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CHAPTER 01

	“Noctis Investigations. Let us find what you’ve lost in the dark,” a young, feminine voice speaks. “Join me on a journey through our home and business, and meet the brilliant private detectives, making waves through the streets of Cowtown. This is where the magic happens.”

	A small warehouse enters the view, and as the narrator walks toward the building, the camera zooms into the door. A sign reads, “NOCTIS INVESTIGATIONS, OFFICES OF GIBSON AND DELGADO,” and a delicate, coppery hand turns the handle, pushing the door open. 

	“You should have seen this place when I moved in last fall. It was barely habitable, yet I’ve been told it’s a step up from the summer before,” the narrator continues. “An abandoned warehouse, once forgotten by the residents of Balzac and a title deed forgotten, later rediscovered by its rightful owner. What once was a travesty encased in steel, filled only with a bed and a camping chair, now holds so much more.”

	The camera crosses the threshold, shaking as the door closes behind, before focusing on the front hallway.

	“When I arrived, they had freshly installed drywall and insulation, but the rooms were sectioned off with pink, fabric-covered partitions instead of interior walls. The office and bedrooms were cubicles, an interior design that was very ‘office-chic’ but lacked a specific touch. Privacy, to be exact. It was awful, and I spent the first week wondering why I came here, following a madman in the shadows.”

	The camera pans around to reveal an office furnished with a light-mahogany hardwood floor. Vast beams of sunlight pour into the large bay windows to the left, illuminating two desks. 

	“Now, seven months later, it’s a home.”

	The closest desk, made of red oak, has curious and unexplained burn marks. Displayed at the forefront is a golden, monogrammed nameplate, with the engraving, ‘Lloyd Gibson, PI’ in bold letters. Beyond is a mess of unfiled paperwork, a Burger King wrapper, and a handful of discarded and forgotten trail mix. Next to the paperwork rests a novelty pen with a bikini-clad woman on the end. 

	The narrator reaches out and lifts the pen, turning it upside down, and the bikini falls off. “I don’t know why I like this pen so much,” she admits. “So stupid.”

	The second desk, made of dark chestnut, features another nameplate, reading, ‘Mireya Delgado, PI’. Free of clutter, it contains only a closed laptop and a small ceramic chihuahua. A light purple blazer is draped over the back of an office chair.

	“So many blazers,” the narrator whispers before moving on.

	Behind the desks is a proper white wall, floor to ceiling, with a closed door leading to the rooms beyond. Displayed on the wall, overlooking the chestnut desk, are two paintings and another framed photo. The paintings depict a beautiful and serene waterfall and the city’s skyline, featuring the Calgary Tower and Saddledome. The camera zooms in on the photo, showcasing a Latino groom and a bride of European descent, taken in the 70s, based on the fashion and overall picture quality.

	“These are the parents of Mireya Delgado, displayed proudly where they overlook their daughter as she does her finest work.”

	The camera pans to the left, focusing on the wall behind the red oak desk.

	“And here, we find a travesty in three posters.”

	The camera focuses on the album cover of Metallica’s ‘Master of Puppets’, and the original cover art for Stephen Spielberg’s ‘Jurassic Park.’ The third features the ample bosom of Yasmine Bleeth from the 1990s television program ‘Baywatch,’ with ripped corners and various creases. Someone keeps tearing it down, yet it continues to be smoothed out and rehung.

	“I’ve been told this poster is from the greatest television show of all time. I watched a few clips online, and I wish I hadn’t. The nineties had amazing music, but the TV shows were problematic at best.”

	The camera swings to the right, passing an open door, leading to a kitchen, and continues panning to the corner. Hidden from the entrance sits a plain rectangular computer desk made of particleboard with a melamine finish. It holds an open laptop displaying an ongoing single-player card game, a small black desk lamp, and a black landline phone. A small terracotta pot sits beside the laptop, with a flourishing daisy sprouting from the centre. A shelf underneath holds a bonsai tree in a rectangular dish, ten books on botany and one titled “The Subtle Art of Not Giving a F*ck.”

	“This is my desk, and where the real magic happens. I may mostly take calls and schedule Mister Gibson’s doctor’s appointments, but the business would be in ruins without me. I am an integral part of the machine, and through this glorious job, I have become a master of Solitaire.”

	Next to the desk, on the floor, is a large white pot sprouting a massive honeysuckle vine that snakes its way up the wall and along the ceiling’s edge. The camera pans, following the vine, as it travels to the other side of the office, and wraps around the bay windows. The camera swings back, returning to the desk.

	“I brought the honeysuckle in after some significant convincing. Check out my previous videos for how I grew it!”

	Mounted on the wall near the kitchen door is a small flatscreen TV, playing a news program. A reporter is interviewing a seismologist regarding rumoured tectonic activity around Yellowstone National Park. The camera pans again, zooming out until most of the office is in frame.

	“As you can see, what once was a drafty nightmare has been converted into a proper office and home. The walls were installed only last month and have drastically improved the place’s energy. In addition, with actual, proper doors, I no longer have to worry about changing in the bathroom. No more risk of people walking in on me! It’s glorious. Now let’s see if we can find my employers and friends!”

	The video pans to the kitchen door, approaching and passing into a large, modern kitchen. Glossy black cupboards, a cream-speckled countertop, and a stainless steel double sink with an arched faucet are visible. The camera does not pan to the rest of the kitchen, but settles on a figure standing within.

	A striking woman with a light, golden complexion and long, dark hair pulled into a semi-severe ponytail stands before the sink. Her outfit consists of a white blouse with rolled-up sleeves, yellow latex gloves, and purple trousers that match the blazer draped in the office.

	“Aha! Here we have my boss, Mireya Delgado, fervently washing the dishes ignored by her counterpart. A strong, proud, beautiful woman of Latinx descent, she is the glue that holds our little organization together. Without her, we simply would not exist. We call her Miri, and only we have the privilege of bestowing such an honour. To the rest of the world, she is Miss Delgado, and she is to be respected in the highest of regards!”

	“What are you doing?” Miri asks, turning to the camera.

	“It is time for my one million followers to meet the people who have so kindly allowed me into their home and given me a proper job,” declares the narrator.

	“I do not remember consenting to this,” she says as she rinses the last plate. “Did you break one million? I thought it was only nine-hundred and twenty.”

	“Fame is thrust on the best of us. Some of us seek it out, while others have it find them.”

	“Can we not?” Miri grumbles as she turns the water off and removes the latex gloves, depositing them on the counter.

	“What would you like to say to everyone watching at home?”

	A concerned and perturbed expression crosses her face. “Are we live?”

	“No, but this video will be up by tonight! Tell my glorious audience something about yourself.”

	“Um. Well. Hmm.” The proud and fierce Latina woman considers the request, tapping her forefinger against her chin. “Well, as your wonderful influencer has stated, my name is Miss Delgado. I enjoy chai lattes, working out at the gym, and firing insolent youths who film me without permission.”

	The camera spins, panning to the door, and swiftly races back to the office without ceremony.

	“She was only joking,” the narrator huffs. “Miss Mireya Delgado, folks! Let’s go see the rest of the place!”

	The frame bounces up and down as the camera approaches the closed door beyond the desks, and opens to reveal a long hallway. More photos line the wall to the right, depicting various members of the Delgado family and more paintings of landscapes. On the left, lacking sense and taste in interior décor, are a series of movie posters ranging from ‘The Lord of the Rings’ to a black-and-white ‘Nosferatu.’ Other frames showcase paintings of dragons, wizards, and one of RoboCop riding a unicorn.

	“It should be evident, rather quickly, which boss has taste, and which does not.”

	The first door approaches on the right, and a hand pushes it open, revealing a large bedroom. The edge of a queen-sized bed comes into view, with a red and white floral quilt tucked neatly beneath the mattress.

	“You had better not be going into my bedroom!” Mireya’s voice yells, and the door pulls closed with haste.

	“Here, we have the entertainment room,” announces the narrator, entering a door to the left. 

	As the view opens, a green upholstered recliner enters the frame, seated next to a cream-coloured futon. The cushions appear worn and flattened. Beyond, at eye level, is a wall-mounted 42-inch flatscreen suspended above a black cabinet with a glass door. Inside are various fantasy and superhero movies, a box set of the television show ‘Scrubs,’ and an entire shelf devoted to chick flicks. In each corner of the room sits a large terracotta pot holding five-foot tall ferns, and more honeysuckle borders the edges of the ceiling. A grey, three-seat sofa and two blue chairs sit against the far wall, while the futon and recliner occupy a prime viewing position for the TV.

	“I honestly hate that futon and can’t, for the life of me, figure out why we haven’t gotten rid of it. The couch is much more comfy, yet they insist on keeping that thing in front of the TV. I love this recliner, though—it literally hugs your butt. I spend a lot of time here when the bosses are out. Don’t worry, I set up the business phone to redirect to my cell, so I can still do my job while slacking off. Can you believe they still use a landline? Oh! Let’s go see my bedroom!”

	The camera spins, floats back to the hallway, and turns left. Another door pushes open to the right, beyond the previous bedroom.

	“You may have seen my room before in previous videos, but I’ve never properly showcased it!”

	The room contains an unmade bed—a twin-sized mattress on a wooden frame—with pink sheets and a red woollen blanket crumpled at the foot. A wardrobe made of maple-stained pine sits in the corner, the door cracked ajar. Vines of honeysuckle and wisteria encompass the walls, giving the room a vibrant shade of purple and yellow. A large red shaggy rug spans the hardwood floors. 

	A nightstand sits next to the head of the bed with a small, pink-shaded lamp, with tiny clear jewels suspended around the rim. Below sits a copy of ‘Miss Peregrine’s Home for Peculiar Children,’ and next to it, almost out of frame, is a blurred and censored image.

	“Oh, shit!”

	The camera swings around and exits the bedroom, the door slamming closed.

	“I’ll, uhm, have to edit that out. I thought I put that away. Shit. Uhm, let’s go check out the bathroom!”

	At the end of the hallway, another door opens, leading to a fully furnished bathroom. The toilet is in a chrome cubicle on the left, with a shower on the right and a urinal in between. A large towel rack with three bath towels, black, pink and green, hangs beside a cream-coloured sink in the corner by the door. Various cosmetics and skincare products litter the counter, with a single can of men’s shaving cream. Three white hand towels hang from silver rings on the wall. Two of them are in pristine condition, while the third appears to have reddish-brown stains spattered on it.

	The camera rises, bringing the large mirror into view, and with it, the narrator. She holds her phone to the side, keeping her youthful face in sight. Long, wavy dark hair cascades to her lower back, and her bushy brows complement her deep-brown eyes. Her outfit is a sky-blue, short-sleeved playsuit with a zip-up front, modest but flattering. She strikes a pose, free hand on her hip, attempting an alluring stance but appearing awkward and against her character. Her lips, stuck in a perpetual pout and stained with chocolate lip gloss, attempt a playful smile.

	“I love this outfit. Look how cute I look today!” the narrator exclaims. “My parents would never let me wear things like this. I blame the missionaries. They ruined us.”

	The camera pans away, exits the bathroom, and focuses on the last remaining door in the hall.

	“Let’s go see what my other boss is up to!” the narrator suggests. The door opens to reveal a darkened room, with blackout curtains covering every inch of the window, pulled tight to keep even a sliver of light from the room. “Oh, I can’t see anything in here….”

	A hand reaches forward, disappearing into the shadow, and flicks upward. The lights turn on and a bed appears with a tall man sprawled out, lying on his back. Draped over the edge hangs a pasty leg, his foot dangling an inch from the floor, with the other leg bent at the knee, pointing upwards. The man’s bare, pale chest gleams in the overhead light with the sheets tossed to the floor. His only article of clothing is a pair of knitted boxers decorated with yellow smiley faces. 

	His hands shoot upward, covering his eyes, and he releases a pained cry. “What the? Why?” he hollers. “Oh, God! Who the hell turned that on?”

	“Hi, Lloyd! It’s … Oh my God!” the narrator shrieks as the camera briefly settles on his boxers, and a part of the image becomes blurred, censored.

	An eye peaks out from behind his arms, and the man notices the cell phone pointed at him. He panics and throws his hands down, covering his lower regions. “What the hell, Joey!” he yells, his face flushing red.

	“Oh, crap! I’m so sorry!” the narrator shouts in apology as the camera spins away, facing the door.

	“Why the hell are you filming me?” he yells, now off-camera.

	“It’s eleven a.m.! I didn’t think you’d still be sleeping!”

	“What else would I be doing?” the man shouted. “Oh my God! Was that on camera?”

	“Sorry! I’m so sorry! I’ve heard it’s a natural thing that happens to guys when they sleep, but I didn’t know it was true! Sorry!”

	“GET THE FUCK OUT!” he screams.

	The camera flies through the door and into the hallway, and switches to the phone’s front camera. The narrator’s face bobs up and down as she flees, looking terrified as she speeds back to the office.

	“I think that’s all for today, squad,” she huffs. “If I never post another video after this, please call the police because I think he might actually kill me this time!”

	“Joey, what have you done?” Mireya’s voice booms, as the narrator stumbles through the door.

	“It was an accident, I swear!” she insists, out of breath. “I didn’t think he’d have a goddamn bone—” 

	The video ends abruptly.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


CHAPTER 02

	“You said you’d edit that part out,” I said, squinting at the screen.

	I sat at my desk, leaning forward on my elbows with a cell phone between my forearms, reviewing the video. Well, review might not be the right word—she already uploaded the video—a fact that didn’t help relieve my lamentable Monday Blues. The incident in question occurred Saturday afternoon, and Jo finally worked up the nerve to be in the same room as me.

	“I blurred it out, didn’t I?” Jo defended.

	I took a long sip of coffee while peering at our receptionist, who sat at her desk in the corner. Jo was a complete pain in my ass, but I’d grown fond of her over the last seven months, and she’d become an invaluable member of the team. Clients appreciated her friendly and approachable manner of speaking, both in person and over the phone. Her carefree attitude and sense of humour helped put them at ease, making our jobs of getting them to open up much easier. A comfortable client gets to the point faster than a nervous one.

	Jo spun her office chair to face me, sitting with her left foot propped on her knee. One hand fiddled nervously with the shoelaces of her black-and-white checkered Vans, and the other held a can of Coke. She wore a pair of adult Oshkosh B’Gosh overalls she found at a thrift shop (I didn’t even know they made those), overlaying a plain white tee. With one strap clasped over her left shoulder, the other remained unfastened, falling into a triangular flap of denim, hanging loose. Today, she opted out of makeup, her face au naturel, with her wavy hair tied back in a loose ponytail.

	“Didn’t you post this yesterday?” I asked. “How the hell does it already have three million views?”

	Jo snorted and choked on her Coke, her eyes growing wide. “Are you serious? It was only at two million an hour ago! Hell yeah! That might get me monetized!”

	“One million people watched this in the last hour? Oh, God. Please take it down.” I slid the phone across my desk. I watched the video on her cell to avoid having to download the social media app.

	“Bruh, you were pitching a tent. That shit’s funny.”

	“Jo … How the hell am I supposed to show my face in public?”

	“Oh, come on. No one’s gonna recognize you.” She tipped her can of Coke in my direction, using it to point to her phone. “It’s an international app. The odds of anyone in this city actually seeing it are slim.”

	“So, what? People in India just saw my….”

	“Probably,” she said, shrugging, and took another sip.

	“I’m pretty sure I pay you to answer the phone and not to show the world my junk,” I grumbled while rubbing the bridge of my nose.

	Jo released a loud, unapologetic burp. “It’s blurred out, so chill. People are laughing at my embarrassment, not yours. It wasn’t even poking out—thank God—I don’t need to see that shit. And you barely pay me anything. Miri writes the cheques, not you.”

	“The business is owned by the both of us.”

	“And without her, you’d be broke.”

	“I let you live here for free.”

	“I offered to get my own place. You insisted.”

	“You were homeless.”

	“I ran away from home. That’s different.”

	By complete happenstance, I encountered Jo last autumn while working a case in Ontario, when my mother asked me to find her missing boyfriend. While working the case, I ended up caught between a necromancer, his animal-loving daughter, and a band of highly trained mercenaries. She worked reception at my hotel, and due to not taking enough care, I slipped up, and she witnessed my unique ability, my superpower, on more than one occasion. She showed up at my room, revealed her own power, and followed me home to Calgary.

	I did not, however, know that she lied to her parents about where she was going. She admitted that little detail after we boarded the train in Toronto, waiting until we were far enough away that returning wasn’t an option. When we arrived home, Miri helped set up a room for her, and they hit it off right away, despite Jo getting spooked after insisting Miri read her aura. I warned her she might not like what Miri saw, but she insisted, and she hasn’t asked since.

	“Have you spoken to your mom lately?” I asked.

	“No, but dad called me yesterday.”

	“And?” I took a sip from my mug.

	“And what?” She shrugged and stared at her shoes. “It was the same shit as always. ‘When are you coming home?’ and ‘Your mom misses you,’ and ‘Your cousins found your videos, and we know you’re not at university. Come home now, or we’ll come and get you.’ You know, dumb shit like that.”

	I almost spat out my coffee. “They know?”

	“Eh, it’s all good—they can’t afford the trip to get here,” she explained with a dismissive wave. “It’s actually awesome that they know now. I’ve been dancing around where I’m living and working in my videos, just in case, and it’s exhausting. My squad has been begging me to tell them where I moved. I guess one of my videos dropped too much info, and they put it together.”

	“That’s why you made that video?” An anxious lump formed in the back of my throat. “If your dad shows up and tries to kill me, I will kill you.”

	I did nothing wrong, but I worried all the same. Jo was a legal adult, old enough to make her own decisions, and I hadn’t kidnapped her. I merely offered her the option of being around people like her—people with powers—and she jumped at the chance. Harbouring a secret, especially one as large as hers, needs to be shared with those who understand, or the weight of it will crush you. I found a girl living isolated and alone, hiding a secret she couldn’t reveal, and I offered her somewhere she might fit in. As well as a teenager can, anyway, while living with two thirty-something’s.

	However, the way she told it, her parents weren’t the most rational of people. Granted, I only heard stories from her perspective, and teenagers often had a skewed sense of things. But, allegedly, they had trust issues with white people (understandably), and their daughter ran off with one. A much older one, for that matter. A father wasn’t likely to take that in stride.

	“Hah! I’d like to see you try, old man,” Jo said with a smirk.

	As I opened my mouth to retort, something slapped the back of my neck. “Ow! What the hell?” I spun my chair, and a vine of honeysuckle, unfurled from the wall, waved at me. I turned back and shot Jo a dirty look. “Don’t make me get the shears,” I threatened. 

	“I think it likes you,” Jo commented, smiling.

	“It thinks what you tell it to think,” I muttered. “And if you think a vine can save you, how well do you think they can grow inside the Noctis?”

	Jo’s eyes widened, her amusement melting off her face. The vine retracted and returned to the wall. “Sorry.”

	A little itty-bitty squeak came from my left. I glanced over and found Chauncy sitting neatly, looking back and forth at Jo and me. “Hey, buddy. You hungry?” I asked the rat.

	Our fourth roommate, Chauncy, was the original occupant of the building. He was there when I moved in, and we’d been best bros ever since. I fed him, bathed him, and gave him glorious scratches under his chin. In return, he gnaws on all the furniture. It was a give-and-take friendship—I give, and he takes. I was fine with the arrangement, because he was adorable.

	The little brown rodent stood on his back legs and waved his paws, bobbing his head in my direction. I ‘pst-pst-pst’ at him, and he met my eyes, before scurrying over to Jo, hopped onto her lap, and promptly curled up on her thigh. A wide grin crossed her face as she rubbed a finger between his ears.

	“Traitor,” I accused him. He lifted his head, glanced my way briefly, before settling back down and shutting his beady eyes. “I hope he gives you fleas.”

	“I think I’m at a higher risk of catching those from you,” she retorted. “Have you even showered today? The way you look, I feel like I should be able to smell you from here.”

	“Maybe I’m too worried about you barging in with your phone to risk taking my clothes off,” I replied. “Seriously, Jo. If the door is closed, stay out.”

	“Or you could buy some damn pyjamas,” she suggested.

	I sighed and rubbed the corners of my eyes, finding bits of sleep crust still present. “At least you didn’t film Chauncy.”

	“I wouldn’t do that. I know what would happen.” Jo stroked her hand along Chauncy’s back and cooed, “I won’t let anyone take you away.”

	The government of Alberta declared rats illegal after a massive campaign in the 50s to exterminate them. Even if a non-resident brought one as a pet into the province, authorities would instantly seize and euthanize the poor rodent. If Chauncy appeared in one of her videos and the wrong people saw, they would come for him. Luckily, our warehouse was in a more secluded area of Balzac, and so far no one had caught onto his presence.

	“Be sure you don’t,” I warned. “Despite the repeated barging into my room, I enjoy having you around. You do a good job, and you’re great for conversation. However, if you jeopardize my little man, I will throw you into the shadows and drag your sorry ass back home without blinking. Understood?”

	“How many times are you going to threaten me with that?” Jo asked, growing angry. “I’ve told you repeatedly that I won’t do that.”

	“Just making sure we’re clear.”

	“Asshole,” she muttered under her breath. I pretended I didn’t hear.

	The squeaking of brakes echoed outside. A moment later, the door swung open, and Miri walked in, fresh from her morning gym routine, dressed in her active wear. Instead of her usual pantsuits, she wore a red crop top, matching leggings, and black Fila running shoes with mint-coloured soles. Her gym outfits highlighted her curvaceous features that were usually hidden by her professional attire. This ensemble, in particular, highly complimented her figure, a fact not entirely lost on Jo, who had gone slack-jawed, mouth agape.

	My eyes fell on a curious birthmark adorning her upper right abdomen, shaped like a malformed peanut, but flicked my eyes away before she noticed. “How was the gym?” I asked.

	“Uneventful, just how I like it,” she replied. “Cory asked where you were.”

	“Pretty sure he gets paid whether or not I show up,” I grumbled, lamenting the monthly bill of my gym membership. Cory was my personal trainer, chosen by Miri’s recommendation. As she put it, I needed someone to keep me focused, and Cory was the man for the job. When I returned from Ontario, I needed a distraction and finally took Miri up on her insistences to hit the gym with her. My efforts paid off—I had significantly more muscle tone than I’d ever had in my life—but it didn’t help ease my mental state. I skipped visits with him every time I backslid.

	“Has anyone called?” Miri asked, moving on and striding across the room, tossing her purse on her desk. “Jo?”

	Jo blinked and jolted in her seat, temporarily disturbing Chauncy, who squeaked in protest. She lifted her gaze away from Miri’s chest, and up to her face. “Uhm. What?”

	“Phone calls. Have we had any?” Miri repeated. If she saw where Jo’s eyes had been, she skilfully ignored it. But, given her empathic ability, she most definitely noticed.

	Jo flushed, and stammered, “Oh. Uhm. No, not this morning.”

	Miri rolled her eyes and sighed. “We have had zero clients for two weeks.”

	“Yeah, but the last two paid nicely,” I reminded her.

	“Half of which we used to fix your car,” Miri replied, facing me with an annoyed scowl. “You still have not explained that.”

	“It’s not my fault. That pole came out of nowhere,” I argued.

	“Why were you driving at night? I still do not understand that.”

	“It’s not exactly easy trailing a car on foot, even in the Noctis. Too many headlights.”

	“You were tailing a poor old woman coming home from playing bingo.”

	“She looked fishy.”

	“In what way, shape, or form would an old lady have business with a drug dealer?”

	I shrugged. “Glaucoma?”

	“You are lucky to avoid a lawsuit.”

	“I still don’t get why she was so mad.”

	Miri pinched the bridge of her nose. “You ran over her mailbox.”

	I raised my palms in protest. “Yeah, and it was reinforced. Barely dented it.”

	“And her flower bed.”

	“Jo fixed it.”

	“You punched her neighbour.”

	“He was a dickhead.”

	“I….” Miri sighed, giving up. “I am going to go change.”

	She disappeared into the hallway, and I shot Jo an amused glance. “You’re doing a fantastic impression of a Venus Flytrap, catching all those flies,” I observed, peering at her over the brim of my coffee mug as I took another sip.

	Jo snapped out of her daze and closed her mouth. “Bruh, how have you not hit that yet?”

	“What?” I blurted, almost choking. “Jo!”

	“Dude, she’s a snack.”

	“We’re friends and business partners. That is all.”

	“Uh-huh. Sure. I wasn’t the only one watching her ass as she walked away.”

	“Jo.”

	“Come on, man. She could shower and change her clothes at the gym, yet she always comes home and saunters past you, wearing things like that. You can’t be this dumb.”

	“Jo, I’m warning you.”

	“Okay, fine. But if you don’t make a move soon, someone else will come sniffing, and you’re not giving her reasons to say no.”

	As if on cue, someone knocked on the door.

	“Come in!” Jo yelled.

	I sighed, rolling my eyes. “You’re supposed to open the door and greet them,” I reminded her.

	She gestured to Chauncy. “Can’t. I have a rat on my lap.”

	The door cracked open, and a mousy, spectacled face poked through. “Hello?”

	“Hi, Simon!” Jo greeted.

	Simon scanned the room, frowning at Jo, idly stroking Chauncy, and turned his attention to me. “Is Miss Delgado here?”

	“Yeah, she’s getting dressed. Come in! Do you want a coffee? Or tea?” I offered, shooting an irritated glance at Jo.

	“Ah, no, thank you.”

	“Why are you still standing there? Come in,” I urged.

	His head disappeared back outside. Despite the invitation, the man suffered from significant social anxiety, and hesitated to enter. He entered after a long pause, his arms dropping to his sides as he nervously rubbed his fingers and thumbs together. Simon Li stood at five feet and three inches, with overly gelled hair combed severely to the side, and sported comically thick Coke-bottle glasses. Despite it being late June, he wore a long-sleeved flannel shirt with khaki shorts, white socks pulled almost to his knees, and black leather dress shoes.

	He was sober today—he didn’t do well when he wasn’t high—and it surprised me that would come without getting stoned first. Give that man a joint, and he transformed into another person. He’ll slick his hair back, dress with more flair and style, put in contacts, and his nervous ticks disappear. It was a THC-induced Jekyll and Hyde situation, except his alters were Bart Simpson and Milhouse Van Houten.

	He shuffled to my desk, his eyes low and avoiding eye contact, his arms remaining awkwardly at his sides, not swinging. “Hello, Lloyd.”

	“Hey, Simon. How’s your back?” I asked. Jo snorted and spun her chair around to face her computer, where she pretended to do some actual work.

	“It’s been twenty years. Will you please stop asking me that?”

	Simon and I went way back. We were friends in high school, and part of a group of stoner kids more interested in causing trouble than attending class. The day I discovered my powers, we’d been involved in some light breaking and entering, resulting in Simon being shot in the back with rock salt. After that day, I didn’t see him again for twenty years, and he’d never forgiven me for that. We may have been a part of a larger group, but we were best friends, and I helped him cope with the social anxieties that came with snobby girls and asshole bullies.

	I was the one who introduced him to the medicinal qualities of wacky tobacky that changed his life, possibly for the worse. It chilled him out and increased his sociability and confidence, but his sober state worsened. Overall, however, he’d done well for himself. He graduated top of his class from SAIT (Southern Alberta Institute of Technology) and made a great deal of money working for some tech firm downtown.

	“What can we do for you?” I offered.

	“I wish to speak with Miss Delgado.”

	“Regarding?”

	“A case.”

	“You know I’m an investigator too, right?”

	“I wish to speak with Miss Delgado,” he repeated coldly.

	“I ….”

	Before I responded, Miri returned to the office, back to form in a dusty-pink pantsuit. Her hair hung loose, hanging below her shoulders, sporting waves caused by the now-untied bun. I liked when she kept her hair down. When loose, it framed her face in such a way that … Well, it looked nice. Let’s leave it at that.

	“Oh, hi, Simon!” she greeted, offering him a warm smile.

	Simon met her eyes briefly before sheepishly looking at his feet. I’m pretty sure he blushed. “Hi, Miri.”

	Her eyes flicked him over, assessing his aura, and she frowned. “Oh, no. Was Billy arrested again?” she asked.

	“Yes, but I’m already working on his release. That is not why I am here.”

	“You know pot is legal now, right?” I pointed out. “You don’t need a drug dealer.”

	He shot me an irritable glance. “The government puts chemicals in it to pacify us and keep us from seeing what they’re really up to,” he grumbled.

	“I’m pretty sure the weed does the pacifying.”

	“What can we help you with, Simon?” Miri asked, moving the conversation along before Simon responded.

	“My laptop was stolen,” he announced loudly.

	“Have you called the cops?” I asked.

	“I am speaking with Miss Delgado,” he hissed through clenched teeth, but kept his eyes on the floor. “I believe a student in my class is the culprit.”

	“Oh, have you gone back to school?” Miri inquired.

	“I’m teaching a class on Python.”

	“Ooh, I love snakes!” Jo shouted.

	“The code, Miss Maracle.”

	“What? You mean, like, parseltongue?”

	Simon released an aggrieved sigh. “I would like to hire you to find it.”

	“We don’t do stolen property,” I interjected.

	“It is my personal and private laptop. Some of our business dealings are on it. It’s in your best interest to help me locate it.”

	“Oh.” My eyes widened at the implication. “Yeah, shit. Okay.”

	Simon was one of the best hackers I’d ever met, and I would have reconnected with him earlier had known that. Back in my thieving days, life would’ve been much easier if I had one of those in my pocket. As it was, we had used him in the past for … less than legal avenues. Sometimes the best way to gain information wasn’t by following the letter of the law. If evidence of that fell into the wrong hands, it would be a less-than-deal situation.

	Ignoring me and finally working up the nerve, Simon lifted his head and met Miri’s eyes. “Can you please come to the dorm and help me?” he said, his words flying out in rapid-fire. His nervousness was kind of adorable, to tell you the truth.

	“Of course, Simon. When do you want me to be there?”

	“Now, please.”

	“Oh, um, okay. Sure.” Miri reached for her purse, swinging it over a shoulder. “My car or yours?”

	“I didn’t drive here.”

	“Mine it is. Is the Triad still bothering you?” she asked as they walked to the door.

	“No. They left town.”

	“Seriously? All of them?”

	“Most.”

	“Why?”

	They left the warehouse, leaving Simon’s response out of earshot. When they were out of sight, Jo and I frowned at each other.

	“I really prefer that man when he’s high,” I said.

	“Bruh. He called her Miri,” Jo pointed out.

	“So?”

	“She allowed it.”

	“Again. So?”

	“Oh my God, are you thick?” she asked, eyes narrowing. “She’s only ever let us call her that, and it took her a bit to get used to me doing it.”

	“I don’t see the problem. They’re friends. You’re reading way too much into that.”

	“Yeah. You better hope it stays that way. He’s got like, zero rizz, but he’s sweet and makes serious bank.”

	“What’s your point?” I asked, irritation and annoyance lacing my words. “And what the hell is rizz?”

	Jo threw her head back and rolled her eyes. “Never mind.” She spun around, facing her laptop, and chugged the rest of her Coke, following it with an echoing belch. She muttered something unheard under her breath.

	My phone dinged as a text message came through. I picked it up, frowned at the unknown number, and opened it. 

	‘Turn on the TV. Channel 4.’

	‘Who is this?’

	‘Do it.’

	“Hey, Jo? Can you turn the TV on? Channel four?” I asked my receptionist.

	“Are your legs broken?” Jo fired back, irritated at the disruption of her riveting game of Solitaire.

	“Do you want to keep your job?”

	“Do you want to keep your job?” she mocked, as only a teenager could, but retrieved the remote from a drawer and did as I asked.

	 

	 

	 

	


CHAPTER 03

	“… an alleged whistleblower. Three nights ago, a convict by the name of Peter Belmont escaped from Montana State Prison,” reported the host of the local morning news. “But now, an anonymous insider claims that was not the case.”

	“What’s this about?” Jo asked, but I shushed her with a raised finger.

	“According to the revealed information, Peter Belmont was not being detained at the prison, but taking part in experimental clinical trials in Great Falls, Montana, under the helm of the newly reinvigorated Bauer Enterprises. According to the insider, the company is developing a new drug for psychosis, and it is said that not all patients involved are volunteers. His claims state the prisoner escaped the facility after a security breach and remains at large. Tune in tonight for the Five O’clock News for more information as the story unfolds.”

	“Isn’t Great Falls on that list of yours?” asked Jo.

	A chill travelled down my spine. “Yes.”

	“Well, it’s not really evidence there’s one of us down there,” she pointed out. “Just some dude that escaped prison. Who tipped you off to it?”

	“I don’t know. Anonymous text,” I replied. My mind reeled, and I typed another text, again asking who they were, but received no response.

	“Weird. Do we trust it?”

	I frowned between my phone and the TV. “Can’t afford not to. Might be nothing, might be everything.”

	“Feels fishy,” Jo warned. “How do we know the person texting you isn’t a bad guy?”

	 “We don’t.”

	“Well, I think we need more proof before you go running down there. Imagine going all the way to Montana just to find some poor bastard trying to avoid being a lab rat.” Jo glanced at Chauncy. “Sorry, bro. No offence.”

	Chauncy squeaked as she stroked his back. He did not, in fact, care.

	“… continue to keep a watchful eye on Yellowstone National Park after a series of unexpected tremors. Tectonic activity is not uncommon in the area, but the current frequency of events has local scientists baffled,” the anchor moved on, and cut to an interview.

	“There is nothing to worry about,” spoke a middle-aged man, fidgeting nervously. “There is no risk to the region itself, and any reports otherwise are sensationalism. This is not the end of the world.”

	“Tune in tonight, at eight, for ‘Yellowstone: American Vesuvius’, as we explore one of Earth’s biggest potential disasters.”

	“Wow. Nice fear mongering, bitch.” Jo scoffed. “Take your conjecture and shove it up your Old Faithful.”

	I barely heard her or the rest of the news report.

	“Bro, you good? You look like you’re going to throw up.”

	I exhaled, unaware I’d been holding my breath, and tore my eyes from the television. “Bauer Enterprises made us.”

	“Wait, what?”

	“The vaccine trials I told you about. That was them, and they’re not supposed to exist anymore. The U.S. government shut them down in the nineties for ethics violations.”

	Back in the 50s, Bauer Enterprises held testing campaigns for a new polio vaccine on willing and paid volunteers. In reality, they injected them with a serum derived from a potentially otherworldly source. They held these mock trials in four locations, spanning North America: Grand Prairie, Alberta, Great Falls, Montana, and two other sites, somewhere in Nevada and Mexico. What they hoped to achieve remained unclear, but they monitored the participants for decades. When no results came from it, they scrapped the whole thing and moved on. 

	Until now, apparently. 

	My grandparents took part in the trial, but the effects took three generations to activate. It was the reason we were special, why we were unique. Mireya’s grandfather also volunteered, as did those of the man I encountered in Ontario, who wielded a power over death. Jo, however, gained hers differently. She needed a blood transfusion five years ago, and her donor turned out to be that man, activating her own abilities. 

	We had a partial list of locations, with names, and we searched for evidence of other powered individuals from those areas, but always came up short. Every encounter I’d had, thus far, was unplanned and coincidental, drawn together like pieces of an incomplete puzzle.

	“Huh. Maybe this guy is like us. Hold up.” Jo spun around and faced her computer, typing furiously. “Okay. They arrested Peter Belmont in twenty-seventeen on suspicion of conspiracy to commit an act of terror against the U.S. government. It doesn’t say what exactly he was planning, but there was never a trial. They allegedly made a plea deal. Looks like he’s being held indefinitely, as opposed to a death sentence, and he is honestly lucky they didn’t ship him to Guantanamo.”

	“Guantanamo Bay was closed.”

	“No, it wasn’t. They tried to shut it down, but it never fully happened,” she explained. “There’s still over thirty people detained there. You really don’t pay attention to politics, do you?”

	“The only thing awareness of world events gives you is more anxiety,” I grumbled. “I already know how screwy the planet is and how corrupt politicians are—why do I need the specifics? I can’t do anything about it.”

	“And that’s the mentality that’ll keep you millennials from fixing anything,” Jo scolded, throwing her arms in the air in frustration. “For crying out loud, this planet will be dead before my peeps are in control.”

	“Can we not debate generational gaps right now?” I suggested. “I’m still processing the news report. And if you’re going to insult my generation, stop using our slang.”

	“What do you think he can do?” she asked, ignoring me. “Oh! Maybe telekinesis! Or mind-reading. Fire? No, you’ve already found one of those. Can there be two people with the same power? Imagine another shadow walker running around. That would be wild.”

	“Jo, please.” I hushed her with a gesture and pointed at her computer. “You’re the social media queen around here. See what you can find from people in Montana. Look specifically for conspiracy stuff.”

	Jo cringed. “That’s gonna screw up my algorithm.”

	“Your what?”

	Turning back to her computer, muttering ‘old people’ under her breath, she began typing as I returned my attention to the TV.

	“… while grateful, the sudden exodus baffles authorities,” the news anchor continued. “The departure of the Paper Dragons from Chinatown and the Devil’s Wings biker gang from the inner west has authorities concerned over the cause.”

	I frowned. Was that what Simon was referring to?

	 “In real estate news, notorious and prolific businessman Steadman Withers has purchased the Ace of Spades Casino in a controversial sale that has the Blackfoot community up in arms, stating….”

	“Hmm. So far, there’s no real buzz going on,” Jo said, pulling my attention back to her. “Great Falls just wrapped an annual Lewis and Clark festival. Apparently, the area was significant to their expedition.”

	“What, like, a Superman festival?” I questioned, confused.

	Jo rolled her eyes as she continued reading. “Lewis, not Lois, dude. They charted the last unknown regions of America, at the behest of Thomas Jefferson, after the Louisiana Purchase. Hah, Napoleon got ripped off on that deal.”

	“Well, excuse me for not being up to speed on American history,” I muttered. “Have you found anything more relevant to the present day? Unless we find a time machine, I don’t think we’ll find this Belmont guy in eighteen-thirty-five.”

	“The expedition ended in eighteen-oh-six. We’d be late by thirty years.”

	“Jo….”

	“Yeah, yeah. Keep your socks on. I’ll try another platform.”

	While she searched, I grabbed my phone and looked up Bauer Enterprises in relation to Montana. I found little of interest, only a single article mentioning the company. An unnamed private firm bought the contracts and title deeds to one of their facilities in or around Great Falls, but never mentioned exactly where. After partnering with Montana State Prison, Bauer Enterprises rebranded as a rehabilitation facility. The government permitted the sale under the condition they agree to a taxpayer-funded ethics committee for oversight. I found nothing regarding what specifically they were up to, and no further articles discussing the company.

	“There’s too little information online about them, and it smells like media suppression,” I remarked. “This has Council written all over it.”

	“They’re the Nazis, right?” Jo asked.

	“Pretty much.”

	The Council was a secret organization allegedly founded in the forties by former Nazis that fled to North America following World War II. During the war, somewhere in Poland, they discovered the body of a comatose individual, who they later determined to be not entirely human. He appeared human, mostly, but experiments involving his blood and physiology proved otherwise. He became known as Thema Null, or Subject Zero.

	After the Nazi party fell, the Allies retrieved the body, stealing it away, but the scientists involved escaped with blood samples. With those, they synthesized the serum they masqueraded as a polio vaccine. What became of that body, I hadn’t yet discovered.

	“Oh, right!” Jo chimed, spinning her chair to face me. “Johnathan Bauer. You told me about him. Kind of. What was his deal again?”

	“Former leader of the Council. According to him, his organization split into two separate factions, resulting in him getting his head blown off.” I paused for a second, shaking off the gruesome memory. “He firmly believed that a fight was approaching, and people like us would be necessary to confront it. The other side has a different opinion and would rather capture and dissect us.”

	The Council (a stupid name, but I suppose Illuminati was already taken) brought about my downfall. For the first twenty years of having my ability, my shadow-walking, I used it to become the best thief the world never knew. I created fake identities and targeted wealthy and shady individuals, but eventually got lazy and contracted my skills to the dark web. There, an anonymous client offered me five million dollars to break into a government facility and steal a USB drive, which I did. Flawlessly. 
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