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		CHAPTER 01



“Come out, come out, wherever you are.”

A thug, nothing more, nothing less. Young and full of machismo, eager to impress his boss. Strands of blonde hair stuck out from beneath his black skullcap, resting on the tips of his cauliflower ears. A nasty scar trailed from his forehead to his cheek, skirting around to the left of his sharp blue eyes. His nose, disfigured from multiple breaks, pulled attention away from his unevenly trimmed goatee. 

A white t-shirt, a size too small with spattered stains of sweat and dirt, covered his lithe, muscular body. His heavily worn jeans, ripped at the knees, and his grey, blackened sneakers showed signs of years of abuse. Regular visits to the gym didn’t craft his physique. He formed those muscles through battle and had a face to prove it. He held a wicked-looking hunting knife, and his demeanour suggested he knew how to use it.

“I know you’re in here. I saw you,” he called out, echoing through the factory floor. 

Odours of rubber, cold steel and asphalt mingled in the air. Dust shimmered in the beams of sun cascading through the window, highlighting machines I couldn’t recognize. Dirt and sawdust coated the floor, with multiple footprints showcasing a bustle of activity from the day before. 

I prayed this meathead was as dumb as he was big, standing alone in an empty room, spouting threats at the shadows.

The western wall darkened incrementally, the sunbeams encroaching at a sharp angle, casting a growing swath of shade beneath. The light slowly slid its way across the floor, encroaching on the eastern wall. Parts were already lit, as the window didn’t face perfectly west, but the far corner remained a narrow, shadowy recess. The creeping sun would soon illuminate what was hidden within, pushing back that shadow. 

That was a problem, because I was in that corner. 

Had I ducked to the western side when I entered, I would have been free and clear. Instead, I went right when I should have gone left. Under stress, situational awareness had never been my strongest suit. I ducked into the first dark corner I saw, realizing my mistake after it was too late. 

The moment I hid, this guy walked in, yelling his murderous intent.

 

***

 

Yesterday, I was busy minding my own business when an unannounced visitor came calling, interrupting a relaxing, carefree weekend.

I sat in my warehouse, decked out in my finest clothes (a blue t-shirt from Old Navy and boot-cut jeans two decades out of style), hunched over my new red-oak desk. New was a matter of perspective—it was new to me, and contained random splotches of burn damage, visible in the right light. It held character, and I liked it.

The tiny bite marks marring the base of every leg came after I bought it at the auction. I kept it free of clutter, excluding a penholder, a notebook, and a monogrammed nameplate that read Lloyd Gibson, PI. I liked to think the empty Burger King wrappers also added character.

A loud knock sounded at the door, interrupting a riveting mobile game involving shiny jewels and diamonds that I was highly engaged with. We rarely had walk-ins, as we did not list our address on our ads. We ultimately preferred phone calls first to set up appointments to suit our schedules. That way, one doesn’t get interrupted in the middle of a virtual hot streak. It’s just practical sense, right?

“Who the hell is that?” I asked, glaring at the door through my signature off-brand sunglasses, but I made no moves to get up and check. “It’s Saturday.”

“It could be a client, Lloyd,” said my business partner from across the room. 

Her desk was smaller than mine, made of dark chestnut, ladened with photos of family and a framed copy of her degree, and decorated with random knickknacks. A ceramic chihuahua sat next to her own name plate, boldly announcing her as Mireya Delgado, PI. 

Her laptop open, she sat with perfect posture as she worked, filling out digital paperwork. On a weekend. She was the professional around here, not me.

I sighed in exaggerated compliance and paused my game. “Don’t we have our office hours listed?”

Mireya raised an eyebrow. “Yes, and it specifically states that walk-ins are welcome, even after hours. Have you even looked at the website?”

“I glanced at the banner,” I replied defensively. “I don’t remember agreeing to that.”

“Business is business.”

“But Miri…” I whined, drawing out her name like a spoiled child.

Only I get to call her Miri, and she didn’t get a say in the matter. Her name was Mireya to everyone else, or specifically, Miss Delgado. She was my partner in crime, or rather, crime investigation. 

I tried not to do crime anymore.

She moved in over the summer, a decision she made herself without consultation, as I never offered (but didn’t protest, either.) However, certain circumstances had forced her hand to find new accommodations and employment, and she threw her lot in with me. To my surprise, she didn’t seem to regret it yet.

A stunning woman in her early thirties, Miri sported long dark hair, usually pulled into a semi-severe ponytail, with piercing eyes to match. Her wardrobe consisted mostly of pantsuits of varying colours, with today’s being banana yellow. She might be the only woman I’d met who could pull that off. 

Miri, a strong-willed and capable woman, embodied the fiery fight of a fierce Latina. She hit me the last time I described her that way out loud. Hard. She was the Yin to my Yang. The Bonnie to my Clyde. The Wax On to my Wax… 

Yeah, I just heard that in my head. I’ll not go there—it’s not that kind of relationship.

The knock continued, and when my entire reaction was only a disapproving frown, Miri rolled her eyes and huffed a sigh of annoyance.

“Remember how we discussed I would be your partner and not a receptionist?” she asked, mildly annoyed, as she rose and headed to the door. “Sooner or later, you actually have to greet a client.”

“Discussed is a strong word, which I don’t recall happening, so no thanks.” I waved my hand towards the door, urging her to continue. “You do the talky-talky, and I’ll do the… uh….”

Miri reached for the door handle and paused, glancing at me. “Did you just run out of quips?”

“Yeah, my train of thought completely derailed there,” I muttered, and waved my smartphone back and forth. “I blame the clicky games on my newfangled intelligent box.”

“Oh, for f—” She cut herself off, opting not to curse for what may have been the third time in her life, and pulled open the door. 

I shielded my eyes as the sun burst into the room, glaring against my prescription sunglasses. I suffered from severe light sensitivity and had to wear them at all times. Why the hell did I put my desk so close to the door? What a stupid decision.

Framed in the doorway, looking lost and anxious, stood a twenty-something young woman who appeared to have stepped out of the 1950s. Her platinum blonde hair, styled in an Italian cut, contained enough hairspray to prop up a red pillbox hat, adorned with a green bow. Pink bejewelled cat-eye sunglasses hid the tint of her eyes, and a vibrant shade of red lipstick stained her lips. Wrapped around her thin yet curvaceous frame, her red and green floral nylon dress flared past her waist, the hem hovering above her shapely calves. Green satin gloves covered her hands, and a red-leather kiss lock handbag hung on her shoulder. Her sheer, dotted pantyhose travelled delicately into sparkling ruby high heels.

My jaw dropped. “What in the—”

“Welcome,” Miri greeted, interrupting me. “Are you looking for help?”

“Yes, hello,” the potential time-traveller spoke. “Is this Noctis Investigations?”

Definitely a client. Noctis Investigations was the name of our business. We were Private Investigators, newly licensed and now fully legal. We find what you lost in the dark, so sayeth our tagline. Miri named the business perfectly. 

Before she showed up, my “business” was an ad in the newspaper that read “Private Investigator, Call Now,” followed by a phone number, and that was it. It attracted some weird people. When surrounded by more official-looking ads, no healthy-minded individual would call an ad that sketchy. After Miri redesigned it, it became highly professional and eye-catching, but our website still needed some work. Neither of us knew web design, and we weren’t yet able to afford a professional to fix it.

“Yes, we are. Please come in,” greeted Miri, gesturing for her to enter.

She came through, having a cautious and curious look around the place. The main room had changed a lot. A few months ago, it was mostly empty, with a camping chair, a TV, and an air mattress, looking very much like the abandoned warehouse it was. 

Now, drywall lined the walls, enclosing the newly installed insulation. A proper ceiling hid the dusty, spider-infested rafters. Brand new dark-green blackout curtains hung over the large bay windows. Tall mobile partitions filled the space, cordoning off allocated sections and forming hallways. We added a proper countertop and cupboards to the kitchen. Behind our desks and beyond the partitions sat our little living room area, complete with a used futon, a cozy green recliner, and a 42-inch flat-screen TV. The back corners, now hidden from view, contained our makeshift bedrooms. We ultimately planned to install proper walls, but it was a work in progress.

Miri gestured for the woman to come to my desk, upfront and centre, with two chairs at the ready. She sauntered forward with elegance, one hand on her purse, the other extended out to the side like she was showing off at a gala. Despite the weird choice of outfits, she was a stunning woman, her skin smooth and free of blemishes. Her legs glistened, her calves lean and tight, her hips swaying in all the right …

Stop it, Lloyd. You need to be professional and not a creep, said my conscience. Why the hell is this get-up working for you, anyway?

“Have a seat,” Miri directed.

I rose and extended a hand, happy that my tinted glasses hid where my gaze had lingered. “Welcome.”

She graciously accepted, offering her hand in the way one would for a gentleman to kiss it. I grabbed it awkwardly and shook it, causing a perplexed frown over the rim of her shades, and we both sat. Pulling her handbag from her shoulder, she placed it on the desk and elegantly crossed her legs with her back remaining perfectly straight. She removed her sunglasses, showing off long, fake lashes and sparkling green eyes that made my heart skip a beat or two. 

“My name is Felicia Pennyworth,” she announced proudly as she folded her glasses and held them in her lap.

That sounded like a fake name, but I rolled with it. “Hello, Miss Pennyworth. I am Lloyd Gibson, and my associate here is Miss Delgado.”

Felicia flashed a brief just-to-be-polite smile in Miri’s direction, and nonverbally dismissed her as she returned her focus to me.

Miri frowned momentarily before returning her expression to neutral. She scanned the woman’s outline, studying something unseen and taking in a great deal of information. “How can we help?” she asked pointedly, no longer speaking friendly, and shifted into mild contempt.

Mireya Delgado possessed a special skill called Soul Sight, which enabled her to see the auras of those nearby and discern their present emotions. More importantly, she knew if you were telling the truth or lying. It was a tremendous advantage for a private investigator. On more than one occasion, her ability had single-handedly solved cases within minutes. It wasn’t always foolproof, though, and we often had to vet the information she had surmised.

Miss Pennyworth gave a slight start, surprised that Miri was the one to speak, and eyed her. “Oh, yes. Well, you see, I own a place near Downtown. A retro nightclub called ‘The Bell and The Ball.’ You may have heard of it?”

We, in fact, had not. It explained the outfit, though. Maybe I should pay it a visit some night for, uh, research. Yes, research.

When we didn’t answer, she continued. “Last week, an unsightly group of gentlemen paid us a visit and quite rudely informed us we had to pay them protection money. Protection from what, they didn’t say, but strongly implied the payments were to keep them from causing us a ruckus.”

“Seriously?” I asked. “They still do protection schemes? Don’t they usually target lower-income neighbourhoods?”

“I wouldn’t know, Mister Gibson, but they gave my girls quite the fright. Our establishment is used to a more refined crowd, and these brutes were far too filthy to consider having business with.”

“So the issue is their appearance and not so much about their demands?” questioned Miri, confused.

“Both, to be frank. We steadfastly refused,” Miss Pennyworth informed us. “But these men would not take no for an answer, if you can believe it!”

“Yeah, no. That is very believable,” I said. “How did they respond?”

“They threatened to return and return they did. They repeated their demands and warned of unfortunate consequences if not paid.” Huffing through her nose, she reached into her handbag and produced a Japanese hand fan and waved it toward her face.

“Have you spoken to the police?” Miri asked, rolling her eyes when she wasn’t looking.

“Yes, immediately, though it was little help,” she admitted. “They posted a unit outside the club, but they only remain so long as we are open. Two days ago, during the dead of night, some hooligan threw a brick into our window, wrapped in a poorly written note.” She fanned herself some more instead of elaborating further.

“Okay, what did the note say?” I pressed.

“Oh, I didn’t read it. One of my girls did.”

I stared blankly at her, unable to tell if she was being intentionally obtuse or if she actually was that vapid. I opened my mouth, but sensing an oncoming smart-ass comment, Miri cut back in.

“Did your girl tell you what it said?” she asked.

“Oh yes. The note was regarding their displeasure at us contacting the authorities, and there would be consequences if we failed to send them away and pay their fee. I paraphrase, of course. The language they used was so uncouth.”

She didn’t appear all that bothered or upset—more inconvenienced than anything. She struck me as the type that couldn’t detect a threat when it was in front of her, believing only good things could happen, as that’s what she deserves. It’s likely how her life has been up to this point. Typically, well-to-do beautiful people didn’t live in reality.

“And what would you have us do for you?” Miri questioned.

Felicia gave her another brief glance, but mainly kept her focus on me. “I need someone to locate the man in charge of these mongrels and deliver evidence of his wrongdoing to the proper authorities.”

“I may be able to swing that,” I said, and tapped my fingers on the desk, contemplating the steps required.

Felicia smiled, but it didn’t reach her eyes. “I am pleased to find you agreeable, Mister Gibson. I should say, you were not the first firm I approached, and I arrived here with a great deal of trepidation. The big firms insisted this was a job for the authorities and refused to hear my offer, forcing me to find alternatives. You are the third smaller firm I have approached and have done so only on recommendation of your accolades. I do hope I am not left disappointed.”

Refraining from rolling my eyes, I ignored her slighted insult, and focused instead on her “recommendation.” I’d been here before, a potentially dangerous case dismissed by my fellow investigators, and sent my way to get them out of their hair. “Let me guess, Jonas Wong?”

“Oh, heaven’s no! I saw that man’s ad and immediately dismissed it. Me? Go to Chinatown? I couldn’t possibly fathom. His name is Mister Carpenter. Though, to be frank, I am pleased not to do business with him, either. His complexion suggests thuggery, yet his accent hints at a more proper upbringing. However, he kept calling me ‘mate’ to my disdain and ignored my desire to be addressed properly.”

Uh-oh.

“And what, exactly, do you mean by complexion?” Miri demanded, her jaw clenched, with a murderous look in her eyes.

Felicia turned to her, eyes widening in surprise. “Oh, my. I apologize, Miss Delgado. You’re one of the paler sorts, so I think you’re just dandy. At least half of you is acceptable.”

“Okay,” I announced, rising from my desk so fast that my chair spun and rolled away behind me. I shot Miri a cautious look and a nonverbal plea to not spill blood in the office. Her hands balled into fists, but she held her anger in check. “It doesn’t look like we’ll be able to take your case, Miss Pennyworth.”

“I will pay you twenty-five thousand dollars,” Felicia stated. “You will receive half of the payment up front and the other half when the job is done.”

Miri’s eyes widened even larger than mine, and we shared a look. 

No, we couldn’t take the case, right? She was an entitled and racist woman. Accepting this job would only help reaffirm to her that money and good looks will get you anything, regardless of who you are on the inside. Someone must take a stand somewhere. There was no way that dangling carrot would attract Mireya Delgado, a woman of utmost integrity and respect for her fellow human beings.

 

***

 

So anyway, I was sitting in my old Buick the next day, during an unseasonably warm October afternoon, staking out The Bell and The Ball. With me, I had Miri’s binoculars, a disposable camera, and an old tape recorder with its “on” light poked out. Archaic, but useable within the Noctis. Along with my gadgets, I was armed with my wits, which I was rapidly losing by the minute. Stakeouts are boring.

I dug through a brown paper bag, rummaging through the snacks Miri packed for me, and found a handwritten note she’d left. Knowing how she looked after me made me smile, and now she snuck little, adorable notes into my lunch.

It read, “Good luck, and do not screw this up. Bitch better be worth the money.”

Ah, poetry to warm the heart. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


		CHAPTER 02



The club didn’t open until five p.m., and I pulled up for my stakeout at two. To prevent any trouble from the thugs, I thought it was wise to arrive early and ensure the safety of the young women setting up for the night’s festivities. I intended only to observe and collect information, but if they made any direct threats, I could call the police. As luck would have it, when the clock neared four, my instincts paid off.

Three men arrived outside, trying to look casual and failing, dressed in dirty clothes, and all in desperate need of a shower. Overall, they appeared menacing enough that any woman walking past gripped their purses tighter and sped up. Three dishevelled thugs, not high on the food chain of organized crime, and stood out like a sore thumb. I readied my phone, 9-1-1 already entered and awaiting a press of the call button, and snapped a few pictures.

At the club entrance, they stopped to read the marquee, which boldly announced Tuesday as Lady's Night with an all-female Rat Pack tribute band. One pointed and laughed at the broken front window, while another grinned and mocked the actions of throwing a brick. The third made crude gestures with his hands and hips, presumably miming what they’d do with the girls inside. 

Real pieces of work and absolute morons. They were smart enough not to show up with a police car present, but if I had been an undercover unit, they had already given me enough to bring them in for questioning.

Climbing out of my car, pocketing the camera and tape recorder, I blended in with a crowd of businessmen strolling down the street. I say blended, but they were in suits, and my blue t-shirt and jeans contrasted their colour scheme. I banked on these brutes to be the unobservant type, and they did not disappoint. The three stooges saw nothing but themselves, and once bored with their gratuitous antics, they continued their way down the street. I supposed they weren’t there to reiterate their threat, but merely admiring their handiwork.

I followed, discreetly moving between groupings of people, with the street surprisingly busy for a Sunday. After a few blocks, they ducked through a shabby wooden door inside a nearby alley. Lucky for me, it faced north to south. With the afternoon sun well on its way through the sky, no longer directly above, a prominent shadow settled over the alley. Still strong visibility within, not yet dark enough to make someone second guess walking through, but just dim enough to do what I do best. 

Only direct light affected my abilities. A shadow was a shadow, regardless of how deep or how dark. Inhaling sharply, pulling wisps of the cool darkness through my nostrils, I stepped into another realm.

The Noctis, for which we named our business after, was a fascinating place. It existed in our world, below and above, simultaneously hidden in a separate plane of existence. The sun’s light encased the world in a solid glass barrier, blocking passage and glimmering like an aquarium. People walked by, unaware of the observer hiding in the dark.

Objects within the recesses of shadow, void of light, were no longer above ground. Instead, they swirled beneath as reflections on the surface of a lake. The buildings around cascaded to a floor of grey sky and smoky clouds. Where the sun could not reach, a void of nothingness loomed, broken only by a cascade of artificial lights from the city. They floated like balls of crystal and glass, suspended by their own illustrious will.

As far as I knew, I was the only one aware of its existence, aside from Miri, and the only one who could enter it voluntarily. I don’t know how or why. It was a mysterious ability—a superpower, if you will—and something I had believed was unique to me. Before this past summer, I’d been living under the assumption I was the sole powered person around, until Miri came along with her Soul Sight. With her, we later encountered a Firestarter and a genuine healer. 

It was wild. I even died for a hot minute.

A convenient thing about the Noctis is that, if something is not in the light but in the world of shadow, it’s no longer a barrier. That included walls. The building the thugs entered dropped below my feet, along with part of the room beyond. Inside, a cone of light pulled the room from the shadows below and into the space before me like a misshapen snow globe, encasing the three not-so-gentle men. 

They sat in plastic lawn chairs in an empty, unkempt room, below the dim glow of an old incandescent bulb. They cracked open beers, kept chilled inside a cooler of ice, and laughed to themselves. I couldn’t hear them, despite being close enough to reach out and touch them. The Noctis still obeyed the laws of physics, at least regarding sound, and despite being able to see them clearly, a wall technically remained between us.

I stepped across it effortlessly, as if the wall didn’t exist. Technically, I passed under it. Over it? Through it? All the above, at once? I call this handy little act shadow-stepping. From my perspective, my body moves over the wall, but essentially, my essence, my shadow, slithers its way through. Devoid of direct light, nowhere was off-limits, and no place was beyond my reach. 

I entered the dark room next to them and moved towards the transparent, glassy barrier dividing the area between light and shadow. The bulb cast a weak light, one of the lowest wattages available, and encompassed a circular spot within a rectangular room. Pressing my hands against it, above and below the wall, I felt the sturdiness of steel press back, yet my sense of touch registered nothing. I followed along its edge until I entered the room itself, hidden in a dark corner, and the moment my ears passed over the threshold, their conversation came to life. 

I retrieved my tape recorder from my pocket, turned it on, and crossed my fingers that they said something useful.

“…do we get paid, anyway?” asked Twiddle-Dum.

“When that lady pays us, dumbass,” replied Twiddle-Dee.

The third man, from here on known as Twiddle-Duh, kept silent. He sipped his beer, and the other two joined him, the conversation over. I sighed in frustration and turned the tape recorder off. How long would I have to stand there?

An hour. I stood there for an hour. 

When they finally started talking again, my legs were burning, and my feet throbbed uncomfortably. The sudden breaking of silence startled me and I nearly dropped the recorder when turning it back on.

“What’s this guy want with the place?” Twiddle-Dum asked, directed at Twiddle-Dee.

“How should I know? We got told to harass them, so we harass them.”

“Yeah, but I don’t think she’s gonna pay up.”

“He doesn’t expect her to. We keep doing what we’re doing, then when he gives the word, we light the place up.”

“Must be a realer-state thing. Maybe he wants to build his own nightclub.”

“It’s real estate, numb nuts.”

“Maybe we could be his bouncers.”

“I wouldn’t mind trying my hand at bar-tendin’.”

“Do you know how to mix drinks?”

“Who the hell’s mixin’ drinks? It’s just pourin’ beer, man.”

“Will you two shut the hell up?” demanded Twiddle-Duh. “You really think Mister Withers wants to build a goddamn nightclub? He’s gonna tear the place down and put up a hotel. Bettin’ money on it.”

“Jackpot!” I yelled out loud. They couldn’t hear me. Sound travels in, but not out, of the Noctis. It wasn’t organized crime at all, at least not directly, but another one of that dickhead’s schemes. 

Steadman Withers, an all-around GAD (Grade-A-Douchebag), was a big shot real estate mogul and fancied himself a mob boss. His businesses were legitimate, and he expertly maneuvered through legal grey areas. Many livelihoods and entire marginalized communities had fallen to fatten his already bulging wallet. 

I’d never met the man personally, but I stole a lot of money from him in the past. When I was a thief, I often circled back to him because he was one of the greasiest pricks I’d ever found. I donated swathes of his money to homeless shelters and mailed him the receipts, complete with Thank-You cards signed, “Love, Peaches and Cream.” It may not be the most exhilarating moniker, but it amused me to no end.

The three douchebags continued yapping for another hour, but said nothing else of import. Just mundane bullshit so painful to listen to that I considered chewing off my tongue for something more interesting to do. I stuck through it, as inane and boring as it was, because I needed more than audio. I needed pictures of these guys, or they would get away Scot-free. 

After an agonizing length of time, they finished their beers and decided to go for a stroll, likely to terrorize some baby out of its candy. I returned to the alley, getting ahead of them, and stepped into the world proper. Crossing the street, I slipped through the crowd and readied my camera, zoomed in, and aimed at the door. As they exited, one after the other, I snapped quickly and efficiently, capturing all their faces.

At that point, I should have called it a day. I had what I needed but didn’t trust it was enough to put them away. It was broad daylight, far from my element, and I did something stupid: I followed them. 

The thugs came back to the club, maybe to escalate their threats, and I snapped a few more pictures of them leering through the windows. Unfortunately, before I could pocket the camera and make my getaway, a loud sneeze echoed through the street from a nearby pedestrian. The thugs swung their heads, startled by the man lamenting his seasonal allergies to everyone within earshot, and Twiddle-Duh saw my camera.

“Hey, that guy’s taking pictures of us,” he said to his compatriots, smacking them both on their shoulders, and all eyes fell on me.

I returned my camera to my pocket and stepped back, swallowing a sudden lump in my throat, fully aware of how utterly exposed I was. They stood there, staring dumbfounded, before Twiddle-Duh took a step in my direction with a clear menace in his eyes. 

Aware of my precarious predicament, I did the only thing I could do. I turned and ran away as fast as I could. 

They huffed and puffed behind, hollering for me to stop so they could “beat my ass.” Shortly after, I heard a loud shuffle and a smack, with a cry of surprise and a thud. I risked a glance back, finding Dee and Dum had tripped and fallen, with Dee ignoring them and continuing his pursuit. I ducked through an alley and into a nearby factory.

And that’s how I ended up trapped, stuck within in a diminishing shadow, as this beefcake of an idiot stalked around brandishing a knife.

“I know you’re in here. I saw you,” Twiddle-Duh called out.

From above and below, I watched him. His upper body floated inside the glassy encasement of the sunbeam, with his disembodied legs beneath, inverted inside the shadows. I monitored his upper half, where his eyes and the knife were, the two features that demanded my direct attention. 

I glanced between him and the western wall, where the shadows were plentiful and far more permanent than where I currently hid. The sun slowly slid downward, dipping more and more into view at the top of the window, the shadows shifting with it. I crouched lower, claustrophobia creeping in, as the glassy floor of light encroached on my available space.

I only had one chance. It was risky but a far better plan than staying where I was. I needed him to search the other side of the factory, wait for his back to turn, and flee to safer pastures. I watched him, waiting for the right moment. He did as I hoped and stalked into the far side of the room.

As I readied my feet to make a mad dash, my phone rang. The thug couldn’t hear it, but in the emptiness of the void, it echoed through the dark and startled the hell out of me, nearly giving me a heart attack. It rang five excruciating times and went to voicemail.

I set my display settings to keep the screen dark whenever a call came through, so it posed no danger. Even inside my pocket, I didn’t trust what would happen if a glimmer of light appeared inside the Noctis. I’ve seen that happen before, and it was terrifying. But, despite those precautions, I stupidly forgot to put the ringer on silent. 

Yes, I’m an idiot.

Returning my attention to the thug, now distraction-free, and found his back turned in my direction. I silently thanked the universe for letting the other two trip and fall, as they would have made this significantly more difficult, and I made my move. As quietly as possible, I left the shadows and crept toward the west wall, feeling like a Looney Tunes character as I snuck across on my tippy toes. I made it halfway—so far, so good—when my phone rang again, echoing throughout the factory, while I stood in the open.

Twiddle-Duh spun around, with his knife at the ready, and laid eyes on me. “There you are, little piggy.”

On instinct, I dove for it, throwing myself headfirst into the shadow. I hit the ground hard, bits of gravel and metal shavings scraping my flesh as I rolled. I flipped back into the Noctis, and the solid, debris-coated floor gave way to a spongier, squishier surface. It held a consistency somewhere between a gym mat and a trampoline, while also feeling like nothing at all.

As darkness re-engulfed me, my phone blooped, alerting me to a voicemail.

“What the fuck?” Twiddle-Duh exclaimed, shocked by my sudden disappearance.

The landing hurt like hell, and little droplets of blood beaded from my arms. But, from his perspective, I had disappeared. One second, I was there. The next second, gone. Vanished without a trace in the world’s best magic act. 

Duh’s body wavered and disappeared from the bottom up as he stalked into the shadow, more and more of his frame entering the reflection below. I glanced around, noting the barrier of impenetrable light beyond the wall, with the sun beating down on the world outside. I was still stuck, but this shadow would survive until nightfall. All I had to do was wait.

“Where the hell did you go?” he asked aloud, echoing throughout the factory floor. 

As he came closer, his body entered the shadow. Watching him stand there, gaping, a wicked thought came to mind. I didn’t have to wait, after all.

I rose onto my knees, waiting for him to approach my exact location, and prepared myself for a new trick I’d recently discovered I could do. It wasn’t a difficult feat to pull off, but generally proved to be an unpleasant experience.

When he stood firmly below me, I drove my hand into the ground, through the floor. A wave of unpleasantness hit me, and nausea flowed through my limbs instead of my stomach. My muscles wanted to throw up, my back shuddered and twisted, my body reacting violently to an unnatural state. Gritting my teeth, I grabbed the thug by the ankle and pulled upward as hard as possible.

He screamed so loud and hysterical, in a higher pitch than expected of a man his size and character. I would have burst into a fit of the giggles if my body hadn’t been trying to collapse in on itself. 

He slipped through, falling up and down and neither, the knife tumbling from his hands, crashing next to me. I rolled out of range as he kicked and thrashed, and my phone rang yet again for the third time.

As Twiddle-Duh wailed, I flipped to the real world, trapping him in the shadows. He wouldn’t be in there forever, stuck until morning when the sun’s light hit him from the eastern windows, and he would not enjoy that experience. If he was lucky, that would occur before the factory workers arrived the next day. Otherwise, he was facing an awkward Monday morning.

He would spend the night in total darkness, blind to his surroundings. The Noctis was clear as day to me, but I had excellent night vision, and he did not. Hopefully, he’d stay put and not accidentally stumble through the walls and into traffic. Headlights on a speeding car could be as deadly in there as they were in the real world. 

He was a piece of shit, but I didn’t want to kill the guy.

I left the factory cautiously, looking for Dee and Dum, who had run off elsewhere. Making my way back to the club, I climbed hurriedly back into my Buick, slammed the door shut, and allowed myself to relax. Leaning my head back, I took a deep breath and sighed.

I fished my phone from my pocket to see who had called. There were three missed calls from an unknown number, but no messages left. Chalking it up to a scammer, one who almost got me killed, I started the engine, threw it into drive, and headed home.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


		CHAPTER 03



I returned to an empty office, with a note from Miri placed on my desk stating she had left for groceries. She liked to run errands while I was out, preferring to hit the supermarkets without my company or input. Apparently, I ate like garbage, and this was her way of forcing me to be healthy. As a result, the fridge was typically brimming with fruit and vegetables, fresh meats and eggs, with not a single ready-to-go meal or snack. 

If I wanted to eat outside of proper meal-time hours, my available options were fruit or having to cook, and she banked heavily on my laziness. I’m less likely to run out and grab corn chips and doughnuts if the fridge was full of healthy snacks. It was like having a wife but without particular benefits. As she put it, if I dropped dead of a heart attack, she’d lose her job.

I put my tape recorder and camera on Miri’s desk, leaving her to transfer the photos onto her laptop later, and headed to the bathroom to clean up. Before she moved in, the bathroom was pretty bare-and-bones, with metal walls, an exposed ceiling and drafty as all hell. It had a standard toilet inside a cubicle stall, a urinal, a standing shower missing a door, and a small, stainless-steel sink with exposed pipes beneath.

In the months since, Miri had the bathroom tiled, the walls glossy white, and light grey porcelain over the original concrete floor. The toilet and urinal remained the same, but the shower now had a functional door. A new porcelain sink, larger than the previous one, rested atop a white melamine vanity, wide enough to hold all her lady stuff. Makeup, moisturizers, cleansers, primers, various brushes, perfumes … Yeah, the list goes on. I won’t even mention what was in the shower. I had a small comb, a stick of Old Spice, a can of shaving cream, a razor, and a toothbrush. 

Grabbing a fresh washcloth, I soaked my arms, cleaning away the factory’s dirt and debris, and all the dried blood. Next, I removed my shirt and inspected my torso in the brand-new mirror, finding more scrapes and bruises on my sides and back. I didn’t fall that hard, but it made a damn mess. Once satisfied, I found a bottle of peroxide in a drawer and poured a few drops onto another cloth. Wincing and cursing, I dabbed every scrape, then tossed both clothes in the sink and headed back to the office, where Chauncy greeted me.

Chauncy was my roommate, friend, and confidant. He was already living here when I moved in, and we became close pals. We did everything together, from eating to watching TV, curling up on my air mattress, cuddling, and napping. Miri didn’t like him at first, but over time grew used to his presence. As far as roommates go, he was relatively quiet and often minded his own business. He did, however, cause regular damage to the furniture, as he refused to stop chewing on everything. 

We coped with it because, after all, it was in his nature. Chauncy was a rat. 

A Norway rat, we found out after Miri looked up breeds online out of curiosity. He belonged to a species that, upon their discovery in the ’50s, prompted the Alberta Government to unleash their wrath. With prejudice and without mercy, they exterminated every single one to be found, and declared the province rat-free. The joke was on them—they missed one. We assumed he used to belong to someone, released into the wild by his previous owner after being caught harbouring an illegal species. He was far too familiar with humans, regardless of the visitor, without an ounce of fear or apprehension.

Standing on his hind legs, Chauncy waved his tiny, itty-bitty hands at me, squeaking urgently. He was well-fed but acted like I starved him, despite being perfectly capable of obtaining his own food outside, which he frequently did. Last week, he covered himself in soy sauce and bits of rice, which blew my mind because I wasn’t aware of any Chinese restaurants in the immediate vicinity.

“Hey, little buddy,” I said, scooping him up and holding him against my chest. He was freshly clean, smelling of Johnson’s No More Tears baby shampoo. Miri must have given him a bath this morning, an activity that required almost daily attention, given his enjoyment of dumpster diving. He squeaked and wiggled delightedly in my hand as I scratched his chin. I took him to the kitchen, depositing him on the floor, where he waited patiently as I poured some trail mix onto a saucer. He squeaked in thanks as he dug in, targeting the cashews first.

I popped a handful into my mouth, chewing happily as I headed to my “bedroom,” a twin bed hidden behind a couple partitions with a small white dresser. I dug out a fresh shirt to avoid getting blood on my sheets, kicked off my shoes, and threw my body down, sighing in relief. Then, pulling out my phone, I rolled onto my side and scrolled through BuzzFeed. I started learning my personality type, based on my movie and television preferences, before drifting off to sleep halfway through. 

Not long after, the angered shouts of an irate Latina startled me awake.

“What the hell?” Miri hollered from the bathroom. “Lloyd, how many goddamn times…”

I pretended to be asleep. Chauncy, curled next to me, sensed impending doom and fled. Something cold and damp, stinking of peroxide, slapped against my face. I cried out, flinging it away, the dirty washcloths landing on the corner with a wet plop. Sitting up, I found Miri hovering over my bed, glaring daggers through my skull.

“You are buying me new ones,” she demanded. “There was literally an old grey cloth next to those you could have used.”

“But the white ones are so soft and feel amazing against my skin,” I stated, wiping my face with my sleeve. “If you think about it, it’s your fault for buying them.”

She rolled her eyes as she scanned my arms and the small spots of blood showing through my shirt. “What happened?”

“I fell down and go boom.”

“Retroactively, I feel you deserved it,” she muttered. “Why the hell would you put on a white shirt? You know what? Never mind. Get your ass out of bed and show me what you found.”

She stalked off, out of sight, and I begrudgingly swung my legs to the floor and followed, head hung low in mock shame. 

I lived for the moments when I annoyed her. I loved her to pieces, but it was highly entertaining. The way she swung her head sharply in my direction, her ponytail flinging in a picturesque manner with loose bangs brushing past her forehead. The squinting glare she gave when making eye contact, and the way her lips curl in her irritation… Pure comedy to me. 

I strolled to Miri’s desk as my phone rang again with the same unknown number. I rejected it. Picking up the tape recorder, I pressed play and handed it to her.

Miri leaned on her elbows, staring coldly at it as it finished playing. “How does Steadman Withers continuously get away with this?” she asked.

“Bribery and extortion, mostly,” I replied. “I know he’s greased the palms of city planners, and I suspect he has a cop or two on his payroll.”

“Even then, you would think more people would look into him further.”

“I’m sure they do, but he’s a smart guy. I guarantee no paper trail links him to The Bell and The Ball. Street thugs wreak havoc on the place, and his company buys the destroyed lot and provides high-end real estate while he’s labelled as a ‘saviour’.”

“Is this enough evidence to take any action?” she asked, glancing up at me. “They’re just a bunch of brutes, and he isn’t the only person named Withers.”

My phone rang yet again. I growled in irritation, rejecting it once more, before gesturing to the camera. Miri picked up and turned it on, and I leaned over her shoulder, looking at the photos as she swiped through. 

“These guys might be brutes, but I’m betting they’d talk under the right pressure,” I surmised. “They’re not very bright. I have clear shots of their faces, so it wouldn’t be hard for the authorities to find them. Hell, I’m betting they get picked up often enough to be on a first name basis with the local beat cops.”

Miri opened a drawer and retrieved a cable to connect the camera to her laptop. “Why do I sense a ‘but’ in your voice?”

“Steadman’s a prick and used to getting what he wants. I’m worried about how he will handle this,” I admitted. I stepped over to my desk and sat, putting my feet up and holding my hands behind my head. “He has enough lawyers to get the case dismissed and will throw the thugs under the bus as hard as he can. They’ll see significant jail time, and he’ll return to his fancy parties.”

“Then what use is any of this?” she asked, gesturing at the photos on her laptop screen.

“We need to speak with Miss Pennyworth and see how she wants to proceed.” I leaned back further, gazing idly at the ceiling. “She wants us to forward what we find to the police, but Steadman doesn’t give up easily. He’ll get his name cleared of any wrongdoing, then sit back and watch the thugs get sentenced. From there, he only has to wait until enough time passes for everyone to forget it happened. Then he will strike again. He will take that club if we don’t give him reasons not to.”

With the photos uploaded and backed up, Miri closed her laptop and put the camera and cable back in the drawer. “What are you thinking?”

“Blackmail. Anonymously, in a way that doesn’t connect back to the club.” I sat upright and stretched my arms forward, interlocking my fingers and cracking my knuckles. “I think it’s time he had another letter dropped in his mailbox from an old friend.”

She swung her chair around to look at me with slight apprehension. “Really? Peaches and Cream? That’s your plan?”

I grinned and chuckled softly. “I love that name.” My phone rang a third time. Those scammer pricks were bloody persistent.

“It’s ridiculous.”

“Aw, come on. Imagine a billionaire telling the cops that he was being stolen from and taunted by someone called ‘Peaches and Cream’ and tell me that’s not hilarious.”

Miri frowned as I rejected the caller yet again. “Who is that?”

I shrugged. “Some scammer. Look, I didn’t just toss taunting letters at Steadman and run—where’s the fun in that? I stood to the side and watched the fallout every single time. He’s spent literally millions of dollars ramping up security and trying to uncover the identity of the enigmatic Peaches and Cream. He only stopped when his board of directors forced him to. Hell, he even tried to hire Jono and Jacob Carpenter to track me down, but they both laughed him out of their offices. I was even a fly on the wall in Carpenter’s office, watching from the Noctis. I’ve never seen anyone laugh so hard while calling someone the ‘C’ word multiple times in a single sentence.”

“Why would they refuse? I would assume he offered them a lot of money,” she questioned.

“Jono, because it would be bad for business. The havoc Steadman caused over the years in Chinatown has been a massive thorn in the community’s side. Taking that case would alienate him from most of his clientele, and he’s worked too hard to embed himself as a Champion of Chinatown to risk it for a thick wad of cash. Jacob, on the other hand, has a personal grudge against the man. His in-laws bought into one of his developments that ended up being washed away by the mountain run-off flooding the Bow River.”

“Okay, so how does blackmail keep him from taking the club?”

“He has the resources to beat the charges, but it’s still bad publicity. He’ll do it if he’s pushed and move into damage control, but if we give him an out, he’ll probably take it,” I explained. “We discreetly show him we have evidence of what he’s doing and demand he stop, or we take it to the press. This might not be enough for the cops to get him, but the media would nail him to the wall. Imagine all his prospective buyers’ reactions to seeing his name plastered in every newspaper and televised exposé.”

“Okay, that could work. How do we know if he backs off? He might do the same as he would from legal trouble: just wait a few months and try again.”

“If anything—and I mean anything—happens to that club, we expose him. If there’s so much as a small electric fire from dodgy wiring, completely at the fault of Miss Pennyworth, we will assume it was him and torch his life.”

“So why do we not go to the media in the first place?” she asked.

“Then he has nothing to
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