? A…” I paused, pretending to read a name from a notepad. “Mrs. Catherine Lusso?”

“Oh, hello,” she said after a slight pause, caught by surprise. “Principal Lusso isn’t in at the moment, I’m afraid. But, if you’d like, I take your inquiry for you?”

I resisted the urge to sigh. I could try another teacher’s name, but it was too risky without knowing who directly taught the girl. “When will she be available?”

“She’s on holiday at the moment and won’t return until next week.”

Are you serious? “The school year has only begun, and she is already taking a vacation?” I questioned, ensuring my tone conveyed the right level of disbelief.

“Oh—oh! No, it’s not like that,” she stammered, possibly worried she may have implicated her boss in something. “She’s in Cuba getting married. Her husband was deployed all summer, and they couldn’t do it any earlier. We all understood.”

I had her off-guard, and I pressed on. At the mention of deployment, I remembered a detail from the Belleville tourism website. A town ten-minutes to the west called Trenton touted an Air Force base, and I gambled on that information. “You realize her absence during a missing child investigation looks bad, yes? If this story doesn’t correlate with the Air Force…”

“Wait, a what? Who’s missing? She would never…” She trailed off and released an audible gasp. “Oh my god. Katie?”

Well, that was easy. “What do you know regarding Katie Malone’s whereabouts?” I pushed, taking the offence, lacing my words with accusation.

“Oh my god. Um. Shit.” She trailed off.

Breaking professionalism—this was going better than expected. I kept silent, letting her find her words and continue.

“I … I don’t think I’m allowed to divulge information regarding the students without a warrant,” she explained, growing defensive.

This time, I sighed out loud. “Look, Holly, was it? No one is currently in trouble, and this is not an official case yet. However, I have been requested by friends of the family to do a welfare check. They haven’t heard from Katie’s mother or stepfather, Gregory, in over a week and are concerned. It’s not like them to drop contact. Any help you can provide would be appreciated, and the sooner I can locate them, the faster I can get her back to school. With her conditions, she shouldn’t be without guidance for long.”

“Um. Okay, I can help,” she stammered. “I’ve been really worried. Katie didn’t show up for class last week without notice, and then her father called and said he was taking her on a trip. It was all so strange because he’s never done that before. I checked their custody agreement, and it was his week to have her. He’s technically allowed, but when we tried contacting Jackie, she wouldn’t answer the phone. Oh God, they’re all missing?”

Jackie? Bingo. “That is not the official assessment yet. Do you have her father’s address?”

“Yes, I can look …” She trailed off again, and I sensed the apprehension through the phone. “I’m sorry, but shouldn’t you already have his address?”

Uh-oh. “Of course. I just wanted to corroborate it was correct,” I replied, trying to cover for my slip-up, but my tone must have shifted, and she picked up on it.

“I’m sorry. I seem to be having a moment. What is her father’s name again?”

I opened my mouth but knew I was busted, and no words came out.

“You’re not a cop, are you?” she accused fearfully. “Who is this?”

“Thank you for your time, Holly. You’ve been a great help.”

“I’m calling the real police.”

“Have a nice day,” I intoned politely and hung up.

Well, that went well, up until it didn’t.

Once Holly called the police and they find no officer named Bradstone, that would tip them off that something was amiss and spur a genuine welfare check. I was officially on the clock. She gave me a name, and I needed an address before the cops showed up first.

I punched Jackie Malone into the online directory. Nothing. I tried Jacquelin, followed by Jacquelyn, and got a hit on the latter. Applewood Drive, smack-dab in the middle of a cul-de-sac.

Why is it always a cul-de-sac?

I stood and a wave of wooziness and nausea hit me, and I swayed for a moment until it passed. I was still exhausted, but there was no time for rest. Forcing myself to move, I headed out, finding an ATM conveniently located outside my hotel, and withdrew a fresh wad of cash.

I called a taxi, and while I waited, texted Miri to wire more money to my account. Ten minutes later, I tipped the cab driver five bucks and got out at the corner of Applewood and Dundas. Not wanting to pull up directly in front of the Malone residence, I walked the rest of the way.

The neighbourhood was quiet, it being a weekday, with all the children at school. I passed an older gentleman mowing his lawn, who shot me a brief, suspicious look as I walked past, but saw no one else currently out and about. There may have been a nosy Nelly watching from a crack in the curtains, but that was always the risk. I kept my head down, the brim of my cap dipped low, and let my sunglasses distract from any identifiable features.

The Malone residence sat at the crescent, beyond a well-kept roundabout with a large, flourishing tree I couldn’t name if I wanted to. The house, a relatively simple affair, held one-story with white laminate panelling and a grey roof. A decent garden decorated the front, showcasing junipers, well-shaped hedges, among other species of flora. (Botany was not my strong suit.) The overgrown grass needed a fresh mow, but wasn’t yet at the point of rousing the anger of suburban neighbours with too much time on their hands.

I walked up the steps and knocked. No answer. I knocked again to be safe and tried the doorknob. Locked. Glancing around to ensure no one was watching, I circled around the house and through a brown wooden gate leading to the backyard. The owners maintained a far better upkeep back there than the front. Beds of flowers lined the yard, with red, pink, purple, and blue dotting the small, picturesque landscape in a statement of tender love and care.

After testing the lock on the backdoor, finding it in place, I found a sliding glass door above a freshly oiled maple deck that pulled open with ease. It's surprising how often people forget to lock those things.

As soon as it opened, I gagged. A nauseating stench of rotting meat and an unsettling sweetness reminiscent of decaying fruit overwhelmed my senses. A horde of flies buzzed, vibrating my eardrums and rattling my skull. Pulling up my shirt collar and holding it over my nose and mouth, I entered, closing the door behind me. 

A grizzly sight laid before me. Two bodies on the living room floor, a man and a woman, both in their late thirties, maybe forties, with their throats slit violently and aggressively. Jagged greying flesh gaped open, with blackening blood coagulating beneath. Their eyes were wide in shock, mouths gaping open in surprise, with a horde of flies crawling in and out of their orifices.

Dead for a week and left to rot, undiscovered. Until now. Their faces would feature in my nightmares for the rest of my life.

I focused, trying to block the sight from my mind, and scanned the immediate vicinity. Whoever had killed them tossed the room. Drawers strewn open, the couch ripped apart, and papers and debris littered the floor.

In a haze, I moved into the kitchen, finding the fridge door open, with the food inside spoiling. Three congealed bowls of Corn Flakes sat on the dining table, clean spoons beside them. Jackie and Gregory died in the morning before they sat for breakfast. The culprits were bold, attacking in broad daylight and risking witnesses. It must have happened quickly and quietly, indicating a skilled team that knew exactly what they were doing.

Katie must have fled through the backyard, and it was a miracle she slipped past them, and I hoped she ran before her parents died. That was not something a child should ever witness.

My heart broke yet again.

I went upstairs. I found the main bedroom, which was still tidy, with the bed made. The intruders hadn’t bothered tossing it, which led me to believe the living room was a stage up, posed as a home invasion, to hide their true intentions. They weren’t looking for an item. They came for the girl. 

I searched briefly, checking the dresser and nightstands for anything useful, finding nothing worth noting, so I moved on to Katie’s bedroom. Hand drawings of animals decorating the pink walls, secured by thumbtacks. The bed, a twin-sized mattress held in a purple metal frame, sat beneath the window. A little white dresser and a vanity mirror sat next to it, with pictures of her mom and stepdad tucked into the ridges of the wooden frame. 

A framed photo of the girl sat on the dresser, posing happily with a man in a long white coat and a stethoscope hanging from his neck. My skin burst out into goosebumps as I recognized his blond hair and blue eyes. He was the necromancer, smiling warmly at the camera, with his arm draped proudly over her shoulder. Seeing them side by side, I saw the resemblance.

Her father. And a doctor in a revelation that took my suspicions to a whole new level. I knew who he was, and who he had to be. It lined up too well to be anything else.

A small pink backpack rested against the bed, with decals depicting tiny fairies, and the words “Polly Pocket” in sizeable purple print. Picking it up, I plunked it on the bed and pulled on a pink ribbon tied to the zipper, revealing notebooks, pencils, and crayons. Nothing unusual or unexpected. However, a cell phone bulged from a small inner pocket, wrapped in a purple, bejewelled silicon case. I pressed the power button, and nothing happened.

I scanned her dresser and spotted a charging cable. Plugging it into a nearby outlet, I held my breath as the Samsung logo loaded, and a moment later, it opened to the home screen. With no lock screen enabled, I was free to search through her contacts. I found only three: Mommy, Daddy, and Greggie.

With tentative apprehension, I pressed “Daddy,” and someone answered after a single ring.

“Katie? Is that you, Katie-cat?” a man asked, rapid and anxious, and I remembered the voice well. “Where are you?”

“Uh. Sorry, this isn’t Katie,” I answered, unsure what else to say.

“Who is this?” His voice grew angry. “What have you done with her? If you’ve hurt her….”

“I haven’t touched her. I’m trying to help her.”

“Who are you?” he demanded.

“We met last night. You almost killed me.”

“You? You expect me to believe you are helping? I found you with armed mercenaries, you son of a—”

I took a gamble. “Doctor Jefferson, let me talk.”

The line went quiet as my words hung in the air, and in a chilling voice, he asked, “How do you know my name?”

“Educated guess. I wasn’t with those men. I want to help the girl, and you need to let me do it.”

“Stay away from her, or you will die in agony,” he warned, and hung up abruptly.

That went well. I sighed, worried I had made things worse. 

Pocketing the cell, I emptied the backpack onto the bed and opened the dresser drawers. I grabbed two knitted long-sleeve t-shirts, a couple pairs of pink sweatpants, and a handful of underwear and socks. On the back of the door hung a black, water-resistant jacket, which I stuffed into the backpack along with the clothes, and a pair of purple running shoes.

They would be warm enough for the current season, but useless if she was still out there when winter hit. Luckily for her, I had no intention of letting her stay out there that long. With a struggle, I zipped up the overstuffed bag and slung it over my shoulder.

I grabbed the photos from the mirror, pocketed them with her cell, and paused at the door when I heard a car pull up. Stepping to the window, I peered through the blinds and saw a police car parked out front.

Dammit, Holly.

I dropped the backpack, kicked it under the bed, fell to the floor, and wiggled my body underneath. It was a tight fit, needing to lift the frame with my arms as I shuffled under and lowered it down. Containing my six-foot-two frame beneath a twin-sized bed was a feat in of itself, and I contorted myself painfully to pull it off. The weight of the bed crushed against me, with the lower timbers of the box spring digging painfully into my skin.

I gripped the backpack, shut my eyes, inhaled deeply, and flipped. The pressure disappeared as the Noctis encased me, trapping me within a narrow box of darkness. I no longer had its weight crushing me, but with the sun still beaming through the window, I only received an extra foot of space above, forcing me to remain lying down. At least I could bend my knees, and I settled into the most comfortable position I’d get.

The midday sun beamed through the window, crystalline rays blocking my path in all directions. I was stuck, but unless they inexplicably lifted the bed up, they’d never find me. I just had to wait them out.

The bedroom remained in view, with the sun pouring through the window, encasing the immediate area in a crystalline bubble. I had no way of seeing outside, and limited to the single horizontal plane, downstairs may as well have ceased to exist.

However, I could still hear the commotion from below, as sound was not fully subject to the laws of the shadow realm. I listened to the sliding doors open, followed by the muffled cries of two horrified police officers as they discovered the crime scene. One threw up outside in the bushes, while his partner called dispatch, reporting the discovery. 

Over the next few hours, I listened to investigators and coroners comb the place top to bottom. Periodically, they came in and out of the bedroom, taking photos and searching for evidence. Unable to leave, or even stretch my limbs, the afternoon was excruciating. My back and legs ached, and a headache threatened to settle in.

Eventually, they left, having gathered all the evidence they could, and everything went quiet. To be safe, I waited a few more minutes, and was about to vacate my hiding spot when I heard another car arrive. The engine rumbled loudly before cutting off, followed by a car door closing softly. A moment later, the front door, left unlocked by forensics, squeaked on its hinges. Someone had entered the house.

I listened intently to the footsteps coming up the stairs and gawked at the person who had arrived.

From my view, in the narrow recess of shadow, I saw the hush puppies first, followed by black trousers and a tailored blazer, buttons open. From below, I spotted the contours of well-shaped assets covered by a navy-blue top that I assuredly did not notice as an upstanding gentleman.

Piercing blue-green eyes scanned the room, framed by bangs of ashen blonde, taking in as many details in a quick and efficient manner. The mystery woman, Aphrodite in a pantsuit, had entered the room, full of carefree confidence and an inquisitive eye. I watched on as she checked all the same places I had and came up short. It already had everything useful to be found alongside me, and she left empty-handed.

I definitely did not watch her backside with rapt attention as she sauntered out.

Waiting until the front door clicked shut, I flipped back, with the weight of the bed pressing down on me again. I lifted the frame and shimmied out as fast as I could, struggling to stand on stiff and sore limbs. Shuffling around the bed, I looked discreetly out the window in time to watch the mystery woman climb into a blue Toyota Supra and drive off.

I went downstairs and found the bodies removed, unsurprisingly. The stench lingered in the air as a few remaining flies buzzed about. Numbered placement cards adorned areas of interest, the place still an active crime scene, and I carefully stepped around them. Looking out the front window, I spotted a group of neighbours, gawking at the house from behind police tape, conversing in hushed tones. 

I stepped back before they noticed me and, with the backpack over my shoulder, found a shady corner and re-entered to the Noctis. Over the next hour, the world of light shifted and moved, slowly fading and falling into the shadows as the sun dipped into the horizon.

When only darkness remained, I shadow-stepped through the back door and jumped away.


CHAPTER 13

Not far from the Best Western, I returned to the world proper, stepping out at a massive centre of consumerism, Wally’s. A large supercentre, it served as the one-stop shop for the entire city, sporting two separate entrances on each end. I spotted a bench between them and sat, leaning my elbows on my knees, as I struggled to wrap my head around what I’d learned.

My mother’s oncologist, Doctor Gordon Jefferson, was the necromancer. How did someone with the power of death itself heal cancer? And why hadn’t he reported his daughter missing? Or the murder of his ex-wife and new husband, for that matter? He just left them there, rotting in their living room.

They deserved better than that.

I understood not wanting to risk anyone discovering what he and his daughter could do, but still. Now that the police were officially involved, all suspicion would fall on him, and he would become suspect number one. Once they discovered he checked his daughter out of school around the same time as the murder…

I called Miri.

“Hi, Lloyd. I was just about to call you. How strange is that?” Miri’s voice chimed through the phone. “You will not believe what Miss Pennyworth did.”

“What did she do?” I asked, feigning interest. It was hard to care at that moment, with the crime scene still playing in my mind.

“She sold her club to Withers!” she announced in loud disbelief.

“Huh. Weird.”

“Are you okay?” Miri asked, picking up on my mood.

“Not really, no. I just found … You don’t want to know. Did you get any information about Doctor Jefferson?”

“Oh, yes. He seems like an interesting man. He is an oncologist, with a solid track record of successful treatments. Most of his patients recover, but his colleagues strangely refer to him as Doctor Death. Allegedly, he has a knack for knowing when his terminal patients are about to die and insists on being there when it happens. He sits with them, keeping them company and offering comfort in their last moments. Not one of his patients has ever passed away without him present.”

“Did you get an address?”

“Yes. I will text it to you. What is our interest in him?” she asked.

“Uh. Remember Mary-Sue? He might be her opposite.”

“What do you mean?”

“He sucks the life out of people.”

“Oh. Wait, what? That makes no sense. That is literally the opposite of his job.”

“I know. That’s what’s confusing me. He and I are going to need a long talk. Did you get my text?”

“I did. I transferred another grand to your account. Did you find the girl?”

“Thanks. I found her but lost her. Going to try again tonight,” I replied.

“Be careful. Is there anything else I can help with? I have no active work currently; I can continue looking into things if you need.” Something in her voice caught my attention, but I focused on it only for a second. Probably just boredom and restlessness, sitting alone in an empty office all day.

“Not at the moment, really, but I’ll keep you posted. I’m gonna find something to eat and head back out. I don’t know how to get the girl out of the woods, but I think I’ve figured out how to help her immediate situation.”

“Okay. Be careful.”

We said goodbye, and I headed inside the store, walking past a highly decorated Halloween display leading to aisles filled with bags of fun-sized candy. The beauty of Wally’s was the McDonald’s housed inside, directly to the left of the main entrance. Ignoring the weird looks from people gawking at a grown man carrying a Polly Pocket backpack, I ordered a Big Mac combo and a coke. I ate it methodically as I mulled everything over, thinking of the mysterious blonde bombshell who appeared to be hitting all the same steps as me. She was a wild card, and I didn’t care for it.

I finished my meal and found the restrooms, where I held the backpack in view of the mirror and snapped an awkward selfie, and headed for the Photo Centre. The young man behind the counter, covered in tattoos and stretchers in his earlobes, transferred the selfie from my phone to his computer. He frowned as he reviewed it.

“Did you just take this in the public washroom?” he asked, eyeing me suspiciously.

“Yes.”

“That’s weird, dude.”

“Don’t make me pull the ‘customer’ card, man.”

He rolled his eyes and disappeared into the back. I waited ten minutes before he returned, handing me a single photo tucked into an envelope. I paid and left, returning to the bench outside. Retrieving a pencil I’d kept with the backpack, I took out my freshly printed picture, flipped it over and wrote on the back.

Hi Katie. My name is Lloyd and I can help you.

I pulled the photos of Katie and her family from my pocket, added them to mine, tucked them into the notebook, and placed them in the backpack. Walking outside the parking lot perimeter, I entered the shadows and jumped north, returning to Arlo Groban’s farm. 

She was unlikely still in the vicinity, but it being the last place I saw her, it was my best shot. I wandered the Noctis, scanning the shadows beneath, looking for anything and everything in the woods, hoping to spot the right animal. I was out there for over an hour, with no sign of campfires or bears, and was ready to give up when I stumbled upon a lone wolf. He may have been the one to quell the fire the night before—he was the right size and colour—but I wasn’t sure. I could only hope this worked.

I moved a few paces away, far enough that the wolf couldn’t reach me in a single bound and stepped from the shadows. Smelling me instantly, the wolf swung his head in my direction, its body tensing and lips peeling back in a snarl. I slid the backpack from my shoulder slowly and lowered it to the ground. The wolf, suspicious but hesitant to attack, shifted his attention from me to the bag. I let it go, dropping it on the ground, and stepped back without taking my eyes off him.

“For Katie,” I told the wolf. Its mouth closed, and it cocked its head to the side curiously. Did it understand me? “Katie,” I repeated and returned into the shadows.

The wolf barked at my sudden disappearance and cautiously approached the backpack. It sniffed it thoroughly, hopefully detecting Katie’s scent. Then, gently, the canine clenched its jaw over the top handle, picked it up with its teeth, and bounded into the trees. It moved too fast to track by sight, and I’d lose him quickly if I tried to follow via jumping, so I left him alone.

A low, unearthly growl reverberated from my left, coming from inside the Noctis. My skin went cold as I turned my head to find the source.

Three sets of sunken, eyeless faces shone in the dark, mouths of needles in wicked grins, as a group of creepers converged on me. Instinctively, I panic-jumped a kilometre south, and nearly lost my balance and stumbled. Trying not to scream, I inhaled sharply, fighting against a sudden wooziness that nearly dropped me to my knees. My exhausted body threatened to fail me, and I was about to rest when they came for me again. 

As before, I heard the low growls first. To my right, two creepers rapidly approached.

This time, I screamed. I jumped away and immediately encountered more. Four of them now, following my ethereal journey with ease. I jumped and jumped, breaths fast and ragged, finding them everywhere I appeared.

There were too many. I couldn’t shake them.

Wicked teeth gnashed at my heels as I fled, and everything blurred together as terror gripped my chest. My body froze in fear, but my mind remained active and working purely on instinct. If I had to rely on my limbs, I’d be dead,

On my last jump, I had a split second to react as a creeper flung itself at me, hands and feet of sharp claws swinging towards my flesh. I fell, flipping out of the Noctis and landing on my back, hard on the concrete pavement of the Best Western parking lot. I held my forearms up, crisscrossed in front of my face, and braced for the inevitable.

It never came. The emptiness of the void and the snarling, gnashing mouths of Death Itself fell away. Blaring traffic echoed through the night, with nearby car doors opening and closing, and a light breeze tickled my skin. I dropped my arms and released a long-held breath as the adrenaline from the flight wore off in an instant, and a wave of fatigue encompassed me.

I groaned and pressed my palms to my temples, trying to massage away the migraine that had come on suddenly. When I could muster the energy, I climbed to my feet, swaying dangerously, before finding my balance. I scanned the area, ensuring the creepers hadn’t followed me out, and saw an older woman climbing into her car while eyeing me cautiously.

Looking through the front doors, the receptionist, Joanna, stared back, eyes wide. How many times now had she seen me in varying degrees of disrepair? I’d only been there for two days.

I shuffled to the entrance, noting the blue Toyota Supra parked illegally in the “Pick-Ups Only” spot as I passed and entered the lobby. Keeping my head low, refusing to acknowledge the girl, I walked sheepishly to the elevators without comment.

I reached my floor and paused, finding my door ajar. Of course it was. With the day I was having, why wouldn’t it be? Someone was in my room, and honestly, I was too exhausted to care. I pushed through and went inside.


CHAPTER 14

Ignoring the obvious, I went into the bathroom, tossed my cap and sunglasses on the counter and splashed water on my face while fighting a sudden bout of nausea. I turned the water off, wiped my face with a freshly replaced towel, put my sunglasses back on and walked to the bedroom. 

It was mostly as I left it, except the lamp was now lit, fresh linens lined the bed, and a large Glock sat on the coffee table, within reach of my intruder.

The mysterious blonde bombshell draped herself on the couch, angled into the corner, facing me. One arm rested on the back cushion, the other on the armrest with her legs crossed, chest pushed forward in a highly deliberate manner. She looked me over yet remained quiet as I shambled to the edge of the bed, where I gingerly lowered myself with a light groan. I removed my sunglasses, folding and placing them beside me. I looked at her, not saying a word.

I should have been a lot more concerned about the situation, but I was too tired to give a shit. How long would she have waited before giving up, had the creepers caught me? I’d been seconds away from never entering this room again. Or any room, for that matter.

“You look rough,” she observed, breaking the tense silence.

“Bad day. Week, really,” I said flatly. “If you plan on killing me, I think there’s a line in front of you.”

Her cherry lip gloss glistened in the lamp’s light as her mouth curled into an amused smirk. “What’s your name?”

“You broke into my place. Courtesy would dictate that you introduce yourself first.”

She squinted, not in annoyance, but almost … sultry. “Most men abase themselves just to tell me their names.”

“That’s because they’re stupid,” I suggested.

The woman laughed delightedly, like a silken willow tickling my ears, before leaning forward to improve my view. She reached her hand out in a delicate, lady-like fashion, offering a shake of greeting. I glanced at it briefly before returning to eye contact without moving. Her plump, luscious lips twitched excitedly as she retracted her arm. “Penelope Parker. Charmed, I’m sure.”

“Lloyd Gibson. Confused, certainly.”

“A pleasure, Mister Gibson.”

“It’s Lloyd.”

Uncrossing her legs, Penelope Parker leaned forward. “Tell me, Lloyd. Why is a ruggedly handsome man like yourself sniffing around Animal Control and skulking about a crime scene?”

Raising an eyebrow, I said, “I was about to ask you the same question. Well, maybe not the rugged part.”

“I’m sure you were, but I asked first. You wouldn’t disappoint a lady, would you?”

“Literally every day. You’ll get used to it.”

Her eyes widened, taken by surprise, and her cheeks flushed lightly. Not in frustration, but… She gave me this look, almost predatory, and if I were slightly more delusional, possibly lustful. This woman was used to men giving her everything, and I wasn’t playing ball. “You’re a lot more interesting than I expected,” she said.

“Must be nice. You’re starting to bore me,” I replied with a lazy shrug.

Penelope shifted, sitting straighter, and exhaled slowly and deliberately. “Did it just get hot in here?”

“It’s mid-October, so no.”

Smiling playfully, her skin shone radiantly in the dim light as glistening beads formed on her brow. She traced her fingers delicately along the lapels of her blazer, pulling her jacket open. Shrugging it off, she revealed the thin spaghetti straps on her smooth, tanned shoulders, and casually tossed it onto the coffee table beside her Glock.

She raised her arms, extending her elbows out, stretching. Her shoulders pulled back, jutting her chest forward deliberately. Waving her hands, she fanned them above her prominent cleavage before leaning back, recrossing her legs. With deep, deliberate breaths, her chest rose and fell in a highly engaging and mind-melting manner.

I knew what she was doing—I’m not an idiot—but something still stirred. The fact that I was so exhausted and just escaped literal death incarnate might be the only reason I wasn’t turning into a bumbling idiot. I did my best to suppress my flush and kept my face as neutral as possible.

“That feels so much better,” Penelope cooed.

I cleared my throat. “Nice talent you have there. Do you have a switch somewhere?”

“Pardon?”

“To turn yourself on, by command.”

Throwing her head back, she laughed. Her bosom heaved delightedly—not that I was looking. “I like you, Lloyd.”

“I guess someone in this room should,” I muttered. “Now tell me why you’re here.”

“I recall asking first.”

I cocked my head, refusing to respond.

“I’ll show you mine if you show me yours,” she teased playfully.

“Honey, you’ve just shown me yours. Now talk.”

I wasn’t prepared for her reaction, and almost blinked. For a split second, her composure faltered. Her eyes flashed a mixture of anger, frustration, confusion, and salacious curiosity. It was wild, terrifying, and alluring, and, for a moment, I was worried she might pounce on me. She reined it in, however, and leaned forward again. 

“I think perhaps we’ve started on the wrong foot,” Penelope surmised. She reached for her blazer, grabbed it by the hem and dragged it over the Glock, hiding it from sight. Then, returning to her previous position, she casually traced a finger down her chest, stopping shy of her cleavage, before sliding it up to her neck.

I rolled my eyes. “Will you stop that? Let’s pretend you have me thoroughly at ease, fully seduced, and get on with it already. Why are you here?”

Her hand stopped, and she moved it to her lap, disappointment and possibly a little embarrassment flickering across her face. “I apologize. I have a habit of … playing with my food.”

“If I wanted you to eat me, Penny, I’d already be spreading my cheeks.”

Finally hitting a nerve, her eyes narrowed into slits. “Penny? Do I look like a five-year-old?” she asked, offended.

So crude comments were acceptable, but a nickname bothered her? Good to know. “No, Penny, you don’t,” I answered. “But you are playing games, and I’m over it. Tell me why you are here.”

She exhaled slowly through her nose, her shoulders slumped, and her head tilted as she examined me. I didn’t believe she accepted defeat, but she was willing to let me think so. “How about this? I give you one piece of information, and you return in kind, and we go from there,” she offered. “Agreed?”

I just wanted to go to sleep, honestly. If she told me she’d leave, I might’ve given her everything to get rid of her. “Agreed.”

“I’m a private investigator out of Toronto. You?”

“Same, out of Calgary.”

“Long way to come,” she observed.

“Next piece of information.”

She smiled. “My friend disappeared after a child from her school went missing.”

I frowned. “Peach Tree Academy?”

“Next piece of information,” she replied, echoing my words.

“My mother hired me. Her boyfriend is missing.”

“Bart Jones?”

I looked at her expectantly.

“Yes, Peach Tree. My friend is the principal.”

“Isn’t she…” I started, but she cut me off with a look. “Fine. Bart went to investigate a series of animal attacks, which I’m sure you already know, and he hasn’t been seen since. I’m here to find him. Isn’t Catherine Lusso supposed to be in Cuba, getting married?”

“That’s the story she gave, but no. She grew suspicious when the girl’s father pulled her out of school. She called me for advice the day before she informed her colleagues she would be gone for a week. Spur of the moment, romantic wedding in a tropical paradise.”

“What did she tell you?”

“It’s your turn,” she reminded.

“No, I’m done with that. We’re here for similar reasons. Share your information, and I’ll share mine.”

I’d share parts of it, anyway. In no way, shape, or form did I trust her.

She observed me for a moment, undecided, but shrugged. “I suppose you’re right. What the girl’s father did was out of character, and Catherine always felt uneasy around him. There was something in his eyes, she said. When she couldn’t reach the mother, she tried the police, but they were useless. He had the legal right to take her from school, stipulated in the custody agreement, so their hands were tied unless there was reason to suspect foul play.”

“Did she say what she was going to do?”

“The girl told her of a cabin somewhere north of town but never said exactly where. Catherine was going to look for it and see if the girl was there to ensure she was okay. The girl needs special attention and didn’t trust her father was properly equipped for it.”

“Yeah, why would he be? He’s only her father.”

She shrugged again. “Either way, I didn’t hear from her again. I tried calling over the next few days and grew worried, so now I’m here. I discovered there had been animal attacks to the north, where she said their cabin might be, and I went to Animal Control to ensure she wasn’t one of the victims.”

“And?”

“She wasn’t. I can’t find her anywhere. She never told me the girl’s name, so I hit a dead end until I saw you downtown. You looked like you were on a mission, so I followed. What happened to her parents? I only saw the aftermath.”

I shut my eyes, my mind reliving the scene, and shuddered.

“That bad, was it?”

“Yeah. They’re dead—let’s leave it at that. The girl’s name is Katie, and she somehow escaped. She’s out there now, in the woods.”

“And her father?”

“He doesn’t have her. He’s chosen to not involve the police and is out there looking for her himself.”

Penelope frowned. “That’s ridiculous. Why would he do that? It makes him look guilty.”

I shrugged. “People do weird shit when family is involved.”

“Who is he?”

I paused, studying her face, trying to decide how involved I wanted her to become. An extra set of eyes and ears might be helpful, and she would follow me, anyway. With the Noctis officially too dangerous to use for transport, tailing me would be simple enough. It might be best if I let her tag along where I could monitor her. “I’ll tell you tomorrow.”

She blinked at that. “Excuse me?”

“I have one more lead to follow, and if you behave yourself, I’ll let you come with me.”

“Let me?” she asked, placing a hand on her chest in mock indignation.

“If you’d rather follow me all over town and eavesdrop from around a corner, that’s your prerogative, but I figure bringing you along would be easier for both of us.”

Her eyes narrowed, and she gently bit her lower lip. Her eyes moved up and down my body, gauging me. Of course, she didn’t trust me either, but went about her assessment much differently than I had. Her eyes gleamed, and she rolled her neck and shoulders as if in a shiver, pushing her chest forward once more. “I must say, Lloyd Gibson, you have me incredibly intrigued.”

Something stirred inside me again. This could quickly become dangerous, in a varying degree of aspects. “Meet me at the library at two p.m. tomorrow.”

“Sounds like a date, but I’m not much of a reader. I have other… hobbies.”

The look she gave me did not help the stirring. Was she seriously still trying to seduce me, even after I agreed to bring her in? “Good night, Penelope.”

She rose, ensuring I had a full view of her cleavage before standing upright. She folded her blazer over an arm and tucked the gun into her waistband, pulling her top over to hide it. “Tell me, Lloyd. What else rolls off your tongue as nicely as my name?”

I almost choked, hiding my reaction by clearing my throat. “Good night, Penny.”

“Mm-hmm.” She sauntered around the coffee table and reached her free hand to my shoulder, sliding her fingers across my chest. “I know a way we both could have a good night.”

Oh lord, help me. There are two ways this will go, both of which will make me hate myself. I shifted uncomfortably, refusing to look her in the eye. “Good night,” I repeated roughly.

Penelope leaned forward, her soft, delicate lips hovering a hair’s width from my skin, her warm breath circling my ear. Her perfume, subtle notes of pumpkin pie and a hint of lavender, permeated my nose. I almost whimpered. 

“Good night, Kitten,” she whispered. 

With another gentle caress of my chest, Penelope Parker walked off, closing the door on her way out. I stood and went to the window, watching her leave. As she reached her car, she looked up, saw me, and wiggled her fingers in a playful wave, blowing me a kiss before climbing behind the wheel. I kept watch until her car drove out of sight, shut the curtains tight, moved my sunglasses to the nightstand, turned off the lamp, and collapsed onto the bed.

Despite my exhaustion, sleep did not come easily.


CHAPTER 15

Parker Investigations was located on College Street, close to the University of Toronto, and her website was far superior to ours. Penelope featured prominently on the main page, in a high-quality photo designed to make her look as sexy, yet intelligent. She posed behind a chestnut reception desk, displaying framed degrees, a bobblehead of Ruth Bader Ginsburg, and a random avocado.

Her specialties were child custody disputes, cheating spouses, social media and internet investigations. At the bottom of the front page were testimonials filled with high praise, but no one specified exactly what she had done for them. Glowing reviews, but no specific details or meaningful feedback. In some regards, that might be suspicious, but given her profession, I could understand. People rarely advertise why they hired a PI, for obvious reasons.

Her primary social media presence was on the ‘Gram, touting an impressive four-thousand followers. Twenty-seven years old, identity tags of she/her, and apparently loving the single life. She shared photos of herself in bikinis and stylish outfits that showcased her figure, interspersed with foam art lattes, backlit hammocks, and vintage signs. To her credit, she only posted these once or twice a week, and didn’t spam her profile. Her page never mentioned her business and profession, evidently keeping her social life separate from work.

Her hairstyles and makeup changed along with her outfits, but she looked to be the same age in every photo. Despite the variety of imagery, her page lacked substance and personality, and appeared shallow. Yet, I couldn’t help but think this was entirely intentional. Scrolling through, the page ended abruptly before expected. Her first photo, a glamour shot kneeling beside a driftwood coffee table, was posted just over a year ago. I loaded her “About” information, and it confirmed it. This account had only existed for fourteen months.

“Lloyd? Is everything okay?” asked Miri’s groggy voice through the phone, answering after the fourth ring.

“Yeah, kind of. Can you look into another name for me?” I asked, lounging on the couch in my Smiling Joe boxers, with my legs kicked up on the coffee table and the room’s heater cranked. A thin beam of sunlight cracked through the curtains, causing me to tilt my head awkwardly while sipping a cup of complimentary coffee. I could easily fix the issue, but I couldn't be bothered to move.

“It’s five o’clock in the morning,” she grumbled sleepily.

“Oh, yeah. Time zones. My bad,” I apologized. “Her name is Penelope Parker, a private detective from Toronto.”

Miri released a drawn-out sigh. A huff, really. The sound of shuffling came through, presumably her blankets being thrown off, followed by a loud clatter and static as she yelled out an expletive. After she retrieved her cell from the floor, I listened patiently to the clip-clap of her open-heeled slippers slapping against concrete. A drawer slid on its tracks, with a hand rifling through stationary. The drawer slammed shut, followed by the rustling of paper.

“Penelope Parker,” I said again, slowly. “Private detective from Toronto.”

“I heard you the first time,” she asserted.

“She’s just shown up looking for the girl as well, alleged friends with the school principal.”

“Got it.”

“If I text you the URL, can you have Simon look into her website? It looks legit, but there’s something fishy about her Instagram, and I need to know if my suspicions are right.”

“What suspicions?” Miri asked, but she sounded far less intrigued than I had hoped she’d be.

“I’ll wait until I have more information before officially speculating.”

“Then why did you mention it?”

I made the “I don’t know” sound.

“Yeah, fine. I will call him later, at an appropriate time.”

“Thank you! Get back to sleep, Miri. It’s only five a.m. over there. I know you get grumpy without a solid eight hours.”

“I think that ship has sailed,” she lamented. “Thanks.”

“How’s Chauncy?”

“Sleeping.”

“Aww, cute. Well, get some coffee into you. You know he doesn’t like it when you’re grumpy in the morning.”

“You are such a dickhead sometimes,” Miri scolded.

“You know you love me.”

She hung up abruptly.

How rude.

I finished my coffee and leaned my head back. My limbs were bricks, and my eyes burned, yet no amount of effort could get me to sleep. My brain spent the night running a mile a minute with images of wolves, creepers and a potential femme fatale dancing on my eyelids. 

I’d best keep a close eye on that woman. Best-case scenario, she was who she said she was, here as a favour to her friend. Worst case, I had another Bradstone or a Fowler on my hands. I knew Vardot Industries was already in town, as they had to be the mercenaries skulking around in the woods, and I assumed they had others lying in wait. If they were here, it stood to reason the Council might be as well.

If I had seen the headlines coming out of this place, I’d be here too, even if mom hadn’t called. Mysterious animal attacks baffling authorities, and a doctor way too good at his job? I’d spent the last three months watching for things like that, trying to find others like Miri and me. However, my focus always remained around Calgary, while periodically checking local news in Montana or Nevada. I knew there was a strong likelihood that a few of the “vaccine” recipients may have moved town, but I lacked the resources to monitor that broad of a scope.

The doctor himself posed the biggest problem. He could control, or at least communicate, with those weird creatures inside the Noctis. It was officially too dangerous to return there, cutting me off from most of my skill set. I’d have to do everything during the day now, which was far from optimal, as I never bothered honing my daylight stealth abilities. I had no need to. But I had to find him, and soon.

We were not enemies, and he needed to realize that. I just had to get him alone without Penelope Parker looking over my shoulder. That was a conversation I did not want her to take part in.

I scrolled through the local news, checking for new information that might help. The murder of the Malone family hadn’t hit the media yet, but it was still early. Once forensics finished their work, I imagined it would be a front-page story. Instead, however, I came across a headline that made me cringe. “HASTINGS FARMER FOUND DEAD AFTER HOME INVASION.”

‘A man, aged 52, was found dead in his barn by gunshot this morning, in a crime that will rock the community. The police have yet to release details, but it is believed to have been an alleged home invasion during the night. He died with no surviving family, with the suspects still at large.’

A life summed up in two sentences, without mentioning who he was and what he believed in. Of course, he believed in some weird shit, but still. What dignity was there in that? I was by his place last night and didn’t even think to check on him. He would have heard the gunfire from the night before last. I revisited the online community forum where his post had tipped me off to Katie’s location and found his last words immortalized forever.

‘THE QUEEN HAS COME. THE LIZARDS HAVE GUNS. GOD SAVE US ALL.’

I took my glasses off and placed them on the coffee table. Maybe it was the exhaustion, the trauma of everything I’d dealt with since leaving Calgary, or perhaps I was developing empathy for my fellow man. I’m not sure what caused it, but my phone dropped from my hand, and I started crying in full, racking sobs. 

I wasn’t great at handling my emotions, keeping everything pent up and trapped inside. Miri was the only person to coax them out of me successfully, and she needed her Soul Sight and emotional manipulation skills to pull it off. But, knowing I was there, on his property, and never checked in on him after the attack… That I had, essentially, forgotten he even existed until now…

I had lost people in my life, people I cared about, and barely shed a tear. Now, I blubbered like a child over a stranger. Nothing I felt was comprehensible, so heavily bottled in my subconscious that my waking mind did not know what was happening. I cried until my chest and lungs ached, and my eyes stung from the salty sea of tears that flowed forth. As the tide eased, my body grew heavy and the room spun, fading away. The outburst, at least temporarily, cleared my mind of all other thoughts, and it was enough. I finally fell asleep.

I woke up at noon, startled by the door clicking shut, sprawled awkwardly on my back with one knee in the air and my other leg hanging to the floor. I sat upright on alert, but no one was there. Glancing around, I found my bed made, fresh linens in place, and a little trash can next to the desk emptied. The faint glow of the bathroom light illuminated the hallway, and I wasn’t the one who left it on. 

I’d forgotten to put the “Do Not Disturb” notice on my door. Did housekeeping seriously come in, find me passed out on the couch in my underwear, and still clean up? 

Oh, God. 

I glanced at my boxers, ensuring everything was tucked inside where it should be, and sighed in relief. As if the receptionist hadn’t already formed a list of gossip regarding me, now housekeeping had a story. At least there wasn’t any blood on the linens this time.

Realizing the time, I leapt off the couch, preparing for an onslaught of dizziness that never came. Apparently, an emotional release, followed by five hours of couch rest, was what the doctor ordered. I called a taxi, dressing quickly in the same clothes as the night before, and dug my lock pick set from the bottom of my backpack. Without the Noctis, I needed alternative options should the need arise for some light breaking and entering.

I stopped in the bathroom, swishing some complimentary mouthwash, grabbed my cap, and rushed out the door. As I walked through the hall, head low, I passed two women standing beside a linen trolley. I felt their gazes on me as I did my walk of shame, whispering to themselves when they thought I was out of earshot. I didn’t make out most of it, but I swear I heard the phrase, “morning wood.”

Oh God.


CHAPTER 16

An excruciating ten minutes passed before I climbed into my cab, and we swung through the McDonald’s drive-through on the way. I scarfed back a cheeseburger in the backseat and was working on a second one when we pulled up to the Public Library. I handed the driver a twenty and told him to keep the change, climbed out, and stood on the street munching the last of my meal as I checked the place out. 

Smooth wooden panelling surrounded the top level of the circular building, with windows in a haphazard pattern with no symmetry. The lower half was split by a black border announcing “ARCHIVES - LIBRARY - GALLERY” with reflective windows and multiple entrances beneath.

Swallowing the last bite of my cheeseburger and wiping my mouth with the back of my hand, I walked in. A spacious interior sprawled out, but mostly run-of-the-mill and exactly what you’d expect it to be. A library is a library, and bells and whistles had little impact on the overall décor.

I found my mother in a far corner near the “New Non-Fiction” section, sitting with four older women at a circular wooden table. They were all sixty-plus in age, maybe seventy. From left to right, two white ladies, one Chinese woman, and one black woman. Are we saying “black” again? I’ll apologize later if need be. Political correctness is a constantly changing beast, and …

Focus, Lloyd. Save the tangents for Miri’s reluctant ears.

Mom was facing my direction and saw me instantly, a joyous surprise lifting her face as she stood and waved me over. “Lloyd! You came! Girls, this is my son, Lloyd!” she announced cheerfully. 

All four women turned their heads to me in unison. Their eyes moved up and down, appraising, noting, and passing instant judgment in a way only ladies of refined age could do.

“Uh, hello,” I greeted awkwardly. They all offered pursed smiles and nodded in response.

“Lloyd, these are my friends. I told you about them,” she explained and introduced them in the order they sat. “This is Barbra, and she is Dolly, and next to her is Bette and, of course, Aretha.”

“Uh. Wait, what?” I blinked and squinted at them. “Are you messing with me?”

Mom frowned. “What do you mean?”

“Streisand, Parton, Midler and Franklin, and I suppose you’d be Joplin, wouldn’t you?”

“The hell is he going on about, Janis?” asked Aretha. Her accent was reminiscent of the American south. Georgia, maybe? Alabama?

“Oh, he’s just being silly. He says random stuff that makes no sense all the time. I honestly think it’s a condition,” mom explained.

“My son has that,” said Barbra, with a strong Canadian accent.

“My son has gout,” said Dolly, with hints of French.

“My daughter had ovarian cysts. They bled a lot,” said Bette. Her accent wasn’t quite Chinese, but not entirely Canadian, either. Second generation, most likely.

“Will you all be quiet?” demanded Aretha. “You married, Lloyd?”

“Uh, no.”

“He has a girlfriend,” mom chimed in.

“She’s not my girlfriend, mom.”

“You live with her.”

“Mom…”

“Eh? What’s the holdup, kid?” asked Bette. “You’re not a spring chicken anymore. Need to find yourself a woman and put a baby in her, pronto.”

“Oh, that’s right, Janis. You’re the only one here without a grandchild,” said Dolly. Her tone didn’t contain judgment, but I picked up on the implication. From the scowl my mother returned, so did she. Older ladies can be ruthless.

The five women erupted in chatter, and I could no longer follow the conversation.

Oh, for the love of… “Can we move on, please?” I begged, almost shouting. They all spun their heads back to me, five pairs of eyes irritated by the interruption. “I need to ask you nice ladies about Doctor Jefferson.”

“Oh, he’s such a wonderful man,” said Aretha.

“He fixed up my colon!” said Barbra.

“I had a lump on my tit, but he got rid of it!” said Bette.

“Bette, that’s crude,” said Dolly.

“Eh? He’s a grown man. He can handle talk of tits,” Bette objected.

I raised a palm to my face as they erupted in back-and-forth bickering. “Ladies, please!” I hollered.

The librarian, who had been walking by at that moment, promptly shooshed me. I offered her a weak smile in apology, and she walked off, shaking her head.

Returning my attention to the old hens, I asked, “Have any of you seen Doctor Jefferson recently?”

“I had a check-up last month,” said Aretha. “Still cancer free!”

“I saw him in July. Tried to set him up with my daughter,” said Bette.

“Your daughter is married,” said Dolly.

“Yes, but he’s just a mechanic,” Bette reminded, her judgement clear as day. “Doesn’t even own the business.”

“You can’t judge people by their professions,” said Barbra.

“A monkey’s tit, I can’t,” Bette exclaimed.

“What’s with you and tits?” asked Aretha. “You’re obsessed.”

My mom shot me a highly exasperated and apologetic look as the women erupted again. “Ladies, can we please focus?” she asked, and they quieted once more.

“Thank you, mom,” I said, shooting her an exasperated look. “Let me rephrase. Has anyone seen or heard anything about him in the last week?”

“No,” said all four of them in unison. “Why?”

“His daughter has gone missing.”

“Little Katie-cat?” asked Barbra.

“Oh my, he always talks about her,” said Dolly. “She sounds like a special child, very … je ne sais quoi.”

“I tried to set her up with my grandson,” said Bette.

“Your grandson is five,” Aretha scolded.

“They don’t have to do anything yet. Just be friends and agree to wed when they’re old enough,” Bette explained defensively.

This caused yet another eruption, and I couldn’t take it anymore. I walked away.

“Where’s he going?” hollered Aretha.

“Well, that was rude,” Dolly’s voice announced in the distance as I reached the exit.

Mom chased after me and followed me onto the street. “I’m sorry. They’re good people, but very excitable,” she apologized.

“It’s okay, mom. Honestly, I’m pretty happy with what I found here. I thought you may have joined a cult.”

“Seriously?” she asked, offended. “The man might be a gift from God, but we understand he isn’t Him.”

“Yeah, about that,” I started, rubbing the back of my neck nervously. “Uh, I’m not sure how to tell you, but he’s not working miracles.”

Mom squinted at me. “What do you mean?”

“Look, I don’t know how he’s doing what he’s doing, but I’m pretty sure it isn’t divine in nature. He’s like me,” I explained. “Whatever gave me my gift, gave him one as well. And his daughter. Everything that’s happening here is because of what we are. God has nothing to do with it.”

Mom thought for a moment, processing the information, and nodded to herself as she came to a conclusion. “Who do you suppose gave you this gift, if not God Himself?”

“Mom, I…” I honestly didn’t know how to answer that. Of all my speculations regarding my ability, I’ve never considered divine intervention. I know the how but not the what or why. I looked at the ground, torn. “We’re experiments.”

“Pardon?”

I rubbed my neck further, trying to think of how to explain. “Grandma and grandpa undertook a paid vaccine trial a few years before you were born. Only, it wasn’t what they thought it was. They were injected with … something. Nothing happened to them, to any of the participants, but it kicked in after a few generations.”

Her eyes widened. “What are you talking about?”

“I found out last summer with Miri, who’s one of us as well. I’d put my entire life on the line betting Doctor Jefferson’s grandparents were in the same trial.”

Mom sighed and gave me a worried look. “Honey, you have cousins, and they’re as normal as can be. If what you’re saying is true, then either all of you would have powers, or someone chose you, and only you, out of the rest of your family.”

I dropped my hand and slumped. “Who knows? Maybe you’re right. At the moment, it doesn’t matter. First things first, I need to find the doctor.”

“Did his daughter really go missing? That’s awful.”

“Yeah. I’m trying to find her. I can’t entirely explain, but her disappearance is related to the animal attacks. I stumbled onto it, looking for Bartley.”

“Any luck there? I miss him so much.” The pain on her face was clear. Despite our strained relationship, I gave her a hug. She returned it tightly.

“I have a lead regarding a cabin near where he went missing, but I don’t have the exact location yet. Hoping to find that this afternoon,” I explained as we let each other go. “I will call you as soon as I know something.”

“Thank you, Lloyd. And thank you for coming here, despite how badly that went.”

“It’s no problem, mom. I…”

A loud engine drowned out the rest of my sentence as a Toyota Supra pulled up to the curb, tires screeching to a halt. The engine shut off, and Penelope Parker stepped out, her eyes settling on us instantly. Her hair was pulled back into a ponytail, leaving a few bangs to bounce loosely in the breeze, and sported stylish, black-framed vanity glasses, overlaying light-blue eye shadow. With a light dusting of blush and her glossy cherry lips, her face gleamed in the midday sun.

An open grey woollen cardigan hung from her shoulders, showcasing her form-fitting white blouse, a size or two too small for her frame. The top two buttons were open, accentuating her cleavage, with the highest clasped struggling under pressure. A loosely fit, red necktie hung between her breasts, doing little to hide the amount of skin showing. She was not wearing a bra, and I don’t think I need to explain how I knew. A fitted black skirt hugged her voluptuous curves, and her black stilettos drew attention to her silky-smooth calves.

With my mother beside me, I did not appreciate the stirring her outfit caused, and I visibly tensed. It was still one-thirty, and Penelope was half an hour early. This was the exact scenario I did not want.

“Hi, Kitten,” she greeted, her voice inappropriately sultry, as she looked between my mother and me. “Same clothes as last night? I like a man unafraid of an old-fashioned walk of shame. And who is this fine lady?”

“Hi, I’m Janis, Lloyd’s mom,” she replied, eyeing her with suspicion.

“You’re joking! You look far too young to have this old pony as a son!” Penelope complimented with a chuckle.

My mom eyed her, unaffected by her charm. “And you are?”

“Penelope Parker, a friend of Lloyd’s,” she introduced with a sly lip curl. “My, my, Lloyd. It’s only our first date, and I’m already meeting your mother. You move fast.”

“Uh, Lloyd?” Mom’s eyes shot to me so fast that I swear her neck cracked.

“She’s joking, mom. We are not going on a date. It’s a business arrangement,” I clarified.

“I should hope so. But if I hear you’re cheating on Miri….”

“Mom!” I cringed visibly.

Penelope perked up, and with a little too much curiosity, she asked, “Who’s Miri?”

“His live-in partner.”

I cringed again. “For the love of… Mom, I need to go. You should get back to your friends.”

“Okay, but I don’t want to hear about any funny business between you two.”

“Mom!”

“Okay, okay, I’m going,” she protested, leaning in to give me a kiss on the cheek. “Be a good boy and don’t forget what’s waiting for you back home. Be careful. I know her type.”

“Mom…”

“Call me when you find something.”

I nodded in agreement as she left us on the street, returning inside and to her friends.

“So you have a girlfriend,” Penelope noted, dismissively blasé. “Interesting.”

“That’s none of your business,” I muttered.

“It’s fine. I like a challenge,” she teased.

“Oh my god, will you knock it off?” I demanded, exasperated. “And what the hell are you wearing?”

“You asked to meet at a library, so I thought I’d dress the part,” she explained, striking a teasingly alluring pose. “You like?”

“It’s a bit much,” I said, without breaking eye-contact.

She batted her eyelashes. “Should there be less?”

“Get in the car,” I demanded, rolling my eyes.

“Oh, but I’d love to meet your mom’s friends!”

“Get in the fucking car.”

Penelope breathed in sharply, closing her eyes and exhaling through pursed lips with a shudder. “Oh my,” she said, fanning herself. “I do love a man that can take charge.”

I rolled my eyes, sighing. This would be interesting. And painful.


CHAPTER 17

Penelope Parker drove like a maniac. Gripping the passenger-side door handle, I braced myself for every turn, swerve, and sudden break. It wasn’t yet rush hour, but enough cars filled the road for me to be utterly perplexed at how she broke one hundred kilometres per hour. We barrelled along Dundas Street, heading to the address Miri provided in record time. In two minutes, max, we zoomed past Belleville General Hospital, weaving in and out of traffic, eliciting a chorus of honks.

Leaving the main road, she swung right onto a side street, barely slowing and cutting the corner, flinging me into the passenger-side door. Then, I nearly flew over the driveshaft as she turned left, barely slowing. The seat belt was the only reason my face didn’t smack into the glove box when she slammed on her brakes, stopping before the second house on the block.

“You have arrived at your destination,” announced my phone.

I ripped the seat belt off and exited the car as fast as possible, panting heavily as I rubbed my neck. Penelope climbed out, closed her door, and smiled at me.

“It’s called adrenaline, honey. It gets the blood flowing in all the right places,” she said with a wicked grin.

“If you’re trying to kill yourself, do it in your time,” I grumbled.

“Just the opposite,” she stated as she readjusted her skirt, pulled the loose tie over her head, and tossed it into the backseat with her vanity glasses. Next, she raised her arms, stretching them upward and pulled her shoulders back. “I feel alive.”

As if on cue, the button between her cleavage buckled under the strain and popped off. We both stared as it flew forward and bounced along the roof of the Supra, rolling off the other side, and landed on the curb. The sudden lack of tension caused a rippling wave through her breasts, still covered—by a fraction—before they settled. A part of me wondered if she’d planned that, or I would have, had I not momentarily turned into a slack-jawed idiot.

“Oops,” she exclaimed nonchalantly.

She was right about adrenaline—it made the blood flow. I assure you; it was entirely involuntary. I wasn’t even entirely aware of it until she walked around the car. Her gaze drifted down my body, lingering, and the tip of her tongue slid along her upper lip.

“Well, hello, there,” she cooed.

I flushed, embarrassment igniting my face as I spun around, urging myself to calm down. That way lies danger, Lloyd. Knock it the hell off.

“I’m sorry, Kitten. I didn’t mean to get a rise out of you.”

“Oh for f—” I turned back in her direction. “What fresh hell did you climb from to torment me?”

“From the looks of it, darling, torment is not the operative word.” Penelope smiled coyly, turning her attention to the house. “Nice place. Whose is it?”

I ignored her as I scoped out the impressively sized two-story brick dwelling, wide on ground level but growing narrower as it rose. It was charming and quaint, well kept, and utterly failed to live up to what I had expected a doctor’s home to be like. A large bay window overlooked the front yard and a mahogany staircase led to the front door, with one upper window visible on the front, and a steeped roof. The lawn was the greenest on the block, with a large maple tree at its centre and a brilliantly white driveway on the right, vacant of cars.

The strangest detail wasn’t on this property but sitting on the house’s lawn to the right. They had what I thought, at first, was a ceramic gnome. Except, this thing wasn’t a fairytale creature, but a tiny dwarf sporting a red and white striped hat. It stood there, dressed in a white shirt and trousers, with a red vest and orange neckerchief. One hand had a hook instead of fingers and the other was in its pocket. Also, its skin was coal black, with giant red lips. It was the most disturbing and off-putting thing I’d seen all week, and I include the creepers that attacked me earlier in that assessment.

“Is that a lawn jockey?” Penelope asked, following my gaze. “Wow.”

“Dude’s got some serious balls displaying that thing,” I growled, while reminding myself not to judge a man by his neighbours. I wondered how the doctor felt, seeing that thing every day.

“Kitten, if you’ve brought me here for a rally, I must respectfully decline. It’s not my style.”

“That thing is unrelated to why we’re here.”

“Why are we here?”

I ignored her again, walked up the steps, and rang the doorbell. Given the lack of a car in the driveway, I didn’t expect anyone to answer. “Let’s check the back.”

Walking around the right side of the house, we found a wooden gate, held closed by an unsecured metal latch. Beyond was a small backyard, fenced off with six-foot high wooden pickets, with another lush patch of lawn and a small shed at the end next to a little tree bed. The grass spanned the area and circled around to the far side of the house, where a small patch of thin pine trees grew. A soccer ball and skipping rope lay abandoned near the back door, which was locked.

Retrieving my lock pick, I had it open in short order, and the door swung inward. It always perplexed me how many people put extra security measures, like chains, on their front doors but failed to remember the back. No self-respecting intruder was coming in through the front.

Secure your windows and back doors, folks. Even the slightest amount of hassle can be enough to deter people like me.

“A man of many talents, I see,” said Penelope as she brushed past, walking through first.

I followed her into a narrow hallway. A bathroom was to our immediate left, and a stairwell on the right that pivoted ninety degrees led to the second story.

“I’ll check upstairs,” Penelope announced and skipped up the stairs, moving skillfully in her stilettos.

“You don’t know what to look for,” I called out.

“Then I’ll make a note of everything,” she hollered back.

I shook my head in annoyance, but moved on. At least she was out of my hair for a while. 

The hall led to a crossroads in the house, with two floating walls dividing the rooms. To my right was a doorless archway leading into a narrow kitchen, with long counters spanning the outer and floating walls, with a second archway at the end. To my left was a hallway between another floating wall and a doorway leading to the basement. Beyond was the dining room, bare of furniture aside from a maple table and padded chairs to match. 

I found the living room, smaller than I expected and overtly plain, with no television or entertainment device to speak of. A grey couch sat beneath the bay window, and on the far wall, a glass shelf filled with framed photos. Most were of Katie, alone and with her father, and only one with her mother present. I focused a little too hard on her mother’s face, and shook my head abruptly, looking away, as her horrifying death gaze returned to my mind’s eye.

Aside from the photos, I found no evidence this man even had a child, other than the soccer ball and skipping rope outside. He likely had her once a month and left the primary entertainment to her mother. I’m sure Katie brought her own toys when she visited, but I doubted she enjoyed staying here. The place just felt… boring.

Finding nothing useful, I descended into the basement. The floor was hard, the thin burgundy carpet doing little to cushion the concrete foundation. On my right side was the laundry and storage room, with concrete walls and floor. The roof was unfinished, with exposed insulation visible in the ceiling. Nothing worth noting, just a washer and dryer, a water heater, and an ironing board. Turning to the left, I stepped into a study holding a bit more character. The dampness was noticeable on my skin, with a musty odour filling my nose, and a hint of potential mould.

A half wall, made of brick, divided the room in half. On this side, to my right, was a brown leather recliner tucked between two bookcases filled with medical journals. To my left, a small corner opened, revealing a tiny closet under the stairs, containing a broom, mop, and bucket. A full-length mirror hung on the door, in serious need of a Windexing. In the grime, traced by a small finger, someone wrote, “I hate this house.”

Yep. Katie hated it here.

Beyond the half-wall were two more bookcases, and an inactive humidifier in the opposite corner, gathering dust. High and out of reach of a ten-year-old girl were books not designed for children. Encyclopedias of witchcraft, voodoo, spirituality and folklore filled the top two shelves, and the theme was apparent. Every subject revolved around magic and death. On the third shelf sat the Holy Bible, the Torah and the Quran, along with other religious tomes that I wasn’t knowledgeable enough to identify. 

If Doctor Jefferson was trying to figure out what he was, he wouldn’t find answers in books. As far as I could tell, we were new, unique to this age, with history and mythologies holding no clues. 

Below was an extensive collection of young adult novels on the bottom three shelves. Harry Potter, Artemis Fowl, The Chronicles of Narnia, et cetera, and a significant amount of R.L. Stine’s Goosebumps. A few obvious gaps between, and the disturbance of dust, showed books had recently been removed.

I found nothing useful or informative. No electronics, no notebooks, nothing. This man lived a disconnected life, absorbed in his books and work. Based on his belongings and reading material, his job and an obsession with learning more about his power consumed him. 

Without a doubt, Doctor Gordon Jefferson was utterly boring in every way. He was stuck in his ways, with everything set to his exact specifications. He didn’t even allow accommodations for his daughter, aside from a couple of shelves and whatever might be in her bedroom. I shouldn’t judge without knowing all the information, but I wasn’t surprised he was divorced.

As I considered what I might find upstairs, it occurred to me I hadn’t heard from Penelope since we’d arrived. Concerned about what she was up to, I jogged upstairs, turned down the hallway, and slowed my pace as I climbed upstairs.

The upper floor was small, the stairwell ending abruptly at a wall, with a door on either side, both closed. I went left first. A small, twin-sized bed was tucked in the corner, neatly made with a Winnie the Poo quilt, featuring the entire cast, and a red polka dot sheet set. A nightstand sat next to the head, holding a metallic desk lamp and a copy of “Where the Wild Things Are.” Katie’s room, clearly.

I closed the door and opened the one to the right, finding it as plain as the girl’s room. A queen-sized bed adorned in a black quilt and sheets to match rested beneath the window, with another nightstand. An identical metal desk lamp and the most recent publication of the “Canadian Medical Association Journal” sat atop. Beneath, someone had cracked the drawer open, and didn’t close it properly after rifling through its contents. Other than that, there was still nothing worth noting.

Well, nothing aside from Penelope. She sat on the bed, leaning back on her arms with her right leg draped over her left, crossed. Her feet were bare, with her stilettos removed and tossed on the floor. She had hiked her skirt up in a clear and intentional manner, and left the details of her anatomy barely hidden from view.

“Looks like daddy isn’t home,” she said, almost purring, as her eyes wandered my frame. “Or is he?”

“Jesus Christ,” I muttered, pinching the bridge of my nose beneath my sunglasses. “Why are you like this? Who hurt you?”

“No one hurts me unless I ask them to,” she replied. Deeply inhaling, her chest puffed out as she lifted her right leg, slowly lowering it, and raised her left, crossing it over her knee.

I’d seen Basic Instinct, so I kept my eyes on hers without wavering, refusing to look, despite the sudden increase in heart rate and the butterfly raving in my chest. A muffled crinkling, maybe paper, came from beneath her as she shifted her weight, faint but detectable.

This woman was up to something, and I had to play along if I wanted to know what. I drew in a deep breath, urging my body to behave itself. What I had to do was simple enough, yet it would be far from easy.

I reached out a hand, offering it to her. “Stand up,” I told her, trying hard to keep my voice steady. 

A curious expression crossed her face, eyes widening in surprise. She took my hand and uncrossed her legs, her chest heaving from a sharp intake of breath as we touched. Rising from the bed, her hand pressed against me as she lifted herself onto her toes. The scent of pumpkin pie and lavender wafted through my nostrils, and my legs threatened to buckle.

Stretching, she pulled herself in and lifted her lips to my ear. “Finally,” she whispered.

Grabbing my shoulders, she spun me around and pushed me onto the bed. I fell back, seated upright, and she threw her leg over my lap, gently lowering herself down. Taking the brim of my cap in her fingers, she lifted it off, tossing it aside. Then, using both hands, she pulled my sunglasses from my face, carefully folding them and placing them on the nightstand, just within reach. From there, her delicate fingers slid behind my head, entwining within my hair, sending shivers through my body. 

It had been a long time since a woman touched me like this, and I nearly lost my reason.

Penelope held my head in place, staring lustfully into my eyes. I placed my shaking hands against her thighs, keeping them outside her skirt, slowly sliding them behind her. When I felt the contours of her buttocks in my palms, I pulled her tight.

She gasped. “Oh, there he is,” she breathed, squirming against me.

Leaning in, her soft, lush lips caressed mine. Her hands pulled my head in, locking our mouths together as she moaned. Her tongue snaked between my lips, with the taste of cherries tingling my taste buds.

My breath grew rapid, and my body shook with restrained anticipation. My heart raced dangerously fast, and I was moments away from losing myself.

It was now or never. The point of no return was rapidly approaching if I didn’t act. 

I slid a hand upward to the small of her back, felt the envelope tucked into her waistband, and yanked it free. Pulling my face away, I looked into her eyes triumphantly and said, “Gotcha.”

She grinned wickedly, releasing my head and, with a knuckle, wiped the moisture from her lower lip. “That was clumsy of me. I didn’t expect you to let me go this far.”

“There was only one way to get your guard down,” I explained, trying to contain my panting.

Penelope took a long, shuddering breath and squirmed again in my lap. I repressed a shiver.

“We don’t have to stop,” she whispered. “I know you don’t want to. I can feel it.”

“Sorry, Kitten. Not today.”

With a tremendous amount of restraint and willpower, I grabbed her around the waist and stood. She cried in surprise as I flung her off and deposited her unceremoniously on the bed. She lay there, staring at me with her hand resting on her heaving chest, as I opened the envelope, removing the document hidden within.

I held the title deed to a cabin in the woods, complete with an address.

“I’ll hold on to this,” I said, waving it back and forth.

Penelope sat upright, adjusting her skirt, and shot me a glare. “You are simultaneously the most interesting and boring man I have ever met.”

“Sorry to disappoint, but I warned you that would happen,” I chided.

She smirked. “Shall we head to the Doctor’s cabin, then?”

“So, you know whose place this is?”

“Obviously. I’m not an idiot.”

“Why would I trust you and bring you along after this?”

“Because I’ll follow you, anyway,” she said dismissively, point out the obvious.

“What exactly is your game, Penny?”

The briefest scowl crossed her face at the nickname, but she quickly subdued it and returned another sly grin. “I play well with others, but that doesn’t mean I enjoy working with them.”

“Well, tough shit. Either you stay where I can keep an eye on you, or you can return to Toronto.”

“Mm. I love a man who knows how to lay down the law,” she purred.

I rolled my eyes and left the room, heading back downstairs, trying my best not to let her see how hard I was breathing or how much my body shook. 

Seriously, it had been a long time.

“Wait up!” she called, running down the stairs after me. “You need me to drive!”


CHAPTER 18

I strode down the driveway purposely, approaching the Supra with Penelope hot on my heels, barefoot and complaining of gravel. As I reached the sidewalk, a sudden yip echoed from my right. Down the street, I found the source standing in the road—a coyote—striking a regal pose, staring back at me. Red-brown fur coated its face, chest and legs, black and grey lines streaking along its back and leading into a reddish, bushy tail.

Ears up, extended out, the canine’s head dipped low as I met its gaze. It turned and trotted a few feet away before stopping and looking back.

“You’re beautiful,” I whispered, gazing at the wild animal. “Why are you in the city? It’s dangerous here.”

Penelope almost crashed into me, not paying attention. Following my gaze, she froze and went rigid, stilettos falling from her hands. “Is that a coyote?” she asked nervously.

The squeak of a screen door cut the sudden silence as a local woman carried a garbage bag down her step. When she spotted the wild animal, she screamed, dropped the trash, and ran back inside.

The coyote flinched at the sudden noise, crouching low defensively, but its eyes never left mine.

“He’s gorgeous,” I said, and Penelope shot me the most disbelieving look.

The coyote swung its head, walking further away before looking back. I moved a step forward.

“What are you doing?” she asked, concern and fear mingling in her words.

Seeing my movement, the coyote stepped a few more feet before glancing at me again. Did it want me to follow? I took another step, and with an exaggerated head roll, the coyote bounded off and disappeared around the corner.

“Lloyd, what the hell?” Penelope cried out, her hand reaching out to grab my arm, but I broke away and started jogging after it, ignoring her shouted protests. “I can’t run like this!” she yelled, her voice fading into the distance behind me.

I rounded the corner onto Bay Drive, and the coyote stood at the end of the road, waiting patiently for me to catch up. When it saw I followed, it disappeared through a pathway between a batch of trees. I chased after, rounding the corner and jogged through a little car park near a building called the “Odd Fellows Lodge”. Glimpsing the coyote slip through a large hole in a chain-link, I followed, carefully squeezing my much more extensive frame through. The coyote disappeared over a crest of grass, and as I crossed the distance, I lost track of him.

The area opened majestically as the scent of fish and pine swirled in the air. I jogged forward, carefully crossing another road, dodging a passing car, and headed to the most open area. Following the road left, I stood outside the Rowing Club and beheld the breathtaking view of the Bay of Quinte. 

An offshoot of Lake Ontario, the large body of water stretched east and west as far as the eye could see. A strip of land and trees were visible in the distance, marking the neighbouring county to the south. Far to the west spanned a large white bridge, with the crossing traffic visible by the gleam of the afternoon sun glinting off speeding metal frames. 

Waves gently cascaded in the calm weather as small sails coasted through, with the roar of jet skis shooting across. The honking of hundreds of gulls nearly drowned out the bustle of activity. Joggers, bicyclists, and rollerbladers weaved around dog walkers and mothers pushing strollers.

A commotion broke out to my right as a crowd of people gawked and pointed. The coyote was among them, crouched low with its hackles raised, scared and uncomfortable in the environment. Cell phones went to ears as people made panicked calls, and one man grabbed a rock and threw it at the poor thing. It missed, and the coyote barked, growling menacingly in his direction. He raised his hands in surrender and backed away slowly. 

The canine swung its gaze, scanning the area, and spotted me. Then, with a light leap, it turned and continued its sprint, heading west. I ran after, dodging the crowd of onlookers.

The paved path trailed a reasonable distance, passing a large group of expensive-looking townhouses. Beyond sat a memorial on a concrete foundation with quarter wedges of red and brown bricked patterns, framed by a semi-circle of large, flat stones. Benches lined a long, curving flowerbed, filled with bunches of red, yellow, and white flowers, surrounding a stone monument for a name I didn’t catch. I took a split second to admire the love and care placed in the area as I sped past.

Distracted, I briefly lost track of the coyote as I bumped into the shoulder of an older gentleman. I didn’t knock him over, but he hollered loudly, calling me a “cit-iot.” I yelled a weak apology as I spotted a bushy tail bouncing along in the distance. Passing a small playground and a weird tree stump with a face carved into it, I crossed over a small, reddish bridge over what appeared to be a turtle pond. Three retirees propped up the guardrail, dangling fishing lines into the water. Well-maintained and pristine, it was a spot I would have enjoyed taking a moment of peace inside. But I had to keep moving.

The sailboats and jet skis gave way to small yachts, with the houses and buildings growing nicer and wealthier the further along I ran. Whenever I lost sight of the coyote, I only had to follow the screams and shouts of the public, and head in whichever direction they ran from.

As we neared a small harbour, the coyote slowed its stride, and I began closing the distance. It shot right, leaving the path, and trotted across a grassy field. I slowed to a walk, cautiously approaching, and found it sitting at the edge of a parking lot.

The coyote faced the lot, obscured to onlookers by a low bush, but turned its head toward me as I approached, dipping its head and whining softly. Cautiously, I stepped beside him, and he looked up at my face, tongue hanging out the side of his mouth, panting lightly.

I leaned forward and extended my hand, offering it to be sniffed. He did so, his cold and wet nose pressing against my fingers as he scrutinized my scent, vetting me, and gave a chuff of approval.

“You’re a friendly one, aren’t you?” I tried to give him a scratch on the cheek, but he pulled his head away, whining. Entwined in his fur, below his neck, was a pink ribbon. I recognized it from the Polly Pocket backpack. “You’re Katie’s friend,” I said in surprise.

The coyote dipped its head, tilting it to the side, and stared at me curiously. He understood the name.

“You’re such a smart boy, aren’t you? Look at you—you’re very handsome.”

I lowered myself to a knee, and as my foot scuffed the earth, he winced, but made no other movements. I crouched down, hiding behind the bush with him. He harrumphed, sneezed, and whined with a gentle woo-ah.

“Why did you bring me here?”

The coyote chuffed again and pointed his snout through a gap in the bushes. I followed his line of sight and found what he had brought me here for. Overlooking the bay, sitting on a bench, was a blonde man in a red sweater, staring absently toward the boats on the bay, looking miserable. It was Jefferson.

“You found me and her dad?” I asked him, surprised. “You are such a good boy. You’re amazing.”

I readied to stand, but the coyote growled low, giving me pause. 

A large, white, unmarked van pulled into the lot, stopping in the lane to block other vehicles from entering. Passing onlookers stopped to watch along with me as the side door slid open. A team of five men, clad in tactical gear and assault rifles, climbed out and began converging on Jefferson. 

I froze, dread washing over me, as the other witnesses decided this was none of their business, pretended they saw nothing, and abruptly shuffled off in a hurry. The doctor remained unaware of his predicament as the five mercenaries fanned out. Entering a flanking formation, they moved in coordinated unison towards him.

The coyote released a deep, guttural howl that reverberated through the air.

Jefferson shot to his feet, spinning in our direction. Obscured by the bush, his attention fell on the mercenaries. The armed men tensed as the doctor’s gaze settled on the nearest three, his brow furrowing into a menacing glare.

“FREEZE!” one of them yelled as they all raised their guns in his direction, preparing to fire.

Jefferson didn’t move.

An otherworldly hiss enveloped the area, silent yet deafening, drowning out all background noise, and the air grew cold. An ethereal wind blew in, hammering everything, yet moving nothing as a storm of rage and death blew past. A tornado of raw power touched down over the lot, a cyclone of anguish and despair ripping through in silent torment. Yet not a single hair, blade of grass, or speck of dirt shifted in its wake.

The three men screamed.

Rifles dropped from their hands as they fell to their knees, and the flesh on their faces turned grey and withered. Their skin tore bloodlessly in blackened spiderwebs as their eyes and noses disintegrated. Muscles and cartilage turned to ashen dust floating in the air. They fell, crumbling into a heap of shining white bone, glistening in the sun, mingled between the fallen body armour.

I witnessed the full strength of his power, and every muscle in my body went rigid. The doctor didn’t need to make contact to kill, and this was far more horrifying than I ever could have imagined.

Forget the crime scene—this was the new imagery that would dance on my eyelids every time I closed them from here on.

A gunshot boomed, and blood spurt from Jefferson’s shoulder, staggering him, but he somehow kept his footing. He turned his gaze to the remaining two, staring them down. The winds of hell kicked back up, but only momentarily, as three more shots blasted off. The air died down and eerie silence fell over the area, with not even a bird or an insect chirping. Three tranquilizer darts jutted from the doctor’s chest, and he slumped forward, falling to the ground.

The coyote trembled in fear, whimpering, as the surviving mercenaries approached the unconscious necromancer. Grabbing his arms and legs, they carried him awkwardly to the van and dumped him inside, devoid of any dignity. Once they had him contained, they returned and gathered up the bones of their fallen comrades, their faces grim.

They looked horrified, but not unsurprised. They knew what they were going against, and they handled themselves like professionals. After piling everything inside next to Jefferson’s limp body, they climbed in the front, and the van backed out and sped off. With the sun gleaming overhead, I had no way to follow. Even were it nighttime, I couldn’t have pursued anyway, with monsters stalking me in the dark.

Doctor Gordon Jefferson was now at the mercy of Vardot Industries, and they would use him to get to the girl. By force, if necessary.

“Can you follow?” I asked the coyote, my voice cracking and forcing me to clear my throat.

H raised a wary eye to mine and made no response.

“I’ll take that as a no. Hard to track a van by scent. Can you take me to Katie?”

He whined, almost mournfully.

“Too far away, huh?”

Chuff.

“Fair enough. Look, I don’t know if you can understand me, but if you return to her, tell her I’m coming.” I glanced around, noticing a few pedestrians nearby staring at us. “You need to go now. Someone would’ve called the police about you—you’re not safe here.”

Lifting his head, the coyote whined again.

“You have to go,” I urged, risking my digits as I patted him on the rear. “Go.”

He rose with a light bark of protest, gave me one last look, and ran off, disappearing in seconds.

Rising to my feet, I started making my way back, my thoughts swirling on the verge of incoherency. I had no way of knowing where they took him and had to stay focused on the girl until I figured that out. I needed to get to the cabin. Maybe she had found it and was waiting for me.

I fell into a daze, walking along the path much slower than I’d come. My head hung, eyes low, and I took in none of my surroundings. My mind raced, thinking of what I’d witnessed and the implications behind it, reliving the event over and over. I grew dizzy and nauseous, terrified and deeply saddened.

I teetered on the edge of reality, disconnecting from the world around. My toes dangled over a proverbial cliff, my heels the only things keeping me from falling. Yet the cliff was shaking, as if a giant pounded its fists against the rock, trying to dislodge me and send me plummeting into its open maw of despair.

Leaving the path, I sat in the grass, resting my chin in my hands, and stared into nothing. I struggled to breathe, my chest tight from a ball of lead forming in my throat. The world spun faster and faster, determined to fling me off its surface and banish me to the void of space.

“There you are!” a faraway voice yelled. “What the hell, Lloyd? You just left me there.”

My head remained low, and I didn’t register it.

“Who the hell—Ow! Fucking rocks!” she growled, her voice growing closer. “Who runs off chasing coyotes? You’re lucky I didn’t get in my car and… Lloyd? What happened?”

My eyes were wide and unblinking, and my arms visibly shook. I wanted to cry, but my insides were an arid wasteland, my soul trapped in an alien landscape simultaneously baking in radiation and freezing to death.

Something, maybe a hand, rubbed my back. I flinched, but otherwise made no reaction. The warmth of another human pressed against me, with a hand sliding across my back and grabbing my shoulder, hugging me, and squeezing tight. Another hand removed my cap and gently stroked my hair as it brought my head forward. My hands fell into my lap as my cheek pressed against the woollen fabric of a cardigan.

The decadent aroma of pumpkin spice drifted up the cliff’s face, calming the pounding onslaught of the imagined giant. It permeated the earth, solidifying the ground beneath. Everything went still as notes of lavender tingled my skin, spreading from my nose and flushing my face. The sensation travelled down my neck and shoulders like a neutralizing agent, settling a volatile chemical reaction in slow motion. I blinked, the raw sand beneath my lids scraping in protest as it melted away.

The world around me returned with a violent shudder, and I breathed easier. The cool autumn air filled my lungs, working against the turmoil, washing away the excess, but leaving a thin sludge of anguish lining my heart. That would never truly go away. It would always be present—now and before—threatening to choke me at a moment’s notice. For now, the tides had calmed, and I could breathe again.

As my vision refocused, it settled on a pair of black stilettos abandoned on the ground. Next to me were two bare knees, pressed together, resting on the grass. My cheek rested on her chest, her bosom heaving naturally in calm and even breaths, framed in grey wool and white cotton. The shaking of my limbs slowed, then stopped, as I continued to live in Penelope’s perfume. I let myself drift into her embrace.

My thoughts slowed as my stomach relaxed, and I released a long, relieved sigh. I remembered where I was and who I was with, and for the moment, I simply didn’t care. I didn’t trust this woman, a wolf not even trying to dress like a sheep, but it may have been the third time in my life that a woman had ever embraced me like that. It was for comfort, devoid of agenda, and nothing else. There was only us, sitting silently in an artist’s rendition of tranquillity, and I didn’t care that our portrait was a forgery.

It was nice.


CHAPTER 19

“Are you ready to tell me what happened?” asked Penelope.

After I calmed down and gathered my bearings, she helped me to my feet, and we walked back to her car in silence. The patience Penelope exhibited was welcome, but surprising. Despite hardly knowing me, or what happened, she handled the situation well. She found me in a terrible state, and treated me with understanding and dignity. I still didn’t trust her, but the kindness she exhibited showed character I hadn’t detected in her before.

Although it was an understandable reaction to what happened, I felt thoroughly embarrassed. After all, I just watched three people die brutally and unnaturally in a scene straight out of a horror movie. That would leave a mark on anyone, even a strong and healthy mind.

Still, it wasn’t the first time that had occurred. I’d been prone to such attacks before, but they were fewer and farther between than they used to be. I experienced an episode last summer in the backseat of a limousine before Miri pulled me through it. Before that, the last major attack was when my entire life was ripped out from under my feet, when a shadowy organization dismantled my network of aliases, assets, and connections.

Six years back, it was much worse. They happened frequently, and reactions were far less kind than Penelope Parker showed. The cause of those… Yeah, I won’t get into that. Let’s just say there was a reason it had been so long since I’d experienced a woman’s touch.

“Are you with me, Lloyd?” Penelope asked, touching my elbow to get my attention.

I snapped back to reality and glanced at her. “Yeah, I’m fine,” I murmured.

“You didn’t look fine. What happened?”

“I found the girl’s father and wasn’t the only one to do so.”

“What do you mean, you found him?” she questioned, stopping. We had reached the Supra.

“He was by the bay, and some mercenaries snatched him. Tossed him into a white van and drove off.”

Penelope squinted suspiciously. “You just happened to find him? That’s a hell of a coincidence.”

I shrugged. “It is what it is. Got lucky, I suppose.”

“What happened? And where did that coyote go?”

“It ran off—I lost track of it almost immediately. As for what happened, trust me. You really do not want to know.” I had no intention of filling her in on what the doctor could do. Or any of us. The less she knew of magical abilities, the better for her sanity and our safety.

“Why the hell did you chase it for? It’s a wild animal. It’s dangerous.”

I shrugged again. “I like dogs.”

Rolling her eyes, she sighed. “Something else obviously happened. I’m not an idiot, you know.”

“I know that, but I’m not ready to talk about it, and we need to get moving. With her father snatched, it’s even more urgent that we find the girl. Will you help me?”

“Fine,” she stated, reaching for the driver-side door. “But when this is all over, I want answers.”

I thought for a moment and nodded. “Agreed. If you help me find her, get her to safety, I will tell you everything.”

“Good. You can start by explaining why the fuck mercenaries just snatched the doctor, because that’s a hell of a lot more confusing than you playing with coyotes.”

“If I figure that out, you’ll be the first I tell.”

She stared at me for a moment. Her brow crinkled, but she sighed and nodded. “Fine. Get in,” she said, opening the driver’s side door, and climbed behind the wheel.

I glanced back at the house and other homes on the street, appreciating what they had. It was such a quiet neighbourhood, tucked away in a little corner, the only real disturbances caused by ambulances driving to and from the hospital. A spot close enough to the bay to hear the water, the cacophony of birdsong, and a chorus of frogs and other small creatures. It was peaceful and contented. They had no idea they were living next to a man with the power of Death Itself, with a daughter capable of taming the wildest beasts. There was bliss in ignorance, and I yearned for the days when I didn’t know a damn thing.

Penelope rolled her window down and held her hand out, gesturing impatiently. “Come on.”

“One sec,” I begged, walking over to the neighbour’s lawn. 

But, of course, some ignorance was less than ideal. 

I picked up the lawn jockey, walked into the street, and smashed its head against the pavement, shattering it into a hundred fragments.

“WHAT THE FUCK?” hollered a booming male voice as the screen door flew open.

A beefy, bald gym junkie stumbling out, wearing a black shirt with a caution sign that read, “Choking Hazard,” with an arrow pointing towards his crotch. An open can of Bud Light sloshed over his hand as he trotted down his front steps. “That was my mom’s!”

“Oh, crap.” I bolted to the Supra, flung the passenger side door open and threw myself in. “Drive!”

“Goddammit,” Penelope cursed, turning the ignition. The tires squealed and spun as the car shot off, leaving the alleged skinhead staring after, dumbfounded.

“Wait! Go back!” I urged.

“What? Why?”

“Just a drive-by, quick!” As she spun around, I rolled down my window, returning to the bewildered jackass gesturing obscenely. Leaning my head out the window, I yelled, “I’ve got fourteen words for you, and they all say, ‘asshole!’”

The beer can hit the rear end of the Supra as we sped away, bouncing off harmlessly, and Penelope released a series of curses that even HBO might censor. Swinging us back onto Dundas Street, she cut off a line of oncoming traffic as the air erupted in honks.

“What the fuck, Lloyd? If that caused a dent, you’re paying for it!” she hissed through clenched teeth. We had somehow reached one hundred kilometres an hour again. I gripped the door handle tightly as we swung hard onto another street.

“Yeah, that’s fair,” I replied, settling back, and putting my seat belt on. “Shall we go to the cabin?”

She shot an irritated glance before inhaling slowly through her nose and settling herself. “Not yet. I need to go back to my hotel.”

“What for?” I asked, cringing as she weaved around a truck, overtaking it illegally, and drifted onto the next street. “Please don’t kill us.”

“I’m not traipsing around the woods like this. Have you seen what I’m wearing?”

It was purely involuntary, but I glanced at her chest. Her seat belt crossed between her cleavage, pulling her shirt open even further. I surmised we were one pothole away from an indecent exposure charge. “I can see what you’re not wearing.”

She shot me a side-eyed look. “Really, man?”

“Hey, you’re the one who’s been trying to get me to look at those things all afternoon.”

Penelope pursed her lips and gripped the wheel tighter. “I don’t get you, Lloyd.” We turned hard at an intersection, running a red light. How do we not have a cop chasing us yet?

“Sorry?”

“You’re just … infuriating.”

“I’m infuriating? You’ve been torturing me since the moment you broke into my hotel room.”

“That’s what you think, huh?”

“What else would I think?”

“You… Never mind,” she muttered, shaking her head. “We’re almost there.”

My body bashed painfully against the door as we drifted through another red light, and almost hit my head on the dashboard when she slammed the brakes. The Supra squealed, slowing almost to a stop, and we casually pulled into a parking lot, as if we hadn’t just arrived like a speeding demon. A large hotel towered over the lot, and “TownePlace Suites, Marriott” emblazoned the top of the entrance.

“You can wait in the car if you want, but I’m planning on a shower and getting something to eat,” she told me, climbing out. “I called room service while I was looking for you. One way or another, I was coming back within the hour.”

I was apprehensive about joining Penelope in her room, but staying in the car sounded highly unpleasant. The idea of being alone, with my thoughts, was significantly worse. Also, the promise of food was highly appealing; I’d only had two cheeseburgers all day.

Her room was on the top floor, and a more appropriate description of the place would be an apartment, not a hotel. The front door led straight to a small kitchen with dark-grey panelled cupboards, chrome appliances, and a spacious bathroom to the left. Beyond the kitchen, stretching along the wall, was a tall wardrobe, a long office desk, and a dresser, all made of light-brown, faux-wood laminate. A black and blue-striped ergonomic office chair was tucked beneath a pull-out keyboard tray, with a landline phone and a red, three-legged chrome reading lamp on the desk’s surface. 

A plush queen-sized bed covered in white linens sat between two wide nightstands. Sheer white curtains, useless against the daylight, covered a large window overlooking the street. Room service had already come and gone, letting themselves in, and left a large metal pushcart at the foot of the bed. Silver cloches covered three separate dishes, hiding them from view, but the scent of steak prominently swirled in my nose.

Penelope sauntered towards the food, tossing her purse on the floor, and sat on the edge of the bed. She lifted the metal domes, revealing two thick flame-grilled steaks with mashed potatoes and sprigs of broccoli and green beans. The third was a fancy ceramic bowl containing a leafy salad with apple slices.

“Fancy,” I noted.

“It’s from Montana’s, down the street,” she told me, popping an apple slice in her mouth as she studied my face. “Why do you always have those sunglasses on?”

“Light sensitivity. You got catering from an actual restaurant?”

“They don’t really do room service here. I arranged it this morning and simply called to confirm the time. The concierge was happy to assist.”

“Were you wearing that outfit when you asked?”

She responded with a coy smile, but left the question unanswered. “I wasn’t sure of your steak preference, so I went with medium. Dig in—it’s still hot.”

I swung the office chair around and sat across from her. “You ordered me a steak? What if you didn’t find me?”

Penelope shrugged. “I’d have two steaks.”

“And you ordered it this morning,” I confirmed, eyeing her suspiciously. “You were expecting me to come here with you?”

Her eyes drifted up and down my body—again—and she gave me a knowing look. “What can I say? I’m pragmatic.”

The part of my brain that held my common sense suggested I get up and run away as fast as possible. However, the primal part of my brain said entirely different things. I ignored both. I was hungry and exhausted, so I focused solely on the food.

Sliding her cardigan off her shoulders and tossing it on the bed behind her, she picked up a knife and fork and started cutting vigorously. As her arm moved back and forth, her, uh, assets started doing amazing and wondrous things. 

Look, I wasn’t trying to objectify her, but she was making it difficult, okay? 

She made eye contact while delicately placing a piece of steak in her mouth, then closed her eyes while she chewed, moaning delightedly at the flavour. “That is so good,” she announced after swallowing, licking a droplet of juice from her lower lip before cutting another slice.

I cleared my throat and lowered my gaze, keeping my eyes on the meal. We ate in silence from there. It was awkward yet pleasant. The steak was tender and melted in my mouth, and the mashed potatoes were perfectly buttered and seasoned. The salad was an interesting mingle of tartness from the vinaigrette, the slight bitterness of the lettuce, and the sweetness of the apple.

After we finished, Penelope sighed in relief and fanned herself. “That was delicious. As good as places in Toronto.”

“Agreed.” I checked the time—it was pushing four o’clock. “We should get moving soon.”

“Are you always in such a rush?” she asked, rising to her feet, and moved the pushcart against the window. “A few minutes won’t make that much difference.”

“With a missing girl lost in the woods, a few minutes can make all the difference,” I reminded her.

“I guess I can’t argue with that,” she agreed, though her words didn’t match her movements as she stepped in front of me. Still seated in the office chair, I was at eye level with precisely what she wanted me to look at. Tracing a finger down her chest and through her cleavage, she gently tugged at what was now the upper button. “I just need to shower first. Care to join me?”

“Are we seriously still doing this?” I asked, rising awkwardly. With her standing so close, it was difficult not to brush against her inadvertently. “I was hoping we could move past the seduction by now.”

Her hand released the button and reached my chest, pressing firmly between my pecks. “Why are you so resistant? I see how tense you are, Lloyd. Let yourself relax.”

I sighed. “Penny, I’ve already agreed to work with you and share information. You don’t need to continue degrading yourself to manipulate me.”

Anger flashed in her eyes. Her hand flew up, and she slapped me across the face. Hard. I stumbled back, falling into the office chair, my cheek stinging fiercely.

“Degrade myself? Degrade? You have some fucking nerve, you asshole,” she yelled.

“I’m sorry,” I croaked hoarsely. 

Whether if it was simply exhaustion or the mental trauma, something triggered deep inside my mind. Something I thought I’d moved past, dealt with, and recovered from. Something I had buried in the subterranean pits of my subconscious broke free and bubbled to the surface.

Penelope continued. “Do you think I just go around, sleeping with everyone, to get what I want?”

Flinching, I stared at the floor, unresponsive.

“I like sex. I enjoy it. It’s fun and exciting, and it makes me feel good. I will not stand here and let you imply I’m a whore,” she scolded fiercely.

“Sorry,” I rasped, my lip threatening to tremble as my mind attempted to retreat.

“I don’t just offer myself to anyone willing to give me something. I offer it to the ones I like,” she hissed.

I mouthed the word “sorry” again, but no sound came out.

“I like you, Lloyd. Or at least I did. Now that I see how much of an…”

At her pause, my arms rose and braced for another hit. Nothing happened. Penelope went silent, and the room fell eerily still. Slowly raising my head, I opened my eyes. She stared down at me, eyes full of pity that made me sick. She saw me for what I was—a pathetic worm, undeserving of care and affection.

“Jesus Christ,” Penelope muttered quietly. “Someone has done a number on you.”

I dropped my head back, ashamed.

“Lloyd, look at me.”

When I refused, her hand took mine. I looked up and found her sitting on the bed.

“You had it coming, but I’m sorry for hitting you,” she said slowly, with a touch of apprehension and confusion. “You touched a nerve, is all. I don’t blame you for feeling manipulated, because that’s exactly what I’ve been doing. At least, at first. You’re different, Lloyd. The way you resisted … I think I understand why, now, but…”

“I shouldn’t have said what I said,” I said in a strained, embarrassed voice. “I had no right to make assumptions.”

“No, you didn’t,” she said firmly, but softened and asked, “Who was she?”

“I don’t want to talk about it.”

“That’s fair, but you clearly need to talk to someone.”

I sniffed. “No.”

“In your own time.” Penelope stood, holding my hand and pulling me upright. “I’m not particularly seeking a project, so how about we pretend this never happened and continue with our business?”

Nodding weakly in agreement, I said, “I’d like that.”

In an unexpected gesture, she hugged me. Not necessarily because she wanted to, but because it was the right thing to do, clear by the stiffness in her limbs and an awkward pat on my back. Even so, the sentiment was there, and If I hadn’t already gone emotionally numb, I’m not sure I would have held it together. I returned the hug more fiercely than intended, with her perfume acting as aroma therapy, pushing back against the anxiety gripping my chest.

When we let each other go, she asked, “Are we cool?”

“Yeah. It’s just been a really long week,” I replied, avoiding eye contact.

“I’ll go take that shower. You can wait here, or you can wait in the car. Your choice.”

Nodding, I sat back in the chair, deciding to calm myself before I trusted walking.

Penelope disappeared into the bathroom and came out ten minutes later. Her hair was still dry but released from the ponytail, with a bit of extra curl, swept into a wavy bob, bouncing against her shoulders as she walked. She wore a loose, long-sleeved top, pink with a wide neck that draped to her left, revealing a bare shoulder with a black strap and the upper edge of her bra visible. A loose gold bracelet hung from her right wrist, and her black, three-quarter leggings showed off her shapely calves. Trading in her stilettos, she now sported a practical pair of white Adidas running shoes.

“I’m ready to go,” she announced, swinging her purse strap over her head. It settled diagonally across her body, between her breasts, pulling her baggy fit tighter.

“You look like a nineteen-eighties aerobics instructor,” I commented.

“I’m bringing it back. Shall we?” She offered me her arm, smiling playfully.

“Are we going to skip arm in arm down the hallway?” I asked, raising a brow.

Her lips twitched in a smile. “Well, it’s not quite the physical activity I had planned, but exercise is good for the heart.”

Having recovered and shoved everything back into its psychological basement where it belonged, I rolled with it. I locked arms with her, and we shuffled awkwardly into the hallway as Penelope hummed Olivia Newton John’s “Physical”. We entered the elevator, laughing awkwardly, and left the afternoon’s events behind.


CHAPTER 20

“How long have you been a private investigator?” I questioned.

We drove for the first ten minutes in silence, leaving the city limits and turning onto a highway listed as “ON-37 N” en route to Tweed. It took some gentle coaxing at first, but Penelope agreed to do the speed limit for a change. Her elbow rested on the door, the window rolled down, lounging comfortably as she controlled the steering wheel with her right hand. 

“Five years, give or take a month,” she replied, keeping her eyes on the road, face neutral, as her hair gently whipped in the breeze.

With her attempted seductions behind us, she left the makeup behind, except for a slight dusting of blush and cherry lip gloss. However, even without all the bells and whistles, Penelope Parker remained a stunning woman. In normal circumstances, I may have struggled to maintain a professional relationship with her, which would have been problematic at best. Luckily, she entered my life while I was battered, beaten, and exhausted, leaving me mostly unresponsive to her charms. Otherwise, I might have been in trouble.

I still didn’t trust her. The more time I spent with her, the more legitimate she seemed, but something about her was still off. I would wait for Miri to call with the background check before making up my mind, one way or the other.

“What got you into the business?” I asked, genuinely curious.

Penelope shrugged. “People like to tell me things. It’s stupidly easy to make a man tell you his life story when they think with their dicks. The thought of marrying rich seemed so boring, so I figured I may as well find a way to make money from it.”

“Yeah, you probably would’ve made all the other trophy wives jealous. Imagine the drama,” I speculated. “Best to avoid that, I think.”

She glanced at me quizzically, but smiled. “What about you? Why do you do this?”

“I, uh … developed a certain set of skills by stealing a bunch of shit. When that stopped being a good idea, this seemed like an appropriate use for them.”

“You were a thief? Bullshit!” she replied with a titter.

“Why is that hard to believe?” I defended.

“Because you’re a straight-up pussy-cat do-gooder.”

I scoffed, taken aback. “I’ll have you know, I’m not afraid to get my hands dirty. I once parked in a one-hour zone and stayed for two.”

She smirked. “What did you steal?”

“Usually money. I’d get the bank details of rich GADs and drain them dry.”

“GADs?”

“Grade-A-Douchebags.”

Penelope laughed out loud. “I like that.”

“I dabbled in artwork and jewellery for a while, but fencing them was a pain in the ass. Cold, hard cash and untraceable foreign accounts were always the way. Though, I did once nick a vintage pornography collection. It was worth nearly a million.”

“Vintage pornography?” she exclaimed with a scoffing chortle. “What was it, maids flashing their ankles?”

“Hey, women in the eighteen-hundreds were freakier than you’d think.”

“Hah!” she guffawed. “I bet that ruffled some feathers in their frocks. Who did you steal it from?”

“I’d rather not say, but, for the moment, let’s assume it was a tech billionaire.”

“Ooh, Gates?”

“No.”

“Jobs?”

“I’m not saying.”

“Oh my god, it was Jobs. I love it!” she cackled. “So, what was your thief name?”

“Maximilian Five-Fingers,” I replied.

“I said thief, not porn name.”

“No, my porn name is Jack Hammersmith. What’s yours?”

“Penelope Parker. Why hide greatness?”

“Touché. What was your weirdest case?” I asked.

“Missing teenager in a custody dispute. Turned out neither of them were his parents, and his father was a clown named Pogo, working at a circus. The kid figured it out, and now he’s a trapeze artist.”

“Wow. That’s a lot more interesting than mine.”

“What’s yours?”

“A reclusive old lady thought her dog’s ghost was recruited by the CIA to spy on her,” I recounted. “Her phone’s signals kept getting crossed, and her lights flashed on and off randomly while her dead dog barked non-stop. Turns out the neighbours had bought a new dog of the same breed, but she never went outside to see it, and squirrels had been chewing her wiring. When I told her, she claimed the squirrels must be spies and demanded I investigate them. She fired me when I refused.”

“Squirrels are little shits! Didn’t one cause a three-day blackout in New York a few years back?”

“No, that was a rat. They knocked out an entire power grid in South Carolina, though.”

“So if you stole all that money, does that mean you're rich?” Penelope asked, the sultriness of her gaze briefly returning.

“I thought you didn’t want to be a trophy wife?”

“Please. You’d be my trophy.”

“And then I’d probably be involved in a freak boating accident,” I commented, winking as she shot me a glare. “But no, like I said, the life caught up to me. You saw my hotel. The Best Western is great and all, but it’s not exactly upscale. I lost everything.”

“Ah. So you were as bad at being a thief as you are as an investigator. Gotcha.”

“And yet, I’m the one with the title deed in his pocket.”

She eyed me briefly with an expression of what may have been begrudging respect. “Touché.”

We bantered back and forth for the rest of the drive, laughing and giggling like children. Devoid of attempts to figure out each other’s agenda or simply annoying one another, we got on like a house on fire. Our previous interactions would have gone a lot smoother had we done that, to begin with. Honestly, I truly hoped she was legitimate. I was genuinely starting to like her.

The car slowed as we pulled off the highway, and the view opened to a body of water on the left called Stoco Lake. A serene sight of crystal blue, still and calm on a windless day, with a speckling of tiny islands dotting the centre. The aquatic landscape gave way to trees as the road curved, but shortly after, the lake came back into view as we crossed a small bridge. 

My Maps directed us to turn left onto a dirt road, which spanned just under five kilometres before we drove into a wide-open, circular clearing. A thick line of trees circled the area, and in the centre sat a large wooden cabin. Weather-worn and greyed, it ominously loomed, uninviting, and I swallowed the lump forming in my throat.

“Yeah, this has Doctor Death written all over it,” I muttered.

“Pardon?” Penelope asked, casting a side-eyed glance my way.

“Never mind. Let’s check it out.”


CHAPTER 21

Parking out front, we climbed out and took in the area as the daylight diminished, with the sun approaching the horizon. Pine and earthy notes filled the air as a light chill breeze tickled our skin. Musical birdsong and the chirping of insects pulsed in the air. A rat-at-tat-tat of a hidden woodpecker echoed, furiously engaged in creating its future winter home, and the kraa of a crow or raven sounded from nearby. The cabin's creepiness stood in stark contrast to the stunning scenery of the forest clearing.

The cabin, made of meticulous and passionately hand-crafted love and care, built of hand-sawn wood, was weatherworn and greying from age. A small set of stairs climbed up to the front veranda, covered overhead by a large awning, with two prominent windows above, overlooking the clearing. We stepped up to the front door, finding it locked, and found all the windows covered by interior curtains, blocking our view. By all appearances, no one was home.

Deciding to scope out the area before engaging in some light breaking and entering, we circled around back. Another set of stairs led down the side, and we passed another curtained window as we rounded the back. A large patio sprawled out, hidden from view of the front, containing a seven-piece outdoor table setting, with six chairs and a closed blue umbrella. We climbed up, ignoring the curtained windows, and found a sliding glass door. It was unlocked.

While taking in the view, picturing myself relaxing with Miri and a cold beer, Penelope went in ahead of me.

“Shouldn’t we scope out the rest of the exterior?” I suggested.

“What for?” she questioned, disappearing inside.

I shrugged and moved to follow as another kraa echoed. Something about it gave me pause, almost like it added a “T” at the end. I glanced around, but couldn’t find the source. I went inside.

The sliding doors led to a quaint living room, small but cozy, and caught me by surprise. While the outside was old and worn, in need of drastic attention, the inside was fresh, modern, and well-maintained. To my right, a brown leather sofa and matching chairs lined an oak-panelled wall. To my left, a sixty-inch flat-screen TV hung on the wall, hovering above a black cabinet holding a VHS/DVD player combo and stacks of movies.

I stared in wonder at the selection. They had the entire Disney collection, ranging from Snow White to Frozen, filling the top two shelves. Beneath sat the entire Harry Potter series, and every 80s fantasy movie that sparked my imagination as a child, or scarred my young, developing brain. The NeverEnding Story, Willow, The Dark Crystal, Legend, etc. They even had the god-awful Masters of the Universe, featuring Dolph Lundgren and a pre-Friends Courtney Cox. Amazing.

“I think love this man,” I said out loud.

Across from the sliding doors sat a floating bench separating the living room from an open-plan kitchen. Propped against it sat a series of glass shelves, with every inch of space filled with the girl and her friends. Katie with a bear. Katie with a mountain lion. With three deer. One with squirrels crawling all over her.

It went on, and I loved it. Jefferson knew what his daughter was and embraced it. By all appearances, you would never know this place belonged to the same man who owned the house in Belleville. This was their real home.

“Lloyd, check this out!” Penelope called from upstairs.

I followed her voice down a hallway, passing a linen closet, and found the stairs. I headed up, finding a wide hallway covering the length of the upper floor. Two bedrooms on the right, a bathroom at the end, and another stairwell on the far left, leading to what I assumed to be an attic. The first bedroom was as dull as the one back in Belleville, presumably Jefferson’s. The next door, however, was one hundred percent Katie’s Wonderland, where I found Penelope gawking. 

It was the main bedroom, with the girl getting the largest room in the house, and it was decked.

Brilliant, glossy pink paint coated the walls, with random swirls of purple cascading in every direction. Drawings lined the walls, held up by thumbtacks. Like her notebook, they depicted the local wildlife and, randomly displayed between, an autographed poster of The Wiggles. Strands of pink cotton draped from the ceiling like cotton candy, and the carpet was the deepest, most vibrant shade of purple I’d ever seen.

And in the middle of the room was a freaking castle.

Stretching to the roof, an impressive fantastical structure of white and pink encased a twin-sized four-poster bed. Two square spires rose to the sides, with doors opening into her wardrobe, and a small semi-spiralled staircase led to an upper level where only a child could fit. A pink slide cascaded through a window overlooking the side of the cabin we didn’t explore, expertly sealed, and leading outside.

Next to it, through a third window, I peered outside and gaped. The slide snaked its way outside, funnelling down, and deposited itself inside a roofed gazebo, with a floor converted into a ball pit.

“Well, I’m glad we didn’t scope out the entire exterior before coming in,” I mumbled, staring out the window in awe. “That would’ve been confusing as hell without context.”

“This is amazing,” Penelope said, disbelief lacing her words.

“I was worried he didn’t care enough about her, given the house in Belleville, but damn … he’s kind of gone over the top.”

“Nonsense. This is fantastic. She has a wonderful father.”

“Seems so,” I breathed. Remembering Katie in the woods, lost and afraid, knowing what she was taken from … my heart continued to break. “Let’s check out the attic.”

We left Katie’s magical kingdom and headed to the stairwell at the end of the hall. We ascended, stopping on a small landing with a single wooden door. A padlock hung from a latch, locking it from the outside.

“Well, that’s suspicious,” Penelope observed.

I sniffed the air and frowned. “It stinks up here.”

She wrinkled her nose. “Smells like a public bathroom filled with wet dogs.”

I reached into my pocket, rummaged around, and came up empty. “Shit. I must have lost my lock pick chasing the coyote.”

“That’s what you get, chasing wild animals,” she scolded, rolling her eyes. She stepped back, braced herself, and threw an impressive and devastating roundhouse kick at the door.

It didn’t budge.

“Impressive,” I commented wryly.

Frowning, she said, “that was supposed to be a badass moment.”

“Try it again,” I suggested with a smirk. “I believe in you.”

Bouncing on the balls of her feet, rotating her shoulder cuffs, and stretching her neck to limber up, she sent another powerful kick. The door cracked, split, and flew open, sending the padlock clattering to the floor.

Her face flushed from exertion, chest heaving. She flashed her eyes to me in triumph. I cleared my throat and fidgeted with my earlobe.

“What?” she asked.

“Nothing, just … uh. That was kinda, like, really hot.”

“Seriously?” Penelope demanded, sighing as she rolled her neck. “If you’re not willing to play, then stop teasing.”

“Yeah, I’ll have to work on that,” I murmured as I awkwardly rubbed the back of my neck.

Eyeing me with one of her signature teasing smirks, she sauntered into the room, lightly elbowing me in the rib as she passed.

“Ow! That was—”

A loud “YAH!” interrupted the moment as something heavy swung downward, coming from the left, hidden from view, going straight for Penelope’s head. 

Before I could react, she ducked it swiftly, caught the wrist of the hand holding the object, and used the attacker’s momentum against him. She flung him over her head and onto the floor, dropped her body weight onto him, and pressed her knee into the small of his back. A two-litre bottle of water bounced and rolled across the room. 

The unknown man screamed in pain, begging her to stop.

“Did you just try to knock me out with a water bottle?” Penelope demanded.

“It was all I had! I’m sorry, I’ll behave!” he cried.

“Wait, stop!” I hollered, realization dawning on me. I hopped over his flailing legs and looked at his face. “Penelope, let him go!”

Frowning, she listened, releasing his wrist and rising. The man scrambled onto his butt and stared wide-eyed at us. He was an older gentleman in decent shape, maybe in his early sixties. His thinning hair was a mess, and a week’s growth coated his jawline. He wore a black t-shirt with “Animal Control” written in yellow across the chest, with khaki cargo pants and black hiking boots.

“Who are you?” he asked cautiously, looking between us.

“My name is Lloyd, and if I’m not mistaken, you are Bartley Jones.”

He squinted. “Are you here to rescue me?”

“Yes.”

“Then call me Bart,” he insisted. “Only my firecracker of a girlfriend gets to call me Bartley.”

“Your fire—ugh, that’s my mom you’re talking about,” I grumbled, repressing a shudder.

Bart’s eyes widened, and he scrambled to his feet. “You’re Lloyd! You’re Janis’s boy!”

Standing a head shorter than me and twice my age, this man wrapped his arms around me in a bear hug and lifted me off the ground, shaking me back and forth in delight. “Thank you, thank you, thank you!”

“Put me down!” I hollered, and he obliged. I rubbed my back and glanced at Penelope. She was absolutely no help, leaning in the corner, snickering quietly into her hand.

Bart, remembering she was there, spun in her direction. “I’m sorry I tried to hit you. I thought you were the guy that owns this place.”

“Why would he kick down his own door?” Penelope spoke up, and Bart shrugged in response.

“Doctor Jefferson?” I asked.

“Is he a doctor? Huh,” he replied, and glanced at Penelope. “So, who are you? You two datin’?”

“No!” I shouted instinctively, as she flashed a wicked grin in my direction.

“He wishes,” she answered, amused. “I’m Penelope. Pleased to meet you.”

“Pleasure’s all mine,” he replied enthusiastically, taking her hand and kissing her fingers.

“Mm, my. Glad someone here is a gentleman,” she cooed, smiling fondly.

I glanced around the room, ignoring her comment, and mentally noted the room’s contents. A twin bed with a quilt set, a small TV, and a stack of young adult novels piled on a table against the wall. Empty plastic trays of microwave dinners, water bottles, and haphazardly stacked cereal bowls littered the area. A large bucket sat in the corner, and I was confident that was where the putrid stench was emanating from. I opted not to look inside.

“He’s been feeding you? Why has he kept you here?” I questioned.

“Yeah, he’s actually a really nice guy, kidnapping notwithstanding,” Bart explained, surprisingly nonchalantly. “I saw some shit, and he didn’t want me to blab all about town. Honestly, I get it. He apologized profusely before frikkin’ chloroforming me and dumping my ass up here. Who the hell does that, eh? But it’s been days, and I’d really like to go home now.”

“What did you see?” asked Penelope.

“Oh, just his girl.”

“And he kidnapped you for it?”

“Well, you see, there was this bear…”

“We should get moving,” I announced, interrupting him before he said too much.

He glanced at me and caught my meaning, nodding in agreement. “Yes, please. I’m really sick of frozen dinners. I’ve been dying for your mom’s lasagne, and I don’t mean that as a euphemism.”

“I… I don’t even want to know what that would be a euphemism for,” I grumbled, repressing a shudder.

“Oh my god,” cried Penelope as she rifled through the stack of books. “Sweet Valley High!”

“Oh ya, those. It’s all he could find for me cause the TV only picks up one channel and almost exclusively airs figure skating. Been reading a lot about those twin girls and a fair few Anne of Green Gables, to boot. Real spitfire, that one.”

“Which one are you up to?” she asked with extreme interest.

“Dear Sister.”

“Oh, my god! Can you believe Elizabeth is in a coma?”

“Yeah, that one there really threw me for a loop!” Bart exclaimed.

“And can you believe what Todd did?”

“Come on, now. I haven’t finished it yet,” he chided. “Watch the spoilers.”

“Okay,” I interrupted, utterly perplexed by the entire interaction. “Let’s take you to my mother’s place, Bart.”

“Sure thing, kiddo! I can’t wait to get my hands on her yams. Now that, my young fellow, is a euphemism.”

Dropping my face into my palm, I walked out of the room and downstairs, uttering a blasphemous curse under my breath. Leaving through the sliding doors, finding the sun on the brink of dipping below the horizon, another kraa echoed nearby, lower and closer than before. I looked around, but still couldn’t find the bird.

Penelope and Bart followed, and we walked around the cabin, heading to the Supra. Before we reached it, Penelope stopped and urged Bart to go to the car and wait a moment. He agreed, and when he was out of earshot, she turned to me.

“Thank you, back there,” she said.

“For what?”

“For calling me by Penelope.”

“Oh, uh. Sure.”

Lifting herself on her toes, she leaned in and gave me a peck on the cheek. A friendly one. “We will need to discuss how absolutely insane and weird this was, agreed?”

“Agreed.”

The raven kraa’d again. This time, I saw it from the corner of my eye, catching its movement through my night vision. “Can I meet you in the car?” I asked her. “There’s something I want to check real quick.”

She gave an odd look but agreed, sauntering her way to the car. My gaze lingered for a little longer than it should have before turning my attention toward the raven. It flew around to the back, and I followed, finding it perched on the glass table.

“Are you saying what I think you’re saying?” I asked it.

“Kraa-tee.”

“Katie? Are you saying Katie?”

“KRAA-TEE!”

“Okay. I might be insane for even asking a bird, but please, if you understand me at all, find Katie and get her to come here. I will be back in a day or two. She needs to sit tight and wait. Do you understand?”

“Kraa, kraa-tee, kraaaaaaaaah-eeeee.”

“I really hope that’s a yes.”

Leaving the raven where it was, I jogged to the car and found Bart in the front passenger seat. Penelope smiled playfully through the window, and I climbed in the back. The return trip to Belleville consisted entirely of them gossiping about Sweet Valley High like teenagers. Let me tell you, it was excruciating.

We pulled up at mom’s apartment complex forty minutes later. Bartley practically jumped out of the vehicle, and when Penelope made to exit, I placed a hand on her shoulder and asked her to wait. Family business and all.

I climbed out and followed him to the door, insisting on pressing the buzzer and letting this be a surprise. He agreed wholeheartedly. Mom buzzed us in promptly, and as we approached her door, it swung open. Her eyes fell on Bart, growing wide and teary.

“Bartley!” she cried, throwing her arms around him. “You’re alive!”

“Oh, baby doll, did you think I’d disappear that easily? I’m back now. Daddy’s home.”

What?

“Oh my god, I’ve missed you!” she exclaimed, and only then did she notice I was there, as well. “Thank you, Lloyd!”

“You’re welcome. Should we go inside? We might disturb the neigh—”

Before I finished my sentence, their lips locked together, and their hands wandered places they absolutely should not stray. They stumbled through the doorway, down the hall, and into the bedroom, leaving all the doors open. I quickly grabbed the doorknob and pulled it shut, closing myself out as my mom moaned, “Oh, daddy!”

As if this week hadn’t scarred me enough, life had to throw another grenade into my psyche. Ugh.

I shuddered and walked off, returning to the Supra, and hopped into the front passenger seat. Penelope stared out the window, eyeballing a muscular Jamaican man walking past, wearing a white tank top and jeans. He looked cold and miserable as he jogged up the steps and disappeared inside.

“I could think of ways to warm you up, baby,” she murmured softly, so enthralled that she hadn’t noticed my return.

I closed the door with a bit of extra gusto, startling her.

“That was quick. How was the reunion?” Penelope asked. The look of horror on my face helped her put two and two together, and she smirked. “Aww, that’s adorable. Momma’s getting some!”

“Can you please drive us away from here?” I asked meekly.

“Of course. Where to?”

“Can you drop me off at my hotel? I think it’s time to call it a night.”

“It’s only six o’clock,” she pointed out, and I gave her a telling look. “Yeah, okay. Understood. It has been a long day, hasn’t it?” She put the car into drive and sped off.

My night was far from over, but the portion that involved her was at its end. The next step was mine and mine to do alone, and it would probably get me killed.


CHAPTER 22

Standing behind the reception desk, the young woman, Joanna, leaned over and whispered something in her co-worker’s ear as I entered the lobby. I imagined the gossip and theories they were forming as I kept my head low, the brim of my cap obscuring my eyes as I passed. At least I didn’t look like I’d been hit by a car this time. I rode the elevator up and entered my room, thankful Penelope didn’t invite herself in. After we agreed to knock it off with the shenanigans, she made no protests when I expressed a desire to be alone.

Leaving the lights off, moving easily through the dark, I went to the bathroom and found all the white towels replaced with black ones. Fresh complimentary soaps lined the upper rim of the sink, an extra bottle of peroxide that hadn’t been there before, and an unopened packet of Band-Aids. I didn’t currently need them, but I appreciated the gesture. 

In the bedroom, I found the quilt replaced by a thick, deep-red blanket, with black sheets and pillowcases beneath. Three new pamphlets sat on the coffee table, advertising places I could call for help with domestic abuse or mental illness, and an after-hours clinic. I hadn’t been there long and interacted with the staff twice, yet the inner workings of workplace gossip were spurring someone on to ensure I was okay. 

It was weird and embarrassing, and it overwhelmed me with gratitude. I wasn’t used to other people looking out for me (Miri aside), let alone complete strangers, and it touched my heart. I would have to find out who was responsible and give them a substantial tip.

Sitting on the couch, I let myself relax for a moment. I was happy we found Bart, but didn’t feel any closer to finding Katie. I planned to return to the cabin the next night, hoping the raven understood me. If not, I had no idea what to do next, aside from skulking around the woods again. Finding her father would be trickier. I had a plan, but it was dangerous, and I didn’t like it. However, I lacked options, and needed to roll the dice.

I opened my contacts and smiled at the first and only name listed in my favourites. Spicy Mamacita.

“How is everything?” Miri asked, the phone ringing twice when she picked up. Her voice sent a calming wave down my spine. Something about her cadence had a grounding effect on my mental state.

“I’ve had ups and downs,” I said. “Mostly downs. I need a break, but I don’t think I will get one.”

“That bad, is it?”

“Yeah. What I wouldn’t do to have you down here with me,” I said quietly, sighing.

“You know, it feels so quiet here without you nattering in my ear all day. I might actually miss you too,” she replied.

“I meant for your Soul Sight,” I interjected.

“Oh,” she said flatly.

Why did I say that? “I mean, you know. You know what I meant. You keep me grounded, and I’m just floating untethered over here.”

“I understand. Is there anything I can do to help?”

“Distract me for a few minutes? What have I missed on Days of our Lives?”

“Oh my god, Lloyd! You would not believe what Kristen did….”

We spent the next ten minutes discussing daytime television, one of our favourite mutual past-times. Days of our Lives, specifically, was a time slot we tried our hardest to be available for, regardless of what was going on that day. It was so awful, terrible, and wonderfully entertaining. I had forgotten my hotel even had a TV, and I’d been so busy that I had never turned it on. There was something peaceful and calming in watching mind-numbing, non-thought-provoking television. I missed Drew Carey’s voice and Maury Povich’s face, and let’s not forget my forbidden love for Kelly Ripa. Oh, how I would throw it all away for that one, and I didn’t even understand why.

“I found Bartley,” I said after we finished our soap opera recap.

“Oh, wow. That is wonderful. Your mother must be thrilled!” Miri exclaimed.

“You ain’t joking,” I muttered. “What’s happening there?”

“Not a lot,” she said, though I felt a slight hesitation. “Everything went quiet after I wrapped up our business with Miss Pennyworth. Jono has asked me to keep an ear to the ground, as something is happening in Chinatown, ruffling some feathers, but he would not allude to what.”

“There’s always something happening there,” I groaned. “Jono’s consistently busy and makes more money than his tiny hole in the wall he calls an office would allude to.”

“Something else must be going on then if he’s outsourcing. Oh, Jacob Carpenter called and complained about a guy named Bob Arsenal harassing him.”

“Hah! Seriously? What did he want?”

“He wants him to investigate you because of something involving a cat, of all things, and Jacob called him ‘cut as a mad snake’, whatever that means. He has asked that I, in his words, ‘tell that great galah—you, I presume—to pull his head in’ and for you to keep your, um, less-than-desirable clients away from him. That was not the phrase he actually used, and I will not be repeating it.”

“Yeah, he has a way with words, doesn’t he? Missed his calling as a poet,” I mused. “Fuck Bob. He’s too impatient to keep harassing him. He’ll move on when he realizes Jacob’s a dead end. Maybe he’ll annoy Jono next.”

“At least when Jono calls to yell, he keeps his language clean,” Miri muttered.

“Have you learned anything about Penelope Parker?”

“Not much, to be honest. Her business is legitimate, founded four and a half years ago, and she has an impeccable track record. Before that, she worked receptionist and secretarial jobs between large unemployment gaps,” Miri explained.

“What about her social media? It looks like she only popped into existence a year ago.”

“Yes, Simon mentioned that, but found nothing out of the ordinary. She most likely had an online stalker and took steps to shake them. Delete everything and start fresh.”

“And Penelope Parker is her real name?”

“According to her birth certificate. She either has an excellent forger, or she is legit.”

“Huh. Okay, thanks.” I guess that settled it, then. Maybe she was trustworthy, but I was still hesitant to fully bring her in. Even if she had no nefarious agenda, letting her learn about magical superpowers was far too risky.

“She is pretty,” Miri commented.

“Pardon?”

“Just saying, she is a beautiful woman.”

“Okay, but why are you saying it?” I asked.

“No reason. Are you staying out of trouble?”

“What does that mean?”

“You know what that means,” she implied.

“Miri, I’m a grown-ass man, capable of making my own decisions,” I reminded her.

“Not good ones, though.”

“What, are you jealous?” I asked, immediately regretting it.

Her tone changed instantly. “Lloyd.”

“Miri.”

She sighed into the phone. “Do you need anything else? Any more background checks, money wiring, et cetera?”

“Not currently, no.”

“Then I will leave you to it. Be careful and avoid doing stupid things.”

“I mi…” I cut myself off, unable to say what I wanted to say. Instead, I said, “I might get myself into trouble with what I’m doing next.”

“What are you doing?”

“I’m not entirely sure yet, but…” I inhaled deeply through my nose, trying to compose myself. “Good night, Miri.”

“Lloyd, what’s going on?” she asked with sudden concern.

“I’ll talk to you in the morning,” I said, and hung up before she responded.

I miss you.

Why couldn’t I say it?

I sighed and returned to my contacts, scrolling down to She Who Giveth Birth To The Lloyd. I’d have to rework that name. Our relationship had changed, and it no longer felt appropriate. I tapped it and sent her a message, receiving a response promptly.

‘Mom, if you don’t hear from me

tomorrow, come to my hotel at Best

Western, and find my phone on the

 couch, passcode is my birthday’

‘Then call Miri and tell her

 I’m sorry’

‘Whats happening??????’

‘Enjoy your night. Only worry

if you don’t hear from me’

‘I’m worried now?? 

what are u doing????’

‘My job. Everything will be fine’

I tossed my phone on the couch, leaned back and closed my eyes, ignoring the ding of another text coming through. I was so tired. How much had I slept since I arrived? How much of it wasn’t fitful? In this state, how good were the decisions I was making? I still hadn’t recovered from the journey across the country, let alone everything that had happened since. With still so much to do, I didn’t know if I could manage it. I was legitimately concerned about collapsing in the middle of a problematic scenario.

How much more could I take before breaking? I supposed I would find out.

Rising to my feet, I inhaled deeply, and flipped into the Noctis to confront Death Itself.

The walls and furniture fell away, reverting and dropping into the shadows. Domes of light sprouted up, illuminating the hallway and every hotel room currently occupied. I saw inside every one of them in uncomfortable detail. 

An older gentleman sat on his couch watching Heath Ledger parade around as the Joker on his TV. A young woman lounged on her couch, reading a book. A mother desperately tried to get her children to stop jumping on the bed. Two housekeepers in a storage room restocked the shelves and laughed together. A middle-aged executive, still in his suit, quivered on the edge of his bed as a young, shirtless man tied a blindfold over his eyes.

I spun around, facing where my window should have been, and stared at the starry lights of the city. This wasn’t the most flattering backdrop for what I planned to do, and I regretted not going downstairs first. I stepped back, slowly, refusing to turn around to respect their privacies, and leaned against the solid barrier of the hallway’s light. Shuffling to my left, I nestled myself into the corner and sat. If I couldn’t pass through, I had to assume my impending company couldn’t either. I wanted nothing sneaking up on me.

I drew in a deep breath and called out into the darkness. “Creepers, come out and play-eee-yay!”


CHAPTER 23

In less than a blink, one appeared before me, the size of a large dog, with greyish skin pulled tight around a skeletal frame. Its eyes were missing, with sunken hollows of flesh above an inverted nose and a mouth of wicked, needle-like teeth. With arms and legs too long for its body, sickening claws dug into the spongy floor, sharp enough to cut steel, let alone my flesh and bones. Its scorpion-like tail whipped about, bending unnaturally, in ways it should not be capable of.

It hissed and readied itself to pounce.

“Your master is in trouble!” I hollered, raising my arms defensively. Adrenaline flooded my system, my heart pounding in my chest, and all signs of fatigue melted away. Sitting in the corner may have forced them to come at me head-on, but it also barred my immediate escape outside of flipping back.

I didn’t want to do that. Not yet.

The creeper paused, cocking its head to the side with a puzzled look, and two more materialized behind it.

No master.

It wasn’t a voice, aloud or in my head, but a feeling, and it felt like sandpaper scratching my brain. I couldn’t comprehend why I knew what it said, yet I did.

I lowered my arms and peered at it. “Your friend, then. Gordon Jefferson.”

Names are power.

We know no names.

“Uh. The guy who told you to kill me?”

Yes.

Yes, kill.

Yes.

“No! No, wait! He’s in trouble! Only I can help him!”

Help no one.

Help everyone.

“If you kill me, he will die too.”

We come for all.

The upbeat and stylish sounds of La Bamba echoed jarringly through the void, undercutting the tense moment. The ethereal creatures spun their gaze toward my phone, singing in the darkened room beneath the Noctis floor. It was Miri’s ringtone, and it rang five times before it cut out and went to voicemail. I would have laughed if I wasn’t completely terrified.

I looked back at the lead creeper and asked, “Were you there the day the music died?”

Another creeper appeared beyond as they all returned their gazes to me, mouths stretching and closing in menacing grins. This was not going well.

“Uh, so. Jefferson,” I continued, trying hard to hold my composure. “You’ll take him, too? Is he risking his life dealing with you?”

Time comes for all.

“Do you choose when that is?”

Time comes for all.

“Is his time coming soon?”

No.

“Is it my time?”

No response.

“I ask again, is it truly my time?”

No.

“Then why do you want to kill me?”

Do not.

You are required.

Compelled.

“What do you mean I’m required?”

You are required.

“For what?”

To fight.

I frowned. “To fight what?”

No response.

“So you need me to fight, whatever that means, but you’re still planning to kill me?”

Yes.

“Why?”

Compelled.

I sighed in frustration. These things were far from talkative. I felt like Merlin trying to get answers out of stubborn and cryptic faeries. Why can’t anything be straightforward? “If I need to fight something, and you kill me before I can, what happens?”

No response.

“What happens?” I repeated.

We take everyone.

An icy chill ran down my spine, and my throat turned hoarse. “What do you mean?”

End.

“The end of what?” I asked with a dry gulp.

End.

“You’re not going to tell me, are you?”

No response.

“So killing me leads to the end of something I must be alive to fight. So why the hell are you going to kill me?”

Compelled.

“How do I compel you to stop?”

He.

“What is he to you?”

Devourer.

“Oh-kay. Is he your friend?”

The lead creeper tilted its head and stared. Its face made zero movements, yet I sensed confusion in its empty sockets. It didn’t understand the word.

“Do you want him to die?”

Not time.

“Is he safe, then? The men who have them, will they let him live?”

No.

“If it’s not his time, how can they kill him?”

Coin spins, stops.

I sat even more rigid than I already was, my mind flashing back to a fever dream I had last summer when I had “died.” One of these creatures had been in it, along with a large floating coin. It was spinning above me, like the sun in the sky, and my face had been on one side. The other side bore the face of someone called Subject Zero.

I’d never seen him before, but an irrational feeling in my gut told me it was him. His discovery, back in Poland during the war, allegedly led to my powers. Everything began with Nazi experiments in the forties, leading to the fake polio vaccine trial a decade later in Alberta. They infused those "vaccines" with Subject Zero's blood, or a compound isolated from it.

“What is the coin?”

No response.

“Why was my face on it?”

No response.

“Who was the other face?”

My eardrums nearly burst as each creeper released a shrieking wail. I flinched and pressed against the wall of light, instinctively attempting to diminish my body. Piercing spikes of psychic thunder stabbed and blared inside my skull, pushing against the back of my eyes. I screamed with them, clutching my hands to my head, trying to drown it out, to no avail. 

When they stopped, familiar metallic notes of blood tingled the tip of my tongue. Sensing moisture on my upper lip, I wiped the back of my hand across it, and I found my nose bleeding. Wearily, I asked, “you’re not going to tell me that either, are you?”

Every one of them stared at me, unmoving.

“If it’s not Jefferson’s time, will you let me save him?”

Yes.

“You won’t kill me?”

Save Devourer.

Save death.

Kill after.

Well, that’s progress, I guess. “Death? Are you not Death?”

We guide.

“To where?”

Away.

“What are you?”

We guide.

“Yeah, I got that. What is this place?”

Between.

“Between what?”

Realms.

My skin tingled. I’d never truly considered what the Noctis actually was, and I wasn’t sure I wanted to know. I’d thought of it often as a shadow realm, but it being an in-between place had never once crossed my mind. “Is this limbo?”

Passage.

“What, like, the River Styx?”

Passage.

“You’re not big on conversation, are you?”

Kill after.

“Yeah, okay. Do you know where Gordon is?”

Yes.

“Can you take me there?”

Send.

The other creepers that joined us disappeared in a blink, leaving the original remaining before me. Then, extending a claw forward, it drew its arm upwards, creating a thin, vertical beam of light. True, unaltered light inside the dark. It pulled it open in a ripple of energy and space, identical to the one they opened for Jefferson after our confrontation in the woods. Beyond was darkness.

Go.

I rose and walked towards the portal, sidestepping the creeper. It stared, its head moving back and forth. It had no eyes, yet I knew it saw me. I felt it looking at me, and I shivered.

Go.

“Yeah, okay. Don’t have to tell me thrice. It’s been a pleasure,” I said, giving it an awkward and flourishing bow. “I guess I’ll be seeing you.”

Kill you after.

With a large gulp, I stepped through. The illuminated rooms at my back fell away and the view of the shadowed world beneath shifted and changed. The portal closed behind me, soundlessly flashing out in a blink.

“Well,” I said aloud, taking a large, settling breath, as I looked around. “I didn’t soil my pants, so that’s something.”


CHAPTER 24

I remained in the Noctis, but now stood in the middle of a wide-open field, my view littered with the undersides of multiple types of aircraft. Small stone markers and monuments stood at regular intervals, each placed before an exhibit, with text too small to read from my perspective. A glassy bubble of floodlights loomed beyond, encasing a rectangular white building before me. Two massive doors closed the front, with a smaller, man-sized door below. While larger and in better condition, it reminded me strongly of the hangar within the Alberta Badlands, where I once found myself held captive.

Confused, I took a chance and flipped to the world proper to get a better view. It didn’t take long before I realized where I was—the Air Force base in Trenton, in the public showground.

My feet settled on crunchy, browning grass, stretched in every direction, with a winding concrete path leading to all ten aircraft put on show. Three were immense, being passenger and cargo crafts, while the rest were far smaller, fighter and scouting jets, with most artillery removed. Amid them all, seeming almost out of place, sat a single helicopter with a long body and two propellers. This one I knew the name of—a Chinook—used during the Vietnam War for troop transport. I didn’t bother learning about the other craft, as it wasn’t why I was there, nor did I really care. Military history wasn’t exactly a strong interest of mine.

Chatter to my left alerted me to flashlights approaching my location, and I disappeared back into the shadows as two men in uniform walked past. I dogged their steps, hoping to overhear something interesting, but they walked in unfortunate silence. When they entered the lit area, my pursuit came to an abrupt halt, and I frowned up at the hangar as they disappeared inside. It appeared to be a museum, with a large sign above the doors reading, “EXIBIT”, and must contain older, more expensive planes than the ones left out in the weather.

It was an unlikely spot for nefarious activities involving a shady militia group, but I supposed it was plausible. A barracks or any facility with an official capacity would be the first place someone would look for a dodgy operation. But a tourist trap on a functional military base? That seemed like the perfect camouflage. The creepers deposited me there for a reason, after all.

No obvious point of entry stood out, without exposing myself to patrols, but it was still early. There was always a chance the lights would turn off eventually, and if not, surely the patrols diminished substantially on the graveyard shift.

I jumped back roughly twenty metres to enhance my view of the area, and sat down, planting my butt firmly on the spongy surface of the Noctis. It was eerily quiet, with nothing but surrounding lights to occupy my attention. The moon shone directly above, as always within the dark, shining brightly yet illuminating nothing. Taking a risk, I exhaled and flipped my body back to the real world and glanced at the moon’s true location.

I spent a sizeable chunk of time during my life studying the moon cycle, mentally mapping its trajectory, memorizing when and where it would be at any given time, even on the other side of the planet. By knowing when and where the moon was, I could determine the current time just by looking up, as long as I factored into my physical location. The moon’s position would be different in Alberta, compared to Ontario, and I reconfigured my mental math to accommodate for it. I used this skill for that purpose, mostly. When I first discovered the Noctis, cell phones weren’t overly common yet, and today’s smart phones were far too dangerous to use in the void.

Basically, I memorized the moon cycle because I abhor wristwatches. Modern problems sometimes require ancient solutions.

Currently waning crescent, I determined it to be near eight o’clock, and marked the location in the sky where it would arrive at midnight. Of course, there would still be patrols at that point, but that would hopefully be my only human obstacle. All I had to do was periodically flip back to check on it, and once midnight arrived, it would hopefully be go time.

I returned to the Noctis and tried to calm the whirlwind occurring in my mind. Four hours to wait, sitting in the void, without a damn thing to occupy my time other than my thoughts. Fun times.

I tried to remain alert, knowing the creepers could show up at any moment, but as we seemed to arrange a temporary ceasefire, I relaxed a bit. Alone with my thoughts, I could have used that time to reflect on what’s happened and what might come. I could plan how and where to find Katie and what to do when I did. Maybe spend some time planning what to say to Jefferson, should I locate him, and get him to call the creepers off from their bounty. Perhaps I could delve inward, work through my increasing mental issues, and confront the trauma head-on.

Nah.

I sang at the top of my lungs, unheard by the world around, with any and every song that came to my mind. My off-key and tone-deaf voice echoed through the dark, spreading in all directions of the Noctis, yet never seeping into the real world. If the otherworldly inhabitants of this between realm minded, they made no protest and kept away.

I belted out the entire music catalogue available on my mental Spotify and flipped back to check the moon. It had only been about half an hour.

“Oh, for fuck’s sake!” I yelled after returning to the Noctis.

Frustrated, I fell backwards, lying down, and splayed my arms and legs into a starfish position. I stared blankly at the glittering stars, untouched and unfettered by the shadow. My eyes settled on the moon, my light sensitivity perpetually unfazed by its glow, and channelled my inner Dean Martin.

I sang about the moon and its resemblance to a particular Italian delicacy, and my eyes stayed closed longer with every blink. Yawning, I knew I should sit back up, but didn’t have it in me to move. I raved off-key about the way the moon shined, and my love of a good wine, and my eyes slowly closed. I knew it was dangerous, but it had been such a long day. The floor of that shadowed world was surprisingly comfortable. Soft, and squishy, yet firm, like a waterbed that never sloshed. This was dangerous, and I knew I should sit up, but…

I blinked again, and my eyes refused to reopen.

***

Pain flared through my entire body as an unseen force violently tossed me like a rag doll. Crashing hard, I rolled along the cold, dewy grass, and came to a stop over concrete.

“Oh, shit!” hollered a male voice. “Where the hell did you come from?”

“Ow,” I murmured weakly, my head in a daze as I tried to find my bearings.

I opened my eyes and instantly regretted it as light flared in my face, coming from the direction of the voice. I had fallen asleep, and a soldier on patrol had come along, swinging his flashlight as he scanned the area. While sleeping, unable to dodge a moving light source, he inadvertently ripped me out of the dark and back into the real world. I groaned in pain and rolled over.

“Who are you?” the soldier demanded, illuminating my upper body. Even facing the other direction—my eyes shut tight—it still penetrated my skull. A developing migraine throbbed against my temple like a brain parasite, trying to break through bone and escape into a new world to terrorize the locals.

“Please,” I begged. “The light, it hurts! Turn it off!”

“Tell me who you are!” he commanded, followed by the telltale click of a pistol being cocked.

“Please, it hurts!” I yelled. “Point that thing somewhere else, and I’ll tell you everything!”

The light lingered as the soldier hesitated, but it fell away after a brief pause. “Speak.”

Rolling over, I opened my eyes. A floppy grey beret sat on his head, hanging limply to his right, with a Royal Canadian Air Force logo displayed prominently. He wore a camo smock and trousers, sleeves rolled neatly to his elbows, and well-polished black leather boots. An olive-green belt wrapped around his waist, securing a black holster against his right hip. He was young, a cadet, and pulled the short straw for the late-night patrol.

“Thank you,” I said earnestly. Then, before he could speak further, I flipped into the Noctis, scrambled to my feet, and jumped away from his flashlight, reappearing ten feet behind him.

“What… where did you go?” he yelled, confused, as he looked around himself in every direction.

I viewed his upside-down silhouette from behind, inverted beneath the cone of light, swaying back and forth in panicked jerks. I gleefully imagined the look on his face and started chuckling, but the throbbing in my forehead increased, turning my laughter into a woozy groan.

The soldier moved forward, inspecting the area, desperately trying to make sense of my sudden disappearance. Unfortunately for him, I couldn’t leave him be, as he might raise the alarm. Also, he was roughly the same size as I was, and it wouldn’t hurt to have a uniform.

Oh, he was going to hate this.

I jumped to him, beneath his feet, and smiled in anticipation of his reaction. Bracing myself, I slammed my hand through the spongy floor and grabbed his ankle. That strange nauseous feeling flooded my limbs and wrenched my gut, my head pounding, but I powered through. 

Like Twiddle-Dee from the factory, this poor young man let off the highest squeal of terror as I yanked him out of his world and into mine. He fell into the shadow, and I let him go, jumping back to avoid flailing legs. His flashlight shattered, the bulb exploding under pressure, in a brilliant flare of crystalized light. The darkness of the void immediately encapsulated it and held it contained within a floating pocket of brilliance, suspended in the air, frozen.

The soldier screamed and kicked, disoriented. He dropped his gun and frantically searched his immediate area, blindly trying to locate it.

“Calm down,” I told him. “You’re fine. You’re safe.”

“I can’t see!” he screamed.

“Just breathe.”

“Where am I? Why can’t I see?” He sounded like a kid. I suppose he was, to a degree, fresh out of basic training.

“Deep breaths, there you go. In and out. There’s no danger here.”

He stopped flailing, recovering his wits and bearings, and climbed to his feet, wobbling unsteadily. His youth shone through his terrified face as he gaped in fear at the suspended flashlight, but remained blind to all else. “Who are you? What did you do to me?” he asked.

“Nothing,” I assured him, keeping out of the light’s glow. “I just brought you somewhere else.”

“What do you mean?” he demanded, his voice shaking.

“Don’t worry about it,” I assured him, as I stepped around the flashlight.

Approaching him from the side, I reached my hand out and touched his shoulder. He screamed as we jumped, appearing in another field, far away from the hangar and prying eyes. No spotlights, no paths, and nowhere necessary for a patrol to wander. I let him go as he struggled, his hands swinging wildly as he lashed out. The only change in perspective the young cadet had was the sudden disappearance of the flashlight. Everything else remained in total black.

“Don’t touch me!” he yelled, panting. “Let me go!”

Realizing the calm approach wasn’t working, I changed tactics. Using the most commanding voice my exhausted brain could muster, I said, “If you want to get out of this alive, you need to calm down. Now.”

He went still, though his hands shook from fear. Basic training didn’t exactly prepare you for something like this. “Who are you?” he asked tentatively.

“Let’s not worry over semantics and just do as I say.”

“What do you want?”

Using my thickest attempt at an Austrian accent, I intoned, “Give me your clothes, your boots, and your motorcycle.”

“I don’t have a motorcycle,” he whined.

“Just take off your clothes,” I said impatiently, rolling my eyes. Some people just didn’t appreciate my impeccable humour.

“What … what are you going to do?” he asked, taking a step back, his eyes widening.

“Swap with you. It’s okay—we’re just exchanging. Don’t worry, you can keep your underwear.”

He obeyed, awkwardly undressing, fumbling with buttons and zippers. I did the same, kicking off my shoes and removing my cap, shirt, and jeans.

“Place them on the ground and step back five feet.”

Once he was in place, I moved forward and placed my clothes down, grabbed the uniform, and stepped back. “Come forward. Yes, there you go. Lean down and find your new outfit for the night.”

A couple of minutes later, we stood facing one other, wearing each other’s clothes. Everything fit surprisingly well, snug but loose enough to maintain flexibility, though the boots were tighter than I liked.

“You look good,” I commented, examining the young man wearing my blue bomber jacket, jeans and a brown-suede cap. “Now sit.”

“What are you going to do to me?” he asked nervously.

“Absolutely nothing. You are going to sit here and wait for the sun to rise. When that happens, you’ll be back in familiar territory and can return to base. I strongly recommend staying put—walking around blindly will get you in trouble.”

“Where are we?”

“Don’t worry about it. Just wait for the sun. Your superiors will not believe what happened, so tell them you spotted a prowler. When you went to investigate, they snuck up behind you and knocked you out. Where’s your buddy? Don’t you guys normally patrol in pairs?”

“He needed to piss,” the soldier muttered.

“Well, hopefully, you only receive light disciplinary action. Best of luck. Oh, and fair warning—when the sun does rise, it will hurt like a bitch. Sorry about that.”

“What?” he asked fearfully, but I jumped away without a reply.

He’ll be fine. Physically, anyway.

I returned to where I originally grabbed him and located his gun, holstering it. Now adorned in my new and sexy uniform, I flipped to the world proper and strolled confidently, and unobstructed, through the museum door.


CHAPTER 25

With the brightest of floodlights outside, halogen bulbs hanging within silver domes lit the interior. With no immediate presence other than my own, I quickly noted each shadow in every corner as I scoped the place out. Converted into a showroom, the hangar touted three more planes displayed within, as I expected. They were all fighter jets, with glossy stone plaques identifying their make. A Cold War era Sabre, a CF-5, and a replica of the original Avro Arrow prototype.

I’d heard of the latter, learning of it in one of those rare moments I showed up for class in High School. It was a cancelled project for being ‘too far ahead of its time’, but that’s about all I could recall.

A hinge squeaked, and a door I hadn’t noticed swung inward from the far side. Without hesitating, I sprung towards a dark corner, twisting myself awkwardly to fit inside a cramped sliver of shadow, and flipped.

Two men strolled out, walked across the room, and exited outside. One minute earlier, and that would’ve been an awkward situation. One man wore a military uniform, the brassards denoting someone of importance, with the second dressed in a lab coat and spectacles.

Once they were gone, I flipped back, breathing easier. I had doubts that this was the right place, but an officer and a doctor present confirmed something must be there worth looking at.

I strolled over to the door they came through, but it locked behind them, and my lock pick was lying somewhere in the grass with a view of Quinte Bay. Looking around, I settled on the halogen bulb above me, formed an idea, and sighed. It was risky and would alert anyone in earshot, but if I pulled it off… I unholstered the gun, aimed it at the bulb, held my breath, and pulled the trigger. The gunshot echoed violently, ringing my ears. I don’t know where the bullet went, but it missed.

Cursing under my breath, I fired three more shots in quick succession, wincing as the recoil reverberated through my shoulders. I’m not sure which one landed its mark, but the bulb shattered, enveloping the corner in darkness. Sliding the weapon into the holster, I welcomed the shadows, slipped into the Noctis, and stood waiting next to the door.

It didn’t take long. After less than a minute, both the main entrance and the previously locked door burst open, and uniformed soldiers poured in, four from each side. They branched out, searching every nook and cranny, and thankfully, left their flashlights in their belts. With only one light out, visibility was strong enough to not require them.

Light poured from the open room, and the next step was far riskier. Waiting until all eyes were away from the door, knowing I had a split second to act, I stepped from the shadows. I slipped inside, carefully closing the door by half to obstruct my body from view, and turned to find an elevator. Not wasting time, I pressed the down arrow and stepped in as the doors opened soundlessly. The control panel had two buttons, marked G and B. I pressed B, the doors quietly closed, and the elevator descended.

Please let no one be waiting downstairs, I prayed silently.

The elevator opened to a narrow, empty hallway with a flickering light, and I sighed in relief. Dim bulbs lit the area, one flickering at the far end as a filament struggled to hold on. Spotting a door not too far on the left, I headed straight towards it, quietly tested the handle, and it opened with ease. It was a maintenance closet filled with cleaning supplies, but more importantly, it was dark.

The dull shifting of metal rumbled as the elevator ascended back up, returning moments later. Chatter filled the area as the group of soldiers filed out and passed by, and one openly questioned why the elevator returned to the basement. They dismissed his queries as a glitch in the system, and they trotted two by two down the hall.

I briefly worried they might do a full perimeter search, but it ultimately no longer mattered. I was in the dark and underground. The advantage was mine. While subject only to the horizontal plane I stood in had its significant drawbacks, a location like this was anything but a deterrence. The hard part was getting inside.

From there, easy sailing. 

Inhaling sharply, I returned to the shadows. The surrounding walls descend downward, and with them, the ground around the facility. The Noctis spread out, the only lights coming from the underground halls and nothing but oblivion stretching out on all sides. I was above and below, with the earth under my feet and over my head. I shadow-stepped through the perimeter wall and entered the ground itself. Encased in an otherworldly cavern, I had limited impediments.

I took a quick moment to thank my lucky stars that the creepers were taking a break from attacking me. If I flipped back now, I’d be crushed by the earth.

Keeping to the edge, I scanned the facility. Overhead lights framed a handful of rooms, but most were turned off as the workers went home for the night, giving me a magnificent view of the layout. While spanning a greater distance than the hangar above, the facility was smaller than expected. Considering the laboratory and prison I explored last summer, buried deep in the Alberta Badlands, it paled in comparison.

Strolling along the perimeter, I watched the soldiers enter a lit guardroom. Depositing themselves in chairs surrounding a small circular table, they resumed an ongoing poker game. Next, I passed a few other rooms, all empty. Some were beneath in the dark, others encased above in glassy cones. As I rounded the exterior corner, I spotted another lit room on the opposite side, and someone was standing within, holding a clipboard.

I sped up into a quick jog, moving outside the facility’s border until I stood next to the room. The person in question was a man in a lab coat, with grey, receding hair, and thick spectacles. Hovering over a hospital bed, the mousy-looking doctor squinted at the beeping medical instruments.

Another man laid in the bed, dressed in a standard hospital gown, unconscious. The sheets, pulled to his waist, covered his legs. Bandages over his wounded shoulder poked through the gown’s collar, and an IV drip pumped an unknown fluid into his wrist.

It was Doctor Jefferson.

The doctor jotted notes, frowning at the readings, occasionally erasing something before making corrections. This went on for five excruciating minutes before he was satisfied, and he tucked the pencil into his breast pocket. Lowering the clipboard, holding it under his arm, he turned and headed to the door.

Turn off the light, I telepathically willed.

The doctor paused at the doorway, thinking for a moment, and flicked the light switch before walking off. Logically, that was a coincidence, as I had zero telepathic abilities, but I still harrumphed triumphantly. When the coast was clear, I passed into the room like a boogeyman come to terrorize a sleeping child.

Slipping from the shadows, I carefully closed the door, turning the handle to avoid a click as it shut. Turning to the bed, I carefully pulled the IV from Jefferson’s wrist, letting it fall harmlessly to the floor. I glanced at the bag of liquid, and a small label read, “SHI032,” whatever that was.

I placed my hand on his uninjured shoulder, gently shook him, and whispered his name. “Doctor Jefferson?”

No response. I shook harder.

“Gordon? Wake up.”

He stirred briefly, but his eyes remained closed.

Risking a higher octave, I chimed, “Wakey, wakey, hands off snakey.”

Jefferson’s eyes opened, blinking slowly as he came to. He scanned the room, taking in his surroundings and hazily assessing his predicament. His gaze settled on me, and he tensed.

“You,” he whispered harshly.

“What’s up, doc?”

His arm shot up and tried to grab me, but in his weakened state, and I effortlessly swatted him away. “Where is my daughter?” he demanded groggily.

“Hopefully, finding her way to safety,” I explained. “I’m here to help you.”

His eyes narrowed in suspicion, and he asked, “why?”

I shrugged. “The jury’s still out on whether you’re a good dude, but your daughter is innocent and needs help. That’s all the reason I need, isn’t it?”

“Is she okay?” His voice was hoarse as he suppressed a cough.

“Maybe? Hard to find someone lost in the woods, but she’s with her … friends.”

His eyes widened. “They protect her?”

“With prejudice. You saw what they did to those mercenaries.”

“I assumed, but I could not be certain. Who are you?”

“I’m one of the good guys,” I told him.

“Good guys rarely feel the need to announce such,” he observed.

“You have a point,” I grumbled, reconsidering my words. “I’m an interested party with questionable morals, with my own reasons to take down these assholes trying to kill your daughter. Keeping her alive, while an obvious priority out of the goodness of my heart, helps spite these pricks. I’m not your enemy.”

“You were with them,” he accused. “I saw you.”

“You saw the aftermath,” I pointed out. “When the mercs arrived, I was on the verge of making contact with your daughter. I also found your handiwork out there. Do you make a habit of carrying around pig’s blood, or did you go there planning to murder people?” I didn’t hide the judgement laced in my words.

“They were going to hurt her,” he replied bluntly. “What would you have done?”

“Another solid point. Look at us getting along,” I quipped. “Can you sit up?”

Grabbing his hand, I helped him upright. He sluggishly lowered his legs from the bed and rose, wobbling immensely. “I don’t know if I can walk.”

“What were they pumping into you? What is SHI032?”

“An inhibitor,” he stated.

“A what? You mean they found a way to remove your power?” I questioned, frowning. “That can’t be good news.”

“Not them, me. They stole my research. I was trying to cure myself. It removes nothing, only subdues. That’s why I said an inhibitor.”

“Well, excuse me for not being well-versed in supernatural sciences, doctor,” I muttered. “You weren’t using it on Katie, were you?”

His eyes shot to mine fiercely. “How dare you?”

I raised my hands in apology. “Just checking. We need to leave now.”

“I can’t walk,” he reminded.

“We’re not walking. We’ll go through the Noctis.”

“The what?”

“The place with the creatures that you told to kill me.”

“Ah, yes,” he said, nodding thoughtfully. “How do you enter it? It’s not for the living.”

I shrugged. “How do you kill people without touching them?”

Comprehension crossed his face. “You’re like me, like us.”

“Duh,” I mocked. “You’re smart enough to be a doctor, but you’re just figuring that out? Come on, man.” The look he gave me made me raise my hands again. “Brace yourself.”

“For what?”

I grabbed his shoulders and flipped. He tensed, but remained surprisingly calm, gawking at our new surroundings as the facility fell away. He gazed through the ground and at the cones of light from the hallway behind us. His expression went from confusion to awe.

“How can you see in here?” I asked him, raising an eyebrow.

“I can see death all around—it’s everywhere. I’m connected to it, and this is their realm.”

“I don’t get it, but I’ll pretend to,” I replied, shaking my head in confusion. “So here is what’s going to happen. I can move through this world at a significant pace, but the farther I travel, the harder it becomes. We have just over twenty kilometres to move, and I’ve never gone that far while bringing someone with me. So, this might be unpleasant,” I explained. “I’d ask if you’re up to it, but I don’t think you have much choice.”

Jefferson nodded, understanding. “It’s better than staying here. Let’s go.”

“This is, of course, assuming we can escape this place. I can’t get us above ground from inside here.”

“Yes, that makes sense,” he reasoned, nodding.

“Does it? Cause I’ve been doing this for decades, and I still don’t get it.”

“This place will be off grid. Find the generator.”

I tilted my head, exhaling through my nose in frustration.

“You hadn’t thought of that already?” he asked judgementally.

“Not all of us have doctorates, man,” I muttered. “Wait here—I’ll be back.”

Jumping around the area, carefully avoiding the light and shadow-stepping through walls, it took a minute to locate the generator. It was in a blessedly dark room with red and green dots flashing in and out of existence, and I cursed myself for not noticing it earlier. I flipped inside, found a big red switch, and flicked it. The hum of electronics and halogens faded as I flipped back, the Noctis now dark in all directions. Every light was off.

Cones of light burst into existence as the startled soldiers moved into action, wielding flashlights. Shadowy figures burst from the guardroom and marched down the hall, heading to the generator room to investigate.

Returning to Jefferson in a single bound, I grabbed his arm without warning and jumped us to the elevator. He didn’t so much as flinch as our location abruptly shifted. Glancing back, I watched the soldiers approach the power room, and I brought us out of the Noctis and into the hallway. Seconds later, the power came back on with a loud whirr, and I pressed the call button. The doors opened promptly, and we rode it to the surface. 

The hangar was empty of guards, all returned to their stations, but our progress to the entrance was slow. The doctor stumbling repeatedly, still weak from the after affects of tranquilizers and the inhibitor, but we made it out. We stepped into the floodlit area and scurried hurriedly toward the shadow’s edge.

A commotion stirred, and someone screamed at us to halt, but we kept moving. A gunshot rang, and a bullet whizzed past my ear.

I threw us forward, sending us both painfully to the ground, rolling out of reach from the light and into the dark. Losing my grip on Jefferson as we fell, I scurried over hurriedly, grabbing his leg. I brought us back into the Noctis as a large group of soldiers trotted in formation towards us, flashlights approaching and guns at the ready. Now free of the underground facility, the greater world within reach, I jumped us away.


CHAPTER 26

Materializing in a nearby field, I climbed to my feet, helped the doctor to his, and spotted a lonely figure sitting fetal, crying in the distance. The cadet, the poor bastard.

“One sec,” I said, letting Jefferson go. He remained upright on his own will, swaying back and forth on his heels.

I tiptoed to the cadet and, in swift movements, removed the beret from my head, snatched my cap from his, and replaced them. He screamed at the sudden contact, growing louder as I gripped his shoulder, and I flipped him back to the real world. He fell on the grass, weeping, and I jumped back to Jefferson.

“What was that about?” the doctor asked.

I tipped the brim to him with my thumb and forefingers. “I like this cap,” I announced, and took his hand, jumping us further east and well away from the Air Force base.

“That was … interesting,” noted Jefferson.

A brief spell of dizziness washed over me, but I shook it off as I examined Jefferson. “Are you hurt?”

“No.”

“Good. Let’s get you somewhere safe.”

As the words left my mouth, what must have been thousands of creepers appeared around us. Standing in two lines to the left and right, they formed a macabre hallway of horrors stretching far beyond the line of sight. Sunken sockets of flesh stared at us in unison, with each creature crouched low and silent, watching. Jefferson studied them curiously.

“I can’t feel them,” he observed.

“Will they let us be?”

Jefferson shrugged. “I don’t know their minds. They are not talkative.”

“Yeah, I noticed.”

He spun his head around, facing me, surprise painting his face. “You can speak to them?”

“Well, they spoke to me. I mean, I wouldn’t call it speech, but…”

“A feeling inside your head?” he inquired.

“Yeah. It was unsettling.”

“It takes some getting used to,” he said with a thoughtful nod. “I think they are letting us through. We should go.”

“Agreed.”

Holding Jefferson’s arm, I jumped again. The hall of creepers continued, thousands upon thousands, spanning into the distance, guiding our way. If I wasn’t already anxious, I sure as hell was now. We kept jumping, my stomach turning angrily at every instance, and we stood before the Best Western in less than a minute. Three creepers, standing before the entrance, marked the end of our unsettling recessional through the Noctis.

“Are we cool?” I questioned them.

Kill later.

“Can you please tell them not to kill me?” I asked Jefferson.

“Not while inhibited, no.”

“Awesome.”

I flipped us back to the world proper, leaving the death party behind, and came out far closer to the entrance than I should have. We both wobbled on our feet, the drunk leading the blind, and I almost threw up. Stumbling through the doors, the poor receptionist, Joanna, stared wide-eyed with her mouth hanging open. 

I hoped she wasn’t looking when we materialized out of thin air. But, even if she hadn’t, I imagine it was quite the sight. Me, the tenant, already causing a stir of gossip, stumbling in, wearing a cadet uniform, while bracing another man in a hospital gown. He was pale and looked like death, while I still had caked blood from the creeper’s horrific screams on my upper lip.

“It’s okay,” I called out, holding Jefferson upright as we stumbled past. “He’s just drunk. Early Halloween party, and he forgot he’s not a young man anymore.”

The girl shifted, ready to come to our aid, but I waved her off. “It’s okay, I’ve got him. Have a good night!” I wished her, doing my best to sound cheerful and carefree as I dragged him to the elevators.

Once in my room, I propped Jefferson against the wall while I pulled the blankets back on the bed. Bracing him, I led him to it, where he collapsed instantly. I swung his legs in and covered him up, hoping the extra warmth would help his condition.

“What are you doing?” he asked, his voice already groggy.

“You need to sleep this off. Rest, and we’ll talk when you wake up.”

He appeared ready to protest, but his body gave out and he fell unconscious in seconds.

I walked to the door, shifted the “Do Not Disturb” sign from the inner handle to the external one, then went straight to the couch and collapsed into it. I sighed deeply, letting relief wash over me as my limbs relaxed. Then, rolling my head to the side, I looked at my phone and reached for it with a heavy arm. Seven missed calls from Miri, one from an unknown number, three voicemails, and a text from my mother.

‘You better not be playing around

with that blonde bimbo!!! Call me

first thing in the morning’

‘All good. Crisis 

averted.’

‘Dont scare me like that!! Glad

your fine.’

‘How’s Bart?’

‘BARTLEY is fine thanks he

is making me pancakes tomorrow’

‘Enjoy them. Good 

night mom’

The first voicemail was from Penelope and had the awkward tone of someone not used to checking in on someone else’s well-being.

“Oh, um, Hi, Lloyd. Just making sure you’re okay. You looked pretty rough when I dropped you off. I’m going to go around town and see if I can find anyone who saw a white van driving around. Maybe we can find the doctor. I’ll call you if I hear anything. Uh, good night.”

The following two voicemails were from Miri. “Lloyd, pick up your phone,” and, “You had better call me the second you can. I don’t care what time it is, just call me.”

I knew I had her worried because she used a contraction. I’d become so used to her avoiding them that it stuck out like a sore thumb when she let one drop. She disliked them and believed people would take you more seriously if you said things in full and would respect your intelligence. I told her it made her sound stuck up, to which she vehemently disagreed and called me an idiot. 

I missed her.

“Lloyd, finally. Are you okay?” Miri asked, answering on the first ring. It would have been one in the morning in Calgary, so she hadn’t been able to sleep.

“Yeah, I’m fine,” I whispered, trying not to disturb Jefferson. “Sorry for worrying you.”

“What happened? Where did you go?”

“I found the doctor. He’s in the room with me right now. They’ve pumped him full of something that’s inhibiting his powers.”

There was a moment of silence as Miri processed the information. “That is not good.”

“He said he made it himself, trying to rid himself of his ability. They found his research, and I guess he was their first test subject.”

“Dios mio,” she breathed. “Do we know if this is Vardot Industries? Or Council?”

The Council she referred to was the group responsible for the vaccine trials that led to our abilities. Oh, and they were also the ones that torched my life and drove me into hiding. We did not like them. So far, there were no signs of them in the area, but I wouldn’t bet against it.

“Vardot, pretty sure. I’d wager all of Miss Pennyworth’s bill on it.”

“Watch your back. Get him to his daughter and jump them as far away from Belleville as possible,” she urged. “Then come home.”

“Hopefully, it’ll be that easy,” I responded, knowing it would be anything but. “Look, I’m sorry again for worrying you, but I’m so tired, I’m literally about to drop the phone.”

“Rest up, Lloyd. Call me when you can.”

“Thanks, Miri. Good night.”


CHAPTER 27

Knock, knock.

“Who’s there?” I called into the dark, answering the voice reverberating within my skull.

Dishes.

“I don’t have any dishes,” I replied warily.

Knock, KNOCK.

“No, I have none. Please go away.”

DISHES!

A doorknob jostled, and a hinge creaked. “Please, no. I need to sleep. Come back later.”

A light scratching echoed as something sharp dragged along the ground. DISHES, DISHES, DISHES.

“Please, I’m so tired. Maybe Miri has dishes.”

A horrific scream ripped through my head, anguish and rage beating inside my skull.

“STOP!” I screamed. “WHAT DISHES?”

Dishes Sean Connery, the creeper answered, and laughed as it appeared before me. It leapt, stabbing its clawed hands into my chest, and I screamed.

I jolted awake. The morning sun poured through the cracks of the closed curtains. I lifted my head and stifled a groan as a sharp pain flared in my neck. I’d fallen asleep sitting up, and my head had rolled awkwardly to the side. Jefferson was still in bed, sleeping deeply and soundlessly. I reached for my cell to check the time, but the battery had died.

Knock, knock.

I froze in a brief panic before realizing someone was at the door. My eyes burned, and my limbs protested as I rose from the couch. With my dead phone in hand, I stumbled over to my backpack and dug around, sliding my fingers to the bottom until I felt a thin cord. I pulled it free as the knock sounded again, found an outlet near the TV, and plugged it in to charge. I swayed, my head pounding, empty stomach growling angrily, and I tried to gather my bearings. When the knock sounded again, I shambled my way to the door.

I opened it, and the wide-eyed face of the Joanna, the receptionist, stared up at me. A head shorter, her wavy brown hair hung loose, bangs framing her naturally tanned face. Her slightly bushy eyebrows brought together her sharp nose and semi-plump lips into an inquisitive expression. Instead of her uniform, she wore a grey t-shirt and colourful white overalls with stylized colour splotches spanning the rainbow.

Her deep brown eyes stared up at mine, filled with wonder, curiosity, and nervousness. In her hands, she held a small terracotta pot, sporting a newly bloomed daisy.

“Are you a superhero?” she blurted out the moment we made eye contact.

“Uh, what?” I sputtered.

“I brought you a flower.” She raised the pot upwards, offering it to me.

I stared at it without moving, stunned. “What’s happening here?”

“You still have blood on your lip,” she noted. Her eyes remained wide, her body stiff as if terrified.

“Uh, thanks.” I gingerly ran a finger under my nose, feeling the dried crust. “I, uh. I don’t really need a flower.”

“Are you magic? Because I saw you come in yesterday and go to your room, and you never left, but then later, at the end of my shift, you literally, like, appeared from nowhere like a magician,” she rambled. “And you had that guy with you. You said he was drunk, but his eyes weren’t that glazed, and he looked worse than you did, and you looked terrible.”

“Wait, slow down!”

“And the other day, I was watching an old lady go to her car, and you just popped out of nowhere on the ground like you fell from the sky, but you didn’t fall because there was nothing around before and suddenly, BOOM! You were there. How did you do that?”

“Uh…” I had no idea how to respond. Well done, Lloyd. Very discreet.

“Who was that man you brought in last night? Is he magic too?”

“I’m sorry, but you need to go,” I told her, trying to be firm, but my shock betrayed me as my voice wavered.

Her mouth half-opened in a surprised gape, and she blinked. Then, shifting a palm under the pot, holding it in one hand, she took her other and pressed the tip of her index finger against the stem.

I stared in awe as the flower grew four inches in an instant. 

“I’m magic, too,” she proudly announced. Loudly.

Without thinking, I grabbed her by the arm and pulled her into the room. She yelped as the pot fell from her hand, shattering on the hallway floor, sending dirt spraying everywhere. 

“My daisy!” she cried as she stumbled through.

Closing the door, almost slamming it, I spun on her. “You should not do that where people can see you,” I scolded through gritted teeth.

Her eyes wavered, and her lip trembled. “I’m sorry. I just wanted to show you.”

Slowing my breathing, settling myself, I shook my head apologetically. “No, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have pulled you like that. It’s just … I wasn’t expecting that. It’s Joanna, right?”

“Jo. Joey. Joanna. Yeah. Joanna Maracle, actually,” she sputtered nervously.

“Which Nation?”

Her face went still as she frowned. “Iroquois. Mohawk.”

“Sorry. Was that rude to ask?”

“No, like, most people don’t bother asking or actually say ‘nation.’ I wasn’t expecting it,” Jo explained, and as if someone flicked a switch, her face lit up again with blunt curiosity. “So you are magic, right? You totally can teleport.”

“Okay, hold on. Let’s just get away from the door,” I suggested, leading her to the main room. “Keep your voice down.”

Jo looked toward the bed as she entered, noticing Jefferson. “What’s his deal?” she whispered.

“I’m helping him.”

“With magic stuff?”

“His daughter is missing.”

“Oh. Oof.”

“Big oof. Please, sit,” I said, gesturing to the couch. Once she settled, I stayed on my feet, observing her from across the coffee table. “So, what, you can make plants grow?”

“Yep. What’s the farthest you’ve ever teleported? Can you, like, get pizza from Chicago whenever you want? That would be so cool. Dude, did you like the blankets? I had housekeeping change them when I heard you gave us money for ruining the white ones. Housekeeping was pissed. And the towels? Bro, they were white! Who uses white towels to clean up blood? You literally have a shower. Why are you wearing sunglasses inside? Oh my god, do you have laser vision?” Jo frowned at the coffee table, noticing the pamphlets. “Oh, dude. I told them not to do that. The lady that cleans this room thinks you’re a drug addict or something. I gave you the aloe, though. It’s good for scrapes and burns.”

I stared at her, my mouth now gaping. “Okay, can we slow down for a minute? How old are you?”

“Turned eighteen last month. My mom asked the manager to give me a job the day after my birthday because I didn’t want to go to college. There’s, like, some real bitches at Loyalist that I knew in High School, and I can’t even, honestly. So it was like, ‘Congratulations, you’re a legal adult, now go get a damn job!’. So now I have to stand at a counter all night because their only opening was a graveyard shift, and people in the middle of the night are weird. And occasionally teleport. So, I work every weekend and never see my friends and…”

“How long have you been able to manipulate plants?” I asked, cutting her off.

She blinked. “Since I was fourteen.”

“Did your parents or grandparents used to live in Alberta? Or Montana? Nevada?”

Her eyebrows lifted farther than I’d thought possible. “Huh? No. We’ve always been here. We live on the Res—Shannonville. I don’t think my family has ever even been to Toronto.”

I frowned. She couldn’t be a descendant of the vaccine trial, and that revelation nearly knocked me off my feet. “Can you tell me what happened before your powers began?”

Her eyes dropped nervously to the floor. “I, um, got sick. I needed a blood transfusion. My body rejected it pretty badly, despite being a perfect match. But, like, I was suddenly all better a couple days later.”

I glanced at Jefferson. “Do you know who the blood came from?”

She shook her head. “Nope. They don’t really share that information, like privacy and stuff. I have a rare blood type, though. It’s um … A? O? I can’t remember, but it’s definitely a negative one.”

“Fair enough. Sorry, I’m still trying to wrap my head around this.”

Her eyes shot back to mine, still as wide as ever. “No kidding! I knew there had to be other people with magic somewhere, but the people around here are so boring, and I’ve been saving up money to go to New York. The people there are so weird, so one of them has to be like us, right?”

“Yeah, maybe,” I mumbled. I rubbed the corners of my eyes. “Does anyone else know what you can do?”

“Nope. Well, yes. I showed my friend when it happened,” she said, and dropped her gaze to her lap. “She stopped talking to me. Called me a freak, said I was using savage magic, and it’s why the white people took our land.”

I rolled my eyes. “I’d love to blame that on youth, but some people are touched in the head.”

Jo blinked, looking up with a hint of sadness in her eyes. “I know, right? People suck. So like, if I asked you for a Big Mac right now, could you teleport to McDonald’s and have one in my hand instantly?”

“What? Oh, no. That’s not what I do.”

She shifted closer to the edge of the couch, leaning forward, her attention rapt. “What can you do?”

“I never really named it, but someone once called me a shadow-walker.”

“Oh, that sounds so cool. I need a name like that. Plant-grower? No. Nature Girl! Nah. Um … The Photosynthetic Phenomenon!” Gesturing to Jefferson, she asked, “what can he do?”

“You really don’t want to know.”

“Oh. Can I help?”

“Probably not,” I said. I observed her for a moment while assessing the situation. She stared back, wide-eyed and unblinking, as I tried to decide what to do. I was exhausted, and she had come straight out of left field. “Look, can we table this conversation for now? There’s a lot of shit going on at the moment. You really don’t want to get involved.”

“I can take care of myself,” she responded, straightening her back, offended.

“I’m sure you can, but I don’t have time to bring you up to speed, nor do I have any wish to put your life in danger.”

She sat up even straighter. “Oh, that kind of shit? Yeah, okay. I don’t like that kind of stuff. I get nervous just arguing with people over their rooms. I get yelled at a lot, mostly by old white ladies. They can be scary.”

“I can imagine,” I commented, thinking back to my mom’s friends. “Can I swing by your place in a few days? I’d like to talk more with you when I wrap up my current business.”

“My place?” She shook her head frantically. “No, no. Oh shit, no. Really, dude? My parents would throw a fit.”

Yes, that was right. I just asked an eighteen-year-old girl if I could come to her house. I was tired, okay? “Good point. What about calling you? Can I take your number?”

“Yeah, okay. Wait, are you telling me to leave?” Jo asked, frowning. “I just got here.”

“I’m sorry, but I need to wake him up and get moving,” I explained, gesturing at the bed. “Things are getting very time sensitive. I’d love to learn more about you and tell you more about what I can do, but I don’t really have the time right now.”

“Oh, okay,” she said quietly, dejected.

“One sec, let me see if I can find a pen and paper,” I asked, turning to look around the room.

Jo squinted at me. “Don’t you have a cell? Just add me as a contact. Who the hell uses paper anymore?”

I paused, feeling like an idiot. “Uh, fair point.”

“Old people,” she whispered under her breath as I unplugged my phone and booted it up. Ten percent charge, and 1:13PM appeared on the display. I had slept far longer than expected. Still early enough for a late lunch, if Jefferson was up for it.

Jo gave me her number, reciting each digit slowly, so my ancient millennial brain would understand her. I saved her under the contact Photosynthetic Phenomenon.

“Send me a text so I have your number, too,” she suggested, which I was already doing, unprompted. A ding rang from inside her overalls.

As I escorted her to the door, I paused. “Look, I don’t know what’s going to happen over the next day or two, but if you don’t hear from me by Monday… I texted you a phone number, and I want you to call it and speak with someone named Mireya. She has magic too.”

“Oh no, are you going to die?” Jo asked, her eyes turning doe-like. “I can’t finally meet another magic person just to have them die. That would suck.”

“I have no intentions of dying anytime soon, but we don’t always get a choice in the matter, do we?”

“Uhm. Okay. Well, be careful …” Her eyes widened again. “Oh my god, I don’t know your name. I mean, you gave it to me when you signed in, and I wrote it down, but I’m totally blanking right now.”

I smiled gently at her. “My name is Lloyd Gibson.”

“Please don’t die, Mister Gibson,” Jo said, and unexpectantly, without warning, hugged me around the waist, pressing her head against my chest. Not knowing what else to do, given we’d just met, I awkwardly returned the gesture.

When Jo let go, she carefully stepped over the broken pot and scattered dirt, bending low to retrieve the daisy and handed it to me. I stared at her in confusion as she turned and skipped down the hallway as only a young woman could. 

I returned to the room, struggling to comprehend what had just happened, and found Jefferson sitting on the edge of the bed, staring at the floor.

“O negative,” he breathed.

“Sorry?”

“Katie’s best friend got sick four years ago, the kind I couldn’t help with. We were a blood match, but it didn’t take, and she died. They must have taken more blood than they needed.”

“You heard all that, huh?” I responded, placing the uprooted daisy on the coffee table. I didn’t have a pot to put it in, so I’m not sure why she handed it to me.

“You were talking right next to me. The knocking woke me. What are the odds that girl would work here, of all places?” he mulled, frowning at the door.

So, blood transfusions from someone like us could pass the abilities along. That was both good to know and horrifying to learn. I’d need to process that information later and tell Miri not to go to the blood bank. I shrugged, not wanting to get into speculation about fate and higher powers, so I ignored the question and moved on. “Can you stand?”

“I think so.” He rose from the bed and steadied himself, looking at his hospital gown, frowning. “I need to change.”

I found the Old Navy bag near the coffee table and dug out the remaining clothes. Inside were a few shirts but only one pair of pants, which I offered to Jefferson. I took one into the bathroom and left him to change. When I came out, he was dressed in a grey t-shirt and loosely fitted track pants, along with my worn-out Nikes that had gotten me out of so many jams. Myself, I wore a dark blue shirt paired with the poor cadet’s camo pants and leather boots.

“Are you still, uh, inhibited?” I asked gingerly.

He looked at his hands, cocking an ear as if listening to something. Then, reaching forward, he pressed a fingertip to the aloe vera plant on the coffee table.

Nothing happened.

“Yes.”

“Did you just try to kill my plant?”

“Yes.”

I sighed. “Are you hungry? We should eat before doing anything else.”

“Agreed. What do you suggest?”

“Chinese buffet?”

Jefferson’s nose wrinkled.

“Unless you keep your wallet tucked between ass cheeks, it’s gonna be a budget meal. I’m not paying for a fancy dinner to accommodate your rich tastes.”

He nodded, agreeing, but he did so with a long, drawn-out huff.


CHAPTER 28

While he did his best to hide it, Jefferson’s contempt for the selection at the Buffet Garden was noticeable. The crowd inside was minor, with the lunch rush ended, and mostly retirees remained. One table featured a group of men and women in business attire, suffering through a forced bonding session, nodding, and smiling politely at a team leader. The staff bustled about, clearing and washing tables, and restocking today’s selection.

As a man of refined taste, Jefferson stalked around the buffet, glaring in distaste at the selected offerings. “We may as well be pigs at a trough,” he muttered loud enough for an older woman before him to overhear. She shot him a glare but continued on her way.

“Were you born with a silver spoon in your mouth?” I questioned, standing next to him with an empty plate.

“My parents were also doctors.”

“So, a silver thermometer, then. Is there still one stuck up your ass?”

He glanced at me, his expression neutral, as he silently scooped out a decent portion of chicken with broccoli.

“These are the people you work tirelessly to save,” I reminded him. “It’ll be good for you to see how they actually live.”

“This diet contributes to their conditions,” Jefferson pointed out.

“Blame the corporations, then. We eat what we can afford to eat. It’s not our fault the choices are less than healthy. Besides, the greasier it is, the more delicious.”  I popped a piece of lemon chicken in my mouth, grinning.

Despite his protests, he stacked a proverbial mountain of food on his plate, adding a strong helping of fried rice to his chicken. He must have been starving, and likely hadn’t had a meal since before the mercenaries snatched him. I followed suit, sticking with my favourites: lemon chicken and sweet and sour pork, with a decent helping of rice drowning in red sauce. The look he gave me when I poured a full ladle’s worth onto my plate almost had me laughing out loud.

We found a table and ate in silence. I’m not sure I’d ever seen a man devour an entire plate of Chinese food without getting so much as a drop on his chin. He ate calmly and delicately, yet surprisingly quick while maintaining a solid level of dignity. I, on the other hand, went to town, making as many loud slurps and delightful moans as possible. He pointedly ignored me and refused to make eye contact the entire time.

I finished first, retrieved my cell from my pocket, and texted Miri while he worked on his last few bites.

‘Found a new powered 

person named Joanna'

'If something happens to

 me, she will call  you on 

monday. '

'Please guide her’

‘What is going to happen?'

'What is her power?’

‘Hopefully nothing'

'She can grow plants’

‘A third person with powers

is not a coincidence.’

‘Blood transfusion'

'Don’t go to the 

blood bank’

‘Finally, my guilt for never 

donating and my hatred of 

needles reconciles itself.’

‘Talk soon’

‘Be careful.’

I glanced up at Jefferson. He finished eating and placed his knife and fork vertically in the centre of his plate, perfectly parallel to each other. Of course he would follow silverware etiquette. I looked at my plate and felt slovenly, my own utensils tossed haphazardly in a manner that the underpaid busboy would not care about, even in the slightest. Imagine the scandal.

“It’s rude to text while dining,” Jefferson said flatly.

“Would you have preferred I stare at you while you eat?”

“Do you know where my daughter is?” he asked, ignoring me.

“Not specifically, no. She’s still north of here, I believe. I, uh, told a raven to bring her to your cabin.”

His eyes widened. “She can’t go there!”

“Oh, relax,” I said, waving a hand dismissively. “Bart is back at home and doesn’t seem to hold any ill will against you. He fully intended to clock you in the head with a water bottle, though. Everyone has a breaking point.”

“You let him go?” he asked, raising his voice. “If he tells anyone…”

“Yeah, he’s a little too busy to go blabbing about town,” I said, repressing a shudder. “Trust me.”

Jefferson glowered and folded his hands on the table. “Then we should go to the cabin.”

“Not just yet. I’ve heard too many potentially shady details about you, and I’d prefer to hear it from your own mouth. I understand she’s your daughter, but I’ll be less inclined to help reunite you if you turn out to be a complete sociopath.”

He squinted. “What have you heard?”

“Doctor Death?” I asked pointedly.

Rolling his eyes, he muttered, “Oh, that.”

“Let’s work our way up to that, shall we?” I suggested. “Do you know who those men were, who abducted you?”

He shook his head. “No.”

“Vardot Industries.”

He raised an eyebrow. “Is that name supposed to mean something?”

“They’re a private militia group, and they are actively hunting people like us down.”

“Why?” he asked, glowering.

I shrugged. “Haven’t figured that out yet. Fear, maybe? Control? I don’t know how or why they’re involved, just that they are. And they’re extremely dangerous.”

“So I have noticed.”

“Do you know where your powers came from?” I asked, moving on.

“No.”

“Do you want to know? I promise it isn’t witchcraft or biblical.”

Jefferson leaned forward, eyes piercing mine. I officially had his undivided attention. “Tell me.”

“Nazis.”

His eyes narrowed. “Pardon?”

“Yeah, that was my reaction,” I said with a smirk. “They found something weird in Poland during the war, the body of a man—who may not be a man—in a coma and experimented with his blood. After the war, they ended up over here, in North America, injecting volunteers with a solution created from his blood. They called it a polio vaccine trial.”

“That’s ridiculous.”

“Where were you born?” I asked.

“Barrie. I moved here ten years ago.”

“And your parents?”

“Born in Toronto.”

“And your grandparents? Let me guess, they moved over from Alberta?”

Jefferson blinked. “Yes. How did you know?”

“What were their names?”

“Harold and Janet.”

Bingo. I read that list of names over a thousand times, etching them into my memory. I didn’t expect two of them, though. They must have met at the trial, as my grandparents did. Look at that, two couples brought together in true love by Nazis. 

“Harold Bernstein and Janet Cornwallis of Grand Prairie?” I recited.

His neutral expression gave way to confusion and surprise. “How?”

“One trial was in Grand Prairie, back in the fifties. My grandparents took part as well.”

“Who was this man they found?” he asked, now more receptive.

I shrugged. “No idea. They called him Thema Null, or in English, Subject Zero. They kept blood samples, but the allies secured the body after the Reich fell. I’ve been looking, but I can’t find any hints of where they might have taken him.”

“If he isn’t a man, where did he come from?”

I shrugged. “I don’t think even the Nazis could have answered that.”

Jefferson’s fists clenched. “So, they did this to us? On purpose?”

“Yeah. Looks like it just took a while to kick in. Everyone I’ve found so far was a third generation out.”

“Others? Who? What can they do?”

“Are you sure you want to know? It took me a moment to wrap my head around the idea I wasn’t the only one, and you must still be coming to terms with myself and the plant girl.”

“Tell me,” he urged.

“I have a partner back home. She can see your emotions inside your aura and knows how you feel at any moment. She’s basically a human lie detector. Another was a girl who could heal injuries. The opposite of you, really. The third…” I paused, closing my eyes on the memory. “He was a Firestarter, and that didn’t end very well.”

“What happened to him?” Jefferson questioned.

“Let’s just say he wasn’t mentally sound, and unfortunate actions were required,” I replied quietly. I didn’t enjoy thinking about Casimir, or what I did to him. I had to, but … “There was no other way.”

He nodded, understanding. “I feel the same way about those men. They were trying to hurt me, hurt Katie. I did what I had to, but that doesn’t mean I wanted it.”

“How did you discover your ability?” I asked, moving the subject along.

“You first.”

“I fell into a shadow. Your turn.”

He stared calmly at me, unmoving, before nodding in agreement. “I was twelve. My mother was diagnosed with stomach cancer. When she told me the news, I embraced her and prayed as hard as I could for it to not be true. A week later, following her check-up, her cancer was gone. It was a miracle, and I knew God had listened.”

“So you healed her?” I asked, raising my eyebrows.

“Yes, and no.” He extended his left arm, lying it on the table, and idly tapped his fingers. “Three months later, I had a sharp pain in my stomach. It persisted for weeks before I admitted to having it. I underwent chemotherapy treatments for two months, worsening by the day.”

“Wait, are you saying you pulled her cancer into yourself?”

“Yes,” he confirmed. “After some time, sick of being stuck inside, I snuck from the house and went for a walk. I wanted fresh air and no adults doting and fussing over me. Unfortunately, I ran into an old classmate.” 

He paused momentarily as a hint of sadness tinged his eyes as he reflected. I stayed silent, letting him find the words.

He continued. “Since the diagnosis, I hadn’t been to school, and this kid used to pick on me relentlessly. He was overjoyed to find me and resume his torment. He jumped me and threw me to the ground. I was terrified, too weak to fight back, but I caught his fist as it flew at my face. I didn’t understand what had happened or what I had done, but I felt something break inside my head. My bully fell over crying, and I ran home.”

A chill ran down my spine. “You didn’t.”

“I didn’t mean to,” he breathed, shaking his head shamefully. “After a day or two, I started feeling better. My father took me for a scan, and the cancer was gone.”

“And your bully?”

“He died in agony a month later.” Jefferson dropped his gaze. “I still see his face when he fell.”

“That’s messed up, man,” I said somberly, but not accusingly. I didn’t know what to say. He was just a kid when he discovered something about himself, and in the worst way. The most I did was accidentally terrify an eight-year-old girl who walked away from our encounter in perfect health. “Did your parents know?”

He raised his eyes but didn’t look at me, staring off into nothing. “I think my mother did, but we never spoke of it. She would look at me, sometimes, as if she were in awe.”

“Is that why you became an oncologist?”

“Yes.”

“So, how does that work? And why do they call you Doctor Death?”

“It is born from a lack of understanding. Every patient I have lost died with their hand in mine.”

“I’m sorry, but I have to ask: did you kill them?”

He flicked his eyes to me. “No.”

“Just checking,” I said quickly, gesturing apologetically, hoping I hadn’t offended. “So, what’s the deal?”

“They were too far gone. Stage four, terminal. I have only attempted to heal it once. A poor girl, barely older than Katie, with bowel cancer, which was taking her rapidly. I began pulling it from her and felt myself dying. I … I had to put it back.”

“Rough,” I whispered.

“It was. Stage three and below, I can handle. I tried to do it in small increments to avoid attracting notice, but that never worked. My success rate is too high and has raised suspicions. Of course, it’s nothing anyone can prove or even accuse me of regarding wrongdoing—after all, I’m healing people. But I get that look from my peers.”

“Okay, I’m following you with most of it. But, if you aren’t technically healing them, but drawing their cancer into yourself, how do you… Ah.” Realization dawned on me, and Jefferson nodded. “The terminal?” I asked, though it came out as more of a statement.

“Yes. I can sense when someone is about to die,” he explained, looking down at his empty plate. “It’s almost like a smell, but my nose plays no factor. I go to them when the time comes and hold their hands. I know the moment it happens when the reapers appear.”

“So, they are Death? I’ve been calling them creepers. They’re not wearing robes or swinging around scythes, and they are, well, creepy.”

“It’s a fitting name. They are unsettling,” he agreed.

“No kidding. What are they, anyway?” I asked. “I mean, I get that they’re reaping souls, which apparently exist, and I’m going to glaze over that mind-blowing detail for now. But what exactly are they?”

Jefferson shrugged. “You know as much as I do. They are essentially Charon, from Greek myth, transporting souls across the realm between realms to the world beyond. They just don’t use boats.”

“What’s beyond?”

He shook his head. “They won’t tell me beyond cryptic replies. The only real detail I gained was their lack of understanding regarding the words ‘heaven’ and ‘hell.’ These are not concepts with which they are familiar. Where they take us, they only describe as ‘other.’”

“Aren’t you friends with them? You’d think they’d be chattier.”

He harrumphed. “No, not friends. I can speak with them, but they merely tolerate me. In fact, it is possible they hate me. We are nothing to them, just a job to be done when the time comes. I try not to command them too frequently. I fear if I push them too much, they will eventually act against me.”

I reflected for a moment while fighting back a bout of anxiety. “This is, like, literal confirmation of an afterlife.”

“And one that no religion has claimed. They all bounce around the subject, but none have the depictions correct. At least, not that I can find.”

“Okay. Before I devolve into a full existential crisis, let’s move on,” I suggested, my mind reeling. “So, the terminal. As they die, you give them more cancer?”

“Yes.”

“That’s messed up,” I stated.

“What else could I do? They are dying anyway. We keep them on a powerful cocktail of pain medication. They feel nothing and die from their original ailment. They only take something extra with them. I wait until the precise moment before death.”

“What about autopsies? Wouldn’t someone find it?”

“And say what? They had a bit more cancer than originally assumed? We never fully see how far the spread is until we cut them open.”

I leaned back in my chair, processing. Nothing about this felt right or even ethical, but… I mean, he was curing people of cancer, and the only ones paying for it were those literally dying, anyway. 

You see death magic in the movies and read about it in fantasy novels, and it’s always some all-powerful witch or wizard, with an army of zombies, hellbent on world domination. I’d never considered what someone—a good person—would do if given such power. Yet Jefferson wielded the power of death to help people. Questionable or not, I couldn't argue against it. It was commendable.

“Can you, uh… Raise the dead? Make zombies?” I asked curiously and more than a little hesitantly.

“What? No. Dead is dead.”

“I’m not gonna lie—that is both disappointing and extremely relieving to hear.” I lowered my voice to be safe, aware of the other diners nearby, and asked, “how does it work? What did you do to that man in the woods? What you nearly did to me? That was terrifying, by the way. I still feel like shit because of it.”

Jefferson glanced away in mournful reflection. “I drained him of his life. I apologize for what I did to you, but you must understand why I thought you were working with them.”

I shuddered, reliving it. “Why does it make old wounds reopen?”

“Life heals,” was the only explanation he offered.

“Alright. Uh. What about the mercenaries that snatched you? What the hell was that?” I asked, shuddering again. “That was horrifying.”

His eyes swung back to me, wide. “You saw that?”

“Unfortunately. I was about to approach you when they showed up.”

“If you had approached me at that moment, you would be dead now,” he said darkly.

“Oh.” I gulped. “Well, glad you got snatched instead, then. What did you do to them?”

He sighed. He clearly didn’t want to talk about it, but after a pressing look from me, he explained. “I can only drain your life if I’m touching you. What I did to them … was regretful.”

I stared at him quietly but expectantly, waiting for him to elaborate.

He broke eye contact again, looking upward at the ceiling. “Without touch, without a direct connection to channel and focus… I cannot be sure what exactly happened, but the reapers never came for them.”

My eyes widened. “What does that mean?” I asked, not sure I wanted to know.

“I think… I’ve never done that before, but I think I may have destroyed their souls,” he admitted, his eyes closing regretfully.

My jaw dropped. My throat formed a lump, and my stomach rolled at the thought. Shame flooded Jefferson’s face.

“I didn’t mean to,” he whispered.

Silence settled over us. Jefferson, not looking me in the eye, gave me time to absorb what he just said. Truth be told, if I spent the rest of my life trying, I’d never fully process it.

He destroyed their souls.

Jesus Christ.


CHAPTER 29

“Okay, so that’s the summary of you,” I mumbled, trying to move on and change the subject before my sanity disappeared. “What about Katie? When did she develop?” I asked.

He breathed deeply and lifted his eyes. “As far as I can tell, the moment she was born.”

“Seriously? How did that work?”

Jefferson leaned back, placing his hands in his lap as he reflected. “I never thought much of it other than curiosity. There were always birds in her window, watching over her cradle. Usually crows, but now and then, it was a robin or a sparrow. When we went for walks through the park with her in her stroller, squirrels always trailed us. Dogs would drag their owners to us, and stare at her.”

“When did you clue in?”

Visible pain flashed across his eyes as he recalled a memory. “When she was eight. I took her camping. Her mother was never big on nature and refused to leave her creature comforts behind, and Lindsay, one of Katie’s friends, came with us. It was the evening of the second day. I was at the fire preparing our dinner when I heard a commotion by the creek. I hurried to investigate and found the girls staring up at a bear who had stumbled upon them. My Katie was talking to it like a person, but Lindsay was scared. She thought they were in danger, so…”

I could hear the lump form in his throat as he swallowed hard, and a tear trickled from the corner of his eye. I could already tell where this was going.

“She tried to pull Katie away,” he continued, nearly whispering. “Tried to take her and run. Katie yelled for her to stop and told her she was hurting her arm, but Lindsay wouldn’t let go. She was screaming, crying for Katie to run. The bear didn’t understand what was happening. It thought Lindsay was hurting her, and…”

He paused again, wiping the tear away with his knuckle. 

“Take your time,” I said, forcing my fists to stop clenching and tried to push back my nervousness. I could picture the scene clearly and could imagine how terrible it must have been.

“I couldn’t do anything. It was too late. I called out to them, and Katie pulled free and ran towards me, eager to show me the bear. I picked her up in my arms, holding her tight and not letting her look back.”

My eyes threatened to well up, seeing the look on his face and imagining what he must have felt. I didn’t want to ask, but I pushed through. “What happened?”

“I don’t think Katie saw or couldn’t comprehend what had happened if she did. I brought her back to camp and told her to wait. She was so innocent, so calm. She finished making our dinner while I …” Jefferson sniffed and rubbed his eyes. “…while I buried Lindsay in the woods. I told her Lindsay’s father had come and taken her home, that she was tired and needed to rest in her own bed. Katie accepted it. That night, I found her outside, having a full-blown conversation with the bear. It was sitting there, watching her calmly, making noises in its throat in response to her questions. Katie told it all about her school, her favourite teachers, and all her favourite foods.”

“What about Lindsay’s parents?” I questioned.

“They didn’t know she had come with us,” he mumbled. “Apparently, she wasn’t allowed to go into the woods, but she lied and said she was having a sleepover at another friend’s place. I found this out when they called, asking if we had seen their daughter. Her other friend, Megan, had tried vouching for the sleepover. But, with Lindsay missing and Megan’s parents knowing full well she had never visited…”

“So, they never found her? No one ever knew she had come?”

“Jackie—My wife—knew. She repeatedly asked what had happened, and I couldn’t tell her. I told her Lindsay had changed her mind, and that we had dropped her off back home on our way there. It wasn’t a good lie, and she saw right through it. Jackie never accused me, but I could see it on her face. She thought I had done something to that poor girl. That was the beginning of our end, and she married Greg two years later.”

I winced as my mind flashed back to Jackie and Greg’s faces, staring blankly in wide-eyed horror. I shuddered.

“You saw them?” Jefferson asked, registering my reaction.

“Unfortunately. I’m really sorry.”

He sniffed, but held his composure. “The school called when Katie didn’t show up for class, and they couldn’t get hold of Jackie. It was my week to have her, and I was going to pick her up from school that day. I went over there to make sure they were okay, and… You saw what happened.” His eyes welled up again. “Oh, Jackie…”

His expression was enough to know he still loved his ex-wife. A love lost in normal circumstances was bad enough, but losing it due to protecting your daughter, then finding your wife’s murdered body? His response toward the men trying to hurt them made sense. When you’ve lost almost everything, you protect what you have left at any cost.

“Why didn’t you report it?” I asked once he composed himself.

“I knew she got away. As I was leaving, more of those bastards showed up. I interrogated them, and they admitted she had escaped.”

“Interrogated how?” I asked, but after seeing his pointed expression, I didn’t press. I repressed a shiver instead.

“I knew she would head to the woods with her friends,” he continued. “If anyone else found her… You know what happened to the men I had thought you were with. Imagine if those were police.”

“Yeah, I think I can see the reasoning,” I said, nodding. “Although, without reporting it and now going missing yourself, you look like the obvious culprit. I can guarantee the police want to bring you in for questioning and likely intend to charge you with murder.”

“Yes, I can see that, and it doesn’t matter. Once I find Katie, we will leave this place. Leave the province, if not Canada.”

“Good idea. Katie will be thrilled to see you again.”

“Did you see her?”

“Yes.”

All previous expressions were wiped from his face, replaced by the avid concern of a father. “How was she?”

“Scared, mostly. Definitely cold—she somehow lost her pants.”

Jefferson smiled fondly, despite the concern in his eyes. “She didn’t lose them. She always said, if her friends didn’t wear pants, why should she?”

“Well, either way, I got her fresh clothes. Packed them up from your wife’s house and gave them to a wolf.”

He raised an eyebrow. “Really? Do you think she got it?”

“I found a coyote with one of the pink ribbons from her backpack tied to its fur. So, I’d say she got it. He’s the one that led me to you before they snatched you.”

His smile widened in reminiscence. “That must’ve been Howly, Katie’s name for him. I thought I heard him by the bay. She has always been clever.”

“How did you find us in the woods, anyway? I used the Noctis, and it wasn’t exactly easy.”

“I followed the bodies. A hunter must have surprised her first, the poor man. The rest of them were those men. When dead people started turning up north of town, I thought Katie must be trying to find the cabin. I did not know how close I was until I heard the gunfire. After you disappeared, I went to the cabin and found that Bart guy sniffing around.”

“Who you knocked out and locked in the attic,” I reminded bluntly.

“I questioned him first.” I expected him to get defensive, but his response came out clinical. “He told me to be careful as he saw a bear and a mountain lion running around with a wild spirit. Evil spirits, to use his own phrase. He would have reported that, and good people would have come looking. Katie’s always been nervous around human strangers. If she knows she’s being actively hunted, she will respond in kind.”

“Lucky he’s not holding a grudge. What’s with the pig’s blood?”

“Is it not obvious?” he asked, narrowing his eyes at me. “There have been a series of deadly animal attacks. If I found my daughter’s stalkers and did what must be done, a body drained of life without a fresh scratch would have raised too many questions. If I were to protect my daughter, and it proved necessary, I needed it to look like predators attacked them. The blood was to attract them to the bodies and hide the evidence.”

The way he spoke calmly about premeditated murder, justified or not, put me on edge. He might be a good man at heart and knew I was there to help, but he wouldn’t hesitate to take me out if he decided I was a threat.

Ultimately, there was no coming back from this. His ex-wife’s house was now an active crime scene, with presumably a full investigation launched. With Katie checked out of school by her father, they were likely already combing his house and workplace and questioning his friends and colleagues. In fact, they wouldn’t be far out from finding the cabin by now.

Deciding to move on, I asked, “This inhibitor of yours, what’s that about?”

Jefferson placed a hand on the table, tapping a finger as he reflected. “It was after what happened to Lindsay. I realized how dangerous our powers were—to us and to others. What if it happened again? Animals don’t understand human nature and won’t always see what they perceive as a threat is actually a friend. And what if I accidentally killed an innocent person in the heat of the moment? I did it to my bully, so it stands to reason it could happen again. There are so many variables and things to take into consideration…”

“So you made it, and it works. Why didn’t you use it?”

He sighed. “It took two years to perfect it, and when I finally had the right formula… she’d had two more years of making her friends. She loves those animals, and they love her. I didn’t have the right to take that away. She would have resented me for the rest of her life.”

“You’re not wrong,” I mused. “If someone took mine away, I’d be pretty pissed, too.”

“It didn’t feel right, removing my own, either. I was doing good things at the hospital. How many people would die unnecessarily because I made a selfish decision?” he questioned. His eyes widened as something dawned on him. “Oh, God. I have active patients. I can’t finish my work with them, can I?”

“Probably not,” I replied, sympathetically.

Jefferson grew frustrated. His finger stopped tapping on the table, and his hand balled into a fist. “Some of them might be fine with treatment, but … many will die. These people, these bastards after Katie, have just condemned a handful of people to painful deaths.”

“You can’t blame yourself for that,” I told him. “This isn’t something you could have seen coming.”

“I don’t blame myself,” he hissed, his eyes growing dark. “I blame them. I should return to the facility and kill them all.”

“Uh, okay. Hold on, now,” I warned, keeping my voice low. “That is a dark and dangerous road to travel down. Defending yourself and your daughter is one thing, but you’re talking about murder. Do you think Katie would approve of that?”

“She would never know.”

“No, but you would,” I advised. “Are you prepared to carry that with you for the rest of your life? To keep that secret from her? To dodge around the question when she asks what’s wrong, years from now, when you sit there with a thousand-yard stare? I killed a man, the Firestarter, out of necessity. He had lost his mind to revenge, and no longer held reason. All he had left was his rage. Given what happened to him, he had every right to be the way he was, but I didn’t have a choice. It keeps me awake at night, sometimes.” 

I looked away from Jefferson, remembering that day in the labyrinth. I could still see the confusion and fear on Casimir’s face as he was encased inside the Noctis, in a prison of his own frozen flames.

His eyes narrowed, studying me, and he released another sigh. “I see them when I close my eyes. The men in the woods. The men from the bay.”

“That'll haunt you enough, there’s no sense in adding to it. Besides, Vardot Industries is a massive organization. Killing the men here doesn’t solve the problem. It only makes them more interested in finding you.”

“You might be right.” He sounded agreeable, but his fist remained in a ball, his knuckles white from the pressure. We sat for a long moment, neither of us speaking. I needed to reunite him with his daughter. Once the family was back together, and he was constantly reminded of where his efforts and devotions should be focused, those dark thoughts might diminish.

“We should go,” I said, breaking the silence. “If the raven understood me and passed on my message, Katie is hopefully at the cabin by now. We’d better get there before the cops come for a look.”

Realization crossed his face. “Jackie and Greg were found?”

“Yes.”

“Damn it,” he growled, slamming his fist on the table. “They could already be there. Do you have a car?”

“No. Where’s yours?”

“Down by the bay, but my keys are with my clothes, which we never retrieved.”

My mind tried to recollect the three men dying a horrific death born from a nightmare, but I shook it off. “I can call us a ride,” I offered, cringing slightly, and scrolled through my recent call list. I found the missed call from an unsaved number and tapped it.

“Hey, sexy,” Penelope cooed over the phone.

“I found the doctor,” I told her, ignoring the greeting. “We need to get to the cabin. Can you take us there?”

“Absolutely. I’ve always wanted to pick up a doctor. Where are you?”

“Buffet Garden, across the street from my hotel.”

“I can, but it will take a bit. My friend called and asked me to check on her rental property to ensure her latest Airbnb guests didn’t trash the place. I’m in Kingston. If I leave now, I can be there in an hour.”

“That’s fine. We don’t have many other options.”

I hung up and relayed the information to Jefferson, and he nodded agreeably. When I moved to stand, planning to wait outside, he gestured for me to remain seated.

“I’ve told you about myself. While we wait, I think it’s your turn,” he suggested. “I’m curious how you learned of your powers and came across the information regarding this Subject Zero and the fake vaccine trials.”

“Fair enough,” I said with a shrug, settling back into my seat. I told him everything I was willing to tell, like how I discovered my power in the shade of an apple tree. I glazed over my years as a thief with a yadda-yadda-yadda and jumped straight to the events of last summer and the official founding of Noctis Investigations.

Jefferson kept looking at me expectantly, wanting more, but my phone blessedly dinged as Penelope texted me to say she had arrived. We rose simultaneously, monitoring one another, and walked to the front counter. A clerk rang us up and stared expectantly. I glanced at Jefferson, who merely stared back.

“What, a date with a doctor, and I still have to pay?” I muttered jokingly.

“Sorry, I forgot to place my wallet between my buttocks,” he said dryly.

“My, my, Doctor,” I replied, shaking my head in disbelief. “You have a sense of humour after all.”


CHAPTER 30

We stepped outside as the weather shifted. Clouds rolled in, a light grey above us, but a significantly darker thunderhead was rolling in from the west, with raindrops already falling. 

“Oh, great. Who doesn’t love a trek into the woods during a storm?” I commented.

I spotted the Supra halfway down the parking lot, the exact moment Penelope honked. Her window rolled down, and she held her hand out, wiggling fingers at us in a wave.

Jefferson peered at her. “That’s our ride?”

“Don’t let the good looks fool you,” I cautioned. “I’m not entirely certain of her motives, but so far, she checks out. She has no idea what we can do, and we should do our best to keep it that way.”

He nodded curtly. “Understood.”

“I call shotgun!” I shouted abruptly and sprinted to the car. Jefferson jogged behind, calling me an idiot under his breath.

Penelope poked her head out the window, and our faces reflected in her fashionable aviator sunglasses. Her cherry-stained lips still gleamed despite the overcast sky. “Pretty caszh for a doctor,” she observed, scrutinizing Jefferson as if she were shopping for handsome professionals at the mall. “It’s working, though.”

I rolled my eyes as Jefferson frowned. “Caszh?” he questioned.

“It’s short for casual,” I explained. “It’s what the kids say these days.”

This time, Jefferson rolled his eyes. “How groovy,” he muttered.

“Mm, an old soul,” Penelope purred. “I can appreciate that.”

“Please don’t hit on him,” I begged. “We don’t have time.”

Penelope placed a hand across her heart and gasped in protest. “Would I do such a thing?” she asked with a curl of her lips.

I shot her a knowing look, and her smile widened.

“It’s okay,” she assured. “I try to avoid men with children. Too complicated.”

Jefferson cleared his throat, unimpressed. “I do not know what the nature of this relationship is, nor do I care. Can we please move on?”

Penelope and I exchanged glances, with hers filled with amusement and mine with a warning. We climbed in, me in the front, Jefferson in the back, and a minute later, we pulled out onto the street.

Today, Penelope dressed modestly, prepared for the journey. Her hair was pulled into a loose ponytail, and she wore a light, breezy white sweater, perfect for autumn. Her jeggings wrapped around her well-shaped thighs and calves neatly, and I could imagine the rest of the view hidden from sight. Not that I was, mind you.

“I appreciate the gesture, but can you please stop staring at my legs? It’s distracting,” Penelope scolded playfully.

I flushed and turned my attention to the windshield, watching the road. Jefferson grunted from the backseat in distaste. 

“Did you find any information last night?” I asked.

“Hmm? Oh, right. Nothing involving nondescript vans. People aren’t overly observant when they don’t have to be. However, I found the police down near the bay, impounding our present company’s vehicle.”

“I suppose I no longer have to worry over my missing keys,” Jefferson commented. “How did you find it?”

“Lloyd told me where it was. He saw you get snatched—he didn’t tell you? There was a coyote and everything.”

I stayed quiet, sensing Jefferson’s eyes on me. There was a silent understanding, him knowing what I saw, and that I hadn’t shared the details with her.

“Why did it suddenly get so tense in here?” Penelope questioned.

“I thought you liked tension?” I quipped, but my heart wasn’t in it to annoy her right now.

“Not this kind. I swear the temperature dropped ten degrees,” she observed, glancing at Jefferson through the rearview mirror. “What did I miss?”

“Let’s just drive,” Jefferson suggested.

We rode in awkward silence from there. I tried to focus on the beautiful scenery, which held a gloomy look as the storm clouds rolled in. I was too distracted to take much in, my mind racing, as I tried to plan what to do next.

If Katie wasn’t there, then what? If she was, how do I get them away without tipping off Penelope? What if the police are already at the cabin, and the animals have already torn them to shreds? What if Vardot Industries shows up?

There were far too many variables, and every one of them stressed me out. I shut my eyes tight, shaking my head, trying to push away all the thoughts. It was no use worrying over What If—all I could do was react to whatever came our way and work it out as events unfolded.

However, as we approached the cabin, my immediate concerns were assuaged. No police or nondescript vans, nor were any dead bodies littering the landscape. There was nothing out of the ordinary at all.

Penelope parked as her wipers began working overtime. The rain was heavy, but the thunder hadn’t caught up yet. I climbed out, happy I had my cap on to keep the rain off my face, and skipped around the car. Penelope smiled curiously as I approached her door, and although muted by the closed window, her lips mouthed the words, “such a gentleman.” She removed her sunglasses, placing them next to the drive shaft. I stepped past her door and opened the back, flourishing an arm for Jefferson to exit the vehicle.

“After you, my good sir.”

Jefferson climbed out and scowled. “Are you an imbecile?”

“No, but he likes people to think he is,” Penelope reckoned as she opened her door, glaring at me. “Can you move? You’re in the way.”

“Apologies, m’lady.” I sidestepped her as she rose from her seat. I stood between them and offered my elbows, begging the three of us to walk arm-in-arm to the cabin. Neither played along, instead walking off and leaving me standing alone in the rain. “You are both such terrible bores,” I harrumphed and jogged after them.

Jefferson was through the screen door first, already calling out. “Katie? Katie-cat? Are you here? It’s daddy! Katie?”

“Well, if anyone is laying in wait, they know we’re here now,” Penelope observed.

“Follow him, and if anyone surprises you, karate-chop them or something,” I suggested. “I’m going to scan the perimeter.”

“Yeah, sure. Let the woman fight your battles. Got it,” she said sardonically.

“What, are you not capable?”

“I could kick the hell out of you if I wanted to,” she growled.

“Honestly, I think we’d both enjoy that a bit too much,” I said with a coy smile of my own.

Something wild and carnal flashed in her eyes. At that precise moment, I noticed how drenched her sweater was, soaked from the downpour, and the lack of a bra beneath. How the fabric flattened out and clung to her body as beads of rain cascaded down her face, making her skin glisten radiantly despite the overcast sky.

My exhaustion was backfiring on me. Before, it kept me from doing anything stupid. Now, it affected my judgment, peeling back my inhibitions faster than a stiff drink. I was leering like a teenager, glimpsing his first Playboy.

Her lip twitched as she registered my gaze. “I told you to stop teasing me,” she warned, turning and stepping through the door, swaying her hips purposely, showcasing what was hidden from view in the car.

This is not the time, dumbass, I scolded myself, taking a deep breath. I could hear Miri yelling in my head to stop being an idiot and focus. The memory of her voice made me feel guilty in ways I hadn’t yet truly reckoned with myself.

I shook everything from my mind and made a mental note to keep an eye on Penelope. I may have been staring at her backside, but that doesn’t mean I didn’t notice the obvious lump of a gun tucked into her waistband. She came packing heat. A part of me found that suspicious, but I was also aware of the fact that she’d agreed to go to a cabin, in the middle of nowhere, with two strange men. Hard to begrudge her bringing protection, given that.

Now happy to be out in the chilly rain, letting it wash away my idiocy, I turned to the deck and scanned the area. I walked along the patio, noting the exterior furniture undisturbed and no sign of a single animal present. Leaving them alone in the cabin, I opted to check the far side this time around, where we skipped during our last visit. I came around the corner, finding another set of stairs leading down, and stopped in my tracks.

My jaw dropped open, and I gaped in awe.


CHAPTER 31

A mountain lion and wolf lounged in the grass, uncaring in the rain. The cougar lay in a sphinx position, with the wolf flat on its stomach, chin resting on the pink Polly Pocket backpack. A large black bear stood inside the ball pit, under the gazebo, with balls up to its waist. Moving its arms through, it watched curiously as the multicoloured spheres bounced around in their wake. Its mouth hung open, almost in a smile, enraptured by its surroundings. 

It picked up a handful between its meaty paws and let them fall, grunting through its throat as they tumbled back into the pit. The bear, full-grown and capable of destroying damn near anything that got in its way, was playing. It acted like an awestruck toddler experiencing their first time at Chuck-E-Cheese.

The cougar lifted its head, sniffed the air, and looked in my direction. I was upwind. A low, rumbling growl reverberated through the downpour as it rose to its feet. The wolf responded in kind, rising and swinging its attention to me. The bear grunted, mouth closing, and cocked its head to the side as it spotted my intrusion. 

Panic gripped me, tightening my chest, when the wolf let out a low, growling bark and settled back down. The mountain lion glanced at it and followed suit, returning to its comfortable position, deciding not to care about my presence. The bear peered into the pit and grunted.

A small section of balls in front of the gargantuan beast shifted, and a small face poked through. A wild tangle of brown hair appeared, sparkling hazel eyes settling on mine, and a small nose twitching, testing the air. Moving closer, her head floated forward, and her tiny frame scrambled up the side and rose from the pit. She wore a green, long-sleeved shirt, pink sweatpants, and purple running shoes. On the ground, next to where she climbed, was the black rainproof jacket.

Remaining where she was, standing still with her hands tight to her sides, she stared at me, uncertain. A raven’s kraa echoed from above from the cabin’s roof.

I lifted an arm and waved. “Hi, Katie,” I called out, projecting my voice over the loud pitter-patter of rain on the cabin’s roof.

Her nose twitched again. “You smell like my backpack,” she hollered.

“Uh…”

“I mean, my backpack smells like you!”

“Sorry about that?” Can she smell me?

“Are you Lloyd?” she called out, her tiny voice almost drowned out. “I got your picture.”

“I am.”

A wide grin spread across her face, and she broke into a sprint, covering the distance in a split second, her tangled hair flattening as she ran through the rain. I trotted down the steps to meet her, and the girl flung herself at me, wrapping her arms around my waist and squeezing tight as if I were a long-lost friend.

“Thank you for my backpack,” she said, her voice muffled as her face pressed against my rain-drenched side. “Mister President told me you seemed friendly. He was watching and listening to you, trying to find me.”

I returned her hug awkwardly and patted her back as her present company stared at us, curious and non-threatening, but still disconcerting. “You’re welcome. Who’s Mister President?”

“He’s an owl,” she informed me, as if that explained everything. If an owl had been following me, this was the first I’d heard, and I wasn’t sure how I felt about that.

I carefully untangled her little arms from my waist and knelt before her. “Are you okay?”

“Uh-huh!” she announced happily. “Boba has been feeding me, but she gets mad when I cook it. Says I’m ruining the flavour, but I tried it raw, and it was gross. The fish was okay, just slimy, but the rabbit was yucky. I didn’t want to eat the rabbit. I used to know one, and he was nice but never shut up and kept going on about something called humping, and he was mad he couldn’t find another rabbit to do it with. But Boba insisted because I’m too skinny, and if I don’t eat, then I can’t hibernate, but I keep telling her humans don’t do that, and she won’t listen.”

“So Boba is the bear?”

“Yep! She’s amazing. Oh! You should meet them!”

Before I could protest, she grabbed my hand and pulled me towards the ball pit. Realistically, I figured I was safe, but coming face to face with large, wild predators was less than ideal. I gulped nervously, hoping they wouldn’t smell my fear.

“Boba! This is Lloyd!”

The bear waved at me and grunted in acknowledgement as the wolf trotted over, coming right up to my side. I tensed as it sniffed my free hand. “Uh. Hello.”

“His name is Snuffles, like Harry Potter’s doggy friend.”

“Hi, Snuffles.”

The wolf chuffed, glanced up at my face, decided I wasn’t all that interesting, and trotted off. The cougar remained where it was, watching us with a bored indifference.

“She is Leeya. I first called her Leo, but she told me she wasn’t a boy. I don’t know how she knew it was a boy’s name.”

“Do, uh. Do you hear them speak in English? How does it work?”

Katie shrugged. “I dunno. They make noises, and I know what they mean. I talk to them in human, and they understand me, too. But I can also growl at them, and they still know what I mean.”

“And they can all speak to each other?” I asked, eyeing the wild animals.

“No, silly!” she explained, suggesting I should already know. “Leeya can talk to Boba, and Boba can talk to Snuffles, but Leeya and Snuffles can’t talk to each other. But Snuffles can speak to badgers, and Leeya can speak to squirrels, but Boba can’t. Crows and ravens can speak to everyone, but they’re the only birds they can speak to.”

On cue, another kraa rang out, and a raven flew down, landing on the ground next to Katie’s feet. “Oh! This is Kraa-lee. He told me the cabin was empty. We came earlier, but Snuffles smelled someone here, and it wasn’t my dad, so we stayed away.”

That would be Bart. I wondered how Jefferson would react to hearing that imprisoning a man inside was the exact reason he hadn’t found Katie yet. I’d let her tell him that later.

“Um, Lloyd?” Penelope’s voice called through the rain, coming from behind.

I spun around and found her standing on the deck, staring in wonder and fear at the menagerie of woodland creatures. She tensed and took a step back when the cougar—Leeya—growled in her direction.

“Go back inside—we’ll join you in a minute,” I shouted.

“Lloyd … what is this?” she asked fearfully and apprehensively.

“Penelope, please. Just go inside. I will explain later.”

Requiring no further prompting, Penelope backed away slowly and disappeared around the corner.

I returned my attention to the girl. “Katie, your dad is inside.”

Her eyes went wide, and she instantly teared up. “Really? Daddy is here?”

Before I could respond, she took off running toward the cabin. Boba glanced between Snuffles and Kraa-lee, groaned, and gestured her snout toward the house. The raven took flight, and Snuffles trotted after the girl.

Boba turned her head to me and grunted.

“It’s okay. She’ll be safe,” I assured the bear in what was the most surreal moment of my life.

Boba whined, but I took that as permission. Then, going against every instinct, I turned my back on her and jogged after the wolf. Snuffles sat patiently on the deck, guarding the cabin with his rear to the screen door, and held a watchful gaze on the road out front.

I walked past him, careful not to make sudden movements, and went inside unimpeded. Jefferson and Katie were there, in the living room. 

The doctor knelt and wrapped his arms around his daughter, one hand on the back of her head with fingers entwined in her wet hair, and they were both crying. Penelope sat cross-legged on the couch, soaking the upholstery as it absorbed the rain from her clothes. She glanced at me as I entered, but returned her attention to the pair, smiling weakly at the reunion.

“They hurt mommy and Greggie,” Katie sobbed into her father’s shoulder.

He squeezed her tighter. “I know. You’re safe now.”

She pulled herself free and looked up at him. “Why are they chasing me?”

“Because you’re special, and they don’t understand.”

“That’s what Boba says about the badgers. They don’t like me and keep telling the coyotes not to talk to me.”

Penelope frowned. “I’m sorry, but what? What exactly is happening here?”

Jefferson glanced at her, then at me. “That’s your problem to deal with,” he informed me, returning his attention to Katie. “We’re going to go visit grandma and grandpa for a while. Do you want to see them?”

Katie nodded, but I interjected. “That’s not a good idea, Doc. They know who you are. They’ll find your parents and come knocking. You need to take Katie away and disappear completely.”

Jefferson pinched his eyes shut, understanding. “I don’t know where to go.”

“Start with an ATM. Take out as much money as possible before your accounts are frozen, assuming they haven’t been already. Then, get to Toronto, to the train station. Pick a random place, buy a ticket, and worry about what to do next once you’re far away from this mess. Pay for everything in cash.”

“And then what? I wouldn’t even know where to begin, creating a new identity. Do we live on the streets like a couple of urchins?” he questioned, rising to his feet. Katie looked between us, confused, but kept quiet.

“No. I will give you a number to call. I have a friend that can help you with that, set you up somewhere of your choosing.”

“I suppose every city has hospitals,” he reckoned.

“Uh, it’s probably too risky to remain a doctor, especially when you’ve already made a name for yourself as a miracle worker. Someone might connect the dots.”

Jefferson scowled. “I don’t know how to be anything else.”

“Then be a father,” I stated, glancing at Katie. She stared wide-eyed, her eyes flicking between us. “You’re all she has left. You can stock shelves at Wal-Mart or work an assembly line. It doesn’t matter, as long as you’re there for her. She is your life now, Gordon.”

“Can we start a zoo?” Katie chimed in. “I can make homes for my friends!”

We both looked at her. Jefferson smiled. “Maybe we can, Katie-cat.”

“Can someone please tell me what the hell is going on?” demanded Penelope, rising from the couch. “Why are there wild animals hanging around outside? There’s a fucking wolf standing guard at the door!”

“Language!” Jefferson hollered.

“Sorry,” she muttered, glancing at Katie. “But, come on. You can’t expect me not to have questions.”

“I will explain later,” I told her. “Can we, for now, focus on getting them out of here?”

She sighed in frustration but slumped her shoulders. “Fine. Where are we going?”

“Returning to Belleville is too risky. Is there a train station in Kingston?” I asked. Penelope nodded. “We’ll head there, then. Get them on a train to Toronto.”

“I have to leave my friends?” Katie asked, her lip quivering.

Jefferson knelt back down and placed his hands on her shoulders. “I’m sorry, Katie, but we have to. The bad men will keep looking for you, and your friends might get hurt.”

Her eyes dropped to the floor. “Boba got shot. She says it doesn’t hurt, but I’ve seen her limp when she doesn’t know I’m looking.”

“All the more reason to make sure it doesn’t happen again. We will—”

A loud, wailing howl interrupted Jefferson as Snuffles stood at attention, staring at the road, followed by a series of excited kraas. I stepped outside to look and found a series of headlights streaming through the rain, approaching the cabin. Snuffles whined as Boba and Leeya rounded the place to watch the oncoming visitors. Ten or twelve nondescript white vans and black SUVs barrelled down the kilometre long driveway, heading straight for us.

“Gordon, get everyone upstairs,” I suggested, failing to keep the fear from my voice.

“What’s going on?” he asked, peering at the open door.

As if on cue, a deafening boom cracked as the main thunderhead rolled overhead. The sky darkened as clouds blocked out the early evening sun, poised to dip below the horizon at any moment. Snuffles let loose another long howl, and his pack, hidden in the woods, echoed it in all directions.

“The bad men are here.”


CHAPTER 32

We hid in the attic, keeping the lights off, trying not to alert the men to our presence. Jefferson quickly—and carefully—removed the bucket from the corner and took it downstairs. When he returned, he carried an aerosol air freshener and sprayed it liberally. Katie sat on the bed, curiously eyeing at the empty microwave dinner trays, used bowls, and frowning at the stack of her novels. She pulled her knees up, wrapped her arms around them and sat still with her shoulders hunched. She was scared and nervous. We all were. 

Penelope moved to the window, keeping her body out of frame, leaning her shoulder against the wall, and peered out. Her hand settled on the small of her back, resting on the gun tucked into her waistband.

“What can we do?” asked Jefferson. He stood in the doorway, watching Katie with concern, despair threatening to take hold.

“I can’t see much at this angle,” Penelope announced. “The rain is too hard—we may as well be blind.”

“DOCTOR GORDON JEFFERSON!” called a booming voice through a megaphone. “WE HAVE THE PLACE SURROUNDED. COME OUT NOW, AND NO ONE WILL GET HURT.”

“I’ll be right back,” I announced, and before anyone could protest, I left the room and ran down to the second floor and into Jefferson’s bedroom. I moved to the window, keeping my body out of frame, and peered through the blinds.

An imposing man stood before the cabin, staring up at the second floor, almost as if he knew I was there. With grey hair cropped short, he was tall and muscular, biceps bulging and threatening to tear open the short sleeves of his black shirt. A bulletproof vest covered his torso, and the strap of an assault rifle crossed his chest. He barked orders at a contingent of mercenaries flanking the cabin, setting up a perimeter. 

I caught movement to the left and spotted Boba and Leeya crouched in the tree line, watching cautiously. A low growl emanated from below as Snuffles stood his ground, staring down at the head of the mercenary squad.

Lowering the megaphone, the leader hollered something to a nearby soldier, muffled by the rain. Still, I made out “wolf” and “be ready” as he gestured toward the front door. The soldier dropped to a knee and pointed a rifle at the wolf. Snuffles released a piercing cry in response, startling them, but no one opened fire. Instead, a cacophony of howls responded. 

Slowly, two by two, a full pack emerged from the woods on all visible sides. Twenty, maybe thirty, grey canines lined the trees, eyes glowing fiercely with every crack of lightning.

The leader raised the megaphone back to his lips. “CALL OFF YOUR WOLVES, OR WE WILL OPEN FIRE.”

Seeing enough, I retreated and jogged back to the attic. When I stepped in, Penelope turned to me, eyes wide and confused.

“Wolves just came out of the trees,” she stated, confused. “Where the fuck did they come from?”

“Katie, can you speak to them from here?” I asked, ignoring her.

“Too far,” she murmured and hugged her knees tighter.

I turned to Jefferson. “Are you still inhibited?”

The doctor closed his eyes, cocking his head slightly. “I feel shades of it, but it’s still beyond my reach.”

“What’s beyond your reach?” Penelope questioned, casting a suspicious look between us.

Ignoring her again, I asked, “Do you think it’s enough to call your friends off? This will escalate badly if I can’t get outside, unseen.”

“I don’t know. I can try.”

“Good. Penelope, watch Katie. We’re going to step out for a moment.”

“What are you doing?” she questioned.

“It’s one of those ‘I’ll explain later’ things. Trust me, and let’s hope we survive this for me to tell you.”

Katie whimpered and looked helplessly at her father.

“I’ll return in only a minute,” Jefferson assured her.

We left the room, closed the door, and stood in the dark. Devoid of light, it was a perfect spot. “Ready?” I asked.

“Yes.”

I placed a hand on his shoulder and flipped us around into the Noctis. The cabin dropped away, the attic room inverting. Katie, on the bed, disappeared from view. The soles of Penelope’s shoes shifted in place, unable to stay still. Darkness spread all around us, the attic being the sole occupant of this horizontal plane.

“Yo, creepy dudes! You around?” I hollered into the void.

Kill now.

The words formed in my head, followed by images of my evisceration as three creepers materialized before us.

Kill now.

“Gordon … now would be a good time,” I urged as they slowly stalked towards me.

“I’m trying,” he responded with a look of strained concentration.

The creepers paused and looked at him.

Kill now?

“No,” Jefferson commanded.

Kill later?

“Kill never.”

Yes.

Life needed.

Jefferson frowned. “For what?”

The shadow must fall.

“What the hell does that mean?” I asked, standing rigidly upright.

The shadow must fall.

“You will not get more than that,” Jefferson said. “But they will not kill you now.”

“Oh, good. Thanks.” I released a breath, realizing I’d been holding it in. “So, uh. Can they leave this place and help us?”

Jefferson looked at them and appeared to communicate non-verbally.

We come when death comes.

Many deaths.

We wait.

“No,” Jefferson confirmed.

“Yeah, and I really don’t like the implication,” I mumbled, eyeing them worriedly. “Let’s get back.” I returned us to the cabin, leaving the creepers behind. “Go in and try to keep Katie calm. Penelope has a gun, but don’t let her use it. We’re heavily outmatched, and one wrong move gets us all killed.”

“I will try. She does not strike me as the type to listen to reason when threatened.”

“You’re not wrong, but don’t phrase it like that if you say something to her. Never call a woman unreasonable—that’s a rookie move.”

“What are you going to do?”

“Honestly, no idea. I’ll figure it out. Get inside.”

We exchanged understanding glances, and he went through the door, closing it behind. I listened briefly through the door as Penelope questioned where I was. I turned and jogged down the stairs, not sticking around to hear Jefferson’s response.

In the living room, I shifted back to the Noctis and shadow-stepped outside, finding nothing but empty space. Frowning, I glanced below, and saw the patio cut off as if it hung on the edge of a bottomless pit. The patio and the surrounding ground existed on separate horizontal planes.

“Oh, come on,” I growled. “It’s literally only a foot difference.”

I would have to emerge from my safe place, jump down, and flip back without being seen. Nervous soldiers on edge might shoot at the first sign of movement. I closed my eyes, readying myself and praying I didn’t die. I took a tentative breath and prepared to leave the Noctis.

“Kraa!”

Startled, I opened my eyes and looked down. The rain fell upwards in the inverted world, pooling beneath me. Kraa-lee stood on the deck, with his talons pointed upwards as if standing on glass. He peered through the ground, looking directly at me.

“Can you see me?” I asked in disbelief.

“Kraa!”

“Well, I definitely didn’t expect that. And you can hear me?”

“Kraa kraa!”

“Is anyone watching this exact spot?”

Kraa-lee bobbed his head up and down.

“Are you able to create a distraction?”

The raven’s head cocked to the side, and, with a final kraa, flew off. A chorus of ravens and crows erupted somewhere out of sight to my left, responding to his call.

“This is so weird,” I muttered, and flipped into the world proper.

The cabin and surrounding clearing returned in a shudder as rain poured on my head, partially obscuring my vision as it cascaded over the brim of my cap. I spotted two mercenaries nearby, eyes scanning the sky, shining their flashlights as they tried to find the excited birds. 

Moving quick, I leapt the railing, landed on the soft and wet grass, and wasting no time, returned to the realm between. Lightning flared in the distance, a significant crackling of solid yet molten energy in the sky. It illuminated the full the western side of the clearing, yet distant enough not to impact me personally. At least, not yet. I’d never dared travel through the Noctis during a storm, and I had no idea how lightning behaved within.

I stepped to the location of two armed men and bent low, bracing myself. With both hands, I slammed my fists through the ground. My body shook and recoiled, a shudder of nausea flowing through every fibre of my being, and I grabbed an ankle each. Yanking with everything I had, I pulled them through. 

Both men screamed and stumbled, falling, and I jumped out of their reach. One dropped his gun, the other still holding his, and as he scrambled to his feet, he panicked and pulled the trigger. I’d seen this happen before and took a few more steps back to be safe.

The bullet flared from the barrel with crystalline brilliance. Diamonds of white-hot glass bubbled forth in slow motion, splintering and shattering in the man’s hands. Instinctively, he threw it to the ground with a startled shout, and the rifle dropped, bringing the frozen light with it. The second soldier dodged as the bullet stopped, frozen in mid-air, floating in a multi-edged block of amber. They stared at it, dumbfounded, and I moved on to the next group.

Lightning flashed again, getting closer. A wall of solid light shot up to my left, inches from my arm, the world within flaring into existence for a split second before dropping away. I wouldn’t be able to keep this up. Once the storm was directly overhead, the lightning would illuminate the entire area, and cut me off from the Noctis entirely.

I found two more mercs and repeated the same steps. Both lost their guns as they fell into the shadows, and I didn’t bother to watch their reactions. Jumping to the next batch, I did it again, waves of lightning washing the area behind me as I sped through. Two more, then a single mercenary, followed by a group of three. One by one, I yanked them into the dark. Ten down, fifty to seventy still to go.

Panting, my muscles and stomach burning, I wasn’t sure how much more my body could take. Ultimately, it didn’t matter—I was out of time.

The lightning caught up to me.

With a sharp crack and boom above, the electrified flare slammed into my back, threatening to tear me to shreds. Flung forward, I abruptly and painfully collided shoulder-first with cabin’s exterior. The breath knocked from my lungs as I landed in a heap on the wet earth. All comprehension washed away as pain lashed my limbs and skull, but diminished as quickly as it began. After a moment, my mental bearings returned. Exhausted, with a migraine forming, I rose and examined myself. My left arm hung limply at my side, and my shoulder burned fiercely. It was dislocated.

Great.

I failed. It was a fool’s errand, regardless, considering how many men surrounded the place. All I could hope to do was diminish them enough to give us a fighting chance. Looking around, observing all the armed men, their numbers seeming insurmountable in the storm, I had barely dented their numbers. Now, with the shadow realm cut off from the lightning, and my arm hanging uselessly, my ability to fight was over.

Anxiety ripped through me as I envisioned my new friends upstairs being gunned down without mercy. I needed to get back inside. Maybe, if we were lucky, we could barricade the doors long enough to wait out the storm. Once that passed, I could get everyone into the Noctis, and we could escape. It would be close, but…

A gunshot rang through the air, and everything went still.

I eased along the edge of the cabin, staying hidden while getting a clear view of the front. My vision threatened to blur as pained tears formed in my eyes, but I blinked through them and saw the scene before me. The leader stood tall, rifle still elevated, and aimed at the front door. A dark, furry form lay lifeless on the wooden deck.

I’m so sorry, Snuffles. You deserved better than that.

His death was felt. 

An ear-piercing scream rang through the area, overpowering the rain and thunder as the anguish of a little girl encompassed everything in range. It was eternal, yet over in an instant. 

When the scream ended, everything muted, even the downpour. A pressure filled the air, pushing against me, and my heartbeat pulsed deafeningly in my ears. Then, as suddenly as it began, it released, in a soundless shock wave, reverberating in all directions and shaking the trees. The roar of the rain returned, and thunder boomed. 

A lone howl echoed through the night, one of mourning and loss. Another joined, and another. What must have been fifty wolves howled together in unison. Then, as they quieted, other creatures joined in the melancholic song. The kraa of a hundred ravens. Growls and barking, hissing and muffled roars bellowing from the trees. The cries of the animal kingdom sang out in an orchestra of pain and longing.

With my enhanced night vision, I could see the entire clearing in high definition. In awe and horror, I saw the scene unfolding around the cabin.

Animals emerged from the tree line in droves. The wolves came first, encircling their prey. A pack of coyotes trotted forth, accompanied by a small clan of black and white badgers. A sleuth of black bears emerged from the east, lumbering forward. Cougars stalked from the brush, followed by lynxes and bobcats, striding forth in all their pride. A murder of crows descended onto the field, followed by a massive parliament of great-horned owls, talons forward and at the ready. 

A single, majestic specimen entered the clearing from the north, standing regally as it surveyed the battlefield. Flashes of lightning illuminated its wicked-looking antlers as the great moose threw its head back, releasing a deep, harmonic bellow.

Humans had drawn first blood, and the call to arms was sounded. The creatures of the woodland came to war.

Gunfire erupted as the animals attacked. Everything happened at once, and all I could do was stand and watch. The coyotes swarmed the first group, with the badgers tearing mercilessly into fleshy calves to keep them from escaping as the pack took them, one by one. Lightning illuminated men fleeing in terror, rifles firing into the sky uselessly as ravens and owls tore into their faces and pecked their eyes.

Next, the bears descended on the men flanking the cabin. Bullets slammed into their hides, yet they did not slow, unfazed by the onslaught as they collided with the gunmen. Jaws clamped onto skulls, and large, meaty paws sent men flying. More fell to the claws of wildcats, with their screams cut off abruptly as teeth tore into their throats.

The leader dropped the megaphone and ran towards a black SUV. A scurry of twenty squirrels caught him, swarming and biting, ripping the strap of his rifle free and sending it to the ground. He screamed in pain and anger, flinging them off, and made it to the vehicle. 

Before he could pull the door open, thundering hooves vibrated the ground beneath him. He spun around as magnificent antlers slammed into his ribs, pinning him violently against the SUV. Blood spurted from his mouth as the moose lifted its head, his impaled body stuck, and the moose gruesomely rocked him until he dislodged. He landed hard, but was still moving, struggling against the wet, blood-soaked grass, still trying to reach the vehicle.

The moose strolled over to him, reared on its hind legs, and brought its hooves down on his head in a sickening crunch.

I couldn’t tell you if the attack lasted minutes or hours. I lost all concept of time, frozen in place, watching men die. If you could call this a battle, it was the first and likely last of its kind. Animals that should be enemies, working side by side, fought together to protect a human child. There are no words that could accurately sum up or describe it. This was an event that no living thing was meant to see, and I bore witness to its entirety.

The storm passed, ending almost as abruptly as it began. The rain continued in lighter increments, but the thunder rolled on and away, tearing eastward through the sky. When the last man fell, the animals left, returning to the woods and their natural places in the world. Everything fell silent, and no sounds came from the cabin. There was no telling how much of it the others saw through the window, and I truly hoped the storm left them ignorant of the details.

A distorted voice crackled in the distance, coming from the mangled corpse of the leader. I walked across the deck, my legs wobbling and full of jelly, pausing briefly as I came to Snuffle’s body. I hadn’t known the wolf, but he had been helping Katie survive, and a sharp pang stabbed my chest. He was the wolf I gave the backpack to and the one smart enough to know how to extinguish the campfire. There was no dignity in what they did to him, but there was a dignity in protecting those you loved. 

Snuffles died with honour.

The voice crackled again, reclaiming my attention. I went down the stairs and carefully stepped around fallen bodies, my boots squishing on the saturated ground. I pretended it was simply rainwater, with nothing else mingled in.

“Come in, Omega. Do you copy? Omega, respond, over.”

The voice came from a walkie-talkie, still attached to the leader’s belt.

“What is your status? Omega, do you copy? Has the target been eliminated? Over.”

I reached down with my good arm and freed it from its pouch. Lifting it to my lips, I pressed the talk button and said, “Omega is dead.”

“Who is this? Report.”

“Go fuck yourself. And tell Vardot that if he wants a war, I will fucking give him one. Over.”


CHAPTER 33

I threw the walkie-talkie as hard as possible into the side of the dented SUV, where it shattered and fell to pieces. A grunt came from behind, and I spun around, finding myself face-to-face with Leeya and Boba. My anger fled in an instant, replaced by frozen panic. We may have been formally introduced, but considering everything that had just occurred, I wasn’t confident they weren’t prepared to attack any human in their sights. If they decided I brought the mercenaries with me…

“Hi,” I croaked. What else could I say?

Leeya released a brief rumbling purr and rubbed her face against mine. I bit back a scream, and she turned around and sauntered toward the cabin. Boba rolled back onto her butt and lifted her front paws, waving for me to follow, before returning to her feet and lumbering after the cougar. Neither of them had blood on their mouths, which was encouraging. They must have stayed close to the house, at the ready, in case the bad men made it through to Katie.

Boba paused, glanced back, and released a bellowing whine when she saw I hadn’t moved. Urging my feet to work, swallowing back the pain, I followed. I needed to go back to the cabin anyway and did my best to pretend I wasn’t utterly terrified of what they would do to me if I didn’t listen.

I was entirely in control of this situation.

Leeya was already out of view as Boba awkwardly ascended the steps. She stopped and sniffed Snuffles, releasing a series of strange gruffs and whines I didn’t know bears made. After paying her respects, she rounded the corner, sat outside the sliding door, and turned to look at me. It may have been the rain, but I thought I saw a tear in her eye. Boba tilted her head to the side, then made an upward nodding motion. She was telling me to go inside. 

I shuffled past her in a manner that didn’t turn my back to her, or make eye contact, trying to carry myself in the most non-threatening way possible. Inside, I found Leeya lying on the couch, which struggled to contain her mass despite being a three-seater. Her paws draped over the arm like a lounging sphinx, and her head rested on her legs. An eye lifted to mine as I entered, causing my heart to skip a beat, and she yawned, giving me a clear view of the bone-crushing teeth within, and looked away in disinterest.

“I’ll get Katie,” I told her. She made no response.

I approached the stairwell and stopped before the first step as the world spun. The adrenaline was wearing off fast, and my head pounded fiercely. My chest felt tight, and my stomach heavy, making me want to vomit. Every muscle in my body burned. What felt like shards of broken glass ground against my shoulder socket, and my eyes stung painfully. 

I’d never pulled that many people into the Noctis in a row. That alone did some damage, but the mental toll of what I had witnessed, in conjunction with the rest of this week’s events, weighed heavily on my mind. When I pulled those men into the shadows, I was trying to stop them from killing us. I didn’t realize I was also saving their lives. They were trapped until morning, but they were alive. 

The odds were high that they wouldn’t appreciate what I did for them. Instead, they’d return to their boss and tell them of a new powered individual, which would kick off a chain reaction to discover who I was. With luck, they focused their search within Ontario and didn’t think of heading back west.

I ascended the stairs, taking them one at a time and wincing with every step. You never appreciate how many stairs there are until it hurts to climb them. I reached the upper landing, turned the door handle, and entered the room. Jefferson was sitting on the bed, arm around Katie, with a severe look of concern. Katie looked like she’d seen a ghost, eyes wide and terrified, and she flinched as I walked in.

“It’s okay,” I assured her. “The bad men are gone. Where’s Penelope?”

Jefferson’s gaze shifted to my left as a gun being cocked clicked in my ear. Slowly, I turned my head and found the barrel of a Glock pointed between my eyes, held in Penelope’s right hand.

“Welcome back, Kitten,” she purred. “I missed you.”

“What’s going on?” I asked, confused.

“She is not who you think she is,” said Jefferson.

“Yes, it turns out the good doctor knows the girl’s principal better than I expected,” Penelope commented.

“She was telling me why she was here and who asked her to investigate,” Jefferson explained with vitriol. “Kept calling her Catherine. I know her, and she hates being called anything but Cathy. A friend of hers would know that.”

“But … I don’t understand,” I mumbled, staring at her in shock. “I did a background check. You were legit.”

“Not knowing what’s going on appears to be a common theme with you, silly boy,” she said, almost with pity. “And I am legit—I just don’t openly advertise my specialty.”

“But … You knew about Katie and her school. Her father. If Catherine didn’t tell you …”

“I’m a private investigator, Kitten, remember? A much better one than you, at that. I followed the same trail you did. The vice principal is a man, and I had him eating out of my hands, telling me every little thing I wanted to know.”

Anger quickly replaced my shock. Something in the back of my mind told me repeatedly not to trust her, and yet, in my exhaustion, I had ignored it. “Who are you? Really?” I demanded.

"Penelope Parker, Private Investigator for the Toronto Underworld," she proudly declared, her eyes gleaming. “Charmed, I’m sure.”

“The what?” I asked in disbelief.

“My, you really don’t listen very well. Even criminals require an investigator from time to time. I’m mostly hired to locate and frame witnesses, or look into money trails laid out by rival gangs. Or—my most favourite—blackmail a politician. Do you think Rob Ford was actually a crack addict? Oh, I was proud of that one,” she chittered. “Even had him confessing at a press conference. I ate that up like candy.”

Anxiety flooded me. I never should have let myself trust her. I let Jefferson and Katie down, and now we might pay for that dearly. “I brought you here. Led you right to Katie,” I stammered.

“Oh, don’t be so hard on yourself,” she offered sympathetically. “I’m incredibly persuasive, after all. For what it’s worth, Kitten, I do like you. I was more than willing to have a little fun while I worked.”

“Why are you here? What’s your goal?”

“The girl, of course,” she said casually, briefly gesturing the gun in her direction. “I was hired to find her, just not by some principal that runs off to Cuba when her students need her.”

So Catherine Lusso was in Cuba. I could have verified that with a simple phone call. Idiot.

“You will not touch her,” Jefferson growled through a clenched jaw.

“Oh, shush. You, mister absentee father of the year, have no right to talk about your daughter’s welfare,” Penelope shot back.

“Who hired you?” I asked, trying to keep her attention on me.

“Someone anonymous,” she said, shrugging. “German, I think. I’ve never cared too much to know who my benefactors are, as long as their cheques clear. Says he wants the girl, in his words, to retrieve what is rightfully his. Or put her down. It’s an ‘if I can’t play, no one can’ scenario.”

The Council—it had to be. I wondered if they would show themselves in this mess, and they’d been involved from the start. “You can’t trust him, Penelope,” I warned. “You have no idea who those people are.”

“And I couldn’t give less of a shit—they’re paying me a mint,” she chimed. “This is my retirement. The principal won’t be the only one on a tropical island come next week. I should thank you, Lloyd. I wasn’t sure where I’d like to disappear, but our little trip to your mother’s place has given me ideas. Jamaica is quite lovely.”

“And how do you plan to get her out of here? Do you have any idea what’s waiting downstairs?” I questioned.

“Actually, about that.” Penelope reached her free arm behind her and produced a second pistol, smaller than the one in my face. Raising it, she aimed it at Katie and asked, “What the hell are you?”

Jefferson instinctively grabbed Katie tighter, glaring furiously at the gun.

“Penelope!” I shouted instinctively, nearly choking on the hard lump in my throat. “No one has to get hurt here. We can all walk away right now without issue. Please.”

She glanced back at me. “What is she? How does she control the animals? I could barely see a damn thing, but I heard enough to know what happened after she screamed. Is she some kind of freak?”

“I’m not a freak!” Katie shouted, breaking her silence. “They’re my friends!”

“They’re animals. What sort of spell do you have on them? How do you control them?” Penelope demanded.

“I don’t control them! They’re my friends!”

“And two of them are downstairs, waiting for Katie to come and say goodbye. How do you expect to get past them?” I queried.

Penelope glanced nervously at the door, and then at the window. “I thought they left,” she murmured quietly, shifting a frowning glance between Katie and me. “That is a problem.”

“Do you see what I mean? Leave the girl alone, and we all walk out of here. Forget your job. There is no winning this one.”

“Yes, because I should trust that she won’t tell the beasts to kill me the moment she can. I know what they did to those mercenaries. I have no intention of going out that way.” Her voice wavered. She was as scared as the rest of us. 

“It’s okay, Penelope. She will let you walk out of here. I promise.”

She ignored me as her eyes darted around the room, calculating her options. “I was going to keep playing along, wait until we returned to town, and then make my move where it was safe. But no, this jackass had to blow holes in my cover story and ruin everything!” Her voice was rising, uncertainty and fear taking hold.

“Let’s just calm down,” I urged. “Please.”

Anger flashed in her eyes. “You should know better than to tell a woman to calm down, Lloyd. I might not know how any of this works, but either I take her alive, or I take her out.” The hand holding the small pistol shook, and I saw the inner workings of her mind turning behind her eyes. She was convincing herself, rationalizing and giving permission to shoot a little girl in cold blood. “She can’t control them if she’s dead, so what alternative do I have?”

“They’ll let you leave. Tell her, Katie. She’s free to go. You don’t have to do anything rash.”

Katie, frozen in fear and unresponsive, stared widely at the gun.

“You can walk away,” said Jefferson, but his tone was off. He meant it, but it came out severe and almost threatening. She was aiming a gun at his daughter, and he was panicked.

With a terrible and regretful look, Penelope whispered, “I can’t take that chance.”

“Penelope, please, let’s—NO!”

Her left hand squeezed the trigger, and the gun fired. The accompanying bang made me flinch and stumble, my ears ringing painfully. A loud roar echoed through the cabin from downstairs, and Jefferson wailed.

“KATIE! KATIE, NO!”

Oh God. 

Dread washed over me as I looked toward the bed. Jefferson was crouched over his daughter, wailing in grief.

“NO, NO, NO, NO, NO!”

Blood formed rapidly on her chest, staining her green shirt. Her glazed eyes blinked, but slowly. She coughed and convulsed, blood spurting from her lips and into her father’s face.

“KATIE-CAT! Stay with me, don’t go. Please no, Katie!”

My eyes welled up as I looked at Penelope. She gazed sadly at Jefferson, her eyes wet as she watched him cradle his dying daughter. At least she had the decency to feel bad about murdering a little girl, though that didn’t make it any better. If anything, it made it worse.

“Why?” was all I could ask, the word croaking hoarsely from my throat.

“What choice was there?” she asked with a shrug, shaking off her personal feelings, but her voice cracked, betraying her guilt. “It’s just business,” she whispered, more to herself than anyone. Her Glock dropped low, but realizing her guard had fallen, she raised it back to my face and reaffirmed her position of power.

Something smashed against the door, followed by snarling and vicious scratching. It was Leeya. She knew what had happened.

“Shit. Is that …?” Fear returned to her eyes as she scanned the room, looking for a way out. “Looks like I need an alternative exit.”

“Hold on, Katie! Hold on! I’m almost there. One more minute!” cried Jefferson.

Raising the pistol that shot Katie, she fired three more rounds through the panes of glass, shattering the window. The bullets whizzed over Jefferson’s head, and he didn’t so much as wince, unaware of anything other than his daughter bleeding out. Boba growled from below as glass rained over her.

“Fucking hell, is there a bear down there?” Penelope cursed.

“You’re trapped, Penny,” I growled.

“DON’T FUCKING CALL ME PENNY!” she screamed and swung the Glock, smashing it against my face. 

Pain flared through my nose as I fell back, slamming into the wall, shoulder first. Stars engulfed my vision, and I slid limply to the floor, too weakened to retaliate. 

“I’ll just shoot the fucking thing. But first, I can’t have you and daddy running around blabbing, so…” She aimed the gun at my head. “Sorry, Kitten. It’s not personal. We could’ve had fun.”

The room dropped twenty degrees in an instant. Leeya stopped mauling the door, and Boba quieted. Silence engulfed the room, with Jefferson’s wails ceasing abruptly.

I shut my eyes as Penelope pulled the trigger.

Click.

I opened my eyes, and she stared at the gun in disbelief. It had jammed. I looked up as she tried again, with no luck. In frustration, she swung the smaller pistol in my direction, repeatedly clicked the trigger, and it jammed as well.

“What the hell?” Penelope yelled, staring at the guns. She shivered, finally noticing the temperature shift. She turned her gaze to the bed, and her eyes grew at the sight before her.

The whites of Jefferson’s eyes had disappeared, replaced by a dark, bloody red, and he locked his gaze on her. He pulled Katie to his chest as an ethereal wind whipped through the room, battering against us yet leaving us unmoved.

“I’m sorry,” I whispered, understanding what was coming.

The inhibitor had worn off, and the necromancer was free from his binds.

Penelope looked back at me, frightened and confused, unable to comprehend what she saw and felt.

A horrible screech filled the room as a creeper materialized from the Realm Between and stood with us in the real world. Penelope’s mouth gaped at the newcomer, her face twisting in horror, and she screamed.

Jefferson lowered his daughter to the bed, placing his hands over the gaping wound in her chest, not taking his eyes off Penelope. She raised the guns in the creature’s direction and tried to fire, but nothing happened. They clicked uselessly as she pulled the triggers, again and again, as her scream continued in a long, drawn-out whine.

The creeper launched forward, crashing feet first into her chest and knocking her to the ground. As she fell, her guns falling uselessly to the floor, it kicked itself off and landed at her feet. Then, grabbing her by the ankle, it began dragging her toward Jefferson.

“Help me!” Penelope screamed, her eyes fixed on mine, pleading.

My lip quivered. “I can’t.”

“Lloyd! Please! HELP ME!” she screeched, thrashing, and kicking at the creeper, but its grip was firm, unaffected by her struggle. 

Inch by inch, it pulled her across the room, her fingernails breaking as she clawed at the hardwood floor. Blood seeped through her jeggings, claws sinking into her calf, leaving a trail on the floor in her wake. 

“Please! Lloyd!” Her eyes met mine, wide and wet, filled with panicked dread.

“I’m sorry,” I whispered again, tears streaming down my face. 

I knew what was about to happen, and I made myself watch. I could have prevented this. If I had trusted my instincts and chose not to trust her, none of this would be happening. She was only there because I asked her to be. I let her lies win me over, and she would pay for it with her life.

I didn’t deserve to look away.

Penelope’s bloodied hands reached out, trying to grab my feet, but I was out of her reach. She kept screaming, crying in horror as the creeper dragged her towards the dark fate she had created for herself. When they reached the bed, the creeper extended its free hand toward Jefferson. 

The necromancer reached out, one hand on Katie’s chest, the other taking the creepers in a macabre handshake. The room shuddered, and Boba moaned outside.

Unseen but palpable power flowed from Jefferson. The creeper glowed like an ultraviolet light, connecting them through pain and death. The doctor’s grief and rage channeled through the unearthly conduit and into the helpless woman.

Penelope’s body shuddered and shook, her back arching suddenly and violently upward. Blood spurt from her chest as an identical wound to Katie’s opened, an invisible bullet slamming through her sternum. She convulsed, reddish-pink foam spilling from her mouth as blood seeped from her eyes. Her skin turned pale, then ashen. It cracked and split like the arid ground in drought. Her muscles atrophied, rippling and diminishing before my eyes as her hair fell from her head in clumps.

In the end, only a withered, skin-covered skeleton remained.

The cold disappeared, and the room returned to its original temperature. The creeper released Jefferson’s hand and disappeared in a blink, taking her remains with it. 

All Penelope left behind was a thin stripe of blood on the floor.


CHAPTER 34

Katie coughed, and Jefferson helped sit her up. A gaping, bloody hole remained in her shirt, but the skin beneath was fresh and unblemished. Pulling her against his chest with a mournful but contented expression, he gently stroked her hair. He whispered into her ear that she was okay, and everything would be all right.

I sat there, staring at the bloodstain, unaware of when they moved. I hardly noticed Katie climb off the bed. Barely heard her say, “Where did the lady go?” Or her father’s response, “She had to leave.” I didn’t comprehend Jefferson kneeling over me, checking the pulse in my wrist and closely inspecting my eyes. 

“You’re in shock.”

A damp cloth pressed against my face, wiping blood from around my nose and mouth. My body was numb, yet everywhere tingled like a sleeping limb waking up. A hand pressed against my forehead, and panic flooded through my chest. I couldn’t breathe.

“Leeya!” Katie chimed happily as she opened the door. The cougar strolled in, looked around, inspected the blood on the floor, and turned her gaze to me. Coming to me, she sniffed my feet, then my chest. She nudged my cheek with her nose. My heart beat rapidly, and my throat tightened as I struggled for breath. The mountain lion laid over my legs, across my lap, and began purring. 

I grew dizzy as the giant feline’s vibrations spread through my muscles, washing away the tingling. I’m not sure if she had anything to do with it, but eventually, my chest loosened, and I started breathing normally again.

“Are you with us?” asked Jefferson, standing over me. Katie sat on the floor, arm draped over Leeya’s neck, reading one of the Sweet Valley High books. She was a few pages in, and my legs were going numb.

I blinked slowly, coming out of the daze. “Huh?” I asked, struggling to make sense of my surroundings.

“You went into shock, but I think you’re pulling through,” Jefferson explained.

“I was in the library. What? No. Chinese food?” I frowned. My mind was all over the place. I shut my eyes and breathed deeply, trying to categorize my thoughts and get them into the proper order. “I was … Penelope … Oh, God. Penny.”

“I’m sorry that had to happen,” he said, glancing at the bloodstain on the hardwood floor. “It was her or my daughter. I made my choice.”

“Yeah. No. I get it. Just. Jesus.”

“Katie, can you please run downstairs and see if there’s still soup in the fridge? If so, please pop it in the microwave and bring it up for Lloyd. He needs to replenish his salts. Grab a wooden spoon while you’re at it.”

“Okay, daddy.” Katie rose and skipped from the room, oblivious to anything that had happened. I was happy about that. Given how I handled it, I’m not sure how a child would have reacted had she witnessed it.

“I can’t feel my legs,” I muttered.

“Leeya, can you get off him, please?”

The cougar grunted without moving.

“Sorry. I tried.”

“Why did the guns jam?” I questioned.

“Death is my domain, not hers,” he announced. “She could not kill you because I refused it.”

“Huh.”

A couple minutes later, Katie returned with a steaming bowl and a towel beneath, placing it in my hands. Then, taking the wooden spoon tucked under her arm, she placed it on the floor next to me. “Leeya, up. Lloyd needs to eat,” she coaxed.

The cougar lifted herself up, sauntered through the door, and disappeared downstairs. Pins and needles began filling my legs, and I grit my teeth to bear it. From below, as Leeya entered the living room, I heard Boba grunt in greeting.

“Daddy, where’s Snuffles?” she asked sadly. “I went outside, and he’s not there.”

“Maybe the others took him,” he suggested.

“Do wolves have funerals? I hope everyone can make it.”

“I don’t know, honey, but I hope so.”

“I miss him already,” Katie said, sniffling.

Jefferson bent and gave her a hug. “Come, let’s go downstairs and let Lloyd collect himself. I think he still needs a moment.”

I needed more than a moment. Eating the soup with a limp arm proved difficult. I held the bowl to my lips and drank, forgoing the spoon. It was a start, but following it with three days of sleep and a round of electric shock therapy to clean my brain would be great.

Jefferson returned ten minutes later and picked up the wooden spoon.

“What’s that for?” I asked nervously.

“Open your mouth,” he asked gently.

“I’d really rather not,” I protested.

“Please.”

I tried to huff through my nose, but no air came out, and instead, pain flared through my face. I closed my eyes and nodded in agreement, and did as asked. The spoon’s handle settled horizontally between my lips.

“Bite down,” the doctor ordered.

Jefferson grabbed my nose and reset it. A few animals still in the nearby vicinity barked and cried in surprise at the scream that ripped through my throat.

“Keep biting.”

I pinched my eyes shut as hard as I could, cringing as I felt him take my damage arm and lift it up.

I woke up a minute later, having passed out from my shoulder blade being placed back in its socket, and stared groggily at him.

“You’ll be fine,” he stated bluntly, and helped me to my feet.

I rotated my shoulder, wincing, but it already felt significantly better. “Your bedside manner is impeccable,” I grumbled, wobbling.

Leading me slowly downstairs, he deposited me on the living room couch. Katie stood outside the sliding doors, talking with Boba and Leeya. I listened to her converse with them while her father disappeared into the kitchen. First, water ran, followed by the tink and clang of dishes being washed, followed by the creaking of wooden stairs as Jefferson returned to the attic.

“It looks better now,” Katie told Boba, inspecting the bullet wound from the other day. “Daddy said he can’t fix it because you’re a bear, but you’ll be okay.”

Boba, sitting on her rump, grunted and waved a paw upwards. Leeya stepped towards the bear and sniffed her shoulder and sneezed, mouth hanging open as if disgusted, and she scrunched her nose and stepped back.

“Yeah, the ointment does smell pretty weird,” Katie commented, patting her neck. “It will keep it from getting worse.”

Leeya laid down with her legs stretched out in front, and her head was still nearly as tall as Katie’s. Sniffing the breeze wafting in from the battlefield, the cougar growled.

“That’s what daddy said. Told me not to go down there. Are your friends okay?”

Leeya rolled her head in what may have been assurance, and Boba’s mouth opened in a toothy smile.

“How is she so calm?” I asked as Jefferson returned from the kitchen.

“She doesn’t remember being shot,” he explained. “I don’t know if I removed the trauma along with the wound or if her mind is protecting her, but as far as she’s aware, it never happened. She asked why her shirt had a hole in it. I didn’t know what to tell her.”

“That will be a challenge, if and when the repressed memory returns.”

“We will deal with that when the time comes,” he said. Then, he turned to the door and announced, “Katie, it’s time to go.”

“Okay.” She threw her tiny arms around Boba, hardly covering any distance on the gargantuan creature’s waist. A paw settled on her back, returning the gesture. Katie turned and did the same with the cougar, hugging her neck. Leeya leaned her face into her and softly purred.

“Tell them they need to leave this area. With what’s happened, I’m concerned it might instigate a coordinated hunt,” Jefferson advised.

Katie relayed the information, and both predators chuffed. Then, rising together, the bear and the mountain lion disappeared down the patio. Katie waited until they were out of sight and came inside. 

“I’m ready,” she mumbled, wiping a tear from her face.

“I’m sorry you have to leave them, honey,” her father said, leaning for a quick hug. “It’s not safe for us to stay.”

“I know.”

Turning to me, he asked, “ready?”

“Not really, but there isn’t much choice,” I replied, forcing my thrashed body to rise from the couch. 

Katie came to me and tried to help, her tiny body stronger than expected, but not quite enough to make a difference. I pretended she did all the work, and she grinned happily. 

Once my legs were stable, and feet firmly planted, I asked, “if you’re not coming back, which you absolutely shouldn’t, why did you bother washing the dishes?”

“We’ve seen what these people are capable of. If they can synthesize my inhibitor, it stands to reason they can run a DNA test,” Jefferson explained.

“But they already know who you are.”

He squinted at me, almost judgementally. “They don’t know who you are. I washed your bowl and cleaned up some blood you left behind when you fell over.”

“Oh.” My eyes widened. “Wow, I hadn’t even thought of that. Uh, thanks.”

“It was the least I could do after what you’ve done for us.”

“I appreciate it. Some soldiers stuck in the Noctis will pop out in the morning and report my presence. None of them saw my face, though.”

“Should I tell the reapers to pay them a visit?” he asked, far too nonchalantly for my liking.

“No,” I replied firmly. “There’s been enough death for one night.”

Nodding, he asked, “are you capable of getting us to Kingston?”

“Probably, but it’s going to suck. We need to get you to an ATM first. Do you know where one is in Tweed?”

“Why Tweed?”

“You’re suspect number one,” I explained. “If they’re searching for you, they’ll be monitoring your bank account and wait for you to make a withdrawal, then pinpoint the location. Every ATM these days has a camera in it.”

“Ah. I hadn’t thought of that,” he said, mulling it over. “They’ll see the withdrawal and come to Tweed to search for us instead of Kingston. Yes, there is an ATM there.”

“Yeah, DNA tracing isn’t my strong suit, but dodging prying eyes is right up my alley.”

“Thank you.”

“No problem.”

With my legs still jelly, they guided me through the door and around the front. I saw for myself that Snuffles had disappeared, his brethren having dragged him away. As we descended the steps, I wondered what a wolf funeral would look like. The sky was still overcast, the moon and stars hiding behind, reducing visibility to nothing. A blessing, for sure, as neither of us wanted Katie to see the carnage. Boba and Leeya sat nearby, watching us depart. Katie waved at them, and Boba returned one of her own.

“Which way is Tweed from here?” I asked.

“Northwest.”

I checked the time on my phone. Seven-thirty. It had been three hours since we’d arrived to find Katie, but that may as well be another lifetime. I scanned the sky, saw the faintest glow of the moon behind the clouds, and oriented myself in the right direction.

“Katie, we are about to travel in a way you’ve never gone before,” I explained. “You won’t be able to see anything at all, but you’ll feel yourself being pulled. Don’t panic, and stay as still as possible, okay?”

Katie nodded, gulping.

A chorus of mournful howls echoed in the night, coming from all sides. Deep in the woods, the wolves mourned their dead, and paid their respects to Snuffles.

I closed my eyes, feeling the swirling decadence of the surrounding shadow, pulling it into my nose and pores, and my body tingled delicately as we flipped. Boba and Leeya both released a startled whine when the three of us blinked out of existence before their eyes.


CHAPTER 35

“That was weird,” Katie murmured, taking in her new surroundings with wide eyes. “Can we go again?”

It took three solid jumps, but we landed in Tweed in less than a minute, and I brought them out next to a convenient store. Jefferson left Katie in my care and went inside, returning a moment later with a visible lump in his pocket, holding his bank card in his hand. “I managed four transactions of five hundred before it cut me off. I’m going to lose everything else in the account, aren’t I?”

I nodded in sympathy. “Never use that card again. I know how you feel. Happened to me.”

Jefferson sighed and dropped the card to the ground, abandoning it forever. On my phone, I checked the direction of Kingston and used the location-based compass to face the right direction. Eighty-nine kilometres by car, but where we were going, we didn’t need roads. 

We materialized in the heart of Kingston after nine or ten jumps. Jefferson and Katie were no worse for wear, but the moment we left the Noctis, I crumpled over and vomited onto someone’s lawn. They helped me to my feet, and risking further damage, I looked up the train station on my phone. It wasn’t far.

“One more jump,” I groaned.

“We can walk from here,” Jefferson suggested.

“Yeah, but I can’t.”

Back on my feet, upright only with their help, we jumped to the station. It was smaller than expected, with concrete walls, a sloped red roof, and a square column ascending into a spire. A sign atop marked it as “VIA Rail Canada.”

Sluggishly, I followed them in. We found a train departing for Toronto at 9:07pm, and Jefferson booked their tickets. After noting the train stopped in Belleville, he purchased a third ticket. When I insisted I would pay him back, the good doctor shrugged me off. I thanked him, as he understood I was in no condition to make the journey back in the same manner we came.

As we waited in the designated area, Katie pulled out a Sweet Valley High novel to read while Jefferson and I stared off into space. When the train arrived, the last for the night, we boarded and sat together. The cabin was mostly empty, with the nearest passengers seated at the other end.

“Get to Union Station,” I directed. “Take another train to Sherbourne. Follow that road down three blocks, and you’ll find a colonial-style house behind a black gate marked ‘Sherbourne Hostel.’ They’re tiny rooms, but they take walk-ins at all times and accept cash. Tell them you are a friend of Terry Myers.”

“Terry Myers?”

“I’m a man of many names,” I replied.

He nodded in gratitude. “Thank you.”

Katie giggled at a particularly amusing moment in her book, not paying us attention. I smiled, struck at how well she was handling everything. She’d lost her mother and stepfather and had to leave her friends. I was betting she would feel it later when everything sunk in, but for the moment, she was merely an innocent young girl taking a train ride to the big city.

An attendant passed, and I asked if I could borrow a pen. Snatching Katie’s book against her wishes, with apologies, I wrote a phone number on the inside of the back cover. I returned them and leaned back, resting my head against the seat.

“Call that number when you’re ready. His name is Simon, and he can make your new identities. Start thinking about what names you want because that will be who you are for the rest of your lives.”

“I never really liked Gordon,” he mused. “But I dislike renaming Katie. I chose that name. I’ll let her decide, as long as it’s not the same type she gives her friends.”

“Why don’t you two come to Calgary? I have friends that can help set you up with a place. It would be good having more people like us around. A support system.”

“No, I don’t think so,” he said, shaking his head. “Given what you’ve told me happened in Calgary, with the Firestarter and being hunted … I think I’d prefer us to find somewhere quiet. Maybe a farm.”

“There’s safety in numbers,” I suggested.

“Is there?” he questioned skeptically. “I see a large group of us making an easy target to remove all at once.”

I considered it, nodding reluctantly. “You may have a point. Keep hold of that number. If you or Katie are ever in need, call it. He can put you in touch with me.”

“Thank you.”

I spent the rest of the trip talking to Katie, telling her about Chauncy. She agreed—he was a very smart rat and hoped to meet him some day. I was curious about what my little man had to say. 

The train pulled into Belleville, and we said our farewells. Katie gave me a big hug and made me promise to visit. I agreed, knowing that would likely never happen. I exchanged a solid handshake with Jefferson, and he patted me on the shoulder.

Standing alone on the platform, I watched the train depart. I fully empathized with them, heading off into the unknown with their entire lives pulled from under their feet. They would be fine, and far better off than I was when I faced the same situation. They had each other, after all.

Risking another vomit, I stepped through the Noctis and made my way back to the Best Western, this time further from the entrance and away from prying eyes. Again, my stomach roiled, but I held it together. Joanna wasn’t behind the counter and must have had the night off. Instead, a bored young man was stationed, acknowledging my presence with a lazy glance and nod. Engrossed in his phone, earbuds in, he didn’t even register how awful I must have looked.

Sitting on my bed, with my soaked clothes in a pile on the floor, I fought through the exhaustion. I texted Miri as my battery reminded me to charge it, threatening to go into power-saver mode as it neared five percent. 

‘It’s over’

‘How are you?’

‘Everything hurts’

‘Get some sleep. Call me in the morning.’

‘See you soon’

With great effort, I plugged my phone in before lying down. Sleep was easier said than done. Every time I closed my eyes, I relived Penelope’s last moments, hearing her screams of agony and her pleas for help. I saw the blood spurt from her chest. I replayed, over and over, the life being sucked out of her body. In the brief moments that my brain let me think of something else, it instead showed me the mercenaries dying brutally to animals. The crunching of the leader’s skull reverberated through my mind. 

Penelope’s cries remained a backdrop to every dream, and every waking thought.


CHAPTER 36

I gave up on sleep before dawn and trudged around my room in a dream state. Scrubbing away blood and dirt, I let the shower run until the hot water depleted. Inspecting myself in the mirror, I hardly recognized myself. My eyes were sunken, with deep bags of dark skin hanging below. Minor scratches dotted my forehead and left cheek, and my lip was still split. My nose was swollen, but set at the right angle, thanks to Jefferson.

I hadn’t shaved since last week, the day before I met Miss Pennyworth, and my stubble rarely got this long. Frowning at the level of grey in it, I ran a finger along my jaw, my skin tender. I never packed my razor, but shaving right then would have been too painful, even if I had.

Gathering my clothes from the floor, still damp and smelling awful, I found places to hang them to dry. Fresh out of clean pairs, I laid out the jeans I’d brought with me, and picked the one with the least amount of dirt coating it. They were the pair I wore on the night I gave Snuffles the backpack. I put them on with a grey t-shirt, going commando, as I was out of clean underwear, and my last pair of fresh socks on my feet. 

Retrieving my phone and ball cap, still moderately damp, I grabbed my shades and the second bomber jacket I’d purchased (it was a good idea, buying two) and headed downstairs. My stolen boots squeaked and squelched with every step—the only footwear I had left—and I would have to deal with soggy feet. My Nikes were en route to Toronto with Jefferson, and I would sorely miss them.

The dining room was open. Breakfast wasn’t for another hour, the coffee machine was available, and I poured a strong cup and sat at a table in the corner. While sipping, I scanned the local news on my phone to see if any recent events had been reported. 

A headline boldly announced, “DOCTOR DEATH STILL AT LARGE.” The article detailed the murder of Jackie and Gregory Malone, listing Doctor Gordon Jefferson as the primary suspect. The media had already passed judgment, finding him guilty. Considered armed and dangerous, civilians were urged to exercise caution if sighted.

Friends and colleagues gave statements. They spoke of how nice he was, and they couldn’t believe he was capable of such things, leading the journalist into comparisons to Ted Bundy. Bit of a stretch, but the media loved its embellishment. One nurse from Belleville General hinted at shady activities revolving around Jefferson’s patients. She was likely the one who gave the reporter the moniker of Doctor Death. 

A brief and disrespectful footnote at the bottom spoke of his missing daughter, presumed dead. All the reporter cared about was sensationalism, with the well-being of a little girl an afterthought.

Another article spoke of a coyote sighting by the bay, with an investigation ongoing through Animal Control. Coyotes were rarely known to attack humans, and it listed ways to scare it off should someone encounter one and to contact the authorities immediately. It prompted renewed calls to reinvigorate the hunting contest, which Coyote Watch Canada actively protested. 

Aside from that, I found little else. The scene at the cabin was still too fresh to make headlines. But with the cops searching for Jefferson, it wouldn’t be long before they located the place. I betted on them finding nothing—Vardot Industries would delay them and clean up their own mess, burying the entire event. I doubted anyone would ever know what happened.

I found Joanna Maracle on social media. Her accounts listed her as a nature hobbyist/enthusiast, with her pronouns “Jo/Joey: Don’t label me, bro.” Her photos were filled with her in the woods and inside greenhouses, showing off various plants and flowers, with her outfits ranging from tomboy to girly, hoodies and baggy jeans to pink skirts and blouses. 

A link at the top led me to a video-sharing platform, where she had a surprisingly large following. Over eight-hundred-thousand people journeyed with her through nature hikes and botany lessons. Her top pinned video went viral as over five million people watched her find a wild patch of magic mushrooms, AKA psilocybin. While enthusiastically discussing their psychedelic properties, she avoided revealing her location and handled them with care. Smartly keeping any mention of her abilities to herself, she used her platform solely to promote nature and all its beautiful treasures.

When breakfast was served, I methodically ate a few sausages and a slice of toast. I wasn’t all that hungry, but I hoped it would help with the dizzy spells. Taking my time, I absently scrolled through BuzzFeed, absorbing nothing I read. 

I waited an hour before moving on, giving people time to wake up before trekking outside. Then, ambling in a daze, I headed to mom’s apartment. Despite the previous night’s storm, it was a lovely day and unseasonably warm, and I reached her place around eight o’clock. Bartley buzzed me in.

“Lloyd! Good morning!” Bart announced as he swung open the door. He was wearing boxers and fuzzy pink slippers that struggled to contain his feet. At first, I thought he was wearing a grey sweater, but I realized my mistake when I noticed two nipples attempting to poke through. It was hair. Thick, bushy, and covering his entire upper torso.

“Uh. Morning. I really hope mom is wearing more clothes than you are,” I said, maintaining strict eye contact.

“Oh, ya! She’s dressed. She’s outside, around back at the picnic tables. I’m making pancakes and scrambled eggs. Want some?”

“No thanks, I’ve already had breakfast.”

“Your loss! I make a mean pancake. Thanks again for finding me—I’ve done nothing but eat some home-cooked food since I got back, in between rounds of—”

I cut him off. “Please don’t continue.”

“Now look, Lloyd. Sex is beautiful and wonderful, and your mother is a vibrant lady…”

“Round back, you said? I’ll go find her,” I stammered and walked away, almost bumping into a large Jamaican man trying to walk past.

“Okay, bud. Tell her I’ll be out with breakfast in ten minutes!” Bartley called out as I headed to the stairwell. “Morning, Sanka! I made pancakes. Do you want some?”

“Damn, Bart, put yer shirt on, man. Ain’t nobody wanna see that,” Sanka responded, shaking his head as he walked away, disappearing into an apartment three doors down.

My phone dinged with a text message as I stepped outside. It was from Joanna.

‘You dead, bro?’

‘Not yet’

‘W’

‘W?’

‘Win.' 

'Sorry, forgot you 

were old’

‘I prefer the term 

Refined.’

‘Is that why you’re 

so white?’

‘Bet’

She responded with a series of laughing emojis.

I put my phone away as I rounded the corner behind the complex, passing a group of Jamaicans playing a friendly game of soccer in the parking lot. Mom was sitting at a communal picnic table, still damp from the previous night’s rain, with her friends in tow. I sighed inwardly as the gaggle of old ladies swung their heads in my direction. Mom rose, crossed the distance swiftly, and threw her arms around me.

“Lloyd! I’m so glad you’re here. Thank you for finding Bartley,” she said into my armpit. Then, as she pulled back, she gestured to the group. “You remember my friends?”

“You look like shit,” said Bette, cutting straight to the point.

“That’s rude,” scolded Barbra. “You need some tact.”

“Tact is for the young,” muttered Bette. “You grow out of it when your tits drop.”

“You and your damn tits,” hollered Aretha.

“He does look terrible, though,” commented Dolly. “Big night?”

“Yeah,” I replied, but they erupted again before I could get another word in.

“Did you get into a bar fight?” asked Aretha.

“Ladies don’t like that, you know,” said Barbra.

“You didn’t go to the bar with that shit on your face, did you?” asked Bette, scrutinizing my stubble. “No one’s gonna let you put a baby in them if you go around looking like a hobo.”

“Bette, please,” begged my mom.

“You should come by the library to meet women,” suggested Barbra.

“She’s right,” Aretha collaborated.

“Quality women read. They don’t knock back shots with their tits hanging out,” explained Bette.

“Again, with the tits,” fretted Dolly.

“Ladies, can we stop? I have a migraine,” I pleaded.

“Got into the old whisky, did you? My Robert loved a good nip, up until it killed his liver,” Barbra lamented.

“That was probably your god-awful cooking,” Bette elaborated.

Mom grabbed my arm and pulled me away from them, leading around the corner, out of earshot.

“Where are they going?” hollered Aretha.

“So rude,” scolded Dolly.

“Where’s that hairy man with our breakfast? I’m famished,” demanded Bette.

Mom dragged me even further away until they were merely background noise. “Sorry. They’re very excitable.”

“No kidding. Look, I just came to say goodbye,” I explained.

“Oh. Already? You just got here,” she said, her disappointment clear.

“Yeah, sorry. It’s been a long week, and I need to get home.”

“I understand. You’ll visit again?”

“Sure.”

“I’d invite you for breakfast, but I don’t think you can handle them. Are you okay? You do look terrible.”

“I’ll be fine.”

“Did you find the girl?”

“I did.”

“What about Doctor Jefferson? The news is saying awful things.”

“He’s with her. They’ve left. Sorry, but you and your friends won’t be seeing him again.”

“That’s okay. He avoided us, anyway. We will continue our vigil and pray for him every night.”

“I’m sure he’d like that.”

“I’m proud of you, Lloyd.”

She hugged me again, a rare tender moment between us, and if I wasn’t completely numb inside by this point, it might have hit me differently.

“I’ll call you when I get home.”

“Please do. See Bartley before you go,” she suggested.

“Already did,” I said, repressing a twitch. “He seems like a really nice guy. I’m glad you found him.”

“He found me.”

As if on command, Bart’s voice rang through the area. “Food time!”

The man was still in his boxers but at least had the decency to put on a long, woollen robe. It was loosely tied at the front with a knot that would fall apart in the slightest breeze, but it was a start. He walked past us, bare feet slapping against the pavement and grinning widely. He carried a large tray with stacks of pancakes, bacon, and a big bowl of scrambled eggs. A glass carafe of orange juice wobbled next to bottles of maple syrup and ketchup, threatening to fall, but he held on as he rounded the corner.

“It’s about damn time!” yelled Bette. “I’m so hungry. My tits are about to fall off!”

“Bye, mom,” I said, giving her another quick hug. “Enjoy your breakfast.”

I returned to my hotel and stuffed every article of clothes into my backpack, some still damp and rank. I texted Miri and asked her to book me a train ticket back to Calgary, as there was no way in hell I would return the way I came. By the time I finished packing my things, an alert on my phone announced a new e-mail containing my ticket information. Slinging my backpack over my shoulder, I headed downstairs and settled the bill with reception. They placed no additional housekeeping charges, with my previous attempts at reimbursement withstanding.

Later that evening, I was speeding along the Trans Canada Railroad. Miri had splurged, spoiling me with a private cabin. Expensive but doable, courtesy of Miss Pennyworth. The small room sported a bunk bed, and I laid in the lower half, gazing through the window at the night sky as we zoomed away from Toronto, embarking on a two-day journey. A flight would be faster, but I wanted the extra time to think. I needed to collect myself and attempt to process everything I’d witnessed and experienced.

“Any fresh developments on your end?” I asked Miri over the phone.

“Miss Pennyworth came by and asked for all our evidence against Withers. She apparently made an arrangement with him, evident by the sale of her club, and does not trust us not to act on our information. Bad for business, she said,” Miri explained.

“Did you make copies?”

“Of course.”

“Good. Keep them safe. It might come in handy.”

“Are you sure you’re okay?” she asked. I brought her up to speed earlier but glazed over what happened to Penelope and didn’t mention the creepers. Eventually, I’d tell her about them, but it felt like an in-person conversation. Being offered actual proof of some form of afterlife isn’t exactly an easy thing to learn.

“Yeah, I’ll be fine,” I lied.

“Okay. Get some sleep and call me if you need to. Otherwise, I’ll see you at the train station.”

“Thanks, Miri.”

“It might be nice to have you back. It’s way too quiet here.”

“Was that a contraction?”

“A slip of the tongue.”

“I’m wearing you down.”

“Shush.”

After exchanging goodbyes, I hung up and dropped the phone on the bed. A length of dark brown hair unfurled from the upper bunk, falling halfway to the floor, as two beady brown eyes appeared from above, stared down at me.

“What’s she like?” asked Joanna.

“She’s amazing. You’ll love her.”

“I wonder what she’ll see in my aura.”

“You might not like what you find out,” I warned. “It can be confronting.”

“I can deal.”

“Are you sure your parents are okay with this?” I asked.

“Hah! Hell no. I didn’t tell them. They think I’m visiting friends in Madoc.”

I jolted upright, smacking my head on the upper bunk painfully, and glared at her. “Jo! What the hell?”

“What?” she fired back defensively. “They’d never agree to me running off with some strange older dude, especially all the way to Calgary.”

“Goddammit, Jo. What if they accuse me of kidnapping you?”

“Relax, dude. I’ll call them when we get to your place. I’ll tell them I got accepted to the university there and didn’t want to tell them because they would have said no. They’ll calm down, eventually.”

“For fuck’s sake,” I muttered, lying back down.

“You swear a lot.”

“Kettle. Black.”

“That’s racist.”

“Good night, Jo.”

“Good night, Lloyd.” Her hair flung upwards and out of view as she disappeared into the top bunk.

I released a long, drawn-out sigh and closed my eyes on the worst week of my life. I drifted into a fitful sleep, listening to the sounds of screaming, raging inside my head.































THE END

























When the wolf cries, the destroyer of souls will devour the betrayer, nourishing the seed of the forest.

-Naedira, Queen of the Shamadi, Guardian of the Moon, Overseer of Death.

“Coin of Ages,” Fourth Reckoning, Second Verse.














































The following is an excerpt from When Lloyd's Collide, book three of Noctis Investigations.


WHEN LLOYD’S COLLIDE

“Noctis Investigations. Let us find what you’ve lost in the dark,” a young, feminine voice narrates. “Let me take you on a journey through our home and business, meet the brilliant private detectives making waves through the streets of Cowtown, and show you where the magic happens.”

A small warehouse is in view, and as the narrator walks toward the building, the camera zooms in on a placard hanging from the door. It reads, “NOCTIS INVESTIGATIONS, OFFICES OF GIBSON AND DELGADO.” A delicate hand of coppery complexion reaches out, turns the handle, and pushes the door open. The camera shakes as it comes through, as the door is closed behind, before focusing on the front hallway.

“You should have seen this place when I moved in last fall. It was barely habitable, yet I have been told it was a step up from the summer before.” The narrator continues. “An abandoned warehouse, once forgotten by the residents of Balzac and a title deed forgotten, later rediscovered by its rightful owner. What once was a travesty encased in steel, filled with only a bed and a camping chair, had been converted into a makeshift home. 

“The perimeter had been freshly covered in drywall and insulation, but the rooms were sectioned off with pink, fabric-covered partitions instead of interior walls. The office and bedrooms were cubicles, an interior design that was very office-chic but lacked a specific touch. Privacy, to be exact. It was awful, and I spent the first week wondering why I came here, following a madman in the shadows.

“Now, nine months later, it’s a home.”

The camera pans around to reveal an office furnished with a light-mahogany hardwood floor. Vast beams of sunlight pour into the large bay windows to the left, illuminating two desks. The desk closest is made of red oak with curious and unexplained burn marks, and the other, smaller desk, is made of dark chestnut. 

The red desk holds a thin, gold placard sitting at the front, displayed prominently, with the engraving, “Lloyd Gibson, PI” in bold letters. Behind it is a mess of unfiled paperwork, a Burger King wrapper, and a handful of discarded and forgotten trail mix. Lying next to the papers is a novelty pen with a bikini-clad woman on the end. The delicate hand reaches out and lifts it, turning it upside down, and showcases prominently on the camera bikini falling off.

“I don’t know why I like this pen so much,” the narrator admits. “So stupid.”

On the chestnut desk sits a series of photos depicting a charming and friendly family of Puerto Ricans with a Caucasian mother. Beside it rests a framed copy of a degree, and a closed laptop. Another placard is featured, announcing the desk’s occupant as “Mireya Delgado, PI”. Standing beside it, full of pride, is a little ceramic chihuahua. A light purple blazer is draped over the back of an office chair.

“So many blazers,” the narrator whispers before moving on.

Behind the desks is a proper white wall, floor to ceiling, made of drywall, with a closed door leading to the rooms beyond. Displayed on the wall, above the chestnut desk, are three paintings. One depicts a beautiful and serene waterfall. The second, the city’s skyline, prominently showcasing the Calgary Tower and Saddledome. The camera zooms in on the third, a bride and groom, and based on their clothing, it was likely commissioned in the 70s.

“These are the parents of Mireya Delgado, displayed proudly where they overlook their daughter as she does her finest work.”

The camera pans to the left, focusing on the wall behind the red oak desk.

“And here, we find a travesty in three posters.”

The camera focuses on the album cover of Metallica’s “Master of Puppets”, with the original movie for Stephen Spielberg’s “Jurassic Park” beside it. Panning left, the next prominently features the ample bosom of Yasmine Bleeth from the 1990s television program “Baywatch”. The ripped corners and slight crumples reflect this poster being torn down and rehung multiple times, and repeatedly smoothed out.

“I’ve been told this poster is from the greatest television show of all time. I watched a few clips online. I wish I hadn’t. The nineties had amazing music, but the TV shows were problematic at best. Let’s go see where the real magic happens.”

The camera swings around to the right, moving along the other wall and passing over another door, the interior of a kitchen in view. Next to it, in the corner and hidden from the entrance, is a plain rectangular computer desk made of particleboard with a melamine finish. Sitting atop is a 17-inch flatscreen computer, a small black desk lamp, and a black landline phone. A little terracotta pot sits in the corner, with a flourishing daisy sprouting from the centre.

The monitor displays an ongoing single-player card game. A clean white keyboard and mouse sit next to a cell phone dock, with an expensive pair of headphones with a red cord lying next to it. A shelf underneath holds another plant, a bonsai tree in a rectangular dish, ten books on botany and one titled “The Subtle Art Of Not Giving A F*ck.” 

Sitting next to this desk is a large white pot sprouting a massive honeysuckle vine that snakes its way up the wall and along the ceiling’s edge. The camera pans up, following the vine as it travels the entire wall and around the other side, suspended as if by magic above the posters. Finally, it wraps around the other wall, framing the large window. The camera pans back to the corner.

“This is my desk, and where the real magic happens. I may mostly just take appointments and schedule Mister Gibson’s doctor’s appointments, but the business would be in ruins without me. I am an integral part of the machine, and through this glorious job, I have become a master of Solitaire.”

Mounted on the wall near the kitchen door is a flatscreen TV, and is playing a news program. A pundit is interviewing a seismologist regarding rumoured tectonic activity around Yellowstone National Park.

“I brought the honeysuckle in after some significant convincing. Check out my previous videos for how I grew it!”

The camera pans again, zooming out and holding as much of the office in the frame as possible.

“As you can see, what once was a drafty nightmare has been converted into a proper office and home. The walls were installed only last month and have drastically improved the place’s energy. In addition, with actual, proper doors, I no longer have to worry about changing in the bathroom. No more risk of people walking in on me! It’s glorious. Now let’s see if we can find my employers and friends!”

The video pans to the kitchen door, rapidly approaching the frame as the camera passes through the threshold. Beyond is white, shining linoleum spanning a large and modern kitchen. A series of glossy black cupboards come into view, with a cream-speckled countertop. A shining stainless steel double sink sits in the centre with an arching faucet. The camera does not pan to the rest of the kitchen, but settles on a figure standing within.

Leaning over the sink is a striking woman in a light purple pantsuit, devoid of the blazer, in a white blouse with sleeves rolled up to her elbows. Standing at an average height with a light-brown complexion, with dark hair pulled into a semi-severe ponytail. Yellow latex gloves adorn hands.

“Aha! Here we have my boss, Mireya Delgado, furiously washing the dishes ignored by her counterpart. A strong, proud, beautiful woman of Latinx descent, she is the glue that holds our little organization together. Without her, we simply would not exist. We call her Miri, but only we are allowed such an honour. To the rest of the world, she is Miss Delgado and is to be respected in the highest of regards!”

“What are you doing?” Miri asks, turning to the camera.

“It is time for my one million followers to finally meet the people who have so kindly allowed me into their home and given me a proper job,” declared the narrator.

“I do not remember consenting to this,” the Latina woman observes as she rinses the last plate. “Did you break one million? I thought it was only nine-hundred and twenty.”

“Fame is thrust on the best of us. Some of us seek it out; others have it find them,” the narrator intones dramatically.

“Can we not?” Miri asks as she turns the water off and removes the latex gloves, depositing them on the counter.

“What would you like to say to everyone watching at home?” asks the narrator.

“Are we live?” Miri questions as a concerned and slightly perturbed look crosses her face.

“No, but this video will be up by tonight! So tell my glorious audience something about yourself.”

“Um. Well. Hmm.” The proud and fierce Latina woman pauses to think, tapping her forefinger against her chin. “Well, as your wonderful influencer has stated, my name is Miss Delgado. I enjoy chai lattes, working out at the gym, and firing insolent youths who film me without permission.”

The camera spins, panning to the door as it quickly races back to the office without ceremony.

“She was only joking. Miss Mireya Delgado, folks! Let’s go see the rest of the place!” the narrator announces, mildly panicked.

The frame bounces up and down as the camera approaches the closed door beyond the desks. A hand reaches out and pushes it open, revealing a long hallway. More photos line the wall to the right, depicting various members of the Delgado family and more paintings of landscapes. On the left, lacking sense and taste in interior décor, are a series of movie posters ranging from The Lord of the Rings to a black and white Nosferatu. Other frames showcase paintings of dragons, wizards, and one of RoboCop riding a unicorn.

“It should be evident, rather quickly, which boss has taste, and which does not.”

The first door approaches on the right, and a hand pushes it open, revealing a large bedroom. The edge of a queen-sized bed comes into view, with a red and white floral quilt tucked neatly beneath the mattress.

“You had better not be going into my bedroom!” Mireya’s voice yells from the other room. The door is quickly pulled shut.

“Here, we have the entertainment room,” announces the narrator, crossing the hall and entering a door to the left. 

As the view opens, a green upholstered recliner enters the frame, seated next to a cream-coloured futon. The cushions appear worn and flattened. Beyond, at eye level, is a wall-mounted 42-inch flatscreen suspended above a black cabinet with a glass door. Inside are various fantasy and superhero movies, a box set of the television show “Scrubs,” and an entire shelf devoted to chick flicks. In each corner of the room sits a large terracotta pot holding five-foot tall ferns, and more honeysuckle borders the edges of the ceiling. On the left is a grey three-seat sofa, and two blue-fabric chairs are to the right.

“I honestly hate that futon and can’t for the life of me figure out why we haven’t gotten rid of it. The couch is much more comfy, yet they insist on keeping the futon in front of the TV. I love this recliner, though—it literally hugs your butt. I spend a lot of my time here when the bosses are out on a case. I set up the business phone to redirect to my cell if no one answers the landline, so I can still do my job while slacking off. Can you even believe they have a landline? Oh! Let’s go see my bedroom!”

The camera spins quickly, floats out of the living room, into the hallway, and turns left. Another door pushes open to the right, beyond the previous bedroom.

“You may have seen my room before in previous videos, but I’ve never properly showcased it!”

A twin-sized mattress and frame enter into view, with pink sheets and a red woollen blanket tossed haphazardly on the unmade bed. A wardrobe made of maple-stained pine sits in the corner, the door slightly ajar. More honeysuckle vines and wisteria nearly encompass the entire walls, giving the room a vibrant shade of purple and yellow. A large red shaggy rug spans the hardwood floors. 

A nightstand sits next to the head of the bed with a small, pink-shaded lamp, with tiny clear jewels suspended around the rim. Below is a copy of “Miss Peregrine’s Home For Peculiar Children,” and next to it, barely in the frame, is a blurred, censored image.

“Oh shit!”

The camera spins around quickly and exits the bedroom.

“I’ll, uhm, have to edit that out. I thought I put that away. Shit. Uhm, Let’s go check out the bathroom!”

At the end of the hallway, another door opens, leading to a fully furnished bathroom. It clearly used to be for commercial use, with the toilet inside a chrome cubicle and a urinal suspended on the wall beside it. Across is a standing shower with a frosted glass door. A large towel rack hangs next to it with three bath towels, black, pink and green. 

A cream-coloured sink sits in the corner by the door. Various cosmetics and skincare products litter the counter, with a single can of men’s shaving cream, looking heavily out of place. Three white hand towels hang from silver rings on the wall. One has minor, brownish-red stains spattered across it.

The camera rises, bringing the large mirror into view, and with it, the narrator. She holds her phone to the side, keeping her youthful face in sight. Long, wavy dark hair cascades to her lower back, and her bushy eyebrows complement her deep-brown eyes. Her chosen outfit is a sky-blue, short-sleeved playsuit with a zip-up front in a modest style that still showcases her curves. Smooth and toned, coppery thighs trail out of view of the mirror. She strikes an alluring pose, pouting her slightly plump lips, stained with chocolate lip gloss, in a playful smile.

“I love this outfit. Look how cute I look today!” the narrator exclaims. “My parents would never let me wear things like this. I blame the Missionaries. They ruined us.”

With a flourish of her flared shorts, the narrator spins her lower body towards the mirror, wiggling her hips slightly as she giggles.

“Enjoy, my followers! That’s a little treat for you folks. You know this channel isn’t that kind of place, but I’m feeling sexy for a change, and there’s nothing wrong with sharing that!”

The camera pans away from the mirror, exits the bathroom, and focuses on the last remaining door across the hall on the left.

“Let’s go see what my other boss is up to!” the narrator suggests excitedly. A hand reaches forward, turns the handle, and pushes it open. The room is dark, with blackout curtains perfectly covering every inch of the window, pulled tight to keep even a sliver of light from the room. “Oh, I can’t see anything in here ….”

A hand reaches forward, disappearing into the shadow, and flicks upward. The lights turn on and a bed appears. Sprawled out on the bed is a relatively tall man lying on his back. Draped over the edge hangs a pasty leg, his bare foot dangling an inch from the floor, with the other leg pointed upwards with a bent knee. The man’s bare, pale chest gleams in the overhead light with the sheets tossed to the floor. His only article of clothing is a pair of knitted boxers decorated with yellow smiley faces. 

His hands shoot upward, covering his eyes, as he cries out painfully at the light. “What the? Why?” he hollers, groaning loudly. “Oh, God! Who the hell turned that on?”

“Hi, Lloyd! It’s… Oh my God!” the narrator shrieks as the camera briefly settles on his boxers. A blurred and censored image appears briefly on camera.

An eye peaks out from behind his arms, and the man notices the cell phone pointed at him. He panics and throws his hands down, covering his lower regions.

“What the hell, Joey!” he yells, his face flushing red.

“Oh my god! I’m so sorry!” the narrator shouts in apology as the camera spins away, facing the door.

“Why the fuck are you filming me?” he yells, now off-camera.

“It’s eleven a.m.! I didn’t think you’d still be sleeping!”

“What else would I be doing?” the man shouted. “Oh my god! Was that on camera?”

“I’m sorry! I’m so sorry! I’ve heard it’s a natural thing that happens to guys, but I didn’t know it was true! I’m so sorry!”

“GET THE FUCK OUT!” he screams.

The camera flies through the door and into the hallway, suddenly switching to a front view. The narrator’s face bobs up and down as she flees, looking terrified into the camera as she runs.

“I think that’s all for today, my lovely people,” she huffs between breaths. “If I never post another video after this, please call the police because I think he might actually kill me this time!”

“Joey, what have you done?” Mireya’s voice booms, as the narrator stumbles back into the office.

“It was an accident, I swear!” she claimed. “I didn’t think he’d have a goddamn bon—”

The video ends abruptly.
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