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	For those who keep going, 
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CHAPTER 01

	“Swifty, are you in position?”

	I sat in my Buick, tapping the steering wheel, itching to get moving. I had a cheap Bluetooth earbud nestled inside my ear, connected to my phone. Why I needed one when I was just sitting in my car, I wasn’t sure. But Miri insisted, and it did make me kind of badass.

	Gibson. Lloyd Gibson, my inner voice intoned in a far better Scottish accent than I could pull off out loud.

	Admittedly, I lacked the proper je ne sais quoi to fill those shoes, and my track record didn’t exactly scream suave. Also, I hated suits. And ties. And fancy loafers that made chasing bad guys along train rooftops literal torture. 

	I could whoop Bond’s ass in a shit-talking battle, though. So I had that going for me.

	I’d stick to my blue shirts and jeans any day, still hellbent on bringing blue-on-blue back into vogue. Except today. I’d spilled coffee all over myself—not from a dramatic call or a perp walking into view, or even a loose lid. I just missed my mouth.

	Suave as fuck, bro.

	“Good to go, boss,” a woman’s voice responded in my ear. That was Beth, one of our Sticky Beaks. Swifty was her call sign.

	I cleared my throat loud enough to be heard. “Can we not announce who’s in charge in case someone is listening? I don’t feel like losing my fingernails tonight,” I admonished.

	“Sorry, um, Black Dog,” she apologized. “I gotta say, I find your code name problematic.”

	“Because I’m not black?”

	“No, because I like dogs.”

	“Wow. Racist and rude.”

	“Will you two shut the fuck up?” a deep, angry Australian voice scolded. That was Jacob Carpenter, AKA Commander Buzzkill. “And what’s this shit about him being the boss? I’m in charge of the Sticky Beaks.”

	“Sorry, real boss,” replied Beth.

	“Dammit, Swifty. Code names!” I groaned, pinching the bridge of my nose. “You’ve spent too much time around Donkey.”

	“You know, the guy’s kind of an idiot, but I think calling him Donkey is a bit far,” she replied.

	“He named himself that,” I reminded her, speaking of another Sticky Beak, James. “Drop Bear—how’s everything on your end?”

	“Quiet,” was all Jacob said.

	“Still say you should’ve got us proper comms,” I snarked.

	“We’re on the Redirect—can’t get more secure than that. I used up my favour just getting the damn bugs,” he explained. “So unless you’re willing to cough up the cash, you can rack off.”

	“Just saying,” I muttered.

	“This isn’t Hollywood, mate. The only Mission Impossible here is getting you to shut the fuck up.”

	I pursed my lips and went silent.

	“Too far?” he asked.

	“Little bit, yeah.”

	“Can you two stop flirting and focus, please?” Beth cut in.

	I raised the binoculars, squinting against the sun’s glare bouncing off the windows. The building was a squat, two-story brick box in East Village, nestled off the Bow River trail. Close enough to smell the river, far enough that nosy joggers wouldn’t ruin our day. Hopefully.

	We weren’t interested in what lay inside, but what sat above it: a rooftop bar called “The Tonky Honker.”

	“Who puts a bar on top of a mattress store, anyway?” I observed.

	“It’s probably a front,” said Beth.

	“Fuck me dead, woman,” Jacob snapped. “Do you have a conspiracy for everything?”

	“I’m just saying,” she defended. “There’s like, a thousand mattress stores in this city. There’s no way that many people are buying enough to keep them all in business—it’s a once in a decade expense. Bet the place is stacked with cocaine.”

	“If it’s a front, then it’s for money laundering purposes. They wouldn’t keep drugs here,” I explained.

	“How would you know? Do you have a shady, drug-related past?” she accused. “You do look the type.”

	“I look the type? Have you looked in a—”

	“Best stop there, mate,” Jacob warned. “You saw what she did to Donkey.”

	I cleared my throat again. 

	“Do we have eyes on our man yet?” I asked, returning to business.

	“Not yet,” Beth replied.

	“He’s gotta be up there. His car’s here,” Jacob said.

	Jacob staked out the back, eyes on the stairwell leading to the bar’s entrance, while I was at the front, watching the main doors. Beth was upstairs, posing as a patron.

	“For all we know, the meeting is happening downstairs. I should be in there,” I grumbled.

	“It’s not dark enough yet,” Jacob reminded. “They’d see you going in.”

	“I’m sure there’s a dark corner down the alley somewhere,” I suggested bitterly. I hated daytime operations—they rendered me damn near useless.

	“What, can you see through walls or something?” Beth questioned, and I cringed. Jacob knew what I could do, but Beth did not.

	“Just keep your eyes open,” said Jacob.

	“I think I’ve got movement,” Beth announced suddenly, her voice quieter. “Two men in suits just arrived and sat at a table without ordering anything.”

	“Maybe they’re waiting for a server?” I reasoned.

	“You have to order at the bar,” she replied. “These guys look pretty serious. They’re not here to blow off steam.”

	“Good. Keep an eye on them without raising suspicion,” I said.

	“Duh. This ain’t my first rodeo, boss.”

	I gritted my teeth. “Stop calling me that!”

	“Yeah, yeah. I’ll toss you a milk bone later to make up for it,” Beth replied. “Oh damn, he’s here.”

	“Positive ID?” Jacob asked.

	“Yep, definitely our guy.”

	“We need ears on that table,” I urged.

	Our mark was Terrance Holden. We didn’t know much about him—only that he worked for, or was tangled up with, Vardot Industries. We’d chased that organization for months and always came up empty. They were quiet, never announced themselves, and moved with such secrecy that even staking out their complex proved useless. I’d had my eye on them from the moment they set up shop, buying out the old Ace of Spades casino and building their new headquarters. 

	But it was over the holidays that things became personal.

	Not only had their boss—Vardot himself—turned my crazy ex-girlfriend into a fucking demon, he was also indirectly responsible for my life as a thief being burnt to cinders. It all started with a stolen flash drive, and I finally found out what was so sensitive that it spurred an entire secret society to come for my head.

	Subject Zero. Video after video of his discovery in Poland, his subsequent awakening, and escape.

	Followed by the name drop—his real name.

	Saet Vardot.

	It had been four months since that revelation, and I still couldn’t wrap my head around it. Even saying his name out loud felt surreal, like the air grew colder, as if he were listening. And for all I knew, he was.

	Unfortunately, he knew more about me than I knew of him, and every attempt at getting into the complex ended in failure. They kept it well-lit at all times, never so much as a corner in shadow, and facial recognition software set off an alarm every time I attempted to sneak in with a disguise. 

	I’d been ushered out multiple times. To their credit, they were surprisingly polite about it. 

	A few months ago, I never would have attempted it, but recent information suggested that Vardot didn’t want me dead, evident from the fact that I was still breathing. If that man came after me, there wasn’t a damn thing I could do. He could kill all of us without breaking a sweat. What confused me most was that he hadn’t.

	He was the most terrifying person walking the planet, and I am not exaggerating.

	Last week, we had attempted our final infiltration. This time, Miri went in. She could persuade people into doing what she wanted, and until recently, we weren’t willing to risk it. But desperate times, and all. She finally talked us into letting her try. 

	And by that, I mean she flat-out told us she was going to do it, and every single attempt to talk her out of it failed spectacularly.

	It didn’t work. 

	The moment she stepped inside, the alarms rang. When she tried to whammy the security guards, she failed. They’d been given the same kind of mental protection Miri had given me, making them resistant to her power. Vardot had taken every precaution, it seemed. They escorted her out, even more politely than they had with me, and gave a warning not to try again. Their patience with us was running low.

	But we still walked away with our first genuine lead.

	As she was being evicted, I spotted a man heading in, and one I recognized instantly. Last year, alongside our receptionist, Joanna, we crashed what I believed to be a high-society party. Instead, we found ourselves lured into a trap by a woman named Felicia Pennyworth. The place was packed full of Vardot goons, and if it wasn’t for Jacob’s quick thinking, we never would have made it out alive. 

	This man, Terrance Holden, had posed as a waiter, and kept a gun pressed to my skull the entire time.

	After some thorough investigation, we managed to get his name and have been trailing him since. We bugged his car, then his home, and listened to his every move. All his comms were encrypted with code words—just like we do ours. But it was enough to lead us here tonight. 

	Two “associates” were flying into town, and he needed to meet with them for reasons he didn’t spell out. While the communication failed to mention the exact location, they made the mistake of mentioning a rooftop bar in East Village, and there were only two to choose from.

	The Tonky Honker was the most secluded, less popular, and our primary target. The other, across the street from Studio Bell, drew a larger crowd every night, and was currently being staked out by Miri, Mary-Sue and “Donkey”, aka James.

	“He’s sitting with them,” Beth announced quietly. “I’m making my move.”

	This was the plan. We couldn’t risk approaching ourselves. The guy would know me on sight, and likely had been briefed on Miri and Jacob. But Beth? Slim to zero chance. They might have files on our Sticky Beaks, but there were too many to keep straight, and picking one out of a lineup would be tricky for even the sharpest eyes.

	“Be careful, and keep your earpiece in,” Jacob ordered.

	“Yeah, yeah, keep your panties on,” Beth said, chuckling softly.

	“What’s so funny?”

	“I’m not wearing any.”

	“Oh God,” I groaned, as her mic picked up shuffling, a crash of glass, followed by sputtering apologies to innocent bystanders. And just like that, Beth slipped into character—friendly, tipsy, and exactly what the mark wouldn’t see coming. 

	“Heya, boys!” she said loudly, slurring her words. “My boyfriend—hah! Ex-boyfriend—stood me up. Can ya believe that?”

	“Ma’am, we’re in the middle of a conversation here,” a man replied, irritated.

	“Which one of ya wants to make him jealous?” she asked drunkenly. “I’m not opposed to…” She trailed off for a moment, then burped loudly. “Oh my, pardon my manners. As I was sayin’… I ain’t opposed to…”

	“Easy, lady. Don’t touch me,” a man warned.

	“…hoppin’ aboard a train, if ya know what I mean.”

	I pinched the bridge of my nose and sighed. Jesus, Beth.

	“Ma’am!”

	“What the hell is the matter with you?” another chimed in. “You are disgusting!”

	“Oh baby, you’ve got no idea. I can be downright nasty if that’s yer flava,” Beth cooed.

	“I said don’t fucking touch me,” the first man yelled again, and a commotion broke out.

	“My purse!” Beth cried. “Where is it?”

	“For the love of…”

	“Give me back my purse, you sons of bitches!”

	“It’s next to your feet, bitch. Get it and fuck off,” a third voice announced.

	A table rattled, and someone cursed. 

	“Sorry! I lost my balance,” she apologized.

	“Miss, please come with us,” a new voice asked. The bouncers.

	“Pardon? Oh, my. Yer a big one,” Beth said, giggling. “These boys don’t know a good time when they see it. How you feelin’, Mister Muscly Man?”

	The bouncer made no response, and Beth cried out in protest. “No! How dare you put your hands on—where are we going?”

	Another minute followed of muffled sounds, creaking doors, and feet descending a metal staircase. 

	“Go sober off,” the bouncer said. “And for the love of God, fix your skirt. You’re an inch away from an indecency charge.”

	“Mm, honey, come with me and I’ll show you indecency,” she cooed. “—Hey! Where ya going, sexy?”

	A moment later, a car door slammed shut. 

	“I slipped a bug in his pocket,” Beth announced, followed by a burst of feedback. She was in the car with Jacob now.

	“That… was hard to listen to,” he muttered. “Did you spill whisky on yourself? You reek.”

	“Had to sell it,” she defended.

	“Bit over the top.”

	“Worked, didn’t it?”

	“Seriously, fix your skirt.”

	“Oh shit!”

	I rolled my eyes, groaning. “Is anyone listening to them? You’ve got the device, Drop Bear.”

	“Yeah, I got them.”

	“What are they talking about?” I asked.

	“How disgusted they are.”

	“Swifty, what did they look like?”

	“Typical businessmen, but they were packing heat.”

	Jacob suddenly cursed. “They saw her earpiece.”

	“So? Half the population is wearing these now,” I pointed out, tapping the one in my ear as if they could see me.

	“They’re leaving—she spooked them. Eyes on the exits.”

	They came out the front. Both white, late-twenties, and despite the black blazers hiding their physiques, their muscular statures were clear. Our mark, Terrance, was with them, wearing blue jeans and a blue windbreaker. 

	He stole my look. Fuck this guy.

	A white sedan pulled up in front of them, and they all climbed in—one goon in the front, Terrance and the other in the back.

	“They’re heading south on Riverfront,” I told the others as I started my car.

	“Keep your distance. Don’t lose them,” Jacob said between bouts of obscenities. If that man ever made a swear jar, we’d all be millionaires.

	“Duh,” I shot back, mimicking Beth, and rolled forward. Their car turned right up ahead. “Onto 6th Ave now.”

	“Swifty’s on the line with Mama,” Jacob added. “They’ll swing up MacLeod and try to cut them off.”

	“Mama” was Miri, leading the other team. We kept our comms separate to reduce chatter, especially since she was with Mary-Sue and James, two people notorious for not shutting up.

	Kettle, black, dude.

	I caught sight of the sedan waiting at the lights and slipped into traffic two cars back. “Any chatter?”

	“No.”

	“Let me know if that changes.”

	The light turned green, and we crossed MacLeod. Miri’s crew got hung up at the red, blinker flashing.

	“They’re southbound on Centre. Tell Miri to take 1st. Where are you guys?”

	“On 7th.”

	The comms ran hot—constant turns, close calls—but I kept eyes on them through West Village. Miri and Jacob couldn’t close the gap, but I stayed on their tail as they swung past Shaw Millennium Park and over the Bow.

	“They’re in Hillhurst,” I said.

	“Mama’s behind you. We’re crossing Memorial.”

	I eased off the gas. “They just pulled into the school.”

	“On our way. Don’t let them see you.”

	The white sedan pulled over, stopping next to a playground. I drove past, turned around the corner, and parked out of sight. I climbed out and crept toward the chicken-wire fence. The sun hadn’t fully set, making it too bright for shadow travel, but dim enough I might avoid being spotted. Unlike them, my night vision gave me the upper hand, and I saw them clear as day as they disappeared into an alcove.

	“I’m on foot. Someone get here soon,” I said, then carefully climbed the fence, almost falling on the other side. Not my most graceful moment. “Are they talking yet?”

	“Yes, they’re—” Jacob started, but cut himself off with a curse. “Stop!”

	The sudden command startled me, and I froze. “What’s happening?”

	“They’re interrogating him at gunpoint. Do not approach.”

	“What the hell?” I asked.

	“They think he set them up. He’s insisting he didn’t know the drunk woman.”

	“Goddamn it, Swifty. You came on way too strong,” I growled.

	“Hey, that tactic’s worked before,” she protested.

	“Yeah—with cheating husbands. Not trained mercs.”

	“Well, excuse me for not knowing militia protocols,” she mumbled. “Maybe if I wasn’t flying blind, I’d have adjusted. This one’s on you guys.”

	“Oh for… this is not the time. What are they saying?”

	“Nothing good. He’s not convincing them. We’re almost there, and Mama’s a block away.”

	“I need to get closer,” I said through gritted teeth, and took a step forward.

	“Fucking hell, mate,” Jacob growled. “Hold your position and let me listen.”

	A gunshot rang out, and I dropped to the ground instinctively, as Jacob screamed profanities in my ear. 

	“They fucking shot him!” he hollered, and to my left, a beat-up, yellow Volkswagen Beetle screeched to a halt behind the white sedan.

	A sharp crack rang out, and golden light exploded from the alcove. 

	“Shit!” I hollered, taking off towards them as fast as I could.

	“What are you doing?” Jacob demanded as I heard a car door slam.

	The light disappeared, and the area went eerily dark as I neared. When I turned the corner, I found Terrance Holden lying dead on the ground, gunshot wound to his forehead, and no one else.

	“Fucking fuck,” I yelled, as footsteps echoed behind me. I turned away from the scene and raised my hands to my head in frustration. Jacob approached, wearing one of his usual crisp brown suits, and looked past me, at the body.

	“Where did they go?” he asked, confused.

	Beth jogged up behind him, wearing a pink halter top and a blue mini skirt that emphasized just how worryingly thin she was. “What happened?”

	“They’re gone,” I growled. “That was our only goddamn lead.”

	“There’s no door here. How did they escape?” Beth asked, glancing around. “And what’s that smell?”

	A thick layer of ozone filled the alcove, slowly dissipating. I glanced at Jacob, giving him a knowing look, and didn’t answer her question.

	A silver Ford Focus pulled up behind the Volkswagen. Miri stepped out, told the others to stay put—Mary-Sue protested, of course—then strode over.

	She wore one of her signature pantsuits, beige tonight, hair pulled back into a semi-severe ponytail. A streak of white cut across her bangs, stark against the rest.

	“Beth, go join the others, please,” Miri said, stopping beside me to look down at Terrance.

	“But—”

	“Go,” Miri ordered. I swear I felt a trickle of power behind the command. She’d been getting a little too casual with that trick lately.

	Beth rolled her eyes but didn’t argue. “Fine.”

	As she left, Miri glanced at us and gestured at our earpieces. Jacob and I simultaneously removed them and turned them off.

	“What happened?”

	“Beth spooked them, they brought him here, and they killed him,” Jacob explained.

	Miri took a deep breath. “How did they escape?”

	“Portal,” I muttered.

	“So they are recruiting us now,” she reasoned. “I thought Vardot wanted us all dead?”

	“He did when he considered us threats,” I reminded her. “He’s a lot stronger now. For all we know, he opened that portal himself.”

	“What about your friend from Toronto? Could she be involved?” Miri asked, almost accusingly.

	“She wouldn’t work with the people who killed her friends,” I pointed out. “And last I checked, she was in Manitoba, hiding out in The Pas.”

	“Can we call her to confirm?”

	“Don’t have her number.”

	“Convenient,” Miri huffed, exhaling sharply. Then, she turned around and headed back to her car. “We will meet up at the office to discuss what happened,” she said over her shoulder. Jacob and I watched her climb into the car and drive off.

	“She good?” Jacob asked. “She’s been rather tense lately.”

	“It’s been a stressful few months,” I said with a shrug. “Let’s get out of here. I’d rather not be caught with a dead body.”

	“We just gonna leave him here?”

	“What else can we do? We’ll call it in—let the professionals handle it.”

	“Fair enough.”

	We took one last look at the dead man, then split up, returning to our respective vehicles. 

	I drummed my fingers on the wheel, staring out at nothing, as Jacob’s concerns ran through my head. Tense wasn’t the right word. Miri was on the edge, wound up and ready to snap, and I knew damn well why.

	I turned the key and pulled back onto the road.

	Time does not like being played with.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


CHAPTER 02

	I was the last to arrive at our warehouse in Balzac. I held a whole new appreciation for the place since seeing it explode last year. Luckily, it unexploded via timeline shenanigans, which I still struggled to fully comprehend, and remained our headquarters. 

	“Noctis Investigations and Sticky Beak Consultants, Offices of Gibson, Delgado and Carpenter.”

	The name was a bit of a misnomer, as the Sticky Beaks operated out of Lincoln Park, where Jacob’s office resided. Miri added his name to our placard as a goodwill gesture. He refused to add “Noctis Investigations” to his. Yet, he still complained about third billing.

	As I arrived, I had to let two vehicles out before I could pull in. The first was a yellow Volkswagen—a Punch Buggy—and I immediately wished I had a shoulder nearby to hit. It belonged to Beth, and as I glanced through her windshield as she drove out, her expression was dark and anxious.

	The second was Mary-Sue’s black limousine. Her windows were tinted past the legal limit, and she peeled out like the building was on fire. My first instinct was to wonder if she was okay, but honestly, that was just how she drove.

	I pulled in, parking between Miri’s Ford Focus and a brown Pontiac Firebird with a licence plate that read, “JOJO.” On the other side of the Ford was Jacob’s Commodore. 

	As I turned the ignition off, I grew apprehensive, spotting Joanna. She stood in the doorway, barefoot and in a beige shirtdress that flared at the elbows and waist, staring after the limo.

	“You okay, kiddo?” I asked as I climbed out of my car.

	She jolted, apparently not noticing me pulling in, and swung her eyes to me, her dark curls bouncing in the slight breeze. “Uhm, sure.”

	“What’s wrong?”

	“Her,” she muttered, glancing back at the road. It didn’t take a detective to understand she was speaking about Mary-Sue.

	“Are you two still fighting?”

	She grunted.

	“What happened now?”

	Joey crossed her arms and stared at the ground. “She refused to come in and wouldn’t even look at me.”

	“What did she say?”

	“Something about fireflies screaming in the distance and muttered about the warehouse being on fire.”

	My eyes widened before I stopped myself from reacting.

	She saw it, and hers narrowed. “What do you know?”

	“Nothing,” I said a bit too quickly.

	“Lloyd…”

	“I don’t know anything, I swear,” I insisted, raising my hands. It was the truth, kind of. I knew the what, just not the how or why, and every attempt to discuss it with Mary-Sue was met with resistance and dismissal.

	Joey dropped her voice. “She has money.” 

	“She’s on the payroll,” I mentioned.

	“No, like, more than that. Did you see those rims?” she asked, gesturing to the street as if the limo were still present. “They’re new, and above her pay grade. She won’t tell me how she afforded them.”

	“Probably got a discount.”

	“It’s not just that. Some of her outfits are designer, and she won’t say where she got them.”

	“She’s always been a private person.”

	She lowered her eyes and fidgeted with her skirt. “Not to me, she hasn’t. I feel like we barely spend time together lately.”

	I took a moment to consider. I was never great at giving advice to women, especially when it involved other women. This was well above my head. “Why don’t you take the day off and go to her place? Even if she won’t talk, maybe spending time together might help.”

	Joey shook her head. “She’s never home. Always at the hangar.”

	“Pop some allergy meds and pay her a visit?” I suggested.

	“They don’t work when there’s that many cats.”

	Mary-Sue had taken in an inexplicable number of feral cats and never properly explained where they came from. A single cat would send Joey into a sneezing fit, so an environment with twenty or more was out of the question. Sometimes Mary-Sue needed to shower before visiting, because the dander alone, stuck on her clothes, was enough to set her off.

	She looked up at me, eyes wide and desperate. “Can you go? She talks to you.”

	My shoulders slumped. “She used to talk to me.”

	“Still does, more than the rest of us. She looks up to you.”

	“She called me a ‘daft buffoon’ yesterday.”

	“You are a daft buffoon,” Joey said, with a slight smile breaking her forlorn expression.

	I rolled my eyes. “Fine, I’ll try. No promises, though.”

	Joey suddenly threw her arms around me and hugged me tightly. I patted her back, awkward as ever. Two years in, and it still felt weird. I’d spent most of my life deprived of human contact, and even now I wasn’t sure how to handle it.

	“Shall we head inside?” I asked as she released me.

	“You go ahead,” Joey said quickly, eyes darting toward the door. “It’s tense in there. I’m heading to the garden.” 

	“Why? What’s happening?”

	“Miri and Jacob are having a… disagreement.”

	I glanced at the door nervously. “Awesome.”

	“Good luck,” Joey murmured, then disappeared around the side of the building to hide in her garden.

	With great apprehension, I opened the door and stepped in. 

	Joey wasn’t exaggerating—the tension was immediately palpable. Miri sat at her dark chestnut desk, blazer removed and hanging from the back of her chair, while Jacob stood before her, hovering. I stayed by the door, listening.

	“You had no right,” Jacob growled. “She’s not one of yours. She’s a Sticky Beak.”

	“I hired her,” Miri replied firmly.

	“On my behalf. The moment she signed her contract, she came under my purview, not yours. You cannot fire my people.”

	“Then maybe control your people better,” Miri snapped. “Her antics not only cost us our lead, but they got a man killed. There must be repercussions.”

	“So she fucked up. You gonna tell me you’ve never done something stupid?”

	Ouch.

	“A man died, Jake. His death was a direct result of her failure.”

	Jacob lost his cool and slammed his fist against her desk, the reverberation knocking a small teddy bear to the floor. The impact startled me, but Miri didn’t so much as flinch. 

	“Roper,” he said through gritted teeth.

	I blinked, not catching the meaning. Did I miss something here?

	Miri’s hands clenched. “How dare—” 

	Jacob cut her off with a sharp wave of his hand. “Holden’s death was the result of a group of arses willing to throw away their own assets at the drop of a fucking hat. They got spooked because they saw the bloody earpieces you insisted we use.”

	Miri’s face went stone cold. “Are you suggesting this was my fault?”

	Jacob relaxed his fingers, trying to calm down. “I am suggesting that shit happens, and we can’t control everything. Strewth, woman. We know what kind of people we’re going against, and how paranoid they can be. They killed a bloke because he may have led someone to them, with zero proof.”

	“If she had not done her ridiculous drunken bimbo act—”

	“Fuck’s sake, Miri. Pull yer goddamn head in. This could have happened to any of us, regardless of tactics.”

	Miri’s eyes darkened. “My name is Miss Delgado.”

	Jacob’s shoulders slumped, and he stared at her in disbelief. “You fucking joking with me right now?”

	“When we discuss business, you will address me formally.”

	He didn’t step closer to her desk, or even change his posture, yet somehow his presence loomed harder. “We are supposed to have a partnership, not the fucking Miss Delgado hour.”

	“Mister Carpenter,” she said sharply and rose from her desk. “If—”

	“Miri,” I said, calmly but loudly.

	Her eyes shot to me. “Do you have something to add?”

	“Take a deep breath,” I said, raising my hands, palms out. “Focus.”

	“What?”

	“Breathe. Feel,” I urged.

	Miri frowned and stared hard into my eyes. “You are taking his side then?”

	I stepped forward, hands raised nonthreateningly. It felt like I was approaching a lion, not my girlfriend, and I had no idea what else to do. “Breathe. Feel me. Feel Jacob. Listen to it.”

	Miri’s mouth opened to speak, but she paused and glanced back at Jacob, who glowered at her. He stood, tense and apprehensive, holding his ground despite how irate he seemed. She blinked, shook her head slightly, and inhaled deeply.

	“Breathe,” I repeated calmly.

	“I…,” Miri started, blinking rapidly as she looked back at me. “What?”

	“Breathe.”

	Miri glanced back at Jacob, eyes widening.

	 “There it is,” I said, releasing a sigh of relief.

	“What’s happening?” Jacob asked, frowning. His posture shifted, and he looked ready to flee, which for him, said a lot.

	“Feel what he’s feeling, Miri,” I pressed. “Let it in.”

	Miri took a deep breath and almost shuddered.

	“Could you feel Beth? How did she feel when you fired her?” I asked.

	“I… I wasn’t paying attention,” she admitted.

	“Yes, you were. You always are. How did she feel?”

	Miri stepped back from her desk, glancing between us, her expression shifting into surprise and guilt. “Sad. Confused. She knew she screwed up.”

	“And Jacob?”

	She looked Jacob in the eyes. Jacob’s stony expression melted and showed his concern, in a level of emotion I’d never seen on his face outside of comforting Joey. Miri’s mouth opened and closed, trying to find words. 

	“Jake, are you afraid of me?” she asked, nearly at a whisper.

	“Right now? A bit, yeah,” Jacob admitted. “You’re not behaving right, and I know what you’re capable of.”

	Her hands unclenched and trembled. “Oh. Dios mio, I’m so sorry, Jake.”

	Jacob took a slow breath, and his tone softened substantially. “You’re alright. Just a shit day, all around. Nothing went to plan, and you needed someone to blame. But stop blaming Beth—blame the fuckers who pulled the trigger.”

	Miri slumped back in her chair, dropped her eyes, and stared at a folder on her desk. “I’m sorry. I had no right,” she whispered without looking up.

	Jacob exhaled heavily through his nose, his muscles finally relaxing. “Let’s just get some rest, and reconvene in the morning, okay? It’s been a long day.”

	I stepped next to him and patted his shoulder. “Go home and call Beth. Let her know she’s still employed, and that Miri is sorry.”

	Jacob nodded, and without a word, turned and left.

	I walked over to my desk—the one made of red oak—and grabbed my chair, rolling it beside her. I sat and put my arm around her. “Are you okay?” I asked.

	“No.”

	“Do you want to talk about it?”

	“No.”

	“Miri…”

	She pushed my arm away and stood up. “I’m going to bed,” she announced without looking at me.

	I rose with her. “Should I sleep in my old room?”

	“I… no.” She shook her head. “But can you give me some time? An hour, maybe two, before you come to bed?”

	“Of course.”

	“Thank you,” she whispered, and then walked through the door leading to the back.

	I bent to pick up the teddy bear and set it back on her desk. It wore a white shirt that read, “SORRY I’M A DUMBASS. PLEASE FORGIVE ME.” It was a souvenir I’d picked up in Toronto, and seemed like the right gift at the time. Unfortunately, I’d doubled down on being a dumbass since.

	When her bedroom door clicked shut, I crept outside it, listening in.

	She was crying.

	I leaned my back against the door, slowly lowering myself to the floor. 

	I sat there until her tears stopped. Then I stayed for another hour.

	Seven months ago, something had taken a bite out of her soul, and she didn’t remember it. It happened during the worst three days of my life—snipped from time, forgotten by everyone else. But not everything was erased. Not for me. Not for her.

	She deserved to know, and I needed to stop being a coward.

	I’m sorry, Miri.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


CHAPTER 03

	I let her sleep and headed to my room. These days, it mostly acted as a place to store my clothes, or for the occasional nap. My window was completely blacked out for that purpose, and given my power set worked best at night, I slept a lot during the day, especially during active cases. When I did sleep at night, it was with her.

	I used to itch for the sun to set so I could head out and enjoy my nocturnal playground. Case or not, there was a freedom to it you just don’t get from a car. But now? All I wanted to do every night was curl up with Miri.

	We’d been “dating” for almost a year, and lived together for two, but things had been strained for a while. We never talked about it, but it hung over us like a dark cloud, waiting to rain on our heads. In part, it was my own guilt—which, as an empath, she definitely felt—but there was resistance on her end, and she wouldn’t tell me why.

	There were many things for me to feel guilty about, so I had a deep pool to pluck from when needing to deflect. And the constant undercurrent of anxiety that flowed through me since discovering Subject Zero’s identity, and the abject terror that came with it, helped keep the mask firmly in place.

	I crossed the room to my dresser, swallowing back a lump as I glanced at the katanas hanging on my wall, and opened the top drawer. I palmed what I’d stashed under a pile of shirts, sat on the bed, and opened the small lid. It was a ring box, and nestled inside was a double-banded platinum band with a diamond-shaped rose, and smaller diamonds encrusted around its base.

	It was the most expensive thing I’d ever purchased with my own legitimately earned cash.

	I meant to have given it to her by now. Had a whole plan for New Years, but after what happened over Christmas, my headspace turned to shit and I postponed it. Having your ex-girlfriend show up to blackmail you, then turn into a literal demon, tended to fuck with your head.

	Valentine’s Day was next, but Miri’s mother got sick and ended up in the hospital that entire week. She was fine now, but she was up in Red Deer for three weeks. I couldn’t even go with her—we had active cases that couldn’t be put off, so I stayed behind to hold the fort.

	So I shifted the plans to her birthday in March, but in the weeks leading up to it, she started unravelling faster. Snippier, quicker to anger. Her usual, highly calculated approach to every case became more aggressive. Our job came with various pitfalls and setbacks, and I relied on her ever-constant patience and level-headedness to get through them. But she was gradually losing that, always on edge, rushing through and missing details, hellbent on wrapping up cases as fast as possible.

	In many of those situations, she succeeded. But I can’t say I liked how. She was using her power far more often than normal, and not just the aura-reading. Miri could coax information out of anyone, or get them to do whatever she wanted, assuming they would do it anyway, if given enough time. She merely provided them with an emotional charge that would speed up the process.

	But lately, I wondered if that was still the case. Often, it no longer looked like coaxing. She assured me it still was, but… 

	Look, I wouldn’t suggest Miri was running around out there controlling people’s minds, but it was definitely beginning to feel that way. In some cases, it may have been necessary. In others, not so much. Especially when she did it to new clients who took too long to get to the point.

	Her trying to fire Beth wasn’t the first time something like that had happened. I’d walked in on her yelling at various Sticky Beaks, and she’d even snapped at Joanna more than once.

	Before all of that started, it was easy to pretend nothing was wrong. White streak in her hair aside, she didn’t present immediate ill effects, so no use in worrying over spilled milk, right? 

	No harm, no foul. I wasn’t lying to her. I was just omitting a detail that didn’t matter in the grand scheme of things.

	Yeah, I could justify damn near anything if I put my mind to it.

	And now, this deep in, I was terrified. We promised each other that we’d keep no more secrets, and I was sitting on the biggest—and worst—of them all.

	A part of her soul had been eaten.

	And I continued saying nothing.

	Admission is the first step to recovery: I’m a dickhead.

	And a fucking coward.

	The door to my room opened, startling me, and I nearly dropped the box. 

	Joey’s head poked in, her wide eyes locked on me, then on the ring, and somehow went wider. The door swung open all the way as her jaw dropped.

	“Is that…?”

	I snapped the lid shut. “Christ, Joey. Why don’t you ever knock?”

	She stepped in quickly and closed the door behind her, careful not to let it slam. “Is that what I think it is?”

	“Maybe,” I sighed, tucking it into my palms.

	“Omigod.” She staggered back, almost hyperventilating.

	“Will you calm down?” I muttered, rising from the bed, shoving it in my pocket.

	“But—”

	“It’s not happening anytime soon,” I explained.

	Her mouth curled into a wide grin, and she clasped her hands tight. “I’m gonna be a bridesmaid!” she bellowed.

	I raised my hand to shush her. “Keep it down!”

	“Omigod!”

	“Calm down!”

	Suddenly, her smile disappeared, and her eyes became saucers. “Oh God. I’m gonna be a bridesmaid,” she mumbled, her voice slightly deeper and full of apprehension.

	“Jesus, Jo. Get a hold of yourself.”

	“Bro, I can’t. Have you seen the dresses they make bridesmaids wear? They’re awful.”

	“For the love of—” I rubbed the bridge of my nose. “Will you shut the hell up? Miri can’t know.”

	Her mouth worked, but no sound came out. Then she just threw her arms around me, squeezing tight.

	“Can Mary-Sue be the flower girl? She’d fucking love that.”

	I chuckled softly. “She actually would, wouldn’t she? We’ll see. I’m not sure how Miri would feel about a flower girl in leather.”

	She let me go and looked up, eyes glossy and a wry smile on her face. “She has other outfits.” 

	“Does she own any that won’t send every male attendee into a confessional booth?”

	“Uhm. I’ll work on it. Now let me see the damn ring!”

	I pulled it from my pocket, and she snatched it from my hands, opening it. “Holy shitballs,” she announced, staring at it in disbelief. “How did you pay for this?”

	“Selling pictures of my feet online.”

	Joey snapped the box closed and gave me a dirty look. “Ew.”

	“What can I say? My fans love the toe jam.”

	She wrinkled her nose in disgust. “Keep it up, and I’ll get Mary-Sue to plan Miri’s bachelorette party,” she threatened.

	This time, my eyes widened. “Please don’t,” I begged.

	She grinned evilly, but it disappeared as realization crossed her face, and she handed me the ring back. “Oh, shit. Uhm. I came in here for a reason.”

	“And that was…?”

	“We have a guest.”

	“Huh? Who?”

	Jo shrugged. “Some guy looking for Miri. Think he wants to hire us.”

	“It’s nine o’clock. Tell him to fuck off and come back tomorrow,” I grumbled.

	“Uhm. I think you’d better see to this one.”

	“Why?”

	“It’s important.”

	“Care to elaborate?”

	“Just go out and talk to him.”

	I gave her a stern look, but sighed and gave in. “Fine. Let him know I’ll be right out.”

	“Okie-dokie!” she said, spinning with a flourish of her dress, and skipped out of the room.

	I put the ring back in my dresser and left the room, pausing outside Miri’s door. Her breathing was even. 

	I’d wanted to talk to her tonight—but it could wait. Better to have her fresh. 

	That conversation needed her to be at her best.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


CHAPTER 04

	I stepped into the office and froze. 

	A man stood by my desk, posture rigid, hands clasped behind his back, and something told me he wasn’t here about a cheating spouse. Early forties, maybe five-nine, with bright orange curls cropped short and a sea of freckles. His jaw was tight, sharp blue eyes scanning me with hesitant confidence. Stocky, but looked like he could throw down if needed.

	He was also in full police uniform, with a holstered pistol on his hip.

	I glanced at Jo, who had moved to her desk and had her attention turned to her computer, deeply focused on a game of Solitaire. 

	“You could’ve told me he was a cop,” I grunted.

	“And you coulda not called my girlfriend creepy,” she said sweetly, not even bothering to turn around. She tried to hide it, but her torso jostled enough to tell me she was laughing.

	I stared at the back of her head, biting my lip, before turning my attention to our guest. “Welcome to Noctis Investigations. How can we help?”

	He offered his hand for a shake. 

	I stared at it, unmoving.

	When a shapeshifter steals your entire identity by touching you, you stop shaking hands. I’d rather be rude than risk going through that shit again.

	The officer dropped it and glanced around the office. “Is Miss Delgado out?”

	I blinked, caught off guard. “She’s currently indisposed. I’m her partner.”

	He studied me, weighing his choices, and if I didn’t know any better, I could swear there was an air of familiarity in his face.

	“Please have a seat,” I suggested, gesturing to the chair.

	He glanced from it to me, and nodded. Once we were both seated, he said, “So you’re Gibson, then.”

	“The one and only. And you are…?”

	“Officer Daniels,” he announced.

	My eyes widened slightly. “You’re Miss Delgado’s contact within the PD?”

	“Yes.”

	“I’ve heard a lot about you,” I said.

	“And I have heard nothing about you,” he replied. “Why is that?”

	I shrugged. “Discretion comes with the job.”

	“Mm-hmm.”

	I eyed him, suspicious. “So what brings you to us? It’s rather late for a catch-up between friends.”

	Daniels considered it for a moment, likely deciding whether or not he should trust me. “I have been authorized to bring in a consultant on an active case.”

	I raised an eyebrow. “That’s not the usual protocol. I thought you guys hated PIs?”

	“Miss Delgado has an upstanding track record and professionalism, and has proven the exception,” he explained.

	“Well, I’m sure we’ll be happy to assist, then.”

	He rose from his seat. “That may well be, but I’d rather discuss this with Miss Delgado. If she is unavailable, then I will return in the morning.”

	I refrained from rolling my eyes. “Miss Delgado trusts me, and you trust her. You didn’t drive all the way up here to walk out with nothing. Otherwise, you’d have called first. So knock off the tough guy act and state your case.”

	Daniels assessed me again. He was clearly apprehensive—I was an unknown entity—but reluctantly returned to his seat. Then, he reached into his pocket, produced a folded piece of paper, and slid it across the desk.

	“What’s this?”

	“A non-disclosure agreement. Should we officially hire you, it bars you from discussing elements of the case with anyone other than Miss Delgado and those in your employ.”

	“Don’t worry, I hate journalists,” I agreed, and read over the contract, arching a brow. It wasn’t a standard NDA, but something far more explicit and specific. “This is off-the-books, then. Officially, you’re not hiring us at all.”

	“I see you are well-versed in legalese,” Daniels commented without taking his eyes off mine.

	“Need to be, in my line of work. I’m happy to sign this once we’ve discussed payment,” I said, folding my hands over the document.

	Daniels cleared his throat, and his confident demeanour broke for a fraction of a second, letting his hesitation and apprehension show.

	“You are planning to pay us, yes?”

	“Well, about that…”

	I sighed. “I hate when people start negotiations with that phrase. It never leads anywhere good.”

	“In order to keep this entirely off-book, the department has decided that, due to the aid we have given Miss Delgado and your company, we are owed some quid pro quo.”

	I cleared my throat. “I believe, in the court of law, quid pro quo is only enforceable if the terms are agreed to upon the initiation of cooperation. Did you or the department explain this to Miss Delgado when she first approached you for assistance?”

	His eye twitched.

	“Versed in legalese, remember? We would require a better reason than that, were we to agree to working for free.”

	“It would be easier for you to agree to the terms.”

	“To what benefit?”

	His eyes darkened. “To remain a free man.”

	My shoulders tensed. “Pardon?”

	“Miss Delgado has come to me various times over the years with highly specific requests. The burying of information, specifically.”

	I took a slow, measured breath, and forced back the biting remark that crossed my mind. “Is blackmail now an official protocol of the CPD? Doesn’t seem very lawful.”

	“I was hoping to avoid this, but you are forcing my hand.”

	“Didn’t take much to get you to jump straight to it, though.”

	“I can read a room.”

	“So can I. What do you think you have on me?” I asked cautiously.

	“Enough to put you behind bars for the rest of your life.”

	I snorted. “Gonna need to explain that.”

	Daniels rested his arms on the desk and leaned forward. “Are you sure you wish to do this with your receptionist present?”

	I glanced over at Jo. She was still facing her computer, but her game sat idle, and her head was cocked in just the right way to tell me she hadn’t missed a word.

	“Are you sure you wish to extort me in front of a civilian witness?” I shot back.

	Daniels sighed and drummed his fingers on the desk. “Look—I don’t want to blackmail you. We don’t even have to call it that. I want you to understand what I’ve done for you. And what I can keep doing for you if you take this case.”

	I leaned back in my seat. “Does the department even know you’re here?” 

	He said nothing.

	That told me plenty.

	I smirked. “You know that without departmental backing, this NDA isn’t enforceable, right?”

	“Mister Gibson—”

	“I should mention this conversation is being recorded.” It wasn’t, but he didn’t know that. “I’m pretty sure I’ve got enough by now to cost you your badge.”

	His eyes narrowed. “You wouldn’t dare.”

	“Wouldn’t I?”

	“I could have you in lockup by midnight.”

	“Mutually assured destruction, then. Shall we both press our little red buttons?”

	Jo choked on her own saliva and coughed. 

	Daniels and I stared each other down.

	“Mister Gibson—” 

	I leaned back, folding my hands. “Just tell me what you’ve got on me, and we’ll go from there. Capeesh?” 

	Daniels paused for a moment, and I watched the wheels turn through his eyes. “Surveillance footage.”

	I groaned internally. I’d literally just gone through this over Christmas, and from someone a lot scarier than this clown. “Heard that one before.”

	“You want the full list or just the highlights?”

	“Surprise me.”

	He leaned back, mirroring me, and began firing off.

	“Footage of you skulking around a burning orphanage, then outside Anderson shortly after it exploded.”

	I smirked. “It’s on record that Miss Delgado hired me to assist in the capture of a suspected arsonist. You’ll need more than that.”

	“Dragon City Mall, then. You, covered in blood, moments after the murder of Jonas Wong. Then the massacre in the basement, and a shootout in the parking lot.”

	I waved a hand. “I was cleared. We handed over evidence directly implicating Felicia Pennyworth and Jun Ho in the murders. They’re still at large, are they not?”

	Jo cringed in her chair. 

	Jun Ho—aka the Mogwai—was buried out back, in her garden. Not that I was going to share that nugget of information.

	Daniels continued. “The Toronto PD has CCTV and first-hand smartphone recordings of you running through the streets, being chased by armed gunmen.”

	I was waiting for that one. It was only a matter of time before it came back to haunt me, but I played it cool. “I haven’t been to Toronto in years.”

	“Your face is clear, and sitting here with you now, I can provide a positive identification.”

	“Deepfakes. AI-generated nonsense created by a former client to blackmail me. And now, by you.”

	“It’s been authenticated.”

	I arched a brow. “Did they authenticate the flying elf, too?”

	Daniels fell silent. Even if all evidence pointed to legitimacy, that detail alone called it into question, and no police department in its right mind would try to pursue that.

	“Are we done yet?” I asked.

	The look on his face said he had more, and he was holding back the best for last.

	I sighed. “If you’ve got an ace, you should have led with it.”

	Daniels nodded curtly and obliged. “Fine. Toronto PD was working a missing persons case, which went cold in Belleville. We have footage of you with the alleged victim—Penelope Parker.” 

	My heart leapt to my throat, and I couldn’t keep the surprise off my face.

	“There it is,” Daniels said smugly.

	I tried to pivot from shock to concern. “She’s missing? I hadn’t heard.”

	“Really?” He raised an eyebrow. “That’s what you’re going with?”

	I shrugged as casually as I could. “She helped me with a case. Once it wrapped, we went our separate ways.”

	“The last time she was seen alive was in a parking lot outside a buffet. You and Doctor Gordon Jefferson—Doctor Death—entered her vehicle. Later, you were seen boarding a train with him in Kingston.”

	He let that sink in before continuing.

	“The doctor is wanted for the murder of Jacquelyn and Gregory Malone, and the kidnapping of his daughter, Katherine. That makes you not only a suspect, but a collaborator.”

	Shit.

	If they had a clear shot of my face, I wouldn’t talk my way out of that. Not this time.

	“I’ll need to see this alleged footage,” I said flatly.

	“You will see it in court, if you prefer.”

	SHIT.

	I had no retort. Just a question. “What do you want?”

	Officer Daniels smiled and sat up straight. “Finally. To business, then?”

	“Why wait until now if you had all this?” I asked. “Why haven’t I been arrested already?”

	“Honestly? I considered it,” he admitted. “The local news ran an exposé on the case—the one-year anniversary of the murders. A train attendant who’d served the doctor just happened to be in town, holed up in a hotel after a series of delays. He contacted the police and confirmed that the doctor had left the province. Further footage shows him disembarking in Winnipeg with his daughter.” 

	“So that makes it an RCMP case. How did it land on your desk?”

	“Every station in Canada received the file. Departmental cooperation. It was just happenstance it landed with me.”

	I leaned back and crossed my arms. “Yet, you still haven’t arrested me.”

	“No.”

	“Why?”

	Daniels shrugged. “Because of Miss Delgado. I consider her a colleague, despite her current line of work. We worked together on multiple arson cases. I brought her the Anderson Station footage the moment I saw it.”

	I drummed my fingers on the desk, expression blank. “You’re putting a lot of faith in her by not arresting me.”

	“I am. She said the doctor was innocent—protecting his daughter from the real killers. I was inclined to believe her. But without evidence, the case stays open.”

	“If you two are such good friends, how do you think she’ll feel about you blackmailing me?”

	Another shrug. “Unfortunate. But it is what it is. What I need can’t go through official channels, and I don’t have the funds to hire you properly. I hoped to avoid this, but you wouldn’t bring her out, and you saw through the NDA. I didn’t see another option. I figure she’ll forgive me once it’s solved.”

	I leaned further back, and said, “You never came here to see Miri.”

	This time, he blinked. “I wouldn’t be here if—”

	“Cut the shit, Officer. You’ve been her contact in the PD for over a year. You two had, as far as I was aware, a pretty good relationship. Yet you come here, blackmailing me, instead of as a friend.”

	His jaw tightened. “You refused to cooperate.”

	“By asking for payment? Fuck off, man. If you wanted Miri on this case, you’d have called her. And not at eight o’clock at night.”

	His shoulders slumped slightly. I’d called him out, and hit the mark. “After the Carter Greyson mess, I don’t trust her discretion anymore.”

	I snorted. “Buddy, she’s been so discreet about that, I barely even know what happened. You’re gonna have to do better than that.”

	His jaw set. “She withheld evidence, and I caught her in multiple lies. And, while I can’t link her to it—and wouldn’t if I could—I believe she may have been directly responsible for the deaths of multiple gang members.”

	I leaned forward, steepling my fingers. “If that were true, then it was self-defence.”

	“I’m not saying it wasn’t. I’m saying I can’t trust her judgment.”

	I stared at him hard, long enough to let him know I wasn’t impressed. That’s when I caught the movement. Something green, slender, and spindly rose from the wall behind him. The honeysuckle vines Joanna had grown across the office stirred, and one reached out, edging closer to Daniels like it was sizing him up.   

	“Jo,” I said sharply, glancing her way.

	My receptionist jolted in her chair but didn’t turn around. The vine snapped back to the wall as if it had never moved. Daniels glanced over his shoulder, frowning, but whatever he might’ve seen was gone.

	I returned my attention to Daniels. His reasoning was horseshit, and I could smell it on his goddamn breath. But I wasn’t going to get anything else out of him. I didn’t believe he had anything credible on me either, or this conversation would be going differently. But I’d have to wait until that could be substantiated. For now, I’d play along.

	“Well, you got me.” I opened my hands in surrender. “What do you want?”

	Daniels took a deep breath, and his posture shifted. The hard-cop edge softened, replaced by the weary concern I’d seen on a hundred clients before him.

	“It started as a basic stalker case, or so I thought. A month ago, a woman named Martha Smith came to the department, claiming her ex-husband was harassing her. They split two years back, and he didn’t take it well.”

	“Common story.”

	“He was tracking her movements, hacking her devices, and locked her out of every account. Bank, socials, the usual. Then came the threats. She found a camera installed in her living room and finally called us.”

	I grimaced. “The tech-savvy ones are always the worst.”

	“We issued a restraining order. He obeyed it. Barred from contacting her, her son, friends, and family. If we caught him trying to locate her, we’d throw him in jail.”

	“And I assume that order expired recently.”

	“It did.”

	“She missing now?”

	He nodded. “And her son, Tommy.”

	“So… they ran?”

	He shook his head. “Martha never struck me as someone who runs from a problem. Her whole family’s in Calgary, and Tommy has special needs. Running without support puts him at risk.”

	“You think he took them.”

	“Yes.”

	“And let me guess—there’s a tidy digital trail showing she bought a train or plane ticket out of the city?”

	Daniels stiffened. “How did you know that?”

	“Because if you had any legal ground to stand on, you’d have brought him in. But a clean trail and no physical evidence? Case closed. Hunches don’t get warrants.”

	He studied me, mildly impressed. “You’re quite intuitive.”

	“I’m a detective,” I said dryly. “What was the cause of the split?”

	“That’s not relevant.”

	“It’s highly relevant. If I’m going to find this guy, I need to know what makes him tick. Criminal activity? Abuse? Addiction? It all builds a behavioural profile.”

	Daniels hesitated, then gave in. “All of the above.”

	“Oof. Triple threat. What kind of criminal activity?”

	“Psychoactive drugs. Specifically, LSD and magic mushrooms. He’s been named the largest supplier in the city, but we’ve never located his base of operations.”

	“And the drinking problem?”

	“Not alcohol. He samples his own supply. Usually in the form of tea.”

	“Mushroom tea? Gross.”

	“Pshaw,” Jo chimed in. “Mushroom tea is amazing.”

	“Jo.”

	“Sorry,” she mumbled, slumping lower in her chair.

	“Do you have an address?” I asked Daniels.

	“He’s got a property in Airdrie, but I’ve never been able to acquire a warrant. Insufficient evidence, lack of jurisdiction, and all that.”

	“I’ll need the address.”

	Daniels frowned. “Breaking and entering’s still illegal. Even for you people.”

	“So is blackmail,” I growled. “If it makes you feel any better, I usually don’t break anything.”

	An unexpected look flickered across his face—something just shy of relief.

	“Huh,” I muttered, watching him. “Interesting.”

	“Sorry?”

	“How long have you been sleeping with Martha?” I asked calmly.

	Jo choked on her saliva. Again.

	Daniels’ face hardened instantly. He shot to his feet, rage flashing in his eyes. “How dare you.”

	“How dare I? You’re blackmailing me to find your missing lover. Tell me—did the relationship start after she reported the camera? Or was your affair the reason for the split?”

	His hands shook. “I should fucking arrest you.”

	I raised my wrists. “Then do it. But then you’ll have to find her on your own.”

	He stared, jaw clenched, fists flexing like he wanted to punch through the desk. After a long, tense pause, he exhaled and dropped back into his chair, refusing to meet my eyes.

	I opened my top drawer, pushing aside a crumpled Burger King wrapper, and pulled out a notepad and a pen. Setting them on the desk, I slid them over.

	“His name and address, please.”

	He hesitated, staring at the pen. Then he scribbled the information and slid it back.

	“Perfect. Now go home. Or to a bar, and blow off some steam. I’ll check his place out and contact you if I find anything. Miss Delgado has your number, yeah?”

	Daniels nodded, still not looking at me.

	“Then we’re done. I’ll work the case—for free—but when this is over, I want those tapes. And I never want to see your face again. Do we have an agreement?”

	Another nod.

	“Then get the fuck out of my office.”

	This time, he looked up, not in anger, but with regret and fear. Whatever his history with Martha, he cared. That much was clear.

	“Thank you,” he whispered, and stood.

	“Tommy’s not your kid, is he?” I asked as he reached for the door.

	He paused, hand on the knob. “He may as well be,” he said softly, and left.

	“What a dick,” Jo said loudly, blowing a raspberry at the door. Sometimes it was easy to forget how young she really was.

	I sighed. “He’s desperate.”

	“He’s an asshole. Seriously gonna waltz in here and blackmail you?”

	I glanced at her. “What would you do if Mary-Sue went missing and your options were limited?”

	Jo opened her mouth, paused, and looked at her shoes. “I… uhm…”

	“I’m not a fan of his tactics, and he’ll be lucky I don’t punch him in the mouth by the end, but I might do the same in his place.”

	“He’s still a dick,” she muttered. 

	“But a mostly harmless one, I think. He’ll be lucky if Miri doesn’t—” I trailed off, eyes catching the name he’d written, and my skin prickled tightly. I’d seen that name a thousand times. Memorized it. Spent two years hunting for the face that went with it. The man it belonged to would be elderly by now, but people named their kids after themselves, or their grandparents, all the time.

	Jo was still talking, but her voice faded beneath the flurry of thoughts. 

	The odds of this drug-dealing, abusive ex-husband being the right guy were minimal, but weirder things had happened. I wasn’t a big believer in coincidences, but those of us with powers seemed drawn to each other, one way or another.

	It had to be him.

	The final name on the Grande Prairie vaccine trial had come home to roost.

	I traced my finger under the name, underscoring it in my mind.

	Christopher Monroe.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


CHAPTER 05

	The door to the back swung open, and Miri strode in with puffy, bloodshot eyes. She was still in the beige pantsuit (minus the blazer, just the white cami now), and her trousers were rumpled like she’d slept in them. A hair tie was clamped between her teeth as she walked, hands gathering her hair into a ponytail. She didn’t look at either of us—just beelined for her desk.

	“I don’t care what time it is,” she muttered around the hair tie. “We have work to do.”

	Jo swivelled to face her. “What’s going on?”

	Miri held her hair in one hand and pointed to her earpiece with the other, giving Jo a “shh” look. Then she snagged the tie from her mouth, looped it tight, and dropped into her chair. The ponytail bounced between her shoulder blades as she opened her laptop and started typing.

	“Jake, please,” she said. “I know we just argued, and I apologized. Something has come up, and we need to move fast.”

	Jo and I traded a glance. I folded Officer Daniels’ note and slipped it into my pocket.

	At least she’s not calling him “Mr. Carpenter” anymore.

	“I get that,” Miri continued. “But you are the only one on our crew with detailed knowledge of Calgary’s drug trade. I need to know who the largest distributors of LSD, psilocybin, and ergot are. Where they operate, who supplies them, and—”

	She paused. Jacob’s voice buzzed faintly from her earpiece, and her face fell. One hand drifted from the keyboard to rub her stomach before she caught herself.

	“The Devil’s Wings left town,” she said quietly, frowning. “When did that change?”

	I couldn’t hear Jacob’s side, but whatever he said made her mouth tighten.

	“New leadership? Since when?” 

	Over the holidays, Miri got mixed up with a biker gang while I was out of town visiting family and, of course, being blackmailed. She’d gone solo, and nearly got herself killed. I found out only because Jo slipped a month later.

	This was the aforementioned Carter Greyson mess Daniels spoke of. I’d tried prying more out of her, but she always shut me down.

	Sound familiar? Yeah. Thought so.

	Call it a mutual communication problem. Normal enough in a relationship, right?

	“That is good news… wait, he was killed? Lead with that next time! Who’s running the product now?”

	Her fingers flew across the keyboard.

	“Okay, great… Yes, please… No, we’re not looking to disrupt their business. That’s a can of worms for the cops, not us. Just—Jake… Jake. We need names. If the supplier is our person of interest, he has either skipped town already or he will soon.”

	Miri’s hands jerked away from the computer in frustration, visibly biting back a comment, and huffed.

	“Tell them he may have killed his wife and son. Family matters to them. This goes against their code. Okay. Yes. Please. Thank you.”

	She tapped her earpiece and ended the call, typed something else quickly, then snapped her laptop shut.

	“I take it you overheard my chat with Officer Daniels?” I asked as she finally looked over.

	“The walls are thin. Woke me up.”

	“Sorry.”

	“I can’t believe that son of a—I trusted him,” she growled.

	“Desperate times,” I said with a shrug. “It’ll be fine. At least there’s a decent chance he’s not a demon.”

	Jo shuddered in the corner.

	Miri tapped her fingers against the desk, thinking, then got up and ducked into the back. She returned a moment later with her blazer on and purse slung over her shoulder.

	“Where are you going?” I asked, frowning.

	“The police station.”

	I raised an eyebrow. “Might not be the best idea. If Daniels sees you—” 

	“He’s off shift. I am going to go convince his partner to hand over the tapes.”

	“Miri, you can’t just walk into a—”

	“The hell I can’t,” she snapped. “His partner is more susceptible than most. He will be eating out of my hand the moment I whammy him.”

	“He would’ve made copies,” I pointed out.

	“Obviously. And he will hand those over to us when this is over,” she replied coldly. “We need to know what is on those tapes and how clearly you show up. Now, you have an address to check out—get going.”

	“Miri, this man might be powered.”

	She paused at
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