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  CHAPTER 01

  
  




The telltale shuffle of corduroy rubbing between thicker-than-average thighs grew close, the brisk and purposeful pace drawing my attention from my phone. I turned the screen off, leaving an article speculating about the lives of the cast of Seinfeld, if they existed in the Marvel Cinematic Universe, and stood up from the double-sided park bench that was more comfortable than it appeared.

“Ahem,” said an older, heavy-set businessman, glancing pointedly between the park bench and me. I sat back down, crossed my legs, and pretended to be a casual birdwatcher, avoiding eye contact with him.

We’re playing this game, are we?

He was a short, stocky gentleman with gray hair styled in an unconvincing comb-over. He was wearing an untailored beige suit, two sizes too big, with cuffs hanging limply over his right palm (his left hand stuffed in his pocket), fastened together by expensive silver and gold cufflinks. A pair of uncomfortable-looking brown penny loafers adorned his feet, and a crisply folded newspaper was tucked under his arm. Sweat beaded on his forehead, likely from the effort of walking more than ten feet at once or the fact he was wearing corduroy in July. He appraised me hurriedly through his bifocals, giving me more judgment in two seconds than I ever received from all the girls in high school.

He sat behind me and dramatically flourished his newspaper. “Mister Gibson?” he asked with a husky voice without turning his head.

“Call me Lloyd.” I hated formalities and using my real name. I had used various aliases throughout my life, but those days were over. “Can I call you Bob?”

“No.”

“Hello, Mister Arsenal.”

“You look like you’re homeless,” he informed me. “Utterly unprofessional.”

“I’ll have you know, I’m wearing my Sunday best,” I said, offended. I was an average-looking Caucasian male in my late thirties, standing at six-foot-two with light brown hair and eyes. My eyebrows were bushier than I’d like, and I had the remnants of a scar on my nose from a nasty fall as a child. Today, I wore a breezy blue generic t-shirt from Old Navy, complemented by slightly wrinkled blue jeans with more than one hole in them. Blue on blue, I was bringing it back. Scuff marks coated my Nikes, devaluing the most expensive item I currently owned (that I hadn’t paid for). A white ball cap with a red maple leaf and the word “Sorry” embroidered in white block letters sat on my head, and my signature wraparound sunglasses, prescription due to severe light sensitivity, rested on my nose.

“I look spiffy.”

Bob cleared his throat as he turned a page in his newspaper. “What did you find?”

“You do realize that newspaper makes us look even more suspicious, right?” I asked. “I mean, a lot of people have seen movies.”

“What did you find?” he repeated through clenched teeth.

“Nothing,” I said, patting a manila folder on the bench beside me. “I have all his recent bank records, which show no suspicious transactions or large withdrawals. I have photos of him going to and from work, with no stops for the last week. He’s had no social visits, interacting with no one outside the office. I couldn’t get into his phone records, but I did manage to sneak a look at his cell, and he has no outgoing calls, all his texts were work-related or spam, and no personal emails aside from subscriptions and promotions. He literally has no life.” He needed a more secure password—figuring out it was his beloved cat’s name wasn’t hard.

“What about his work email?”

“What about it? You specifically told me not to enter the office,” I reminded him.

“That was your problem to work around,” he scolded.

“How? It’s a secure intranet, only accessible from inside the building.”

“You’re the investigator—this is what I’m paying you for!” He shuffled through a few more pages, pretending to read.

“With a hand tied behind my back? I’m not a magician. Look, he’s living the most mundane, boring life imaginable, and I wouldn’t blame him for wanting a change. Still, there’s no indication he’s up to anything nefarious.”

“He is. I know he is.”

“Mr. Arsenal, by all indications, your son is not trying to kill you.”

Bob sat silently for a long moment, his body tense, and he stopped flipping through the newspaper. “How much is he paying you?”

“Who?” I asked incredulously.

I knew where this was going. From the first time I spoke to this man, I knew I’d be getting screwed in the end, but I was desperate for money, so I took the risk.

“My son. How much is he paying you?” he demanded, the words hissing through his teeth, still refusing to look back at me.

I sighed, rubbing my thumb and forefinger over my eyes, beneath my shades. “You don’t pay your son enough money for him to pay me anything.”

Bob exhaled heavily through his nose and folded the newspaper on his lap. “Your work is shoddy, and you have proven nothing. I know he is trying to kill me. I’ve been informed.”

This is why I ask for an upfront deposit before taking on a case. I was getting the sense that I was not collecting the rest of the payment.

“By whom?” I asked. “You keep saying that, but you won’t tell me anything. If I knew where you received that information, I’d have something concrete to work with.”

“It doesn’t matter who told me, just that they did.”

“Then we’re done here,” I said, rising to my feet. “You can keep the folder. I’ve taken this investigation as far as possible without further information, which you refuse to provide. So, I will take the rest of the payment, and our business will be concluded.”

“I’m not paying you a damn thing!” he shouted, no longer choosing discretion. “You’ve proven nothing!”

I spun around and looked at him. “Prove what? One can prove that someone is doing something. It’s impossible to conclusively prove they’re not.”

With the ridiculous charade over, Bob stood and looked at me with an intense glare. “You are the worst private investigator I have ever seen,” he said, literally spitting his words.

A drop of saliva hit me in the face, which I wiped away immediately and glared back at him. “And you have absolutely no idea how any of this works,” I argued in return. “I can’t do what I require to get the information you need, and that’s my fault? You’re paranoid and delusional.”

Bob’s glare intensified, his limbs shaking with actual rage. “I know what I was told and trust my sources.” His teeth were clenched so hard his jaw shook from the strain. I half expected his teeth to shatter.

“Your son barely interacts with anyone. So unless his source is his fucking cat, whoever is talking to you is lying.”

Bob’s eyes widened in a comically large expression of surprise. “How do you know about Mr. Neeners?”

I stared back at him, stunned, my mouth agape. “It—are you actually telling me the cat told you?”

His face suddenly turned from surprise to terror, the rage immediately replaced by fear. “Oh my God, you’re one of them!” he cried, pointing at me like a Body Snatcher. “You’re a changeling!”

“I’m a what?”

Rather than answering, Bob turned tail and ran away. Well, he shuffled at a moderately faster pace—a swift, drunken walk, really.

I watched as he stumbled away, rasping heavily in exertion, glancing back periodically to ensure I wasn’t pursuing. As he faded from sight, I sighed, gathered up the folder, and headed home. An entire week, wasted, with nothing to show for it. The majority of his deposit went toward bribing someone for those bank details.

Is this how life is going to be now? I lose everything, go straight, and put up with this bullshit? A year ago, I was living in a fucking mansion. Well, a two-story penthouse in New York City, but still. Now I live in a small, uninsulated warehouse, scraping by on the whims of Calgary’s paranoid delusional rich folks. I didn’t have much choice, as it was too risky to keep stealing things, but there had to be a better alternative.

This was a complete and absolute waste of having a superpower.








  
  
  CHAPTER 02

  
  




I lived on the northern outskirts of Calgary, Alberta, in a place called Balzac—no joke. The rent was cheap because I owned the building. Well, I owned the shell company that owned the building—rather, a name I invented and held a passport with owned it. There was also a storage unit down in Shepard under that name. These were the only things the Feds didn’t find, thank God. I wasn’t built to live in the streets, nor was I big on the prospect of turning tricks for cash.

The warehouse is mostly one giant space with only two separate rooms. The kitchen was right of the front door, with the bathroom on the same side in the far corner. It did have electricity and functional plumbing, and the kitchen was makeshift, created out of an old table holding a microwave, a hot plate, and a kettle. There was a sink, but it was free-standing, and I had to put an old office desk beside it to use as a counter. I had a camping chair parked in front of a seventeen-inch tube television on a small table in the middle of the room, plugged into a twenty-foot orange extension cord trailing to the far side. My air mattress was in the far-left corner, decked out in a fancy black sheet set (two hundred thread count, if you can believe it) and a thick brown quilt. I wasn’t sure if it should have been brown, but it was only five bucks at the Salvation Army.

I had a roommate, a friend and confidant keeping me company during the cold nights. His name was Chauncy. He was a rat, and he tolerated my presence so long as at least one-fourth of the food I ate missed my mouth and landed on the floor. He was good company, but not the best conversationalist. Great listener, though.

After returning from my rendezvous with Bob, I tossed my hat next to the television and was greeted by Chauncy lounging in a sunbeam like a cat. He briefly looked up at me, offering a light squeak of greeting, and went back to sleep. He was the weirdest rat I’d ever encountered, but we were bros now. Rummaging through an old metal shelving unit outside the kitchen that served as my pantry, I looked for something edible but came up short. Hopefully, the remainder of Bob’s deposit would be enough to buy a couple days’ worth of food.

I sat, attempting to relax in front of the television with my sunglasses on. Unfortunately, I didn’t have curtains to cover the massive bay windows, which let in a substantial amount of daylight. The sun and I didn’t get along, and I desperately needed to work on my tan. Due to my light sensitivity, I was basically a vampire…without the sparkles or strict dietary requirements. However, even without the substantial glare beaming into the room, the screen’s glow was still enough to hurt my eyes if unprotected.

I clicked the remote absently, surfing through the channels until settling on an old episode of South Park—the one with Barbara Streisand—when my phone rang.

“Hello?”

“Yes, hello,” spoke the voice of an apprehensive and nervous woman. “Is this, um…I am looking for a private investigator. Have I called the right number?”

“I am a private investigator!” I said after being stunned for a moment. I was always caught off guard when I actually got a call, let alone by someone who sounded much younger than my usual dementia patie—er, clients. “What’s up?”

“Um.”

I went too casual, throwing her off. I wasn’t off to a good start for someone already suspicious and nervous.

“I’m sorry, where are my manners? My name is Lloyd Gibson, and I am here to help. To whom am I speaking?” I said, slightly dragging out the vowel sound in “whom.”

“Oh, um, my name is Delgado. Mireya.” She was slightly more at ease after the introduction but was still apprehensive. I found putting names to faces, or in this case, voices, helped calm the nerves. “I need help with something, and I was told you could offer it.”

“Absolutely! What is the nature of your problem?” I asked, using my best business voice, springing out of my chair and scanning the room for my pen and notebook. It was always a good idea to take notes. 

I didn’t find them. I didn’t actually own a notebook, come to think of it. Did I even have pens?

“I would prefer not to talk about it on the phone. Can I book an appointment and come to your office?”

“Uh, well, I prefer to operate outside the office, somewhere public. I don’t know you, and you don’t know me, so better safe than sorry. Might I suggest somewhere visible yet still maintain a level of privacy?” I didn’t have an office, and asking clients to meet me in an abandoned warehouse wasn’t the best of ideas. I needed them at ease and not worrying about getting murdered.

“I…I cannot be seen speaking to a P.I.”

Definitely hesitant. I was losing her.

“You don’t need to worry about that, Miss Delgado. No one will know who I am—I don’t even dress the part. How does one dress as a P.I. anyway? Trench coats and fedoras? Not really my style.” I was rambling—I couldn’t help it. “I’m more of a jeans-and-t-shirt kind of guy. The point of the job is to blend in. As far as anyone can tell, you’re just meeting with an old friend.”

“I suppose. Where can we meet?”

Ha! Pulled her back in.

“Your choice, Miss Delgado.” I found that repeating their names also helped keep them at ease. Well, kind of. Do it too much and it gets creepy. “Tell me when and where, and I will be there.”

“Um, okay. Are you available today?”

“Let me glance at my schedule,” I said, pausing and looking absently at the ceiling. I didn’t have a schedule. “Yes, looks like I have the afternoon open.”

“How about the food court at Marlborough Mall, around two?”

“Let’s see…it’s noon now…yes, I can swing that. Sounds great!”

“How will I know who you are?”

“Just look for the guy wearing wraparound sunglasses indoors.”




* * *




As mentioned, I lived in Calgary, where I grew up. The not-so-wild west of Canada. Cowtown. Stampede City. Onward, Fortis et Liber. Birthplace of professional wrestler Bret Hart and the creator of Spawn, Todd McFarlane. The host of the 1988 Winter Olympics heavily featuring a particular Jamaican bobsled team. It’s pronounced Cal’gree, and don’t let anyone tell you differently. A sprawling metropolis serving as a gateway between the foothills of the Rocky Mountains, their vast snowy peaks a constant backdrop on the western horizon, to the enormous, open prairies to the east. Alberta was where one could find cowboys still roaming with hats, lassos, and everything, but it’d been a while since any duels at High Noon. Our stadium was shaped like a Saddle, and we hosted the “World Famous” annual festival: the Calgary Stampede. No bulls ran through the streets, but there were rides, games, flowing beer, and wild rodeos.

Marlborough Mall was one of my local haunts as a teenager, having grown up in Forest Lawn, and was only a rough twenty-minute drive from Balzac, give or take traffic. I had an old silver Buick, a ‘95 Oldsmobile my mom used to own, and I pulled into the parking lot around one o’clock. It was always best to arrive early and get the lay of the land. While familiar with this place, I liked to get a feel for the people in the area. I checked whether anyone was taking too long with their meal or searching for someone. If I spot anything suspicious, I have time to contact my potential client discreetly and relocate the meeting point. I have never needed to do that, but again, better safe than sorry. With little information, I had no idea what this Mireya Delgado needed help with, whether she believed it was dangerous or innocuous. Best to cover my bases.

Food courts were a familiar meeting spot. Overcrowded, with so many conversations happening at once, you could loudly confess to murder and the people at the table next to you wouldn’t hear a word. Other locations range from cafes, diners, and bus stops. Once, it was the actual water cooler in someone’s office building, which was weird and probably caused some significant workplace gossip. Often, it was on a park bench because people love park benches. Like Bob, they showed up with a newspaper and held it above their faces while talking because…movies. It never occurred to them that it looked suspicious as hell, but who was I to judge? They were paying me, and I was so hard up for cash that I was willing to indulge them.

I sat at a small table across from Subway and passed the time by looking Mireya Delgado up online. It took a few tries before the search suggestions gave me the proper spelling for her name (Meer-E-Ah did not work), but it wasn’t long until I had her socials on my screen. Social media was terrific for quick background checks, and the Intelligence Community loved it. It made their lives easier having all of someone’s information in one place, and they admitted it. Unfortunately, her accounts had privacy measures, but I didn’t need to go in too deeply.

With a selfie for a profile picture, she was an attractive woman. Somewhere around her early thirties and, as her name suggested, had a definite Latin influence in her paler features. She likely had a Latino father and Caucasian mother, given her last name, Delgado. Locally born, growing up in the community of Lynwood, and attended Central Memorial High School. Relationship status: Single. Between her various accounts, I found she worked as an investigator for the Calgary Fire Department, stationed out of the Headquarters. She also volunteered at a women’s shelter.

This led me to the bigger question: Why on earth did a fire investigator require the services of a private one?

I got the impression she was a highly structured woman, as the moment my cell read 2:00 p.m., I spotted her entering the food court. I casually glanced away to let her find me, not wanting her to realize I recognized her from stalking her online. It was only a brief moment before she saw me, as the place wasn’t terribly busy with the lunch rush now an hour over. I was the only one sitting alone, still wearing the same clothes from my last meeting, with my signature shades.

She had long, dark hair pulled back into a semi-tight ponytail and wore a light blue pantsuit with a practical pair of white sneakers, not a scuff to be seen, and carried a black leather purse. Don’t ask which brand—out of the many things I stole over the years, and I stole a lot, handbags and women’s accessories were not among them. She was calm and professional, but her eyes betrayed her nervousness, flitting around the area, taking everything in. If I yelled, “Boo!” she’d probably jump straight out of her skin.

She approached my table and asked, “Are you Mister Gibson?”

“Hola! Si, Senorita Delgado. Toma asiento, por favor,” I said in clear and precise words, ensuring the proper usage of accents. Removing my sunglasses, I stood and offered a handshake.

Sensitive to light in nature, I had to squint a bit due to the fluorescent lights of the Mall. If I take in too much light, I’d be temporarily blinded, get a nasty migraine, or even vomit. It was why I usually wore shades, the darkest tint on the market, specially designed to counteract ultraviolet and blue light. I only took them off for eye contact, to help put people at ease, as I was aware of how weird I looked wearing them indoors. I don’t usually care, but I had to make sacrifices for circumstances such as meeting prospective clients. 

She was roughly a head shorter than me, standing at five-foot-five, give or take, and took my hand, shaking it with surprising firmness. I didn’t mean that in a sexist way, but it was a general observation. She was used to working with men, and her grip reflected that.

“I do not speak Spanish,” she said flatly.

“Oh my God, I’m sorry!” I stammered. “I assumed because of your name.”

“I am third generation Puerto Rican living in Canada. There are not a lot of us here.” Her voice was stern, with a hint of irritation.

Okay, touchy subject. She must get a lot of comments. Noted.

“Fair enough! I don’t speak Spanish anyway. I translated that online and totally didn’t spend, like, thirty minutes rehearsing it—” I cleared my throat. “Please take a seat?”

She looked me up and down as we sat, placing her purse by her feet. I got that a lot, as I was never what one expected when meeting with a private investigator, but this was somehow different. She wasn’t entirely looking at me but around me. It happened quickly, her gaze circling the outline of my body. Her brow furrowed for a split second in confusion, blinking twice, and her face returned to neutral.

“How can I help you?” I asked cheerfully.

“What are your rates?” she queried.

“Straight to business! I can appreciate that, but unfortunately, I can’t give you an exact estimate until I know what the job is. Every job is unique and comes with its own set of requirements. If it’s only taking pictures of your ex-husband, it’s usually two hundred. If I need to follow him around, that involves gas, so the price goes up a bit.”

Staring intently, she watched my facial expressions and body language, studying everything about the man sitting before her. She was highly aware I was doing the same thing in return.

“Tell me, Mireya, how can I put you at ease?”

She frowned at the use of her first name. “Tell me, Lloyd, why can I not find you online?”

“I’m a private person, Miss Delgado.” I was glad I wasn’t the only one doing online research. Made me feel less creepy.

“You have no social media at all or a website detailing your business. I found nothing proving your legitimacy as an investigator. Do you even have a licence?”

I did not, but I wasn’t about to admit that. “I do have a website. And an ad in the newspaper and phone book.”

“A blank page with a title and phone number, which I found only by looking up your number. Why are you afraid to list your name?”

Oh, she’s good. And possibly paranoid. “As I said, I’m a private person. But, given you’re looking for a P.I., you seem rather interested in investigating me.”

She rolled her eyes and reached for her bag. “I think we are done here.”

“Wait!” I was losing her and took a chance. “Look, I know I’m not ideal, but I’m good at what I do. I apologize for being too direct, but if you’re sitting here with me, then you are desperate. You don’t seem the type to just find a phone number and see what happens. You didn’t find me online, and I highly doubt you looked me up in the phone book, so somebody gave you my number. I specialize in cases the others don’t want, and they wouldn’t refer you to me if they didn’t trust I was at least partially competent. Was it Jonas Wong? Jacob Carpenter?” I studied her face as I said the names, noticing a slight twitch in her eye. “Both good investigators, but extremely picky in their clientele. Which one referred you to me?”

She let go of her bag, and her shoulders sank. “Mister Wong. Mister Carpenter told me to leave.”

“Yeah, he’s an ass. They both are. They don’t like cases that aren’t clear-cut and stay clean and free from anything that might have backlash. But they throw me a bone every now and then if it helps get rid of a troublesome person. Or if they genuinely think someone needs help that they aren’t willing to provide themselves. They’re selfish pricks, basically, but their selfishness helps pay my bills. How many others did you try before you finally called my number?”

Silence.

“So, all of them?”

More silence.

“So, Mireya Delgado, how can I help you?”








  
  
  CHAPTER 03

  
  




I bought us coffee to help occupy her hands until she was ready to talk. She took two sugars with one cream, and I preferred the tried-and-true Double Double (two creams, two sugar). I grabbed a couple Boston Cream doughnuts, but she wasn’t hungry, so I ate them both. I kept her at ease by asking about her life, using conversation to confirm what I’d already found online. I was able to rule out her problems involving an ex-lover. Whatever brought her to me involved her job with the Fire Department.

“So, what happened that has you so spooked?” I asked.

Her eyes dropped to her coffee, taking a moment to formulate how and where to start. “A month ago, we responded to a fire in Edgemont. It was a standard, run-of-the-mill house fire at first glance, and the owner, a chemistry teacher at UoC, was not home when it happened. He had a lab in the basement, but the fire destroyed so much that it was impossible to tell what he used it for. We first thought an experiment had gone wrong, or maybe he forgot to turn off a Bunsen burner, but there was no evidence to suggest it.”

She paused to sip her coffee before continuing. “No trace of an accelerant, yet multiple ignition points, as if something exploded. Everything leaves a trace. Everything. If you know what to look for, determining the cause is not difficult—bad wiring, a lit cigarette, arson, etc. You pinpoint the flame’s exact origin, and you can determine what started it from there. This fire was different. There was nothing. I traced the fire back to six points of origin, all in a circular pattern around the room. Based on how the fire behaved, I determined a chemical accelerant must have been used, yet it left zero trace evidence. Things do not just explode and leave no evidence behind. It does not happen.”

“You suspect foul play?”

“Absolutely. Accidents do not cover themselves up. I filed all this in my report, but without evidence of intent, it went nowhere.” She paused momentarily, staring off at nothing in particular, thinking. “The homeowner, Pierre Moreau, is missing. We tried to bring him in for questioning, but we cannot locate him.”

“He just disappeared?”

“Yes,” she confirmed.

“So either he’s been abducted by whoever set his house on fire, or he ran. Innocent people don’t tend to run away unless someone is after them.”

“Exactly, but I got nowhere with that. I returned to the house more than once, trying to find something—anything—to tell me what happened, but I never found anything new.” She paused again, squinting at her coffee as if she’d forgotten it was there. “It was on my last inspection when I saw something.”

“And what was that?”

“Not a what, but a who,” she replied, scrunching her nose. “When I was leaving, I saw a man across the street looking at the house. That is not entirely out of the ordinary, as people constantly stop and gawk at burnt-down houses. Honestly, the number of people gathering to watch this one was ridiculous, with all of them taking videos and selfies.” She shook her head in disgust. “This guy was different because I had seen him before. He was there in the crowd as the firefighters put the blaze out. I remember him because he had…” She stopped suddenly, catching herself from saying something. “There was something about him I did not like.”

“Which was?”

“I cannot explain it—it was just something. He saw me looking and walked away.”

“What did he look like?”

“Caucasian and tall, maybe the same as you, and bald, possibly suffering from alopecia, as he either had no eyebrows or, before losing his hair, was a very light blonde. I tried to follow, but he was moving fast and I was in heels, so I lost him pretty quickly.”

“Why did you wear heels to a crime scene?” I asked, curious.

“That is not relevant,” she scolded, irritation flashing in her eyes.

I raised my hands in defence. “Sorry. Please continue.”

Keeping her head tilted, she lifted her gaze to mine. “Two weeks later, there was another fire—a two-story house in Mount Pleasant. It started around midnight. Both occupants, Martin and Barbara Jansen, died in bed before they knew what was happening.”

“It was the same circumstances as the previous one?” I scooted toward the edge of my seat and leaned in. This was riveting.

“Yes. This fire originated in the living room, once more with no evidence of accelerant and nothing to be found that caused it—six points of origin, like the last one, in the same circular pattern. None were near the electrical outlets, and no fireplace. It was as if the house spontaneously combusted. All the same markers as the last, with as little evidence. It, along with the previous one, have been catalogued as accidents and the cases formally closed.”

“They closed them? Based on the description, this was obviously no accident. People died,” I emphasized, confused. That made no sense.

“I know, and they know. We all know, but without trace evidence, there is no way to prove it.” She sighed, frustrated. “That is why I’m here.”

“What about the fact this Moreau guy is missing?”

“Without evidence of wrongdoing, they see no reason to pursue him.”

“That is…” I trailed off, unsure how to vocalize my feelings on the matter. I needed more information. “What did the victims do for a living?”

“Barbara was a housewife, and they had no kids. She was materialistic and highly social with the other local women. Mount Pleasant is not the most high-end community, but she lived like it was. Her husband, Martin, was a professor at SAIT on a handsome salary. Testimonies from friends and family indicated they lived a pretty simple life, with no one to think of that might be holding a grudge. Someone did, though. They must have.”

The way she emphasized “someone” was more than a simple statement—it was a memory. “You saw that man again, didn’t you?”

Her eyes narrowed, looking back at her coffee. “Yes. He was there. I arrived after the fire was extinguished, but I saw him through the window as I conducted my investigation. He was across the street, already walking away. His face was obscured, but I knew it was him.”

“How did you know?”

“I just did.”

“That’s not a lot to go on, Miss Delgado.”

Her eyes lifted back to mine, with frustration and irritation on her face. “Do you think I am not aware of that? That my superiors do not know that? They refuse to believe me, and why would they? I saw some guy who happened to be at the first scene, may have been at the second, and all I have for proof is…” She stopped herself, taking a deep breath to calm down. “A feeling. I have a feeling.”

That was a lie. One of omission, but a lie, nonetheless. “It was clearly more than a feeling, Mireya. If I’m going to help you, I need to know what you know,” I said, keeping my voice calm and level.

“I…I should not say.” She sighed, exasperated. “This is where I lost the other P.I.s.”

“I’m not them. Please tell me.”

“You will not believe me.”

“Try me.”

“You will think I am insane.”

“I once investigated a man’s dead wife because he was certain she was haunting him and stealing his potatoes. We’re all insane. Tell me.”

She blinked rapidly and studied me for a moment, her gaze again scanning my outline. I frowned but let her continue. “I…I can see things,” she said quietly, almost sheepishly. Her eyes closed, and she went silent, bracing for my reaction.

I let the silence hang for a moment, trying to process it. We might be entering Crazy Town now, and I needed to approach this carefully.

As sympathetically as possible, I asked, “What can you see?”

“I cannot say what it is, exactly,” she said, struggling to find the right words. “I can look at a person and see who they are. What they are. Call it their essence or their auras. I usually go with auras.”

Yep, Crazy Town. I had such high hopes. But I indulged, as I was hard up for cash and more than willing to delve into the depths of madness to obtain it. “What do you see in these auras?”

Her hesitation was immense, her entire demeanour shifting to extreme discomfort, and she was close to tears but managing to hold it together.

“Mostly colours,” she whispered. “They swirl around everyone at all times. There is never a discernible or recurring pattern, but I can sense who people are when I look at them. I know when people are lying. I know when people are genuinely nice or if they are hypocrites. I know when they are happy, have stomachaches, or are worried and anxious. I do not know how or why, but I just know.”

“That sounds like a handy skill,” I mused. This was a new one for me, and despite the absurdity, I was thrilled it wasn’t a ghost or a talking cat. “And this man? What was in his aura?”

She took a deep breath, slowly exhaling through her nose. “He was pleased, yet angry. His aura was almost blinding. He was admiring the burnt building, not because it was exciting, but because it was his own work. I’m certain of it. I could feel it—he hated those people enough to cause them pain.” She sighed, looking defeated.

This was a lot to take in, and I understood why none of the other investigators wanted to touch this. “Did you share this information with the other P.I.s?”

“No, not entirely. I knew they would not believe me—I saw that straight away. I lost Mister Wong at the slightest hint and ruled out even the suggestion with Mister Carpenter. He threw me out when I refused to explain.”

“Then why are you sharing it with me?”

She finally looked up with a desperate plea in her eyes. “You seem willing to listen. You might not believe me, but you are still here.”

Time to gamble. “Fair enough. Cards on the table, then. What do you see in my aura?”

Testing her right now was risky, but if I went all in on this, I needed to determine what level of crazy she was. I already knew I was taking the case, but it would help determine how to proceed. Something about her made me want to listen, to help. I had a strange sense I knew her from somewhere, a faint memory from a distant past, yet I knew I’d never met her before until now. Mainly, I was interested because this was utterly intriguing as hell. This was an actual, genuine, and authentic case. Even if she was a stone’s throw away from a padded room, this was already the most exciting job I had come across, and I was once hired to steal someone’s vintage pornography collection.

She scanned my outline again, and I understood she had been reading my alleged aura this entire time. “You think I’m crazy, but you will take the case.” Her eyes widened and glistened as tears threatened to fall. 

I’m not sure if it was because I thought she was crazy or the fact I was going to accept the job. Probably both. “Go on,” I urged.

“You brim with excitement. You have been incredibly bored lately, and this is exactly what you have been looking for.” She frowned. “That is kind of weird, Mister Gibson.”

Okay, that gave me a chill. “Call me Lloyd, please, and my intentions are irrelevant. You need someone to take the case, and I’m clearly willing. You’ve caught my interest, so tell me what else you see.” I couldn’t keep the eagerness out of my voice.

“You…” She hesitated but continued with a gesture from my hand to proceed. “You are honest to a fault, usually at your own detriment, meticulous yet spontaneous. You exist in a moral shade of grey, living by your own sense of right and wrong and your own laws of conduct. Danger excites you, but you play it safe, toeing the line without fully crossing it. You are not one to risk your own well-being but have never believed in something strong enough to test your limits. You have been truthful and genuine with me, but you hide something, not from me, but from everyone. You are afraid of being found. I do not know by whom, but you are terrified of it. This is why you have not listed your name anywhere and why I cannot find you online.”

Seriously, major chills. This woman had me pegged to a T. Either she can do what she says, or she’s extraordinary at cold reading. “Okay, you have me on the verge of believing everything. What else?”

She stared at me as she dried her eyes with her hand. Then, her gaze returned to my outline—my freaking aura!

“You are tinged in…shadow?” She squinted. “I have never seen that before. You have a typical aura, yet it is outlined in dark wisps, almost like smoke. The colours are usually vague swirls of air, but yours look almost glassy and merge a bit more with you than others, almost as if you were transparent, yet you are as solid as the next guy.”

Oh my God. Oh my fucking god.

She frowned. “I am scaring you right now, but there is something else. Excitement, yes, but confirmation? I do not understand.”

Tears threatened to well up in my own eyes. I couldn’t help it.

“Are you okay, Mister Gibson—Lloyd?”

She was telling the truth. She had an ability—a power.

I wasn’t the only one.
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We parted ways with the understanding that I would take her case. The realization that she possessed a unique ability, and her willingness to disclose it to me, left my mind spinning. Her power was entirely different from my own, but a power nonetheless. Despite this revelation, I wasn’t yet prepared to share my own secrets. She might be willing to trust me—she could see that in my aura—but I had significant reservations in that regard. Furthermore, I was uncertain how she would react to such a revelation. This woman was already embroiled in what appeared to be a murder plot, burdened by the reality that no one took her claims seriously. A woman in a man’s world, am I right? I believed she had enough to handle without the added complication of discovering another individual with powers. Perhaps I was rationalizing, but that was my nature. I could justify anything if I put enough thought into it.

I arrived home around four o’clock, instantly met by a famished Chauncy. “What did you eat before I got here? You’ve never been skinny,” I asked him.

He stood upright on his hind legs, frantically waving his tiny hands. He trailed me into the kitchen, observing as I sifted through the clutter beside the sink, eventually finding half a packet of beef jerky. I tossed a few pieces to him and popped one into my mouth, chewing contentedly as I sank into my camp chair.

I was sweating, a typical occurrence on a particularly hot July afternoon. With the large bay windows and metal walls, the warehouse did little to stave off the heat—or the cold, as evidenced by the dreadful winter we’d endured. I stared blankly at a switched-off television screen, too engrossed in my thoughts to pay attention to any show, reflecting on my conversation with Mireya. As the thrill of certain disclosures diminished, I mulled over her discernment of my state of hiding—she was correct. That was precisely why I lived in an abandoned warehouse. Things had gone wrong.

Discovering my superpower, yet lacking Batman’s determination and resolve, I turned to thievery. I never harboured moral objections to stealing, taking care to select my targets: the ones I affectionately labelled “GADs”—Grade-A-Douchebags. The sort who wouldn’t miss a penny or two lost within the couch cushions. By “pennies,” I mean thousands of dollars, and by “couch cushions,” I refer to my nimble fingers. Essentially, I was a version of Robin Hood, albeit one who pocketed most of the loot. Occasionally, I’d anonymously donate to whichever charity would irk these affluent jerks the most, leaving receipts and thank-you notes in their mailboxes.

Unfortunately, a life of crime didn’t pay in the long run, and it eventually caught up with me. I accepted a job—a heist I performed impeccably, I might add—but my client couldn’t hold their tongue under torture and threw me under the bus. I wasn’t being metaphorical about the torture. I didn’t even know whom I was stealing from or precisely what I was supposed to steal. I had grown lax, allured by the hefty price tag. You don’t shrug off five million dollars—you accept it and get on with the job. My task was to steal a flash drive from a wealthy man’s vault within a secure facility, which seemed innocuous enough. People of his ilk often possess information that ought to be taken and revealed to the public. But the facility’s owner was powerful, well-connected, and terrifying. It was sheer luck they hadn’t found me yet, and I hoped they considered me unworthy of further pursuit after they froze (or was it dismantled? They were thorough) all my assets and retrieved their stolen property. I couldn’t entirely rely on that, so I kept a low profile.

With my unique skill set and the fear of stealing anything again, I turned to private investigation to pay the bills. Kind of. I didn’t have an office. Or an actual business. It wasn’t particularly lucrative, thanks to people like Bob. The few who did pay covered my grocery expenses, and I supposed I couldn’t ask much more. Most of my clients were older and convinced that their children were plotting to rob them. Or ghosts. Despite not advertising paranormal investigations, I’d had countless ghost-related cases. It was incredibly hard to disprove a haunting. Occasionally, it’s different, like last week when I dealt with unusually clever pigeons with nimble digits and a penchant for jewelry. Allegedly.

I honestly expected cheating spouses to be my prime income. Still, I supposed old-fashioned paranoia and early-onset dementia were required for those willing to call the dodgiest-looking ad for a private investigator one could find. Getting them to actually pay, of course, was difficult. Like Bob, no one was ever willing to accept that their crazed theories might be wrong.

Fuck Bob.

It is what it is. It wasn’t ideal, but I was making the most of it. Now I had a genuine, juicy morsel of intrigue to sink my teeth into, and Miss Delgado didn’t seem the type to stiff someone on a bill. Hopefully. In my excitement over the case, I forgot to ask for a deposit. Best not to mess this one up and get started.

Time to investigate.

Sundown wouldn’t be until around ten o’clock in the evening, with summer days stubbornly stretching out their hours. Mireya had texted me the addresses of the two house fires, and I decided it would be best to investigate them under cover of night. With time to spare, I settled into my camp chair and searched for the victims online.

Pierre Moreau was a chemistry professor at the University of Calgary’s Faculty of Science. His social media accounts were private, revealing nothing beyond the ordinary. He was a native of Fort McMurray, attended high school locally, and that was about all the information available. The University of Calgary’s website proved equally unhelpful. I had hoped for some bios on the professors, but at most, I managed to find the name of the Faculty Dean, and that was all. Fair enough.

Information on Martin Jansen was similarly sparse, but his wife, Barbara, had a slightly more robust online presence. They seemed to live beyond their means, accruing considerable debts she openly complained about on a community forum. Yet, overall, there was nothing abnormal. Barbara maintained an extensive Pinterest account devoid of anything noteworthy and an Instagram filled with selfies from odd angles, projecting an image of a much younger and slimmer woman. They married in their late thirties in 2004, had no children, and led rather ordinary lives. Barbara seldom ventured outside the house except for brunch and yoga, her frequent complaints about these activities plastered across the forum. This left Martin as the probable target. Barbara didn’t hesitate to rebuke him to her online peers, lampooning his every decision to the amusement of her circle of suburban mom friends. I wondered if Martin was aware.

I needed a lot more information than a search engine was providing. So I picked up my phone, scrolled through my contacts, and tapped on Chinese DeVito.

“Hey Jono, it’s Lloyd,” I greeted before he could speak.

“What do you want?” demanded Jonas Wong, annoyed. His voice was gruff, like he’d only now woken up. He always sounded like that. It was all those cigarettes, I was sure.

“Can you run some names for me?”

“So you took that lady’s case, eh?”

“Yep.”

“She tell ya she sees things?” he asked with a huff, not trying in the slightest to hide his distaste.

“Yeah, she sees assholes. Assholes everywhere.”

“Fuck you, Lloyd.”

“You first. Can you run some names or not?”

“Am I getting paid for this?”

“Yes.”

“Fine. What names?”

“Pierre Moreau, a chemistry teacher at the University, and Martin Jansen, a professor of, uh, something, at the Southern Alberta Institute of Technology.”

“You can just say SAIT, Lloyd,” Jono grumbled.

“Wasn’t sure you understood acronyms.”

“Fuck you.”

I hung up the phone without saying goodbye. Jono would deliver. He was a dickhead, but if you waved money in his face, he’d file Hitler’s tax return, complete with exploited loopholes and inflated deductions.

The next step, follow my own path. I tapped another contact, this one reading “Salty Rocker.”

“Why are you calling me?” asked a slightly slurred, irate voice. I’d caught him stoned, which was more agreeable. Sober Simon was insufferable, whereas Stoned Simon was amiable and laid-back. Mostly.

“Hey, Simon, how’s your back?”

“Jesus, why do you always ask me that?”

“I care about you, buddy.”

“Yeah, that’s why you disappeared for twenty years and only call me when you want something,” Simon muttered.

“Hey, I offered to buy you Timmies. I extended the branch, and you snapped it in half. That’s on you, dude.” I wasn’t great at owning up to my faults. “High school friends are supposed to drift apart—it’s the way of the world.”

“What do you want?”

“You went to SAIT, right? You studied, like, cobras and coffee or some shit?”

A loud, exasperated sigh came from the phone. “Python and Java. I’m a software engineer and coder.”

“Cool. I totally know what that means. Do you know a professor named Martin Jansen?”

“I graduated twelve years ago, man.”

“So you know him?”

Simon groaned, and I could have sworn I heard his eyes roll. “Yeah, he teaches AIMS and neuroscience.”

“And?”

“And what? Seriously man, twelve years. As far as I remember, he was a gigantic dick with an ego larger than the Grand Canyon. Almost got thrown out on multiple occasions for being too radical.”

“Radical, how?” I pressed.

“I don’t know, dude. They don’t exactly hand out school press releases, keeping us updated on what the professors are doing with students after hours.”

“That sounds sus. Do the kids still say sus? How’s diddling the students too radical?”

“Oh my God.” I could practically hear him face-palming. “He was doing off-book experiments with them, and I wouldn’t have a clue if he was ‘diddling’ them. That’s all I know—can I hang up the phone now?”

Simon loved me, I swear. I must have caught him at the wrong time. He did, in fact, hang up before I could answer. It wasn’t much information to go on, but if Martin was threatened with suspensions, that might come up on a record somewhere. Jono might find something to that effect.

I still had a few hours until sundown, so it was Pizza Pockets and a Seinfeld marathon for now. Chauncy loves pepperoni.




* * *




It was nearly ten o’clock, and I started getting ready. I didn’t need to do much—just make sure I had pants on. I was a light traveller. I hated the summers here, as the sun set incredibly late and didn’t stay down long enough. Winter wasn’t much better. Long nights, but cold as hell. I spoiled myself by living in far better climates and missed them. Sydney was wonderful. Well, the weather, anyways. Life got weird when I was Down Under.

I dressed entirely in black and stood by the window, watching the sun disappear over the horizon. I went over what I was planning to look for, what I hoped to find, and which location to check first when my phone rang. It was Jono.

“Lloyd, what have you gotten me into?” Jono demanded, breathless, sounding like he’d finished running up a flight of stairs. More likely, he just walked to the bathroom and back. He wasn’t in good health.

“Wait, what? What’s up?” I asked, taken aback.

“I looked into those names you gave me and checked with my contact at the police department. He gave me what he could, but he called back and said his superiors gave him the third degree. His searches hit some government red flag, and now he has the friggin’ RCMP calling him. The Mounties, Lloyd. He had to give them my name, and now I’m expecting a very awkward call. What the hell do I tell them?”

“Are you serious? It’s just some stuffy old teachers. Jono, I honestly have no idea why that would be flagged.”

“Yeah, sure. You’re paying extra for this, especially if you don’t want your name dropped,” he threatened, which was just like him. Jono knew damn well I kept my name out of things for a reason, and my heart practically shot through my skull. I also knew he’d sell me down the river in a heartbeat if it saved his own ass. He’d protect his clients with every fibre of his being, but whether or not I was paying him, I didn’t count.

“Please, Jono. Tell them an anonymous client was asking you to look into them, and that’s all the information you have. I will double your fee if you keep my name out of it,” I told him, cringing. I hadn’t even discussed payments with Miss Delgado yet, and there wasn’t much cash lying around. “I’ll text you an email address to give them. Tell them it’s how I contacted you. That’ll keep them busy for a while. Now tell me what you found out from the names.”

Jono sighed. I was pretty sure he was gripping the bridge of his nose with his fingers. He did that a lot when we spoke.

“I didn’t get much. Both are older guys in their sixties, both not far from retirement. Pierre Moreau teaches an advanced chemistry class at UoC, the special kind with a name I can’t pronounce, and dabbles in virology on the side. He just up and disappeared not long ago, and there’s been no activity since. He owns a place down in Brooks—maybe that’s a good place to look for him. I’ll text you the address if you feel like a road trip. Martin Jansen, the poor bastard, I saw what happened to him on the news. There’s not much to report there, other than teaching at SAIT, but weirdly enough, he did live in Brooks about twenty years ago, before he married. Wasn’t an exact location listed, but that’s a hell of a coincidence.”

“Anything about Jansen being threatened with suspensions?” I asked.

“No.”

“Thanks, Jono. Sorry about the Mounties.” I did actually mean that. Jono was a dick, but no one wanted to deal with the RCMP. They weren’t as scary as the FBI, but they sure as hell compensated for it.

“Yeah, whatever. I’ll send the bill to the usual P.O. box?”

“Thanks.”

He didn’t give me much new information other than the stuff about Brooks—something to look into later. After Jono hung up, I quickly called Miss Delgado, and she answered after three rings.

“Hey, do you have any reason to believe the RCMP might be interested in these fires?” I asked.

“The Mounties? No, why would…actually, we had an officer pay a visit to the chief,” she recalled.

“Any ideas on why?”

“Not really—I assumed it was some other matter. Why?”

“Not sure yet. I’ll keep you posted. I’m heading out soon to check the two crispy houses,” I informed her.

“That is not a good idea,” she warned.

“Do you want me to investigate or not?”

She exhaled sharply. “Fine, but I should be there with you.”

“No, you shouldn’t return there if the cases are closed. It wouldn’t look good if someone saw you. Stay put—I’ll call you when I’m done. I’m doing what you hired me to do.”

“Fine. Just do not touch anything. If I get the cases reopened, I will need to go back there, and they cannot be contaminated.”

I agreed and ended the call.

The sun had finally set when I got off the phone. I felt it go down—I always could. It was my world now, and it was time to do some snooping. I stepped outside and looked at the moon, squinting in its glow. Waxing gibbous, a full moon around the corner. It was still easy enough to get around, but a crescent or new moon was far preferable.

My superpower was pretty awesome. It scared the shit out of me when I first discovered it, as I didn’t live in a comic book, and none of the anchor-men on TV ever spoke of superheroes. The implications of having one rolled around my brain to this day. Up until now, I’d never run into anyone else with an ability, but I hadn’t exactly looked. The idea of being a part of a larger scheme was unappealing, and I chose instead to run with the opinion that I was a freak of nature, an anomaly. Better and utterly unique in every way.

Yeah, I had a slight ego.

I checked Miss Delgado’s text messages for the addresses and decided on Mount Pleasant as my first destination. My eyes were attuned to the dark, but I kept the sunglasses on to minimize sudden light exposure. I slipped into the night, humming, We Didn’t Start The Fire.
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The shadows swirled around me in wisps of smoky effervescence only I could see. I closed my eyes and inhaled deeply, drawing it in through my nose and pores. When done slowly and purposefully, it felt amazing. A cool tingle passed through my limbs, filling me from inside until I was light as a feather, floating on the night air.

I opened my eyes to another world, the moon looming above, lighting the area yet touching nothing. The ground beneath my feet appeared as the crystal-clear surface of a massive lake and, through its reflection, shimmered the world I had left. Buildings, lamp posts, street signs—all of it—inverted and free of light, reaching towards a carpet of brilliant stars. I was beneath the world, yet above it, upside, and underneath. On my plane, darkness spread left and right, forward and back, with balls of shining iridescent spheres floating in the void. These were the world’s lights: streetlights, porches, and the gentle halogen glow escaping open windows. They were trapped in glassy crystal, shining brilliantly yet illuminating nothing, solid as steel and impassable, beacons of man’s hubris trapped in oblivion. Some moved, speeding to and fro in the distance, headlights of cars driving through the streets of an inverted world.

I didn’t fully understand this place or how I was able to come here, only that I could. Its entrance was the shadows: any shadow, anywhere, any time. As long as no light touched me, I could pass through. In this realm, I was nearly unimpeded; the walls and barriers of the natural world that reflected beneath my feet became insignificant, allowing me to move freely. I could infiltrate any shadowed place—through walls, fences, and locked doors with ease. The only restriction was light. In daylight, luminous walls would materialize, blocking my path. Shadows would transform into dark pools of enclosed territory, limiting my movement to the night hours.

I called this place the Noctis. Latin for “of the night,” so sayeth a Latin-to-English dictionary I found at the library when I was seventeen.

On top of being able to pass over/under walls and solid objects, I had another ability here, and one I was about to take advantage of to get to Mount Pleasant. Orienting myself in the right direction, I looked at a remote area, nearly to the edge of what my vision could see, and simply thought about being there. In a blink, my body dissipated, becoming one with the darkness, and shifted to that spot. It wasn’t quite teleportation, as I felt my essence being pulled, but it happened so fast it may as well have been. I called it jumping. I could leap an entire kilometre in a single second and cross the city in minutes, one jump at a time.

In the Noctis, the journey was significantly faster than driving. But it was a real pain in the ass trying to find a specific address. Numbers were difficult to spot on houses reflecting under your feet. I had to step out after every third or fourth jump to check street signs and reference my Maps app. I used to get lost frequently in the early days, but the invention of the smartphone and the ingenuity of built-in navigation made this task significantly more manageable. I just had to flip back to use it, as I wouldn’t open my phone while here. I never created light in this world, figuring it might not have been the best of ideas, and I could imagine the consequences. It stayed in my pocket, with my settings adjusted to ensure the screen never lit up without my so-say. It meant I had to push the power button to see who was calling me, but that was okay.

I found the Jansen residence on 17th Ave and was a bit impressed. The community wasn’t precisely fancy-looking, but this double-brick house was above average. Two stories, garage, and at least three bedrooms based on the number of windows. It would have been much more impressive if a gaping, blackened hole hadn’t formed in the front. The brick kept the place standing, but the front window and door were gone, and all framework in cinders, with a sizeable portion of the roof, collapsed.

I made sure I was within the confines of the living room before emerging from the shadows, wary of any late-night joggers disregarding the yellow police tape. The scene was predictably chaotic, with the lower windows reduced to shards of glass and remains of furniture adding to the eerie atmosphere. Moving stealthily in the dark, I was glad I didn’t need a flashlight that might arouse the curiosity of watchful neighbours. My sensitivity to light was balanced by another remarkable capability: enhanced night vision. I could see more clearly in the dark than during the day; I could even spot an owl perched on a tree in a pitch-dark forest on a moonless night. The only thing that posed a challenge was reading—the black ink commonly used for writing tended to blur and morph.

Finding the ignition points Mireya had mentioned was easy, as I knew what to look for. The fire burned through six spots along the walls, leaving large, ugly holes on all four sides. How the entire house didn’t crumble from the inside out was beyond me. Each point was roughly shoulder height, and from the charred pattern, each travelled upward to the second floor, revealing the upper bedrooms through various holes in the blackened ceiling. The structural beams somehow held, but the metal legs of a bed frame were poking through in two spots. 

What was curious were the areas furthest between the points: They were less charred, as if the flames localized to their exact spots, and only spread upwards, defying literal physics. The floor was blackened but stable, except for the centre, where a large circular area was mostly char and ash. I avoided it carefully, not wanting to find out the hard way if this house had a basement.

The room itself was enclosed. With my back facing the front window (or where it used to be), two swinging double doors hung to my front, leading to a dining room and kitchen, and to my left, the front hall and the stairs leading up. I checked the dining room first and moved on, rifling through the kitchen cupboards and drawers, finding nothing worth a damn.

You know that one drawer everyone has, collecting a bunch of useless stuff? I really hoped to find something useful, but no. Tacks, safety pins, and a bunch of loose nails. Also, a box of Band-Aids. Seriously, people, if you feel the need to store those in a drawer full of pointy things, maybe clean up the pointy things. You can’t simply put a (heh) Band-Aid on a bad situation. I was not putting my hand in there. 

Another door across the kitchen looped me around to the front hall containing a study and bathroom. Despite the fire, the bathroom was pretty clean and ultimately held nothing useful, so I moved on to the study. The fire never reached this room, which was hard to believe, but incredibly lucky. It contained a large, red oak desk that must’ve cost a mint, a metal filing cabinet, a tall black floor lamp, and a bar fridge full of Molson Canadian lager. The dude had his priorities; I could respect that. The most curious and strangest thing about this room was the blackened, half-melted laptop on the desk. The lid was down, and it looked like someone started a fire directly on top in a high stakes Survivor challenge and somehow kept it from singeing the desk.

What the hell?

I carefully placed my fingers on its sides and found it stuck to the red oak. It wouldn’t budge, glued down from the melted metal case, which explained why it was still here and not in an evidence locker. Miss Delgado hadn’t mentioned this. How did she leave out the weirdest detail? And what was on this laptop that someone took this amount of care to destroy? I wasn’t tech-savvy, but it wasn’t difficult to tell that any data this held was unrecoverable.

As I moved on, sipping from a fresh Molson, I headed down the hallway to investigate the stairs. They were blackened but surprisingly stable. In fact, this entire side of the house was relatively unscathed, with the fire simply spreading upwards from the living room. I slowly ascended, and at the top, I found a second bathroom to the left and two guest bedrooms ahead, kept pretty tidy. Each had a double bed, an empty dresser, a standing mirror, and an empty closet. Both beds were adorned with floral quilts, white sheets, and two pillows. Neither of these rooms was affected by the fire. It was at the end of the upstairs hall that the carnage lay.

The door to the master bedroom was gone, bits of wood still hanging limp from the hinges, and almost everything inside was black. Against the wall to the right was a large dresser and mirror, which had some damage but was relatively unscathed. The door to the closet had, at most, smoke damage. I would have liked to look through them, but I was not about to trust the floor to hold my weight. I also didn’t feel like returning to the living room in that quick of a fashion. The ignition points from downstairs spread directly up through the walls and onto the bedroom’s carpet, and all appeared to converge on a single point: the bed. All that remained was the metal frame and a pile of springs someone had pushed aside, likely as the coroners removed the charred corpses of Martin and Barbara Jansen. Some of the ash left was probably bits of their bodies.

I suppressed a gag at the thought and decided there was nothing left to see. Carefully returning downstairs, I used the shadows to sidestep the broken glass and police tape, returning outside. I popped out and sat on the front lawn to collect my thoughts, sipping on the Molson.

What the hell happened here? Nothing about this felt right. This was not an ordinary fire, and I couldn’t comprehend how this was ruled an accident. I wasn’t a firefighter by any means, but even I could tell this was intentional. The best explanation I could think of was that it was too weird. There’s no way to explain what started the fire or how it spread in such a manner. It began downstairs and sought out the Jansens’ upstairs in bed as if it had a mind of its own. I understood why this set off alarm bells with Miss Delgado, but for the rest of the fire department to disregard what they must have noticed was astounding. It’s no wonder she came to me.

I didn’t like this. Something was going on, and it was far from good. The fire was being controlled in a manner no fire would ever behave in. Then there was the lack of trace evidence pointing to an accelerant. Simply nothing. Whatever chemical it was burned clean, and I couldn’t imagine many substances on Earth would do that. It didn’t make sense. None of this was right. It was very, very wrong. How could one explain this? Unless…

Oh, fuck. Oh my God. Oh my fucking god. 

I needed to get to Pierre’s.




* * *




Cutting through Nose Hill Park at record speeds, I was in Edgemont within minutes and standing before a large pile of rubble and ash on Edenstone View. This place fared far worse than the Jansens’. The fire got to the foundations and collapsed the whole site, engulfing it entirely. No parts of what was left were recognizable as a house. I scanned the perimeter, looking through the rubble to find an entrance to the basement, where the fire originated, and spotted a cleared-out path leading to a set of concrete stairs. I silently thanked the Fire Department for opening the way and went down.

The room was obviously destroyed but still had a few things intact. The ceiling was made of exposed beams, blackened but thick enough to survive the fire, and patches of the night sky shone through. The walls were blackened concrete, likely the foundation, with layers of ash along the perimeter in remnants of the drywall. Tufts of melted insulation were stuck in various places, making me glad this fire happened a month ago, as I wouldn’t want to inhale those fumes. But the scent of it still lingered. The room contained two tables, a couple of chairs, and a desk, all made of metal and filled with broken glass and melted equipment. A few Bunsen burners sat on the desks, among other things I couldn’t remember the names of, like one of those, uh, spinny things. 

Wait, I knew this one. Ah, a centrifuge!

At the far side was a shattered chalkboard on the ground, which would have been originally held up by a wooden frame, was now a scattering of ash. I quickly looked at the pieces, but anything written on them had been wiped clean before the fire. The desk drawers were pulled out, and all contents were destroyed. Another melted laptop, almost identical to Jansens’, was fused to the desk. Someone was putting forth a significant effort to destroy whatever information these men had. Next to the melted computer was some award made of marble and brass, which helped it survive the fire. It was a bit blackened, but the inscription was barely legible. It read “CIC Chemistry Achievement Award, Pierre Moreau, 1998.”

This fire was different from the other, as Miss Delgado had said. The same ignition points were obvious, roughly six distinct spots on the concrete walls blacker than the rest of the place. This time there was no sign of it travelling in any specific direction, instead left to burn as it pleased. The laptop and drawers had to have burned separately, as they were much smaller and more contained. There wasn’t much to find, with anything that may have been helpful already destroyed. 

I took a deep breath and prepared to leave when something caught my eye. A chunk of melted plastic fused to the concrete wall hung in the far upper corner of the room, hard to spot for anyone who wasn’t nocturnal. I guessed no one thought to shine a flashlight up there.

I grabbed one of the chairs, using my hand to wipe away debris, and placed it in the corner to climb and get a better look. The plastic was black, with twisted bits of embedded metal and tiny shards of glass jutting out at the bottom. Bits of frayed wire stuck out in a few spots, but wherever they came from was hidden beneath the plastic blob. There was no mistaking what it was, however—a security camera.

Jackpot!

I stepped down and started frantically scanning the wall, combing it with my fingertips, when I found a perfectly straight crack leading from the ceiling to the floor. It was thin but incredibly obvious now that I was looking at it. Taking a step back, I scanned the surface and found a second crack an arm’s length away. It was a hidden door.

Awesome!

No doorknob, no handle, and no indication of how to open it. I pushed, causing a slight groan of rusty hinges and a clink, but nothing happened. The fire must have damaged whatever mechanism held it shut. The door was made of solid concrete, and whoever lit this place up didn’t notice it, so whatever was on the other side might have still been intact.

Now, how to get in? Easy. Believe it or not, this was not my first hidden door. I simply stepped into the shadows and looked down.

One of the most significant benefits to the Noctis was the world reflecting at my feet. Below me was the entire lab from an upside-down point of view. The roof, the gaping holes above, the dim light of the stars poking through and the undersides of the desk and tables in crystal clear clarity. I could see the bottom edge of the concrete walls, surrounded by the earth encasing the basement. Beyond the outline of the false wall, through a gap in the dark, was a small chasm—a hallway leading to another, smaller room.

With a wry smile, I stepped forward and under the door, an act I’d officially dubbed “shadow-stepping,” and flipped back to the real world.

I now stood in a hallway, in the pitch-black unable to hide anything from my eyes. At the end was a small room containing a desk, complete with an old tower computer attached to a tube monitor, all plugged into an outlet on the wall behind. Wires snaked from the back of the tower, running up the wall and through it to the other side, connecting to the now-destroyed security camera.

Next to the tower, under the desk, was a small generator—one of those new fancy ones requiring only the push of a button to activate. I wasn’t sure it was a bright idea to have one of these indoors, in an enclosed environment, but to each their own. I turned it on, and it whirred to life, the familiar smell of burning gas immediately filling my nostrils as a dim iridescent light turned on above me. The generator was a backup, and I hoped the computer and camera were turned on before the fire destroyed the electrical system. Holding my breath, I pressed the power button on the tower. I was greeted by a sound returning me to my childhood: a late ninety’s computer booting up. I wasn’t planning to connect to the internet, but the memory of a dial-up modem echoed in my head. I turned on the monitor and waited. This thing was at least thirty years old, and the boot-up took forever.

After what felt like an age, the computer was finally operational, but I stared at it for a few minutes, trying to remember what I was looking at. It ran on Windows, but this was from before ‘95. This was, like, Windows 2 or 3. On the left was a Folder menu, each titled with a date. I clicked on the one with the current year listed, and to the right came a list of video files. My hands shook from excitement, and it took three attempts to steady the mouse over the last recording, the date of the fire. I clicked.

The screen froze briefly, the processor humming loudly as it fought for its life before flickering and going black. A moment later, a buffer bar with a pause icon appeared, with a timestamp in the lower right corner. The camera must have been set to a motion sensor because the video took me immediately to what I was searching for, which was highly convenient, but unfortunately, the footage lacked audio.

The first sign of movement was a light coming down the stairs, followed by a dark figure. After that, I couldn’t make out any details other than the faintest of a silhouette swinging a flashlight around, bright enough to force me to squint, with the intruder not interested in turning on the overheads. Instead, they hovered before the desk, pulled it open, and rifled through the drawers in absolute silence.

Then, something happened.

A spark appeared in the dark, and the small flame of a lighter appeared, hovering over one of the drawers. The intruder’s body obscured the view, but a fire roared to life inside the drawer, followed by the others. Then—and I wasn’t sure how—he held the flame to his hand and ignited it. His palm and fingers flared into view as the flame engulfed them without burning his flesh, and he slammed it down on the laptop. The screen flashed brightly, making me wince, the glare burning through my shades before subsiding, and the computer melted in dancing flickers of blue flame. My mouth hung open as I watched, processing, trying to comprehend how the scene went from mildly bizarre to some X-Files-level insanity. The fire spread from the hand and engulfed their entire body, lighting them up like the goddamn Human Torch.

Based on the shape of his body, which was now visible, it was a man, roughly my own height, with a slim build, and I had to assume he was bald because he was on fire. He raised his arms and threw his head back, his mouth open in a horrific gape, screaming in a rage that almost broke through the silence, and everything went blindingly bright. It caught me unprepared, the light burning into my retinas, and I screamed with him. I slammed my eyes shut, my head ringing painfully, and waited for the spots to subside during the longest five seconds I ever experienced. When it was safe to look back, the video was over, with the camera being destroyed and no longer capable of recording.

I lowered myself to the floor, crossed my legs, and slumped my face into my hands. I’m pretty sure I just bore witness to the act of a Super Villain. This person, this man, lit himself on fire without harm and exploded. What the fuck was happening? I’d gone from the only person I knew with abilities to three of us, all in a single day.

This could not be a coincidence.

My excitement quickly dissipated and was replaced by pure, abject terror. I didn’t know what this meant and wasn’t sure I wanted to. 

Once my heart rate returned to an appropriate number of beats per minute, I regained my composure and got up. I took a quick scan of the computer, checking for available hardware. No Ethernet cord, no USB connection, just a CD ROM. I’d need to return later with a disc and a Windows 3 manual. Wherever the hell I was going to find one.

Or would I leave it and tell no one? What would obtaining this evidence achieve? Who would I show it to? Mireya could read my aura to get the truth—I didn’t have to show her. Imagine the shitstorm it would cause if anyone else saw this. Either a bunch of people in authority learned the existence of superpowers and panicked, inevitably burying it forever, or they would dismiss it as a fabrication and tarnish our good names. Not that I had a good name, but still.

I’d decide later. For now, I needed to talk to Miss Delgado.








  
  
  CHAPTER 06

  
  




Deciding I’d better double back, as Mireya did deserve to see the footage, I made a quick trip to Wally’s World at Brentwood and picked up a ten-pack of CD-Rs (I could hardly believe they still sold them) and a packet of beef jerky. Wally’s, a giant box store that sold literally everything, was fascinating after midnight. It was the prime time for restocking, with pallets and carts full of fresh stock everywhere you looked, with barely a customer to be found. Those present were usually an odd sort: drunks and stoners trolling for munchies, insomniacs wandering around like zombies, and the occasional creep at risk of following women to their cars. In the Health and Beauty Department, a thirty-something-year-old mother with her baby crying in a stroller yelled at a poor teenage girl over the closed pharmacy.

My purchases were only eight bucks after taxes, but I still winced a little. I hadn’t had to count my pennies since I was a teenager, which was painful. How did people do this their whole lives? Despite my mournfully lost wealth, I always thought I was still relatively in touch with the commoners. In reality, as it turned out, a solitary lifestyle, even one avoiding high society, didn’t lend itself to keeping your feet on the ground. Whenever I wanted something, I simply went and got it. Sometimes I even paid for it. I couldn’t rob a Wally’s, though, with those fluorescent lights being a nightmare on my eyes and nullifying my power. 

This problem ultimately showed that I would be a terrible superhero. As far as weaknesses go, Light Itself was a massive hindrance. Imagine Batman being defeated by the power of a flashlight.

Life was not easy when broke. No money, and with my abilities, it would be so easy. I could get everything I needed for my warehouse, all the food I desired. I could have had every creature comfort one might crave, and all I would have had to do was step into the shadows and—no, I was done with that life. I chose to go straight, admittedly more out of fear than altruism, but I would stick to it. Even the little things, like the harmless five-fingered discount, were a slippery slope back to a life that was no longer worth returning to.

It didn’t take long to return to Moreau’s hidden chamber and make copies. However, figuring out how to do it with such an ancient operating system was frustrating. Kids these days bragged about how tech-savvy they were and how amazing their smartphones were, but toss them an old Palm Pilot and their brains would misfire. Back in my day, we had to load our eight-bit computer games through DOS, and we didn’t complain. Ah, I missed throwing exploding bananas through buildings or dying of dysentery. Good times.

I returned to my place around three in the morning, too late to call Miss Delgado, and I was too wound up to go to bed. Turning on the television, I left it on the first channel that played, which was a recap of a current events show. Apparently, the United States was embroiled in yet another scandal, courtesy of their President. He’d been contracting a private security firm called Vardot Industries and Consultants for unknown and potentially nefarious jobs if the pundits were to be believed. The report didn’t reveal the nature of these contracts, but someone blew the whistle on the secret correspondence, and I bet the Secret Service were losing their damn minds right now. I tuned it out quickly, as politics weren’t my cup of tea, and sat there with my eyes focused on nothing.

Chauncy leapt onto the arm of my camp chair, glancing back and forth from my face to the packet of jerky, to which I obliged him some. I couldn’t resist those little squeaks. He must have been a pet once upon a time ago, as he behaved way too familiar with me since the moment I arrived. I was scratching his tiny little head with my fingers when I must’ve fallen asleep.

My lovely, spacious abode was well-lit from the sunlight coming through the windows when my phone rang, startling me awake.

“Hel—” I croaked, my mouth full of invisible cotton, and smacked my tongue a few times before trying again. “Hello?”

“Lloyd, we need to talk,” said Jono with a certain level of urgency to his voice that helped shake away the last remnants of sleep.

“Oh-kay. What’s happening?”

“Not on the phone. I found something. Can you come to my office?”

That made me nervous. Jono never wanted to see me. “Uh. Why?”

“Just come to my office as soon as you can. It’s important,” he iterated, almost hushed, and hung up.

I sighed and pinched my eyes as I cleared the crust from the corners before checking the time—seven-thirty-three in the morning. Jono’s office hours were nine to five, and I knew he hated working before then. The fact he was calling me himself and not his receptionist? Yeah, that was kind of a red flag. Shit.

Jono’s office was in Chinatown, in a little spot inside the Dragon City Mall, where you had to ascend a blink-or-you-miss-it staircase. To be honest, I suspected it used to be an oversized broom closet. He did surprisingly well for himself, but he was cheap and would stay put until he was either thrown out or dead. He said he liked to stay in the heart of the community, where it helped put his clients at ease, and he wasn’t entirely wrong. Parts of the Chinese community didn’t wholly trust the efficiency of the police department and often went to him first. If he could help, he did. If he couldn’t, he put them in contact with people he trusted inside the CPD. Many officers didn’t hold bigoted viewpoints, but the risk of getting saddled with one was enough.

His door, embellished with a glazed glass window, bore the engraving, “Jonas Wong, Private Investigations,” in black and bold writing. Actively choosing not to knock, I walked in. It saved us both time—I was courteous like that. It was a cozy office with coffee and cigarettes lingering in the air. A small brown mahogany desk sat at the far end, framed by the window in the background that overlooked the street. Two customary chairs sat before it, a place for his clients to sit. A much smaller desk, made of something like particle board, sat in the corner by the entrance, designated for his receptionist, who was not currently present.

Jono was at his desk, his back to the window to keep a watchful eye on the entrance, and looked his usual, grumpy self. A short and stocky fellow, reminding me a lot of a Chinese Danny DeVito, but with a shorter temper and a complete lack of comedic timing. His bald dome shone in the window’s light, the grey-speckled hair on the sides of his head a total mess, with a day’s growth on his chin, adorned in a wrinkled, charcoal business suit. Something brought him to the office the moment he woke up, as he was usually more careful with his appearance.

To my surprise, that something was a man seated before the desk, angled in the right way to watch me enter but askew enough to turn his gaze to Jono when needed. He was a sharp-looking man in his mid-twenties, his dark brown hair slicked back, his face free of whiskers, with a small, faded scar on his upper lip, and he wore a tidy black suit and tie. If he had been wearing sunglasses, I’d be genuinely concerned that I was about to learn Jono was not of this Earth.

“The email trick didn’t work, eh?” I asked Jono pointedly.

“Ah, not even close. Lloyd,” Jono started, rising to his feet. “This is—”

“Mister Gibson,” the Suit interrupted, remaining seated.

“Huh, that’s weird. My name is Mister Gibson, too,” I quipped, turning my attention to him. “Please tell me your first name is Floyd because that would be amazing.”

“Sit down,” he commanded, in what I swear was an impersonation of Agent Smith from The Matrix.

“Sure thing, Hugo.” I acquiesced and took the chair opposite him. Jono groaned and pinched the bridge of his nose as he returned to his seat. “So, what’s up?”

“Why did you request Mister Wong to look into one Mister Moreau and one Mister Jansen?” the Suit questioned, opting not to introduce himself.

“What can I say? I have a hot-for-teacher fetish, but only for ‘a one.’ I’m weighing my options.”

“Mister Gibson, this is a serious matter,” the Man in Black admonished.

“Oh, I get it. Are they aliens?”

“Mister…”

“You still haven’t told me who you are or why I should answer anything,” I informed him. I knew how far I was pushing my luck here, but I am who I am. “There’s such a thing called manners, and we do, in fact, live in a society.”

The Suit stared at me for an exaggerated moment, narrowing his eyes threateningly. “I am Agent Bradstone of the RCMP.”

“Really? Because of how you’re dressed, I would’ve said FBI or CIA, but we’re in the wrong country. Ooh, are you MIB?”

“Mister Gibs—”

“Can I see your badge, please?” I asked politely.

His mouth gaped briefly, not expecting the request. He must have assumed he could intimidate me into speaking, and oh boy, was he wrong.

“You can never be too careful, and I have the right to know who I’m speaking with, Agent Bradstone,” I intoned, using my best Movie Guy impression. “That has to be a fake name, right?” I glanced at Jono. “Right?”

Jono shrugged, smartly opting to stay out of it.

Agent Bradstone, if that was his real name, held his stony gaze on me as he reached into his inside pocket, where he retrieved a black, folded wallet. He held it up for me to look at but far enough away that I couldn’t take it from him.

I leaned in and squinted hard, making a show of slowly reading it out. “Agent… Bradstone… Royal… Canadia—”

He snapped it shut and put it back in his pocket. “Are you ready to talk now, Mister Gibson?”

“Sure! What’s your favourite dinosaur?” I asked quizzically.

Jono choked on his own saliva, and we had to wait a moment for him to recover.

Bradstone’s eyes bulged for a moment. “Mister Gibson.”

“Okay, okay, enough foreplay. Mister Bradstone, was it? Is it official RCMP protocol to arrange an interrogation inside the office of a private citizen, or should we take this over to your headquarters? Or even to the police station? Also, as I’m sure you’re aware, the RCMP has actual brass shields, not just a laminated card with a photo, and the colours on the logo are all the wrong shades. Not to mention the holographic watermark that’s missing from yours. Come on, man. We’re private investigators. Did you think we couldn’t spot a fake badge?” I turned to Jono, asking, “Did you even check it?”

Jono flushed in a silent admission, his eyes wide from the revelation, mouth agape, as he stared at the now unknown entity in the room.

Bradstone’s face remained neutral, which was a bit scary. I resisted the urge to swallow and told my brain not to let me sweat.

“So tell me, Agent Bradstone, who are you? For realsies this time?” I somehow kept my voice from quivering. Despite my banter, I was fucking terrified.

“That is none of your business, Mister Gibson, and you will answer my questions,” he spoke calmly and threateningly.

“No,” Jono spoke up. “I think everyone has said enough. Lloyd, you have no legal requirement to answer this man’s questions. I’m going to give a call to the RCMP and check on Mister Bradstone’s credentials, and if they wish to pursue this, have them contact you directly to bring you to their offices for further questioning.”

I gave Bradstone a sly smirk. Look at that, Jono pulling through for me. I felt warm and fuzzy inside.

“That will not be necessary, Mister Wong,” Bradstone said, rising from his seat, glaring at me with menace and vitriol. “This isn’t over. We will be in touch.”

“Please don’t make my mouth disappear!” I pleaded with my hands raised over-dramatically. “I need it as a food hole. I promise not to follow the white rabbit!”

He gritted his teeth, glaring at me, and walked out.

Jono and I sighed heavily in unison as the door shut.

“Jesus, Mary, and Joseph. Lloyd, what the hell is going on here?” Jono asked, exasperated.

“Honestly, Jono, I’m entirely in the dark on this. Did you tell him about Miss Delgado?”

“No.”

“Small favours,” I said with a sigh of relief. “Just to be clear, my offer to pay double your fee is no longer on the table.”

He gave me a look. “I don’t need this shit. I’ll keep you posted if I hear anything else, but for the love of God, Lloyd—” he looked me directly, pointedly, in the eyes, “lose my fucking number.”

“Understood. Can I stay here a few moments longer to make sure he’s gone?” I asked.

He glared but slumped his shoulders, waved a dismissive gesture, and picked up the receiver of his desk phone. “Fine. I’m friends with the owner of the tea shop downstairs and had her keep an eye out for him this morning in case he arrived before me. I’ll have her tell us when he’s left.”

“Thanks, Jono. I don’t deserve that, and I appreciate it.”

“You got that right.”

It was less than five minutes of increasingly uncomfortable silence before Jono’s friend confirmed the man had driven off. I thanked Jono again and sprinted down the stairs, opening my phone’s contacts as I ran to my car.

“Miss Delgado, can you come to my place? We need to talk,” I said between breaths.

“Yes, sure. I work the afternoon shift today—I can swing by now. Is everything okay?” Mireya asked, concerned.

“Loaded question. I’m up in Balzac—I’ll text you the address. Then, when you get there and think you’re in the wrong place, ignore that feeling and just come in.” I clambered into my car, almost dropping the phone. “I’ll see you soon.”
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“Is this seriously where you live?” Mireya’s voice echoed throughout the small warehouse as she entered the front door. She made decent time, as I’d only gotten back a few minutes earlier. I was in the corner by the kitchen, rummaging through some shelving units and boxes.

“What’s wrong with it? People pay a lot of money for a place this big!” I called out, not looking up. “Take a seat—I’ll be right with you.”

When I got home, I set up a second camp chair next to mine. I never had company, but I tried to keep a backup handy, with these chairs being cheap and flimsy, randomly breaking at a moment’s notice. I wasn’t fond of sitting on the concrete.

“A camping—what the hell is that?” she shouted. I shot my head up and scanned the area, finding nothing. Whatever startled her wasn’t in view.

“What’s what?”

“That…that!” She pointed at the floor next to my chair.

“Oh, that’s just Chauncy—pay him no mind. He’s nice, doesn’t bite,” I told her and returned to rummaging. Where the hell did I put that damn thing?

“Mister Gibson, that is a rat,” she firmly informed me.

“Really? I thought it was a dog.”

“How the hell did you get a rat?”

“He was here when I moved in—how else does anyone get rats?”

I knocked a large pan off the shelf, which landed on my foot. I yelped and hopped around until the pain subsided.

“Why so many questions?” I asked once I regained my bearings.

“Rats are illegal in Alberta!” she exclaimed. “You should be reporting it!”

“Why? He’s not hurting anyone.”

“Because they are a banned species! The Albertan Government went to great lengths to eradicate them from our borders!” She was surprisingly passionate about it.

“All the more reason to leave him be. He’s alone, solitary, the last of his kind trapped in a cruel world, living the only life he knows: one of peace and floor crumbs,” I narrated. “Now, where the hell is my—Ah hah!” I reached into a box on the upper shelf and pulled out my old laptop. I rarely used it because it hurt my eyes, even on dark mode with the blue light feature turned off, but moments like these kept me from getting rid of it entirely. “Chauncy, if you promise to leave her alone, I’m sure she’ll agree not to call the cops on you. Capeesh?”

Chauncy let out a series of tiny, adorable squeaks and scurried off.

Her eyes were wide and horrified. “Okay, I know it did not just understand you.”

“He understands our tone and body language and clearly doesn’t think much of you, what with how you screamed at him,” I explained. “Can we stop discussing my roommate now and please have a seat?”

“Your room…never mind.” She moved over to the camping chairs and sat.

In my chair.

Not that it mattered, and not that she would know which was which, but…

It was my chair.

“Are you serious? Fine.” She stood and moved to the other one.

Did she just catch my disapproval of the seating arrangements in my aura?

“Okay, that’s a creepy trick,” I muttered.

“Says the guy who is roommates with a rat, squatting in an abandoned warehouse.”

“Touché. I’m also not squatting—I own the place.”

“How do—”

“That’s not really important right now,” I interrupted.

I set the laptop on my little television stand, reached behind, and unplugged the TV from the extension cord, replacing it with the laptop’s charger. Then I lifted the lid and turned it on, facing it toward Miss Delgado.

“So, uh. Thanks for coming, Mireya.” I had no idea how to entertain a guest. “I, uh, don’t have any tea or biscuits to offer.”

“You are not big on formalities, are you, Mister Gibson?”

“You walked into my place and immediately criticized it. If that doesn’t cement a first-name basis between us, I don’t know what will,” I snarked.

She flushed slightly, embarrassed. “Touché. Sorry, um, Lloyd.”

“Don’t worry about it, Miri. It’s all good.” I said, lowering myself in my chair.

“Thank you. Can we—did you just call me Miri?” she asked, her voice falling flat.

“Yep. This is happening, Miri. I advise acceptance. Now, can we get to why I called you here?” I gestured wildly in mock annoyance. “My god, all this waffling on—I thought you were one to get straight to business, Miri.”

Her mouth hung open for a moment as she stared at me.

That’s right, lady. I do, in fact, have the audacity.

“Fine. Why am I here?” Miri asked with just a smidgen of annoyance.

“Yeah, so, about the investigation,” I started, moving on. “I saw the houses with my own eyes, and while I may have no real idea what I’m looking at, it’s blatantly obvious the fires were started on purpose. So why the hell wouldn’t your department act? This detail had been bothering me the most.”

She sighed. “I honestly do not know. The chief is stubborn on a regular day, but I may as well be talking to a wall on this matter. We started the investigation like normal before he suddenly became insistent that we close the case as soon as possible. He completely disregarded my findings regarding the strange way the fire behaved, the fact it burned only select spots, and my witnessing the same person more than once. He ignored my expert opinion, which is the entire reason I was there, and used the lack of trace evidence to rule out foul play, which in my mind is evidence, in itself, to warrant a closer look.”

“Yeah, I might have a theory about that. You said an RCMP officer showed up at your work?”

“Yes, so I was told. He was not in uniform, just wearing a black suit.” Her eyes widened from seeing the look on my face and presumably my aura. “What does that mean?”

“How did you know he was RCMP?”

“I asked the chief who he was. Lloyd, what’s going on?” Whatever was happening inside my aura had her voice laced with concern.

I told her what went down at Jono’s.

“Who is he, then, if not a Mountie?” she asked.

“No idea and I’m worried about finding out,” I admitted. “People don’t impersonate federal officers for minor reasons. There’s more to this situation than we thought.”

“Yes, it is against the law,” she pointed out. “He risks a prison sentence.”

I moved on. “I’ve also received information that both men, Moreau and Jansen, spent time in Brooks. Jansen twenty years ago, with Moreau currently owning property there.”

“That could be a coincidence.”

“Could be, but I doubt it. Those two are connected, they must be, and whatever they were up to is probably why Jansen’s dead,” I declared matter-of-factly. “Whatever theories you may have had about this, I can tell you it’s worse. Much worse.”

“What do you mean?” Her voice cracked, her nerves rising again.

I tried to lead her into this without scaring her, but my stupid aura betrayed me. Her gaze was darting all over my outline, the colour draining from her face with the more she saw. I must have been more scared than I thought because my goddamn being was telling her more about me than I knew myself.

“You need to watch something.” I stood, pulled the CD-R from my pocket, and slid it into the laptop. “You’re not going to like it.”

I showed her the recording. I hovered over her as she watched, remembering to look away from the blinding part, and studied her face as the footage unfolded. Her skin grew pale, her eyes wide, and her hands trembled. When it finished, I closed the lid. She looked from the laptop to my face, her expression everywhere at once, leaned over to the side and threw up all over my chair.

My chair.

Once I was sure she was finished vomiting, I told her to take as much time as she needed to process, and I carefully picked up my chair and slowly walked it outside. I carried it around back, where I had a hose (it came with the warehouse) and sprayed the vomit away. It would now serve as the new guest chair, and I needed another trip to Wally’s. Ugh, I hated that place. I left it in the sun to dry and headed back inside.

“Chauncy, no!” I hollered.

The little shit had jumped onto her lap, but to her credit, she didn’t scream or try to hurt him. Instead, her entire body went rigid, hands gripping her knees tightly, holding her breath as she stared at him. I rushed over and scooped him up, causing a loud series of chitters in protest.

“Bad Chauncy!” I scolded, setting him on the floor.

She exhaled slowly as her body started to relax. “I did not need that,” she muttered.

“It was probably the vomit. Got him excited.”

Her face twisted, and her shoulders shuddered.

“So.” I had no idea what to do now. I can get people to trust me and bullshit my way out of any situation, but this? I was out of my element.

“Okay,” she said, taking a long, deep breath. “As far as I knew, I was the only one with a superpower.”

“Tell me about it,” I murmured to myself.

“What?”

“Uh, yeah, so. A Firestarter. What’s up with that?” I deflected. “I’m not entirely sure how to proceed from here.”

“We need to go to the police.”

“And tell them what? There’s some dude out there lighting himself on fire to light other things on fire? I don’t see that going over well.”

“We have him on video,” she reminded me.

“Yeah, and? What’s more likely? That there’s a fiery supervillain on the loose or that we’re highly skilled at video editing? And say they do believe it, then what? There’s no way they’re equipped to deal with this.”

“We are not equipped to deal with this!” she loudly pointed out. “If we cannot go to them, what do we do? While I would love to return to the chief with an ‘I told you so,’ that may not be the best course of action. What about that RCMP guy?”

“He’s not RCMP, remember? We don’t know who he is or what his agenda is. So I’m inclined not to indulge him, and I’m crossing my fingers I never see him again,” I admitted.

“What about the actual RCMP, then?”

“How do you imagine it going if a large number of officers surround this guy? I’m not really interested in attending the world’s largest flash barbeque.”

“Then what? What? You give reasons why we cannot do anything, but you are not exactly offering up your own solutions,” she shouted, shooting up from her chair to get in my face. “Are we meant to go after this guy ourselves? A dishevelled and penniless private detective and a fire investigator armed with the power of Soul Sight?”

“Okay, one: I’m not dishevelled—I’m ‘lived in,’” I explained, gently placing my hands on her shoulders to keep her from getting closer. “Second, Soul Sight? That is an awesome name, and I, for one, am here for it!”

“Lloyd,” she warned, “let me go.”

I dropped my hands. “Sorry.”

“So, are you going to offer a plan, or do I call the cops and see what happens?” she asked.

“Offer up a plan. We wait for another fire, find him in the crowd, and follow him home.”

“Are you insane? Someone else might die!”

“What else can we do?” I questioned. “Even if we go to the cops, we have no idea who he is. What direction do we point them in? Lacking evidence, they would do the same thing. Sit and wait for the next crime and try to catch him out, hoping nobody gets hurt.”

She opened her mouth to protest but stopped, slumping her shoulders. “That is the truth, isn’t it? Oh god, we need another fire.”

“Now you’re getting me!” I chimed. “You keep your nose on the grindstone and call me the second another fire breaks out. If we can be on scene before the fire is put out, maybe you can use your skill to spot him in the crowd and point me in his direction.”

“How do we know he will do it again?”

“He’s angry and looking to hurt these guys for a reason. There’s no way he’s finished yet. If anyone else is involved in whatever the hell they were doing, he’ll be going after them too. I know it’s a shot in the dark, but it’s all we have.”

“What if there is another fire and he is not in the crowd?” she asked.

“He will be. It’s a pride thing. Trust me—I’ve watched a lot of Criminal Minds.”

Based on the expression on her face, she did not find that reassuring.

“In the meantime,” I continued, “I’m going to make a quick trip to Brooks and check out Moreau’s other address. Maybe he’s there, and I can ask him some questions.”

“That is a two-hour drive,” she admonished. “What if he strikes again before you get back?”

“It’s been what, two weeks since the last one? Hopefully, he continues moving this slowly.” I rubbed a finger against my left temple. “We must move on Moreau’s other address in case he runs further. If I can find him, so can Johnny Storm, given enough time. I have to go now. Well, tonight. I’ll be going tonight.”

“Why tonight?” Her eyes squinted, suspiciously scanning my aura.

“Less traffic—I hate traffic.”

“Mm-hmm. And when do I get the truth?” Miri asked. She wasn’t annoyed but was becoming increasingly impatient. “I know you are hiding something, and whatever it is, it will somehow help you do what you’re about to do. I can see that, Lloyd.”

“Uh, when we know each other a bit better,” I muttered. Her Soul Sight was going to cause me a lot of headaches. “Look, I’m not good at talking about myself.”

“I told you about my Soul Sight after knowing you for twenty minutes,” she reminded me sternly. “I do not exactly share that information lightly, but I decided to trust you, and you are making me question that.”

“Okay, okay, fine. But I need to prepare for the trip, and you need to get to work, so can we do this later?”

“Fine, but we are going to discuss it. I’m sorry to push, but your aura screams that this is important. I am not going to drop this,” she warned.

I sighed. I did not like this. I’d told no one about the Noctis, and I wasn’t sure I was capable of it at this point. I’d guarded the secret for so long.

“Understood,” I said, appeasing her.

“Okay. Call me if you find anything, and let me know when you return. Keep me in the loop, or I swear to God—”

“You have trust issues—I get it. I’ll call,” I interrupted, assuring her. “Oh hey, awkward question. We’ve never discussed payment, but uh, I’m really broke.”

She gave me a pointed look. “How much do you need?”

“About a hundred?”

“Fine. Consider it an advance, not a loan. Remember to deduct it from my bill.” She reached into her purse and produced four twenties and four fives, putting them gently in my hand. “Drive safe.”

“I will,” I lied.

Her eyes caught it, but she said nothing and walked out the door.

I wasn’t planning on driving.
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It was still morning, and I had plenty of time to kill. I didn’t need much prep work to go to Brooks; it was just an excuse for her to drop it, but I had a few things to do first. I popped over to Wally’s in Sage Hill for supplies. It’d been a while since I bought groceries, so I grabbed various cans of soup and beans, a couple cans of Spam and some frozen pizzas. I may have had high sodium and cholesterol levels. I wasn’t in denial about my eating habits, but I’d wait until it became a more significant problem before worrying about it. While at it, I grabbed a few apples and pears, as nutrition was important. Maybe I’d even eat them this time. I found a bag of mouse feed in the Pet Department for Chauncy, which looked suspiciously like re-branded trail mix with a picture of two itty bitty and adorable mice on the package. I glared at the price, returned to the grocery side, found a bag of actual trail mix twice the size and half the price, and swapped them out. Chauncy would love it. All in all, over half of Miri’s advance paid for a replacement chair and food for a week, assuming I only had one meal per day, which was becoming the norm. 

My phone rang while I was driving home, dreaming of the day I could afford real furniture again. I glanced at the screen and had to pull over, the number calling bringing up various levels of apprehension and hesitation. The caller ID read Birth Giver.

I stared at the ringing phone, scared to answer, until the last possible second before voicemail kicked in.

“Hi, Mom.”

“Lloyd! Thank goodness, I was worried you got a new phone again. How are you?” she asked.

I knew her enough to know she didn’t really care. Maybe she blamed me for Dad leaving. Perhaps she was mad at him for saddling her with a kid she couldn’t afford. I probably needed a therapist to figure that out. Did they offer mother-son therapy for adults? Surely, though, she would’ve never agreed to it. Hell, neither would I, if I was being honest. Either way, the tone in her voice suggested she wanted something.

“I’m fine,” I replied more curtly than intended. “What do you need?”

“I’m doing fine as well, thank you for asking,” she said in a passive-aggressive tone. “Look, I’m moving again, this time out of town. I still have a bunch of your stuff. Do you want it, or should I throw it out?”

The casual nature with which she asked made me grit my teeth, but I wasn’t surprised.

“I don’t even remember what you have of mine. I can come down and take a look. Where are you moving to?” I asked, trying to stay casual.

“Ontario, to a city called Belleville, about three hours east of Toronto.”

“Christ, across the country? Do you hate this place that much?”

“It’s where my boyfriend grew up, and he’s moving back home. He asked me to move with him.”

“Oh, wow, that’s a big step. How long have you two been dating?”

“Seven months.”

I cringed. “Seven months? And you’re moving across the country with him? Seriously?”

“Yes, Lloyd, seriously.” Her annoyance at being questioned was clear.

“Okay, fine. I’m kind of busy today, so when are you moving? I’ll pop over before you go and say goodbye, I guess.”

“Tomorrow.”

“Oh, for f—you tell me this now? Nice to know you keep me in your thoughts,” I scolded.

“Lloyd—”

“Seriously, I know we don’t exactly have a healthy relationship, but you’re going to tell me the day before you move across the entire fucking country?”

“Language, Lloyd! I raised you better than that!”

“Please, you barely raised me at all.” I regretted that as I said it.

“Lloyd!” she hollered, gearing up for a scolding, but it never came. Instead, she calmed herself and sighed quietly on the other end. “Look, can you come today, please?”

I squeezed my eyes shut tightly, trying to suppress the anger and frustration. “Fine, I’ll head there now. Are you still at Glenbrook?” The fact that I needed to ask said a lot, honestly.

“Uh, shit. No, I’m in Dover, not too far from our old house.”

“Mom…”

“I’ll text you the address.”

I hung up and headed to her new and soon-to-be old house. Traffic was heavy, and it was a solid forty-five minutes before I pulled onto Dovercliffe Way and found her place. It was a two-story split, grey and white, and was oddly small for what it was. An old, beat-up Subaru hatchback sat in the driveway, and the grass hadn’t been mown in weeks, maybe months. A butchered Evergreen tree stood limply in front with all remnants of green needles gone. Someone had started cutting it down but clearly decided it was too hard and gave up. It remained a monument to the worst of human nature.

Loud barking echoed as I knocked. Mom swung the door open, offered a half-assed smile, and let me in. Janis Gibson wasn’t a tall woman, my height coming from my father’s side, and she might have shrunk a bit since entering her sixties. Her grey hair was cut short but puffed out in a fashion typical of older women. She was thinner than the last time I’d visited, her skin more sallow than usual. She hadn’t been taking care of herself—that was clear. Her diet was always questionable, but from the scent of her breath, it currently consisted of beer and pretzels.

The front doorway led to a little living room with a large opening showcasing the small kitchen and dining area. Beyond was a sliding glass door leading to the backyard. To my right were two stairwells: one leading upstairs into darkness, and the other, a half stairwell, leading down to a split level where a much larger living room and a couple of bedrooms were. I was instantly greeted by the most gorgeous and biggest, good boy: a massive, pure white German Shepard.

“Oh my God, look at you!” I said, kneeling and giving him the best scratch. He loved it. I had some leftover jerky in my pocket, which he quickly sniffed out and politely convinced me to give him. “Yes, you’re such a good boy, eating that jerky!”

“His name’s Merlin—he’s Jack’s dog,” said my mom offhandedly as she headed into the kitchen, where the opening of a beer can’s pop and fizzle echoed through the room. “Do you want one?” she called out.

“I’m driving.”

“You can drive after only one,” she said, coming back into the room with a can of Coors Light in her hand.

“No thanks. Where’s this Jack guy?” I asked, looking around.

“Already gone to Belleville. His work transfer came through, and they wanted him there as soon as possible,” she explained.

“What does he do?”

“Mailman.”

“Must be a lot of mail if they couldn’t wait another week to have him. So where’s my stuff?” I asked, giving Merlin another scratch before standing. He chuffed and strutted off into the kitchen.

“Basement. Take the stairs to your right, then the next stairway to your left.”

I headed down while she went back to the kitchen. There were no formalities, no hugs, or kisses hello. Typical family stuff, from my own personal observation. Perfectly normal, right? Right? The second stairwell led to a furnished basement, modelled like a small apartment, minus a kitchen. A small secondary lounge room was set up, with a bedroom straight on and a bathroom to the right, down a small hallway. Across from the bathroom door was a large opening leading to a crawl space. This Jack guy must’ve rented it out before my mom moved in, or he had incredibly fortunate kids to have such a space as this. Honestly, I was impressed. For a house that looked small outside, it’s surprisingly spacious, and I wondered what the upstairs looked like. Having not met the guy, my first impression was already higher than her previous boyfriend’s.

I found my stuff in the bedroom, stacked in the corner. My entire childhood was contained in those three boxes. I unstacked them and opened them up. There wasn’t much worth looking through. A few old toys, mostly dinosaurs and action figures of some of the Jurassic Park cast. Doctor Alan Grant and Ellie Sattler, specifically. Ellie’s small, plastic frame was surprisingly shapely, confusing for a small boy still discovering himself. I used to have an extensive Ninja Turtles collection, but they were nowhere to be found. I wondered what became of them. Finally, I found a few R.L. Stine books, a yo-yo, a deck of playing cards, and some old Marvel and baseball trading cards.

The Marvel ones were mine. She-Hulk, in particular, was at least partially responsible for my sexual awakening. The baseball cards were gifts from my uncle, despite the fact I didn’t follow the game…or any sport for that matter. The only sports game I actively engaged in was when the Calgary Flames reached the Stanley Cup playoffs in ‘04, and I lost all hope in my heritage as they were defeated by a team from Florida. I opted to pocket the cards, figuring they might be worth something. Other than that, there were a few stuffed animals and my baby blanket. I wasn’t much for sentiment. Honestly, I was surprised she hadn’t already thrown them out.

“Anything worth keeping?” asked Mom, appearing at the door with her beer in hand.

“Just the cards. You can toss out the rest,” I said quietly, not looking up.

“Would you mind? The garbage bin is out back.”

Of course it was. “Yeah, I suppose.”

“You doing okay, kid?” she asked, almost sounding earnest. But in reality, she merely didn’t know what to say.

“Do you care?”

“You’re my son.”

I did not want to get into this right now. “Yeah, I’m fine,” I lied. “Everything is peachy.”

“I’m glad.”

“If this stuff wasn’t here, would you have called me before moving?” I asked, looking over at her.

Her face said everything. If a problem was avoidable, she avoided it. It was pathological.

“Sorry I asked.”

She dropped her gaze to the floor. “I’m sorry I was a bad mom,” she said quietly. The shame was everywhere on her face.

I was caught off guard, not sure what to say. “I suppose I could have been a better kid,” I admitted.

“Eh, you were fine. I just didn’t know how to deal with everything. I didn’t plan on having a kid, and I sure as shit didn’t plan on him leaving,” she confessed, taking a swig of beer.

Everything was always the fault of someone else. Never her.

“Still no excuse, though,” she admitted, continuing. “I know we don’t talk much, and you have no reason to believe me, but I do feel guilty, and I live with that every day. But it’s too late to fix it now.”

My eyes welled up a little. I didn’t want them to and fought them. “It was never too late, Mom. You just never tried.”

Tears started rolling down her face. “I’m sorry. I really am.”

“Me too.”

Before I could protest, she strode up and grabbed me, hugging me tightly. Beer sloshed from her can and soaked through a spot on my back. I couldn’t recall the last time she embraced me, and I almost lost control. My awkwardness at the situation was the only reason I held it together.

Finally, she let her arms drop and stepped back. “You said you were busy today—I’m sorry for interrupting that. If you’ve got places to be, you can get back to it.”

“I do, and I will. How are you getting to Ontario?”

“Taking the train out of Edmonton. It’ll take two days, but it’s half the cost of a flight, especially with the dog. Jack’s brother is driving us up to the station.”

“Can you call me when you get there so I know you’re okay?”

“Sure, honey. I will.”

I closed the boxes, restacked them, and carried them upstairs and out the back, depositing them in the garbage bin. Mom was in the kitchen with a fresh beer when I returned.

“Hey, Mom?”

“Yes?”

“Was there anything particularly weird about me as a kid?” I asked.

“No more than a normal boy, I don’t think. Just the sudden light sensitivity.”

My sensitivity started the day I discovered my powers. She made multiple appointments with optometrists and ophthalmologists during that time, all baffled. My eyes showed no noticeable damage or dryness, with clean results from CTs and MRIs. So they prescribed special and costly sunglasses, which my mother couldn’t afford but still managed to pay for. Thinking back, aside from feeding and putting clothes on my back, that was the only real thing she had ever done for me.

“What about cousins?” I pressed. “Your aunts and uncles? Parents? Anything out of the ordinary in our family tree?”

She thought for a moment and shook her head. “Outside of heart attacks and a bit too much cancer than I care to think of, nothing comes to mind. Why do you ask?”

“No real reason, just curious,” I lied.

“Okay. Drive home safe.”

“I will.”

I headed for the door, stopping to give Merlin another big scratch and a bit more jerky. “Such a good boy, the best boy, oh yes! Look at you!”

Merlin chuffed, wagging his tail so hard it shook his entire bum.

“Lloyd?” Mom called out. “I know I don’t say it or even show it much, but I love you.”

Oh God, the waterworks wanted to start again. Why, of all times, was this coming up now?

“Yeah, okay. I love you too,” I assured her and stepped out.

“I mean it, Lloyd,” she called out from the door.

“I know. Bye, Mom.”

“Bye, Lloyd.”
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The detour to my mother’s place did help fill in some time, and I was itching to get to Brooks. I could have been there by now had I driven, but ugh. I’d never been a fan of long drives, and I’d have to drive back. I couldn’t exactly break into a house in broad daylight anyway, so what would be the point? I’d never jumped over such a long distance before and wasn’t sure how that would go, but I was eager to try.

The time was around five o’clock in the afternoon when I got home. I put down a handful of trail mix for Chauncy, which he loved, responding with many appreciative squeaks and sitting on my knee while I ate beans straight out of the can. I couldn’t be bothered heating them, but I did squeeze in some ketchup. I also choked down an apple. Mom mentioned a history of heart attacks and cancer, which was still on my mind. I needed to eat better, but healthy food was so goddamn expensive. 

Want to stay thin? Want to live a long life, but you dare to be poor? Congratulations, you get to die young and fat while stuck on a waiting list for a foot amputation. How did the world shift to a stage where poor people were overweight and the rich were thin and healthy?

I caught the last half of a Doctor Who marathon, an old one with poor production value, and developed a curious craving for jelly babies, a candy I’d never had. They might have been a British thing, but I sure wanted one. The clock hit ten when I was pondering over which world events and moments from history might have diverged us from our intended timeline. Finally, it was time to move. 

With a scratch between the ears, I said goodbye to Chauncy and got dressed. I put on my finest clothes, a white t-shirt featuring the world’s greatest hero, Pac-man, and a loose white and blue flannel button-up. I paired them with my oldest jeans, heavily frayed at the cuffs. When wearing them, one might assume I’d been marooned in the Amazon for years. I affectionately dubbed them my “jungle jeans.” Then, slipping into my (stolen) Nike’s, I snuck off into the dark and began a long series of jumps.

I was in Brooks ten minutes later. A two-hour drive, my ass. However, it felt like I’d run there. Jumping didn’t require any actual muscle movements, but it came with its own levels of exertion. It wasn’t a lot, and while a bit tired, I felt relatively okay. However, I wouldn’t want to jump across the entire country. There’s no telling what state I’d be in after that.

Let’s see a hyperloop beat that, I thought to myself. Then, with a quick glance at Jono’s text for reference, Maps ready and waiting, I was soon standing in a cul-de-sac on Kellington Close.

It was a quiet, pleasant-looking neighbourhood with well-kept lawns and primarily single-story homes. A significant number of pickup trucks sat in the driveways, and a lovely median strip in the centre of the street was adorned with skilfully maintained shrubbery. I imagined retiring here. I wouldn’t, but I imagined it. How long does it take before the need to manicure your lawn kicks in?

“Hey Peggy-Sue, ol” Bobby-Jon’s out cuttin’ his grass again! Fire up mah mower—I gotta make sure he sees me! Where’s mah goddam weed whacker?” I didn’t know why my inner voice turned into a dumber version of Hank Hill whenever I thought of things like that, but it is what it is, y’all.

“Pro-pane,” I enunciated out loud, sounding more like Forrest Gump than anything, before remembering I was meant to be quietly infiltrating this neighbourhood.

I sidled up to Moreau’s second home, which was in much better condition than his first. Peering through the windows, checking for any light, I found no signs of life. Either no one was home, or he was in bed. He was, like, sixty-something. Their kind don’t tend to be up this late. The grass was fresh and pristine but not exactly evidence of habitation. When you go away for a while, you tend to ask friendly neighbours to help or hire a service. Someone has to get your mail now and then, and I found the mailbox empty, and if someone doesn’t maintain that lawn, imagine the scandal you’d be embroiled in when you get home. 

Lawns are serious business.

The world rotated and flipped, the Noctis spilling before and beneath, the house now a reflection under my feet. I’d been doing this for twenty years, and I still loved it so much. I hopped over the threshold with a flourish, stalked on my tippy-toes like a cartoon villain, and started looking around. Luckily it was a one-story sans basement, allowing me to explore the whole place without needing to exit the shadows. The main floor might reflect beneath my feet, but other levels were removed from access and locked in another plane until I physically entered them. Everything has a drawback, I suppose.

With no signs of life in the house, I flipped back and took a risk by materializing inside the bedroom after double and triple-checking. Only the underside of the bed was visible from the shadows, but not if anyone was sleeping on it: I needed to be physically in the room to know for sure. Thankfully, the transition between was silent, but the bed was empty either way. Phew.

Now that it was safe, I proceeded to rifle through his drawers and closets. I should’ve cared about putting everything back in place, but I didn’t. It’d give him a little mystery to ponder whenever he came back—if he came back. The fire dude might find him first, the poor guy. Well, maybe not poor. Overall, I chose to refrain from sympathy because I didn’t know the man or why this pyromaniac wanted him dead. People didn’t often go homicidal without specific reasons, excluding a violent antisocial diagnosis, and there weren’t enough crispy bodies lying around for that to be the case. Either way, burning to death would not be a fun way to go, even if this Moreau turned out to be a piece of shit. Not many people deserve such a horrific fate.

Back to his stuff: I didn’t find a damn thing, and I meant that literally. There were no clothes in his closet and dresser, with only a staleness wafting on the air as I opened them. It was musty enough to indicate it was a vacation home but not enough to assume abandoned. The bed, adorned in what once were fresh linens, now stale, showed no signs of having been slept in any time recently. No shoes by the door or in the front hall closet, and nothing in the living room but furniture and an unplugged flat-screen television. No telling indentations in the couch cushions, which still appeared brand new. No toiletries in the bathroom, including hand soap. Aside from empty ice trays, the kitchen fridge was bare, as were all the cupboards. This house was cleaned out.

I was confused. Was this house just for show? Someone had to pay the mortgage, land taxes, and the lawn-mowing service, and someone was coming in here to dust. I was curious about whether the power bill was being paid, but I opted against turning the lights on to avoid rousing neighbourhood suspicions. There had to be something here. Why would a professor from the University of Calgary own a house two hours out of the city and not use it? Trouble letting go of a place he lived a few decades ago? Did he rent it out, and was he just in-between tenants? I’d need to check his bank records, but unless Miri was willing to offer another advance, I didn’t have the cash to bribe someone.

I made another round, maybe finding something I’d missed, and wouldn’t you know it: I found a curious detail in the living room. A large, empty bookcase towered against the far wall, with a slight discolouration of the carpet at its base in a perfect half-semi-circle pattern.

Tell me that’s what I think it is. 

I couldn’t exactly see the carpet in the Noctis, but how did I miss a potentially hidden room when I first scoped out the place? I stepped back into the Noctis, looking at it from the downside, and boom—hidden door.

Oh my God, I love this guy.

Even if he turned out to be a nasty dude, anyone with two hidden doors was at least sorta cool, right? 

Beyond the bookcase was dark, but the telling shape of a stairwell was visible. Remember when I said I couldn’t see other levels? I wasn’t lying. In the Noctis, I’m bound to the horizontal plane I’m on, whether it’s the ground outside or the fiftieth floor of a skyscraper. Vertical does not exist other than sources of light. From my perspective, the first step leading down was flickering and almost moving, as if it couldn’t decide if it was going up or down, appearing to lead to nowhere. I stepped under the bookcase, flipped back, and beheld a dark stairwell at my feet. As I slowly and quietly descended, I stifled a gleeful squeal in case someone was down there.

The stairs were surprisingly long and steep. This basement did not come with the house, based on how amateurish the concreting on the walls appeared. Instead, it was dug out after the fact, which was even more curious than an empty house. At the bottom was a small room, large enough for a desk and chair, leaving enough space for someone to sit comfortably. I found a light switch to my left and an iridescent bulb hanging from the roof. I flicked it on, and the room lit up in a yellow glow. I didn’t need it, but with no windows down there, I settled my curiosity about the power bill. I switched the light off to be safe and focused on the desk. It was made of red oak, matching the one in Jansen’s study. Sitting in the centre was a laptop, perfectly unburnt and presumably operational.

I squealed. I couldn’t help it. A couple of weeks ago, I monitored a flock of pigeons to confirm they were not spying on an old lady. Now I’m knee-deep in a murder investigation, uncovering clues and evidence under cover of darkness. Heart-pounding intrigue, mysterious government agents, a goddamn supervillain, and a mysterious laptop potentially holding the key to everything. This was freaking awesome, and I was vibrating with excitement. I wasted my entire life stealing things when this was my white whale. Not thievery or burglary but unravelling the dark secrets of the world’s underbelly.

I squealed again, clapping my hands like an excitable child entering a Chuck-E-Cheese for the first time.

Okay, the laptop. Focus, Lloyd. 

I opened the lid, hit the power button, and waited as the little-machine-that-could whirred to life. My cheeks raised in a grin from ear to ear as the Dell logo came and went, and my face dropped when confronted with a PIN prompt. 

Shit.

“Okay, Lloyd,” I said aloud. “Most people use personal information as passwords, and this is just a pin. You’ve looked him up, and you know things about his life. What’ve you got?”

He was 63 years old. I tried 1959.

Incorrect PIN. Try Again.

Wait, wasn’t he 64? 1958.

Incorrect PIN. Try Again.

Uh…He started working at the University in…2004.

Incorrect PIN. Try Again.

Dammit all to hell. I banged a fist against the desk in frustration.

Wait! The award on his desk, back at his lab. The chemistry thing—what year was that? Ugh, think Lloyd, think! Aha!

1998.

The desktop opened, revealing the background wallpaper of the original landscape for Windows XP and two icons: Recycling Bin and New Folder.

You’re the fucking MAN, Lloyd!

I cheered myself on, checking the Recycling Bin first, figuring a deleted file might be juicier than what’s still in that folder, but it was empty. I opened New Folder and found only two files: one document and one AVI. I opened the document first. It was, like, seventy pages long, and most of it was redacted. I scrolled through, finding the available highlights, and when I say they were a doozy, know I don’t use that word lightly.




23/12/1998

Subject: Casimir Brandt

Age: Seven

Gender: Male

Status: Orphan, New Arrival

I found the boy in an orphanage with a Matron more than happy to be rid of him. There had been a series of unexplained fires she was certain were his doing, though she knew not how. I have been searching for him since the death of his parents, which were under incredibly mysterious circumstances. Spontaneous combustion, with no source of ignition. The boy was lost to the system, his name and location protected, but after time I managed to convince [REDACTED] to lead me to him. I believe the Matron to be entirely unaware of what she had in her possession and is lucky to be alive, along with the other children.

[REDACTED] will commence shortly once the boy is settled in at [REDACTED].

-Dr. Johnathan Bauer




03/02/1999

Subject: Casimir Brandt

Gender: Male

Age: Seven

Status: Orphan, Preliminary

Casimir is beginning to develop negative feelings toward our researchers. He continues to be uncooperative and refuses to [REDACTED].

Fortunately, his skin continues to produce high levels of [REDACTED] when stressed, and we suspect one day may be able to [REDACTED]. We will continue testing for [REDACTED]. Mr. Jansen is developing [REDACTED] as we speak, and I expect everything we need will be fully operational soon. It is my hope that this time next month, we begin [REDACTED].

-Dr. Pierre Moreau




08/05/2000

Subject: Casimir Brandt

Gender: Male

Age: Eight

Status: Orphan, Intermediate

Casimir’s refusal to cooperate has led us to alternative means, leaving us no choice but to [REDACTED]. His ability to control [REDACTED] continues to develop and shows great promise. Our samples indicate the [REDACTED] can be duplicated, and further testing on [REDACTED] will be underway shortly. His blood work is impressive and shows a solid connection to [REDACTED], implying the previous committee’s efforts may be coming to fruition via generational growth. The location of [REDACTED] is now utterly paramount in understanding [REDACTED].

-Dr. Pierre Moreau




23/11/2003

Subject: Casimir Brandt

Gender: Male

Age: Twelve

Status: Orphan, Transferred

Unfortunately, Casimir has become too volatile to remain here, and testing must be halted. The situation has escalated, and continued work with the subject has reached an unsustainable level of danger. He will be transferred to [REDACTED] until his psychological state can be evaluated, and further testing shall continue with [REDACTED]. Unfortunately, Dr. Moreau has chosen to resign from his position, which will be allowed, provided he follows [REDACTED]. All appropriate forms and testimonies are being compiled for the families of [REDACTED] following today’s incident. This project will continue, must continue, for the betterment of mankind.

-Dr. Johnathan Bauer




I closed the document and opened the video. Again, no sound and only a thirty-second clip. The camera peered in from behind a plate glass window, and I was looking at a young boy in a white jumpsuit, roughly twelve, sitting in a white room, pounding on a table. A man was in the room with him, stern-looking and somewhere in his late sixties or early seventies. He tried to get the boy to calm down but failed and left the room. Two attendants entered and attempted to restrain the kid when the boy grabbed something out of their hands and threw it at the roof, shattering a light bulb, and sparks rained down over everything. The kid burst into flame, and I turned my head, expecting it to be bright, learning my lesson from the last video. When I looked back, the camera was still rolling. The boy was standing there, naked and hairless, unharmed but covered in a pink, foamy substance, with two dark, human-sized husks on the floor. The video ended.

Goosebumps encased my entire body, and all the hairs I had were standing on end. The bastards were experimenting on him. He had an ability they couldn’t explain, and they locked him in a lab and ran some kind of tests. What happened when he became resistant? What did they do to this poor kid? He’s clearly grown up, managed to escape his imprisonment, and was hunting down the people responsible for it. I needed to find this Doctor Bauer, who I assume was the old guy in the video, and hopefully before Casimir did. Based on the documents, it looks like Moreau either didn’t agree with the escalation or couldn’t handle the deaths, leading to his resignation. He’s kept records, though, along with this video. Holding evidence in case this Bauer guy came after him? And what was Jansen’s connection? What did he set up for them?

Casimir Brandt. I have a name. I pulled out my phone, and as luck would have it, I still had reception down here. I tapped on one of my contacts and raised it to my ear.

“I told you to lose my number,” Jono barked after two rings.

“I’m sorry, man, but this is important. I will absolutely, one hundred percent, compensate you and never call you again if you do me one more favour,” I pleaded.

“Fine, what is it?”

“Can you run names in a way that won’t get noticed? Like, if you know someone’s watching, can you get around it?”

“Yeah, I know a guy. A bit less by the book than the guy I went through last time. It will have to be tomorrow. It’s eleven-thirty, Lloyd.”

“Good. That’s fine. Sorry for the late call. The names are Casimir Brandt and Doctor Johnathan Bauer. Casimir was in the system in the late nineties. If I’m right, Bauer works in some scientific field and is likely pushing one hundred years old by now, if that helps narrow it down.”

“A hundred? The guy is probably dead, but I’ll try and confirm. I’ll see what I can do, and then we’re done.” His tone was crystal clear—he meant it. This bridge was burning fast.

“Agreed. Thanks, Jono.”

I hung up, grabbed the laptop, and headed upstairs. At the top, I flipped back into the shadows, stepped through, and had to duck immediately.

Someone was at the window, shining a light inside.

In the world reflected at my feet, a silhouette peered through the glass panes, holding a flashlight at eye level, with the light itself in here with me, disembodied and waving around from side to side like a rogue disco ball. I had to duck and dodge to avoid touching it. If it made contact, I’d be thrown out of the Noctis instantly, and it’s a jarring experience. I also didn’t want to come face to face with whomever this person was, so I avoided it by shadow-stepping through a wall and into the bedroom. I could step through walls, but the light could not. The edges of the light’s cone went straight and rigid as it passed over, hurting my eyes but unable to reach me.

The door’s lock rattled as the would-be intruder fiddled with a lockpick. I wasn’t the only one looking for Moreau. The door swung open, and my heart leapt into my throat as Agent Bradstone walked through.

Shit.

Of course he knew about this place. If Jono could find this address, so could a mysterious secret agent. I kept my eye on him as he stalked around the house, his flashlight moving every which way. I stayed in the other room, and when he came to check out the bedroom, I shadow-stepped back to the living room, side-stepping his light. He did the same as I had, scanning every drawer and closet, looking for anything and everything, and coming up short. He made no visible sign if he noticed the drawers were already open.

He walked back to the living room and stopped, looking around. His flashlight landed on the bookcase and then on the floor. He came to the same conclusion I had but did what I didn’t need to. Sliding his hands up and down the sides of the wooden panels, he pushed a camouflaged button. The hidden door sprang open, and down he went. A moment later, he returned, closing the bookcase behind him, and headed to the front door before stopping. His eyes scanned the room, and he sniffed. He sniffed again.

“Mister Gibson?” he intoned.

I suppressed a whimper, the laptop suddenly much heavier in my hands.

“I recognize that cheap cologne. If you’re hiding in the corner, it’s best you come out now.”

Yeah, not in your life, bud, I said in thought only. Also, it’s Old Spice deodorant, not cologne. It’s like, five whole bucks a stick, jackass.

He waved his flashlight around some more, checking every corner, re-checking every room, as I shadow-stepped around the house to avoid him.

“Hmm. Fine, we will play this game.” His voice was quiet and ominous. Finally, he headed to the door.

My phone rang, and I almost screamed.

Despite how long I’ve been doing this, I had no real idea if noise from inside the Noctis was audible to the real world. My heart was pounding out a million beats per second. The phone rang again. I was frozen, unable to breathe as I kept my eyes trained on Bradford, praying to God and Cthulhu alike for help. The agent paused briefly, looked around one more time, and left. The lock clicked back in place. I released a massive sigh of relief as my legs nearly buckled. The phone rang a fourth time, threatening to go to voicemail. Hoping Bradstone was well and truly gone, I stepped out of the shadows and fumbled my phone out of my pocket. I’d never tested it, but knowing how light behaves there, I was not about to risk my phone screen or, worst case scenario, my hand. Glancing at the caller ID, I quickly answered, bringing it to my ear.

“Oh my God, Miri, you won’t believe—”

“Lloyd! There is another fire!” she whispered urgently.

“What? Where? When?”

“Right now! In an orphanage in Canyon Meadows, on Cantabrian Drive, Southwest. Where are you?” she asked.

“I’m still in Brooks!” I practically shouted.

“I see him, Lloyd, in the crowd. I am going to follow him.” The fear rose in her voice.

“Miri, do not!” I yelled. “You investigate fires, not people! You’re not trained for this!”

“We cannot lose him, Lloyd. There may not be any other opportunity, and you are two hours away! I told you not to go!” she hissed through clenched teeth. “He is on the move, and I am going after him.”

“Shit! Miri, no. I can be there soon.”

“How? You are in Brooks. I’ll keep my distance—maybe I can see where he lives.”

This was not good. If he saw Miri, he might do something very, very bad.

“Miri, listen. I’m not as far away as you thi—”

“Shut it, Lloyd—I am following him and going to hang up now. Get here as soon as possible.”

“Wait! Okay, fine. But I’ll be there faster than you think. Keep your phone in your hand, on vibrate, and I’ll call you when I get there,” I directed. “Please don’t get too close to him.”

“I will be careful. Trust me, I can do this,” she said, more to herself than to me. But she didn’t sound convinced, nor did she inspire me with confidence.

She hung up.

Oh god. Oh my fucking god.

I flipped to the Noctis and jumped further and faster than ever before.








  
  
  CHAPTER 10

  
  




Without thinking, I was racing through the Noctis back to the city, testing the limits of how far I could jump in a single bound. I made it to Canyon Meadows within fifteen minutes of Miri hanging up, forced to slow down by stepping out regularly to check my Maps. Out of breath and panting, I no longer needed the GPS to find my way as a blazing beacon of light in the distance did more to guide me than a GPS ever could.

I’d never seen fire from the shadows before that wasn’t a candle or match. The orphanage was a massive building, and the entire place was engulfed. I had to slow down and shield my eyes, the glare intensifying as I approached, rendering my sunglasses almost useless against it. The world below reflected quietly, serenely, while the Noctis was a fury of light and chaos, the air crackling and spurting. The floating globes of streetlights were washed away, replaced by a swarm of flickering blue, white and red. They sparkled brightly like fireflies at a rave, trying to hold back a volcano of fireworks. The flames were molten diamond and crystal, rising and falling from within a liquid glass dome. They moved in and out, crashing upon the rocks of shadow, the tide of a literal sun splashing and receding upon the dark, consuming everything in its wake. It was too much to take, the shadows too sporadic to plot an available course, forcing me to step back into the world.

As massive as they loomed, the actual flames were almost dull compared to their otherworldly counterpart. It was an immense building, and judging from the architecture still standing, I assumed it used to be a church of some denomination. From the size of the blaze, it was doubtful any part of the structure would survive this. The area was a flurry of activity: fire trucks, police and ambulances surrounded the building on all sides, firefighters running to and fro frantically, dragging large, heavy hoses as the trucks spewed forth massive amounts of water from elevated positions. Three yellow school buses were parked outside the perimeter set up by the fire department. A large crowd of children gathered around, watching their home die. They must have been out on some excursion when the fire started.

With all the sirens and the roaring blaze drowning out all other sounds, I returned to the Noctis, jumped far enough away to escape the noise, and flipped back upside. I called Mireya.

“Lloyd, he saw me,” she whispered. “I’m trapped.”

Shit! “Where are you?”

“A train station, I think Anderson. Call the police for me—I can talk for only a second. He’s looking for me.”

She hung up. Oh god.

I tapped Anderson Station into my Maps as fast as my fingers let me, got the general direction, and was there in less than a minute. A few people were about, but only a few. The trains ran until one o’clock but rarely had many passengers left by midnight, with the people still around being the types a woman might cross the street to avoid. I arrived at the bus station, stepping out before entering the radius of the floodlights, which basked the area in an eerie yellow glow, and found no sign of Miri or Casimir outside. Despite having never been to this station, the entrance was easy enough to locate, marked with a large blue banner announcing the station’s name, “ANDERSON,” and welcome signs. I dashed up the stairs, running through the skywalk, scanning the windows to see the benches below by the tracks, finding no one. I kept going until I reached the other building where the restrooms and concessions were. The lights were off, with only the glow from outside cascading through a few windows. The trains ran themselves at this point, and the building’s maintenance staff would have already finished for the day. 

I went through the glass doors and found a man, his back to me, standing in the lobby. He had to be roughly my height, over six feet and was bald with no eyebrows. If I hadn’t already known the reason, I’d have assumed alopecia. He wore a pair of blue overalls and nothing else, his shoulders and feet bare, dirt and ash caked in his toes.

Hearing the door squeak, he spun around, and I instinctively shadow-stepped before he saw me. He would have spotted me immediately if I had fled back into the skywalk, with the floodlights illuminating the entire area. Someone had entered, and judging by his body language, he knew it.

“Who’s there?” he demanded.

I expected an accent, maybe Polish or Ukrainian, but it wouldn’t have been the first time I’d made an assumption based on a name this week. Instead, he sounded as Canadian as I did. When no one answered, he stalked to the door and scanned the area. I waited for him to move, my eyes trained on the soles of his feet, not daring to breathe. I knew he couldn’t hear me, but I was still terrified. If this guy lit up, I’d be literal toast, so it was best to keep moving. I stepped away from Pyro, searching the area as I shadow-stepped into the bathrooms, risking a glance in the stalls, praying no one was in there. There’s a view from below I did not want.

“Where are you?” Casimir yelled, echoing through the empty building. His booming voice startled a hidden figure, a stifled cry from a closed room, attracting our attention. 

In near unison, we moved toward the concessions stand towards a door leading to the stockroom, with me having the upper advantage, as walls and doors were not obstacles. From my unique perspective, a cowering woman in a beige pantsuit was hiding on the stockroom floor, wedged between two narrow shelves, and curled up in the fetal position. She had backed herself into a corner. I was standing beneath her in a blink, panicking alongside her as Casimir grew closer. 

How the hell would I get her out? 

The stockroom door slammed open, and Casimir Brandt towered over her, his face awash with rage. Miri stared up at him, utterly frozen.

“There you are, little sneak,” he sneered. “I don’t know why you were following me, but you won’t be doing it again.” His hand slipped into his pocket, producing a Zippo lighter, a menacing grin crossing his face.

I didn’t know what I was doing or how I even did it.

Instinct took over, and I did something new, something I didn’t know was possible. I slammed my hand into the ground, into the spongy floor of the Noctis, and it broke through into the real world. My body remained in the shadows, but my hand found purchase and grabbed Miri by the ankle. The feeling that washed over me was unpleasant, like nausea, but in my limbs, with my arms and legs wanting to throw up. My back arched, twisting as shadow flowed into me, from my toes to my outstretched hand, and shot into her. She screamed at the sudden, unexplained contact as I gripped tight and yanked, pulling her kicking and screaming into the Noctis alongside me. The air, both in shadow and out, rippled fiercely. Miri dropped through, moving up and down simultaneously, and we fell together in a heap. 

She screamed, thrashing in the darkness, her senses throwing everything and nothing at her simultaneously.

“Miri, stop!” I hollered, blocking her knee before it slammed into my groin, hitting my thigh instead. “It’s me, Lloyd!”

Her body froze, eyes darting everywhere. “Lloyd? What the hell is going on? I can’t see anything! Oh god, why can’t I see you?”

“I’ll explain later. Get up!”

I glanced back at Casimir, who went from stunned, to perplexed, to angry in a split second. A cry of rage bubbled from his throat, his thumb moving to the wheel of his lighter. 

“Miri, GET UP!”

We shot to our feet. I wrapped my arms around her, spinning her around and facing my back to Casimir, and scanned the far distance. Then, settling my eyes on a path of darkness cutting through a forest of light, I jumped and pulled Miri with me. An explosion rang out behind us, heat flaring and slamming into my back as my body shielded her from its power. The blast, a rapidly moving source of light inside the dark, ejected us from the shadows in a violent collision that felt like getting hit by a Mack truck made of pillows—it hurt like hell, but nothing broke. We landed hard on the pavement, rolling and skidding a few feet off to the side of the bus stop. We were a total hundred metres, give or take, from the building, now a blazing inferno. My back screamed as my eardrums sizzled. I let her go and rolled around frantically, trying to put out any flames that might be on me.

“Lloyd, stop!” she urged, gathering her bearings and climbing to her feet. Fortunately, in confusion from our otherworldly experience, she forgot to continue panicking. “You are not on fire.”

“Oh, thank god,” I whimpered, but my back tingled fiercely. The fire hit me dead-on, and the glassy barrier between light and shadow was probably the only reason it didn’t light me up. She helped me to my feet, spun me around, and inspected my back.

“You have a large hole in your shirt and definite singe marks, but you’re fine,” she described, her voice shaky but calmer than before. The unexplained escape must have snapped her out of her fright.

“Doesn’t feel fine.” I winced. “Feels like someone tried to turn me into a McGriddle.”

“Your skin is red, like a sunburn. Might blister later, but you will be fine.”

“Guess I should be happy it wasn’t worse,” I commented, looking around. “We need to go before he comes out. Take my hand.”

“What are you going to do?” she asked, looking back at the train station in confusion.

“I promise to explain later. Take my hand.”

The moment her hand gripped mine, I pulled us into the shadows, oriented east, and jumped, depositing us inside Southcentre Mall, where I flipped us back into the world. The place was closed for the night, which suited me fine, and we collapsed on a nearby bench. I winced as my skin pressed against the backrest and was forced to lean forward, elbows on my knees. Sleep was going to be difficult for the next week. Once we caught our breath and slowed our heart rates, she stared at me with the most baffled expression.

“You have a power,” she stated, still breathing heavily.

“Yep,” I huffed.

“You have a fucking power,” she repeated with gusto.

Hearing her swear was weird. “Yeah, we’ve covered that.”

“Lloyd—”

“Can we do this later?” I interrupted. “What did you see in his aura?”

She took a deep breath, her eyes narrowing in concern. “Nothing good. He is consumed with rage, which is all he has left. There is no will for anything inside that man outside his vengeance.”

“Great. I guess reasoning with him is out of the question. I need you to stay here while I return to the station.”

“Why the hell would you go back?” she questioned loudly.

“Same reason you followed him in the first place,” I explained. “We can’t lose him. I highly doubt he walked to the orphanage, so he should have a car nearby, and that’s where he’ll be heading. I need his licence plate.”

“No, Lloyd, it is way too dangerous. He knows we are looking for him,” she warned, her panic rekindling.

“He won’t see me, trust me. Stay here. Please.”

She was reluctant but nodded in agreement.

“I’ll be back soon,” I assured her as I stood, shot her a glance, and jumped back to the train station. 

I had to keep my distance as the blaze lit up my entire underworld, forcing my hands to shield my eyes. Despite that, it wasn’t challenging to find Casimir. On the median of the bus station towered a large, hairless, and naked man, beating the absolute hell out of some poor teenager. I considered intervening when the kid stopped struggling, begging him to stop, when Casimir leaned forward and grabbed the boy’s jacket, wrenching it off him like a rag doll. Then, wrapping it around his waist, he ran off, leaving the unfortunate kid to nurse his wounds.

Trusting the teenager would be fine, I pursued. Casimir glanced around himself regularly, searching for any signs of a tail, but he would never see me. I followed closely, the soles of my feet almost mirroring his, diverging from the path only when a light was in my way. I followed him for ten or fifteen minutes before we reached a car parked on Canfield Way in front of some air conditioning and heating store. He climbed in, fished his keys from the glove box, and turned the ignition. I quickly stepped behind the car, crouched, materializing behind his trunk to view his licence plate. 

X-75645. Got it. 

As he pulled away, I was already out of sight from his rear-view mirror and making my way back to Southcentre. When I returned, Miri was still on the bench, looking more relaxed. She was still frazzled but was keeping distracted, playing with her phone.

“Are you playing Candy Crush right now?” I asked, perplexed. She jumped at the sudden noise and almost dropped her phone with a gasp.

“Jesus, Lloyd, you scared me,” she scolded. “And yes, Candy Crush. It helps me calm down, and I had to do something with myself after you just left me here.”

“Sorry about that. Kind of had to, though.”

“Yeah, sure. Did you get what you needed?”

“Yes. X-75645,” I announced, opening my phone’s Notepad to write it down before my brain misplaced the information.

She sighed, relieved. “So we have something.”

“Know anyone that can run it? If I ask Jono, I’m pretty sure he’ll kill me.”

“Yeah, I know someone at the DMV,” she said, cringing. “That will be fun.”

“Sorry?”

“Oh, just some guy who keeps trying to ask me out, and, well, getting a favour is not going to help that situation,” she muttered.

“Oh,” I said, a confusing sensation washing over me. “What’s wrong with him?”

She eyed my outline, her eyes squinting slightly, accusingly, and I raised my hands in a plea to move past it. “This guy just…he only wants to date me because he thinks I am…how can I put this? Spicy.”

“Oh. Well, it’s better than being bland, isn’t it?” I quipped.

“Lloyd.”

“Mireya.”

“Tell me about your power.”

“Now?”

“Yes.”

“Okay.”

With great difficulty, I sat beside her and slowly told her everything. I’m not good at the whole “opening up” thing, but I told her about the Noctis and answered her questions to the best of my abilities. Talking to her about it was the most surreal moment of my life, which says a lot, considering. Something about her put me at ease, and things I shared with no one flowed from me like water, and it was suddenly as easy as breathing, and a calm I’d never experienced washed over me. I told her everything. I told her about my life of crime, which she took in incredible stride, and my eventual downfall. I told her about the last job, the unknown agency that shut down everything I had and drove me into hiding.

“The situation is entirely my fault, but it still sucks, eh?” I said, wrapping up my story. “I was the greatest thief the world never knew, with what I thought was the world’s only superpower, and I’m stuck. It’s been over a year. I’m just hanging out in a building with no insulation, sitting in a camp chair and watching old reruns of Frasier while trying to converse with a rat.”

We sat in silence as she processed the massive info dump I laid on her but never made any accusing gestures or glances. All her questions were born from genuine curiosity and interest, which was another thing I’d never experienced before. Through all my dealings, everyone I ever interacted with only cared about what they could get out of me or what my own angle was. She didn’t care about any of that. It took me some time to process and understand what I was feeling. 

Finally, I looked at her, and something flitted in my chest. I cared about her. I barely knew her, and yet I cared. I cared about another human being for the first time in my life. Was this what it was like to make a friend? I’d never had one of those before, not counting High School, and even then, it was only one.

She put her hand on my knee, and I realized she had been studying my aura this entire time. With her Soul Sight, she knew everything I had just experienced and smiled. Not a happy smile, but an understanding one. We sat there, looking at each other for a moment before she spoke.

“I really don’t have any friends either,” she admitted, somewhat reluctantly. “Do you want to be my friend, Lloyd?”

Something bubbled in my chest. My eyes threatened to well up, and I had no idea why. I well and truly didn’t understand any of this. I simply nodded.

“Friends, it is, then,” she confirmed with a pat on my knee.

“Okay, this is officially too weird,” I announced, clearing my throat. “What do we do now?”

“You need to go home and shower,” she told me. “Your back is not blistered, but you should clean up and get some sleep. You look exhausted. I need to return to the orphanage: the fire might be out by now, and I will need to go in and do what I do. I will come by your place in the morning.”

“Yeah, that makes sense. I’ll take you back there,” As we stood, she grabbed my hand and faced me.

“Thank you for coming to save me,” she said softly, sounding embarrassed. “What I did was really stupid.”

“What you did was really brave, Miri. Don’t tell yourself otherwise.”

“Thank you.” She smiled. “The Noctis is a dumb name.”

“What?” I was taken aback, offended. Scandalized.

“The ‘of the night?’ Grammatically terrible.”

“You’re grammatically terrible.” I stuck my tongue out at her and blew.

She laughed.

We were back at the orphanage a moment later. We found it still ablaze, but the firefighters had recovered significant ground. Miri had me deposit her a street away, where she had parked, not wanting her superiors to know she was there yet, to avoid questions if she took off randomly. However, she had some missed calls on her phone, all demanding that she gets to the orphanage as soon as possible. So we said our see-you-laters, and I watched as she drove up to the large pile of burning rubble, ready to do her job. Once she was out of sight, I jumped back home, where I quickly fed Chauncy some more trail mix and gave him a scratch. Then I took a cold shower, wincing every time the water hit my back, and collapsed face-first onto my air mattress, falling asleep instantly.

What a day.
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I awoke to a loud banging at the door. My sweat-soaked shirt had bunched up beneath me, exposing my bare back to the sheet, giving me visions of my skin peeling off as I lifted myself up, which was exactly how it felt. I groaned loudly, biting my lip as I pulled the shirt over my head, tossed it aside, and grabbed my sunglasses. I climbed to my feet with more than a little struggle and glanced at my phone—9:27 am. Still feeling like hell, I groaned again and clambered to the front, shirtless and barefoot, with only my jungle jeans and shades on. The banging grew louder and more regular, adding to my developing headache as I threw the door open a bit harder than necessary. 

Outside were two young men wearing high-vis safety vests, blue Polo shirts and black work pants. Their ball caps had “Second-hand, First-Choice” inscribed in yellow stitching.

“Hey dude, we have a delivery for Mister Gibson?” one of them explained, looking me over and peering through the door, taking in space behind me, confused by where he was.

“Uh.” I stared. “I didn’t order anything?”

“Well, someone did,” he said, gesturing at the small white truck behind him. “Where do you want it?”

“Uh. Okay, over there, I guess.” I waved in the general vicinity of the camp chairs. The men swung the back doors of the truck open and quickly and efficiently brought my “order” in, placing it gently on the floor near my television.

They turned and looked at me expectantly.

“Oh, uh, one sec,” I mumbled, fumbling in my pockets, retrieving a couple of loonies and quarters, and handing them over. “Sorry, it’s all I’ve got. I wasn’t expecting this.”

“Uh-huh,” they said in unison, unenthused, suggesting they were used to getting stiffed. I never needed to worry much about it in the past, but the less money I had, the more I hated tip culture. Why am I expected to pay more money to people literally doing their jobs simply because their employers refuse to pay them properly? It made me miss living in the UK and Sydney, where it just wasn’t a thing. They left without closing the door, and I inspected my mysterious delivery.

It was a cream-coloured futon. A used one.

“Oh-kay.” Not one to question luck, I sat down and turned the television on, assuming my sudden benefactor would eventually make themselves known. It was surprisingly comfy, and wasting no time, Chauncy leapt up beside me. He sniffed the cushions curiously before disregarding them and climbing onto my knee. He stood on his hind legs and waved his front paws.

“Dude, I just sat down. I’ll feed you in a few minutes.”

He chittered in annoyance and leapt back onto the cushion, where he curled up in a ball and rested his chin on his tail.

An hour passed as I watched the Price is Right. With all due respect to Drew Carey, it wasn’t the same without Bob Barker. Chauncy fell asleep as I gently stroked his back when I remembered I hadn’t fed him yet, so I got up and found his trail mix. Despite being asleep a second ago, I turned around to see him waiting patiently behind me. I scooped a handful onto the floor, and he squeaked in gratitude, then immediately targeted the cashews. I turned to go check my phone when a knock sounded at the door.

“Come in!” I hollered. It was a polite knock, and I expected Mireya to swing by.

“Why is your door open? Oh, good! You have it already!” she exclaimed, putting her purse down and rushing over, throwing her body on the futon. “That was fast!”

She’d traded her business attire for a white, sleeveless sports top, black shorts and white running shoes. Her calves had a surprising level of definition, shaped by treadmills and exercise bikes, and her skin had a tell-tale glow showing she’d come from the gym. The outfit was highly complementary and incredibly flattering to her form, which I totally did not notice. Her shirt was sheer enough to hint at the black sports bra she wore underneath. Nope. Didn’t notice a damn thing.

“More comfortable than it looked in the store!” she noted happily, stretching herself out. She glanced over at me, her eyes settling on my bare chest and travelling down, squinting into a frown as she looked at my jungle jeans. “Where is your shirt?”

“Miri, what the hell?” I asked, ignoring the question and responding with one of my own. “You bought me a futon? Shouldn’t we be friends for a bit longer before you start gifting me furniture?”

“Nonsense. You live like a hobo. You need furniture, and it is not a gift. It cost seventy-five dollars, which you will take out of your fee.”

“So you’re just spending my money now? We’re friends, not dating,” I muttered.

“Yeah, you wish, buddy.” She smirked, sitting upright and leaning into the corner, crossing her legs. “I think the appropriate thing to do here is to say, ‘thank you?’”

I sighed into my hand as I rubbed a bit of crust from my eyes. “Thank you.”

“You are most welcome,” she accepted graciously. “Seriously, though. Where is your shirt? And what is going on with those jeans?”

“What happened with the orphanage?” I asked, ignoring her again.

“Nothing good. It was definitely our guy, with the same burn patterns as the others. You mentioned he had been placed in an orphanage as a child, and I would bet a lot of money that this was the place. No children were harmed, but the Matron is one hundred percent dead,” she explained.

“It’s lucky the children were out,” I mused.

“Yeah, lucky. An anonymous donor gave them a day trip to the prehistoric museum in Drumheller.”

“Huh. That can’t be a coincidence, but how Casimir paid for it? He doesn’t strike me as the type to think ahead like that. Think someone might be helping him?”

“It would explain how he found his victims,” she added, idly rolling the tip of her ponytail through her fingers. “Neither of them is listed in the phonebook.”

“Suspicious, but not much to go on. We’ll have to wait to see if our leads pan out before proceeding, I think.”

She nodded in agreement. “How is your back?”

“Hurts.”

“Did you sleep?”

“Kinda.”

“Have you had breakfast?”

“No.”

“You are usually better at conversation than this,” she observed.

I grumbled something unintelligible.

“Come here and sit,” she said, patting the futon cushion. “I made a wild guess and assumed you have no food, so I ordered delivery before I arrived. It should be here soon.”

I peered down at her. “You’re being weird. I don’t know how to deal with this right now.”

“I am being a friend,” she said quietly. I may have offended her. “I am not exactly good at this friend stuff either, you know.”

“Sorry.”

“Accepted. Will you sit down already? You are standing over me like a creep. It is weird.”

I obliged. I sat there, suddenly aware of the scent of shea butter and cocoa radiating from her skin, feeling increasingly awkward as she studied my aura, and only now did I begin to feel self-conscious about my lack of a shirt. “Can you not, right now?” I asked.

“Sorry, force of habit,” she said sheepishly.

“Why don’t you have many friends?” I asked, which made her frown. “I mean, you seem very personable and likeable,” I added quickly.

“I guess I was too focused on my career and just, um, forgot to make some.” She dropped her eyes to her lap, embarrassed.

“Yeah, I get that. Same, I think. So, anyways,” I said, sensing a subject change was required. “Do you want to talk about what happened last night?”

“Not entirely, at least not right now,” she admitted. “I am still a little rattled from it.”

“Okay. Do, uh, do you want to watch TV?”

“What is even on at this time of day?”

“Who cares?” I gestured with my hands to showcase how absurd a question was and grabbed the remote.

We sat together for a solid two hours watching random daytime television. We ranged from morning talk shows to an incredibly cheesy soap opera featuring a possessed puppet without saying a single word to each other. Occasionally one of us glanced at the other and quickly looked away when noticed. It was weird and awkward, yet reassuring and comfortable. The only time either of us got up was when the food arrived. Miri ordered some toasted bacon and egg sandwiches, which were fine, but they lost something in transit. Chauncy got most of my bacon, and to my surprise, she gave him some bread, which prompted him to jump up between us. Miri tensed momentarily but chose to roll with it and relax. Eventually, she even offered him a scratch, which he happily accepted.

“So, Miri. Or would you prefer Mireya?” I chose to clarify. “I kind of nicknamed you without consent, didn’t I?”

“Miri is fine. It might even be growing on me,” she said with a slight laugh. “No one has ever nicknamed me before. My parents would throw a fit if they knew I was allowing my name to be shortened.”

“Tell me about them?”

“Um, okay. Hmm.” She paused, thinking for a moment. “Their names are Diego and Melissa, both born and raised here in Calgary. It was my grandparents that immigrated to Canada. They went to the States initially but said they did not feel welcome, so they came here. Still got weird looks, apparently, but rarely was it hostile. ‘Canadians are good people, Mireya,’ they would tell me, ‘Unlike those Yankee doodles.’ I have met many really nice Americans, but that was back in the ‘good ol’ days’ that old white people always go on about. They had my Papi in ‘61, and he met my Mami in ‘87. Papi drove a long-haul truck but rarely left Alberta, and he retired a few years back. Mami was a stay-at-home mother, and she makes the best mac and cheese. Papi got her into chilis, and she incorporated it into everything. Let me tell you, you have not had a good mac and cheese if there are no chilis in it. They moved to Red Deer last year—I see them every month.”

“I was born in Red Deer!” I exclaimed.

“Really? Do you go there much?”

“Never. I was raised in Calgary. Mom was on her way to visit relatives in Forestburg when I decided to pop out a bit earlier than planned,” I explained. “Do your parents know about your Soul Sight?”

“Mami does. I could do it my whole life,” she explained. “As a kid, they thought I was weird, but I kept saying things to Mami that made her believe. Papi refuses to—he is not very good at handling things he cannot physically see.”

“Most people aren’t. I never told my mom about what I could do. Didn’t see a point, really.”

“Tell me about her?” she asked.

“Yeah, uh. Sure, but it’s not as nice a story as yours,” I warned. “The short of it is, her name is Janis, and she did everything in her power to ignore me without getting into trouble with Social Services. She worked for the phone company for years before getting laid off. After that, she kept finding boyfriends to help her pay the bills, and when I got a job as a teenager, she tried to demand my paycheques, so I moved out. I’m pretty sure she was okay with that. My father was not in the picture. He left when he found out she was pregnant and died in a car accident when I was two. She found out from an article in the newspaper.”

“I’m sorry.”

“So uh. This Soul Sight thing is a pretty handy trick. Why didn’t you become, like, a psychic or medium or something? If you can tell people exactly how they’re feeling and who they are as a person, you could easily make them believe you’re talking to their dead relatives.”

She frowned disapprovingly. “That would be deceitful. I am not going to trick people out of their money.”

“Sorry, sometimes I forget people have better morals than I do.” I chuckled awkwardly. “What about being a therapist?”

“And listen to other people’s problems all day? There is a reason most therapists have their own mental health issues, you know.”

“Okay, so how’d you become a fire investigator?”

“It was a course at UoC,” she said.

“No, I mean, why? What about being an actual investigator for the police? You’d be a killer at interrogations.” I didn’t intend to give her the third degree, but I was genuinely curious.

“Um. Honestly, I liked detective stories growing up, but I would prefer not to get shot at. I was always good at puzzles, which is basically what a fire’s aftermath is when determining the cause. Also, I just kind of like fire and tended to start them when I was a kid—nothing major—stop looking at me like that!” She smacked me on the shoulder. “I mean, like my Barbies. I hated them, but Mami kept buying them for me, so I set their hair on fire.”

I was roaring with laughter at the image when her phone rang.

“Hello? Oh, hi, Dan…Yes! Thank you, that’s perfect! Um, oh…Yes? Oh, no, sorry, I have to work tonight…Yeah, sure! Let me check my calendar, though…Can I get back to you on that? Yep…Mm-hmm…Okay…Thanks again! Mm-hmm…Goodbye!” She hung the phone up, looking exasperated. “I have Casimir’s address, and you owe me a big one for that. Wow.”

“Tried for another date?”

“Another? There has not been a first. I think I was just starting to get the message through his thick skull, and I had to go and ruin it by asking for a favour,” she ranted.

Moving on, I asked, “So, the address?”

“Oh, right. Well, the plates are not registered to Casimir Brandt but to someone named Brian Fowler. He lives in an apartment building near Downtown on Thirteenth Ave,” she relayed.

“So either he stole the car, or someone is helping him,” I pondered. “Makes sense. He doesn’t strike me as the type to have a job. Maybe this Fowler guy was the mysterious benefactor of the children’s field trip.”

“Shall we go have a look?” she suggested, her eyes lighting up at the idea.

“We? Hell no! I’ll go check it out tonight, in the dark, where it’s safe.”

“Fine,” she muttered. “Keep all the fun to yourself.”

“Seriously? You almost died yesterday.”

“I know.” She sat quietly for a moment, looking at her hands. “You know how you said you felt excitement when you found that laptop? I felt that, too, when I was following him. I was shaking and sweating and so close to throwing up with every step I took. But it was also the most invigorating thing I have ever done. It felt free. I am not sure how to describe it. Why are you smiling like that?”

“I’m starting to see why we’ve hit it off so well,” I remarked.

“Dios Mio,” she muttered, rolling her eyes.

“I thought you didn’t speak Spanish?”

“I am allowed to know phrases, Lloyd,” she muttered. She must’ve read something in my aura because she continued. “Mami wanted me to learn, but Papi said no. It would be easier to fit in if I only spoke English. He was worried that if he taught me Spanish, it would alter my accent and make me sound like an immigrant. He was already against giving me a Latin name, but Mami convinced him and said I should have something from his heritage and that living in Canada did not nullify his roots. He wanted to call me Mary, but they compromised.”

“They made the right call. Mireya is a much better name than Mary,” I confirmed. “All that name brings to mind is old white ladies and a thrice-named witch.”

She smiled sheepishly. “Do you want to watch more TV? I work the night shift tonight—I do not have to be at work until three.”

I laughed. “Sure. I think Days of Our Lives is on in, like, five minutes.”

“Oh, I hate that show so much. Let’s do it!” She smiled and clapped her hands together in approval.

That was when my own phone rang. It was Jono.

“Hey Jono, I’m with Mireya Delgado, and I have you on speaker. It’s safe to talk,” I told him.

“Hello, Mister Wong,” she greeted.

“Oh, hello, Miss Delgado,” Jono stammered, thrown off guard. “Lloyd? I got some weird shit from those names.”

“Tell me.”

“Casimir Brandt, born nineteen-ninety-one. His parents died in a mysterious house fire in ninety-five. The papers called it spontaneous combustion. Casimir entered the system shortly after, ending up at an orphanage in Canyon Meadows. I’m assuming it’s not a coincidence it burnt down last night?”

“Yeah, don’t ask questions you don’t want the answers to, Jono.”

“Good call. The kid disappeared after that. The Matron insists he was adopted out, but no records indicate what actually happened or who adopted him. Just vanished, and apparently, no one asked questions. Now this Bauer guy, that’s one shady son of a bitch.”

“Go on…’

“Doctor Johnathan Bauer,” Jono continued, “immigrated from Germany to New York City shortly after the war. There’s been definite speculation he was Nazi affiliated, though he officially renounced his German citizenship. He changed his name to Johnathan when he arrived, but I couldn’t find out what his name was back in Deutschland. He moved from job to job, always in the science division, when he ended up in Montana and founded a little company called Bauer Enterprises. No real information is available on what they were doing. Then, in ninety-eight, he relocated to Alberta, over in Brooks, where he applied for and eventually received dual citizenship between the States and Canada.” He paused for a breath, and a slight cough, likely taking a drag from a cigarette. “There’s no employment record for him moving forward, by all accounts looking as though he simply retired, until oh-four when he disappeared. No records of anything from there on. No taxes paid, no pension collected, no notice of death—nothing. The bank foreclosed on his house, and he’s been in the wind since, off-grid. I can’t even tell you whether he’s still alive, but he’d be ninety-seven by now, so I wouldn’t put money on him still breathing.”

“Thanks, Jono, that’s actually pretty helpful. Anything else?”

“No, but for Christ’s sake, I hope you know what you’re doing. I thought Miss Delgado was a crackpot, but the more I see of this shit, the happier I am that I refused the case. Stay safe, especially you, Miss Delgado, and never contact me again.” He hung up.

“Huh,” I grunted.

“Crackpot? Pfft,” Miri muttered incredulously. “At least it was solid information, but does it get us anywhere?”

“Not really. Doctor Bauer living in Brooks is no surprise, but without an address…” I sighed and shrugged. “Hopefully I turn up something useful tonight.”

We sat back and stared blankly at the television as a commercial break went on for an eternity. Yet, despite everything going on and thoughts racing in my head, I was comfortable—more than comfortable. 

“What exactly are we doing, Miri? We’ve just met, and I feel like…” I paused, suddenly nervous. “I don’t know how to say this.”

“That we have known each other forever? I feel it too,” she affirmed.

“Isn’t that weird?”

“Maybe? Remember, no friends for either of us? What the hell do we know? It likely happens this way all the time.”

“True. Just seems strange.”

“We can chalk it up to us being superheroes,” she declared, and we both started laughing.

“So, Days of our Lives?”

“Absolutely,” she agreed with a sparkle in her eye.

This side of Miri differed significantly from the one I met at the food court. So much more relaxed. 

I liked this version a lot.








  
  
  CHAPTER 12

  
  




We hung out the entire morning and into the afternoon, acting surprisingly carefree, given what was going on. We needed a break, even a brief one, and we made the most of it. Miri and I continued talking, getting to know each other while watching the hell out of Days of Our Lives, mutually roasting the characters at every turn. They were betrayed by the obviously evil guy for about the thousandth time in their lives and were utterly shocked. Forget Lord of the Rings—if you want true fantasy, you watch American soap operas. Pretty people doing stupid things, yet somehow everything always works out.

Miri left around one, needing to get home and ready for work. I had a nap on my new and used futon to kill some time, and it may have been the best sleep I’d had since I lost all my stuff. Chauncy loved it too, spending most of the day on it, curled up next to me. Afterwards, I gave him a bath in the sink, which he protested, but I was pretty sure he loved it. He hadn’t tried to bite me for a while. That was progress. Once he was dried and fluffed out, smelling like Johnson and Johnson’s No More Tears baby shampoo, I gave him a bit more trail mix and deposited him on the futon, where he curled up in a ball, tucking his little bitty tail under his chin. From there, I hit the internet to do some at-home detection.

First, I looked up the orphanage: Saint Matthew’s Home for Safe Children. For some reason, I felt like a place that needed to include the word “safe” in the name probably shouldn’t have been trusted. Like how all the dictatorships have the word “democratic” in their names. You can call a duck a duck, and apparently, you can also call an alligator a duck if you know how to sell it. Anyways, according to the inter-webs, the place didn’t have the best track record for actual adoptions, and rather than sending them to school, they took care of the children’s education themselves. They had licences to act as a Catholic school and church, which entitled them to tax exemption and government funding. Which politician took the bribe to approve that?

The Matron herself was a woman named Colleen Russo. Matron Mother Colleen Russo, to be exact. With no records of her being an official nun, she still claimed the title and ran with it. She had a glorious track record: upstanding citizen of the community, regularly hosting successful fundraisers and rubbing elbows with the city’s elite. There were more than a few photos of her at events, standing next to a few faces I’d robbed in the past. 

The most prominent face was a man named Steadman Withers, who was a real piece of work. He was in real estate, and he wasn’t simply in the business of selling homes. He took them. He would use various tactics, often “donating” to the occasional city official to raise property rates in a specific area, making it unaffordable for the inhabitants. Other tactics included having dwellings declared unfit for habitation and condemned and the residents being forced to leave. Never been proven, but I suspected he had a hand in a significant amount of property damage to move this process along. Sometimes he’d convince residents to buy into a too-good-to-be-true deal, offering them amazing rates on amazing houses in amazing locations. They’d jump on the offer, move in, and find the places weren’t up to code and in a flood zone, and wouldn’t you know, the fine print in the contracts would have mentioned that if they’d bothered to read it. He built an entire sub-development in a flood plain in the span of a summer, assuring the city and all buyers the appropriate measures had been taken, and lo and behold, a year later, the mountain runoff the following spring flooded the Bow River. Every single resident had to learn to swim. He settled the lawsuit, which cost him significantly less money than he’d made from those poor people. Over the span of two years, I stole two million dollars from him and donated most of it to flood relief and homeless shelters. The fact that there were so many photos of the Matron with him showed the kind of person she was.

Not finding much else about Matron Russo, I looked up Doctor Johnathan Bauer. I didn’t see much, but one website claimed to track the whereabouts of suspected Nazis escaping punishment after World War II, and they had a small blurb about him. They knew about as much as I did and didn’t devote much time to him, but that website dropped me down a rabbit hole. There are a lot of Nazis in Argentina. Holy shit.

I looked Casimir up but knew I wasn’t going to find anything. He spent almost his entire life locked away in a lab, and since the fires only started a month ago, I can assume that’s around the time he broke out. I tried looking up any unexplained fires but came up short. The last major fire left unsolved was over two years ago. After further sleuthing, I found something interesting after searching local news from Brooks. Earlier this year, an unexplained explosion went off in the Badlands, about half an hour away from the town, baffling authorities. Everyone heard it, some even claiming to have seen a fireball, but they couldn’t find the source. They scoured the entire area and came up with nothing. Entirely unexplained.

Interesting. 

I’d watched enough movies to know there had to be an underground laboratory, and I was betting that was where Casimir was held. I’d bet dollars to doughnuts that explosion was him escaping. The fact that it was only a few months ago further cements the idea that someone must be helping him. I needed more to go on, though, as I’d never find it with the information I had, but it was a start.

Before I knew it, my favourite summertime hour was approaching, good old ten o’clock in the evening, with the sun starting to dip behind the horizon. I grabbed a change of clothes and prepared to leave when the squeak of my front door echoed. 

I froze, listening. Someone had come in. Mireya would still be at work. I glanced around, looking for some sort of weapon but had nothing readily available. I should probably formulate a proper home invasion plan. The sun was fading rapidly, but it was still too light inside to escape quickly. The western wall had enough shadow, but I would’ve had to cross into view of the invader to get there. God, I hated having so many damn windows. 

Well, there was only one thing to do: go and greet my visitor. I rounded the corner towards the front door and found my unexpected guest waiting patiently for me to come out. It was not who I expected and much worse than I thought. My skin ran cold.

“Agent Bradstone,” I greeted cautiously. “What brings you to my humble abode?”

He smirked, tilting his head to the side as he assessed me. “Good evening, Mister Gibson. Who was that woman here earlier?” he asked. 

Shit. He’d been staking the place out. How the hell did he find me? Nothing was signed in my name. Even if Jono spilled all the beans, he didn’t know where I lived.

“What woman? I don’t have a girlfriend,” I told him. “Believe me, I wish I did. Gets cold in here, and I like to cuddle.”

“We’ll find her eventually, don’t worry. I decided not to follow her, but I did call in her plates.”

“I feel for whatever delivery driver you’re about to harass,” I said wryly.

“Why do you continue to investigate, Mister Gibson?” he asked. “I thought I made it clear for you to drop this.”

“Did you? I don’t recall that. I remember you trying to intimidate me for information, but the words ‘do not continue’ never came out of your mouth, or am I mistaken?”

“Semantics. It was implied, as I’m sure you put together,” he spoke calmly. Too calmly. I was suddenly aware he might have come to murder me. I glanced quickly at the shadows near the wall. Still a bit far if he pulled a gun.

“Fair enough, but we both knew I wasn’t going to, didn’t we? Why else would you be staking out my place?”

He looked around. “You call this a place? You’re squatting in an abandoned building. You’re not terribly good at your job, are you?”

“I’m not sure you’re an outstanding RCMP officer, either. Don’t you need a warrant to come in here?” I was trying to keep him talking to kill some time, begging the shadows to creep closer.

“I think we’ve already established I’m not a Mountie, Mister Gibson.”

“Then who do you work for?”

“People you do not want to cross.”

Yeah, that was a threat. 

“Yet, while you are on the verge, you have yet to do so,” he continued. “I have decided you need a reminder. Drop this case, return to investigating the paranoid delusions of madmen, and your life will remain unchanged. Continue investigating this case, and things will become much more complicated for you.”

“Uh-huh. I should probably tell you I have security cameras set up, and you are being recorded,” I lied.

“No, Mister Gibson, you do not. You might be a bad investigator, but I am good at what I do, and that was the first thing I checked for.”

Great. “Okay, okay. You got me. I’ll stay put. You won’t see me step out the door for a few days, okay? I’ll hunker down, watch a lot of TV, and stay out of it.”

“Yes, I’m sure.” He did not sound convinced. “Tell me, Mister Gibson. How is it I’ve been surveying this place since yesterday afternoon, having all exits covered, and have not seen you leave?”

“Uh, because I haven’t?”

“And yet, my associate spotted you at the orphanage.”

“Couldn’t tell you, bud. Your fellow agent must’ve been mistaken. You said yourself, I haven’t left, and you are, as you said, ‘good at what you do.’ So what is it? Am I lying? Either I haven’t left in a few days, or you’re shit at your job. Which one is it?”

He cocked his head at me, his face neutral. He sniffed. “What sort of cologne is that, Mister Gibson?”

“Oh, it’s a really lovely brand called ‘Nun-ya.’”

He blinked.

“As in, ‘Nun-ya Biz’niss.’”

“I got that.”

“Was just making sure. Where ya from?” I asked, my voice chipper.

He turned around and headed to the door, saying over his shoulder, “I’ll be seeing you, Mister Gibson.”

“You really liked The Matrix, didn’t you?” I asked. “I mean, damn. Your Agent Smith impression is on point.”

He sneered at me as he exhaled hard through his nose, then stepped out the door. I waited, listening for his car door to shut before daring to move. I breathed heavily, my heart racing. This entire encounter was terrifying. They knew where I lived, and they knew about Miri. I grabbed my phone, but it went to voicemail.

“Miri, it’s Lloyd. Do not go home. Bradstone was here, and he knows about you. Call me when your shift ends. Please.” I hung up and walked to the door, peering out. He was finishing up a phone call as he turned the key in the ignition.

“You’ve made your first mistake, buddy,” I whispered. “Let’s see where you’re going.” The sun was mostly set, and the shadows were now engulfing the world. I mustered the wickedest smile as I moved into the shadows, stepped into the Noctis, and waited for him to pull onto the street.

I followed Bradstone by jumping behind his car. I’d jump forward, wait for him to get far enough that I’d almost lose sight, and jump again. I kept this up until he pulled into a parking lot on the east end of what may have been Huntington Hills, west of the airport. I had to keep my distance, far enough from the road to avoid headlights and far enough from the spotlights above the lot, but I managed to get close enough to watch him get out of his car and disappear into the building. The place was a large complex, with light brick pillars holding it up at two, maybe three floors. The roof was a white border crossing the top, and between each pillar was a wall of glass windows, some of which were still lit up from the office lights as various workers burned the midnight oil. Something about it was familiar, and I circled around to the front to find a large sign propped up by two brick posts. I frowned in confusion as the sign read “Stephen A. Duncan Building,” with the street address inscribed above on a separate banner.

This was the office building for the Royal Canadian Mounted Police.

So Bradstone wasn’t actually RCMP, but he was operating out of their building. Whomever he worked for definitely had influence. I was desperate to know where he was inside, but it was impossible. For an installation like this, I’d need a floor plan, a roster of who was on the night shift, a list of names of those who tended to pull extra overtime, and, if possible, the location of the fuse box. Even then, I’d still have needed to stake the place out for at least a week, looking for any extra variables, and I did not have the resources to pull that off. That kind of job required palms to be greased and security guards to experience temporary sudden onset blindness. It wasn’t happening. I circled back around to Bradstone’s car and waited. If we can’t play a game of Take Me To Your Leader, I would have to follow him home.

He was inside for roughly an hour when he finally returned to his car, much to my delight. Stakeouts are so boring. He climbed in, and we returned to our little cat-and-mouse game that he didn’t know we were playing. We went all over the place, yet nowhere at the same time. He made quite a few right turns, driving in circles, making sure no one was following him. Paranoid but smart. Eventually, he pulled out onto Beddington Trail and led me all the way to Arbour Lake. He pulled up to a residence on Arbour Grove, not too far from Crowfoot Crossing, parking on the street. 

It was a narrow two-story house with no driveway. A mostly white dwelling encased in laminate panelling, with the living room window to the left of the front door, a bedroom window directly above, and what I was assuming was the bathroom above the entrance. It had one of those cute little circular vent things at the arch, denoting the location of the attic. The lawn was slightly sloped, with an escalating concrete path leading up to a set of wooden stairs painted white.

He exited his car, locked it, walked up to the door, and fumbled clumsily with his keys before entering. The inside hall and living room lit up, one after the other, his silhouette moving behind the half-closed Venetian blinds. The glow of his television came to life, and he sat on an unseen piece of furniture. He was still in his suit. Who the hell relaxes in a suit? I quickly circled around back, avoiding the glow emanating from inside, and found a couple of smaller windows and a backdoor. The backyard was enclosed by a white picket fence, with a manicured lawn, a small shed, and a grey wooden deck. With no light on this side and looking from underneath the house, I found the kitchen and a study.

Taking a deep breath, I shadow-stepped into the latter.

So, what did a secret agent who owned a house in Calgary and liked to harass innocent private investigators keep inside his desk? I had a hunch he couldn’t hold anything too juicy at the RCMP office, as there were too many prying eyes, and this desk of his looked promising. I quietly shifted out of the shadows and, slowly and carefully, pulled on the drawer handle. It was locked. Of course it was. I did own a lockpick set, but I didn’t think I’d need it, nor did I have time to go get it before he’d driven off. 

Now what?

An idea hit. Oh, if this works, I would be so mad I wasn’t doing it this entire time. 

I slipped back into the shadows, remembering Miri in the stockroom, and reached my hand through the barrier between worlds. The wave of limb nausea hit instantly, but I managed to suppress it as my hand gripped one of the desk’s legs, and I pulled. The desk shot upward—or downward—into the Noctis with me, and I barely managed to avoid being crushed. It flipped itself over, standing upright as it was in the house. I stood, staring at it dumbfoundedly for a moment.

It worked! 

Goddamn it, do you know how handy this ability would’ve been during my life of crime? Seriously.

I wasn’t entirely sure what to do now, so I kicked it. I kicked it again. I tipped it over on its side and kicked it some more. Finally, I flipped it upside down, now looking at the bottom of the drawer, and stomped on it. The desk itself was high-quality oak, but the framework of the drawer was a cheap, thin particle board, and my foot broke through smoothly.

I reached in, pulled out the broken pieces and tossed anything with the mark of my shoeprint away into the distance, lost to the shadow until light found them, wherever that may be. Inside was a manila folder stuffed with paper and photographs. It was too dark to read anything, and I was way too excited to hold anything steady, anyhow. I was legitimately shaking. I was stealing what felt like a dossier from an actual secret agent. Robert Redford would have been proud of me. 

Now, what to do with the desk? Do I leave it here or try and put it back? Can I even put it back? That sounded like a significant amount of effort, and I wasn’t sure what would be more shocking to him: finding his desk with the drawer shattered from below or having his desk disappear and suddenly pop into existence when he turned on the light? The latter would be hilarious, so I left it where it was.

I jumped across the city, making my way to the Southeast, close to the city’s edge, and stepped out at Shepard Storage, where I had a unit. There was nothing in it, but it was purchased via the same shell company that owned my warehouse, and I was heavily banking on Bradstone not knowing about it. I was not about to take this thing back to my place, which might be the first place he looked after discovering his desk. Realizing I had left my keys back home, I located my unit, shadow-stepped through the door, found the light switch, and sat on the floor with the folder in my lap. I was still shaking, but I used my legs to stabilize it as I flipped through.

It was exactly what I thought it was: his entire investigation. His notes were a rambling mess, but the photos were concerning. He had pictures of me at my warehouse, walking through Chinatown, and of Miri and me sitting at Marlborough Mall. He had ones of Miri at the remains of Pierre Moreau’s house from a month ago. More of her at the Jansens’, at my warehouse, and outside her Headquarters. He was bullshitting me back at my place. He already knew who she was and likely followed her to my place, which was how he found me. On top of those, he had photos of Pierre Moreau outside his home, pre-fire, and of him at the University of Calgary, inside and out. Pictures of him getting coffee, similar ones of Martin Jansen, at work and out living his life, and even one of the two together, having a conversation inside a Tim Horton’s. They had kept in touch.

I found photos of Colleen Russo having a discreet meeting with an unknown person. She had a panicked look on her face. It was a series of images, from different angles, with close-up shots. In every photo, the man she spoke to had his back to the camera, except the last one. It was a side profile shot of an aged and wrinkly man. Using a red marker, Bradstone had written “Bauer?” under his face. The next and last was another of him, an older photo with him standing next to a red Dodge Ram parked in a wide-open desert-like area. The unmistakable shape of a hoodoo, a strange but natural rock formation, loomed in the background. It was in the Alberta Badlands, but not enough to go on to pinpoint a location. The younger version in that photo was definitely the guy on the security footage from Moreau’s laptop.

Quickly scanning his notes, I found he didn’t have much, which surprised me. He had Casimir’s name with the word “powers?” next to it and a list of everyone thus far involved and footnotes summarising their parts in this weird play. But, ultimately, he had squat. Casimir’s location was a complete mystery to him, nor had he managed to locate Moreau or Bauer. I smiled. I was a step ahead of him, as I potentially had Casimir’s address. 

I glanced at my phone and saw it was pushing three o’clock. If Casimir or this Fowler guy were home, they were hopefully asleep by now. If I headed straight there and got into the building, I might be able to discreetly poke around. I closed the folder and set it down as I stood. Then, punching the address into my Maps, I put my phone in my pocket, turned off the light, and flipped worlds.








  
  
  CHAPTER 13

  
  




“No, Lloyd, I am going home,” Miri said through the phone. “It is three-thirty in the morning, and I have been stuck here pulling overtime dealing with the paperwork for the orphanage. I am tired.”

“Miri, they know about you. It might not be safe,” I warned.

“You just said they have been following me for a month,” she reminded me. “If they were going to confront me at home, they would have by now. You also said Bradstone is at home.”

“Yes, and I also said someone saw me at the orphanage, so he has partners.”

“Great, good for them. I will not let them scare me away from my own bed. I am going home, and we will talk more about it later. Have a good night, Lloyd.”

“Okay, fine. Just be safe, okay?”

“I will.”

I hung up and sighed, rubbing my eyes. Miri would be fine. Probably. I put my phone away and looked at my surroundings. I stood on Centre Street, downtown, down the street and around the corner from my destination. I stepped out from the Noctis a bit early, opting to walk the rest of the way when she called. I was next to a curious-looking black house, possibly Gothic or Queen Anne Revival architecture, with a pointed steeple above the front door. It was creepy and out of place, surrounded by skyscrapers and a perfect view of the Calgary Tower. The spire was a beacon in the night sky, with the upper column and circular top glowing red and orange as if on fire. It wasn’t the most prominent tower in the world, but it was my favourite. Great view from up there, a decent revolving restaurant called Sky 360, with a beautiful perspective of the Saddledome.

I rounded the corner and came to the building in question, where one Brian Fowler allegedly resided. It was a shorter, grey and white building with a vertical row of balconies on each side, dwarfed by the neighbouring high-rises, standing only seven stories tall, counting the lobby. At street level were two rolling garage doors, the front entrance, and a “MAINSTREET” sign in bold white with a blue M.

The street had far too much light for my liking, forcing me around the left side, and I found a gate leading to the back, thankfully unlocked. As I closed it behind me, the only obstacle I had left was a single shining light. That wouldn’t do. Before coming here, I had jumped back home to grab some supplies. I brought my lockpick set in case I needed it and a telescopic walking stick for blind people that, when collapsed, fit reasonably in my pocket. Given that I always wore shades, sometimes it was handy pretending to be blind. This, however, was not why I brought it. Larger buildings, such as apartments, came with their own sets of issues regarding shadowy infiltration.

I pulled out my stick, fully extended it, gritted my teeth, and pre-emptively flinched as I poked the bulb. It shattered quickly, and I shadow-stepped into the garage before someone showed up to investigate the noise. I quickly found a small stairwell and passed through the door leading me to the main hall and elevator. It was a small, claustrophobic, wooden-laminated death trap, but it safely transferred me to the fifth floor, and I found apartment 510 at the end of the hall, with no shadow other than my own. I fished around my pocket for my lockpick set when I realized what type of lock I was looking at. This guy had a Smart Lock that required two keys and a unique pin to open, rendering my lockpick useless. 

Shit. 

Frowning, I stepped back a few feet, grit my teeth, and poked out the second light from the end, followed quickly by the one closest to Fowler’s door. Then, after silently thanking the building owners for not installing LED downlights (they were a bitch to shatter), with enough darkness now to work with, I shadow-stepped inside.

It was a decently spacious apartment with an open floor plan. The entry led straight to the kitchen, with white cupboards, black marbled countertops holding a microwave, a few unwashed dishes in the sink, and the usual stove and fridge. The other side of the apartment had a living room leading to balcony doors and contained a three-seat leather sofa, a dark chestnut cabinet, and a television stand. A few bookcases and a desk were along the perimeter wall, complete with a laptop and a black ergonomic office chair. The most prominent detail remained the highly secure locking system on the front door, which had a second Smart Lock inside. It was engaged externally and internally. 

Who the hell is this guy?

Given the security measures, I no longer wondered if this man was helping Casimir or simply had his car stolen. He had to be involved—I just didn’t know how. Yet.

Tiptoeing forward, having no idea if anyone was actually home, I opened the laptop and was met with a password. No chance—I had no information on this guy. I closed it and quietly rifled through the drawers to no avail. The bookshelves were also pretty useless, filled with various fantasy and sci-fi literature, such as an advanced D&D book propped next to The Death of Superman. It was all held together with bookends shaped like dragons and an out-of-place TARDIS. This guy was a total geek, and I liked him already. Or I would have if he wasn’t definitely a bad guy. The place was pretty standard, looking lived in, but nothing I found warranted such a security measure.

Across from the desk, between the built-in pantry and entertainment unit, was a narrow hallway leading to three doors, two closed and one open. That was the bathroom. On a random hunch, I went to look for a medicine cabinet. There wasn’t one, but beneath the basin was a lovely vanity made of the same dark chestnut as the television unit and the same black marble as the kitchen counter. Opening the doors, ignoring the spare toilet paper, I found exactly what I hoped to find. A few boxes of medical gauze and a large tube of burn cream. This had to be the guy—you don’t run around with a Firestarter without an incident or two.

Backing out, I shadow-stepped into the closest bedroom. There was no one there, only a twin bed, a nightstand holding a small lamp, and an old-style digital alarm clock—the kind that goes EHH EHH EHH and makes you start your day with murder in your heart. I stepped through to the other room, this one a bit smaller, with no bed. Two wooden chairs sat in the middle, facing each other, and a bunch of blood-soaked rags were on the ground. A small window with a terrible view overlooked the side of the neighbouring building. The floor was carpeted in a thin, speckled grey. Oh, and in one of the chairs sat an unconscious older gentleman, tied down and gagged. 

I probably should’ve led with that.

From the Noctis, I could see into other rooms easily, and I couldn’t believe I missed a considerable detail like this. Rather than scolding myself for the oversight, I vibrated again with giddiness. Holy shit. Oh my God. Oh shit! It took everything in my power not to jump up and down, clapping my hands together like a little boy getting his first toy replica of Krang’s Technodrome from the Ninja Turtles. There was no mistaking who it was. 

Cowa-freaking-Bunga, dude!

He was Caucasian, with messy grey hair, remnants of brown holding on for dear life, and his face was covered in an overgrown beard. He wore a plain white button-up and a pair of wrinkled and blood-stained khakis. One of his eyes was blackened and bruised, and his nose looked broken. I flicked the light switch, and the man startled awake, eyes wide and terrified, taking a moment to adjust and focus on me. He soon realized I wasn’t his abductor, and his eyes narrowed in suspicion and grew visibly agitated, struggling against his bonds, trying to scream through the gag.

I get it. You get abducted, presumably tortured for days, and suddenly some random guy shows up in wraparound sunglasses and holding a blind man’s walking stick. If this were a movie, this would be where he got murdered and professionally disposed of. I let him wear himself out, slightly amused at his terror. I should have felt bad, but I knew what this man had been up to, and I had little sympathy for him. 

He eventually calmed himself and stared, waiting.

“Doctor Moreau, I presume?” I asked, deepening my voice and addressing him formally. “Seriously, what’s with Moreau’s and unethical experimentation? Did you read that book and think, ‘that could be me!’?”

He blinked. He didn’t seem to understand the joke. How boring.

“So, what brings you here?” I asked, making polite conversation.

He blinked again.

“Oh, yeah. Right.” I reached around his head and untied the gag, letting it fall on his lap.

“Who are you?” he croaked, smacking his tongue around what must be an incredibly parched mouth.

“I’m uh, you know, that’s not important. How did you end up here?”

“I don’t know! Some madman grabbed me and brought me here!”

“What does this madman want with you?”

“I don’t know. I’ve never met him in my life!”

“Your face is bruised, blood caked all over you, and you’re bound and gagged. I can’t see many people bothering with torture for the fun of it,” I observed, looking him over. “Surely, he’s asked you enough questions to know what he wants.”

“Can you get me out of here?” he pleaded.

“Yeah, probably,” I reckoned. “But you’re going to need to talk first. Where’s Casimir?”

His eyes flickered in recognition, but he tried to hide it. “Who?”

“Oh, you know. About yay-high…” I gestured with my hand to indicate my own height. “Bald and likes to set himself on fire for shits and giggles?”

“Oh. Him,” Pierre muttered. “I don’t know. He hasn’t been here.”

“What about Brian Fowler?”

He frowned, confused. “Who?”

“The man who kidnapped you.”

“Is that his name,” he said quietly. “That’s good.”

I didn’t like the sound of that. “Okay, this is going nowhere, so I’ll tell you what I know, and then we will see what you know, agreed?”

He only stared in response.

“You took a kid from an orphanage sometime back in ninety-eight to some secret lab, presumably in the Badlands and ran experiments on him. This was Casimir, and he’s special. He could do things you couldn’t comprehend, and you needed to find out how. Am I on track so far?”

No response.

“Working with a Doctor Johnathan Bauer,” I continued, the name drop making his left eye twitch, “you did experiments that you later redacted from the files. You drove him insane and resigned when the boy managed to kill two people before he was moved to an undisclosed location. You then moved to the city and got a job at the University, where you’ve lived a long, peaceful life, enjoying the occasional coffee with your buddy, Martin Jansen, and diddled the occasional student. Am I following this correctly?”

He frowned. “I never diddled the students.”

“Oh, right. Wouldn’t that be unethical? That may have been Jansen—my bad. So that brings us to the present day. Casimir has managed to escape, presumably with the help of the man who kidnapped you, and is hunting everyone involved, starting with burning down your home and lab.”

“He what?” Moreau cried. “That was my work!”

I was taken aback. “How long have you been here?”

“I don’t know. It has felt like ages. I lost track.”

“Your house burned down a month ago,” I told him, breaking the bad news.

“A month,” he repeated, a tear forming in his eye. “Oh god.”

“He’s killed Jansen and his wife and burned down the orphanage with Matron Russo inside.”

More tears rolled down his cheeks soundlessly.

“You do understand that this is mostly your fault, yeah?” I asked.

“No, it was Bauer’s fault! He insisted on the damn experiments. He’s the one who decided to tie the kid down while he…” He trailed off, not wanting to finish.

“I don’t need to know what you did to Casimir—I can imagine enough already. What I need to know is why they’ve abducted you, why you’re still alive, and exactly what Casimir can do.”

“I don’t know anything,” he denied stubbornly, glaring at me.

“Tell me, or stay here and rot.”

He slumped and sighed, defeated. “Casimir’s skin secretes some sort of flammable composition: a chemistry makeup that, as far as I could tell, has only occurred naturally in this world the once, through him. He cannot make the fire, but he is immune to it.”

“That explains his lighter,” I recalled. “So he sweats napalm?”

“It’s not napalm. It consists of—”

“Yeah, he sweats napalm. Got it.”

He frowned, irritated that I didn’t let him finish. “I don’t think he knows I’m here. This Fowler person is afraid of him. He might have helped him escape, but he has his own agenda, I’m sure of it.”

“What’s he want from you?” I asked, and he hesitated. “Tell me, or I’ll leave you here.”

Moreau sighed. “He wants the laptops. There are three of them—if my place is gone and Jansen’s dead, then there’s only one left. I stole it from Bauer before I resigned. I heard him ranting on the phone a few days ago, saying Casimir only cares about destroying anything connected to him. Then, when he’s done with his revenge, he wants to disappear.”

“Understandable. So Fowler’s not working alone—that’s interesting. I did find the other laptops melted into scrap,” I told him. “Even watched him do it on your surveillance camera.”

Pierre blinked. “You found my hidden room?”

“Yep, and the one in Brooks. I have the third laptop.”

His eyes widened. “He’s been beating me for its location. How the hell did you find it?”

“I’m good at my job. Where is Bauer?”

“I don’t know,” he lied.

“You can stay here, then.”

“I told you everything I know! I swear!” he pleaded.

I was unconvinced. I didn’t need Miri’s Soul Sight to see this guy was full of shit. I picked up his gag, preparing to put it back on.

“Please, no! You have to let me go!”

I placed it in his mouth and reached around his head to tie it. He screamed and mumbled something along the lines of, “eeth en ebe ben! EETH EN EBE BEN!”

I took the gag away. “Say that again?”

Moreau rotated his jaw and took a deep breath, looking away from me. “He’s in Riverbend.”

I snorted. “Seriously? Doctor Nazi lives in white picket suburbia?”

“Two Twenty-Eight, Riverstone Crescent,” he said quietly. “Will you let me go now?”

“Sure! Just give me a sec,” I said, flicking off the light switch and shadow-stepping from the room.

“Wait!”

I ducked back to the bathroom, grabbing some of the gauze and the tube of burn cream. These might come in handy, and I didn’t want to return to Wally’s. Shoving them in my left pocket, with my blind man’s stick in my right, I went back into the room with Moreau, who was visibly relieved I turned the light back on. I untied his arms and legs, warning him not to kick me or I’ll tie him back up. He agreed and immediately rubbed at his wrists, which were red and blistered. He rose slowly, the first time he’d used his legs in a month, and almost fell over. I braced him until he gained his bearings.

“Thank you,” he said, sounding genuine. “Can you help me get outside?”

“Uh, yeah, that’s going to be a problem,” I said. “The front door needs a couple of keys to open.”

“What? How the hell do we get out, then?” he cried. “How did you get in here?”

“Well, about that. I don’t really like you, what with the experimenting on kids’ thing. You’re just awful—an absolute piece of shit—so I’m going to let you worry about yourself,” I told him in a cheery, carefree tone.

His mouth gaped, and before he could say anything, I flicked the light back off and returned to the outside hallway, making my way to the elevator. I held my breath through the descent as I ignored the loud creaking and clanging, returning to the garage, shadow-stepped outside, and through the side gate. 

As I shut it behind me, an audible thump sounded from the sidewalk, followed by a blood-curdling scream. It was Moreau. He jumped from the balcony.

“Dude, that was five stories up!” I hollered, running over to him.

He screamed again. Both his legs were bent in ways they should not bend. His left femur was poking out, and I gagged. He continued screaming.

“Okay, okay, hold on,” I urged, pushing back my nausea and reaching for my phone. I started dialling 9-1-1, and as I pressed the first digit, a whoosh came blowing from down the street. I glanced up, and pain flared in my eyes. It was Casimir, lit up like the Calgary Tower, and he’d just thrown a fireball directly at us.

“SHIT!” I screamed, diving out of the way. The fire caught my arm as I flew, searing agony spreading through me as I hit the pavement. I rolled around frantically, extinguishing the flames. I sprung awkwardly to my feet to find Pierre Moreau fully engulfed, screaming, and another fireball heading my way. I flinched and flipped into shadow; my body wracked with pain as various light sources stabbed at me like needles, jumping instinctively in an unknown direction. The burning light of the fireball clipped me in mid-jump, knocking me off trajectory and throwing me back out into the world, about half a kilometre away. I bounced off the side of a building and landed painfully on gravel, sprawled out in an unknown alley. The pain was the worst I’d ever experienced, and I sensed an imminent blackout on its way.

I don’t know how I thought of it or had the faculties to do so, but I managed to get my phone out of my pocket. I turned it on, opened my Maps app, found the Share Location, agreed to the Permissions notice, and tapped the contact Mamacita.

“Miri…” I said to her voicemail through gritted teeth as the world slipped away. “Help…Need you…Maps…Find location…Permission…”

I blacked out.








  
  
  CHAPTER 14

  
  




I woke to various beeps and whirrs, accompanied by the faint hum of music. It was a low, cheery tune with a mixture of bloops and blips, clinks and pops, and something akin to the sound a slot machine makes when you win. I cracked my eyes open, and the glaring light of fluorescence stabbed my pupils. I squinted until my vision adjusted, and a white ceiling came into focus, filtered through a familiar sepia tone. I was still wearing my sunglasses. Moving my head slowly, I saw various pieces of medical-grade equipment and an intravenous drip inserted into my right arm. Someone changed my clothes, dressing me in a hospital gown with scratchy blankets pulled up to my waist, keeping my legs warm. My left arm was covered from my fingers to my shoulder in white bandages dotted with yellowish-red stains. It hurt but was surprisingly bearable. My head was swimming, making it difficult to gather my thoughts.

Mm, morphine.

To each side of my bed were two greyish, ugly upholstered chairs: the right, empty, and the left contained a good-looking Latina woman in a dark pink pantsuit furiously engaged in a riveting and highly addictive mobile arcade game.

“You crushin’ it?” I asked. “Heh. Crushin’.”

I wasn’t sure if I said that last part out loud. Morphine is a helluva drug.

Miri’s eyes shot up, her phone flying out of her hands and hitting me somewhere in the knee. “Lloyd!” she cried and flung herself on me in an embrace.

“Oowww!” I hollered.

“Oh my God!” She fumbled awkwardly as she lifted herself off my arm. “I am so sorry!”

“Why’s it spicy,” I muttered, my head tilting back, eyes clenching in pain.

“I was so worried! Your voicemail hung until morning—you were in that alley for hours, and I couldn’t wake you up….”

I opened my eyes to find her standing over me, tears streaming down her face. Reaching with my uninjured arm, lifting the I.V. line, I placed my hand against her cheek.

“Hey-Low!” I shouted. “Pretty lady, don’t cry for Argentina.”

“Um.” She wiped the tears from her cheeks. “I will be right back.”

“Bring back candy,” I murmured.

A minute later, she returned with a nurse, who reached over to a control panel next to my I.V. line. She pushed some buttons, turning the morphine down and presumably administering a countering agent. I let out a sad moan.

“There, that should help,” the nurse said. “Sorry about that. We don’t know how strongly it will affect patients until they wake up. Now that he’s awake, the doctor will come by shortly,” she explained and left the room promptly.

“Butterfly in the sky…” I sang. “It’s in a look…just take a book…”

“Lloyd?”

“…rainbow…’

“Lloyd!”

I sniffed and shook my head, dislodging some cobwebs from my brain. “Gimme a minute, doll face,” I said in a thick Chicago accent. I shut my eyes again, trying to think. The high level of morphine was wearing off surprisingly fast, but the more my head cleared, the more my arm hurt. Miri sat back in the chair, and I allowed my mind to calm down for a few minutes, letting the thoughts race until they tired out. Recent events slowly started coming back to me. Moreau, the fireball, the alleyway. Everything was in pieces but slowly pulling itself back together. I gave it a few more moments and opened my eyes. 

Miri watched me intently, her eyes still wet but no longer dripping. “Are you with me?” she asked cautiously.

“Uh. I think so. Where are we?”

“Foothills Medical Centre, in the burn clinic.”

“Oh, cool.”

“You scared the hell out of me,” she said, her eyes welling up again.

“Scared myself, not gonna lie,” I said. “So you found me.”

“I did. Good thinking with the location sharing. That was genius,” Miri admitted. “I am sorry it took so long. I was so exhausted last night, and the ringer never woke me. Normally I sleep light, and the one time I slept deeply.” She paused, looking guilty. “I did not hear the message until after seven.”

“No bums rifled through my pockets, did they?”

“Um. You had no money, just a wad of gauze and a tube of burn cream, which was surprisingly fortunate. Oh, and a blind person’s walking stick. I don’t even want to know what that was for. I put your lockpick set in my purse before the paramedics arrived.”

“I didn’t have any money, so. You went through my pockets? You’re not a bum. Wait, are you?!” I still had a little bit of brain fog left.

“I was trying to find out where you had been. The paramedics quoted twenty minutes before arrival, and I tried to help. I used the burn cream and wrapped your arm up,” she recounted. “The gauze may have been dirty. The paramedics gave me hell for it, yelling about infection.” She dropped her eyes, looking ashamed.

“No, it was clean, except maybe some pocket lint. Thank you, Mireya.”

Her eyes started dripping again. “You don’t call me that.”

“Thank you, Miri.”

Her cheeks rose in a slight smile. “Okay, so …” Her demeanour shifted as she returned to business mode. “You were found in an alleyway with severe burns on your arms, and a few blocks away, someone burned to death on the side of the street. There will be police coming to speak with you.”

“Shit.”

“Tell me what happened before they get here,” she requested, and I did, to the best my foggy brain recalled.

“Dios Mio,” she murmured. “I guess we know where Moreau is now.”

“Yeah. In the wind.” I laughed to myself.

Miri blinked.

“Because he’s ash,” I explained.

Her eyes widened. “Lloyd!”

“Where are the cops?” I questioned, moving on. “Don’t they usually post someone at the door and come in when the suspect wakes?”

“This is not the movies,” she pointed out. “The nurse knows you are awake, and they have likely been called. I assume they will show up soon.”

“Great. Well, I can’t tell them what went down. We’ll have to think of something.”

“You will tell them nothing,” said a booming voice from the doorway. We both turned our heads and found a man wearing a black suit walking in. He strode in like he belonged and sat in the free chair, casting a scolding look at both of us. “They are not coming.”

“Oh good, you’re here,” I muttered as Miri squeezed my hand.

The look on her face said everything about how she felt regarding this sudden intrusion. Her eyes darted all around Agent Bradstone’s outline, presumably his aura, and her grip loosened but didn’t let go. She wasn’t exactly relaxed, but it was enough to tell me we weren’t in imminent danger.

Bradstone sat silently, studying us as he rubbed his nose with a thumb and forefinger, looking beyond frustrated.

“Is that the only suit you own?” I asked.

“You,” he said, evident anger on his face, “are a fucking idiot.”

“Hey, that’s not nice!” I protested. “I’m only somewhat one, I swear!”

Miri furrowed her brow, picking up on much more than his facial expressions told me.

He sighed, and his entire demeanour shifted. “Bro, what the fuck is wrong with you?” he asked, his stern voice melting away into one of a highly exasperated young man, looking suddenly out of place in his black suit. “I told you to leave this alone!” He leaned forward and dropped his face into his palms.

“I’m confused,” I admitted, looking at Miri. “What’s happening here?”

“Um. He is not who you thought he was,” she explained. “Honestly, I cannot get a read on this—he is all over the place.”

He lifted his head and glared at her. “Stop reading my aura.”

Her mouth gaped open. “How did—”

“And you,” he said, turning to me. “Stop. Talking.”

“If my mother couldn’t get me to stop, I don’t see you being successful,” I quipped.

“Oh my God, shut up! You have no idea what you’re doing or what you’re involved in. For crying out loud, I don’t even know what’s entirely going on,” he admitted. “But you need to listen to me, right now, before anyone else shows up.”

“Who else is joining the party?”

“You do not want to find out, and need I remind you, you’re trapped under fluorescent light, so you won’t be getting out of here in a hurry if they do.”

“Wait, how do—”

“I know everything, Lloyd!” he declared. “And what the fuck did you do to my desk? It was my mom’s!” He threw his hands up in exasperation and leaned back, placing them on his head as he stared at the ceiling.

“Am I still high from the morphine?” I asked her.

“No, this is happening,” she confirmed.

“Just checking.” Looking back at him, I asked, “Who are you?”

He sighed, dropping his hands into his lap. “My name is Bradley Mason, and I’m supposed to be working a desk job. I work for…” He cringed, not wanting to say. “Look, I can’t tell you who I work for, but we’re not the bad guys, and you are getting in our way.”

“You’re not giving me many reasons to be bothered by that, Bradley,” I told him, then glanced at Miri. “I told you it was a fake name.”

“Lloyd, shush,” she commanded respectfully. “Mister Mason. If you are not the bad guy, why have you been stalking us and threatening Lloyd?”

Bradley gave me the side-eye before shifting his attention to Miri. “I was told to. We’ve been looking for Casimir for some time, and we were watching you to see where your investigation led. You started getting too close, so we shut it down. A full-fledged police investigation would have hampered our own, so I had the chief wrap it up and call it an accident.”

“Is that why you were at Headquarters the other day? Shutting me down?” she asked, her teeth clenching. “What did you do, bribe him to look the other way?”

“What? No, I didn’t bribe him. I told him. The people I work for have influence. A lot of it,” he explained. “But you went and brought this guy in, and everything went to hell. I was directed to make you stop and by any means necessary.” He said the last part in a tone I did not like.

“What, kill me if you have to? Thought you said you were the good guys,” I accused.

“We are, but we will do what we have to.”

“Okay, so why aren’t you killing me now?” I asked, demanding an answer.

“Because…dude, I can’t do it, okay?” he admitted. During the course of this conversation, his appearance morphed from an imposing, terrifying threat into a scared little boy. This guy was way over his head, and he knew it. “I’m not a killer. I didn’t sign on for that shit! No, they said I’d be an analyst, have a desk job, and work at a computer. But no, Casimir had to show up in Calgary, of all goddamn places. Next thing I know, my mother’s won an all-expenses-paid cruise around Alaska, and I’m deposited in her house and told to follow people.”

“Why are you telling us this?” Miri asked.

“Nothing else worked,” Brad muttered.

“Why the ‘Agent Smith’ act?” questioned Miri, beating me to it.

He glanced at her. “I thought he—” gesturing his hand in my direction, “would take me seriously.”

“Well, it kind of worked,” I admitted. “I mean, I thought you were a bit of a joke, but one of those dark, twisted jokes that made people uncomfortable and re-evaluate their friendships.”

He stared at me, having no idea what to say. Finally, he shook his head, moving past it. “Look, if I have your arm fixed, will you drop this?”

“How can you fix my arm?” I asked, taken aback.

“We have our ways. Do we have a deal?”

“That’s way too vague to agree to, Bradley,” I told him.

“Okay, let me put it this way, then. I’ve recovered the laptop from your warehouse—our analysts have already hacked it. We have the documents, video, and key to unlocking the redactions embedded and hiding in the registry. Bet you missed that, didn’t you, smart guy?” He sneered. “I’ve also recovered my folder from your storage unit.”

That made me pay more attention. “How the fuck did you find my unit?”

“Your one remaining shell company has practically zero security measures and sticks out like a sore thumb to anyone looking. Who do you think kept them from finding it?”

My entire body broke out in goosebumps as Miri squeezed my hand tighter. “Who the fuck are you people?” I demanded. My face flushed as anger spread through my body. These people knew way too much. I felt violated.

“We are the ones protecting you.”

“I didn’t ask for that.”

“We didn’t do it for you,” Brad claimed. “And just because I’m not a killer doesn’t mean they won’t send someone else. So I can have someone fix your arm, and you two can go back to living your lives as you did before all this began. Do we have a deal?”

I made eye contact with Miri to get her to share her thoughts.

“He tells the truth, mostly,” she confirmed. “He hides a lot more than he says, but he can fix your arm.”

I sighed. I didn’t know what else to do. Everything had gone bat-shit insane. There was far too much information to process, and I needed time to think. So I did what I thought was the best thing, given the circumstances. 

I said yes.

Bradley arranged for the nurses to release me, returning my clothes and walking stick. But, before we could leave, they insisted on redressing my arm. They made us wait fifteen minutes in awkward silence before someone finally arrived to take care of it. Afterward, I signed some papers at the reception desk, and Bradley escorted us outside, where a black limousine idled because why the hell wouldn’t there be a limousine at this point? Nothing really surprised me anymore.

The three of us climbed in the back and were met with a strong odour of lilacs. As we settled into the leather seats, we found ourselves facing one of the most Gothic girls I’d ever seen. Tiny and frail in stature, in her early twenties, with jet-black hair and a pale face painted even whiter. She wore a tight leather catsuit, leaving little skin showing yet somehow leaving nothing to the imagination. Black nail polish painted her fingertips, a blood-red choker looped around her neck, and I would need more fingers than I possessed to count the piercings on her face.

“Delgado, Gibson, this is Mary-Sue Hawkins,” he introduced us. 

I gaped, as that was not the first name that would have come to mind.

“Oh my God!” Mary-Sue exclaimed in the most high-pitched valley-girl accent, and I was in awe hearing that voice coming from that face. “I’ve heard so much about you! Bradley’s told me everything, and I love you guys!” She leaned over between the seats and embraced us both at once. I winced as her arm brushed mine, which she overlooked, even when I gasped as she squeezed. “You guys are amazing!”

“Um, nice to meet you?” stammered Miri.

I was speechless. I’m never speechless.

“Can we move this along?” asked Bradley, gesturing at my arm.

“Oh my God, yes!” she agreed ecstatically, grabbing my hand and pulling me close. I bit my lip to hide the amount of pain it caused as she cupped my palm between hers and closed her eyes.

A feeling of utter peace and tranquillity washed over me. I was being metaphysically hugged by a thousand heated towels wrapped around a hundred pillows. My body was floating on a cloud of happy thoughts and the smell of freshly baked bread. A white glow spread from Mary-Sue’s hands and into my arm, encompassing the entire burnt area, and my skin tightened, rippled, and smoothed out. The bandages hid the effects from view, but what was happening was clear.

She, too, had an ability.

“There, all better!” she declared with a giggle. “Now you’re right as rain, Mister Shadowman!”

I stared at my hand and flexed my arm while Miri gawked at her. No more pain, no stiffness, nothing.

“How did you do that?” I asked, stunned.

“You’re not the only special one,” she said with a smile. “Now, be careful. The immediate effects are equivalent to chugging a few energy drinks. You’ll feel great and ready to take on the world!” She squeaked sharply on the last word in her excitement. “But this doesn’t come without a cost. I didn’t heal you—your body did. I just convinced it to do it quickly! In about an hour or two, you will pass out.”

“Excuse me?”

“You will pass out for, like, a day. Then, when you wake up, make sure to keep as hydrated as possible at all times and eat like you’ve never eaten before! Isn’t that fun? Just treat yourself and gorge! The higher the calories, the better, and keep that up for like a week, maybe two. Oh, and Mireya, if you don’t mind, he’s going to need some help. He won’t be able to walk for a while.”

“Um. Okay,” Miri mumbled. “Sure. I can do that.”

“I still don’t understand what’s going on,” I pointed out. “How many more of us are there?”

Bradley cleared his throat, pulling our attention away before she revealed anything. “Remember our deal. Give it up, stop looking for Casimir and let us handle it, or there will be repercussions.” He opened the door and looked at us sternly. “Get out.”
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The second our feet were on the pavement, Bradley slammed the door shut, and the limo sped off. We stared after it until it disappeared and stared some more.

“Do you feel like we know more, and yet less than ever, at the same time?” I asked.

“Yeah,” Miri agreed.

“What the hell just happened?”

“I am still processing that. But, Lloyd, he lied when he was talking about your shell company,” she said.

“What do you mean?”

“It was not him or his people keeping it hidden, but he knows who did,” she explained. “He wants you to think it was him, to gain trust.”

“Shady prick,” I muttered. “How did he find it, then? Any other lies?”

“No, he was relatively truthful with a lot of it, though a good deal of half-truths and omissions mixed in. His name is not Bradley Mason, either.”

I frowned. “Why would he give another fake name?”

“Who knows? I do not trust him at all.”

“I don’t think his own mother should trust him,” I mused. “Let’s go home.”

We headed to her car, which was a blue Ford Focus. She told me the day before, during the commercial breaks for Days of Our Lives, that she would keep it forever or until it crapped out. She’d been driving a Focus since she was sixteen and refused to drive anything else. Unfortunately for her, Ford decided they no longer wanted to make them, so she rushed out and purchased one of the newest models as soon as they were released in ‘18. It was a nice car, and once we started driving, it felt like a nice car, but I had no idea. It was blue, and it went vroom. I’d never been a car guy. Well, outside the expensive ones, but it was more the price tags that intrigued me than the engines.

We were maybe five minutes from the hospital when everything suddenly became so interesting. The colours of the passing cars, the clothes the pedestrians wore, how fast the buildings whizzed by, and let’s not forget the zoomy-zoom of the dotted lines on the road. I never realized how fascinating they were, and I told Miri about them in detail.

“Punch buggy!” I yelled out, hitting her in the arm.

“Goddamn it, Lloyd, I am driving!” she scolded me as if I were her child. I pouted, but only briefly.

“Can we get McDonald’s?”

“No.”

“Burger King? Ooh, Wendy’s! No, A&W. I wanna Papa burger and onion rings.”

“Lloyd…”

“Did you know the universe is constantly expanding?” I told her with a great deal of excitement. “At a rate faster than the speed of light, too!”

“I think those endorphins have kicked in,” she observed, glancing at me.

“I feel weird. Like, not the good weird, or even the bad weird, but kind of like I want to throw up kind of weird, do you know what I mean?”

“Just—I will regret this—but keep talking.” It was brief, but she definitely cringed. “It will keep your mind off it. Tell me more about the universe.”

“An elephant walked for, like, twelve days to stomp a lady to death in India,” I said, changing the subject. “Then it showed up at her funeral, and you won’t believe what happened next!”

“Oh lord.”

This continued for the entire drive, which must have been the longest thirty minutes of Miri’s life. Lucky for her, traffic was light. Finally, we reached my place while I was recounting the entire plot of Grandma’s Boy: A Happy Madison Production and how it was weird that Adam Sandler never made a cameo. I hopped out of the car the moment she parked and ran inside.

“Chauncy!” I yelled. “I have to feed Chauncy! I’ve been gone for days!”

“You were gone for one day,” she reminded me as she closed the door behind her. “Also, he is a rat. He survived before you showed up and can survive without you.”

“Don’t say that! Chauncy, where are you, my little friend?” I called out to him. The cutest, most adorable little squeak sounded from my feet, where he was standing on his hind legs, waving his little hands at me. My heart melted, and I scooped him up, stroking his back.

“Okay, calm down, Lenny,” Miri cautioned. “Where is his food? I will get it.”

“Pantry.”

“What pantry?”

“It’s in the box on the third shelf.” I gestured in the general direction without taking my eyes off Chauncy. He had rolled onto his back in my palm. He happily enjoyed a belly scratch, his itty-bitty back feet kicking in excitement.

“Of course it is.” She found the bag of trail mix and poured some out onto a saucer, placing it gently on the floor beside the fridge.

“Where the hell did I get a saucer? I’ve never seen that before in my life.”

She ignored me, so I put Chauncy down next to it, where he jumped straight in, squeaking as he nibbled. I grabbed his water dish, half an empty plastic bottle of coke, cut vertically, low enough for him to reach his tiny little head into, with the cap still screwed on to keep from spilling. I filled it from the sink and sploshed half of it all over the place as I carried it to him and put it on the floor. He scurried over, put his paws on the side, tipped it slightly to reach, and had the biggest drink.

“Yes, such a thirsty little boy, aren’t you?”

“Are you okay?” she asked, watching me nervously.

“I feel amazing!” I proclaimed, spinning around to face her with a flourish. “Don’t I look great? I feel great. Do you want to race? I bet I can outrun you with your tiny, well-shaped legs.”

She put a hand to her face, over her eyes, and muttered something I assume was unpleasant. “You should lie down. That girl said you would pass out, and I get the impression it will happen suddenly.”

“Bah! I’m fine. She was overreacting. I just need to expend some energy—I’m full of it. It’s actually a major problem because my heart is beating really fast, and I do not like it!” I started giggling uncontrollably.

“Oh, Christ. You need to lie down. Right now,” she insisted, grabbing my arm and pulling me towards my air mattress. I wasn’t sure my legs would stop moving, but I nodded and let her lead the way. “Lie down. Please.”

“But the futon ….”

“Is for me because, apparently, I have to babysit you, and I need somewhere to sit while you sleep. Now lie down,” she commanded.

“Yes, ma’am.”

I half lowered, and half fell, tossing and turning until I managed to get semi-comfortable. My bed may as well have been a pile of rocks, and my pillow a bag of shattered glass.

“Hey, Miri?”

“Yes?”

“Why isn’t Pluto a planet anymore?”

“I do not know, Lloyd. Go to sleep.”

“I don’t want t—”

I was out cold instantly, slipping into a magically induced coma.
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I dreamt of my life in weirdly vivid detail. My dreams were usually random bits of insanity my subconscious inflicted upon my psyche, but this was different. It was clear, almost lucid like I was living my life for a second time, but in montage form.

I dreamt of my teenage self. I was that whole “good kid with good grades” type until the bullying started. Using a brain is such a faux pas in high school, and I should have known better, honestly. When the kids started calling me Hemorr-Lloyd, I decided school just sucked and proceeded to fall into the oh-so-cliched “wrong crowd.” I got involved with a typical group of misfits (rapscallions, as the old folks call them), and everything went downhill from there. It started with just smoking pot and cigarettes, sneaking peaks at stolen Playboys, then turned into misdemeanour vandalism and breaking and entering. We never had any real goals, just kids being kids, dickheads being dickheads. If we found a car parked in an alley, we simply had to throw a rock through its window. It was a compulsion. With the benefit of adulthood and hindsight, I acknowledge the fact that we, collectively, sucked.

When I was sixteen, I spent most of my afternoons in an alleyway a few streets down from the school, in the back carport owned by a friend’s uncle, which we affectionately dubbed the Smoke Shack. Not far from there was what we thought to be a haunted house. The yard was overgrown with six-foot weeds; shingles fell off the roof, and the windows were boarded. We got it in our heads one day to break in and look around, see if there was anything worth stealing while keeping an eye out for proof of paranormal activity. I won’t go too far into details, as it’s less entertaining than it sounds, but things didn’t go as planned.

We pried away a window board, smashing the glass with a brick, and triggered a silent alarm below us in the basement. No cops arrived. Just an extremely angry Survivalist, a class of people who later became known as Doomsday Preppers, came bursting into the room. Standing over six and a half feet tall, this beastly specimen was some crazed man who had shut himself off from society, waiting for the world to end by an alien invasion. Crumbs fell from his unkempt beard, tumbling down his greasy wife-beater, flying off his beer gut and bouncing off the handle of his 12-gauge shotgun, which I learned later was filled with rock salt. My buddy Simon took one directly in the back, and as he dropped screaming, the rest of us fled.

Now, at this point, I hadn’t been taking care of myself. I smoked cigarettes, significant amounts of weed, and as I looked older for my age and rarely got carded, I drank at every opportunity. I lived mainly off McDonald’s and Burger King because mom never cooked and was rarely home. I hadn’t been to gym class in two years, as it was always scheduled during Smoke Shack Meetups, so it never made the cut. I was, for all intents and purposes, the fat-ass of the group. 

So when I turned to run away, I immediately fell on my face. I recovered quickly and booked it out of there as fast as possible. Unfortunately, my cargo khakis were a bit too baggy, sagging halfway down my ass. Also, my ultra-sweet wallet chain kept swinging around and hitting me in the nuts, significantly reducing my escape velocity. The crazed Man-Squatch sighted me quickly and began his laborious pursuit.

There’s not much I remember clearly from here, as I was beyond terrified, thinking Simon was dead and I was next. The beast barrelled behind me, his shotgun firing, the boom roaring in my ears. I was pretty sure he yelled something along the lines of, “Get back here, you fat little Venusian!” which I found deeply offensive. I may have been fat and perhaps looked like an alien in the wrong light, but I was not little, okay? I was over six feet tall by age fifteen and deeply proud of that.

I ducked behind a nearby fence and out of sight from the Venusian Manhunter but tripped again over my own pants. Towering before me was an immense apple tree, so tall and thick it blocked out the sun, not a single ray passing through its leaves, and I fell directly in its shadow. This was where my entire life changed.

As I accidentally threw myself at the ground, the inexplicable happened, and I missed. I’d like to tell you I gained the ability of flight, but my name isn’t Arthur Dent, and something much weirder happened. I found myself facing right-side up while upside down. I was in the shadow, yet under it and above it all at once. It was pitch black, yet I could see clearly. The world outside the shadow looked wrong, like everything was encased in overcooked Jell-O, and someone had turned the dimmer switch on the sun to a lower setting. I stood and reached out, and as my fingers neared the shadow’s edge, it was almost as if the air had hardened into something solid. It looked like glass but felt like nothing I could accurately describe. Imagine being inside an aquarium with tinted glass, except the water was on the outside, and the world shimmered in its current.

A muffled scuffling broke through my bewilderment. To my left was Duke Nukem, twenty years out from a dishonourable discharge that disqualified him from his Veteran’s pension. He slowly stalked forward, shotgun at the ready, hunting the alien menace. His gaze fell on where I stood but went through me as if I wasn’t there. Frozen in fear, I watched him step into the shadow, where he suddenly faded out of existence. I looked down beyond my feet, and there he was, standing in the wrong direction.

Every inch of the ground the shadow touched reflected the world above, shimmering as if I stood on the surface of a large puddle. The towering apple tree stretched below me, the blades of grass pointing the wrong way towards an upside-down sky, and passing through were the soles of Doomsday, slowly stalking forward. Despite the perspective, I saw him clearly, from the treads of his army boots to the hairs on his underbelly, sagging from beneath his wife-beater and jiggling with every step. He continued forward, stepped out of the shadow on the other side, and returned into the glassed-over world on the other side, now with his back facing me.

I stood there for ten, maybe twenty minutes after he was out of sight. I was too scared to move. Where the hell was I? The world was darkness, domes of light before and behind, displaying a world in contrast to what was reflected below. The shadow of everything lay beneath my feet, the world of light a series of snow globes above. It was disorienting and mind-bending, and I was terrified I was stuck there.

I finally gained the nerve to move, the ground feeling squishier than it should, as I slowly paced around the confines of my dark imprisonment. The sun moved in the sky, the shadow shifting with it, pushing against the glassy world, increasing my available space. Finally, after another hour of being trapped, the tree’s shadow merged with that of the fence, and an entire pathway opened to me. With great apprehension, I moved through, squeezing my body around and between the glassy light until I reached the end of the fence line and had nowhere else to go. Cramped and suffocated, I shuffled my way back to the apple tree and collapsed on the ground, releasing a sigh of defeat when everything went blindingly bright.

It was a while before I could see as a blazing inferno penetrated my skull. Once it diminished and my vision adjusted, I opened my eyes to find the world had returned to normal but was significantly brighter than I remembered. I searched my pockets and found a pair of sunglasses that, by luck, hadn’t broken during my repeated falls. I put them on and ran. I ran until my muscles were on fire, my legs shaking and turning to jelly, and I kept running. I collapsed a few blocks from home, and my mom found me shortly after. The school had called, telling her I skipped class and disappeared from the grounds, but no mention of a crazed gunman shooting at students. In a rare engagement of parental duties, she grounded me for a month, confining me to my room except for school and dinnertime.

I spent the next few months shut off from everything of my own volition. Simon was fine but traumatized. No one ever talked about what happened, which was fine by me. Big Foot was content to return to his hovel, and none of us wanted to admit breaking into his house. The cops pressed Simon but dropped the case when he refused to talk. The local news did a story on the Doomsday Guy a few months later, which triggered a police investigation over the concerning number of firearms he owned.

I stopped going to the Smoke Shack and, eventually, school altogether. My grades slipped drastically, and I was present so infrequently that I passed my Social Studies teacher in the hallway, and she didn’t know who I was—just a name on the roll call that never made an appearance. My mother gave up trying to get me to go, and one day a letter came in the mail informing us that I had been expelled. Mom was upset but didn’t even punish me. I think, on some level, she understood I had been traumatized but never tried to find out why. When I got a job at Wally’s World and my own apartment, she sold the house and moved in with her boyfriend, forgetting to tell me. The new homeowners were friendly and only mildly upset when I casually walked through the front door one afternoon. That was awkward.

After a year of moping and avoiding people where possible, I returned to the apple tree. I don’t know why I did, but I knew I had to. The spot looked the same as I remembered, except there was a second tree I hadn’t noticed the first time around. It was the same time of day, roughly two o’clock in the afternoon, the sun casting a familiar shadow. I cautiously approached, squinting through the glaring light despite my sunglasses, then braced myself and stepped into the tree’s shade. 

Nothing happened.

I jumped up and down. I kicked the grass. I sat, rolled around, and punched the dirt. I assaulted the ground with every ounce of strength, pain, and trauma I could muster. I screamed in frustration and desperation, in anger, hatred, and fear. My mind was wracked with images of straight jackets, padded rooms and endless lines of psychologists studying my sudden onset insanity. Yet nothing continued to happen. 

I didn’t hear the girl approach.

“Are you okay?” asked a small, hesitant voice that broke through the anguish and despair like a chainsaw through a stick of butter and startled me so hard that the world flipped upside down.

Literally.

I saw the shocked and terrified face of a little girl, maybe eight years old. In any other situation, I would have laughed if it wasn’t for the fact that my face was roughly the same. She shimmered in the dimmed light like an otherworldly ghost peering through a cloudy window as the world beyond the shadow was again encased in glass, and I was back in the dark. A scream ripped from her throat, and she ran away. 

What did she see? Did I disappear in a blink, or was it a puff of smoke? One moment I was there—the next, gone. 

Poor girl. 

I sat, stunned, relief washing through me. I wasn’t crazy. It was real. The little girl returned a few moments later with her mother in tow, rambling about a disappearing man. The mom humoured her and helped look around, checking under rocks and behind the tree. I watched them pass from the glassy world into the shadowy reflection under my feet and back again. The mother eventually calmed her down and convinced her she imagined it, and off they went.

I stood and ran my hands along the glassy barrier. It was as hard as steel, yet it felt like nothing was there. It wasn’t warm or cold, smooth or rough, just solid nothingness. I looked at my fingers and through my hands. They weren’t exactly transparent, but I sensed they weren’t entirely whole. I don’t know how else to describe it—what I could see and feel in this place was like explaining how a cloud smells to a fish. I took a deep breath, closed my eyes, and let myself fall over backwards, exhaling sharply as I landed. Like the last time, the light was blinding, but I had prepared for it. 

This time I could feel something. I could feel the shadow. Silky wisps of smoky perfume washed over me in waves, drowning yet giving life. My pores sucked it in like gills, my skin tasting the shade, a flavour of nothing and everything filling my nose. I shut my eyes and inhaled deeply, and when they opened, I was in the shadow. I did it again, now expelling the shade from my nose, and the light glared through my closed lids. I remained for hours, moving in and out of this strange world until the sun started to set. Then, worried about what might happen if there was no light left but only shadow, I went home.

I returned after work the next day, sitting there, coming in and out. I moved into the shade of the second apple tree to check if it worked with a different spot, and it did. Next, I went into the shade of a nearby house. I tried a sliver of a shadow cast by the fence. That one was unpleasant and cramped. It took another week before I dared to try this at night. Finally, one day after midnight, choosing familiarity, I returned to the apple tree where I was most comfortable. Everywhere was in shadow, with the faint moon’s glow illuminating select areas. I closed my eyes, inhaled, and the world flipped.

The entire world surrounded me. Beams of faint shimmering light descended from the moon, and unlike sunlight, I could pass through them. There was some resistance, like I was walking against a strong wind, despite the lack of breeze. I explored this strange world for hours. Lights floated in the air, here in the shadows with me, hovering diamonds of shimmering white and yellow. Domes of incandescent rays encased the tops of streetlamps, bubbles illuminating windows of homes with lights still on the inside, with everything else reflecting beneath. Front doors stood erect inside the glow of porch lights, cut off abruptly from behind, while the houses they belonged to lay beneath, in the dark.

I became so enthralled with an orb floating high above my head as a streetlamp stretched into the world beneath. The pole cut off suddenly as its light existed in a different world, and it took me a moment to notice I was standing in the lamp. My feet pressed against its underside, occupying the same space yet not. Realizing the implications and keeping an eye on the world beneath to guide my way, I tested a theory. I returned to the fence near the apple tree and stepped through it, under and over it simultaneously. I could walk through objects. 

I could walk through walls!

I strolled beneath the street, watching the occasional person walk below, unaware I was even there. A pair of lights moved in the distance, rapidly growing more prominent, speeding towards me in a small riptide of liquid crystals. A car was barrelling in my direction, its headlights in front of me, the vehicle itself upside-down and heading my way. I didn’t want to know what would happen if those headlights hit me, so I thought it best to cross the street in a hurry. No sooner had I even thought of it, I was there, on the other side. At a single thought, my body, my ethereal essence, was transported across the street in a blink. Stunned, I stood dumbfounded when the car zoomed past, hitting me with the peripheral of the glassy light. It hit like a baseball bat, throwing me back and expelling me from the shadow and into the real world. I landed with a hard thump, pain thundering through me, but it passed as quickly as it began. I stood, brushed myself off, and stepped back in.

I looked around, fixed my gaze on a distant house, located a nice shady spot by some bushes, and thought about standing there. In a blink, I shifted and appeared in that spot. I did this a few more times, teleporting my way down the street, travelling as far as I could see in a single second. It was amazing. Exhilarating. I didn’t know how it was possible, how I could do this or what any of it meant, and it did not matter. I was too excited to care. The fact was that I could do it, and so I did. I could freaking teleport.

Jumping, if you will.

I eventually made it home and started planning. I called my boss at Wally’s World and quit. He demanded two weeks’ notice, and I suggested he do something demeaning involving my nether regions and hung up. I didn’t need a job—I needed a plan. I had a superpower. A freaking superpower! Invisibility, teleportation and I could pass through walls? I could do whatever the hell I wanted. So I buckled down, wrote a game plan, and became the world’s first superhero.

Just kidding.

I did crime.

I did so much crime.

I could step into this shadowy world and walk into people’s homes. My first attempt was to test whether I could bring objects with me and carry them back out. I started small, poking around random homes collecting loose change, and then expanded my operations. I didn’t want to hurt friendly people, so I began researching and studying some of the local rich assholes, and boy, were there some pieces of shit in this city. I robbed them blind, regardless of whatever security system they had. Alarms didn’t detect me, cameras couldn’t see me, and locks couldn’t stop me.

I eventually left Calgary, seeking out the next big fish, searching for what could be my white whale. I stole my way through half of Canada before making waves from New York City to Los Angeles, before jumping the pond and thieving my way through London, Paris, Moscow, and Dubai. I even spent a year in Sydney.

Sure, it was fun, but it got tedious after a while. I lived a solitary life, mainly keeping to myself and avoiding any companionship that one couldn’t describe as fleeting. There was this one woman, but I’m not getting into that right now—bad memories.

It was laziness that led me to the dark web. I was tired of seeking my marks on my own and thought I’d let others do the work for me, so I put out my feelers and offered my skill set to the world’s underbelly. As long as what they wanted was within my strict guidelines, I became a thief for hire. It was incredibly lucrative and gave me enough connections to set myself up for life. I met some friendly money launderers that helped create shell companies and investment properties and found the right charities to dump excess and hard-to-explain cash. They turned me (well, a few of my aliases) into an upstanding and anonymous philanthropist on paper. I lived lavishly and carefree for years, fat on the riches of others. But I was bored. I’d stolen everything not bolted to the floor for twenty years, and I still hadn’t found my white whale.

Then the offer came. Anonymous, in my encrypted email, hot off the dark web. Five million dollars and all they wanted was a flash drive. Simple. No one would get hurt or lose their livelihoods; the only people who might suffer were some stuffy old American congressmen. The caveat was the location. It was an off-book underground facility that may or may not be owned by a shadow division of the CIA. This was it. This might be my whale. Sneak into a government facility run by the world’s most extensive and shadiest government agencies? Absolutely! The most exciting job, the most considerable risk and reward, and a definitive test of my abilities. I pulled it off flawlessly. I was in and out before anyone noticed it was missing, and all my tracks were covered. So I thought.

But, you know. Never underestimate the power and resources of American Intelligence, especially the kind that’s off-book. My anonymous client did not cover his tracks and was taken down hard. They had my email and the account numbers where he transferred my payment. It was enough information for them to move on. My assets were seized and frozen; they found almost everything. They uncovered most of my aliases, bar my real name, and almost everything I had was gone within two days. 

All I had left was a single shell company being run solely by a computer script so small they overlooked it. Through this, I had one little warehouse in Calgary that I didn’t even know I owned and a random storage unit with nothing in it. All my contacts abandoned me, rightfully so, and I was left in the cold. They never found me, as my real name was never attached to anything, but they left a message. I was good. Careful. I always covered my tracks and ensured nothing linked to Lloyd Gibson. They did, however, have a few of my email addresses and left me a single message.

We know what you are.
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It was dark when I woke, and my nose tickled from bits of rat hair as Chauncy had curled up on my pillow, pressing his back into my face. He needed another bath. I pulled my head from him and tried to sit up, to no avail. My body hurt. Like, ran a 100K marathon and got hit by a bus kind of soreness. Every muscle burned, my head pounding, and my stomach was in knots. I wasn’t sure I’d be able to lift my arms. I groaned with all my diminished energy, hoping Miri was still around and would hear me.

“Oh, thank god!” she exclaimed in relief. “I was seriously starting to consider calling another ambulance!”

I managed to lift my arms painfully and rubbed the bridge of my nose. Miri must have removed my sunglasses since it was dark, but the phantom pressure on my nose and ears made it feel like they were still there. I looked up to find her standing over me, her pantsuit now purple, with definite concern on her face.

“How long was I out?” I asked, groggy.

“About twenty hours.”

“Wow.”

“How do you feel?”

“Thirsty.”

“Can you sit up?”

“Maybe.”

I reached my arms up expectantly, as I couldn’t lift myself on my own, and Miri helped me into a seated position. I let go, leaned forward, and, groaning, caught my head in my hands.

“This is officially the worst hangover I’ve ever had,” I grumbled.

She disappeared briefly but returned with two metal flasks. One filled with chamomile and ginger tea and one with chicken broth. I grabbed the tea first and started gulping. It was lukewarm and sweetened, with a bitter aftertaste. The broth was hotter, and I gulped it down after. My stomach hurt, though I hardly noticed it over all the other pain.

“I crushed up some ibuprofen and put it in the tea.”

“You’re a godsend,” I praised, lying back down. “I…I am tired.”

“Go back to sleep. That Mary-Sue girl said it would be bad.”

I mumbled something further but lost my train of thought as I fell back asleep. Then, what felt like only a second later, I sensed light from behind my eyelids. I slowly opened them, finding my sunglasses returned to my face.

Bless you, Miri. I don’t deserve you.

I would have smiled if my face didn’t hurt, with my body only slightly better off. I moved my arms with some effort, testing the waters, and managed to sit up. Miri was on the futon, her back to me, with Chauncy lounging by her shoulder on top of the back cushion. It warmed my heart, knowing those two were finally getting along. She was watching an old re-run of Red Dwarf. I was never terribly interested in that one, myself. I was strictly Whovian in my pleasures when it came to old British sci-fi. Chauncy lifted his head as I moved, prompting a squeak that tipped her off to my consciousness. She glanced over and got up, hurrying to my side.

“Hey there,” I said. “How long was I out this time?”

“Six hours, I think.” She smiled down at me with noticeable bags under her eyes. She was still in the purple pantsuit, now wrinkled.

“Have you not slept at all?” I asked, concerned.

“No, I was too worried.”

“What about work?”

“I called in sick.”

“You should sleep.”

“Soon. Are you ready to eat something? I made some hot food,” she said, walking to the kitchen. I smelled something in the air, but my exhausted brain couldn’t comprehend the aroma.

“Is it chilli?”

“Why, because I am Latina?” she asked hotly, with a Spanish accent and a hint of amusement to her tone.

I said nothing out of fear.

“Mm-hmm. I thought so. I made beef stew.”

She came back and handed me a bowl. Now that it was closer, the aroma properly filled my nose, and my stomach growled. The stew was served with roast potatoes, carrots, red onion, and leeks, with cubed chunks of beef that made my mouth water in anticipation.

“I don’t remember buying this,” I said, peering into the bowl.

“What, that canned stuff? Hell no,” she said as she returned to the kitchen. “I went shopping. Your kitchen is terrible to cook in, by the way.”

“Hey, I didn’t design it,” I muttered as I shoved a spoonful of stew, the beef so tender it melted in my mouth. The flavours hit me like a punch to the tongue. “Oh my God, this is delicious.”

“Don’t talk with your mouth full, white boy,” she chided, returning with a small plate holding a perfectly crusted bun, torn in half and buttered generously. I grabbed it eagerly and dunked a piece straight into the stew before shoving it in my mouth.

“That was racist,” I said between chews, bits of gravy flinging off my lips.

“Ew, Lloyd! You’re disgusting!” she hollered, returning to the kitchen to grab a napkin. I didn’t own napkins—this woman knew how to prepare.

“And you’re perfect,” I said, this time after swallowing, keeping my eyes on the bowl, not looking at her. “Thank you.”

She sighed gently as she lowered herself onto the corner of the air mattress, sitting cross-legged without needing her hands to brace her descent. She had a bowl of stew for herself, with half a bun already sticking out of it. We ate in silence from there, but she kept shooting the occasional glance at me. I didn’t need a Soul Sight to know she was worried.

“You’re an excellent cook,” I complimented her as we finished, suppressing a burp.

“Thank you. Mami taught me everything she knew.”

“She did well.”

“She tried.”

“I don’t know what to do now,” I admitted.

“You keep resting and get your strength back. That girl said it would be a week or so.”

“That’s not what I meant. I mean—”

“I know what you meant. We still need to process everything, but there is nothing to do while you are in this condition. Try not to focus on it and worry about recovering, okay?”

She stood and took my bowl, depositing our dishes into the sink. I was about to ask her to put some down for Chauncy, but to my surprise, she already had. A saucer of stew sat next to the one with the trail mix, already half finished. He’d eaten without me noticing and was back on the futon, cozy and content.

“How many of us are there, do you think?” I pondered.

“Who knows? Last week we thought we were the only ones, let alone anyone else. There’s at least four, so we should assume for the moment that is it.”

“But—”

“Enough. Rest.”

“Am I supposed to just lie here for a week?”

“How about just today, for now? I will keep putting stew into you until tomorrow, then see how you feel. You must move around at some point, get your limbs back in order,” she explained. “My Papi had a major surgery a few years back, and they always made him get up and move around. It’s good for the circulation and recovery process.”

“Can we bring the TV closer so I can watch? I think there’s a Simpsons marathon on later.”

“Of course.” She dragged the stand into view, the extension cord having enough slack to endure the journey, turned it on, and handed me the remote. Next, she grabbed the futon and pulled it, Chauncy and all, across to the other side of the warehouse. She was stronger than she looked, with her regular gym trips definitely showing dividends.

“What are you doing?” I asked.

“Going to sleep. Keep the volume down, please,” she requested as she removed her blazer, fully revealing the spaghetti straps of her white, high-neck top beneath. It was a super-casual top but looked surprisingly professional beneath the blazer. Gently folding it, she draped it across the arm of the futon and produced a beige cushion to use as a pillow. I don’t own cushions. Where was she getting these things?

“Sweet dreams,” I wished her.

I lied back and, with some effort, managed to roll onto my side to see the television. The Simpsons marathon wasn’t on until later in the evening, so an episode of All In The Family kept me occupied as Miri snored softly. I’d never understand why the universe put her in my life, but I didn’t deserve her. Sure, if I’d never met her, I likely wouldn’t have been lying here, feeling like absolute garbage. I never would have been hit by a fireball. I never would’ve had to rescue her from being burned alive. I never would have had the constant stress I’d been under for a solid week. 

I never would have felt alive.

I wouldn’t change anything. Miri was the first person who genuinely cared about me (I included my mother in that assessment), and I prayed she would be around for the rest of my life.
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The first day of recuperation, or rather the first day I was awake, was long and very dull. I stayed on the air mattress the entire time, channel surfing. I tried moving around a bit, but I didn’t get far aside from finding a new comfortable position. My limbs were bags of sand, heavy and limp. The headache dissipated, the ibuprofen doing its job there, but if it helped anywhere else, I couldn’t tell. Chauncy rotated between my bed and the futon, perfectly content to have a lazy day. He did disappear outside a few times, but never for long. I was convinced he went outside for his toilet requirements, as I’d never found droppings inside, and I didn’t train him to do that. As for my own bathroom necessities, it honestly didn’t come up. I had a fresh two-litre bottle of water next to the mattress, which took until I was extremely thirsty to notice. My body was so dehydrated that I absorbed everything I took in.

After two episodes of All In The Family, an episode of Maury Povich (everyone was not the father), followed by The Price is Right, an alarm on Miri’s phone sounded. She woke, sat up, stretched, and smiled at me as I gave her a weak wave. Then she rose and disappeared into the bathroom. When she returned, she heated a bowl of stew in the microwave, leaving it on the floor next to me with another smile, and returned to the futon. I listened to her make a quick phone call, calling in sick to work again before lying back down. She was fast asleep within minutes. She must have been as exhausted as I was.

I managed to sit up, grabbed my stew, and slowly chewed it as I watched Bold And The Beautiful. Brooke and Ridge received some very interesting news from the Deputy Chief that might finally help them find Sheila and bring her to justice. It was riveting. I left a few scraps and some gravy in the bowl for Chauncy, who squeaked happily and laid back down. I spent the following hours flipping channels. One station was covering the first day of the Calgary Stampede. While I had no intention of going, I was still annoyed that I was stuck in bed during it. I didn’t want to go, but I liked having the option, you know? The next station was again talking about the American scandal about that private security company. The people demanded to be told what the President had Vardot Industries and Consultants do for him. It may involve Russia, the European Union, and the private emails of the American Ambassador to Moldova. It sounded important, but the next station was playing reruns of The Simple Life, and I was much more interested in the hi-jinks of Paris and Nicole.

I fell asleep at some point, and when I came to, it was late afternoon. Miri was in the kitchen washing dishes, wearing a matching set of flannel pyjamas, with a pair of fuzzy pink slippers on her feet. I bet they were incredibly soft and comfy. She’d let out her ponytail, her hair cascading down, and only now did I appreciate how long it was, falling midway down her back. She was making herself at home, and I didn’t mind. A few bags of groceries littered the floor, with nowhere ideal for them to go, and they’d likely remain there for the foreseeable future. Feeling thirsty, I sat upright with minimal difficulty, grabbed a freshly filled water bottle, and drank a few sips before letting her know I was awake.

“When did you get groceries?” I asked, startling her. She dropped a plate into the sink, splashing water on her. “Uh, sorry.”

“While you were sleeping,” she replied, wiping her face on a towel. “I left a note on your chest, but you never woke up. You were out cold despite the commotion.”

“What commotion?” I questioned, looking around. The futon had been returned to its original location, with a green La-Z-Boy recliner sitting next to it. Set up beyond it was my TV, now accompanied by a Blu-Ray player and a stack of movies.

“You bought me a chair?” I asked, incredulous.

“No, I had someone bring it here from my place—it clashes with the rest of my furniture, anyways—and that is my Blu-Ray,” she explained, gesturing to the far corner, a bit of soapy water flinging from her fingers. “I bought you a bed.”

I looked to where she gestured and blinked rapidly, stunned. A queen-sized bed sat against the wall, draped in white sheets, a deep navy-blue quilt, and two new pillows with matching white cases. I swung my head back in her direction, mouth agape.

“Miri, what the hell?”

“Consider it the rest of your fee. It was expensive,” she informed me, focusing on the last of the dishes. She drained the sink and wiped her hands. “You are not spending a week in recovery on an air mattress, on the concrete.”

“I mean, thanks, but…I can’t let you do these things for me.”

She shrugged, setting the towel down next to a draining rack, which definitely wasn’t mine. “Someone has to. After the pampered life you made for yourself, you have clearly forgotten how to take care of yourself. I know money is tight, but how did you not save up for a bed as the first thing to do? Or curtains, for that matter? You would think with your eyes the way they are….”

“Miri—”

“Save it. What is done is done,” she said, matter-of-factly, as she came over. She held out her hands, wrinkled from washing the dishes. “Time to stand up.”

“Wait, why is it a queen bed?” I asked suspiciously.

“I’m not leaving you alone, and I am not going to sleep on a futon for a week.”

“Wait, are you serious? You want to sleep together?”

“Want is a strong word, but yes, with sleep being the operative word. With clothes on,” Miri assured.

“Okay, but I might throw punches in my sleep,” I warned.

“And I kick,” she replied with a wicked grin. “Now, get up.”

I obliged and was on my feet after a long, awkward moment. I wobbled, but she pressed a hand to my chest, the other holding my shoulder, and helped steady me. Once I was stable, she let go of my chest and grabbed my hand, gesturing for me to walk. The first few steps were rocky, but I soon found my bearings and did it without her help. She led me around the warehouse perimeter, moving slowly, her arms always ready to catch if needed. She didn’t. My muscles ached but responded positively as I walked around. How did people stuck in a hospital bed for weeks cope when they were finally able to get up? I was down for two days, and it was horrible.

“Okay, that is good. Really good, Lloyd,” she assured me. “Now to the futon. We will keep you upright for the rest of the evening. I finished the last of the stew while you slept, but I will whip something else up for dinner.”

I let her lead me around, using her arms to brace myself as I sat. My legs and back appreciated the break, and I stretched my limbs as much as they’d let me and relaxed. She sat beside me, one leg tucked under, half facing my direction. Her slipper hung halfway off her foot, dangling from her toes, as she put an elbow on the back cushion and leaned her head against her hand. “Your colour is returning.”

“I have colour? Thought I was a white boy,” I quipped, and she rolled her eyes. “I do feel better. I was freezing earlier, but not so much now.”

“Good.” She reached over the futon’s arm and grabbed from a bag I hadn’t even noticed. She retrieved a comically large bag of beef jerky, already cut open, and a one-litre-sized carton of chocolate milk, shoving them into my hands. “Calories.”

I lowered my gaze and fought against the sudden onset of tears. Miri’s eyes squinted in concern, which made it even harder. “You’re being way too good to me. I…” I sighed, not sure what to even say. “You shouldn’t be doing this.”

“You saved my life.”

“And you probably saved mine. I could’ve died in that alley,” I reasoned.

“Well, you survived. We are both still alive and kicking, and you are in no state to take care of yourself. Who else is going to do these things for you?” she asked. “Once you recover, you are on your own. I am just giving you a launching pad, a starting point. We will get you fixed up and move on from there, and you give me a discounted rate.”

“Does that mean, when this is all over…” I started, trying not to choke up. “We go our separate ways?”

“What?” She looked offended. “Hell no. We are friends now, so you are stuck with me.” She gave the warmest, kindest smile anyone had ever given me, and I couldn’t hold back any longer. The tears flowed, and I lost control, and I don’t mean that lightly. I don’t cry. I’d never done it before, but this was the heaviest and ugliest cry I could imagine. I wasn’t sure if it was due to everything she had done for me or simply the extended exhaustion and lingering mental fog that hadn’t entirely lifted. I was sobbing, my arms around her, burying my face in her shoulder. My sunglasses smeared against her pyjamas, my tears coating the lenses. She put her arms around me and held tight, rubbing my back, letting me do what I needed to. I wasn’t sure how long this lasted, but I eventually dislodged myself, leaving a large wet patch in the flannel.

“I’m sorry,” I muttered, embarrassed, wiping my sleeve across my nose and mouth. “I’ve never done that before.”

“What, cried? I do it all the time.” Was she looking at me with…compassion? It was such a foreign concept to me that it took longer than it should have to identify it. I had to look away before I started again.

“I don’t…I don’t know how to handle this, Miri,” I admitted, not for the first time. “I’ve never—”

“You were alone too long is what happened,” she said. “And not just recently. You said yourself that you stayed secluded, despite all the globe-trotting and lavish spending. That is a long time to live inside your own head, pent up without an outlet.”

“I didn’t think anyone could care about me,” I whispered hoarsely.

“You never let anyone. Whose fault is that?” she asked, playfully punching my shoulder.

Finally, working up the nerve, we made eye contact. “I’m glad you found me.”

“Good to know. The jury is still out on how I feel about all this, but I will allow it to play out.” She had a playful smile on her face.

I chuckled awkwardly.

“Now, what do you want to watch?” she asked, standing and grabbing the stack of Blu-Rays. “I have Lord of the Rings, the first two Harry Potters, an Avengers movie, and the original Star Wars trilogy.”

“Okay, hold on a second,” I said, eyeing her suspiciously. “Are we friends, or are you trying to get me to fall in love with you?”

“Um.” Her face flushed a bit, and she leaned back, quickly scanning over my aura to see in what way I meant it. Talk about cheating, sheesh. She sighed in a little too much relief at her deductions. “Do so at your own risk, Mister. I like my men wealthy and a bit more…spicy.”

“That’s racist.”

“Shut up. Pick a movie, and I will start making dinner.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

I snacked on the jerky and drank the whole chocolate milk while she made chilli, and I didn’t say a word about it other than “gracias” when she handed me a bowl. She gave me a look to suggest she was waiting for further quips, but I left her wanting, as I often did with women. Once satisfied that no additional remarks were coming her way, she turned on The Fellowship of the Ring and sat beside me. I tried a bite of the chilli. I died and went to spice heaven. The mixture of flavours between the ground beef, the beans, the diced tomatoes, and everything else I couldn’t identify was an absolute wonder. It was spicy, on the verge of crossing the line to discomfort, but it never quite did.

“Eh, kind of bland,” she observed.

“Are you serious? Any spicier and I’d be coughing!”

“I made it special for you. It is, how do I say…white person spicy.”‘

The look on my face made her chortle into her hand.

We watched the entirety of the movie, which was the extended cut. I loudly announced, “Fool of a Took!” at the appropriate moment, and she did her best intoning of, “You Shall Not Pass!” I made various comments about how the Hobbits were clearly gay (not that there was anything wrong with that), leading her to punch my shoulder each time. Throughout the movie, I ate three more bowls and still wanted more. I was perking up, and my body was demanding sustenance.

The sun set as the movie ended, and given the week we’d had, it was time for bed. We climbed in simultaneously, her in her flannels, me in my jungle jeans and a t-shirt. She chose the left side, as I most commonly slept facing right or on my back, and she warned that she might inadvertently kick me in the balls if I was facing her direction (or entirely on purpose if I got any ideas). I briefly argued that I should sleep above the blankets, but she told me to get my white ass under and shut up. The bed was more than large enough, but I was highly aware of her presence, with only a hands-width between our shoulders, and the scent of her moisturizers wafted into my nose—shea butter and cocoa. I was already paranoid that I might accidentally smack her.

“Can I ask you something?” I asked, turning my head to her. “Don’t get the wrong idea by this or think I’m inquiring for reasons other than curiosity, but why are you single? It’s entirely obvious why I am, but you, I can’t figure out.”

She stared at the ceiling for a while before answering. “Because men suck,” was all she said.

“Do you, uh, not like men?” I asked, and she elbowed me.

“What, a single woman in her thirties must be gay?” she replied hotly.

“What? No! That’s not what I—” I trailed off, seeing the smirk on her face. “You’re a bit of a shit disturber, eh?”

“Do not talk to me about shit disturbing,” she warned, smiling.

“Good night, Miri.”

“Good night.”

The following week passed surprisingly fast, and despite my body taking far longer than I’d have liked to recover, it was a pleasant time for the most part. Miri returned to work, and those periods were agonizing and tedious, but whenever she was here, everything was great. I wasn’t allowed to watch her movies without her, having only daytime TV to keep me company. She wasn’t thrilled by me watching Days of Our Lives without her, but I convinced her to acquiesce if I gave her detailed recaps, complete with commentary.

I lazed about in her recliner, which was very comfy, watching so much television that I dreamt I was on The Price Is Right. I was competing against Maury Povich and Kelly Rippa. Kelly accused me of cheating, and Maury insisted it wasn’t the first time. Drew shouted, “Mireya Delgado, come on down!” Miri appeared out of nowhere, pregnant and insisting I take a paternity test. I knew damn well I wasn’t the father, but the audience booed the shit out of me.

While she was with me, we indulged in a marathon of the final two Lord of the Rings films and the entirety of Star Wars, making fun of the characters at every opportunity. The recliner was forsaken in favour of the futon, where we chose to camp out. She ceaselessly presented me with an assortment of food in plates, bowls, and even whole platters. Our culinary adventure started with chilli before we transitioned to lasagna. She even tried her hand at tuna casserole, all the while grumbling about white people’s predilection for mayonnaise. Although I never expressed a fondness for tuna, nor did I request it, the casserole turned out to be quite delicious. We did everything conceivable in my largely vacant warehouse, except discuss the case and the incident that had landed us there. Neither of us wished to bring a cloud over our exceptional, yet alarming, companionship as two usually guarded individuals, hence we avoided the topic. It wasn’t until the sixth day of cohabiting that she broke the silence.

“I was thinking,” Miri started, lazing about on the futon, absently twirling her hair with her finger. “Whomever Bradstone, or Bradley, works for. They do not seem terribly organized.”

“Yeah, I noticed that too,” I agreed. “He was eager to interfere, yet he lacked substantial information of his own. His folder was filled with mere photographs and hasty conjectures of someone clearly out of their depth.”

“Exactly!” she concurred. “You were the one who found the security footage in Moreau’s basement, not him. You located his residence in Brooks and arrived there before he did. He probably doesn’t even know about Fowler, but you discovered Moreau.”

“True, and it’s evident he’s not working solo,” I chimed in. “There was someone else at the orphanage along with that Mary-Sue girl, unless she was the one at the fire. They seem to react more than they initiate action.”

“It is worrisome how much they know about us. If they are aware of our capabilities and have discovered your shell company, why haven’t they found Casimir and Bauer?”

“That question has been bothering me, along with the mystery of Mary-Sue. They employ a powered person, so there must be others. That would explain their interest in Casimir, but they’re failing miserably in their search for him.”

“Exactly! This Bradley fellow seems like he’s been tossed to the wolves. It could indicate a resource shortfall, implying they aren’t as large-scale as he portrayed. Or they suffer from a significant information deficit, suggesting that his employer isn’t entirely transparent with him.”

“I’m leaning towards the latter,” I responded. “Plus, I suspect Bradley wasn’t fully candid about his motives. Could it be possible that he doesn’t want his boss to acquire another powered person? If he’s been reporting his findings, reinforcements should have been dispatched by now. Yet, throwing a greenhorn into the deep end and a perpetually cheerful goth girl with healing powers at a Firebug isn’t exactly the strategy I’d employ. It doesn’t add up, and their actual game plan remains a mystery.”

“Do you think they even know about Doctor Bauer?”

“Undoubtedly. He found the laptop, remember?” I refreshed her memory. “His name is strewn across those files.”

“Right.” She paused, her gaze scrutinizing me. “How are you feeling?”

“Almost ready for an excursion if that’s what you’re getting at. Bradley may know about Bauer, but I’m betting they haven’t found the place in Riverbend yet. Having his address and knowing he might be there has been eating away at me all week.”

“We need to see what is there, at any rate, but you are definitely not ready for that yet,” she confessed.

“Oh, I’m not. I’m a lot better but not quite ready to run away from someone chasing me. Hopefully I’ll be fine after the weekend and head there Sunday night.”

“What about Bradley’s warning about repercussions?” She frowned, worried.

“Eh. He said to stop chasing Casimir, and that’s what we’re doing. He said nothing about Bauer.” I gave her my best evil smile.

“Sounds like a plan. For now, how about we order some pizzas?” Miri suggested cheerfully. “One Meat Lovers for you, and one loaded with jalapenos for me because I am not sharing!”

I laughed as she gave me a wicked grin and reached for her phone. An hour later, we were stuffing our faces with Papa Murphy’s as the Sorting Hat sent our heroes to Gryffindor.
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The weekend flew by in a blend of delightfully mundane and enjoyable moments punctuated by delectable food and delightfully cheesy movies. We made short work of the Blu-Rays she’d brought, which led us to Crossiron Mills, a nearby shopping mall, in search of additional entertainment. At Sunshine Records, we found a treasure trove of inexpensive DVDs. Tired of my customary blue t-shirt and my ‘jungle jeans,’ Miri insisted on buying me a fresh set of clothes. Although I found it unusual, I didn’t argue. Searching for a pair of pants that weren’t chinos or skinny jeans took an exorbitant amount of time. I didn’t have the self-assuredness necessary for skinny jeans and chinos made me feel and look awkward. After an exhausting search, I stumbled upon a rare breed of jeans, not seen in the wild for years, and gave Miri a look reminiscent of a child asking for ice cream. By the time we left Crossiron, I felt reinvented.

Once our shopping spree concluded, I retreated to a dressing room, trading my old attire for the new purchases. Emerging in style, I sashayed to the car, swinging my bags with the grace of a dapper gentleman. I sported a black t-shirt showcasing a large red Heinz bottle with the caption “I Put Ketchup on my Ketchup,” a graphic I’d adamantly defended. Along with this, I wore stone-washed, boot-cut jeans and a pair of budget-friendly brown hiking boots. Everything was neatly tucked in, held together by a brown leather belt featuring a stunning silver buckle with a bucking bronco. All I needed to complete my comically badass look was a cowboy hat, but Miri set her limits there.

Miri found my appearance amusing and somewhat embarrassing. She was dressed stylishly in a slightly low-cut yellow blouse and skinny blue jeans, which complemented her…ankles. I swear, that was all I noticed.

“I’m still not sure how I feel about all this,” I confessed as we climbed into her Ford Focus. “But I think I could get used to having a sugar momma.”

“Yeah, I bet. We’re done shopping now,” Miri replied, her gaze a blend of amusement and disdain as she surveyed my outfit. “You look like a redneck on vacation.”

“Really? Awesome!”

Rolling her eyes, she started the car and we made our way back.

We spent the rest of our weekend watching movies: The Pirates of the Caribbean, Time Bandits, The Princess Bride, and my personal insistence, Grandma’s Boy: A Happy Madison Production. She surprisingly enjoyed the first three and humoured me through the fourth. Although she maintained a blank expression, I caught her suppressing a laugh at one point. We feasted on Papa Murphy’s pizza and finished off the weekend with a generous serving of Chinese food from Dragon Garden, delivered straight from the Harvest Hills area.

By Sunday evening, I felt almost back to normal, with only a slight stiffness in my limbs. If called upon, I might manage some light jogging. Miri gave me a thorough assessment and declared me fit for active duty. Around eight, I began packing my essentials: a lockpick, walking stick, and not much else. I spent a brief moment devising a plan: show up, cause a bit of chaos, and figure things out—the Lloyd Gibson way. As I stuffed my new jeans’ surprisingly snug pockets, I found Miri by the front door, purse and car keys in hand.

“If you’re waiting to see me off, the sun is still up. I’m not leaving for another hour,” I told her.

“We are going now,” she informed me. “It will take at least forty minutes to get there. The Stampede is ending tonight, and traffic will be tight.”

“Uh, I’m going alone?”

“Get in the car.”

“Miri, this could turn dangerous!”

“Which is why I am going. I do not want another voicemail to come and find you half dead in an alley.”

“But—”

“Enough, Lloyd,” she commanded. “If we leave now it will give us over an hour to stake the place out and see if anyone comes or goes.”

“I, uh. Yeah, okay, that’s actually a good idea,” I reluctantly admitted. I rarely showed up at my marked location before sundown, which has caused me issues in the past, and two sets of eyes are better than one. “But you’re staying in the car.”

“I was planning on it. I am going with you to make sure you leave on your own two feet,” she explained. “You will call me if any trouble arises.”

“Agreed.”

Surprisingly, traffic was less congested than anticipated, likely because the final Evening Show for the Stampede was already underway and attendees had arrived early. After a thirty-minute drive, we entered Riverbend on 18th St, where I attempted to convince Miri to stop at McDonald’s using my best impression of a pleading child. She chided me, reminding me we had food at home. I pressed my nose to the window as she drove past the fast-food chain, watching the Golden Arches fade from sight. My pout remained intact when we finally pulled into Riverstone Cove.

“What’s with these people and cul-de-sacs?” I questioned.

“I like culs-de-sac,” she said, with emphasis, annoyingly correcting my French grammar. 

We parked at a safe distance from the target house, remaining inconspicuous while maintaining a clear view of the property. The street layout was similar to Brooks’, complete with a central green median. The house we were interested in was situated in the far curve of the street, looming over its single-story neighbours. It was a large, two-story house with an immaculately kept lawn and a freshly cleaned driveway. No vehicles were visible, but the presence of a two-car garage didn’t rule out their existence.

The house was various shades of blue, from sky-coloured laminate panels to deeper blue frames. The garage door, a lattice pattern of white and light blue, consisted of twenty sections, the fourth row being a clear fibreglass composite. Above the garage was a square frame without a window, which seemed odd. Bauer certainly lived in style.

“Where did those come from?” I asked as Miri produced a pair of binoculars from her purse.

“I know how to prepare too,” she said, putting them to her face and looking around.

“As the P.I., you’re kinda making me look bad over here,” I muttered.

“Be a better P.I. then—Oh SHIT!” she cried, dropping the binoculars to her lap.

“What? What happened?” I looked around frantically, on edge, trying to find a threat.

“I, um.” She blushed, keeping her eyes forward. “I looked at the wrong house. Their curtains were open…I saw a penis.”

I burst out laughing.

“Shut up!” she yelled, smacking my arm.

I settled down after a few moments, and she risked the binoculars again, sweeping in from the other direction. Once she was sure she was looking the right way, she held her focus.

“Wow, it is a big one,” she announced.

“Jesus, Miri! Are you still looking at the penis?” I asked, incredulous.

“The house, Lloyd,” she said, clenching her jaw. “He has a big house.”

“Hey, I’m not judging. Just, there are laws against peeping, Miri.”

Her face flushed brighter. “Shut up.”

As night fell, the house remained dark and quiet, despite the activation of the surrounding streetlights. Given Bauer’s advanced age, I surmised he likely retired to bed early. Stealth was our best option, so after a quick “be back soon” to Miri, I left the car, slipped into the shadows, and made my way to Bauer’s home. I managed to avoid the glow of the streetlights and didn’t waste time as I stepped through the garage.

Upon entering, I discovered the interior was elevated, so I transitioned out of the shadows, ascended the short flight of steps, flipped back and easily moved through the locked door into the living room. A small, blinking, red light initially appeared as a floating ruby in the shadow realm but revealed itself as the indicator on an old VHS player upon my return to the natural world. The room was a time capsule: an aged brown leather chesterfield, an antiquated TV with dials, and a brass chandelier hanging from a popcorn ceiling. The walls were adorned with a ghastly floral wallpaper reminiscent of a 1960s horror movie. There was a desk with a clean typewriter, and its drawers were filled with neatly organized stationery. However, there was a notable lack of personal touches; no photographs, trinkets, or artwork graced the space.

The kitchen was a tad more contemporary, featuring maple-stained wooden cabinets and a sleek, white marble countertop. However, an old, avocado-green refrigerator jarringly interrupted the otherwise updated decor. The dining area had a compact wall-mounted table and a single chair, suggesting Bauer wasn’t one to entertain. The refrigerator contained only a jug of skim milk, a jar of dill pickles, and another of Polish sauerkraut—an odd choice for a German, I mused, but I could appreciate his taste. The milk was a couple of days away from its expiration date, implying someone had been here recently.

Suppressing my sudden craving for ham, mashed potatoes, and sauerkraut, I ventured upstairs. With each creaking step, I cringed, tip-toeing around the upper hallway until I was confident I was alone. The open doors revealed empty rooms, the master bedroom containing various clothes confirming an elderly man’s residence. However, some clothing items appeared to be missing, suggesting Bauer had packed up before his departure. His medicine cabinet was also emptied, further supporting this hypothesis.

I continued to the second bedroom, which had been converted into a reading room. A brown leather recliner sat comfortably among four bookcases filled with an array of scientific and political titles. Amidst classics like “The Origin of Species,” and complex titles that were beyond my comprehension, I spotted a disconcerting copy of “Mein Kampf” and another worryingly titled “Fascism for Fascists: A Guide To A New World.”

Yikes.

Between two bookcases was a small black stand with a single drawer, which contained an old desk lamp and a red duo-tang binder full of indecipherable diagrams. Just as I was about to abandon my search, a small, leather-bound address book caught my eye. It was tucked between “The Rise and Fall of the Roman Empire” and “American Marxism” on one of the bookcases. Though primarily empty, it contained addresses of various medical establishments. As I flipped to the last page, I found a series of numbers that immediately filled me with excitement.

50.596138, -111.567443

I whipped out my phone, loaded my Maps, and punched in the coordinates. It was somewhere smack-dab in the Badlands. I freaking squealed. Tearing the page out, I shoved it in my pocket and ran out of the house, back to Miri’s car. I hopped in, slammed the door harder than I meant to, and told her what I found.

“Jackpot!” she echoed my excitement, throwing the car into drive and speeding back to my place.

Traffic was significantly worse, with everyone leaving the Stampede showgrounds en masse, and it took an hour to get home. It was roughly midnight when we got back, and soon we were sitting on the futon, staring at the crumpled piece of paper with the coordinates.

“I am not letting you go alone,” she said, which I expected.

“This is different than some old fart’s house in the suburbs,” I warned. “We have no idea what’s at these coordinates or what we might find there.”

“I know that, but I will not just sit around, not knowing if you are coming back,” she said quietly. “And I am just as much a part of this as you are. Remember, I hired you for this job and intend to see it through.”

“You’ve already called in sick twice in the last week. You can’t take any more time off work, and I don’t think I can sit on this until next weekend,” I explained. “For one, there’s no way I could sit still that long, and for two, we don’t know how far along the Agent Formerly Known as Smith has gotten.”

“I know—I will figure something out,” she said, sighing. “Just promise me you will not go alone.”

“Miri—”

“Promise me, Lloyd.”

I rolled my eyes and sighed, knowing this argument was lost. “I promise.”

“Good,” she said with a curt nod and stood, scanning my aura to ensure I was being truthful. “For now, I need to go home and sleep in my own bed. I have an early shift tomorrow.”

“Oh. Uh, okay,” I mumbled, disappointed she was leaving.

She picked up on it and gave me a kind, reassuring look. “I was never going to stay here permanently, Lloyd. You have recovered, and we need to stop playing house.”

“I know, I know. I’m just going to miss this,” I said, meeting her gaze. “It’s just been really nice having you here.”

“I have actually enjoyed it. Not so much the ‘taking care of you’ part or putting up with a significant amount of childish behaviour—I could have lived without that. But other than that, you are surprisingly good company.” She smiled and patted me on the head like a dog. “Now be a good boy and get some sleep.”

I grumbled and threw my body on the futon. “I don’t wanna!” I yelled, moaning and groaning in the most overly dramatic, obnoxious way possible.

She rolled her eyes so hard that I’m surprised they didn’t fall out. “Good night, Lloyd.”

“Good ni—”

My phone rang. I sat up quickly and retrieved it from my pocket, and we both stared at the screen. It was an unknown number.

“Hello?” I asked apprehensively, putting it on speaker.

“Mister Gibson,” said Bradley Mason. “Why were you and Miss Delgado in Riverbend?”

“Uh, we weren’t?” I lied, looking up at Miri’s frowning face.

“You understand we’d continue to surveil you, right?” he asked, somehow surprised at my wilful stupidity.

“In retrospect, it is pretty obvious,” I mumbled. Miri started wringing her hands together nervously.

“What did you take from the address book, Lloyd?” he questioned pointedly.

I’m not going to lie—my blood ran a little cold as Miri’s eyes widened. How the hell did he know what I took?

“What address book?” I asked.

He sighed on the other end. “You were warned, Mister Gibson. I told you there would be repercussions, and what happens now is on you and Miss Delgado,” he spoke calmly, too calmly, and hung up.

“How did he know about the address book?” Miri asked, panic in her voice. “Or even what house you went in? You shadow-stepped. Even someone following us could not have seen that!”

Realization immediately dawned on me. I shot off the couch and ran out the front door, throwing myself inside Miri’s Ford Focus, searching frantically. In the glove box, the middle console, and under the seats. Finally, I found it under the driver’s side.

He bugged us. I didn’t know much about bugs, but I was willing to bet it had GPS and audio. He heard everything. I climbed out of the car, threw it on the ground, and stomped on it repeatedly. After, I climbed back in, checking everywhere imaginable and outside underneath, scanning the underbelly, ensuring it was the only one. Once satisfied, I found Miri standing at the front door, watching me.

“This is not good,” she said.

“No kidding.”

Shit.
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The bed felt unnaturally vacant, and habit kept me rooted to one side, refusing to stretch out into the empty space. Dreams of navigating shadowy corridors in search of Miri plagued me. Oddly, I was pursued by Hugo Weaving, assuming his Elrond persona but adorned in a black suit and sunglasses, and Chris Evans reprising his Johnny Storm role. Both sported Hitler mustaches and demanded the return of some sauerkraut, threatening that I’d never see Miss Delgado again. The absurdity of it all was apparent upon waking, but my dream-self was petrified, and each awakening was steeped in a cold sweat.

As morning broke, I admitted defeat to sleep around seven. After a swift breakfast for Chauncy and myself, I devoted my energy to scouring my warehouse for bugs. I unearthed one beneath the TV, another on the shelves storing my belongings, and one atop the refrigerator. Venturing outside, I commandeered an old forsaken ladder to inspect the rafters, finding no electronic bugs but plenty of their organic counterparts - an abundance of spiders and a considerable layer of dust. Revolting.

It was now clear how he was so informed. He had learned about my storage unit and our abilities by eavesdropping on our conversations.

After dusting myself off and smashing the bugs outdoors with a rock, I retreated inside for a lengthy, hot shower. The remainder of the day was torturous. Miri’s shift wouldn’t conclude until three, and I was left with nothing but my anxiety over our current predicament and our next course of action. I did the dishes, cleared the dust that had cascaded from the roof during my search, and completed my bi-annual laundry run at a neighbouring laundromat. My thoughts were restless, unappeased even by the allure of television. Then, at about one o’clock, my phone screen lit up with “Spicy Mamacita” - I’d updated it.

“Hey, how’s work?” I inquired. It was unusual for Miri to call from the office, instilling a touch of worry in my voice.

“Hello, Mister Gibson,” she greeted formally, and something in her tone raised the hairs on my neck. “Can you please pay me a visit at my apartment? I have some new information to discuss.”

That unsettled me. She was using “Mister Gibson” intentionally—she wasn’t alone. “Is everything all right?”

“Yes, Mister Gibson, everything is fine. We need to discuss the case.”

“I’ll be right there. Wait, I don’t know your address.”

“I’ll text it to you. Please hurry.” She hung up.

I crammed my phone into my pocket, grabbed my car keys, and sprinted to the Buick.

Miri lived in a swanky upscale apartment complex on Ninth Street in upper Inglewood, which had to be costing her a pretty penny. She was clearly doing well for herself, given all the stuff she kept buying me, and I was suddenly curious how much fire investigators earned. Opting not to waste time by taking in the view, I texted her to let her know I was there, jogged up the front steps, and buzzed her apartment. A moment later, a buzz-click-buzz sounded as the door unlocked, and I made my way to the top floor and knocked on her door.

“Mister Gibson, please come in. Mind the mess,” she greeted meekly as she opened the door. She was wearing yet another pantsuit, this one brown. How many pantsuits did this woman own? Her eyes were puffy as if she’d been crying, and despite trying her best to look neutral, a heavy amount of concern painted her face.

The alleged mess must have been hiding in a separate dimension because her apartment was immaculate. Not a single speck of dust anywhere. The front door led straight into the kitchen, which was sleek and post-modern. The stove was massive and could fit two seventeen-inch pizzas simultaneously. In the middle of the kitchen was a floating counter with three bar stools decorated with a white vase holding an assortment of colourful flowers I’d never identify and a bowl filled with fruit. To the left was a set of wooden stairs leading up to a second level.

The open floor plan gave way to a quaint living room adorned with a comfortable-looking grey three-seat sofa, a thin, oval coffee table, and two blue upholstered chairs opposite. A round, almost wicker-looking stand sat between them. Beyond the seating arrangement was a white circular table, with black leather dining chairs and a lovely floral arrangement sitting in the centre. The walls were adorned with various paintings, mostly of black and white shapes, and lined with glass shelves filled with photos of her family. All this was overlooked by large, floor-to-ceiling windows on the far side, with a swinging door leading to the balcony.

She led me to the table, where an odd-looking gentleman sat. He was in his mid-thirties and Caucasian, with thin brown eyebrows, a short, greasy goatee, and a shining bald dome. He wore a blue-green plaid button-up and blue jeans and was on the portly side of fitness. He rose, standing only a few inches taller than Miri, and reached out a hand in greeting. I awkwardly took it, noting his attempt at a firm, respectable squeeze, shaking lightly. I returned the squeeze at roughly the same level of effort.

“Mister Gibson,” he greeted. “My name is Brian Fowler.”

I tightened the squeeze substantially, which caught him by surprise. 

“Quite a grip you’ve got there,” he complimented, managing to shake his hand free. “I see you know who I am.”

“I know your name, at any rate,” I informed him. “And I’ve seen your place. Quite a lovely apartment. Nice book collection, awesome dragon statues, and not to mention the very accommodating—and talkative—hostage.”

He cleared his throat. “Ah, yes. That was a, ah, an unfortunate necessity.”

“You tied him to a chair for over a month and tortured him,” I stated, voice flat.

“I ah, do regret that, I assure you,” he said, stammering a little. “I didn’t know what else to do.”

“You could try not torturing someone,” I firmly suggested, staring him down.

“Well, what’s done is done, I’m afraid. If we can, ah, move past that little detail, Mister Gibson, I have come here in peace,” he explained. “I, ah, need your help.”

I frowned. “Like how you helped Moreau? Do we just move past his burnt corpse? It might have a thing or two to say regarding help.”

“Oh, no! No, you’re mistaken,” he said quickly, his voice rising in concern. “I had nothing to do with that, I swear. It was Cas. I wasn’t even there that night. I found out what happened after the crime scene had been cleared. I was, ah, out of town.”

“Convenient.” I glanced at Miri, who met my eyes but gave me nothing, so I looked back to Fowler. “What do you want?”

“Can we sit? Please?” he asked, gesturing to the chairs. I rolled my eyes, but we all obliged. Once we were all seated, he leaned forward on his elbows. “I’ve lost Casimir, and ah, I’m afraid he might kill me if I find him.”

“Why?” Miri asked.

“Because he’s insane!” Fowler stated. “I thought he could handle being out in the world, but I was wrong.”

“Okay, you’re going to need to explain,” I told him. “If you want my help, start from the beginning. And it had better be interesting, or I’m out of here.”

“That’s fair enough,” he agreed, pushing his glasses up. “I was working for, ah, let’s call it an organization—”

“No,” said Miri firmly.

“Excuse me?”

“We are not staying vague. I am sick of not knowing what is going on, and unless you tell us the name of this organization, you can leave.”

She wasn’t playing around, and I was in total agreement, ready to grab her and go—right then and there—if we didn’t get factual, intelligible information.

Fowler sighed through his nose as he stared at me but nodded. “Vardot Industries and Consultants.”

Miri and I both blinked at that.

“That American security firm? What are they doing in Canada?” she asked, a curious tone in her voice. She frowned, staring not quite at him, but off to the side. Watching his aura, likely.

“They’re not just American. They’re global,” he explained. “They hired me to work a security job at a top-secret location in the Badlands on a six-month contract. It was a job I would never do again, as I had no days off and wasn’t allowed to leave. If it helps you trust me, even a little bit, my telling you this violates a, ah, significant non-disclosure agreement I signed upon being hired. Were they to find out I’m talking to you—”

“Then you’d better talk faster because my lips feel rather loose,” I warned.

His eyes widened. “Ah, yes. Look, it’s not an overly long story. I worked there for a few months, mostly, ah, manning the security cameras in a small broom closet, but I saw everything going on from my desk. This place was a prison and very much off the books. I even recognized some of the people there, and without saying too much, a few of them were, ah, supposed to be dead. Political prisoners from a, ah, certain dictatorship across the world, specifically. Most of the others I didn’t know, but I’d hear their interrogations through the cameras, and I can verify the majority, let’s just say, deserved to be there.”

“And Casimir?” I asked. “It doesn’t matter who else was there.”

“Yes, he was there. I was, ah, immediately curious about him, as out of all the prisoners, he’s the only one they never interrogated, the only one who seemed out of place. No one ever came to talk to him, and the only interactions he ever had with a living human being were when his meals were served.” He paused, looking down. He seemed genuinely bothered by that, but it could be an act.

“Please go on,” Miri persuaded.

“I was, ah, really bored one day,” he continued, “and I, ah, did something I shouldn’t have. I messed around with the security settings, reversing the audio to his room. No one ever checked up on him, and I was the only one watching, so I knew I could do it without anyone knowing. I opened a connection, and I, ah, started talking to him.”

“What did you talk to him about?” I asked.

“Ah, various things. I asked him who he was, and all he gave me was his name. He said he’d been a prisoner since he was a child, and they used to experiment on him. I guess I took pity. I started trying to improve his days by reading him current events from the newspaper. They were brought in daily, so we could keep up with what was happening while we were holed up underground. I started having books smuggled into him, fiction and nonfiction, nothing overly dramatic. He really liked Tolstoy. I kept this up for a while, going on for most of my stint there, and we formed a bond. He grew, ah, agitated when I told him my contract was over soon and I would be leaving. I was his friend, and he didn’t want to go back to having nothing. At this point, I feared I’d, ah, done more harm than good until…” He trailed off, his eyes unfocused as he remembered back.

“Until what?” asked Miri.

“He said he was cold and wished for some warmth. He, ah, asked me for a lighter,” he told us, and I knew immediately where this was going. “I didn’t see any harm in it. His room was concrete, and the door was metal. The only thing flammable was his bed, so, ah, I smuggled him one, hidden inside a book.”

“Yeah, that was a mistake,” I chimed in. Miri’s frown deepened.

He glanced up at me and continued the story. “He waited until his dinner. The attendant knocked on his door to get his attention, opened the food slot, and—the phrase ‘unleashed hell’ is a bit too on the nose—but that’s exactly what he did. The force of what he threw blew the door off the hinges, killing the assistant immediately, and then he stalked through the hallways, blowing through every door he could find and just killed them. The workers, the other security guards, and the other prisoners. He didn’t care. I locked the door to my room, but it didn’t matter. I was the last room he came to, as I was closest to the exit. My door flew in, barely missing me, and he entered with his hands up, ready to, ah, kill me. I cried out, told him it was me, and to not do this. He heard me and stopped. The flames disappeared, and Casimir was standing there, naked as the day he was born, and all hair burnt off.”

His hands shook as he recalled these events.

“Then what happened?” questioned Miri, attempting to be gentle but failing to keep all the scorn from her voice.

“He asked me to, ah, help him, so I did. I think he would’ve killed me if I hadn’t. I got him outside and into my car, and we drove here to Calgary. I took him to my apartment downtown, and we laid low.” He paused, thinking about how to continue. “I managed to keep him calm and occupied for a while. Showed him around the city, gave him some driving lessons, that sort of stuff. He was, ah, never content. He would wake up screaming from nightmares, reliving what they did to him as a child. I helped him get his own place and an under-the-table job in a warehouse, and I thought things were getting better….”

“He wanted his revenge,” I stated.

“Yes. Except, ah, that’s not what he said to me. He was afraid they would find him. He only had three names to work with, the only three that ever interacted with him. He said they had information on him. Videos. He wanted to find and destroy them, so no one could ever find him and take him back. So I agreed to help.”

“You had to know what he would do,” Miri sternly pointed out.

He ignored the comment and went on. “I found Moreau first on my own, but he was, ah, uncooperative. Refused to answer my questions and threatened to call the police on me if I continued, and I panicked. I knocked him out, dragged him to my apartment, and you know the rest. I didn’t tell Cas because I was afraid he would kill him. A week later, Moreau’s house burned down, and two weeks from there, I saw Jansen’s name on the news.”

He paused, took a deep breath, and scanned our faces. He was trying to see if we believed him, and we gave him nothing.

“I made the right decision,” he continued, “keeping Moreau to myself. I tried to get him to talk, to tell me where his computer was. All I wanted to do was delete the files. That’s it. Then the, ah, orphanage burned down. I feared the worst, but he’d somehow got the kids out.”

Miri poked me with her foot under the table to indicate he had just lied. I did my best not to let him know about the non-verbal communication.

“I went to his place to confront him, but he wasn’t there. I spent two nights driving around, trying to find him, keeping my ear on the news. I guess he had the same idea and decided to pay me a visit. Maybe to let me know what he’d done, I don’t know. I was out looking for him while he was, ah, finding you and Moreau at my apartment.”

“So you had no idea he’d be there?” I questioned. This story didn’t add up, but I decided to keep that to myself until later.

“No. When I came home, ah, everything had already been cleaned up. The cops were gone, the police tape removed. When I saw Moreau had gotten out of his binds, I put together what had happened. It was the next day, on the news, I heard someone burned to death on the street. It wasn’t difficult to put two and two together.”

“You said before you feared Casimir wanted to kill you?” Miri asked.

“Yes. He knows I was keeping Moreau from him, and, ah, he’s not the type to deal with things…properly.”

“How did you find Miss Delgado?” I pressed. “If you weren’t involved in anything Casimir was doing, how did you know about us?”

“I, ah, went down to the orphanage the next day, needing to see it for myself. There was some shady-looking man in a black suit poking around with some emo chick. They didn’t know who I was, so I got close enough to hear parts of their conversation,” he explained. “He was complaining about some fire investigator getting in the way and grumbling about a P.I.”

“That would not be enough to go on. There are multiple investigators in the Fire Department,” Miri pointed out.

“Yes, I realize that. It was after what happened at my, ah, building that I figured out the specifics,” he continued. “Moreau didn’t escape on his own. If he was capable of that, he would have earlier. I put a fancy lock on the door as a preventative measure to keep him in if he did, which, ah, clearly didn’t work. There were some witnesses mentioning someone with Moreau before the fire, so on a hunch I checked with some of my, ah, contacts who were keeping an eye on the hospitals, specifically for burn victims, and that led me here. I was told, ah, Mireya Delgado had admitted a Lloyd Gibson at the Foothills hospital, but they left after only a few hours. I looked her up, saw her profession, and now we’re here.”

“Okay, that kind of tracks,” I surmised. “So, what do you want from us?”

“I need help. I need to find Bauer before Casimir does.”

“Why are you interested in Bauer?”

“I don’t want anyone else to die.”

Miri poked me with her foot again.

“Why should we help you?” she questioned.

“You want to find him as much as I do, I think,” he reasoned. “Otherwise you wouldn’t be this invested. I, ah, also believe his notes are most likely written in German. Do you speak German? Because I do.”

“Any ideas where to look?” I asked, not expecting much.

“Not really. From what Cas has told me about him, I’m betting he’s the type that would have fled the city when, ah, bodies started turning up. But, if I were to guess, he’s gone back to the Badlands.”

Knowing it might be a bad idea, I pulled the coordinates out of my pocket and handed them to him. “Do these look familiar?”

“Yes! How did you get this?” he asked, unbelieving. “This is the prison!”

“Good. If you want us to help you, then you can help us get inside.”

Miri shot me a glance, her eyes asking what the hell I was doing. I ignored it.

“Why?” he asked. “Casimir destroyed the place—there’s nothing left.”

“Something might have survived, and it’s the only lead we have,” I explained. “But get this straight, Fowler. I do not trust you, and if you give me any reason to suspect a double-cross, I will take you someplace you’ll never return from. Understood?”

He gulped, eyes wide, but nodded in agreement.

“Good. You will come with us to this prison. I don’t know when we will go, but leave a number to contact you with Miss Delgado, and we will call you when we are ready. Understood?”

“Yes, of course,” he replied, clearing his throat nervously.

“You can go now,” said Miri, her voice neutral.

He agreed, rose, gave her his phone number and best regards, and left. We both sighed in relief as the door shut behind him.

“What was your read on him?” I asked.

“Not great,” she warned. “He was not lying for most of it, per se, but he was leaving a lot out, and his intentions are not what he conveyed. For starters, he does not work for Vardot Industries—that was a complete lie. He is after something, probably Bauer, for reasons he keeps to himself, and I absolutely believe he means him harm. But if he wants Bauer dead, why not let Casimir do it?”

“There must be information he’s hoping to get, and Casimir would just kill him without any questions.”

“Sounds plausible,” she agreed. “His aura flickered more than once when talking about Casimir’s escape. He did not do it for Casimir’s benefit—something bigger is going on.”

“Yeah, I was getting that as well. Moreau said he heard Fowler arguing on the phone with someone, bitching about Casimir always destroying things. So he wanted those laptops for his own reasons,” I speculated. “Maybe he works for Vardot’s competition?”

“No. That prison wasn’t owned by them either. He lied about that, for whatever reason.”

“We demanded a name, and he gave us one,” I surmised. “He’s a lot more involved in this than he let on. He clearly arranged for the kids to be out of the orphanage, not Casimir. I already figured as much before you kicked me.”

“And he just gave Casimir a lighter? What was that about?”

“Yeah, if someone is cold, you give them blankets, not fire,” I stated. “I think he knew damn well what he was doing there. I do not, for one moment, believe he didn’t know what Casimir was capable of. I’d say he went to work at that prison, already intending to break him out.”

“Agreed. What do we do now?”

“Bring him along but keep a close eye on him. He might prove useful, but I’ll toss him in the shadows if he so much as looks at us weird.”

“Taking him along is risky, Lloyd,” she cautioned. “We have no idea what he’s capable of.”

“I know, and that’s why I’m okay with you coming now. I need your eyes on him at all times. If his aura so much as twitches the wrong way….”

Something about her eyes gave me pause. She was looking at me but seemed distracted and distant. Her mind wasn’t entirely with us, wandering someplace else.

“How did you end up here with Fowler?” I asked carefully. “Why are you home from work so early?”

She blinked, returning to the moment, and sighed. “I’ve been home since this morning. That sleaze came knocking only a few minutes before I called.”

“What’s going on?”

“Um. Bradley’s repercussions. I was fired.” Her eyes welled up at the admission, and she buried her face in her hands.

“That son of a—” Sliding my chair close, I put my arm around her. She leaned in but kept her face in her hands, and I waited until she got it all out. “Tell me what happened.”

“I was at work for less than five minutes when the chief called me to his office,” she started. “He had pictures of us meeting together and of you skulking around the orphanage. He had affidavits from Jono and that other investigator, Jacob, stating that I had attempted to hire them to assist in a Fire Department investigation. It was a gross overstep of my duties. There is no evidence that I hired you, but Jono wrote that he referred me to your business. He requested my resignation, which I refused. I told him that if this was happening, he had to fire me. I was not going wilfully.”

“That was a good call. Bet he didn’t like that.”

“No. He became irate but did as I asked. He fired me on the spot and told me to clear my desk and locker.”

“Is there anything in the Fire Department’s policy forbidding you from doing these things? Anything stating you must follow his commands and drop cases on a whim? You had clear evidence of wrongdoing, and he refused to pursue it.”

“Yes, I considered that and have already spoken with a lawyer this morning, who will look into it and see if I have grounds for Wrongful Termination.”

“Good. Nail his ass to the wall. He’s allowing himself to be coerced by whoever the hell these people work for. What he’s doing is criminal in its own right,” I said, heated.

“I agree, but there is no way to prove it. All I have is the potential to fight the termination and ensure I get a severance package.” She sighed. “I loved my job, Lloyd. I felt like I was making a difference.”

I still had my arm around her, giving her a squeeze. “I’ll help you work something out.”

“I will not be able to go to another Fire Department in another city. Even if I win the case, none of them will touch me. My career is over,” she sobbed quietly.

“Then we’ll find something else you’re good at,” I chimed in. “We’ll figure it out together, okay?”

She glanced at me and smiled half-heartedly, her cheeks glistening with tears. “Thank you, Lloyd, but we will finish what we started here first. I will not be backing down. I have already lost everything.”

“Not everything.”

Miri hugged me tightly.

“Next time I see Bradley Mason, I’m going to punch him in the mouth.”
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The morning after, we rendezvoused at my apartment and strategized. Given the unpredictable time requirement and the need for mobility during daylight hours, we agreed to use Miri’s car to get to Brooks. Our plan was to visit the prison around noon the following day, deeming a nocturnal trip too perilous. We vowed to act like any ordinary humans would, ensuring Fowler remained oblivious to our abilities. The consequences of him uncovering such information, especially when we had no clue whom he was working for, could be disastrous. It was evident he was operating for a separate entity, not Vardot, and had infiltrated the prison for his distinct purposes. His claims didn’t align, and I was confident he had set his sights on Casimir from the start. His intention was to release him, with no regard for the ensuing chaos. I simply couldn’t comprehend why. The true ownership of the prison remained an enigma, too. If not Vardot, and they were harbouring off-the-record political prisoners, it could either be government-owned (which didn’t entirely fit the Canadian agenda) or some other entity wielding comparable power.

Fowler wasn’t carpooling with us; he was to rendezvous with us at the location, making his own arrangements. We didn’t disclose our accommodation, planning to meet him exclusively in public areas and texting him the rendezvous point when we were prepared. Miri secured an indefinite reservation for us at the local Travelodge, with a check-in scheduled for two o’clock that very day. We couldn’t delay any longer—she was palpably restless, with a meeting with her lawyer imminent to discuss the prospective lawsuit. We had a few days at our disposal but had to return by the week’s end.

She arrived, packed for what seemed like a three-week adventure, judging by the amount of luggage she had. A sizable suitcase, a travel carry-on, and a duffel bag loaded with god knows what. She maintained that she needed everything she packed, citing unpredictability. When she went to the bathroom, I sneakily peeked into her duffel, only to find a winter jacket. It was summer. When I pointed this out, she retorted that desert nights were chilly. I reminded her we weren’t in the Mojave and that a cozy cardigan would suffice. She disagreed.

I packed a backpack with a few extra shirts, a pair of jeans, and some clean underwear and socks. I could stretch these two days’ worth of clothes over a week if necessary. My jungle jeans had mysteriously vanished, much to Miri’s feigned astonishment. (They were comfy, darn it.) I scattered enough food around the warehouse for Chauncy and laid out several water bowls to sustain him during our absence. After giving him a quick scratch between his ears and a few chirps from him, he scampered off, vanishing into a wall crevice.

As I loaded my belongings into her car, she hauled the rickety ladder outside, climbed to the top, and scrutinized the vicinity with her binoculars. I was fairly certain I had found all the bugs, but she wanted to double-check for any stakeouts and kept a keen eye out for any nondescript white vans or black SUVs. Once satisfied, she climbed down, we settled into the car and headed towards the Trans-Canada Highway.

The journey was uneventful. My gaze was glued to the window, absorbed in boredom. The prairies sprawled in every direction, their flatness pervading the lackluster landscape. No hills, mountains, hardly a tree—just endless, flat grassland. The sun blazed overhead, and even my sunglasses didn’t subdue its harsh glare. Still, it was more bearable than driving at night, thanks to whoever thought LED headlights were a good idea.

The radio served as my primary source of entertainment, but it lost reception each time we strayed too far from a town. We finally locked onto a classic rock station passing through Gleichen. I managed to sing along to ‘Don’t Fear The Reaper’ and ‘Carry On My Wayward Son,’ likening ourselves to the Winchester brothers. Obviously, I was Dean, and she was such a Sam. Predominantly, we got country music, which I eventually turned off. I’m not particularly against it, but there’s only so much I can handle of people crooning about lost love, feeling blue, and their incredible pickup trucks. ‘Save a Horse’ and ‘Country Roads’ were the exceptions to my off-key singing, but that was about it. It seemed to be all Miri could tolerate too, as she firmly let me know. Her ears might have actually bled, but she refrained from commenting on that. She really was too kind.

We pulled up to the Travelodge by Wyndham Brooks around noon, two hours too soon. We knew that would happen and hoped they’d let us check in early. They did not. The entire exchange was like a bad sitcom episode, where we were the obviously incompetent customers arguing with the highly bemused but unmovable clerk. Luckily, despite the open prairie in almost every direction, the Travelodge sat next to a gas station and a small sit-down restaurant, and my stomach rumbled.

As we entered, the aroma of coffee and pancakes, vegetable oil and onion rings filled our senses with a hint of something less pleasant, akin to dirty gym socks. Despite not being terribly busy for the lunch rush, it took them over twenty minutes to seat us. A single waitress rushed around hurriedly from table to table, serving everyone currently dining. Either short-staffed or bad management, but I wasn’t judging. I just wanted to eat.

We were finally seated after the hostess stopped to appreciate my Ketchup shirt, to my delight and Miri’s horror, and given coffee and menus. It took Miri at least ten agonizing minutes to order the sizzling veggie skillet. I eagerly looked at the “All Day Breakfast” sign and ordered the sausage and egg slammer. I was starving and running under the assumption that Miri was paying. I’d already ordered when I reminded myself she was fired, and maybe I should be more sympathetic to her purse strings. Well, too late now.

It took another half an hour to get our food. We ate in silence, but it was one of those comfortable silences. Well, not entirely. We had a lot on our minds, thinking about what we were doing and trying not to get overly anxious. I was fully invested, but I was worried she would psych herself out. I was at least somewhat used to a bit of travel and intrigue, but fire investigating, while having its own mystery, doesn’t lead down many dangerous roads. If she found foul play, she handed it over to the police. However, as it turned out, I didn’t need to worry. She was all in.

“I wish we could go to the place now,” she announced. “Why do we have to wait for Fowler?”

“Because he knows his way around the place, and if he’s right about German notes, we’ll need him to translate,” I reminded her.

“Even if we find notes, do we actually trust him to translate properly?”

“Uh. That hadn’t occurred to me,” I admitted. “Okay, we’ll let him translate, but pocket any notes we find and get a second opinion later.”

“Fair enough. This will be a long night.”

“Nonsense! We’ll have a TV in the room, and hopefully, a DVD player, because I packed some movies. If we get too restless, we will go out and enjoy the sights.”

Miri arched an eyebrow and glanced out the window. “What sights?”

“Prairie, prairie, and more prairie. Maybe we’ll see a gofer!”




* * *




Two o’clock finally rolled around, and we checked in. The clerk was a chipper middle-aged woman who unabashedly pretended we hadn’t already met.

“Welcome to the Travelodge, happy travellers!” she announced in the thickest I’m-a-poor-country-folk accent. “Ooh, are you two honeymoonin’?”

“Um, no. We are not married,” Miri stammered.

“Oh, yep, I see,” the lady said, looking between us, and her gaze lingered a little too long on Miri’s dark hair and slightly darker skin tone to be comfortable. “Business trip, eh?”

I didn’t like how she said that and was about to speak up, but Miri stopped me with a hand on my arm and asked her for the keys.

“Ah, yep! Here ya are, darling!” she said, happily handing her the keys. “Yer just down that way—” she pointed vaguely to the left, about five doors down…south. So if ya pass the vending machine, you went too far, eh?”

I glared at her. “There’s no way you’re doing this on purpose, right?”

“‘Scuse me?” she asked, confused. “Don’t think I catch yer meaning.”

“Are you from rural Saskatchewan? Do you know Brent Butt?” I asked, sarcastically eager.

“Lloyd.” Miri grabbed my arm. “Thank you, Miss,” she said to the woman, emphasizing the last word, despite the clear wedding ring on her finger. That, the clerk caught the meaning of, frowning disapprovingly as we walked off. I wasn’t entirely sure I caught the meaning, but it felt like a victory.

We grabbed our luggage from the car and found our room. It was narrow but spacious, with two queen-sized beds, a mini fridge, a black tube television on a desk, and a small table and chairs by the far window. Two photos of some nondescript old buildings hung on the wall, each hanging above a bed. The blankets and carpet were the ugliest shades of light brown imaginable, reminding me of corn in the worst possible way.

“That woman—”

“Drop it, Lloyd,” she said, dumping her bags on the floor and tossing her purse on the bed. I threw my backpack on the other and sat on the corner.

“But—”

“Drop it.”

“Okay, okay.” I glanced around the room, frowning disapprovingly. “Two beds? I thought we were going to cuddle.”

The look she gave me literally killed me. I fell back, made an exaggerated death rattle, and went limp.

“You are an idiot,” she declared, matter-of-factly, but couldn’t hold off a chuckle.

We spent the night munching on snacks we grabbed from the Shell station and watched the first two Transformers, after which she loudly announced I was no longer allowed to pick out movies. I protested, pointing out the intricacies of inter-species politics. We all had to learn to cohabitate, even if our new neighbours were ten-foot sentient robot cars with a predisposition for property damage. Miri wasn’t having it. Anticipating a big day tomorrow and the fact she was clearly done listening to my inane banter, we turned in early.

Come morning, we pulled up to the Tim Horton’s on Frazer Ave around ten o’clock, having texted Fowler to meet us there. He never responded, but we went anyways and would wait for up to an hour before leaving him behind. I offered to buy us some coffee, as I had some change, and had her find a table. I ordered her a medium, two sugars and one cream (I was very proud of myself for remembering that.) I got myself a delicious Double Double and grabbed a dozen Timbits for our breakfast. I dug around my pocket for change and found two twenties. Huh. I could have paid for lunch.

Asshole.

“Shut up, conscience,” I muttered, getting a weird look from the cashier. I handed her one of them, got my change, and took everything to the table. We happily munched on our little balls of sugar and grease, sipping our coffees and eavesdropping on a conversation next to us. A group of men discussed a series of crazy events that went down at the latest Kinsmen Pro Rodeo. It involved a circus clown, a midget (their word choice, not mine), and their crazy neighbour jumping into the ring and mooning the bull, almost getting gored in the ass. The entire exchange was reminiscent of a sketch comedy show.

“Can we go to a rodeo?” I asked eagerly.

“No.”

“You never let me do anything fun.” I sulked, crossing my arms.

“Do you know what they do to those poor—” She stopped, looking at the entrance. “He is here.”

Fowler walked through the door, wearing a flowery Hawaiian shirt, khaki cargo shorts, and socks in sandals. His goatee looked even greasier than before, but that may have been more vibe than hygiene.

After a quick scan of the place, he spotted us, gave us a wave, and went to the counter to order a coffee. The look on Miri’s face indicated this was unacceptable behaviour and was, most definitely, noted mentally. He came over, sat down, sipped his coffee, and just looked at us. Literally sat there and said nothing, waiting for us to speak first.

Fuck this guy. We both silently agreed not to play ball and stared back.

“Well?” he asked, without attempt at a greeting or formalities at all.

“You are half an hour late,” Miri scolded.

“Traffic,” was all he replied, taking another sip. “Mm, I do love a good Triple Triple.”

I gave him an incredulous look. “While you drink yourself to diabetes, can you tell us about this prison? What can we expect?”

“Can’t imagine there is much to expect. Casimir’s destruction was, ah, thorough,” he explained. “I assume someone’s come along, cleared the bodies, and shut the place down. There’s no coming back to a place after that.”

“No, I mean—” I sighed in annoyance. “How big is the place? Is it easy to find or hard to spot? Is there an above-ground section, or is there some hatch in the ground leading down to the shadowy depths?”

“You have an active imagination, Mister Gibson, and I like that,” he complimented. “But no, it’s not a hatch. It’s, ah, disguised as a rundown shack, but there is a trapdoor that opens up to a stairwell.”

“So, a hatch.”

“Yep.”

Miri glared at him. “Are you being intentionally obtuse? Or is this your general state of being?”

Ouch. She was coming out swinging. I liked it.

“Hey, it was a very basic question, so I gave a very basic answer,” he said, raising his hands up in a plea. “Look, I can get you in and take you where you want to go. That’s all that matters, eh? We, ah, need only to make sure no one is there.”

“Any suggestions?” I asked. “Kind of hard to stake a place out in the middle of the desert without someone noticing a vehicle.”

“Technically, not a desert. You see, Badlands are…” he started, but Miri cut him off with a glare. “Ahem. It’s unlikely, ah, anyone will be watching the place. Everyone who knew the operations, other than myself, is dead. The warden was the only one with the passcodes required to scrub the hard drives, and Cas destroyed most of them anyways, after, ah, killing the warden….”

“So they’d just leave it? There’s no guarantee all the information was destroyed,” I reasoned. “Hence why we’re going.”

“Even if it didn’t, it doesn’t matter. The door requires its own passcode, or a physical key, both of which I have,” he explained. “And they, ah, think I’m dead.”

“How? Surely there was a roster and security footage of you?” Miri pressed.

“Ah, no. I mean, yes, there’s a roster, but everyone was burnt to a crisp. There’s no way they’d know I wasn’t one of them. I’m not an idiot,” he said pointedly. “There wasn’t a camera watching the security room—why would there be?—and I, ah, turned them all off after Cas chose not to kill me.”

“We should get going, then,” she suggested, and he frowned.

“I just bought a coffee.” He lifted it up and shook it from side to side, letting us know he did, in fact, have a coffee.

I was starting to realize how Miri felt, having to deal with me.

I didn’t like it. Not one bit.

Fuck this guy.
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We climbed into Miri’s Ford Focus, watching Fowler take his sweet goddamn time to come out and get in his own. He drove a silver Honda Civic bearing rental plates advertising “Thrifty Car Rentals.” Maybe we should have rented as well, but it was a bit too late for that. I was confident we weren’t followed, and a rental would have created a more extensive paper trail, anyways. We opted to take separate vehicles, as neither of us wanted to be stuck in the same car as this guy, nor did we trust him as far as we could throw him.

“Lloyd, we need to be extra careful with him,” she said. “His aura was all over the place.”

“I bet,” I stated. “What was your read?”

“He was truthful about the location and believes no one will be around, expects to find nothing, but will still lead us there just in case. I cannot get a read on his agenda, I am not a mind reader, but he is not doing this for Casimir. Every time he spoke of him, his aura was a mixture of indifference, a tinge of fear, and more than a hint of scorn. He does not like him.” She glanced at me briefly, taking her eyes off the road for only a moment. “Whatever his game is, it is directly related to Bauer.”

“Great. That was mostly my impression, but it’s helpful to have it confirmed,” I said. “I gotta tell you, I love your power. It’s so handy.”

“Whatever we find, we should not let this man near Bauer,” she reasoned. “He definitely means him harm, and not for Casimir’s sake.”

“We’ll be careful. Keep reading his aura and let me know if his intentions shift.”

She “mm-hmm’d” in agreement, and we followed him in silence. The sun was high in the sky, beating down on the land. With no buildings or hills in sight to break it up, the scenery was a painful glare, forcing me to either squint or keep my eyes shut for most of the drive. I awkwardly reached into the backseat, feeling blindly for my backpack. Finally, after a few moments and nearly cricking my shoulder, I got my hand inside and retrieved a ball cap. It was white, with an image of a wide-mouth bass and black stitching that read, “Retired. Bite Me.” Putting it on, I pulled the brim down as low as possible. Miri glanced at it but said nothing.

We followed the Trans-Canada Highway for a good twenty minutes before veering onto a long dirt road. It was all seemingly nothingness, with flat, semi-dead grassland and power lines being the only things breaking up the monotony of the vast Canadian prairies. It was so expansive that I mused whether, with the aid of Miri’s binoculars, I could see clear through Saskatchewan all the way to Winnipeg. This was the type of place where locals, when asked for directions, might nonchalantly indicate that Saskatoon was “just down the road and to the left.”

About ten minutes later, Fowler’s car began to slow and pulled off the main track, heading seemingly into oblivion. We followed suit, and soon a small, dilapidated shack appeared in the distance. It looked as though a strong gust of wind could knock it over. The sun cast its light through the holes in the wooden panels, making the details of the rundown shack more visible as we drew nearer. The door was a mere sheet of plywood, clinging desperately to its hinges. Even with the knowledge that it was meant to look like this, a blatant disguise to detract any unwanted attention, I found myself wanting to deny that this could be the place. Clearly, those who built this prison had gone to great lengths to conceal it.

Fowler’s Honda Civic came to a halt near the front of the shack, and we parked behind him. Miri was the first out of the car, binoculars in hand, conducting a thorough sweep of the area. As expected, not a soul was in sight. It was then I fully realized the gravity of our situation—if Fowler were to turn against us, no one would ever know. We hadn’t informed anyone of our whereabouts, a decision that was more of an oversight than a calculated move, and potentially a very foolish one. We would merely vanish. Well, Miri would. I was already virtually invisible to the world. I wouldn’t even earn a spot on a milk carton. I shot Miri a warning look, which she immediately understood.

Fowler exited his car and strode towards the shack’s door, beckoning us to join him. He didn’t scan the surroundings first, exuding an air of confidence that we were indeed alone. He gingerly opened the plywood door, gesturing for us to go in. But we held our ground, watching him until he went in first. The door fell back into place as he stepped through, smirking at us, knowing we’d have to open it ourselves. Inside, the shack was as underwhelming as its exterior. A hay bale lay cut open in one corner; straw spilled all over the floor. Fowler kicked the straw aside, revealing a panel similar to the door. He lifted it, tossing it aside to uncover a metal hatch. A three-pronged wheel sat atop it, a digital display and keypad for a passcode, and a physical lock beneath it.

“Yep. Hatch,” I declared, unimpressed.

Rolling his eyes at my comment, Fowler produced a large, four-barrelled key from his pocket. He inserted it into the lock, turned it clockwise until it clicked, punched in a six-digit number on the keypad, eliciting a series of beeps, and then twisted the key further to the right. Another click and a whirring sound, followed by a hiss of air being released as the hatch unlocked. He gripped the wheel with both hands, spun it counterclockwise four times, and with another loud hiss, the door sprung open, revealing a steep, concrete staircase descending into the abyss below.

Fowler then took out a small flashlight from his pocket. “Lights are off. Don’t suppose either of you thought to bring one?” he asked wryly. Our lack of response was the answer. “Follow me, then.”

He headed down, almost at a jog, not bothering to ensure we were keeping up. He was surprisingly spry for his stature. I gestured for Miri to stay behind me, and we followed. It was deeper than expected, taking nearly an entire minute to descend, and we found him waiting for us at the bottom. In the glow of his flashlight, a long hallway stretched before us, a tunnel of smooth concrete with non-functioning fluorescent bulbs on the ceiling.

“Try to keep up,” he suggested, giving us the cheesiest smile, making me want to slap him as he walked off briskly. 

Miri pulled her phone out and activated its flashlight as his light was before him, leaving us behind in the dark. That wasn’t a problem for me, but Miri didn’t have night vision. We followed after, navigating along what turned out to be a ridiculously long hallway, passing a few rooms, some still closed with blackened marks on the doors and others blown inward. 

The scent of burnt hair and clothes lingered, along with something else. There was a metallic, coppery tinge in the air, with notes of overcooked liver, a sweet yet sickening aroma of burnt pork, and heavy undertones of sulphur. Miri looked disturbed, but her face was a mask of distaste and painful reminiscence rather than the disgust that painted my own. I held my hand to my nose and gave her a questioning look, and she mouthed the words, “burning bodies.” My stomach turned at the thought, and I suppressed a gag. I would never unlearn that smell.

“I thought you said your office was near the exit?” Miri called suspiciously to Fowler.

“It is. This place is massive,” Fowler hollered back. “We’re almost there.”

He told the truth and soon stopped in front of a twisted, blackened metal door. He shone the light in our direction, clipping my vision briefly before I slammed my eyes shut in defence. I minimized my reaction, not wanting him to know how much that hurt, and blinked rapidly behind my shades, which Fowler had yet to question why I still wore. I shook away the spots and led Miri into the room behind him.

Directly ahead sat a large desk holding a widescreen computer monitor, a keyboard, and one of those dancing Hula girls people put in their hippy vans. A computer tower sat beneath, leaving enough leg space for the black office chair, and the wall above was filled with monitors. To our left was a breaker box, which he opened and started flipping switches. He tried a few of them in different combinations before being satisfied enough to flick the main breaker. Whirrs and clinks abounded as the lights slowly came on, and a red stand-by light blinked on the monitor. Miri was already reaching for the tower, pressing the power button.

The entire setup sprung to life. The wall of screens lit up, making me squint until my eyes adjusted. I pressed the power button on the monitor and watched it come to life. It was a black background with a blinking white line, begging someone to start typing.

“Does this thing play Pong?” I asked as Miri deactivated her light and slipped her phone into her back pocket.

Fowler pulled out the chair and sat, ignoring me. He started typing what looked like random numbers and letters. “I can’t believe the power still works,” he announced. “Let’s see if any cameras still do.”

Only four of the monitors changed, showing vacant rooms. One was an entirely blackened cell with a roughly human-shaped outline where the concrete floor was protected from the flames. I repressed a shudder. Two others showed empty cells, free of fire damage, likely already vacant beforehand. The fourth was an office with a few filing cabinets scattered about.

“That room,” I said, gesturing to the fourth monitor. “Where is that?”

“The warden’s office,” he stated. “It’s on the other end of the facility.”

“Take us there,” I asked, but Miri grabbed my elbow.

“Wait,” she said. “Fowler, the cameras that no longer work. Are there still recordings on the system?”

“Probably. Like I said, only the warden had access to delete anything,” he reminded. “What do you want to see?”

What Miri did next was utterly insane and not part of the plan. She produced a small, almost comically tiny pocket pistol, hidden behind her back, and aimed it directly at his head.

“What the hell?” Fowler and I conveyed simultaneously.

“Miri, what are you doing?” I asked carefully. “No one discussed bringing a gun.”

“You would have talked me out of it,” she stated, keeping the gun trained on him. “We do not trust him, remember?”

“So what, you’re going to shoot me?” he asked, his eyes widening.

“We will see,” Miri warned. “Play back the footage of Casimir’s escape.”

“Miri—”

“Lloyd, we need to corroborate his story. All we know about what happened is what he told us,” she explained. “I am making sure that story was real. Play the footage.”

With more than a bit of hesitation, he turned back to the monitor and began typing. A moment later, every monitor sprang to life with recorded footage. Every room in the facility was before us, primarily empty cells, but at least ten prisoners all sitting around on their beds. One camera showed a rec room, and two showed sleeping quarters—likely one for the guards and the other for attendants. At least four hallways and a camera trained on the exit. The Warden’s office was on screen, with a bulbous, well-fed individual sitting at the desk playing Solitaire.

“When was this?” I asked.

“Moments before Casimir escapes.”

“Is that—” Miri started, gesturing at one of the monitors with the tip of her gun. A portly, almost small-looking man was sitting on his bed, looking up at the camera, staring into the lens. He was skinnier and had much longer hair than he used to, now grey, with a bushy, unkempt beard, and was of Middle Eastern descent. It had been at least sixteen years since anyone saw that face, but there was no mistaking who he was.

“Uh, yeah, I think so,” I said quietly, a chill passing through my body.

“I thought they hanged him?”

“They hanged someone,” Fowler stated. “Look, there.” He gestured at the lower left camera showing a large man facing his cell door. It was Casimir. “The show’s about to start.”

On the small screen, we watched a tray being pushed through a door slot, and Casimir took it in his hands and placed it on the bed. He moved around the contents, and his shoulders started shaking. He was laughing as he turned back to the door, raised the lighter to his arm, and all hell broke loose.

With a large flash, the image went static.

He moved from camera to camera, obliterating everything in his path. Guards and attendants fled, balls of fire slamming into their backs, sending them screaming to the ground. Cameras blinked out in his wake. He smashed through doors, engulfing the cells in flames. We watched as a particular political prisoner died in agony, making every conspiracy theory involving him no longer relevant. We watched the warden leap out of his desk and stumble from his office, his large belly bouncing as he tried to run. He died screaming in the hall. We followed Casimir, stalking along and making his way to the exit. He stopped, facing the room we were currently standing in, and blew the door open. The remainder of the cameras cut out a moment later.

We stood in silence, processing what we had witnessed. Fowler pressed a few keys, and the monitors went dark as he turned in his chair, looking at Miri. She had stopped pointing the gun at him in her distraction, but as his gaze fell on her, she lifted it back. He raised his hands, palms out, in surrender.

“So, ah, does my story check out?” he asked.

“Why not give him blankets?” she asked, the accusation lingering and speaking for itself as she trained the gun on him. “If he was cold, why did you not get him blankets?”

He merely shrugged. “He asked for a lighter. I couldn’t have known what he’d do with it.”

“Bullshi—”

“Miri,” I said calmly, placing my hand on her outstretched arm. She glanced at me, then back to him.

“I do not like this,” she said through clenched teeth. “Those deaths are on him as much as on Casimir.”

“I agree, but we have no proof of intent,” I gently reminded her. “We still need him.”

Fowler sat there, surprisingly calm, looking back and forth at us. Miri’s arms shook, the pocket pistol vibrating in her grip as she stared him down, sighing heavily through her nose, and lowered the gun.

“You will take us to the warden’s office, then lead us out. When we are finished, I do not want to ever look at your face again.”

“Okay, but—” he began to protest, but Miri raised the gun again, and his hands went up defensively. “Okay! Okay!”

We followed him through various hallways, keeping him at least five feet in front, her gun still in her hand and at the ready. The navigation was much easier this time, with the lights on. Miri stared holes through the back of his head, and I genuinely wondered if she’d still shoot him before this was over. After a bit, we finally reached the warden’s office. We passed a dark stain on the wall and floor, and my mind replayed the image of the warden in that exact spot, screaming. We followed him inside as I shook away the mental image.

It was a large office with a massive mahogany desk holding a familiar tower computer. Next to it was a high-end laptop, likely for the warden’s personal use. Shelves and bookcases lined the walls, filled with bland titles and pictures of his family. The laptop was dead, and I found its power cable in a drawer, but when I went to plug it in, I saw all the ports had been destroyed. Scratch marks surrounded the casing—someone had pried it open with a screwdriver, and I was betting the motherboard was sabotaged. I put the cord back while Fowler admired the book collection, pretending I hadn’t noticed. This wasn’t Casimir’s doing, as he would have melted it, but someone else’s handiwork.

Speaking of, Miri had found a flat-head screwdriver, most likely the same one responsible for the damage, and was using it to pry open the locked filing cabinet made of galvanized metal, sturdy and fire resistant. He hadn’t come in here, but Casimir would have had a rough time trying to destroy it. She bent back the top corner, sliding the screwdriver halfway in for leverage, and popped it open with a clank. Inside was a series of alphabetized folders, and she reached straight for the B’s and handed them to me. I gave her an odd look and glanced at the C folder.

“Brandt,” she stated, giving me a ridiculing look. Obviously, it would be filed by the last name. Duh.

Pretending I wasn’t an idiot, I set it on the desk, opened it, and reviewed several documents. There were various names, but I quickly found what I was looking for. Noting that it was not, in fact, written in German, I gestured for Miri to read it with me. She was scanning the H folder and muttered, “I knew it,” before returning it and stepping over to my side. With a knowing look between us and at Fowler, we silently agreed not to read it out loud. He was busy flipping through a book, appearing bored, but throwing us occasional glances.




INMATE #13

CASIMIR BRANDT

STATUS: BLACK BAG, EXTREMELY DANGEROUS

INSTRUCTIONS:

DO NOT PLACE NAME ON THE REGISTRY

DO NOT ALLOW NEAR OPEN FLAMES

DO NOT ENGAGE IN CONVERSATION

DO NOT INTERROGATE OR INTERACT UNDER ANY CIRCUMSTANCES

IF AN ISSUE ARISES, CONTACT THE NUMBER BELOW




Below was an eleven-digit number, starting with the country and area code. It was local. No further information, no other documents regarding Casimir, nothing. Aside from this single piece of paper, there was no evidence Casimir had even been there. His incarceration, his entire existence, was off the books. I folded it up and put it in my pocket.

“Let’s go,” I said, and she nodded in agreement.

“What did you find?” asked Fowler, replacing the book he held.

“Nothing you need to know,” I told him aggressively.

“Dude, I’m the reason you’re here. I think I’m at least somewhat entitled to—”

“You are entitled to nothing,” Miri snapped. “This entire mess can be laid at your feet. Everyone that died here and those that he has killed since is your fault.”

“Oh come on, I couldn’t have known!” he insisted, and she growled at him.

“Bullshit,” I said. “I don’t believe for one second you didn’t know what you were doing. Now lead us out of here, or she will shoot you.”

On cue, Miri raised the gun and pointed it at him, gesturing to the door. “On you go.”

A look of irritation, frustration and fresh hatred painted his face as he stormed out of the room. He silently led us back to the entrance, up the stairs, and into the sun. He closed the hatch behind us, removed the key, and stalked off, slamming his way through the plywood door, which caused it to fall off the hinge and clatter to the ground. We walked him to his car.

“You still need me,” he insisted. “If you find the lab, you won’t be able to translate Bauer’s notes.”

“We will call you if needed,” she informed him. “We have your number. Until then, get in your car and drive away. We will give you a ten-minute head start. Do not let us see you when we leave.”

He was about to protest further, but a look from both of us stopped him. Miri gestured at his car with the gun.

“What are you waiting for? Get in and go.”

Fowler climbed into the Honda Civic and, as he turned the key, muttered something under his breath that was probably highly derogatory. Then he threw the car aggressively into reverse before spinning around and driving off. I looked at Miri and her gun as she tucked it away.

“What?” Miri asked as I stared at her.

“That was so hot,” I told her.

Her eyes rolled. “Shut up, Lloyd.”

We waited precisely ten minutes before driving off and headed back to Brooks via a different route than we’d come. Rather than going straight to our motel, we drove around the town in circles, ensuring we weren’t being followed before returning to the Travelodge. We pulled into the Shell station to fill her tank while I grabbed some fresh snacks and some gas station coffee (if you can call it that), and moments later, we were back in our room, sitting on the edge of her bed.

“What do you think Fowler will do?” Miri asked.

“I have no idea, but I’m worried,” I replied. “I guarantee he’s not going back to Calgary. He’ll crop up again before this is over.”

“I would bet on it,” she agreed. “What now?”

“The only thing to do,” I said, pulling out the stolen document and my phone. I dialled the number listed and put the phone on speaker. Miri held her breath as it rang twice, and someone answered, but no one spoke. We stared at the phone, waiting.

“Mister Gibson,” said a low, gravelly voice, highly reminiscent of Saruman the White. Anxiety gripped my chest, hearing him speak my name. I don’t know how, but I knew who it was.

“Doctor Bauer?” I questioned, my hands starting to shake slightly. Miri went pale.

“I think it is time we met. Don’t you agree?” suggested Johnathan Bauer. It was ominous and more than a little suspicious, and a cold chill ran down my spine.








  
  
  CHAPTER 23

  
  




The phone disconnected. If we wanted to meet with Bauer, we were to follow exact and specific instructions. The meeting had to be today at three o’clock, at an address outside Medicine Hat. It was pushing one now, leaving us enough time to make the hour’s drive if we left soon. Obviously, we were to come alone and ensure Fowler or the special agent were not following us. His use of the term “special agent” implied that while Bauer knew a lot, he was unaware of Bradstone’s identity. He would not, at least on the phone, tell us how he knew who we were.

We quickly changed, deciding to dress the part for secret meetings. I wore my new ketchup shirt and boot-cut jeans because I refused to take anything seriously. At least, that was what Miri said when I came out of the bathroom wearing them. She wore—naturally—a pantsuit.

“Lime green? Why? And how many of those suits do you own?” I questioned.

“These are my work clothes,” she said, a hint of irritation in her voice. “This was the last one still clean when I packed.”

“Fair enough. Why does everyone know who we are?” I questioned. “I feel like we’ve been discreet, yet everyone knows my goddamn name.”

“We need to approach this carefully,” she reasoned. “We know what this man has been up to, and he has significant connections. He is possibly the most dangerous person involved in all this mess, and I include Casimir in that.”

“Yeah, I don’t think you’re wrong,” I said, sliding my phone back into my pocket as I stood from the bed. “Stay alert, bring your gun, but there’s not much else we can do other than show up for the meeting.”

“Hopefully, we get some answers,” she muttered, getting up and gathering a few things. She’d put her gun away in the duffel bag, which she now retrieved, along with a small box of bullets. “I never actually used this thing before.”

“Let’s hope you won’t need to,” I told her. “I’m not a huge fan of those things. Why do you even have it?”

She gave me a pointed look. “With everything going on, why are you surprised? I thought you would have brought one, too.”

“I’ve never needed one before,” I admitted. “I honestly didn’t think of it, or if I can even get one. Hard to get a background check when you’ve scrubbed yours away.”

“Good point,” she said as she tucked the gun behind her back. “We should go.”

I kept quiet the entire drive, too distracted by everything happening to be my usual, annoying self. I kept my cap on, the brim pulled down, and stared absently out the window. I wanted to know what the hell was going on. I kept the name Lloyd Gibson out of everything I did, having it listed only on my driver’s license and only giving it to clients who called my number. Now it’s on file at the Foothills Hospital and out there in the world. Fowler used it to find her. It’s probably how Bauer knows it. I was terrified by the prospect that if those guys could find me, so could they, whomever they were. They were incredibly thorough, destroying everything I’d built for myself. No one puts forth that level of effort to be okay with coming up short in the end.

We know what you are.

Those words, floating in an otherwise empty email, haunted me. I was starting to think I was attracted to shadowy organizations, as too many of them were cropping up in my life. Who knew whom Fowler worked for, or Bradley Mason and Mary-Sue, who worked for yet another mysterious group with enough power to shut down an investigation by the Fire Department and have Miri fired.

I was scared of what we would find but anxious to get there. Bauer had answers to at least some of these questions, and if he weren’t willing to reveal them, I would make him. So help me, if I had to beat the hell out of a ninety-seven-year-old man to finally get something useful, I would. I hated knowing I might be capable of that, even if he was an alleged Nazi and deserved it. There was something inherently wrong in punching an old, decrepit man, but I would if I had to.




* * *




We arrived at the specified location ten minutes early and waited. The structure before us was a dilapidated house north of Medicine Hat. The surrounding landscape was indistinguishable from our previous stops, offering nothing but the flat, endless prairie stretching toward all horizons. An old sense of dread resurfaced—the chilling thought that if we were to die here, our bodies would never be found.

Bauer had instructed us to park and wait, assuring that someone would escort us inside at the appointed time. In the thick silence of our vehicle, tension thrummed through the air. Eventually, as the clock struck three, two figures, a man and a woman, emerged from the house and approached us. They were clad in grey suits, mirrored sunglasses, and had guns holstered at their sides. More security personnel than secret agents, they were probably Bauer’s hired hands. They gestured for us to leave the vehicle in a non-threatening manner and led us into the house.

Inside, the house was spacious yet completely unfurnished, and the construction was incomplete. Exposed rafters served as the ceiling, revealing wooden beams and bare insulation. The plywood flooring was a testament to the place’s rawness, as were the half-finished drywall walls and a thin layer of sawdust that coated nearly everything.

The duo ushered us into the main room where Bauer awaited. The older man sat in a wheelchair, an I.V. stand connected to his right arm, and a mobile oxygen tank at his left. Dressed in a blue woollen sweater, brown trousers, and penny loafers, he sported a thin pair of glasses perched on his nose. His frailty was striking, his skin seemingly on the verge of collapsing inward as his bones turned to dust.

“Mister Gibson, Miss Delgado,” he greeted us. “Thank you for your time.”

The two guards disappeared momentarily, only to return carrying the kind of white plastic fold-up chairs reminiscent of school assemblies. They placed them behind us, gesturing for us to sit. Their gaze constantly swept the room, deliberately avoiding direct eye contact with us before they exited to guard the front door. I had a strong feeling that their paychecks significantly exceeded ours for this venture.

“Nice place you’ve got here,” I chimed. “I like what you’ve done with the, uh, sawdust.”

“Spare me your banter,” Bauer asked sternly. “I imagine you have questions. Now is the time to ask. I will be an open book.”

Miri and I both frowned. This is not what we were expecting.

“How did you know it was us calling?” Miri asked.

“I have eyes on the prison. I watched you enter and leave, and the phone rang not long after. No one calls that number. It was not difficult to put it together,” he explained.

“Why don’t you sound German?” I asked. “I expected an accent.”

“I have been here for nearly seventy years. People did not take kindly to German accents so soon after the war, so I trained it out of me as I learned English,” he said rather impatiently. “Surely, there are more important questions.”

“What is your plan here?” Miri asked.

“I wish to help you,” he stated. “Your success is more beneficial to my work than your failure.”

“So you’re just going to tell us everything you know? This feels way too convenient not to be a trap,” I observed.

Bauer peered at me over his spectacles in a disappointed grandfather sort of way. “I require Casimir to be dealt with, and you two might be beneficial to that cause. I am an old man—my time is nearly up. I seek to ensure my work is not wasted after I am gone.”

“What is your work?” I asked.

“You already know that. Ask better questions.”

“Why is your work?”

“Lloyd,” Miri scolded, shooting me a sharp glance, before addressing Bauer. “Doctor Bauer, you have us here for a reason, and you clearly want us to know something. How about we stop playing games over which questions are the right questions and tell us what you want us to know.”

Thank you, Mireya. I’m not proud of it, but the moment I could ask any question I wanted, my mind blanked. I can do a lot, say a lot, and talk my way out of most situations, but put me on the spot, and I’m useless.

“Very well. I will start from the beginning,” Bauer agreed.

“How long do we have? Your beginning occurred before Jesus showed up,” I muttered.

Miri smacked my arm and stared daggers through my skull.

“Sorry,” I muttered. Sometimes I couldn’t turn the snark off, especially when nervous.

Bauer eyed me and, with a single shift of his focus, disregarded my entire existence, instead focusing on Miri. Probably the right move—I’m not going to lie. Despite how badly I wanted him to talk, every fibre of my being wanted to antagonize this guy.

“Miss Delgado, what do you see when you look at me?” he asked, causing her eyes to widen.

“I see an old man in a wheelchair,” she responded, her hackles rising.

“That is not what I meant, and you know it.”

“How do you know about me?” she questioned, her voice wavering with a hint of fear.

“Miss Delgado, I’ve known about you since the day you were born,” he informed her. “I have had my eye on your family—and the Gibsons—for decades.”

Now my hackles were up. “Why?”

“I have been watching for something unique to occur, and I believe that has happened,” he stated. “I have not entirely deduced what you both can do, but I have my suspicions. Mister Gibson, your time as a thief was most intriguing, leaving no evidence or trace of a theft every time you completed one. I have been unable to determine how you accomplished these things, but it is clear it was through unnatural means. Miss Delgado, I believe you hold some level of empathic ability. Your school counsellors frequently wrote of your ability to know what they would say or how they would respond to you. It was uncanny, they said, how accurately you read body language and facial expressions. So tell me, what can you see in me?”

He folded his hands in his lap, waiting patiently for her to scan his aura while I gawked at him. How the hell could he know I was a thief? Nothing I did was connected to the Gibson name. Nothing. I wanted to interrogate him over it, but now wasn’t the time. I needed to let her take control here.

“You are scared. Terrified your work will be lost, that if we fail here, your entire life will have amounted to nothing. I see you are genuinely interested in helping us, but not why. You have regrets,” she observed.

“Regrets, yes,” he confirmed, nodding. “I did not agree with the motives of my company.” Bauer reached for the oxygen tank, pulling the mask to his face and taking a long pull.

“How so?”

“It was Casimir. The experiments. They were intriguing, producing many wondrous results. I could spend another lifetime analyzing what we learned from his sweat and blood. However, that is not what should have been done,” he explained. “He should have been groomed as an asset, and instead, we drove him mad.”

“An asset for what?” I piped up. His gaze returned to me, and it made me feel cold.

“That is the question,” Bauer stated. “Something much larger is occurring, and my company is at odds on how to approach it. There is a…power struggle. One born from disagreement.”

“Over what?” Miri pressed.

“Over the two of you. Not specifically, but those like you and Casimir.”

“How many of us are there?”

“You will find out in due time.”

I blinked. “How do you and your company know about us? About people with powers?”

“Boy, we created you.”

Words could not describe the powerful chill that passed through me. Every hair on my body stood on end, my chest tightened, and my fingers and toes tingled and went numb. My mouth ran dry, and I wanted to throw up. Miri looked to be in a similar state.

“We found Casimir first, and I believe you know what happened there,” he went on. “It was from that failure that I chose to leave things be. To observe and to watch. Then, when it became clear that the two of you had grown into your destinies, I kept it to myself to see what developed and let it flourish. And flourish, you two have. I am astounded you found each other.”

“You are going to need to explain much more than that,” Miri spoke, barely maintaining her composure.

“Of course. It was back in Poland at the end of the war. I’d been recruited, as they say, by the Nazi Party and sent to work as an assistant in a laboratory.”

“So you are a Nazi,” I accused.

“Pah. Recruited by them, yes. Joined them in their ideology, no. I am Jewish. A fact I most assuredly did not share with them,” he explained. “As I was saying, we did various things of little import, experiments leading nowhere. The Fuhrer was obsessed with the occult, the idea of magic, and they had…found something. I do not know where it came from or its origins, but they had a body, the most curious man I had ever seen. He was in a state of suspended animation, not quite a coma, yet not conscious. To look upon him is to see humanity reflected back, yet, with it, a sense that he is not one of us. I do believe he was not of our world. We called him Subject Zero.”

“Wait,” I interrupted, mouth hanging open. “Aliens? Are we talking about aliens?”

“No. Not in the sense you mean,” Bauer explained. “He had human markers in his DNA, though this was determined much later, with the discovery of the double helix doing wonders for our research. He was of this world, and he was not. From somewhere connected, but not theoretically, here.”

“You mean an alternate dimension?” I asked skeptically. “Are we talking Mirror World or Hell? Or is this a Multiverse of Madness situation?”

He ignored me, returning his attention to Miri. “I was not privy to the exact nature of what they were doing, as I was barely a man. My job was to run errands, complete various mundane tasks, and take samples from this mystery. The brief things I saw at the time were unexplainable.” He paused, his eyes looking reflective as he recounted his youth, and took a long pull from his oxygen tank. “But the war ended. The British stormed our laboratory, and this mysterious entity fell into the hands of the Allied powers. I fled with my mentor. We managed to secure a few blood samples, and we fled to New York City, where we found local benefactors and created a new lab in Montana, then one here, in Alberta. I took over the project when my mentor passed, and eventually, a seat at the head table.”

Bauer paused, tilting his head. There was a transmitter in his left ear, which he was listening to. He said something in German, too quiet to hear even if I could understand it. The male bodyguard came into the room, glanced at Bauer, who nodded in approval and handed a piece of paper to Miri.

She frowned as she looked it over, her eyes wide. “Is this—?”

“Yes,” Bauer confirmed. “It is the coordinates to my lab and the code to enter.”

Holy shit. I was not expecting that.

“I am an old man, and this conversation is exhausting.” He took another deep breath of oxygen. “There is much more for you to know, but it would appear our time is up. Know that this blood, these samples taken in Poland, were used. It is from this blood you were made,” he said, his words growing faster, more urgent. Something was happening.

I could hear the sound of a car rapidly approaching our location. Someone was coming.

“I am old and dying. What happens here is irrelevant.”

A car screeched to a halt, tires skidding in the dirt, echoing throughout the area. Then there was gunfire. First, in short, singular bursts from handguns, followed by what sounded like a spray of automatic fire. Whoever arrived was packing significant heat.

A mournful look crossed Bauer’s face as he gazed at the window. “Their families will be compensated.”

“What’s going on?” Miri asked, panicked. “Who’s firing?”

“Get to my laboratory, and you will find answers,” Bauer said, insistent. “Not all, but with luck, enough. Learn what you can, and do not let them get Casimir. If you cannot convince him to stop, you must kill him. You must find the others before anyone else.”

“Who do you work for?” I asked, knowing we needed to flee but desperate for information. Gunfire continued, the noise seemingly coming from every direction.

Bauer remained calm, accepting of the circumstances, and said, “We are called the Council, or we used to be. We are divided. One half, of which I am one, understands we need you. The other side wants you contained, strapped to a table, and eventually dissected. They are the ones you’ve been hiding from, Mister Gibson, the ones you stole from.”

“They’re the ones that destroyed my stuff?” I asked, eyes wide. The Council. The name meant nothing to me, but it was a name. “What about Vardot Industries? We were told they owned the prison that housed Casimir.”

Bauer scoffed. “Is that what Fowler told you? He is a traitor and works for my enemies. We own the prison, and he infiltrated it and released Casimir. Everything he has done is to draw me out, locate my lab, and find the others. As I said, divided.”

“Why do they want us?” Miri asked as she tried to see out the windows. Another car screeched onto the scene, followed by more gunfire and incoherent shouting.

“There is no time for that. Watch for Vardot, however. They are also involved in this, though I know not how or why. Get to my lab. There is a war com—”

He never finished the sentence.

Bauer’s head exploded as a spray of bullets flew into the room, tearing through his skull like a watermelon. Miri screamed, and we ducked for cover, little as there was, crawling into another room and hiding behind a half-constructed wall. The sounds of gunfire were deafening but over as fast as they began. I peeked around the corner and saw the female bodyguard. Her body was slumped over in a pool of blood, dead. She had followed whoever had shot Bauer inside and paid for it with her life.

Miri was frozen in place, a death grip locked on my arm, face a picture of horror. Footsteps echoed into the room, creaking on the plywood floor, growing closer to us. It was too bright for an easy escape, meaning we would have to find another way out. I gestured towards a back door, barely in view, her eyes darting between the exit and our location, calculating the distance.

“I can’t,” she whispered.

“If we stay here, we die,” I said. Tears of understanding welled in her eyes. “Stay low and run as fast as you can.”

We lifted ourselves off the ground, staying crouched, and ran. Gunfire rang out all around us, bullets whizzing past our ears, but we were moving targets, and the shooter was an amateur. We dived out the door, sprang back to our feet, and ran behind a nearby car for cover. It was a Honda Civic.

“Fowler, that motherfucker,” I growled.

I reached behind Miri’s back and found her pocket pistol, pulling it free. She slumped to the ground, leaning against the front passenger side, shielding her head in her arms as bullets slammed into the other side of the vehicle. As Fowler slowly approached, I bent down and looked under the car, finding his feet in view. I gripped the pistol, finger ready on the trigger, and prepared to stand and fire. I had no idea what I was doing, but we were cornered with few options available. I’d either get lucky and hit him, or Miri and I would die right there. Somehow, I didn’t think Fowler was in the mood to chat.

Gripping it tightly, holding my breath, I sprung upwards and screamed as I started shooting. 

No one was there. 

Confused, I lowered the gun and scanned the area. The AR-15 was on the ground, discarded. Another vehicle, out of view behind the house, screeched onto the scene, followed by secondary gunshots. Yelling and cursing filled the area, and a car engine roared to life. More gunshots echoed, and Mireya’s Ford Focus sped away with Fowler behind the wheel, racing down the road as Bradley Mason ran after, shooting wildly. As the car disappeared into the horizon, he spun around and walked purposely towards us, gun still drawn.

“Come out NOW!” he yelled, causing Miri to jump out of her skin. “Put the gun down!”

I tossed the pocket pistol like a hot potato, certain it was out of bullets anyways, and put my hands up as it fell uselessly in the dirt. Miri grabbed it out of view and pocketed it before slowly rising, arms in the air as she stood. Bradley stopped, looking at us, as a tiny black-haired girl in a catsuit materialized from around the house. She held a long rifle up and at the ready and walked up next to him.

“Hi, guys!” Mary-Sue greeted happily, a big smile on her face. Then she pointed the rifle at us and shot twice in rapid succession.

Something hard and sharp slammed into my neck. As dread washed over me, I looked at Miri and the small dart protruding from her shoulder. It was a tranquillizer.

Well, at least they didn’t kill us, I thought as we both fell to the ground, the world spinning and turning upside down, and then there was only darkness.








  
  
  CHAPTER 24

  
  




I awoke with a sore neck, burning arms, and a sharp, painful light shining against my closed eyes. As I slowly opened them, squinting at the glare, I found myself tied to a chair. Miri was in the same predicament next to me, eyes closed. Blessedly, I still had my cap and sunglasses on. Four floodlights blazed brightly, all pointed in our direction, lighting the area up like a football stadium. It was a large, spacious complex, appearing to be an old aircraft hangar designed for small planes, empty except for us and the lights. It reminded me of my own warehouse, only four times larger and somehow lonelier. The massive bay doors were shut, and we were alone.

“Miri!” I urged, trying to speak loud enough to stir her but quiet enough to avoid alerting our captures. My words echoed through the room, anyhow. “Wake up, Miri!”

She groaned, rolling her head around before opening her eyes. Devoid of sunglasses, she immediately flinched from the light and slammed them shut. Then, after a moment, she slowly let them open again. Once her vision adjusted, she’d be better off than I was, as, despite my shades, this was brutal and would likely give me a horrible migraine.

“Where are we?” she mumbled, still feeling the tranquillizer’s effects.

“I don’t know, but we’re tied up.”

She examined her arms, bound to the chair. “This is not good. What happened?”

“Fowler tried to kill us. Bradley and Mary-Sue showed up, scared him off, and shot us with a friggin’ tranq gun,” I recapped.

“Ah. I remember now.” She rolled her neck again. “Packed a punch.”

“How ya holding up?”

“How do you think? We just saw a man’s head explode.”

“Yeah, that was gross.”

“Not the word I was going to use,” she grumbled. “That will be burned into my brain for the rest of my life.”

“I’m sorry,” I said quietly. “I never should have let you come with me.”

“Oh, shut it, Lloyd. If I did not want to be here, I would not be here,” she scolded. “Well, not here specifically. I would much rather be somewhere else right now.”

A loud creak reverberated through the hangar, and we turned our heads toward the large bay doors. A smaller, human-sized door swung open, its hinges rusted, and a person of short stature came through, whose identity was temporarily masked by the glare.

“Oh my God, you’re finally awake!” announced the most gratingly cheerful voice I’ve ever heard, which echoed throughout the room. “That’s so good!”

Mary-Sue skipped over to us, two jet-black pigtails bouncing on her head, with an enormous grin on her face. She had exchanged her catsuit for a white, short-sleeved button-up, barely fastened, with a sizeable amount of her black, lacy bra on display. She wore a plaid skirt, knee-high white socks, and black army boots. The ring piercings on her lips, nose, and eyebrows glistened in the floodlights, with her sharp, emerald eyes adding to her strange energy. She stepped up in front of us, clasped her hands together, and squealed in delight.

“You guys must be exhausted!” exclaimed the crazy valley-goth.

Mary-Sue reached out with a finger and placed it on Miri’s neck, where the dart had struck, and a brief flash of light shot from the tip and into Miri’s skin, glowing for a split second before fading. Next, stepping over to me, she gave me the same treatment. A sensation tingled through my body akin to being headbutted by the world’s softest kitten. Suddenly, I was wide awake and feeling great. Any exhaustion on Miri’s face dissipated, now wide-eyed and alert.

“Why are we tied up?” I questioned, and Mary-Sue frowned. At least, I thought it was a frown. Even without smiling, she looked ridiculously cheerful.

“Because you guys have been some big old silly billies!” she pronounced with a giggle.

“Are…are you an actual person?” I questioned in amazement.

“Of course I am!” She giggled some more, but something in her demeanour shifted. She leaned in close and whispered, “He’ll be in soon. Please don’t make him mad. He’s had a rough week.”

“He had a rough week? What about us?” I asked, outraged. “We’ve been shot at, Miri was fired, I was set on fire, and two or three separate groups have chased us around for what appears to be two or three separate conspiracies! What’s Bradley done? Fail at his one job and sulk about it?”

“That’s Agent Bradstone to you, Mister Gibson,” a familiar voice said. The man himself had walked through the door and approached us, still wearing the same black suit.

“Didn’t we already establish that name is fake?” I asked, looking to Miri for confirmation. She shrugged.

“No, Bradley Mason was a fake name,” he explained. “Intimidation wasn’t working, so I tried another tactic.”

“Told you,” Miri muttered to me.

I stared at him momentarily and burst out laughing—hard enough to nearly knock my chair over. He stared at me coldly, and Mary-Sue was utterly scandalized.

“So this whole Agent Smith thing is real?” I asked, looking at Mary-Sue. “Does he talk like that all the time?”

She was suddenly a deer caught in the headlights. She clearly wanted to respond, but a look from Bradstone kept her silent. Miri glanced between the two, getting a read on whatever the hell was going on between them. Unfortunately, she wasn’t going to share it with the class anytime soon, but whatever she saw made her frown.

“You’ve put us in the dark here, Lloyd,” Bradstone said, moving on. “I can appreciate you finding all my bugs—I honestly didn’t think you’d catch them all. It was, however, incredibly inconvenient.”

“Yet you still found us,” Miri pointed out.

“No, we found Brian Fowler,” he stated. “We figured out his role in this and placed a bug in his rental. An act, I believe, that led to us saving your lives.”

“What, do you want a thank you?” I asked, eyeing him. “Thank you, O Prescient One, The Brad of Stone, Agent of Dumb-Fuckery, for partaking in shady and questionable acts that inadvertently led to our safe passage into bondage and a blindingly bright room.”

He smirked, but the amusement never touched his eyes. “These floodlights are hooked up to generators as a precaution. Even a blackout isn’t going to help you get out of here, shadow walker.”

I sneered at him.

“What do you want from us?” Miri demanded.

“Nothing.”

“Bullshit,” I called him out. “You could have killed and dumped us in the middle of nowhere, leaving us to rot. Instead, you’ve gone through the effort of bringing us here, tying us down, and setting up those lights. I’m sick of your games, Agent Who-Ever-The-Fuck. What do you want?”

He glanced at Mary-Sue.

“Tell them, Eric,” she suggested.

“Yes, Eric. Do share.”

He sighed. “As I said, you’ve had us in the dark. I knew damn well you wouldn’t sit it out, despite my repeated warnings, but by now, you must have some idea of the magnitude of the situation.”

“Yeah. Crazy people made other crazy people, and now crazy people are sending crazy people to kill crazy people,” I ranted. “And now two crazy people have abducted and tied up two other crazy people who didn’t realize they were crazy until just this second because you’d have to be fucking crazy to get involved in this crazy fucking bullshit.”

I was slightly mad. Just a little bit. A small amount. A smidgen, if you will.

“I don’t like the word crazy,” Mary-Sue said softly, looking down at her hands. 

For the first time, I noticed her eyes. Despite her cheerful demeanour, they were giving her true self away. They hid a torment behind them, unspoken and ignored, yet ever-present. Miri hinted at it before, but I hadn’t considered it until now.

I blinked rapidly, some of my anger evaporating. My eyes shot from Mary-Sue, who looked sad, to Miri, who looked irritated, and I blinked again.

“Okay, now I feel like an asshole,” I muttered.

“Because you are an asshole,” Bradstone confirmed. “I found Miss Hawkins in an institution last year.”

“Oh.”

“It’s okay,” she said, attempting a return to chipperness but not quite succeeding. “You couldn’t have known!”

“Can we move this along, please? My arms hurt,” said Miri, speaking up.

“We need to know what you’ve learned,” he said.

“You need to suck my balls,” I told him pointedly.

Mary-Sue gasped. Miri rolled her eyes.

Bradstone remained neutral. “Mister Gibson—”

“No.” I stared him down. “Get fucked.”

“Pardon me?”

“You heard me. You’re complaining I put you in the dark? You bugged us. We’re the ones in the goddamn dark here, and if you want to know what we know, you’d better start telling me who the fuck you are!” I yelled, spitting venomously.

“I’m not going to give you a choice,” he threatened.

“Yeah? What are you going to do? Torture us? Go for it. I’m sick of talking to you, anyways. Let’s do something different for a change.”

“Lloyd!” Miri shouted. “I would rather not be tortured. Can you just torture him?”

“What? Miri!”

“Just lightly, nothing major?”

“Are you serious right now?” I asked, looking at her with disbelief.

“Better than listening to you run your mouth further,” she argued. “I swear you are trying to get us killed. Your behaviour with Bauer? That old bastard was ready to spill everything, and you kept antagonizing him. What is the matter with you?”

“Do we have to do this right now?” I asked.

“SHUT UP!” Bradstone yelled. Mary-Sue jumped slightly. Miri and I closed our mouths. “That’s it. I’m fucking done with this. You can stay here and rot,” he said, turning to leave.

“Eric, no!” Mary-Sue urged. “We have to find Casimir!”

“Fuck Casimir. I’m over all of this.”

“Eric, we have to! If we don’t give Vard—” she trailed off, and my mouth dropped.

“Vardot?” I exclaimed, my eyes widening. “You work for Vardot?”

He stopped in his tracks and turned around slowly. Mary-Sue held her hands to her mouth, eyes wide.

“That is incredibly hazardous information for you to know,” he warned.

“Well, too fucking late now, isn’t it? Can you believe this shit, Miri?” I asked, glancing over. She said nothing but was staring at him with a fury that I was happy not to have directed my way. “How is Vardot Industries involved in all this?”

“You don’t need to know that,” he said quietly, his hands shaking. Whether in frustration or anger, I wasn’t sure.

“The hell we don’t. If you want me to talk, you need to do some of it yourself because I’m sick of not knowing what the hell is going on,” I said, trying to calm my voice down.

He stared at us for a moment, his eyes flicking between us. Then, finally, he sighed, looking back at Mary-Sue. “Tell them what they need to know. I’m leaving this room before I put a bullet through his smart-ass mouth.”

With that, Bradstone walked out. The three of us stared after him, Mary-Sue looking stunned.

“So,” I said, trying to get her attention. “Did those piercings hurt?”

She spun around on me, no longer looking like her cheerful self. I pissed her off. “You idiot,” she hissed through a clenched jaw.

“Mary-Sue,” Miri started, keeping her tone calm and level. “Lloyd is…well, he is Lloyd. Can we take him out of this? Can you talk to me?”

She glanced between us, glaring spitefully at me. Then, suddenly, her glare disappeared in the blink of an eye, and her usual cheery smile returned as she focused on Miri. “Of course! What do you want to know, hun?” she asked.

“Do you work for Vardot Industries?”

“Nope. Eric does.”

“Don’t you two work together?” I asked, and Miri shot a look my way.

“Quiet Lloyd,” she cautioned. “The adults are speaking.”

That was a sucker punch directly to my ego. I probably deserved it, but…damn.

“What do you mean Eric does?” she continued. “How do you fit into this?”

“Ummm. He was sent to investigate strange tales of miracles from a Psychiatric Institute in Calgary, up near Royal Vista. He came in, posing as a psychologist, and took over my sessions,” she explained. “Long story short, I think he developed feelings for me.”

“How do you feel about him?”

She shrugged. “Ummm. He’s okay.”

“What happened from there?”

“He decided against telling the Industry what he’d found. Instead, he helped me get released and signed me on as a local consultant. They know of me but not what I can do. They can’t know what I do.”

“What would happen if they found out?” Miri asked cautiously. I was sure we already knew, and the look Mary-Sue gave her was all the answer we needed. “Is that why he hasn’t told them about Lloyd and me? Was that you?”

She nodded. “I made him promise not to, but I don’t think he would have anyways. He, ummm…saw some things down in Mexico. Bad things. He was going to leave the Industry and help me disappear. But then Casimir showed up, and they stationed him in Calgary permanently. Sent his mom on a long cruise. He has until she returns to get his own place, which hasn’t been easy because they don’t pay him much.”

“Is he really supposed to be a desk jockey?”

“Oh, no. That was made up! He’s always been the undercover type,” she revealed. “Though he really blew this one, a bad job all around—Oh my God—please don’t tell him I said that!”

“I promise not to, Mary-Sue. Can I call you Mary?”

“Nope, it’s Mary-Sue.”

“My apologies. Have you two found others like us?”

“No, but we assume there are more. It can’t be a coincidence that four of us have shown up in the same city.”

“Agreed. Why is Vardot Industries so interested in Casimir? And other people with powers?”

“I don’t know for sure, but they’re a private security firm. Actually, it’s more accurate to call them a militia. It’s not hard to figure out what they’d want from us.” She dropped her eyes to her feet, anxious.

“Why was Eric so intent on keeping us from investigating?” Miri continued. “Why did he have me fired?”

I was surprised at how mildly she asked that question or how calmly any of this was happening. Miri had Mary-Sue at complete ease, and she did it effortlessly. I wasn’t picking up on any specific verbal tricks, just the tone of her voice keeping everyone relaxed. It really was a good idea for me to shut the hell up.

“Oh! Oh my God, I am so, so sorry!” she cried. “I didn’t know he would do that! He was trying to protect you guys! The more involved you were, the more likely the Industry would learn about you, and we couldn’t let that happen. It’s not your fault you were born this way.”

“Do you know what we are?”

“Nope! Not a clue. Just special, is all!” she smiled brightly and turned her attention back to me. Her lip twitched, but the smile held in place. “Okay, your turn!”

I stared at her silently, confused by the sudden attention.

“You can talk now,” said Miri. “We made a deal with them.”

“Fine,” I sighed. “It would be easier if Eric returned, so I don’t have to repeat anything.”

“I never left,” Bradstone’s voice echoed, stepping out from behind some kind of white veil, hidden from sight by the glaring light. Mary-Sue tensed slightly.

“Okay, I should be mad, but that reveal was pretty cool,” I admitted.

I told them everything we knew but kept the reveal of Subject Zero to myself.

Bradstone studied the new coordinates leading to Bauer’s lab, thinking over everything. “And Fowler overheard all of this?”

“Some of it, by the end, but he couldn’t have seen what was written down,” I said.

“No, but we found a charging cable in the place, with no laptop,” he told us. “I’m concerned Fowler took something, and if he has Bauer’s computer, then he may already be at the lab.”

“Yeah, that’s a problem,” I admitted. “We will have to keep an eye out when we get there.”

“We?”

“Yes, of course. You’re taking me with you,” I informed him. “We work together now—didn’t you get the memo?”

“I don’t think so.”

“You know what I can do, Bradley. Tell me my abilities wouldn’t be a massive asset to you there.”

“Ummm, he has a point, Eric,” Mary-Sue piped up.

“Oh, for the love of…” He pinched the bridge of his nose. “Fine, but I’m in charge. You do what I tell you to do, or I shoot you. Understood?”

“Perfectly.”

“So when do we leave?” asked Miri, and we all turned to her. “I am going too.”

“Miri—” I gave her a look, and she gave me a worse one back.

“That might not be a good idea,” said Mary-Sue, but Bradstone raised his hand and silenced her.

“I’m not arguing over this. If she wants to come, she can come,” he announced, looking at Miri. “Try not to die.”

She gulped but nodded.

“The coordinates lead to a place south of Drumheller. It’ll take us two and a half hours to get there from here,” he explained. “If we leave now, we can arrive by oh-one-hundred hours.”

“Ooh, military time,” I cooed. “Sexy.”

The irritation and utter contempt on his face made me smile brightly. We might be working together now, but that doesn’t mean I would make it easy for him. I gave him an exaggerated wink, making sure he could see through my sunglasses, and I’m pretty sure he considered shooting me right then and there.

“Time for a road trip. Best use the toilet before we go, kids!” I cheered.








  
  
  CHAPTER 25

  
  




Bradstone vanished into the harsh floodlight glow as Mary-Sue set to work untying our bonds. She hummed along to Grace Kelly, her movements matching the rhythm, executing every knot removal in sync with the song’s crescendos. Once liberated, we stretched our weary muscles, massaging our chafed wrists while Miri gave Mary-Sue a thorough once-over, scrutinizing her aura.

“Did you know Eric was there the entire time?” Miri asked.

Her humming fell flat. “Of course, silly! I mean, no, but it makes sense he would be,” she admitted. “He’ll…ummm. He didn’t hear anything he didn’t already know.”

Deciding not to pursue the subject, Miri let it go just as the floodlights clicked off. I sighed deeply in relief, gently closing my eyes and rubbing my temples. The absence of a throbbing headache felt miraculous, likely due to the brief healing session Mary-Sue had performed. She guided us outdoors into the softer radiance of another floodlight. Night had fallen, the fading sunset still painting the horizon—a view visible solely to me.

Bradstone was waiting, his posture an attempt at imposing toughness. His act at the hospital as Bradley Mason might have been a charade, but his agent persona was equally counterfeit. He straddled the line between these two characters, and I was convinced he was as out of his depth as we were. He was leaning against a black limousine, the same vehicle where Mary-Sue had healed my burns, with no other cars in sight.

I approached him, scanning the area, the limousine, and the sky above before swinging my arm faster than he could react, landing a punch on his mouth.

Mary-Sue screamed and rushed to his side, helping him maintain his balance as he recoiled. He straightened up, shooting me a venomous glare, blood trickling from his mouth.

“Lloyd, what the hell?” Miri exclaimed.

“That was for getting Miri fired,” I said firmly.

He took a deep breath, calming himself. His fists clenched and unclenched but visibly relaxed.

“I’ll give you that one,” he said quietly. “But try it again, and I’ll put you down.”

“Understood!” I chirped. I was in a much better mood now; punching him felt great. My hand hurt, though. Jawbones are solid, let me tell you.

“Lloyd, that was not necessary!” Miri scolded.

“I told you I was going to do it,” I reminded her.

“That is not the point.”

“It’s fine, Miri,” said Bradstone.

She spun towards him instantly with a deadly look in her eye. “My name is Miss Delgado,” she firmly reminded him.

His eyes went wide, and he raised his hands in apology.

Deciding to move on, I looked at the limousine. “We’re going in that?”

“Not exactly inconspicuous,” observed Miri. “If Fowler’s already there, he will see us coming a mile away.”

“The lab is in the middle of nowhere,” Bradstone pointed out as he retrieved a handkerchief from his pocket and dabbed his lip. “He’ll see us coming, regardless.”

“Point to Agent Smith,” I announced. “At least we get to travel in style!”

Mary-Sue giggled, pushing a few strands of hair behind her ear as she looked at me. “You’re so funny!” she exclaimed with the biggest smile yet, seeming to have already forgotten I punched her friend. Miri frowned worriedly at her. 

Bradstone shot a look between her and me but kept his face neutral as he pointed to the back door. “Get in.”

“Ladies first,” I announced, gesturing to the limo, making a gentlemanly sweep with my hands in their direction. Miri quickly climbed in, but Mary-Sue stayed where she was, looking almost disappointed.

“We’ll be in the front,” Bradstone said. “I’m driving.”

“What, no quality time to get to know each other?” I asked, offended. “It’s such a long trip. I looked forward to the opportunity.”

“Get in,” he repeated, ignoring me.

“Don’t have to ask me thrice. See you in a few hours!” I waved at Mary-Sue, who grinned in amusement as the door slammed shut behind me. Hard.

Miri gave me an irritated look.

“What?”

“Stop messing with that girl,” she scolded. “She is not…sound.”

“Now that’s being judgemental. Just because she has piercings and is a little different—”

“Lloyd, I can see a hell of a lot more than you can on these matters. Do not mess with her. She does not understand.”

I wasn’t entirely sure what she was talking about, but I shrugged and dropped it. The car suddenly jerked forward, the tires screeching and kicking up gravel as Bradstone shot into drive. He tore down the road like an action star, rushing to save a love interest he had only met an hour ago, yet formed such a strong bond that he’ll throw every rule out the window and risk it all. We had to grab the door handles to keep from toppling over and quickly found our seat belts. I sat across from Miri, and she was pointedly not looking at me.

“Are you okay?” I asked cautiously. Reading the room wasn’t exactly my strong suit. Still, I was capable of it now and then, especially when it was this obvious. She was pissed.

Her eyes shot to mine, the intensity palpable. “What do you think?”

“Yeah. I didn’t like being tied up either.”

“Dios mio!” she exclaimed, throwing her arms up in exasperation. “You have no fucking awareness at all, do you?”

“Uh. Sorry?” That was literally the second time I’d ever heard her swear.

“After everything that has happened? Putting aside our kidnapping and watching a man’s head explode, what upsets me the most is you,” she stated, the final emphasis feeling like a knife to my gut.

“I don’t understand,” I said, furrowing my eyebrows.

“Bauer was happy to tell us everything, and you antagonized him. Bradstone could have killed us right then and there, and you still antagonized him. Then, when you convinced him to bring us in, you continued to harass him and then assaulted him. Your behaviour has jeopardized everything we are trying to accomplish here.” She took a deep breath, trying to gather herself. “What is wrong with you?”

“I…”

“Yeah, take your time. We will be here for a while,” she muttered. “Spend the time thinking, actually using that damn brain of yours. You are not an idiot despite your attempts to make everyone think you are.”

I didn’t know how to respond. I wasn’t expecting to be called out like that, but I couldn’t entirely say I was surprised or blamed her for it. I knew I was being belligerent, knowing I should shut the hell up and that I might cost us learning the information we needed. Yet, I didn’t stop. I needed to think, to clear my head. Realizations were unravelling in my mind, and admissions were being made to myself. So it was a long moment before I said anything.

“Miri, I’m scared.”

“So am I, yet I’m not running my mouth.”

“No, I mean…not just now, with all of this. I’ve been scared for a while.”

She began to say something, but I gestured for her not to with a hand.

“I’ve been terrified since I was a teenager. Getting shut down by what I’ve only learned is something called the Council, which is an idiotic name…Look, ever since I found my power, I’ve never known what it was. I’m sure you can relate. I suddenly have this unexplained, insane ability and no idea how or why. Until recently, I’d never found any evidence of others like me. The big questions have always been the most basic, fundamental ones anyone should have when approaching any situation.” I stopped, trying to formulate my thoughts. I wasn’t sure I was explaining this right.

“Continue,” she urged. Some irritation had faded, but we were still far from okay. Realizing I’d upset her this much was a torment.

“The big six questions they teach you to ask in school: Who, what, where, why and when, and sometimes how. Who else has powers? What are they, and what do they mean? Where did they come from? Why did I get them? When will everything come to a head and explode in my face? How is any of this possible? These things run through my mind constantly, and I ignore them, Miri. I ignore the absolute hell out of them.”

“These are not things you can ignore, Lloyd,” she stated. “They are important questions, even if you have no answers. So it is more than understandable to think about it, to worry about it.”

“Yeah, but I didn’t. The moment I got these powers, I realized I could do damn near anything, choose to do what I wanted. Miri, I had control. It gave me freedom. Freedom to do whatever I wanted—to not let anyone else control me. Not my mom, not her boyfriends, not my school, and not any government on Earth. I could act with impunity. The idea took a shape of its own—not control of others, but of my own life. I controlled how and when I used my power. Who I stole from. Which jobs I accepted. Where I went in the world. Who I chose to spend time with and surround myself with. Except, I can’t control other people. I don’t want to, never did, but if I can’t control them, I can’t have them in my life. No one giving ultimatums, no one to argue with, or telling me what I should or shouldn’t do. I let someone in—once—and it was a nightmare.”

“That does not sound free,” she observed. “You put yourself in a prison of your own making.”

“That’s exactly what I did,” I admitted. “Only, I didn’t realize it until recently. Until you showed up.”

She sighed, giving a pitying look. “Lloyd—”

“Just wait a sec—please let me finish.” I paused, collecting my thoughts. “When the shit hit the fan after my last job, I had no idea what to do. Suddenly, I had almost nothing and lost control of everything. I was forced back to Calgary. I was forced to move into that small warehouse. I was so afraid of them finding me that I sent myself into even further seclusion. I only started doing the private investigator thing because I needed to do something and needed some sort of cash flow. But, even then, I still refused to put myself out there, limited to a phone number and keeping a small clientele of nut-jobs. Wealthy nut-jobs, yes, but…the people I’ve been dealing with, the amount of—”

“You are falling off track.”

“Right. I was backed into a corner, against my control. That terrified me the most. It wasn’t the…this Council, whatever it is, that truly scared me. It wasn’t losing all my money and assets. It was the loss of control, and that was terrifying. Then you came along, and—”

I stopped, not sure how to continue. I studied Miri for a long moment, her eyes now devoid of irritation and full of curiosity, darting around my aura, taking in everything I said. She was genuinely listening to me, which helped me formulate my words.

“You showed me what it was like to have a friend. A real friend without ulterior motives. What it’s like to have someone who cares about me and will help me when I need it. Someone I’d be willing to do anything for in return.” I sniffed, forcing myself not to get too emotional. “Then, now…with Bauer, Bradstone, and everything. They know about me. They know damn near everything, and that terrifies me. You came and pulled me out of the corner, and they were pushing me back in. I feel trapped between a cliff of unknowing and a sea of terror from being known. So I lashed out. I couldn’t stop myself, and I could have gotten us killed.”

The full realization of what I’d been doing hit me. It was one thing to admit it to Miri, but the admission finally made its way into my mind, and a sudden wave of shame washed over me.

“I don’t have a death wish,” I continued, my voice wavering, “but I’m not afraid of the concept. The end of all struggles, the peace of nothingness…it has its appeal. I’m not hoping for it any time soon, but I understand it, and—oh God.” My eyes welled up fiercely, and I buried my face in my hands. “I could have gotten you killed.”

Right then and there, my entire life was laid out before and behind me. A life wasted in solitude and selfishness, always standing at the edge but never stepping in. The metaphysical and existential horror of a lifetime of bad decisions stared at me accusingly, showing me everything I chose to ignore. A life of constant anxiety and depression I convinced myself didn’t exist. I didn’t need help—the world was wrong. I was perfectly fine. That was the biggest lie I had ever told myself. All my actions and reactions, everything I’ve done, played out behind my eyes, projecting through a limpid backdrop of flies and maggots, feasting on the scraps of society, avoiding the light. I was disgusting. Pathetic. I deserved nothing.

“I’m a worm,” I whispered hoarsely.

Her arms slid around me and squeezed, a hand slipping behind my head, cradling it against her shoulder. The imagery fled my mind, and the warmth of her skin and breath, the aroma of shea butter and cocoa, filled me with something I’m not sure I had ever felt before.

Hope.

For only the second time in my adult life, I cried. I sobbed uncontrollably, unabashedly, and without shame. I channelled everything into it. All my anxiety, my fears, my depression. I let it pour out. It was still there—it would always be there—but now, different. No longer bound to an enclosed space, unable to escape the rising pressure, it found a vent. Multiple vents, exploding outward in a rush of steam and smoke. My mental state grew lighter, my shoulders and neck relaxing, tension flooding from my pores.

“You are not a worm,” she assured me as my tears finally stopped. “You are a caterpillar, and it’s time to come out of your cocoon.”

I pulled back, blinking. Her words pulled me out of my misery completely. I burst out laughing, to her utter confusion.

“That,” I said, looking directly into her eyes, “was the cheesiest thing I’ve ever heard.”

“I thought it was deep,” she muttered, laughing with me.
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“I am scared too, Lloyd,” Miri said quietly after a long moment of reflection, staring out the window at the passing prairies.

“It’s a lot to handle,” I replied.

“Yes, but not just that. You and I are the same, in a way. I need control in my life, constantly, and until now, I have never known what it was like to lose it. I am always focused on maintaining it— how I do my job, interact with my peers, and even talk. Every word that comes out of my mouth is calculated and thought out. Everything I do has been planned five steps in advance, sometimes more. When I wake up in the morning, I already know every single thing I will do that day. What I will focus on at work, what I will have for dinner, whether or not I will have a glass of wine before bed—everything.”

“That…That is actually impressive, to be honest,” I admitted. “Most days, I can’t even decide what to eat for breakfast.”

“Which I find astounding. The way you live your life. You lack structure and discipline and exist in a constant state of chaos. I think I envy that.”

I arched an eyebrow. “Really? I find it incredibly bothersome.”

Miri tapped a finger against her knee, formulating her thoughts. “You are utterly infuriating and cannot keep your mouth shut, but to not know where you are going? To just step out and see where the world takes you? How do you do that?”

I shrugged. “I don’t know. It just happens.”

She sighed and looked down at her hands, examining them. “I lost control. I have never lost it before in anything. I have faced down arsonists, misogynists, racists, and harassment from men at the gym and the station. Yet, never once did I lose control of myself, handling every situation with as much grace and poise as I could, and moved on, knowing I was a better person for it.”

“Because you are the better person, Miri. You’re amazing, and I’ve been in awe of you since the moment we met.”

“You cannot understand, Lloyd. You crave control over your own life but limit it only to your own. Your inability to control others has never bothered you—they will either do what you want or they will not, and you move on. I struggle with this constantly. I will nettle and annoy anyone who veers from the path I determined to be the best, always to my own detriment. I see that now. My social circle currently involves myself, you, my parents, and the guy at the DMV who refuses to stop texting me.”

“Sounds peaceful, if I’m being honest,” I said. “Except for the ‘me’ part. If I had to put up with me, I’d probably pull my hair out.”

Miri smirked, but it lasted only a moment as her eyes returned to quiet reflection. “I was so certain of my control and ability to handle anything thrown at me that I chased a fire-flinging madman through the streets and nearly killed myself.”

“I don’t think that was hubris, Miri. He’s a bad guy, doing terrible things, and someone had to go after him. You didn’t see any other options, and you acted accordingly. I would have done the same.”

“Were there no options? What did I think I was going to achieve? I am not a police officer, so apprehending him was impossible, and it was only a matter of time before he noticed me following, which he did almost immediately. I just assumed I knew how to tail someone, and I failed miserably at it, and my actions led to the destruction of a train station. It was a miracle that no one was injured or died.”

I breathed through my nose, formulating my thoughts. “You can’t put that on yourself. You did what you thought was right at the time. You didn’t light the match that burned down the station—Casimir did. If anything, I’m more at blame because I didn’t tell you what I could do. You had no idea I could be there, all the way from Brooks, within minutes. If you had, you likely would’ve waited for me.”

Miri glanced up and squinted lightly. “You cannot put that on yourself, either.”

I smiled gently and nodded in agreement. “The blame game helps no one.”

She returned to looking out the window, and it was a long moment before she said anything further. Then, she said quietly, “I pulled a gun on Fowler.”

“He deserved it.”

“That…That was not me. To do something so brass and without thought? My control over my life is gone. I was fired from my job, literally the only thing I am qualified for. I will lose my apartment without cash flow and have nowhere to turn to.” She paused and took a deep breath. “At that moment, I saw in Fowler’s face that, if it were not for him, none of this would be happening. I know, logically, plenty of other variables are at play, but I put it all on him. He was the start of the chain, and….”

“It’s okay, Miri.”

“No, it is not. He…Dios mio.” She raised a shaking hand to her face and wiped away a tear. “I wanted to shoot him, Lloyd. I almost did.”

“And I don’t blame you for it. No one would.”

“I do. I have spent my entire life keeping control of everything, and I never taught myself how to handle the loss of it. As a result, I am spiralling—everything I built for myself is circling the drain. I almost killed him. When I saw the fear in his eyes, it only made me want to kill him more. He deserves a bullet, and I was ready to give it to him.”

“What stopped you?”

“You.” Further tears trickled down her cheeks. “I saw the look on your face and the fear in your aura. I felt you, at that moment, terrified of me.”

I leaned closer to her. “I wasn’t terrified of you. I was—”

“Auras do not lie.”

I took a deep breath. “Okay, maybe a little bit. But I wasn’t afraid of you. I was afraid for you. I genuinely thought you were going to shoot him, and that’s not something you can come back from.”

“I didn’t want to come back,” she whispered, leaning into her door, pressing her hand over her eyes, and wept.

I rose and sat beside her, reaching my arm out when she slapped it away.

“No, not right now.”

“Miri—”

“Lloyd, don’t touch me right now.”

“Okay.” I pulled my arm back, folding my hands in my lap, but stayed next to her. Eventually, her hand lowered and found mine, squeezing it tightly.

“I still have control over one thing,” she said, sniffing while wiping her tears with her free hand. “We are going to see this through. Casimir needs to be stopped, and Fowler needs to be behind bars.”

“We will. I’m fairly certain Bradstone has a black bag with Fowler’s name on it.”

“He deserves worse.”

“Yes, he does.”
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The limousine rolled to a halt, and the hum of the engine ceased. The front doors swung open and shut in succession, followed by gravel crunching underfoot as Bradstone and Mary-Sue strode towards us, opening our doors on either side. Miri and I had managed to compose ourselves during the remaining two hours of the drive after our significant exchange. As we stepped out, my eyes darted around the surroundings, falling on a decrepit shack akin to the one concealing the prison, devoid of any other vehicles. If Fowler had discovered this location, he was yet to arrive.

Bradstone opened the trunk to reveal an AR-15, the same weapon Fowler had discarded, and a box of ammunition. He passed it to Mary-Sue, whose eyes flashed with alarming delight, cradling it expertly in her hands. He then pulled out two handguns, holstering one in his belt and holding the other, ready for action.

The trunk was closed with a sharp bang, and he shuffled over to us, pointedly avoiding eye contact. I raised an eyebrow, my gaze oscillating between the two. Mary-Sue stared at her shoes, risking a quick glance upwards before returning her gaze to the ground. An uncomfortable tension permeated the air.

“Oh, Jesus Christ,” I blurted out, “you overheard us?”

Bradstone awkwardly cleared his throat while Mary-Sue’s eyes brimmed with unshed tears.

“I’m so sorry!” Mary-Sue said. “We didn’t mean to eavesdrop, but the limo isn’t soundproof. They use it for secret spy stuff and sometimes pick up people, making them think they’re safe to talk and…” Her voice trailed off as she hung her head in embarrassment.

“Can we move on, please?” Bradstone requested, still avoiding our gaze.

“I, uh. Yeah,” I conceded, ready to put it behind us.

Miri took my hand, giving it a reassuring squeeze. Mary-Sue caught sight of our interlocked hands and made brief eye contact with Miri before she nodded towards the shack, indicating our intention to proceed inside.

As we ambled past, Mary-Sue reached out, gently touching Miri’s arm, and leaned in closer. “I understand more than you think,” she whispered, offering a weak smile and a furtive glance in my direction. “Don’t you worry about me.”

“Um, it’s not—” Miri began to respond, but Mary-Sue lightly patted her shoulder, cutting her off.

“It’s okay,” she reassured.

“Can we move, please?” Bradstone called out, having already ventured inside. Startled, Mary-Sue quickly scurried off after him. After exchanging glances, we followed suit.

The interior was eerily reminiscent of the prison. I walked up to the plywood plank and lifted it, revealing a hatch. Bradstone’s brows furrowed, but he refrained from querying. The hatch differed slightly from the prison’s; it had an actual wheel instead of three prongs, with the keypad situated identically, and a physical key was unnecessary. Still highly secure but not as fortified as the prison. Mary-Sue, note from Bauer in hand, leaned over and punched in the provided passcode. The system beeped in affirmation and Bradstone rotated the wheel, lifting the door to reveal a familiar-looking concrete stairwell.

He retrieved a hefty flashlight from his coat pocket, holding it in one hand and the gun in the other, and descended. Mary-Sue activated a flashlight affixed to the AR-15, which I had mistaken for a scope, and followed.

“Here we go again,” Miri murmured.

At the bottom lay another lengthy corridor, this time devoid of guidance. Our mission was to locate the breaker room. We decided to leave the lights off in case a more unorthodox approach was required. However, powering any computers or equipment might be necessary. As we ventured forth, I began whistling ‘Secret Agent Man,’ watching Bradstone advance in readiness. He cast a stern look back, his eyes conveying a potent threat. I winced as Miri nudged me in the ribs and ceased my performance.

The first room we encountered was precisely what we had hoped for. It led to a compact security room, similar to Fowler’s at the prison, with the breaker box affixed to the far wall. With both hands occupied, Bradstone motioned for Miri to inspect the box. When she flicked the master switch, it produced a loud clunk before snapping back to its original position. We tried manipulating every switch within the box, but no combination revived the power. The electricity had either been disconnected or the circuitry had tripped.

“Guess we’re hunting for hard copies,” I deduced.

We reemerged into the corridor and advanced towards its end, arriving at a T-junction. Without consultation, Bradstone veered left. It was another extended hallway, offering only three doors leading to vacant rooms. A circular opening, embedded in the floor with a ladder plunging into the abyss below, marked the end of the path. Bradstone peered downwards, grimacing at his occupied hands that prevented him from maintaining readiness while climbing.

“I’ll go,” I offered. “I can see in the dark and scout the area.”

“No,” he countered firmly. “I’m not letting you out of my sight.”

“Dude, what do you suspect I’ll do? Escape? If you haven’t noticed, this is exactly where I want to be right now,” I pointed out.

He wavered, his face betraying his distrust, but he eventually conceded with a reluctant nod.

“Much appreciated,” I expressed, proceeding to descend.

I reached yet another corridor, stretching in both directions, each end fading into obscurity despite my nocturnal vision. Investigating manually would be highly time-consuming, prompting me to employ the Noctis. With this, the entire sublevel sprawled out before me, a complex labyrinth of passages extending in all directions. In a remote corner, another ladder leading back to the upper level was barely visible. But maneuvering everyone there would be difficult. This floor was a genuine maze. If I were to sketch its floor plan on the back of a cereal box, it wouldn’t look out of place. It was deliberately designed this way, and I was loathe to discover what creatures they had intended to navigate it. I exited the Noctis and climbed back up, sharing my discoveries.

“That makes no sense,” Miri objected. “Why would they construct such a thing?”

“Why place a mouse in a maze? To test if it can escape, observe its cognitive skills,” Bradstone hypothesized.

“What exactly would they be testing?” Mary-Sue pondered aloud, her question more of a musing than a query. The idea made us uncomfortable, and her eyes grew increasingly wide as she contemplated it. “Oh my God, do they have a giant mouse? I want to see it! Can we see the giant mouse, Eric?”

“How do you know it’s a maze?” he questioned, dismissing her outburst. “You were down there for merely two minutes.”

“I stepped into the shadows and looked at it from a different perspective. I got the layout of the entire floor,” I explained.

Bradstone gave me the most irritated look he’s ever had. “You can do that? Why haven’t you done it up here? We could be wandering around here for hours!”

“Oh, shit,” I said, chuckling. “I, uh, completely blanked on that. My bad. Can you turn your flashlights off for a minute?”

The place went dark, the expressions of nervousness and apprehension on everyone’s faces visible only to me. No one liked being stuck in the dark, let alone absolute darkness. This was my territory, and it’s where I thrived.

“Back in a moment,” I announced and flipped through.

The vastness of this facility was astounding, easily ten times the size of the underground labyrinth and extending for miles in every direction. Due to the immense area, I opted to teleport from point to point instead of exploring on foot, inspecting each room and familiarizing myself with the layout while searching for notable features. Initially, I stumbled upon several sleeping quarters for the staff, a handful of small labs containing nothing of particular interest, and three bathrooms equipped with showers. Then, I located a room marked by fire damage, reminiscent of the video footage of a young Casimir igniting. Finally, I discovered the massive primary laboratory.

The only access to this lab was through a compact airtight chamber, likely intended for disinfection. Under normal circumstances, it would have been airtight, but thankfully, the doors were left open. Without power, that could have posed a significant challenge. The adjoining room was stocked with lockers housing hazmat suits, face shields, and other personal protective equipment. Evidently, this lab was a clean room, meticulously maintained to prevent contamination.

In rapid, successive leaps, I returned to my companions, mentally mapping the floor plan to guide us back to the lab in physical form. The pervasive darkness was absolute, devoid of any hint of light, which increased the risk of disorientation. Bradstone should be grateful for my abilities; without us, he would have had a hard time navigating this facility on his own.

“I’m back!” I announced loudly upon rematerializing amongst them, inadvertently startling all three.

“Damn it, Lloyd,” Miri muttered as Mary-Sue struggled to regain her composure. Bradstone fixed a stern gaze on what he presumably thought was my direction but was, in fact, the wall behind me.

“I know where we need to go,” I informed them. “Eric, could I borrow your flashlight? I can lead the way.”

He handed me the device, frowning slightly at my use of his first name. I aimed the flashlight down the hall, shielding my eyes as I switched it on. Even with my eyes closed, the sudden onslaught of light was intense. Mary-Sue reactivated her flashlight, followed by a third source of illumination to my right—another flashlight in Bradstone’s possession. Once my eyes adjusted, I squinted through the brightness and guided our group forward. The journey that had taken mere moments in the Noctis required a full ten minutes of navigating through dark corridors in the real world. Eventually, I led them through the dressing room, past the hazmat suits, and into the primary laboratory.

The room was populated with various filing cabinets. I handed the flashlight to Miri, and we promptly divided our tasks, each choosing a cabinet to examine. None of the cabinets were locked. Meanwhile, Bradstone and Mary-Sue scoured the room’s perimeter, investigating the equipment and tables. As I opened the top drawer of my chosen cabinet, Mary-Sue excitedly called out to Bradstone. I glanced over to see her light illuminating a pair of miniature blue fire extinguishers. Upon closer inspection, I managed to decipher some of the label: “Biochemical Neutralising Agent.”

“This is it!” she proclaimed. “Eric, I found it!”

He quickly made his way over, adding his light to hers, illuminating the front label. “Yes, this is what we’re after,” he confirmed.

“What is it?” Miri asked, looking up from her filing cabinet.

“Something that can stop Casimir.”

“Wait,” Mary-Sue cautioned, leaning closer to the writing, reading a more delicate print near the bottom. “Warning: Effects are temporary. Results differ. What does that mean?”

“That it wears off,” he explained, lifting one off the wall for further examination. “When we hit him with this, we need to immediately hit him with everything else.”

“Hit him with what?” I asked. “What exactly is your intent with him?”

“Tranqs,” Mary-Sue said, patting her rifle despite it not being a tranq gun. “We don’t want to kill him. It’s not his fault what happened.” Her voice was mournful, her own personal history clearly impacting her feelings on the matter.

“What if that doesn’t work?” asked Miri.

“Orders are to neutralize him,” Bradstone said coldly. “If sedation does not work, the threat must be put down.”

Mary-Sue cringed but didn’t protest. Casimir was far too much of a wild card. He may not have asked for what happened to him, but he still made his choices. If he can’t be convinced to stop, then…Well, you gotta do what you gotta do. I sympathized somewhat, but he was murdering people. What happens when he completes his revenge? Does he go on to live a normal, everyday life? I seriously doubted it. I remembered the look on his face when he towered over Miri back at the train station; he wanted to hurt her.

I returned to the files, rifling through them, but nothing popped out at me. Various names of previous subjects, random project notes, and documents detailing the lab equipment, how they work, and chemicals used. I might have flipped past a lot of intriguing information but ignored it if it didn’t pertain to what I wanted.

I was about to move on to the next drawer when Miri excitedly called my name, gesturing me over. In front of her, inside the filing cabinet drawer, were multiple folders with tabs all written in German. These had to be Bauer’s notes. Jackpot! And they were in German. Oh, fuck you, Fowler.

“Hey!” I called out to the others. “Don’t suppose either of you speaks German?”

“I do!” Mary-Sue announced, rushing towards us. Shining her light over the drawer, she peered at the tabs. “Ummm. They look like project names.”

“You never told me you speak German,” Bradstone questioned, squinting at her.

“You never asked,” she stated, looking bashful. “My, ummm, associate from before the institution taught me.”

“What do the tabs say?” Miri asked, refocusing her.

“Ummm. Okay. One sec, I’m a little rusty.” She squinted harder. “We’ve got…huh, weird. They look like they’re filed randomly, but translating them to English, they’re in alphabetical order. How weird is that?” She chortled loudly.

“What do they say?” I asked again, trying to remain calm.

“Oh, right. Ummm. Let’s see. Appalachian, Bloodstone, ummm. I don’t know what those words are. Hmm. Fahrenheit…Heart Blood…Lima Protocol, Monsanto Documents, Oppenheimer Directive—that sounds scary. Primary Directive—hah, boldly go—sorry, ummm…Prospect Alps, Subject Zero, Radical Process….”

“Wait!” I exclaimed. “Subject Zero, that’s the one!”

She grabbed the folder marked “Thema Null” and handed it to me, grinning ear to ear. I opened it and found about five documents, all written in German.

“You can translate this?” I asked, hopeful.

“Of course!” she announced. “Not quickly, though. I’ll need some time.”

“Not here,” Bradstone commanded. “Back at base.”

“Of course!” she stepped back, did a weird little bouncy thing with her knees as she spun around, and suddenly froze. Her eyes, gaping wide, were fixed on the door, and Bradstone and Miri immediately shined their flashlights in the same direction, illuminating two beady eyes and a Hawaiian shirt.

“Ah, hello. I, ah, thought I might find you down here,” Fowler spoke, voice laced in verbal slime, as he trained an assault rifle on Mary-Sue. “I will take that file, please.”

Bradstone raised his gun and pointed it at him, and all hell broke loose. Before he could pull the trigger, Fowler swung his rifle around and fired. Lit up only by the flashes exploding from the barrel, bullet after bullet slammed into Eric, blood spurting from multiple parts of his torso, and he fell limply to the ground, with his vacant eyes staring in our direction. It happened so fast, with my eyes reeling from the flashing muzzle, as I stared at his dead body through spotty vision.

“ERIC!” Mary-Sue, screaming in rage and grief, opened fire.

Fowler ducked into the hallway, taking cover behind the wall as she raged, a high-pitched shriek escaping her throat, encompassing the room. Miri dove behind a large metal desk, and I followed. Her pocket pistol was in her hands.

“You still have that?”

“They forgot to search me,” she said.

“Okay, but stay down and be careful. Don’t act unless you have an actual shot,” I directed. Miri agreed with a curt nod.

Mary-Sue’s rifle ran out of bullets as her scream ended. I shadow-stepped before Fowler could respond, materializing behind and throwing my arms around her, pulling us through the desk next to Miri. He stepped back into the open and sprayed bullets around the room as Mary-Sue hollered and flailed about, but I held her tight, clamping my hand over her mouth.

“It’s Lloyd,” I whispered, and she bit my hand. “Goddammit!”

“Mary-Sue, stop!” Miri hissed. Mary-Sue released her teeth, and she started sobbing.

“Eeeeeerrrrriiiiiiiccccccc!” she cried out, giving away our location to Fowler. Bullets bounced off the metal desk, but it held. The gunfire made Mary-Sue stop shrieking, but she continued weeping softly.

“Give me the file,” he demanded, slowly walking towards the desk. “No one else needs to be hurt.”

“He will kill us anyways,” Miri whispered.

“I know. Stay here and keep her as calm as you can,” I whispered back. “I’m going back in.”

I welcomed the inky, intoxicating tendrils of darkness as I plummeted into the abyss. This was new terrain—I had yet to use the Noctis in combat, and, honestly, I had no clear strategy. I stationed myself directly beneath Fowler, studying the soles of his boots, keen to avoid any random bullet fire. I had yet to assess the Noctis against gunfire, but considering the flash of a gunshot and the searing heat of a recently ejected casing, I wasn’t ready to gamble. Anxiety riddled me, terror rising with every heartbeat, as I anticipated the dire consequences of a miscalculation. Inhaling deeply, I held my breath and plunged my hand into the darkness below.

I seized Fowler’s ankle and jerked.

From there, things escalated rapidly. Fowler fought back, descending into the darkness, his fist and knee colliding with my body. I recoiled, distancing myself from him as I regained my footing while Fowler struggled to find his bearings. His sight was impaired in this realm, and his panic was clearly etched on his face.

“What the hell is this?” he bellowed. “Where are you?”

He raised his rifle, aimed it inaccurately, and discharged.

Light didn’t behave conventionally in this shadowy realm, and the flash from Fowler’s rifle followed suit. I had never previously seen light generated here, and it was an idea that I had once casually dismissed as absurd.

As the muzzle erupted, time seemed to decelerate. A radiant crystalline flare morphed into a formation resembling a black snake firework—only this version was aglow in hues of orange, yellow, and red and froze mid-air in its maximum expansion. The bullet was suspended within a radiant, ruby-like formation while vibrant cracks began to trace their way down the barrel.

Fowler’s facial expression was a grotesque mix of bafflement and terror as his rifle began to detonate in slow motion. He discarded the weapon, which plummeted at a normal speed, while the explosion persisted in its lethargic pace, only to ignite even more brightly as it struck the ground.

Instinctively, I hurled myself at Fowler just as the rifle exploded behind us. The resulting illumination propelled us forward, ejecting us back into reality. We crash-landed and skidded to a halt.

As I sprang back onto my feet, ready to retaliate, a jarring pain surged through my torso, jabbing upwards beneath my left ribs, puncturing my heart. A large, black knife handle protruded from my body, clutched in Fowler’s hand, already slick with my blood. I stared in stunned silence into his wild, frantic eyes as he leaned in closer.

“I, ah, don’t know how you managed that, but I believe my boss has been looking for you,” he gloated, a malicious grin spreading across his face.

A gunshot echoed through the air. Fowler’s eyes widened, and his body slumped, toppling us to the floor. I rolled onto my back, distancing myself from him, and reflexively yanked the knife from my chest. Pain roared through me, and my surroundings swirled as the serrated blade tore through my flesh. The moment it happened, I realized my mistake. One should never remove a knife on their own, especially not a serrated one.

I turned my gaze towards Fowler, who gasped for breath as blood pooled beneath him. Miri stood behind the desk, her pocket pistol still smouldering, terror etched on her face.

A thunderous crash echoed in the distance, followed by a low rumbling and a… whooshing sound?

“What was that?” she asked, her voice sounding a hundred feet away. Fowler started laughing, causing him to cough. Blood dripped down his lips.

“I sent him the coordinates,” he said between coughing and laughing. “He thinks—” He coughed hard, blood spraying everywhere. “He thinks Bauer is here.”

He laughed maniacally, coughed violently, and went limp. His eyes glazed over, with mine beginning to do the same. Miri called out to me, fear and loss in her voice. The pain started to fade, and a blanket of calmness fell over me. I couldn’t keep my eyes open any longer.

I’m sorry, Mireya.

Darkness engulfed my senses, and the light at the end of the tunnel opened before me.

I went into the light.
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The light faded, and I floated in the dark. My eyes were open and closed. I was standing yet lying down, awake but asleep. I was alive and dead. Above, yet below. Where I’ve been was laid ahead, where I was yet to go, stretched out before. I was the past, the present, the future. Colours that did and did not exist swirled around, reminiscent of the starry sky, a thousand burning stars and twirling galaxies dancing on the back of my eyelids.

They formed images and scenes of my life. My mother holding me close, my tiny fingers reaching out, fear flickering in her eyes as they met mine. A playground bully shoving me off the jungle gym. Simon’s face contorting in terror as the rock salt hit his back. The apple tree, majestic in its grandeur, and the frightened little girl running away. My first nocturnal house intrusion. The towering skyscrapers of New York City as I waltzed into a bank and the backdrop of Hollywood as I weaved through a mansion. The bells of Big Ben chiming as I drove through Trafalgar Square. The Sydney Harbour Bridge looming as I stealthily boarded a million-dollar yacht. These visions overlapped, flashing before me in an instant.

I saw Mireya walking toward me in the food court and Jono scolding me. Moreau falling from the balcony and Mary-Sue’s funny little smile. My mother sipping a beer in the doorway. Miri and I laughing on the futon. Strutting around Crossiron in my new boots and Bradstone confronting me outside the hangar, his lip bloodied. Sobbing into Miri’s neck inside the limousine. The spurt of blood from Bradstone’s body and the life draining from Fowler’s eyes. Lastly, I caught the scent of shea butter and cocoa and heard Miri’s voice calling my name.

Above, beyond me, was a massive coin, the size of the sun, slowly turning on its axis, my face engraved on its side, appearing both sorrowful and at peace. The coin spun, revealing another face, Subject Zero. An inexplicable knowledge told me it was Him. His eyes darted down to meet mine, sending a chilling wave through me.

I sat up.

Something was looking at me, a creature in the dark. Pale skin, a small, emaciated body with hands of bony razors. Its face, a toothy grin of needles, with sunken hollows of skin where its eyes and nose should be. A long, scorpion-like tail of bleached bone swayed behind like an excited yet cautious dog. It was something from a horror movie, yet I was not afraid.

“Are you death?” I asked, my voice the calmest it had ever sounded.

It made no response but cocked its head to the side, listening to something unheard, and its lips stretched out in a terrible smile. It stared at me, through me, and I knew it saw everything despite its lack of eyes. I sensed in its gaze that it was happy I was there yet disgusted by my presence.

Its hand stretched out, reaching for my face, and light erupted around and inside my being. Its finger pressed against my forehead, between my eyes, and pushed. My soul was flung backwards, upwards, and nowhere in between. I spun and twirled in the abyss, floating for eternity inside oblivion.

I opened my eyes. A light shone brightly but dissipated as I blinked. Miri’s face hovered over me, tears streaming down her cheeks. Mary-Sue was crouched by my side, her hands holding mine as the light faded and pulled back inside her. I peered at my chest, finding a gash in my shirt, but the skin beneath was whole and clean.

I was alive.

“Thank god,” Miri whimpered, grabbing hold of me tight. Mary-Sue crawled away, disappearing through the tables. A telling glow lit the area briefly before fading, and she cried as her power failed her. Eric Bradstone was dead.

“You’re squeezing a bit too hard,” I said, getting Miri to release her grip.

“I thought you were dead,” she sobbed.

“No, yeah. I may have been.” I sat up as another loud crash and bang sounded in the distance. Towards the doorway, through the preparation room, a faint glow formed against the walls. 

Miri stared at the entrance, fear eminent in her wet eyes. “He’s getting closer,” she whispered.

“Right. We should move,” I suggested.

Miri helped me to my feet and went to Mary-Sue, crouching and grabbing her hand to comfort her. I tested my limbs, found my bearings, and focused on the blue extinguishers. I grabbed them both and joined Miri at her side. Mary-Sue slumped over Bradstone’s body, clutching at his shirt as she sobbed into his chest, his blood smearing her face.

“We need to go,” Miri said compassionately.

“I’m not leaving him!” she cried, clutching tighter.

She put a hand on Mary-Sue’s shoulder. “We will come back for him, I promise.”

A scream of rage echoed through the area, followed by what sounded like an explosion. The glow in the hallway was growing brighter. 

Casimir was almost here.

“I’m sorry, Mary-Sue, but we don’t have time for this,” I apologized. I thrust the extinguishers into Miri’s hands, gripped her by the elbow, reached out with my other and did the same with Mary-Sue. She shrieked at my touch and tried to pull away, but I held tight. 

Breathing in deeply, I pulled them into the Noctis, glanced around quickly to gather my bearings, and jumped into a mostly empty supply closet to the farthest room from our location. Mary-Sue flailed the entire time, and I released her when we flipped back. She kicked her legs at the ground, sliding across the floor until her body pressed into the corner, where she went fetal. Burying her face in her hands, she wept heavily.

I put my hands on Miri’s shoulders, who was still a little disoriented from the brief journey. “You’re safe in here,” I told her. “You need to stay here and make sure she doesn’t do anything to hurt herself.”

“Where are you going?” she asked, her eyes glistening. “Don’t leave me.”

“I’m sorry, but I have to,” I said regretfully. “I have to deal with him—lead him away if I can.”

“I might lose you again,” she whispered, her gaze holding mine. I hugged her tightly, holding it for a long moment before pulling back while keeping my hands on her shoulders.

“I fully intend to come back,” I assured her. “You’re far enough away that Casimir won’t find this room anytime soon. So just wait for me.”

“What if you don’t make it?” she asked, her voice cracking.

“Then wait a few hours and take the risk. Once he knows Bauer isn’t here, he’ll have no reason to stay. This place is made of concrete and reinforced steel—he can’t destroy it.”

She nodded, albeit reluctantly. “Be careful.”

I smiled at her, squeezing her shoulders gently, and let go. I retrieved the extinguishers and slipped into the world of darkness.

Finding Casimir was easy. The main level was stretched before me, reflecting below, but all light sources were always up here with me. It was a strange sight. In the distance was a molten glass golem, stomping around and flailing wildly, throwing brilliant red and white diamonds at the walls. All the light behind him faded away, having yet to find a flammable surface to enact his revenge against. I jumped as close to him as possible, squinting against the light he cast, and stepped out behind him. I placed one of the extinguishers on the ground at my feet, pointed the second one at him and let it rip.

A jet of pinkish-white foam shot forth in his direction. The substance extinguished the flames everywhere it landed, allowing me to walk forward, getting close enough to his body, and doused him entirely. He shrieked and screamed, thrashing against the onslaught until the last flames fizzled out. I tossed the extinguisher to the side, now empty, designed only for a one-shot deal. If it didn’t hold, I’d have to use the second one carefully. Casimir spun around, naked and coated in pink bubbles, scanning the darkness. He relied on his own flames to light his path; without them, he was blind. He raised his arms and flicked at his lighter, trying to reignite, to no avail.

“Where are you, Doctor?” he raged and started to stalk in my direction, wiping foam from his face.

“Bauer isn’t here!” I called out, giving him pause.

“Who are you?”

“Just your friendly neighbourhood shadow,” I quipped. “Bauer is dead. Fowler killed him.”

“LIES!” he screamed with incoherent rage and, despite being blind, started to run in my direction. I grabbed the second extinguisher and bolted down the hallway. I glanced behind as I ran, seeing him collide with the wall before learning to use it as his guide. His fingers trailed along the concrete, picking up his pace and gaining ground. That was good—I needed him to follow.

Seeing in the dark was a serious advantage, and I continued forward, keeping ahead of him. I clanged the extinguisher gently on the wall every time I rounded a corner, letting him use it as an audible beacon to guide his way. Finally, I led him into the hallway we’d found earlier, to the ladder leading to the subterranean maze. I climbed halfway down, tapping the canister against the metal rungs, dropping the rest of the way, and sprinting down the left side before turning around to wait. A scream of hatred and pain, followed by a thump and a growl, echoed through the hall as he hit the ground, having fallen through the floor, unable to see the ladder in the dark. I readied the extinguisher, ready to clink the wall to show him the way when a sudden flick echoed through the darkness.

Casimir flared back to life, fire re-engulfing his body as he rose. He turned in my direction, the glow of the flames lighting the area blindingly, and his eyes fell on me.

Shit.

This wasn’t the right time to use the extinguisher, so I turned and ran, feeling the heat on my back as a fireball soared past to my left. I rounded a corner, out of his sight, and stepped back into the Noctis. I circled behind him, shielding my eyes, and let him rage. Fire crystals spewed, lighting his way as he ran, making random turns, circling back at dead ends, and getting thoroughly lost. Finally, he approached the centre of the maze. It wasn’t an exit but opened into a large, empty chamber. Perhaps that’s where the “rat” they put down here would find whatever they served as cheese. It looked like an appropriate place for the last stand.

I watched him enter, waiting until he reached the centre, where I stepped back out behind him and let loose with the second extinguisher. The rage gurgling from his throat echoed in my ears, but the flames disappeared quickly, and we returned to the dark. I tossed the empty canister across the room, where it bounced off the wall and rattled on the floor. He spun around to face it but didn’t move further.

“Casimir,” I said softly. He screamed and swung in my direction. I casually shadow-stepped to the other side. “Cas, it’s over. Bauer is dead.”

“LIES!” he screamed again, refusing to accept it. I shadow-stepped him again before he could lumber into me.

“Fowler put a few bullets in his head yesterday afternoon.”

“No! He wouldn’t! The doctor is MINE!”

“You need to stop.”

“I will KILL YOU!”

I sighed, shadow-stepping him one more time. “Don’t make me do this, Cas,” I said mournfully.

I didn’t want to do it, but I couldn’t leave him here. It might take a while in the dark, but he would find his way out. I had to make a deadly choice, as the neutralizing agent wouldn’t last much longer. 

Casimir continuously flicked at his lighter with every lunge and swing as he tried to find me. “I will burn the city to cinders until I find him,” he growled.

I sighed, made up my mind, and stepped directly in front of him. “I know you will.”

He screamed in victory, reaching out and grabbing me in his hands, and the moment we made contact, I pulled us into the Noctis. He lost his grip and stumbled, almost falling, but managed to keep his footing. I jumped back, staying close enough to keep him in view but far enough away from what was about to happen. He flicked his lighter, but it was a false start. Tiny yellow crystals flew from his Zippo, bouncing on the ground before disappearing. He looked at them, confused. He flicked it again.

Casimir didn’t have time to scream.

Whatever his skin excreted, be it napalm or something else, was probably the most flammable substance this world has known. Knowing how long it took Fowler’s gun to explode, I expected a similar show here, but I was wrong. Instead, his entire body lit on fire in a split second and instantly encased him in whatever the light was made of here in the Noctis. He flared brightly, blindingly, before subsiding into a gentle glow. 

When the light settled, Casimir was trapped inside a glassy yellow tomb, frozen with a look of abject horror on his unblinking face.

I stepped forward, a morbid curiosity demanding a closer look when something moved. I stopped in my tracks as that creature with no eyes, the thing I called death from a dream, materialized next to him. It shot me a toothy grin, its jagged teeth glistening in the glow of Casimir’s eternal prison.

It reached its hand through the hardened light and into his body. The creature pulled something free, invisible to my eyes, and blinked out of existence.

I stood there, staring wide.

That thing was real? Did it just take his soul? What in the actual fuck did I witness? 

Deciding not to stick around to find out, I flipped out of the Noctis, leaving Casimir’s body in the other realm, a shrine to rage, hatred, and innocence lost.

I returned to the room where I had left the two women, and Miri flung her arms around me, bursting into tears of relief. Mary-Sue had stopped crying, but she was still sitting fetal in the corner, staring blankly. I told them what happened, omitting the whole death-creature thing. As I held onto Miri, I gently extended a hand toward Mary-Sue. It took her a moment to notice, to focus on it, but she slowly reached out. I wasted no time and jumped them back to the entrance below the hatch.

“I’ll be back in a sec,” I told them, disappearing before Miri could protest. I went back to the primary lab and found it in ruins. Casimir must have thrown a tantrum upon finding Fowler’s body, which was now burnt to a crisp. I found the “Thema Null” folder on the ground behind the desk we’d taken cover behind, but it had been damaged. Some pages were still intact, but sizeable portions had been singed away. I sighed, hoping something was recoverable. I still needed answers.

I went to Bradstone’s body, thankfully unmarred by flame. He had fallen behind some tables, obscured from Casimir’s view. I reached down, grasped his cold, stiff hand, and jumped him back to the hatch. Mary-Sue started crying again when his body materialized. Miri helped me carry him up the stairs and gently placed him on the ground outside. Finally, after a few minutes of discussion, we chose to bury him then and there. 

I jumped to a hardware store in Drumheller and stole three shovels and a mattock, returning within a few minutes. It took a couple of hours to dig, but we managed to do the job.

“It’s better he just, ummm, disappears,” Mary-Sue said softly, the three of us standing around the fresh grave, out of breath and sweating, dirt smudged on our arms and faces. “He was a good man. He didn’t deserve this.”

“You died here too, Mary-Sue,” I said.

“Huh?” she asked, confused.

“I can come back and leave evidence you and him died together. Then you can be free of Vardot Industries and leave them behind,” I explained. Miri squeezed my hand in approval, and Mary-Sue’s eyes welled up.

“I would like that, please,” she said and hugged us both. “Watch out for Vardot. Eric wouldn’t report you because of what happened in Mexico.”

“What happened?” I asked.

“He ummm…found a group of people like us,” she said, her eyes distant. “He did what he was supposed to do and reported on them. They, ummm, they disappeared. Only blood was left behind, and he thinks they were killed.”

Miri took a deep breath as she processed the information. So there were others like us out there, and Vardot Industries was hunting and killing them. Why? We mulled over the implications as Mary-Sue headed over to the limousine.

“I can take you back to Calgary within minutes—you don’t have to drive,” I suggested.

“I can’t go back there,” she said, in a sad tone opposite her usual attitude, yet fitting the haunted look in her eyes. This was her true self, confirmed by the expression on Miri’s face as she studied her aura. Sad, scared, and alone.

“Where will you go?” Miri asked.

“I’ll figure it out,” she responded, briefly smiling before climbing behind the wheel. We watched as she drove off, swerving every now and then, and I wondered if she had a driver’s licence.

“Uh. She didn’t translate the file for us,” I muttered.

“Oh.”

We stared in the direction she’d driven. It was too late now.

“So,” I began. “My place or yours?”

Miri looked at me sideways and cracked a faint smile, placing her hand in mine. “Yours.”
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I passed out almost immediately after I brought us back to my warehouse. The moment we materialized, I had a split second to make it to the bed before it took me. I hadn’t noticed the elevated endorphins from Mary-Sue’s healing touch this time, understandably so, given the adrenaline pumping through me, and digging Bradstone’s grave must have expended enough energy to keep me from passing out earlier. I slept for a solid twenty-three hours this round, waking to another fresh pot of beef stew. Miri placed a bowl in my hands within minutes of my eyes opening, and a large bottle of water sat on a new nightstand that wasn’t there before we left. I spent the next few days laid up, much worse off than the last time. There was clearly a difference between healing a burned arm versus an actual, life-ending injury.

I chose not to share with her what I saw when I was dead. Or near dead. I don’t exactly understand what happened, to be honest. The entire thing was a fever dream, but it ran through my mind often. That creature turned out to be real, but I didn’t know what to make of the coin with my face or the person on the other side.

On the third day, I could finally stand, albeit briefly, and moved to the futon. As I settled in and searched for the TV remote, Miri handed me a piece of paper.

“What’s this?”

“I translated the notes,” she said. “Sort of. I used an online translator, so it is a bit choppy. There was not much left, but there was a list of names.”

I furrowed my brow and scanned what she’d written. She’d managed to decipher more than I could have hoped. It detailed an experimental treatment performed in the early ‘50s, where test subjects were administered a solution containing Subject Zero’s blood. Disguised as a vaccination trial for Polio, they brought paid volunteers, five subjects per site, to five different clinics. 

Miri wrote down a list of names detailed in the documents, organizing them by location:




GRAND PRAIRIE, ALBERTA

·    MARTHA HAWKINS

·    DIEGO DELGADO

·    PETRI BRANDT

·    ERNEST GIBSON

·    RUTH HARPER




Ruth Harper and Ernest Gibson were my grandparents. I wondered if they had met there or if they had gone together.




·    JACQUELINE PORTIER

·    HAROLD BERNSTEIN

·    CHRISTOPHER MONROE

·    JUSTINE MADISON

·    JANET CORNWALLIS




GREAT FALLS, MONTANA

·    ROBERTA GREEN

·    RONALDO BRAGA

·    TALA YOUNG




The list was cut off, and the rest of the documents were too damaged to read. Miri had tried her best to work out what was still visible, but it was hopeless. From the blackened sections, she reasoned one of the other sites was in Nevada, and another might be in Mexico, but she couldn’t be sure. She was probably right, given what Mary-Sue told us about Mexico, and we didn’t need to look for them. Any other names were only half legible or not complete. First names of people who might be somewhere in Nevada weren’t much to go on. 

The rest of what she pieced together explained how nothing came of these trials. Everyone was kept on location, monitored for twenty days, and released with cash in hand. This “Council” appeared to keep an eye on them for the next few decades but gave up sometime in the early nineties, deeming it a dead end. The rest of the documents were too badly damaged to recover more information.

“So, my grandparents, your grandfather, and I’ll assume Martha Hawkins is related to Mary-Sue. Clearly, the trials paid off, eventually,” I noted. “It just took a few generations.”

“So it seems,” Miri confirmed. “I wonder if that is what drew us together.”

“Do you think it works like that? Are we connected further than just names on a list?”

“Between us, Casimir and Mary-Sue…the fact we all came together at the same time has to mean something, does it not?”

“I suppose you’re right,” I admitted. “When nothing seems possible, anything is possible.”

“Deep.”

“I read it on Buzzfeed.”

“Naturally.”

“We need to find the others,” I stated.

“I already started searching online. Nothing yet, but something is bound to come up. In the meantime, we need to make some money. Let me show you something.”

“We?” I questioned as she handed me my laptop and a thick form, already filled out. It was an application for a licence to become a real Private Investigator. I looked at the website she had opened and frowned, unsure I fully comprehended what was written.




NOCTIS INVESTIGATIONS

LET US FIND WHAT IS LOST IN THE DARK

LOCATED IN BALZAC, AL

CALL OR EMAIL FOR AN APPOINTMENT NOW!




“It’s just a rough draft, a start,” she explained. “I was hoping for your input.”

‘Noctis Investigations?” I questioned. “Of The Night Investigations? Is that grammatically accurate?”

“Shush.”

“I love it,” I said, and I meant it. Seeing it there, in writing, felt official. “Wait, am I hiring you? Did you just hire yourself?”

“I was fired, Lloyd,” she reminded me. “And you are incredibly hopeless. How you have survived without me is amazing. You are honestly kind of bad at this job.”

“What? We solved it, didn’t we?” I reminded her, offended.

“Yes, after everything we needed practically fell in our laps.”

“I did a lot of stuff!” I exclaimed. “I found everyone!”

“You found locations. Fowler and Bauer found us, and I am the one who had them talking.”

“Psh-aw. I’m useful.”

“When you want to be, sure.” She grinned and gave me a weird wink. “I cannot be sure you were worth the bill.”

“What bill? You already cancelled that out with the futon, the bed, the clothes…Giving yourself a job….”

“I suppose we both got a friend out of it,” she mused. “That is something.”

“Can’t argue there.” I looked back at the website, frowning as I read the bio beneath. “You put my name on it.”

“If the Council had your name, they would have been here by now,” she pointed out. “It is time to stop hiding. You must sign and date all the marked lines in that application, and I will send it in. I have filled one out for myself—I will not be your receptionist—and one to register the business name. I have contacts in the police and courthouse that I listed as references who will help push it through ASAP.”

This was overwhelming. Miri was right about the Council. Knowing what I knew now, I didn’t have to hide anymore. I’d been scared for so long that I wasn’t sure how to deal with that revelation.

“And you listed here as our office?” I asked.

“For now. If we make enough money, we can open a real one,” she said, excited by the prospect. I wasn’t so sure.

“Miri, this place is not suitable for bringing prospective clients in.” I gestured at the bare-and-bones room of the warehouse.

“Not yet, no, but my lawyer came back with excellent news. After simply mentioning a wrongful termination case to the Fire Department, they settled instantly. There is no record of an outside agency forcing the cases closed. Given the evidence I have provided, there was no good reason for the chief to have dismissed it as wrongdoing, and there is nothing in my contract that stipulates I cannot seek outside help, in this case, a P.I., and the affidavits from the others are worthless.”

“So what does that all mean?”

“The chief did not have a leg to stand on. I was given not only severance, but all my sick and vacation days were paid out, plus a sizeable settlement. Sure, it is tax dollars funding it, but honestly, the government would squander it anyway. I never even had to meet with anyone—the lawyer took care of it all.”

“Huh. That is both amazing and insane,” I commented, surprised and apprehensive at how fast that happened. “So what now?”

“I will use the money to refurbish this place into a functional home and office. Put in some solid insulation, especially insulation. I would hate to be here during the winter. My God, Lloyd, how have you survived?”

Chauncy squeaked. We both looked down to find him waving at us on his hind legs.

“He helped,” I pointed out. Miri rolled her eyes and went to get him some food, which he happily accepted, offering his head to her for a scratch.

“Good boy,” she said in a cutesy tone and made a kissy noise at him. I guess she liked him now. “Oh! I almost forgot.”

She rushed to the counter and grabbed a manila folder beside the sink, returning and handing it to me. I looked through, finding a list of addresses.

“After convincing him it was in his best interest, I had Mister Wong find these for us. Well, his wallet’s best interest,” she explained. “Those are for the hangar where Bradstone kept us, the address for Bradstone’s house—though you already know where that is—and the last known address for Mary-Sue Hawkins. You can search these places for any of her belongings to scatter around the lab.”

Miri was energetic and excited to start, the practical opposite of my current mood. I just wanted to rest and stare blankly at the television. However, something was bothering me, a thought that occurred a while ago but only now had the time to mull over.

“Miri, can we talk for a sec?” I asked, gesturing to the seat next to me.

She gave me a weird look but acquiesced to my request. “Yes?”

“Uh. I was thinking,” I started, mulling over how to phrase it. “I uh. I think there’s more to your power than you think.”

She frowned and tensed slightly. “What do you mean?”

“I think…I’ve noticed you have a way with people.”

“What is that supposed to mean?” She was immediately defensive.

“Uh. I think when you read people’s auras and emotions, you can alter them.”

“Huh? You think I am controlling peoples’ minds?” she asked, taken aback and looking horrified.

“No, no. Not like that,” I said quickly. “It’s like, when you see an emotion in someone, you can actively bring it to the forefront. You’re not making them do anything they don’t want to, but….”

“What are you getting at?”

“It’s like with Fowler—or Bauer. Even Bradstone, and especially Mary-Sue. You had them talking, more so than they should have been. Mary-Sue became so at ease with you that she let the whole Vardot thing slip and started hinting at personal things between them. Hell, Bradstone even called you Miri, which was out of character even if I hadn’t just punched him.”

Concern showed on her face, but he kept silent.

“And how fast the Fire Department settled? That’s insane, Miri. I think they were going to anyway, but you somehow, just by being you, got them to do it faster.”

“Lloyd…” she started but stopped short. She had a look in her eyes that told me everything. She already knew.

“Is that why we became friends so fast?” I asked, not to accuse but to confirm.

Miri’s lip quivered, her eyes beginning to glisten.

“I don’t open up like that to people, yet you had me telling you my life story and blubbering in your arms within a week. Miri, it took me a year to get comfortable chit-chatting with the mailman. As much as I like you, our relationship flourished unnaturally fast. I struggle so much to connect with people, and you, through your ability, made it happen almost immediately.”

Tears rolled down her cheeks. She held eye contact—barely—and said nothing.

“Did you do this because you wanted to be my friend? Or because you wanted me comfortable enough to let you tag along and basically take over my life?”

“Lloyd, no.” The tears were coming out harder now as she suppressed a sob. “I liked you. I thought you were a fascinating person and someone I wanted to get to know better. I didn’t actually mean to do it…it just happened.”

“I’ve never felt this close to anyone before, and it’s because of you. Like, I think we would have gotten here eventually, but it should have taken months, if not years.”

“So what are you saying?” she asked hesitantly, terrified of what I was about to say.

“Miri.” I put my hand on her knee and leaned in closer, eye to eye. “Thank you.”

She lost it. She couldn’t hold it back anymore, and it came flooding out. She threw her arms around me and buried her face against my shoulder as sobs wracked her body.

“I’ve never had a real friend, and I am happy we were able to skip all the awkwardness and just jump straight in,” I expressed, rubbing her back. I let her cry until she calmed herself and gently pushed her away so I could see her face. “You have, in my heart, become my best friend. I—and I mean this as platonically as possible—love you for that.”

Her lip quivered. “I platonically love you too,” she said, the last word going up in pitch as the sobs returned, and she threw herself back into me. We embraced for what simultaneously felt like a minute and an hour combined before a disturbance outside interrupted the moment.

A truck had pulled up outside, followed by a heavy knock. Miri stood and walked to the door, drying her eyes with her palms and the back of her hands.

“Ooh, that must be my stuff!” she exclaimed, excitement replacing all other emotion in her voice.

“Wait, what?” I asked. “What do you mean, your stuff?”

“I was fired, Lloyd. That place was costing me fifteen hundred a month, which I can no longer afford,” she explained, in a blasé manner, as she reached the door. “I am moving in.”

“Uh. So you’ve hired yourself as my assist—”

“Partner.”

“Hired yourself as my partner, and you’re moving in,” I recapped. “Do I get a say in this?”

She tossed her head back, laughed as if it were the funniest joke she’d ever heard, and swung the door open.

I looked down at Chauncy. 

Chauncy looked up at me.

“How do you feel about this?” I asked.

“Squeak!”

“Yeah, you have a point. Three can be company.”

“Squeak squeak!”

My phone buzzed with a text message. It was an unknown number and read, “Hi Lloyd, it’s your mom. This is my new number. I arrived in Belleville safely. Thank you for worrying about me.”

I asked her to call, not text, and it’d been almost two weeks since she left Calgary. At least it was something. Better late than never.

I sat there, watching the movers carry all of Mireya’s things in. Her sofa, her dining table, her own bed, everything. She directed traffic, already knowing exactly where everything was going to go. They carried in multiple partition panels she must have purchased recently, which she was already putting in place, creating makeshift rooms throughout the warehouse. She yelled at them to be careful as they carried in fragile boxes marked “DISHES.” My warehouse was alive with activity, and I simply sat there, watching it all happen.

Life was weird. I loved it.













THE END













…and when the shadow falls upon the fires of the tormented, the Mother will awaken and spread forth across the realm between.

-Rolin, Son of Rodam, Guardian of the Forest, Overseer of Balance.

“Coin of Ages,” Fourth Reckoning, First Verse.
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