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To Calgary,

 

I hadn’t been home in decades, and I fell in love with you all over again. I almost choked up seeing your Tower from the airplane window. It was surreal to come home, even if I only had a week to be with you.

 

I am not done with you yet.

 

 



Content Warning


This book contains scenes of violence and injury, including depictions of self-harm and suicide, as well as horror elements. It also includes themes of racism and references to implied sexual assault involving a minor. Sexual violence is not depicted.





		CHAPTER 01



“Oh, I had a dream….”

Towering over everyone in the private room, Jacob Carpenter leaned into the microphone like a rock star. Disco lights reflected from his bald dome, and he wore a light powder-blue suit that complemented his lithe, yet muscular build. Over forty years old and six-and-a-half feet tall, the Kenyan-Australian was the second-best dressed in the room. He held the microphone out, and down, to a young Mohawk woman with a wide, cheerful grin and glossy eyes, showing the effects of her third cocktail of the night.

Dressed to the nines, Joanna ‘Jo/Joey’ Maracle was nearly unrecognizable. The best dressed of the evening, her black felt cowboy hat, adorned with a cow-print band and a blue jewel, rested atop her thick curls, tipped askew. Her bushy eyebrows and dark eyeliner framed her eyes, rose-coloured lipstick stained her lips, and a touch of rouge flushed her cheeks, forgoing her usual au naturel appearance. She wore a fluttering white, high-neck mini dress, with a brown leather belt wrapped around her waist. Her open-toed block heels added a few inches to her height, though it did little in Jacob’s presence.

Tonight was her birthday, and she celebrated in style.

She reached her lips to the microphone, eyes glittering in the scrolling lyrics, and sang drunkenly and off-pitch. After exchanging a few lines, she lost her momentum and laughed uncontrollably, bracing herself against the table, and clutched her ribs. In response, Jacob belted out the next line, about how he stood there waiting, and took a knee and reached out his free hand, melodically begging for her help.

“I’m sorry! I don’t know this song!” Joey apologized between laughs.

I smiled, happy that she was enjoying herself, but the room grew smaller by the second, suffocating me, and I needed some air. Rising from my seat, Simon Li’s glazed eyes peered up from behind coke-bottle lenses, and ice rattled in an empty glass held high, in an unspoken request for a refill. The worst dressed of the night, he wore a yellow and green Hawaiian shirt, khaki cargo shorts, and high white socks stuffed into sandals. The tinge of stale marijuana smoke wafted up my nostrils as I smirked and nodded, patting him on the shoulder, and left the room. Joey’s off-pitch voice rang out as she attempted to continue, falling abruptly silent as the soundproof door closed behind me.

I weaved through a gaggle of drunk Korean girls who giggled and gawked at the tall guy wearing dark-tinted shades in a dimly lit hallway. One of them pinched me on the butt as I passed, an event I may have found amusing any other day, but I wasn’t in the mood. I growled at them, and they scurried off, disappearing into an adjacent room. I found the restroom blessedly empty and silent, aside from the dull, droning hum of the lights, and released a sigh of relief. At the sink, I removed my prescription sunglasses and placed them on the counter, and splashed water over my face. Squinting from the fluorescent light strip glaring above the mirror, I leaned in and examined my reflection.

I looked like shit.

I wore my usual clothes—a blue shirt and blue jeans. For the special occasion, I swapped the T-shirt for a short-sleeved button-up, but jeans were a classic all-rounder for most events. I shaved that morning, using a cheap disposable razor I bought at a convenient store, notable by the few nicks on my neck and chin. I was passably presentable, but dark bags hung below my eyes, and my skin held a slight pallor that wasn’t normally there. The faded scar on my nose, from an accident when I was a child, appeared darker than usual. It may have been the lighting—I don’t get along with fluorescence, and even the brown of my hair and eyes seemed off—but it wasn’t just that. 

I had barely slept in days.

Staring into sunken eyes, my pupils stung as patches of floating colour refused to leave my vision. The flashing light from the disco ball and the bright glow of the monitor wreaked havoc on my eyes, and my shades were the only thing saving me from a migraine. I suffered from light sensitivity, a by-product of my unique abilities, and with no other sources of light to wash out the brighter ones, the karaoke room was murdering my mood.

Well, my mood was already dark, to begin with, but it didn’t help. Even after a few cocktails, I still felt miserable. Not by the event—it warmed my heart to see Joey having fun—but after what happened only two days ago. It didn’t feel right to be out partying and singing. I just had to get through the night, and soon enough, I could lie down in a dark room, close my eyes, and hope the nightmares stayed away.

However, my feelings weren’t important. It was Joey’s night, and she was having a good time, and that was all that mattered. Tonight was her nineteenth birthday, a day that would have held more significance for her back home. In Ontario, the legal drinking age was inexplicably nineteen, whereas here in Alberta, it was eighteen. As a result, she missed out on her coming-of-age party, becoming a legal adult in a day by simply moving across the country. She missed her friends, but she hid it well enough, and seemed more than content to celebrate with a bunch of middle-aged men. Miri was supposed to be with us, but we all understood her absence.

Joanna found me by happenstance in Ontario while I worked on a case for my mother. Employed as a receptionist, she worked the graveyard shift at my hotel, and I had been careless. She witnessed more than one inexplicable event involving me appearing out of nowhere in the blink of an eye. Turned out, she was like me and had a power of her own. Where I walked through a world of darkness, hidden between our world and whatever makes up the next, she held power over the kingdom of flora. With a single touch of her finger, she could make any plant grow and flourish in an instant. And, as showcased through the vines lining our walls at home, could command them to do her bidding.

I offered her the option to be with people like her, to come back to Calgary with me, and she accepted. What I didn’t know at the time was that, by accepting the invitation, she ran away from home. Joey lied to her parents, claiming to have received a scholarship to SAIT (Southern Alberta Institute of Technology,) allegedly not wanting to tell them because they would have objected. They handled it well, proud, and excited for her, until they discovered the lie. Now they called her almost daily, demanding she come home. She was a legal adult and within her rights to make her own decisions, but she could have handled that differently. I did nothing wrong, but I lived in fear of the day her father showed up at our door with a baseball bat, coming for the white man who stole his daughter away.

Joey now worked as our receptionist, and spent her free time (and often, while on the clock) working on her social media career as an influencer. She used her platform as an educational tool to teach people about all things in nature, while being cautious not to reveal her power. Primarily a tomboy, she rarely showed off her feminine side, and when she did, she did a great job of shutting down inappropriate comments. She was a good kid.

Tonight, however, her femininity was on full display. She rarely wore dresses, often scorned makeup, and it was the first time I ever saw her wearing heels. In the company of close and trusted friends, she felt comfortable enough to let that side of her out in public. I wouldn’t have left her alone otherwise. If we were at a bar surrounded by drunk men, I’d suffer through every disco ball and strobe light to keep an eye on her and her drink. I may not get along well with Simon and Jacob, but I knew their character. They were solid blokes, as Jacob would say.

I put my sunglasses back on, my skin still damp, and fished my phone from my pocket. It was brand new, acquired only yesterday, and came with various bells and whistles I had no use for. I opened my contacts list, of which I currently had three programmed. The first listed was Mi Reina, which meant ‘My Queen’, according to an online translator. Mireya ‘Miri’ Delgado didn’t actually speak Spanish, being third generation Puerto Rican growing up in a predominantly white area, but it felt wrong to use English, and I had promised to stop calling her Spicy Mamacita.

The other two contacts were Joanna, saved as Photosynthetic Phenomenon, and Lady Bartman, my mother, who recently married a lovely man named Bartley Jones.

I tapped Mi Reina and sent a text. 

‘I miss you’

‘It has only been a day and a half.’

‘feels longer’

‘Miss you too. How is the party?’

‘Joey’s having fun’ 

‘I feel bad not being there.’

‘she understands’

‘I should have come home with you.’ 

‘you’re where you need to be right now’ 

‘I could have come up here after the party.’

‘relax, come home when ready’

‘don’t rush it’

‘Wish her happy birthday for me.’

‘already did’

Miri was in Red Deer, staying with her parents, on a highly needed vacation to decompress. Less than forty-eight hours ago, we witnessed a newly formed volcano engulf an entire city. We didn’t just watch it—we let it happen—and actively brought it about. The bad guys played with things they didn’t understand and unleashed a horror upon the world, and a terrible choice needed to be made. Despite the sixty-thousand lives lost, the volcano was the better of the options.

I wasn’t handling it well, but Miri was far worse off. She made a sacrificial decision, and only by the sole grace of a psychotic shapeshifter with a change of heart, she survived. How does one continue and move forward after accepting death in your heart and mind? Does everything become pointless, or do you appreciate everything you had significantly more than before? 

Only time would tell. Miri was the strongest woman I knew, and I had no doubt she would get through this.

‘I love you.’

My heart fluttered, and my eyes welled. I’d heard Miri say it aloud, but seeing it written hit differently. I spent the last year ignoring my feelings, believing them unreciprocated, before being powerfully disabused of that notion. She pulled me out of my own head, out of the misery of my own creation, and brought me back to myself. 

Her ability, her power, was heavily empathic. Miri saw the auras of everyone around her, reading their emotions, their hopes, and dreams. Over time, she learned to manipulate, coax, and shape them. She saw my anguish and despair and nearly drowned in it, but she also saw beyond it—what was lurking in the dark—a sludge of filth caused by being touched by death. She pulled me free and helped lock it away, where it remained hidden in the depths of my subconscious, no longer controlling me.

I wrote back with trembling fingers, ‘I love you too.’

It was all so new and wonderful, but everything occurred over a devastating backdrop of near-apocalyptic events. We may have reconciled our feelings for one another, but neither of us had time to process it.

The door to the bathroom burst open, startling me, and I almost dropped my phone. I spun to face the intruder and found an irritated Joey staring coldly at me.

“What the hell?” I barked. “What are you doing in here?”

“What are you doing?” she scolded. “Get your butt back to the room!”

“This is the men’s room! You can’t just come in!”

“Oh, please.” She rolled her eyes and gestured behind her. “This place is crawling with Korean chicks. You guys are the only ones with dicks around here, and the other two are where they’re supposed to be. Come back.”

I sighed and forced a fake smile. “Fine. Sorry.”

“You’d better be. You’re the one I want to celebrate with. I only invited the guys so it wouldn’t be weird. It’s my birthday, Lloyd. Come on! You still owe me a duet.”

I reluctantly followed her out, feeling like a dickhead. My head was a mess, still processing the events of the week, but it could wait. This night was about Joey, and I owed her that. 

When we returned to the room, she immediately jumped in and helped Simon finish a terrible rendition of ‘Take On Me’. When it ended, she wrenched the mic from him, her dress flaring as she twirled on her toes, and tossed it to me. I caught it swiftly and met Jacob’s mirthful gaze. He lounged on the couch, casually sipping a cocktail, while grinning in delight. I had yet to take the stage, and I knew he was keen on watching me embarrass myself.

“Where’s my drink?” Simon asked, frowning at my hands as he joined Jacob on the couch.

“Listen, baby,” Joey interrupted as the next song began. Her eyes locked on mine playfully, curling her finger for me to approach as she crooned about high mountains and low valleys.

I smiled. I couldn’t help it. Leave it to Joey to always find a way to cheer me up, even on her own birthday. She took the male vocals, forcing me to take the female part, and I told her she could call me if she needed me. With the broadest grin, Joey told me not to worry, and a happy tear formed in the corner of my eye as she twirled and danced. 

If she called my name, I’d be there in a hurry. 

No one had to worry.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


		CHAPTER 02



We sang our hearts out until the karaoke bar closed, and they kicked us out. One by one, we poured down the stairs, passing the closed shops within the indoor marketplace, and onto the street. Simon strutted out first, with Jacob lumbering behind him, carrying Joey on his back. I followed behind.

“Giddy-up!” Joey shouted, ducking her head low, and narrowly avoided hitting her head on the door frame.

“That’s enough, Peanut,” Jacob grumbled, and, despite her protests, he effortlessly swung her off his back in a single fluid motion. Once her footing stabilized, he snatched the cowboy hat off her head and put it on his own, and compared to his sizable cranium, it looked comically small.

Joey swayed and hiccupped. “But I wanna ride horsey!”

“Sorry, mate. I’m not saddle-broken,” he protested, and ruffled her hair.

“Oi! Mate!” Joey hollered drunkenly, swatting his hand away. She jabbed her finger into his chest, and in a terrible Australian accent, said, “Those curls cost big bikkies, ya flaming, kangaroo-humping, great galah!”

“Oh ya, eh? That aboot it?” Jacob replied in a spot-on Canadian impression. “Okay, bud. Those curls must’ve cost a pretty penny or a Looney at the very most. You look like you got it styled at Crappy Tire after you and the hairdresser slammed back a twenty-sixer and an eight ball.”

Joey craned her neck upward to stare at him, her mouth agape. “You’re really tall. Do you play basketball?”

Jacob placed the hat back on her head. “You’re really short. Can the clouds see ya when you rain dance?”

She cocked her head to the right and asked, “Why? You lookin’ to bless the rains?”

“Dudes,” Simon interjected. “Why are we being racist to each other?”

“Shut it, mate, or I’ll tell ya mum you got an A-minus on your maths quiz,” Jacob snarked.

Simon’s face fell flat. “Low blow, dude.”

I cleared my throat. “As the only white guy in the vicinity, I feel like I will get cancelled if I stay here for much longer.”

The corner of Jacob’s mouth twitched. “Yeah, nah, fair enough. Let’s go find ya some mayonnaise. You look hungry.”

Joey burst out laughing, doubling forward, and clutching her ribs. “He puts mayo on everything! It’s so true!”

“Oh, come on!” I interjected, crossing my arms. “I refuse to accept the idea that mayo is a white person thing.”

“It’s the amount of it, mate,” Jacob explained. “Just a light layer is all you need, like Vegemite. Don’t gotta drown in it.”

“Disagree. And you,” I said, turning to Joey. “I watched you dump half a ketchup bottle over a steak last week.”

Jacob’s eyes widened in shock and dismay as Joey’s laughter cut short. “Tell me that ain’t true, girl.”

“It was a life-or-death situation,” Joey defended. “Have you ever tried his cooking?”

Jacob threw his head back and cackled madly, and Joey lost her composure again, joining him.

“Fuck you guys,” I muttered.

“I’m hungry,” Simon announced.

“We had a massive plate of nachos in there,” Joey reminded him.

“Split four ways, and this guy ate half of it.” Simon argued, pointing his thumb accusingly at Jacob.

“Actually, come to think of it, I’m starving,” Jacob chimed in, ignoring him. “There’s a great place over in Chinatown. I’ll call us a cab.” 

“Why, cause I’m Chinese?” Simon asked, placing his hands on his hips.

“Huh? Don’t be a buzz kill, mate. It’s the only place that’ll be open this time of night.”

“I was joking,” Simon muttered, looking away sheepishly.

“Losing your buzz?” I asked, peering at him.

Simon nodded. “Fresh out, too. Smoked the last of it before I arrived.”

“How long do we have before sourpuss returns?” asked Joey.

“Bout an hour,” he admitted, and tapped his temple. “I don’t want him here anymore than you do. As soon as he realizes what time it is, it’ll be panic-attack central up in here.”

“Better get that cab, Jake. Let’s eat.”

Simon was a unique individual, to say the least. He was cool, laid back, and not entirely terrible to hang out with—when stoned. Sober, he was a socially inept nerd. He had a Jekyll and Hyde situation dependent on the THC levels in his blood, and the differences were uncanny. We shouldn’t have been encouraging it, but we couldn’t have enabled him any more than he enabled himself, and met any suggestions toward seeking help or therapy with derision and scorn.

Jacob took us to an establishment that may be the cause of nightmares for health inspectors, so I knew instantly that the food would be phenomenal, and after prompt service, we sat around a table enjoying our late-night meals. Simon hungrily slurped wonton soup while Jacob devoured a mountain of fried noodles with tender beef and pickled cabbage. I had a plate of sweet and sour pork with steamed rice while Joey ate the smallest yet most unhealthy option: deep-fried sweet cream buns. We laughed and joked between mouthfuls and drunkenly enjoyed every bite.

Halfway through the meal, Jacob put his chopsticks down, straightened his back, and glowered at the entrance.

“You alright?” I asked, my hackles raising. When something gives Jacob pause, you pay attention.

“We should leave,” he announced.

“I’m still eating,” Simon muttered with his mouth full, chopsticks between his lips and broth dripping down his chin. He sat with his back facing the door.

I craned my neck, following Jacob’s gaze, and tensed. Four men walked in, all Chinese and dressed in leathers and chains, looking like they stepped out of a bad 1980s Kung Fu movie. One of them even had a spiked mohawk. Each man bore a sheathed knife on their belts, and I could only assume they had concealed firearms somewhere on their persons. As the only patrons currently present, their eyes settled on us instantly, and the waitstaff conveniently disappeared with a loud clack of a sliding bolt echoing through the establishment as they locked themselves away in the kitchen.

“Who’re they?” Joey asked, burping.

“Paper Dragons,” Jacob said, his voice barely above a whisper.

The chopsticks slipped from Simon’s fingers as a half-eaten wonton fell from his mouth, plopping back into his bowl, splashing broth on the table.

Joey wiped her mouth with a napkin and frowned. “Paper what? They look ridiculous. Is it like, Chinese Halloween today?”

“They’re Triad, Peanut,” Jacob whispered. Joey’s eyes widened as she glanced at Simon, who had gone pale.

The men stepped up to our table, and their leader hovered behind Simon. “Mister Li. It is time for you to pay up.”

“I thought you guys left town?” Simon stammered, not turning around. Instead, he took his hands from the table and placed them in his lap, hiding his shaking digits from view.

“We still have business to conclude. Your debt is past due.”

“As I explained to Mister Woo, I—”

“Mister Woo is dead. We have a new boss now.”

Jacob cleared his throat. Removing the napkin from his lap, he wiped his hands, folded it neatly, and placed it beside his plate. Pushing his chair back, he rose, crossed his arms behind his back, and puffed out his chest. All eyes of the Paper Dragons rose with him until their necks craned upward, and each one grew visibly nervous.

“Simon, what business do ya have with these … gentlemen?” Jacob asked calmly.

“I, uh … borrowed some money.”

I frowned. “You make good money. Why would you borrow from the Triad?”

“My mom’s mortgage,” Simon explained, his voice squeaking. “The bank was putting pressure on her, threatening to take the house. They were trying to force everyone out to make way for development, and they refused my loan, knowing what I would use it for.”

“Yes,” said the Triad goon. “And Mister Woo gave you a deadline before his untimely passing.”

“He agreed to extend it for another month,” Simon reminded, still refusing to turn around.

The goon placed a hand on Simon’s shoulder, who flinched as it squeezed. “Mister Zheng was not a part of this agreement and has no record of it. Any verbal contracts with Mister Woo became null and void when he died. Your payment was due forty days ago, and Mister Zheng has been most patient.”

“Take your hand off my friend,” Jacob said, as if he were making a polite request. However, his implied threat became apparent as he lowered his hands to his sides, holding a large Glock in his right, hanging idly, pointing to the floor.

The gang leader made no visible reaction, other than a quick glance at the weapon, but the men behind him swiftly produced firearms of their own. None lifted them, holding back, but shifted stances, ready to spring into action at the drop of a pin.

“You brought a gun to my birthday?” Joey asked, glaring at the weapon.

“I bring a gun everywhere I go, Peanut. Hazardous business, I’m in.”

“We are not here seeking trouble,” announced the lead goon. “We are only after what is owed.”

“Look, guys. I don’t have the money just yet,” Simon sputtered. “But, like I said to Mister Woo, one more month, and we’re good.”

“That is not acceptable, Mister Li,” he replied. “You will come with us and explain it to our boss in person.”

“He will do no such thing,” Jacob informed them, wiggling the gun beside his leg.

The goon peered up at him as he produced his own weapon—a slick silver pistol. The men behind him raised theirs, and the large Australian stared down four barrels. “You are outgunned, Mister … Who are you, anyway?”

“The bloke that’s gonna—”

Before he finished his sentence, the lights in the restaurant blinked out, blinding everyone in the dark except for me. Guns swung in every direction, aiming everywhere and nowhere, and I slid my chair back, ready to move. If everyone started shooting blindly, it would not end well.

“Uh, Chen?” said a goon from the back. “I think something’s crawling on me!”

Another goon screamed out, dropping his gun and clutching his face. “Get it off! Get it off!” he shrieked. I squinted at him, and I swear something moved along his skin, but it may have been a trick of the eyes.

A gun fired, shooting harmlessly to the ceiling, and the leader hissed a word that sounded vaguely familiar, but I didn’t quite catch it.

I shot my arm under the table and grabbed Joey’s knee. She yelped at the sudden touch, and I flipped us into the Noctis. The chairs disappeared beneath us, remaining in the world proper, and we fell to the spongy ground of the shadow realm, landing harmlessly on our butts. Startled by the sudden scream, the leader—Chen—panicked, swung his gun in her direction and fired. The bullet whizzed above us, smacked the back of her chair, where her head was seconds before, and obliterated the wooden frame. Joey flailed, blind and confused, and unaware of how close that bullet came to killing her.

The scene in the restaurant flipped, inverting, and reflected beneath us. From my perspective, the men stood upside down, and I sat beneath their feet, safely hidden within the floor. After our disappearance, Jacob grabbed Simon, and they hunched together beneath the table, with Jacob’s frame taking up most of the space. His body encompassed the smaller man, protecting and shielding him, as more gunfire erupted around them.

“Shh, it’s okay,” I assured Joey, blood pumping in my temples, and squeezed her thigh reassuringly. “We’re safe. We’re in the Noctis.”

“I can’t see!” Jo panicked, sitting up, and gaped at the starry oblivion. “Wait, what’s all that light?”

“It’s the city outside.” 

“But we were inside. How can we see them?”

“Because we’re not in the restaurant anymore. Stay down. Bullets can still get us.” I laid my body flat next to her, on my stomach, and kept an eye on the restaurant below.

“Bro, that’s crazy,” she exclaimed, dropping onto her back. “Holy shit, the moon is up there! Why the hell have you never brought me here before?”

I shrugged. “Dunno. Keep quiet—I need to hear what’s happening.”

“Hear what? Oh God, was that a gunshot? Who’s screaming?”

“You can’t see it, but everyone is still beneath us. Now shush. I might need to pull the others in, but I have to hear what’s happening.”

Jo quieted, and I focused on the scene playing out.

The four Paper Dragons flailed around, tearing at their clothes as something invisible crawled along their bodies. They shouted in fear as they fled the restaurant, tripping over one another, and falling to the pavement in a tangle of limbs. One man continuously shouted the same word, over and over, as he thrashed at something attacking his limbs.

“Mogwai!”

From the view beneath, the restaurant walls did nothing to block my view, and I had a clear line of sight to the street. Still, I crawled closer for a better angle, as late-night pedestrians gawked and stared, frozen in place, unsure how to react to the scene unfolding before them.

My blood ran cold as I saw what they were doing to themselves. Digging with their fingernails, they ripped and tore at their own flesh, shrieking in pain and terror. One goon smashed his head into the pavement, over and over, until his skull released a sickening crack, and he fell limp. Another bit off his own tongue and choked on it, trashing his arms against the street as he suffocated. The third goon sunk his fingers into his eye sockets, and blood spurted all over his hands. He released a scream of undulating pain and horror, wrenched his hands free, and fell to the ground, dead. His left hand opened as he landed, and an eyeball rolled off his palm and down the street, coming to a stop in the gutter. 

The gawking onlookers screamed in unison, fleeing the scene, and soon, no one remained on the street except the three dead men and the groaning leader, Chen. I barely kept myself from vomiting, and thanked every god I could name that Joey hadn’t witnessed that.

A new figure emerged from the shadows, stepping out from a nearby alleyway, dressed in a tuxedo reminiscent of a cocktail waiter. The newcomer, a Chinese man of short stature, wore reflective sunglasses and held a white walking stick—a blind man’s cane. He tapped it against the pavement as he moved, finding his way through the street, and stopped before Chen. He loomed over him, his face staring straight ahead, and extended his hand, hovering it in the air.

Chen scrambled to his feet, staring at the blind man in terror.   “Mogwai!” he screamed, and turned tail, running down the street. At the intersection, he paused, waiting for something unseen, and flung himself in front of a speeding pickup truck. The vehicle screeched and skidded to a halt, but not before its wheels bounced over his body, crushing him. 

With graceful poise, the blind man turned his back to the carnage. He tapped his cane against the pavement and casually walked away, leaving the dead men in his wake, as if he were out for a leisurely midnight stroll.

When he disappeared from view, I queasily climbed to my knees, my limbs shaking, and crawled back to Jo. “Wait here,” I said, and glanced down, making sure I wasn’t beneath the table.

“Not like I can go anywhere,” she whispered back as she stared wondrously at the moon, oblivious to everything that had just occurred. “This place is amazing.”

“Glad you like it,” I murmured, and slipped back to the world, into the restaurant.

“They’re gone, guys,” I announced.

Jacob awkwardly crawled out from under the table, his shoulders bumping against it as he climbed to his feet. “What happened?”

“I have no idea, but you don’t want to see outside,” I warned. “We need to get out of here. Can we go to your office?”

Sirens blared in the distance, signalling police and emergency vehicles heading to our location. Given the number of witnesses, it was no surprise that someone called 911.

Jacob peered out the window. “Bit far from here, mate. If those sirens are headed our way, getting a cab won’t be easy.”

“I’ll take us there.”

His eyes snapped to me. “Wait, serious? You can do that?”

“What can he do?” Simon asked, climbing out from under the table, confused.

Jacob knew about my power, to some extent, because of Jo’s big mouth that she seldom shut, a fact I only learned yesterday and was far from impressed by. Simon, however, did not. Given how long we’d known each other, he might not handle that revelation kindly, but I saw little choice. I did not want us anywhere near the fallen gangsters when the police arrived, trying to explain what happened without looking like we were directly involved.

“Just take my hand,” I directed. 

Jacob’s brow wrinkled apprehensively, but he nodded in agreement and nudged Simon to do the same. “You’ll be right, mate. I’ve heard about this.”

I flipped us into the shadow as soon as I had them both. “Jo—Grab my leg.”

“Huh?” she asked, still lying down, holding her cowboy hat against her stomach. She looked up at the sound of my voice and flinched as I let my calf brush her hand. “Uhm, yeah. Okay.”

“Was she down there the whole time?” Simon asked. “Where did these lights come from? Why are we holding hands?”

The transition between planes had no sensation to anyone but me, and as far as Simon was aware, we never left the restaurant. He moved from one dark place to another, oblivious. He would feel the next part, though.

Glancing at the moon to get a sense of direction, remembering where Jacob’s office was located, I turned us all around and willed us forward. We jumped—teleported, technically—and Simon let out a high-pitched scream. My lips curled in mirth, despite everything I just witnessed, as he reminded me of the little girl who found me by the apple tree the day I discovered my powers.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


		CHAPTER 03



Jacob Carpenter’s office was in Lincoln Park Centre, close to Mount Royal University, wedged between a Pita Pit and a nail salon, and depending on the time of day, smelled of either grilled chicken or acrylic. However, at three in the morning, neither odour was present, and instead, the stale aroma of an unidentifiable perfume lingered in the air from Jacob’s receptionist, Sheila, who would have left hours ago.

I liked Sheila. It wasn’t her real name, but what Jacob always referred to her as. The Sheila, to be specific, which meant ‘female’ in Australian. Her real name was Patty, a kindly middle-aged woman with a heart of gold. Where Jacob would send nutters our way, to have a laugh at our expense, Patty would send those she genuinely believed needed help, but didn’t fall in line with her boss’s specialties.

The surly Australian preferred cut-and-dry cases. Jacob hated shades of grey or anything he might describe as troppo, aka crazy. Specializing in missing persons and tracking down stalkers, he primarily defended the fairer sex, hunting down deadbeat husbands that two-timed their wives, or men who simply couldn’t take “no” for an answer. One was Patty’s ex-husband, who Jacob put in the hospital. When the Giant from Down Under finished with him, he drank through a straw for three months.

“Don’t touch anything,” Jacob warned as we entered, walking through a glazed glass door emblazoned with the inscription, ‘Sticky Beak Investigations’, after he insisted on exiting the Noctis on the street. The idea of sneaking into his humble office through a separate realm gave him the willies, and I refrained from telling him I’d already done so multiple times. Sometimes our cases intersected, and now and then, he had more information than I did, so I would help myself to his notes.

Not that I would admit to it. I’m not that stupid.

Jacob sat at his desk, throwing his legs up. Medals and degrees decorated the walls behind him, alluding to a military past and violent recreational activities. Back in Australia, he became a prominent boxer, but never made it to the big leagues. He took one too many concussions and, despite loving the fight, had to step away for his continued health. What he did in the military, despite the medals, remained a mystery, and he refused to discuss it.

Jo headed straight to the back, tossing her cowboy hat on the desk as she passed, and disappeared into the bathroom without first asking if she could use it. How comfortably she cut through and knew exactly where she was going showed clear familiarity with the place. Jacob didn’t bat an eyelash, so he was used to her presence. My receptionist had been hanging out with my rival for months without me knowing, and he seemed to have taken to her quite a bit, fulfilling a big brother role. 

A giant brother, really.

I only had one day to process that information, but ultimately, I was fine with it. We didn’t always see eye to eye, but I held high respect for the man, and Jo could do worse for company. I just wished she hadn’t spilled the beans about our abilities. Were he any other man, that could have resulted in dangerous consequences.

All in all, Jacob handled it well. The revelation of powered individuals, already old in his mind, and the conflict we just escaped, might only equate to his typical Tuesday nights. He didn’t see what happened outside, but I had a feeling he’d seen worse. Simon, on the other hand, looked rattled and queasy. He found a leather recliner near the door and sat, burying his face in his palms. 

I stood in the centre of the room, equal distance between the two men, and couldn’t decide what to do with my arms.

“You okay, bud?” I asked Simon.

“We just teleported across the city,” he murmured.

“Technically, we didn’t teleport. We just took a unique route.”

“One second, we were in Chinatown, and the next, we were here. We teleported.” He lifted his head and met my eyes. Fear and awe painted his face, mingled with a tinge of irritation. “How long have you been able to do that?”

“Remember the Doomsday Prepper?”

“How could I forget?” he muttered, wincing at the memory, and shifted in his seat.

Back in high school, Simon and I, along with a group of pot-smoking rapscallions, decided it would be fun to break into an abandoned, run-down home and poke around. Turned out, it wasn’t so abandoned. A crazed Sasquatch of a man lived in the basement, converted into a bunker, and rarely came up to the surface. He believed that the world would soon end, and that aliens from Venus were preparing a full-scale invasion on Earth. He had stockpiles of canned goods to last fifty years and a sizeable armoury of illegal weaponry. One of those weapons, a shotgun loaded with non-lethal rock salt, led to Simon having one of the worst summer breaks of his life. The entire event made the news after the cops showed up and arrested the man.

That was the last time I saw Simon for twenty years. By the time he recovered and returned to school, I had already dropped out, consumed by my newfound abilities, that I left everything behind. I was his only friend, and he never forgave me for abandoning him. 

I’m not proud of that.

I leaned on the edge of Sheila’s desk, facing him. “Yeah, well. After he took you out, he chased after me. Almost got my fat-ass too. Remember those khaki’s I thought looked super cool and wore every single day? And that ridiculous wallet chain? Man, the nineties were wild. Turns out, they weren’t great to run in.”

“And you teleported away? That’s how you escaped?” he asked, his voice cracking, as Sober Simon threatened to resurface.

“Nope. I tripped and fell through a shadow.”

Simon squinted at me. “Pardon?”

“A shadow. Landed somewhere else, in a different plane of existence. That’s where I brought us, and how we got here from Chinatown. I can move around in there pretty quickly.”

“There were lights everywhere.”

“Yeah, they get in my way a lot. Look, it’s a lot to explain, so I’ll spare you the specifics for now.”

“Okay. So separate plane of existence. Got it.” From the tone of his voice, he did not, in fact, have it. “So, what are we talking about here? The Upside-Down from that Netflix show? Narnia? The Shadow Realm from Marvel?”

“Marvel has a Shadow Realm?” I asked, lifting my brows. “Shit. Thought I was being original, there. Let’s call it none of the above. Technically, I think it’s limbo. I just call it the Noctis.”

“‘The, of the night?’ That’s a terrible name.”

“Why does everyone keep saying that?” I groaned.

“Noctis Investigations. Huh. I get it,” Jacob chimed in. “Shouldn’t it be ‘Investigations Noctis’, then, if ya wanna be grammatically accurate?”

“Privata inquisitor noctis,” Simon added. “Private investigator of the night.”

I threw my hands up in frustration. “When the hell did everyone become an expert on Latin grammar?”

“What about the Latin Grammy’s?” Jo asked as she exited the bathroom, her makeup washed off, looking like her normal self again. “It’s only June—there’s no way they’ve announced the nominees yet!”

“Welcome back to the party, Peanut.” Jacob smiled at her, beckoning her over. “Your boss was telling us about his peep-show place.”

Jo walked—wobbled, really—to the desk and sat on the edge. She fiddled with her skirts, clearly fed up with the feminine display, and leaned back on her palms. “Oh, he doesn’t use it for that. He constantly scolds Miri for it, though. Apparently, she’s a bit of a voyeur.”

I choked on my saliva, coughing into my fist.

“Not the habit I’d’ve expected from that one,” he replied, his eyes widening.

“She’s not a voyeur,” I corrected. “She just has a habit of doing it accidentally.”

“I doubt she’s the only one,” Jacob implied, knocking on his desk. “Don’t care what ya say, mate. Guarantee ya’ve seen some shit ya weren’t supposed to see.”

“I … Well, yeah. It happens. I don’t go looking for it, though.”

“He’s not allowed to flip inside the warehouse,” Jo said. “Miri made that a rule before I showed up. Didn’t have anything to do with peeping, though. He stumbled home drunk one night through the Noctis and forgot he was still in there when he tried to use the toilet. It splashed everywhere in the morning when Miri turned the light on, releasing it.”

Simon leaned back in his chair, closed his eyes, and said, “Gross.”

“I still plead innocence to that. I have no memory of it,” I defended.

“Because you were wasted,” Jo accused.

“I can handle my alcohol, thank you very much.”

“Please. I’ve literally watched Miri drink you under the table.”

“Maybe I liked it under the table.”

Jacob harrumphed. “See? Peeper.”

I rolled my eyes.

“So, like, are we gonna talk about what happened at the restaurant or what?” Jo asked, changing the subject. “Why are we sitting around acting like nothing happened?”

“Voice of reason from someone who didn’t have to witness it,” I muttered, rubbing the bridge of my nose between my fingers as I tried to block the visuals from my mind. “That was messed up.”

“What was?” asked Simon. “We couldn’t see anything.”

“Someone like Jo and I showed up.”

Simon opened his eyes and shot a questioning glance at Jo.

“Thanks for outing me, bro.” Jo said, shooting me a glare. “I’ll tell you later, Simon.”

I narrowed an eye at her and gestured to Jacob with a sideways nod. “Kettle. Black.”

“That’s racist,” she grumbled, but backed off and dropped her eyes.

“Who showed up?” asked Jacob, interrupting us. “And how’d’ya know he’s powered?”

“Don’t know who he was. Short, Chinese, and blind. Wore a tuxedo. Ring any bells, Simon?”

“I don’t know every Chinese person in Calgary, dude.”

Jo snorted, and I shrugged, crossing my arms. “Either way, he uh … Honestly, I don’t know what the hell he did, but all four men are dead. Pretty sure he made them kill themselves.”

“We heard the screams,” Jacob grumbled, then pointed at Simon. “At least, those that weren’t drowned out by this bloke’s whinging.”

“I am not used to violent confrontations,” Simon shot back, his voice slightly mousier. Sober Simon was en route. “I fail to see why me reacting in fear to men being murdered is a subject for mockery.”

“They called him Mogwai,” I cut back in. “Do you know what that is, at least?”

“Wait, what?” Jo perked up. “What’s Gizmo got to do with this? Oh, God. Are we gonna fight gremlins? It isn’t even Christmas!”

I gestured for Jo to be quiet, though I appreciated where her mind went. Mine had done the same, but I tactfully kept it to myself. Who says I can’t grow as a person?

Simon frowned, ignoring her. “It means demon or monster. The Bogeyman, basically.”

“Great. And one who can apparently make people commit suicide,” I added, shuddering at the memory. “One of them literally tore his own eyes out.”

Jo turned pale, almost green. “Ew.”

“Be glad you were looking at the moon.”

“Oh. Oh, God. That’s what that sound was? Oh my God.” Jo stood and ran to the bathroom. I followed immediately, and Jacob prepared to follow, but he settled back with a gesture from me. “I got this.”

Jo was already on her knees, crouched over the toilet. I grabbed her hair and held it back before the first heave. When she finished, she wiped her mouth, flushed, and I escorted her back to the office.

With a wave, I urged Simon off the recliner so Jo could sit comfortably. He obliged and stood awkwardly by the front door, and I sat on the arm next to her, holding her hand.

“I don’t like this,” Jo mumbled. “I want to go home.”

“We will. Just hold on a minute.” I glanced at Simon. “Who is Mister Zheng?”

Simon shrugged. “I haven’t heard of him. He probably killed Mister Woo, though. That’s usually how it goes.”

“Or he killed himself,” I speculated, and turned to Jacob. “Would you mind looking into him? Last we heard, the Triad had left Calgary, hot on the heels of the biker gang exodus. If there’s a powered person involved, targeting them, we need more information. How many more killed themselves? Were the bikers targeted? The mob? The Russians? Anything weird involving the gangs—we need to know.”

“I guess,” Jacob sighed. “I don’t like organized crime. Gets messy. What’re you gonna to do?”

“There’s a Chinese supervillain running around, and if those goons already had a name for him, then it wasn’t the first time he’s been spotted. I’ll take Jo home and consult with our local Chinatown expert in the morning. He may have heard something.”

“Fair. Yeah, no drama.” Jacob waved me off. “I’ll sus it out. Give Jono my best and tell him I’ve been meaning to swing by—just been busy, is all. I still owe him a steak. Go get Peanut to bed.”

“Thanks, Jake.”

“Jacob,” he replied firmly, and pointed to Jo. “Only she gets to call me that.”

“Fair enough.” I shrugged and turned back to Simon. “Where are the Paper Dragons based?”

“Everywhere, but I know they have a place under Dragon City Mall. They own the building. Well, they own the guy who owns it.”

I raised my brows. “Oh. Well, that’s convenient. That’s where Jono’s office is.”

“Well, yeah. He’s connected.”

I paused, stunned. “Wait, seriously?”

“Obviously, dude. He feeds them information regarding rival gangs, and they keep their activities in Chinatown away from the civilians. Half his clientele is Triad.”

“I … don’t know how to take that news.”

Jacob laughed. “Some investigator, you are. I figured that out the first month I set up shop here.”

“Well, excuse me for not digging into my fellow investigators,” I said. “Figured there was some sort of etiquette or code of conduct between us.”

Jacob laughed harder, wiping tears from his eyes. “Oh, fuck nah, mate. The reason I never liked you much is cause I can’t find anything about ya—you’re a goddamn ghost. Got a whole twenty-year gap in ya life, and I’ve had a helluva time trying to fill those blanks.”

“That is true,” Simon added. “I can read the private e-mails between King Charles and King Salman, yet I can’t find a trace of what you’ve been up to since High School.”

“Yeah, by design. Glad to know I was successful, but not sure how I feel about the both of you digging into me.” I stood, dismissing the topic with a wave, and looked at everyone together. “Anyone need a lift home?”

Simon turned pale and shook his head. “I’ll get a cab.”

“I’ll call ya one, mate,” Jacob offered, reaching for his phone. “I’m right, Lloyd. Got an overnight bag stashed here. Will get to work after I catch a few winks. I’m bloody buggered.”

I nodded and turned to Jo. “Ready to go?”

She nodded absently.

“Does the place still stink?” I asked. I spent the previous night at a hotel near the warehouse since Jo accidentally caused a septic rupture, stinking the whole place out.

“The repair guy is coming Monday,” she replied.

“Step outside before you do your thing, please,” Jacob requested. “Still gives me the willies.” 

We obliged, and as we stepped out, Jo’s eyes lit up as she saw the sky. “Is it snowing?”

“Uh….”

A light flurry of white and grey flakes gently floated to the ground. Jo stuck her tongue out, caught one, and immediately gagged and spat. “That’s not snow! Bleh, tastes burnt.”

My eyes welled up as I stared at the sky, and a tear trickled down my face. The night’s events had successfully distracted me, but there was no forgetting it now.

“Oh. Oh, jeez.” Simon said from behind us, poking his head out the door. His eyes widened and flicked to me, realization dawning on him. He had just learned superpowered people existed and put two and two together. “Was that caused by someone like you?” he asked queasily.

I wiped my cheek and nodded. “Yeah.”

“You said it was caused by fracking.”

“Would you have believed me otherwise?”

The three of us stood in silence, watching in melancholic awe until Simon’s cab pulled up. He got in and drove off, the cab leaving tire trails on the pavement in its wake.

The winds had shifted. What started as a light dusting turned heavier, carrying the remnants of disaster five hundred kilometres from the south. The ashes of what once was Great Falls, Montana, coated the streets of Calgary in a sight not seen since the eruption of Mount St. Helen.

As hard as I wanted to forget, there was no escaping what we left behind.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


		CHAPTER 04



“How tired are you?” I asked.

“Nothing good ever follows that phrase at three in the morning,” Jo replied, squinting at me. “But I’m, like, really wired, and surprisingly sober. I don’t think I could sleep.”

“Perfect. Neither can I.”

“That’s cause you woke up at two p.m.”

“Can’t wake up if you never slept,” I said.

“That bad, huh?”

“Come on.” I grabbed her hand and whisked her into the Noctis before she could respond.

“You know I can’t really see anything in—ooh, pretty lights!” 

Floating in the void, glittering diamonds and crystals, the city sparkled in her eyes, and she gaped like a child staring at a hoard of treasure.

“You should see it before midnight when more lights are on,” I said, smiling at her astonishment. 

“Where are we going?”

“Somewhere I’ve never been before. Hopefully, this works, and we don’t die.”

Jo snapped her attention away from the lights and eyed my direction. “What?”

I jumped us northeast without answering, returning downtown, and seconds later, we stood beneath a towering pillar. It stretched below our feet, reaching for the carpet of twinkling stars, and I placed us in the direct centre of the base. Above, the observation deck often glittered with LED lights, but this time of the night, it should be dark, allowing easy access to the top.

“Did we move again?”

“Yep. I learned a new trick while we were gone. Hold on.”

I willed us up, and the world beneath fell away. Our ethereal forms sliced through the air, the lights blurring and changing like a disco-themed light show. I didn’t know how many planes it would take to reach the top, but I stopped when the reflection below became primarily sky. A tall, thick needle stretched out, and a large, blinking red diamond flickered above our heads. The stretch of oblivion grew darker, yet lights remained in the distance as the rooftops of skyscrapers towered around us.

Jo frowned at the blinking red light, unable to see anything else, but her eyes widened. “Are we…?”

“Hold on—it might be windy. Keep hold of my hand.”

“Wait!” she yelled nervously, and I happily ignored her with a grin on my face.
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