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	To Sarah,

	 

	I’m sorry that some of the descriptions in this book almost made you vomit.

	 

	Thank you for being my rock. Your constant love and support have been ever-present, and I appreciate every minute that you’ve been in my life.

	 

	 

	 

	

	Content Warning

	This book contains scenes of violence and injury, including graphic depictions of dead bodies. It also includes themes of psychological trauma, manipulation, coercion, morally complex decisions, and unsettling supernatural horror imagery.

	 

	 

	

	


CHAPTER 01

	“Silent night…,” a melodic voice crooned from an old clock radio. The song was meant to instill peace and harmony, but its serene reverence clashed with the grotesque reality on the hotel bed.

	Santa lay still, his costume rumpled and bloated, a swarm of flies buzzing in chaotic harmony around him.

	“Holy night….”

	The smell didn’t hit me until I physically entered the room, but I knew what was on the bed before I left the shadows. Odours can’t transfer between the realms, but sound can, and there was no mistaking the cacophony of a hundred flies trapped within the confines of the small hotel room.

	“All is calm….”

	I wasn’t sure what was worse: the maggots or the smell. It had to be the smell, right? It’s hard to accurately describe, but imagine buying a pork roast and leaving it in a sauna for a week. Then, throw it in a toilet that hadn’t been cleaned in a month, pour some balsamic vinegar on it to give it that delicate touch of sickly sweetness, leave it for another day, then roll it around in a used litter box.

	It’s awful, and you will never forget it once you smell it. You can go the rest of your life without ever experiencing it again, but one night, years later, you’ll wake up in a cold sweat, with it staining your nostrils.

	“All is bright….”

	I wasn’t entirely surprised to find him like this—it had been that kind of day—but despite the state of decay, what bothered me most was the fact that the flies were even there. It was winter. Where the hell did they come from? The same thing had happened with the others, and it still perplexed me to no end.

	“Round yon virgin … mother and child….”

	He didn’t look how he should. I mean, he was a rotting corpse—how else would he look?—but I saw him alive and well just yesterday. Now, he looked like he’d been dead for a week. Sure, the heat was on, cranked to the max, and he wore a thick Santa costume, but the timeline didn’t add up. I don’t care how hot a place can get; a body cannot decay that fast. Not naturally, anyway.

	“Holy infant, so tender and mild….”

	His skin didn’t look right, either. I had, unfortunately, seen bloated corpses before, and something was off. I don’t know how to explain it, but this wasn’t a skinny man when he was still breathing. He was big, jolly, and loved his milk and cookies. Well, bourbon and chicken wings, really, but let’s not get weighed down with semantics. Now, his Santa suit hung loosely from gangly limbs, with drooping skin barely clinging to previously hidden muscles, despite the bloating. If I were to wager a guess, I’d say he’d run afoul of the world’s worst liposuction machine.

	“Sleep in heavenly peace….”

	His Santa hat hung from the bedpost, and his thick black leather boots sat neatly beside the bed. His wide buckled belt was open, hanging limply to his sides, and one hand was stuck beneath his waistband. His eyes were open—what was left of them—staring at the ceiling, his face frozen in wonder and amazement. His grey hair piled up beneath him, almost creating a second pillow, as the bald dome of his cranium glistened with the secretion of maggots. His big, bushy beard was matted in disarray, and his mouth curled into a jolly grin. Whatever happened was quick, over before he knew anything was wrong, and he died happy.

	“Sleep in heavenly peace….”

	I pushed a button on the radio, turning it off. The joyousness of the music being the backdrop to this scene disturbed me more than the actual corpse.

	I retrieved a handkerchief from my pocket and unravelled a folded-up sandwich bag containing a USB stick. After putting it back, I held the cloth to my nose and mouth. It didn’t do much for the smell, but it made it slightly more bearable. After rummaging through the nightstand and desk drawers, even glancing under the bed, I finally found a safe tucked inside the linen cupboard next to an ironing board.

	It wasn’t what I was expecting—this was an apartment, not a hotel—but hey, fortune favours the persistent.

	Using the keypad, I punched in ‘0000.’ Nothing. I tried ‘1111’ next. Still nothing. On a whim, I went with ‘9999,’ and the little door popped open, hinges creaking faintly in the still air.

	Most people forget—or just don’t know—that you’re supposed to change the default master code when you set up a safe. Lucky me.

	Inside, I found three hundred dollars in cash, a strange two-dollar coin with no writing or markings, and a photograph of a young woman in her twenties. An estranged daughter, maybe? A lover? The corners were dog-eared, suggesting it had been looked at often, though I couldn’t picture Chuck as the sentimental type.

	Curious, but not what I was hoping for.

	I sighed, shutting the safe with a quiet click. I knew where I’d have to look next, and I wasn’t looking forward to it.

	I retrieved the sandwich bag again, opening it to remove the flash drive. After tucking it safely into my pocket, I used the bag as a makeshift glove and returned to the bed. My presence scattered the cloud of flies as I looked down at the horde of maggots crawling over the red flannels. Suppressing a gag, I carefully rifled through his pockets.

	Nothing.

	It was gone.

	“Shit,” I growled out loud, removing my hand from the bag and turning it inside out before folding it and tucking it into a separate pocket. Sweat beaded down my face, threatening to drip into my eyes. I used my forearm to wipe it away, unwilling to touch my face with my hands.

	It was time to leave, but I paused to turn off the thermostat on the wall. He was already dead and uncaring, but it still felt like a mercy, if only for the poor saps that eventually found him. Then I stepped to the curtains, pulling them open along with the window itself, letting the cool air in. I stared outside, gazing at the skyline of towering skyscrapers. The CN Tower shone brightly, illuminated in fluorescent red, white, and green, looking like the world’s tallest candy cane.

	“Merry Christmas, Toronto,” I murmured. It was still a few hours before Christmas Eve, but close enough.

	A floppy green hat, trying to contain thick, light brown curls, floated into view, rising from below. It was part of a full festive costume, complete with curling green boots. Two hazel eyes peered through the window, first at me, then over my shoulder at the bed. The elf was pale, almost white as snow, and barely taller than four feet. Hovering above the street, he stared at his dead friend as tears trickled down his cheeks, threatening to freeze in the cold winter night.

	“I’m sorry,” I whispered hoarsely, the weight of his pain and despair pressing down on me.

	Without responding, the forlorn elf turned his back to me and descended, disappearing below. I turned away as well, giving one final look at the fallen Claus before striding toward the light switch. I flicked it off and disappeared into the night.

	I wanted so desperately to go home. I yearned to see Miri’s face, to hear her laugh at something stupid I said. To have her call me an idiot in that unique way only she could manage. It always made me feel warm and fuzzy inside, despite the insult. I hoped she’d have a lovely Christmas, despite everything.

	I’d instructed Jacob to discreetly deliver her present late on Christmas Eve and leave it with her parents before she woke up. It was a bracelet made of authentic meteorite—as expensive as you can guess—and it killed me that I couldn’t give it to her in person. In all my cheesy glory, I had told her I’d give her the moon if I could. Since NASA refused to sell me a moon rock (I tried), I found the next best thing.

	I wanted to see Jo and watch her face as she opened her present: a state-of-the-art dash cam for her Firebird, one so clear and vibrant it could spot a squirrel leaping through the trees at 100 kph. It even had a reversible camera to record herself while she drove. She could film and create content on the road, bringing her followers along for the ride to her various hiking destinations. She’d be opening it without me tomorrow morning, in the comfort of her real family.

	Her parents, who already disapproved of me (they think I stole her, like a typical white devil), would be spared a shock when Mary-Sue opened hers. She wouldn’t receive it until returning to Calgary. Jo’s girlfriend always loved the katanas that hung in my bedroom, so I bought her one of her own. A fantastic gift, to be sure, but probably a stupid idea. She was more likely to cut her own hand off than anything, and we still hadn’t determined whether she could regrow limbs. It would be waiting for her at home, as the airline wouldn’t let me bring it on the plane.

	I got Jacob a bottle of Australia’s favourite whisky—Canadian Club. Hey, it is what it is, and you can’t argue with perfection.

	They were my family, not by blood but by friendship, companionship, and shared experiences, good and bad alike. I missed them so much. It had only been a few days, but it felt like an eternity. I was here in Toronto, cut off from everyone I loved. Leaving would have consequences, and I needed to stay and see this through to the bitter end.

	So, how did I get here? I’m still trying to wrap my head around that.

	If this were a movie, this is where we’d fade to black, and the words “Four Days Earlier” would appear on the screen.

	I know; I hate when they do that too. It’s such a cheap trick to draw in audiences and convince them to stick around. But hey, it is what it is.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	FOUR DAYS EARLIER…

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


CHAPTER 02

	“Lloyd!” a gruff, familiar voice called out, interrupting my grumbling.

	I hadn’t noticed a small bollard jutting from the ground near the exit, and my travel bag smacked into it, causing me to lose my grip on the handle. It clattered to the floor as the already broken wheel finally snapped free and rolled halfway across the lobby before falling limply on its side. I frowned at it before leaning down to pick up the bag by its side handle.

	Fine. I’ll carry it, then.

	We had just flown from Calgary to Toronto and caught the train to Belleville. It was less than a week before Christmas, and I’d reluctantly agreed to visit my mom for the holidays. Miri stayed behind, citing the need to watch over the business, as we had an active case involving a Peeping Tom. She didn’t want to leave the client hanging, especially if the peeping escalated to breaking and entering, as cases like that often did. Once the case was wrapped, she planned to head to Red Deer to be with her parents and return on Boxing Day.

	No rest, even for the not-so-wicked.

	Beneath my black Pike Lake jacket, I was dressed in my Tuesday best: a blue tee, jeans, and a new pair of white Nikes that lasted two days before getting scuffed. I was oddly proud of myself for that.

	Everything was wrinkled, a result of skipping folding after taking clothes out of the dryer and being crammed in the middle seat of a plane between two surprisingly large gentlemen. They were friends and business partners who had booked the window and aisle seats, assuming no one in their right mind would choose to sit between them. The joke was on them; the flight was nearly booked, and it was all that was left.

	I had asked Miri to book me a flight months earlier, but she rolled her eyes and told me to do it myself. So, naturally, I waited until the last minute.

	It may have been the longest five hours of my life—and that includes being left for dead.

	“Lloyd! Over here, son!” the gruff voice called again.

	I peered through my sunglasses at the large glass doors leading outside. Bartley stood at the exit, holding the door open and waving me over, bathed in the glow of an overcast sky. He was a short, stocky fellow with a far bushier beard than I remembered, peppered with light and dark greys at the roots, interspersed with a shade of brown that could only be described as “Hair Club for Men.” His grey hair, spared the bad dye job, was cut short and thinning rapidly.

	He wore exactly what I expected: a thick red flannel jacket, unzipped, with a plaid button-up shirt and green suspenders holding up cargo khakis tucked into knee-high rubber galoshes.

	“Hey, Bart,” I greeted, walking up to shake his hand. “Where’s Mom?”

	“Ah, she couldn’t make it. The hens descended,” Bartley explained, grinning sheepishly. “They heard you were coming, got the times mixed up, and now refuse to leave.”

	The “hens” were my mother’s social circle—a group of older women who came together with the shared experience of miraculous recoveries from cancer. They also, inexplicably, shared another trait: names that fit a musical theme. Dolly, Barbra, Bette, Aretha, and my mother, Janis. None of them had ever made the connection.

	They were, as a whole, incredibly annoying.

	My face fell flat. “Seriously? They’re there right now?”

	“Yep. They’ve already sent Sanka into a tizzy, gawking at him.”

	“Sanka’s still there? Don’t they go home every six months?”

	“Yeah, he came back. Missed the snowmen, he says.”

	Sanka was a Jamaican gentleman on a seasonal visa who lived in Mom’s apartment building and often helped her carry groceries. He had also officiated their wedding—which I wasn’t invited to, something I was still a bit miffed about. Allegedly, his officiation was so beautiful it brought three out of four hens to tears.

	Bartley looked over my shoulder. “Where’re the girls? Weren’t ya bringing two of them?”

	As if on cue, Joey’s voice echoed through the lobby, yelling at her girlfriend as they came around the corner, dragging their luggage. Joey, of Mohawk ancestry, and Mary-Sue, pale-skinned with a goth vibe, were both on the shorter side of five feet and were quite the sight together. They wore matching pink jackets that were puffy and so large they swallowed their necks. Joey had picked them, and Mary-Sue wore hers begrudgingly.

	Joey’s dark curls were tucked inside a purple woollen cap, while Mary-Sue’s dyed jet-black hair hung free. Joey wore sensible blue jeans and white sneakers, while Mary-Sue paired her jacket with a miniskirt and knee-high block-heeled boots. The contrast between those and the puffy jacket was both upsetting and hilarious, but the cold wasn’t going to stop her from her specialized fashion.

	“I just don’t get why you can’t keep your inner thoughts to yourself,” Joey complained to Mary-Sue. “Does it never occur to you how I’ll feel about it?”

	“What? She was cute. Just cuz I compliment people doesn’t mean I’m gonna run off with them,” Mary-Sue muttered, her not entirely natural Valley Girl accent laid on a bit thicker than usual.

	“Telling an Inuit woman that she’s making you crave an Eskimo pie is not a compliment,” Joey scolded.

	“But ‘Edy’s Pie’ doesn’t have a very good ring to it, though.”

	Joey’s mouth hung open as she stared at her girlfriend. “That is not the point.”

	Mary-Sue rolled her eyes and huffed, blowing the hair out of her face. “Well, excuse me for living,” she grumbled, storming past and approaching us.

	“Ah, let’s see,” Bartley said, looking her over, politely pretending he heard none of their exchange. “You must be Mary-Sue. I hear a lot about ya!”

	“I still find it weird that you and Joey email each other,” I commented.

	“What’s so weird? We both like hikes. I send her pictures of the flowers I find, and she sends me ones of the animals she runs across.”

	Mary-Sue looked up at him and frowned. He was short compared to me, but she was shorter. “Are you Red Green?” she asked.

	My mouth dropped open, but Bartley just laughed. “I wish! The man’s a genius with duct tape.”

	“Hi, Mister Jones,” Joey greeted, brushing past Mary-Sue, intentionally bumping shoulders with her, and holding out her hand. “Nice to finally meet you.”

	“Call me Bart, and the pleasure is all mine, Joanna.” Bartley gently took her hand, raising it to his lips and kissing her fingers with exaggerated courtesy. Joey’s eyes widened, clearly not expecting the gesture, and she flustered immediately as he released her. It hung awkwardly in the air for a moment before dropping to her side.

	Mary-Sue lifted her hand next, blinking curiously at Bartley. He chuckled and obliged, kissing her fingers, too.

	“That was weird,” Mary-Sue whispered.

	Bartley returned his attention to Joey. “Where are your folks? Thought they’d be here, too.”

	“They don’t know we’re coming—it’s a surprise.”

	“Ooh, that should be fun!” Bartley exclaimed with a wide smile. “Do they, uh, know about….” He awkwardly tilted his head toward Mary-Sue, who wasn’t paying attention and was instead staring outside at passing cars.

	Joey frowned in confusion before her eyes widened in realization. “Oh, yeah, they know. Well, not about her specifically, but they knew I was gay before I did.”

	“Ah, yes. A mother’s intuition.”

	Joey snorted. “A father’s intuition. He had to sit her down and explain. She handled it well … eventually.”

	I arched a brow. “You told me they didn’t know.”

	Her eyes widened. “Oh. Uhm, yeah. It kinda slipped out during a phone call last month. We had a good talk about it. Really cathartic, you know?”

	“Huh,” I murmured, slightly offended that she hadn’t shared that with me. Then again, I often forgot to share things with her, too. We were oddly alike, given the lack of relation.

	“Will you bring them over for Christmas?” Bartley asked, glossing past the awkwardness, but his eyes suddenly widened with concern. “Oh, my. I’m sorry, do you guys celebrate Christmas? I should know that, shouldn’t I? You know what, don’t answer. It feels rude that I even asked.”

	Joey smiled warmly at him. “It’s fine, Bart. We celebrate. I’ll ask if they want to join you, but I can’t promise anything. They’re still not exactly sold on how or why I ran off with an older white dude, and spending the holiday with his family might be pushing it.”

	I scoffed. “I’m not that old.”

	“You’re old enough to be my father,” Joey teased.

	“Only just, barring teenage pregnancies,” I grumbled.

	“He’s young enough to be your daddy, though,” Mary-Sue quipped. 

	Joey spun around and smacked her shoulder, but the puffy jacket absorbed the blow. Mary-Sue didn’t seem to notice or even realize she’d spoken; she was too busy staring at the ceiling, transfixed by a light fixture.

	I cleared my throat, ignoring the comment. “We should probably stop standing in the doorway,” I suggested, glancing at a station employee who was glaring at us for letting in the cold air.

	“Ah, of course,” Bartley replied, stepping aside while holding the door open. “My car is the red one at the end of the lot. Do you guys mind if I have a smoke before we go?”

	“Yeah, all good,” I told him, though my hands were already freezing. “We’ll wait inside until you’re finished.”

	“I’ll come out with you,” Joey said. “This coat is a little too effective, and I’m about to start sweating.”

	The door closed, leaving me alone with Mary-Sue, who had given up on the light fixture and was now watching Joey and Bartley through the glass door. We hadn’t had much one-on-one time lately, and the silence between us felt awkward. Over the past few months, she’d grown increasingly distant and guarded, and no one knew why. Joey had mentioned that Mary-Sue often woke up in a cold sweat, sometimes screaming, but refused to talk about it. 

	We watched Bartley fish out a pack of smokes from his coat and offer one to Joey. She accepted graciously, and I frowned.

	“Since when does she smoke?” I asked.

	“Ummm. Always? Where have you been?” Mary-Sue said without taking her eyes off the two of them.

	With cigarettes now hanging from their mouths, Bartley produced a Bic lighter and flicked it.

	Mary-Sue flinched, her gaze locking on the flame as Bartley lit Joey’s cigarette, brought the lighter to his own, but it went out before it reached. He flicked it again, and Mary-Sue flinched once more. When the cherry finally blazed, Bartley gave his cigarette a few quick puffs and pocketed the lighter. Mary-Sue’s hand trembled, gripping the handle of her travel bag tightly.

	“Are you okay?” I asked, concerned.

	“The fireflies are mad, trapped in my throat, and they can’t get out,” she whispered, her voice distant and trance-like. “They flitter and dance, and they’re so pretty, but they’re so, so angry.”

	“Mary-Sue?”

	She didn’t respond, her eyes fixed on the cigarettes outside.

	She was a curious case—highly intelligent, but her mind was a mess. She’d always been a bit spacy, but lately, it had been significantly worse. Something was going on inside her head that kept her in a perpetual state of distraction. 

	I had my suspicions regarding the why, but kept them to myself since I didn’t fully understand the how yet. Even if I managed to figure that out, I was damned if I’d know how to bring it up. But that’s a problem for another day.

	Words, like whispers carried on the wind, echoed in the back of my mind: “Time does not like being played with.”

	I shook it off and clicked my fingers in front of her face. She startled, blinking rapidly before shaking her head as if dislodging mental cobwebs. Then she met my gaze with a curious stare.

	“What’s up?” she asked.

	“Where did you just go?”

	“I never left.”

	“In your mind, I mean.”

	She broke eye contact and looked back at Joey and Bartley. “Nowhere.”

	“You can talk to me, you know. I might understand more than you think.”

	“There’s nothing to talk about.”

	I sighed. “Fine. But if you change your mind, I’m here for you.”

	“Did Miri feed my cats?” she asked, abruptly changing the subject.

	“Yes.”

	“I hope they’ll be okay. It gets cold in there.”

	“They’ll be fine. We installed space heaters, remember?”

	Inexplicably, Mary-Sue had adopted an entire horde of feral cats, housing them in an abandoned hangar in the Albertan Badlands. How she’d managed to gather so many of them in such a remote area remained a mystery she refused to elaborate on. She made the hour-plus trip there and back every other day. This was her first extended absence and their first winter in their new home. Joey only convinced her to make this trip after assurances that the Sticky Beak Network would chip in and check on them daily. Miri’s turn was first up.

	In a point of contention, Joey had never been there. She was wildly allergic to cats, and just stepping inside the hangar would immediately trigger hives. Mary-Sue could heal the reactions as they developed, but couldn’t fix the allergy itself, so Joey stayed away—a decision that often frustrated Mary-Sue. They frequently argued about re-homing the cats, but Mary-Sue’s inherent distrust of people prevented her from agreeing.

	As for myself, I tended to avoid it too, after recently developing a wariness of cats. You would, too, if an interdimensional feline had utterly screwed with your life. It had been three months, but the scars it left on my mind still kept me awake at night.

	Our awkward conversation ended as Joey and Bartley finished their smokes and waved for us to come outside. It was cold, but not nearly as bad as Calgary. There was barely any snow on the ground, while back home, the snowbanks were already taller than me.

	We headed to Bartley’s car, a red Pontiac Sunfire, and loaded our bags into the trunk. The girls climbed into the back, squirming awkwardly in their ridiculous jackets, while I took the front, needing the extra legroom (and after yelling “shotgun” as loudly as I could). Moments later, we were on the road.

	In his kindness, Bartley offered to drive them to Shannonville, the Native Reservation east of Belleville, where Joey’s parents lived. It was a surprisingly quiet journey, with even the usually chatty Bartley picking up on the vibe between the girls.

	They’d been bickering since we boarded the plane, with Joey growing increasingly frustrated by Mary-Sue’s public behaviour. In private, everything seemed perfect between them (as far as I knew), but the stress of the trip and Mary-Sue’s complete disregard for tact grated on Joey’s nerves. I had nearly snapped at her myself at the Toronto airport when she kept picking up the wrong bags from the luggage carousel.

	But given her mental state, she needed a delicate touch—and a whole lot of patience.

	I worried this wasn’t the best time to introduce her to Joey’s parents, but it was too late to stop the train wreck.

	We dropped them off a block away at Joey’s insistence. Pulling up right in front of the house and alerting them to visitors would ruin the surprise. Joey hadn’t been home since she first took off to Calgary with me over a year ago, and I genuinely hoped the reunion would go as well as she wanted.

	Bartley and I climbed out first and, being the gentlemen we are, opened the back doors for the girls. As Joey shifted to step out, Mary-Sue’s hand shot out and caught her by the elbow, stopping her.

	“I’m sorry,” Mary-Sue said quietly, her lip trembling. “I’ll behave now.”

	“You don’t know how to behave,” Joey replied, but followed it with a sigh of regret and grabbed her hand. “Look, babe. We’ll have a nice holiday, okay? You’ll meet my folks, we’ll drink some eggnog, and I’ll show you a Christmas unlike anything you’ve ever had. I’m sorry I’ve been snippy, but I am really glad you came.”

	Mary-Sue blinked rapidly, tilting her head as if studying Joey. Then, her trembling lips curled into a wide grin, and her emerald eyes sparkled fiercely. “I love eggnog!” she chimed, and Joey couldn’t help but laugh.

	Finally, they climbed out, and we exchanged hugs. They would stay until the day after Boxing Day, except for Christmas dinner with Mom and Bartley, when we’d come pick them up to head back to the train station.

	We watched them trot off until they rounded the corner, then waited another moment before climbing back into the car. Bartley drove forward and around, passing Joey’s parents’ place to ensure they’d made it inside. We saw them hugging Joey tightly while giving Mary-Sue significant side-eye. Joey’s dad’s gaze caught the car and locked on mine briefly as we drove past.

	Awkward.

	“I like her,” Bartley said. “Good head on her shoulders and a real spitfire to boot.”

	I smirked. “Try living with her. She’s still a teenager in every sense of the word.”

	“Can’t learn lessons if ya don’t get into trouble first,” he explained. “Now, that Mary-Sue’s an odd one, eh?”

	“She’s been through a lot. She’s actually one of the smartest people I know, if you believe it.”

	“Oh, I do. I can see the wit in those eyes. She’s as sharp as a broken bra wire.”

	I snorted. “Your euphemisms continue to amaze me, Bart.”

	“Yer mom’s got me good a few weeks back while doing the laundry. Bled all over the linens.”

	I laughed and leaned back, resting my head on the seat’s headrest. “God love you, Bart.”

	“Ready to get to the henhouse?”

	“Nope.”

	“Well, tough titties anyway. They can’t wait to see ya.”

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


CHAPTER 03

	We pulled up to Mom’s apartment building on Cannifton Rd, and I stared at the brown brick structure from my window. The last time I was in town wasn’t exactly a cherished memory, running around with a rival investigator from Toronto on the hunt for a Necromancer and his animal-loving daughter.

	It didn’t end well for her, to put it mildly.

	“Hey, you okay, bud?” Bartley asked, glancing at me.

	My current apprehension wasn’t tied to her, though.

	Three months ago—during a timeline that no longer exists—my mom and Bartley had died. So had everyone in Belleville, destroyed when a pocket of magma beneath the Great Lakes broke free and buried the city in molten lava.

	The event, “Bell’s Gates,” was one of two catastrophic eruptions caused by Peter Belmont, a man with powers like mine. He unleashed hell on Great Falls first—“American Vesuvius”—then targeted Belleville. His first act upon resurrection was killing my mother and destroying this city.

	“Lloyd? Still with me?” Bartley’s voice grew more insistent.

	I exhaled slowly. The destruction never happened, thanks to a time loop orchestrated by an interdimensional being—a cat, of all things. It resurrected Belmont and unleashed chaos to destabilize me. Instead, I stopped it all: the city’s destruction, the portal it was trying to open, and even the cat itself.

	Allegedly.

	I couldn’t let myself dwell on the past, but being here—knowing everything that almost happened—was suffocating.

	“Earth to Lloyd!” Bartley clicked his fingers in front of my face, snapping me back.

	I turned to him, realizing I’d been gripping the door handle too tightly.

	“Sorry, Bart. Got lost in thought.”

	“I noticed.”

	“I’m ready.”

	“Are ya?”

	I raised an eyebrow. “Sorry?”

	“Son, I know that look. Now, I don’t pretend to know what business you get up to or need to know the particulates of your job, but I know a thousand-yard stare when I see one.”

	“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I replied guardedly.

	“I picked up on it back at the station. You carry yourself differently than you did before. It’s subtle, unseen to anyone who doesn’t know what to look for, but it’s there. You walk a bit differently, a bit lighter on your feet, in case you gotta run at a moment’s notice. You scan the environment more frequently than regular people, and you’re not doing it for the scenery. You’re checking for threats and escape routes. You probably don’t even realize you’re doing it.”

	“It’s nothing, Bart. I’m fine.”

	“Are ya? Bud, I was in the Gulf. I know what PTSD looks like.”

	I blinked. “I didn’t know you served.”

	Bartley shifted in his seat and looked out the windshield, tapping his fingers against the steering wheel. “Two tours. Saw the whole damn thing and ended up in the Medak Pocket not long after. Got my honourable discharge after that. Don’t come across many non-military people behaving as you do, but you’ve been to war, and it’s painted all over your face.”

	I was stunned, not expecting to be called out in such a way. Half of me wanted to go on the defensive, while the other half wanted to break down and sob like a child. In a single drive, this man had seen right through me.

	“When I got back, I thought I was fine, you know?” he continued. “Spent a year pretending nothing was wrong. But then it all caught up to me—couldn’t sleep, couldn’t sit still. Everything felt like a threat.” He tapped his temple. “It messes with your head. Took me years to figure out how to deal with it, and even now, there are bad days. But it helps to talk, son. You don’t need to carry all that weight alone.”

	“I … Thank you for sharing that,” I murmured, unsure what else to say. It was my genuine sentiment.

	“Now, you don’t gotta talk to me about it. We don’t know each other well, though I’d like us to. But I strongly suggest you find someone to talk to, and I don’t mean that girl of yours, Mireya. She’s lovely, but she holds a bias. I’m sure she’s a great sounding board and has a lot of strong, well-meaning advice, but her first and foremost priority will always be to protect you, and that ain’t gonna help in the long run. It’s just gonna force everything down further, hidden even from you. And just when you think you’re fine, it’ll explode outta ya in unpredictable ways.”

	My hands started shaking. This was not a conversation I wanted to have right now. “Bart, I appreciate you looking out for me, but it’s my business, and I’ll handle it.”

	Bartley nodded but puffed out his nose. “I’m sure ya will. You don’t have to listen to me—not now—but make sure ya think on it when you get home.”

	I nodded more curtly than intended. “I will.”

	He took his hand off the wheel but paused as he reached for the door handle. “Look, saying this right now is probably stupid, given it’s supposed to be a merry reunion, but I think it’s gotta be said,” he said without turning his head to look at me. “Killing a man is never easy. Don’t matter how much they deserved it, either. That shit leaves a mark.”

	His words felt like someone tearing open a wound I’d just managed to bandage. My stomach clenched, my chest tightened, and my whole body shook. I shut my eyes and breathed as deeply as I could, retreating into the depths of my mind, searching for the one thing that could pull me free. I scanned the inner darkness behind my thoughts, and there it was—a beacon of light, a glimmer of hope—and I grasped it with every ounce of mental strength I had.

	The smell of shea butter and cocoa filled my nose. It was a phantom odour, born from the strength of my memories and fondness for Mireya, entangled in the mental imprint she left inside. I used it to push away everything I was feeling. My body tingled, and I released my breath, letting the tension melt with it. My stomach unknotted, my breathing became easier, and my limbs stopped shaking.

	When I opened my eyes, Bartley was squinting at me curiously.

	“Thank you for trying to help, Bart. I’ll keep what you said in mind,” I told him, speaking calmly and evenly.

	Bartley blinked and arched an eyebrow. “Handy trick, you just did. Don’t think it’s healthy, but it’ll do in a pinch. You’ll need to teach me that sometime.”

	“Not sure if I can, to be honest,” I murmured.

	“Well, let’s not keep your mother waiting. Ready to go in?”

	I nodded and opened the car door. Ready? No. But it was time to face the living.

	We climbed out of the car without further words, closed our doors, and Bartley was staring at me when I looked over the hood. I’d never had anyone look at me in such a way before. It was a look of compassion and an understanding that most people can’t have. There was no pity in it. Instead, it was a look of a common bond—a shared trauma—and it told me more about himself than he could have vocalized. He saw through the façade and simply understood.

	“Ain’t no shame in it, son,” he said before locking the car and turning toward the building.

	For a moment, I considered responding—opening up, even—but I let the silence stretch instead. Now wasn’t the time.

	I looked up at the place and focused my mind on the present. “Her apartment isn’t that big—how are we going to fit us all inside for Christmas?”

	Bartley snorted. “We ain’t having the dinner here. Yer all coming to my place.”

	“You two don’t live together?” I asked, frowning.

	“She’s stuck in a lease, and there’s no way in hell I’m movin’ into that tiny little hovel. Yer mom’s free of it in June, and then I’ll move her in.”

	“I thought you might’ve waited until that happened before getting married.”

	Bartley laughed as we walked up the steps, fishing keys from his pocket. “Kinda rushed it. When ya find the one you wanna be with, you lock that down as fast as you can without scaring her. Life’s too short to waste time second-guessing, and your mom? She’s the kind of woman a man doesn’t let slip through his fingers. She’s a lot less likely to change her mind, come time, when the ring’s already in place.”

	I smiled and subconsciously reached into my jacket pocket, squeezing a small square box between my fingers. It went with me everywhere so I wouldn’t lose it.

	He was wrong about Miri. I may have been to war, but she fought alongside me. She may not remember those missing three days, but she was there at Great Falls. I could talk to her because she understood. There was no coddling, just two traumatized people working together to move on. She was my rock, and I loved her for it.

	Bartley opened the door, gesturing for me to enter first. I did, now confined in a small, cramped entrance, pressing my back against the mailboxes while Bartley awkwardly shuffled past to open the next one with his key. Again, he pulled it open and gestured for me to go first.

	I trotted downstairs and waited next to the apartment as he slowly descended, gripping the rail tightly and cursing under his breath.

	“I can track a bear through a forest for days, but put me on a flight of stairs, and my knees turn into goddamn pudding,” he grumbled. Then, with a huff, he tossed me the keys. “Pudding filled with razors.”

	I awkwardly unlocked the door. It felt strange entering without knocking, but he urged me on. I didn’t need to worry about going in first, however, because as soon as the door opened, his gentlemanly behaviour disappeared. He pushed past and rushed into the bathroom, leaving me alone in the front hall, listening to a gaggle of old ladies chattering away in the other room.

	Great.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


CHAPTER 04

	Mom’s apartment was spaciously cramped—or at least felt that way due to the layout. The front hall held a storage room to the right, the door removed, revealing a few boxes of unpacked belongings, a water heater, and a litter box. Across from it on the left was the bathroom, and directly ahead, the single bedroom stood with the door open, revealing a queen-sized bed piled high with coats. I quickly added my jacket to the collection.

	The hall turned to the right, leading to a surprisingly large living room and an open kitchen. When I say spacious, I mean in terms of one-bedroom apartments with a median lower-middle-class rent. By no means was it a penthouse, but compared to some of the broom closets I’d seen landlords insist were suitable for habitation, it wasn’t bad.

	It was not, however, designed to accommodate multiple guests at once. Mom had a three-seat leather sofa and an office chair, but that was it for seating. If there’s one thing that tells me I won’t be staying long, it’s the lack of anywhere to comfortably plunk my butt.

	As I entered the living room, I immediately assessed the predicament. The sofa sat directly to my left, a long computer desk beneath the window on the far wall (not holding a computer but a vast collection of knitting supplies), and a large entertainment unit covered most of the opposite wall. In the centre of the room was a large, square coffee table, making walking around the furniture a bit tight. I envisioned many stubbed toes.

	Four older women sat around the coffee table, occupying nearly all available space. Two were on the sofa, freeing the middle cushion to hold their purses.

	On the left was a frail woman named Dolly, almost entirely skin and bones, with long, dyed-blonde hair that had recently been blown out. On the right was Bette, a petite Chinese woman with thick coke-bottle glasses she didn’t have the last time I met her.

	Barbra, a woman who allowed her hair to flourish in its naturally splendid grey, sat in the office chair and swiveled around to view everyone.

	Opposite her, with her back to the kitchen, sat a large Black woman seated in a walker. Her hair was also grey but a far darker shade than Barbra’s, and she peered over a thin pair of bifocals, casting silent judgment on them all. This was Aretha.

	Dishes clattered in the kitchen, alerting me to my mom’s location.

	The conversation instantly halted as I entered, and all eyes settled on me. I suddenly felt like a baby seal surrounded by sharks on one side and club-wielding Canucks on the other. I kicked myself for not waiting for Bartley to get out of the bathroom before revealing my presence.

	Hiding under the computer desk, crouched low and agitated, was a large, well-fed cat with grey-and-white fur. His name was Jax, and he was attempting to stay hidden, highly unimpressed by the incursion of humans. He stared at me as I entered, and I swear his eyes begged me not to give away his location.

	I might have current issues with the feline species, but I deeply understood his plight. I tried to project my inner thoughts toward him, to share in a common misery, as I desperately wished I could crawl under the desk with him.

	“You put on weight,” said Bette, her Canadian accent laced with remnants of Mandarin.

	“Bette! Don’t be rude!” said Dolly, her voice thick with French Canadian.

	“Well, he has.”

	“Hello, Lloyd! Ignore her; you look wonderful,” said Barbra, sounding the most English.

	“If anything, I’d say he’s too skinny,” Aretha interjected, her accent unmistakably southern—Alabama or Georgia, I couldn’t be sure.

	“That’s why your kids have diabetes,” replied Bette.

	“I only have one son, and he’s healthy as an ox,” responded Aretha.

	“And about the size of one, too!” chimed Dolly with a laugh.

	“How is Bo these days?” asked Barbra. “You don’t talk about him as much as you used to.”

	“He married some harlot in a trailer park and moved up to Madoc,” Aretha grumbled.

	“Oh, no. Not Madoc!” Dolly gasped, scandalized.

	“Lloyd—what do you call a sheep tied to a bus stop?” asked Bette.

	“Huh?” I stammered.

	“Bette! Don’t be disgusting!” scolded Barbra as Aretha stared daggers.

	“A Madoc prostitute!” Bette answered with a cackle.

	“Bette, I will slap you so hard, you’ll need thicker glasses after,” Aretha threatened.

	“I bet my left tit that your arthritis will hurt you more than me!” Bette taunted.

	Dolly sighed. Barbra rolled her eyes. Aretha glared furiously.

	“Lloyd?” my mom’s eager voice called from behind. “I didn’t hear you come in!”

	I turned, and there she was—alive, smiling, and as vibrant as ever. My chest tightened, and for a moment, I forgot how to breathe. She wore a long, black apron with a white caricature of a redneck and the caption “Grill Daddy.” I didn’t need to be a betting man to know it was Bartley’s.

	“Hi, Mom,” I managed, my voice steady despite the storm of emotions threatening to break through. Relief washed over me, not just from seeing her, but from the distraction she provided from the ladies in the living room.

	“Come into the kitchen,” she said, taking my hand. Her touch was warm, grounding me in the present as she cast a warning look at the hens. Their conversation resumed as though I’d never been there, and she gently pulled me into the kitchen.

	“I’m so glad you’re here. How’ve you been?” she asked, her tone bright and full of motherly concern.

	“Not as good as you, apparently,” I said, forcing a smile as I looked her over. My heart ached, caught between the joy of this moment and the memory of her absence, a reality she’d never know existed.

	Her hair was still in a perm, but she’d dyed it blonde and seemed more vibrant than ever. Her recent career as a hairdresser clearly paid off. She was thinner, which usually meant she wasn’t taking care of herself, but this time was different. She looked healthy, her eyes clear and focused, her skin smooth and glowing with barely a blemish. She even carried herself differently—almost taller—with her shoulders relaxed and unworried.

	“Can you believe it?” she asked, smiling as she did a little twirl. “I’ve lost twenty more pounds. Bartley always cooks and refuses to stop feeding me, but it’s healthy! I haven’t had a frozen dinner in over a year!”

	I thought back to my dinner before the flight and suppressed a cringe. Miri cooks sometimes, but when we’re busy, it’s frozen meals or takeout. My cooking skills required specific instructions for how long to put something in the oven or microwave, and I still screwed it up more often than not.

	I suddenly wondered if Mary-Sue’s healing ability helped with cholesterol.

	I should look into that.

	“You look wonderful, Mom. Glad to see Bart’s taking care of you.”

	Mom’s eyes flashed in irritation. “His name is Bartley.”

	“Right. Sorry.” Mom had a strange, irrational hatred for The Simpsons. Probably because I kept watching it as a kid despite her repeated attempts to ban me from it. It was highly controversial when it first aired, but if she saw the cartoons on today, her sensibilities would cause her head to explode.

	“You didn’t answer my question. How have you been?” she repeated.

	“Yeah, can’t complain. Got a good woman and a flourishing business. Things have been going well.”

	“I’m so happy for you!” she declared with a huge grin. “Mireya is such a lovely woman. When are you bringing her down to meet us? We’ve only ever talked on the phone.”

	“We’ll have to see. Prying her away from the job is like peeling duct tape off your arm. You can do it, but it’s going to be painful.”

	Mom smiled. “I’m glad she’s there. She’s good for you, and Lord knows, without her, your business probably would’ve died by now.”

	I blinked and opened my mouth, but couldn’t find the words. It was insulting yet likely accurate, and I couldn’t decide if I should agree or be offended.

	“Thankfully, you kept yourself in line as well,” Mom continued. “You had me worried last year, running around with that girl.”

	I openly cringed. That had been Penelope Parker, the hypersexual investigator from Toronto who, despite my best efforts, met Mom briefly outside the library. That encounter did not go well for me.

	“Yeah, you never needed to worry about that one. She was a crazy person.”

	“The buxom bombshells tend to be. It goes to their heads.”

	I snorted. “You’re not wrong.”

	“We’re thinking about coming to Calgary in the summer,” Mom continued, changing the subject. “Bartley’s always wanted to see the Stampede.”

	“He seems the type to enjoy a good rodeo.”

	Mom’s eyes widened. “Oh, no! Don’t talk to him about those—rodeos are cruel. He joined animal control to protect them from us, not the other way around.”

	I cringed again, realizing my mistake. “Yeah, good call. Thanks for reminding me. Speaking of, how’s his job been? Any other strange instances lately?”

	The last time I was in town, Bartley had gone missing while investigating strange animal attacks. It turned out he was tracking Katie Malone, a lost girl who could talk to animals, on the run from mercenaries targeting her and her father. Gordon Jefferson, her father and a powered individual with terrifying abilities, found Bartley first and, fearing loose lips, abducted him. Though Bartley was treated well, he had no idea his captor was anything but an ordinary man. 

	“Nothing major, at least that he’s told me,” she replied. “A few wolf and coyote sightings, but the bears have been staying away. Just after you left the last time, there was a strange report of a massive animal attack up near Tweed, but Bartley refused to investigate, saying it was bogus. Never heard much about it after that. Not even an article in the paper.”

	It wasn’t bogus, but something Vardot Industries covered up and hid from the press. They were the aforementioned mercenaries and made the mistake of killing one of Katie’s friends. They paid for that dearly. I may be the only man in the world to have witnessed a literal battle between armed men and the animal kingdom, and it didn’t end well for the armed men.

	“Speaking of, where is Bartley?” Mom peered into the other room, where the hens were still engaged in senseless banter and chitchat. “Didn’t he pick you up from the station?”

	“Yeah, he’s in the—”

	On cue, we heard the toilet flush from the other room, and all the pipes squealed horribly, pausing everyone’s conversations.

	Mom rolled her eyes. “I’ve talked to the landlord multiple times about that, but until the toilet literally explodes, he won’t call a damn plumber.”

	The bathroom door squeaked open, and Bartley emerged into the living room with a big smile.

	“It’s about damn time,” Aretha scolded. “We’re too old to be left waiting for dinner.”

	“If I don’t eat soon, my tits will fall off!” Bette grumbled.

	“They’re already half fallen, Bette!” Barbra chimed.

	“You’re one to talk,” snapped Bette. “Your belly button and your nipples aren’t supposed to meet, and yours are old friends by now!”

	Dolly looked scandalized while Aretha roared with laughter.

	“Sorry, ladies,” Bartley apologized. “This place ain’t the only one with plumbing on the fritz.”

	“Eat some Grape Nuts,” suggested Barbra.

	“He’d rather eat cardboard,” replied Dolly. “Bran flakes are the way to go.”

	“Are your taste buds dead, girls?” Bette grumbled. “Start eating bananas, rice, applesauce, and toast for every breakfast. That’ll sort you out.”

	“Bartley, just drink some blackberry tea and get yourself some witch hazel,” suggested Aretha. “The tea will clear you up, and the hazel will keep those hemorrhoids down.”

	Bartley opened his mouth to respond when every face in the room suddenly distorted, and the women began to gag as the odour wafted out of the bathroom.

	“Dear God, man!” Bette coughed. “Did something crawl up your ass and die?”

	Barbra groaned, covering her nose. “You’re trying to kill us!”

	“What?” Bartley protested. “I sprayed air freshener.”

	“And now the place smells like lemon-scented ass,” Bette snapped, pulling her shirt collar over her nose. “I’ll never eat again after this.”

	As I followed Mom back into the living room, I couldn’t help but notice how at ease she seemed in the chaos. Laughing at Bartley’s jokes, keeping the hens in line, and juggling it all with that effortless grace she’d always had.

	It hit me then how much she’d been through—Dad leaving us, the health scares, and everything else life had thrown her way. Yet here she was, smiling, happy, and more alive than I’d seen her in years.

	She was resilient in ways I didn’t think I could ever match. But I was trying. After everything I’d seen, everything I’d endured, I was still standing. Maybe a little worse for wear, but still here.

	I didn’t know what the future held for either of us, but seeing her like this made me think—maybe we’d both be okay.

	The thought grounded me, even as the remainder of the visit made me feel like a child again. I was a hell of a lot closer to forty than thirty, but given the age gap between myself and everyone else in the room—and the way they talked to me—I might as well have been ten years old. Only this time, I didn’t have my cousins to keep me company.

	Bartley had to run out to his car to grab two folding chairs so everyone would have a place to sit. He and Mom ended up using them, leaving me wedged uncomfortably on the sofa between Dolly and Bette.

	I used to hate the “children’s table” growing up, wishing so strongly to eat with the adults, thinking it was some kind of rite of passage. Now, I yearned for it more than ever. 

	If only I’d known the truth back then—how good we had it.

	The grown-up table was horrifying.

	None of the grown-ups cared about what my favourite dinosaur was.

	At one point, I glanced over at Mom, seated in one of the folding chairs, chatting animatedly with Barbra and Aretha. She looked so happy, her laughter filling the room, her face glowing in a way I hadn’t seen in years. My heart swelled, and I couldn’t help but smile. Whatever chaos brought us here, however much my own emotions churned beneath the surface, it didn’t matter in that moment. She was alive. She was happy. And for that, I was endlessly grateful.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


CHAPTER 05

	I didn’t stay long after dinner. I had initially expected to visit for most of the evening, but that was before I knew the hens would be around. It didn’t take long for my patience with them to wear thin. Bartley offered to drive me to my hotel, but I insisted on walking. 

	The truth was, I needed more than just fresh air—I needed time. Time to process the evening, the hens, my mom, and the strange, jumbled feeling of relief and sadness that had been clawing at me since dinner. Being around so many people, even ones I loved, left me feeling off-balance. The winter air, sharp and bracing, seemed like the only thing that could clear my head.

	The sun had set, and if I wanted to, I could slip into the Noctis and jump there in less than a minute, but I needed to stretch my legs. After being crammed on the sofa for over an hour in the cranked heat, I was desperate for a brisk walk in the winter air. My hotel was less than twenty minutes away. I’d done far worse.

	It wasn’t too bad, temperature-wise—sitting around -6°C—and I left my jacket unzipped. Mom and Bartley came outside with me so I could retrieve my travel bag from his car. I set off with a hug from Mom and a handshake from Bartley, along with assurances I’d return in the morning for a proper, hen-free visit.

	A thin layer of crusty snow covered the ground, crunchy on top and soft and squishy beneath—the perfect type for a half-decent snowball. The roads and sidewalks were cleared thanks to snowplows and regular traffic kicking it up and melting it. Along the edges of the street, mounds of grey and brown snowbanks, filled with dirt dumped by the city for traction, rose no higher than my calves.

	I headed north from my mom’s place, and after about five minutes, I came to a gas station. I popped in quickly, grabbing a few snacks and drinks: two bags of Classic Lays Potato Chips, three Snickers, and a two-litre bottle of Coke Zero. 

	If you tell your brain it’s healthy, then it’s healthy, right? Mind over matter is king.

	Another five minutes later, I dashed across the street at a traffic light and approached the bridge crossing the Moira River. I stopped momentarily to admire a small memorial at the entrance, dedicating the bridge to the veterans. The last time I’d been there, poppies grew all around it, but now, in the cold, it had lost some of its grandeur. It was still a nice gesture, though.

	I followed the footpath up, listening to the rushing water beneath me, not yet frozen by the winter chill. Halfway across, I stopped, peered over the railing—and immediately regretted it.

	The river was deceptively peaceful, its dark currents rushing by with a speed that belied its serene surface. The sight yanked at something deep within me, something raw and unresolved. My stomach roiled as I stared, unable to look away, the swirling water below pulling at my thoughts like a riptide.

	My head spun, and my breathing grew shallow. The rushing sound of the current grew deafening, drowning out everything else. My hands gripped the railing so hard my knuckles turned white. For a split second, I wasn’t standing on a bridge. I was back in the Bow River, tumbling beneath the icy waves, my chest burning, my limbs thrashing uselessly against the flow. My skin scraped against jagged rocks, and the frigid water filled my lungs, pushing out the air and crushing me under its weight.

	I blinked hard, trying to shake the image, but it didn’t let go. The peace I’d felt in that moment—the eerie, seductive pull of surrender—crept in again, tempting me to lean forward, to just let go.

	Take me, O Lord of the River, for the world no longer wants me.

	The thought hit like a slap. My knees buckled, and I collapsed against the railing, sliding to the ground. My grocery bags fell from my hands, the crunch of their impact muffled by the pounding in my ears. I pressed my forehead to the cold metal and squeezed my eyes shut, retreating inward, desperate for something to anchor me. My chest heaved as my heart raced, each thud a frantic drumbeat that refused to slow.

	Somewhere in the darkness of my mind, I found it—the scent of shea butter and cocoa, warm and familiar. Miri. I clung to her memory like a lifeline, inhaling phantom traces of her presence until the pounding in my chest began to ease. Slowly, the numbness in my fingers faded, and my breathing evened out.

	When I finally opened my eyes, the water was still there, but its pull had loosened. I gripped the railing and hauled myself up, brushing wet dirt from my jacket with trembling hands. 

	A shuffling sound came from my right, and I glanced over to see a man in a floppy Toronto Maple Leafs toque giving me a wary side-eye as he carefully stepped around my fallen bags.

	I was only on the ground for a moment, and given the length of the bridge, he’d definitely seen me fall. He was clearly uninterested in checking on my welfare, and probably thought I was drunk.

	“Yeah, bud! Don’t worry, I’m fine!” I hollered at his back, watching his shoulders visibly tense as he picked up his pace. “Thank you, Good Samaritan, for your kindness!”

	I didn’t actually care; I just enjoyed nettling people. It wasn’t my greatest personality trait, but it was definitely one of my most entertaining.

	I picked up my bags, retrieving the Coke bottle that had fallen out, and rolled a few feet away, coming dangerously close to falling into the river. Once everything was collected—including myself—I continued my journey across the bridge, keeping my eyes firmly ahead and doing my best to ignore the sound of the current.

	Ten minutes later, I arrived at the same Best Western I’d stayed at last year. I figured sticking with what I knew was a safe bet.

	The fluorescent lighting in the lobby was a stark contrast to the early night outside. Even through my sunglasses, I had to squint to adjust. As my eyes acclimated, I noticed the kid at the reception desk, engrossed in his phone. He looked young—maybe nineteen—and I recognized him from my last visit. Back then, he always had earphones in, barely paying attention to anything beyond his music. Not much had changed, except now the earphones were AirPods.

	Maybe I’m getting old, but I never understood those. Why wouldn’t you want the cord? If it falls out, the cord will catch it, dangling by your side, instead of bouncing away into the nearest sewer. It always amazed me what stupid crap companies could convince people to buy.

	Look at me, grumbling about modern trends. Next thing you know, I’ll be complaining that Drill music is the work of the Devil and wondering why kids these days don’t just listen to some good, old-fashioned Tupac, like God intended.

	“Welcome to the Best Western,” the kid greeted flatly, barely lifting his eyes from his phone.

	“Still here, eh?” I asked, peering at him.

	He finally glanced up, his expression puzzled. “Huh?”

	“I was here last year. You were working here then.”

	“Uh, okay.”

	“Michael, is it?”

	He stared blankly.

	I sighed. Normally, I’d let this slide, but the weight of the evening—the memories, the bridge—left me with less patience than usual. “Not much for conversation, are you?”

	“Do you need something?” he asked, his tone edging toward annoyance.

	“That’s the problem with you kids these days,” I said, shaking my head. “Y’all have no hope. Not that you’ve got much reason to have it, but at least we Millennials learned how to fake it.”

	He frowned. “Y’all? What are you, a redneck?”

	“Calgary, born and raised.”

	He blinked. “Makes sense. What are you here for?”

	“I have a room booked under Lloyd Gibson.”

	The kid handed me my room key with all the enthusiasm of someone doing a group project. I didn’t bother attempting further conversation as I picked up my bags and headed down the hall.

	This place felt too familiar. When I booked it, I figured sticking to what I knew would be comforting. But walking these halls again, the memories came rushing back. My last visit to Belleville hadn’t exactly been a pleasant vacation. It was filled with terror, bloodshed, and the kind of moments that scar you more deeply than you realize at the time.

	I shook my head and pushed the thought away as I reached my door. Familiarity, as it turned out, wasn’t always comforting. Sometimes, it was just a cruel reminder.

	The room looked identical to my previous stay, just reversed. The bathroom was to the right of the entrance, with a glossy marbled vanity, an oval sink, and the usual complimentary soaps and shampoos. A bathtub sat opposite, with the toilet against the far wall.

	The main room featured a queen-sized bed, which I remembered being surprisingly comfortable. Two nightstands flanked the bed, each holding identical lamps. Above the headboard was the same painting I remembered—a quaint, old-timey street filled with shops and cafés. The floor’s wood-grain laminate complemented the room’s light, making it feel brighter.

	I tossed my jacket on the bed and my travel bag on the floor, plunking my groceries and myself onto the small sofa beside the bed. Kicking my feet up on the coffee table, I found the remote. The TV, mounted on the wall above a long office desk, displayed a stack of pamphlets and a landline phone. The only things I cared about were the complimentary coffees, teas, and kettle in the corner.

	I surfed the channels and settled on a South Park marathon, happily munching on chips as the Secret Service desperately tried to save Hillary Clinton from the snuke.

	Three hours and a stomachache later, I texted Miri, “Good night, mi Reina,” and climbed into bed.

	 

	***

	 

	When the sun rose the following day, I wasn’t entirely sure what alerted me to my visitor. I
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