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CHAPTER 01

	The telltale shuffle of corduroy rubbing between thicker-than-average thighs drew closer, the brisk, purposeful pace pulling my attention from my phone. I turned the screen off, leaving an article speculating what Seinfeld would look like in the MCU, and reluctantly stood up from the double-sided park bench that was more comfortable than it seemed.

	“Ahem,” said an older, heavy-set businessman, glancing pointedly between the park bench and me. 

	So, we’re still playing this game, are we? No eye-contact. Pretend we’re not having a conversation. Got it.

	I sat back down, crossed my legs, and pretended to be a casual birdwatcher. It was easy enough to do—two pigeons were battling it out over a French fry, and the stakes were everything.

	He was short and stocky, with grey hair in an unconvincing comb-over. His beige suit hung loose, at least one size too big, maybe two. He wore stiff brown penny loafers that must have killed his feet, and a folded newspaper was tucked under his arm.

	Sweat beaded on his forehead, likely from the effort of walking over ten feet at once or the fact he was wearing corduroy in July. 

	Bold choice. Braver than me. 

	He gave me a once-over through his bifocals, offering more judgment in two seconds than I ever received from all the girls in high school.

	Sitting down behind me, he dramatically flourished his newspaper. “Mister Gibson,” he greeted without turning his head.

	“Call me Lloyd.” I hated formalities, and hearing my own name still felt weird. “Can I call you Bob?”

	“No.”

	I leaned back, smoothed out the bits of brown hair poking out from under my cap, and said, “Hello, Mister Arsenal.”

	“You look like you’re homeless,” he informed me. “Utterly unprofessional.”

	Okay, rude, but probably fair. 

	I took some pride in my appearance, but only enough to not get gawked at by passing teenagers. My blue T-shirt was clean—a mark of professionalism, surely—and today’s jeans only had a couple of holes. Sure, not my Sunday Best, but blue on blue? I was bringing it back. 

	Admittedly, my white ball cap with the red maple leaf and the word “Sorry” stitched across the front, may not quite hit that “business attire” vibe, but I burn faster than a redhead in Australia, so the cap was non-negotiable.

	“I look spiffy,” I retorted, pushing my wraparound sunglasses up on my nose. They served a two-fold purpose: One, they took the attention away from a scar on my nose that looked like I’d lost a knife fight with a squirrel. Two, they were prescription and helped with my semi-severe light sensitivity. Without them, this godawful High Noon meeting would devastate me.

	Bob cleared his throat as he turned a page in his newspaper. “What did you find?”

	“You do realize that newspaper makes us look even more suspicious, right?” I asked. “I mean, a lot of people have seen movies.”

	“What did you find?” he repeated through clenched teeth.

	“Nothing,” I said, patting a manila folder on the bench beside me. “I have all his recent bank records, which showed no suspicious transactions or large withdrawals. Photos of him going to and from work, with no stops for the last week. Never talks to anyone outside the office that I could find. I wasn’t able to get into his phone records, but I did manage to sneak a look at his cell, and found practically no outgoing calls. All his texts were work-related or spam, and his emails were nothing but subscriptions and promotions. He literally has no life.” 

	He also needed a more secure password—figuring out it was his beloved cat’s name wasn’t hard. I got it on the second try.

	“What about his work email?” Bob asked.

	“What about it? You specifically told me not to enter the office,” I reminded him.

	“That was your problem to work around,” he scolded.

	“How? It’s on a secure intranet, only accessible from inside the building.”

	“You’re the investigator—this is what I’m paying you for!” He shuffled through a few more pages, pretending to read.

	“With one hand tied behind my back? I’m not a magician,” I said, forcing my tone to stay level. Barely. “Look, he’s living the most mundane, boring life imaginable, and I wouldn’t blame him for wanting a change. Still, there’s no indication he’s up to anything nefarious.”

	His newspaper flourished again, almost violently. “He is. I know he is.”

	Trying to keep my eye roll out of my voice, I said, “Mr. Arsenal, by all indications, your son is not trying to kill you.”

	He didn’t speak for a long moment. I could almost feel his jaw clench. 

	Then he sucked through his teeth and growled, “How much is he paying you?”

	I raised a brow. “Who?”

	“My son. How much is he paying you?” he demanded, the words hissing through his teeth, still refusing to look back at me.

	Sighing, I rubbed my thumb and forefinger over my eyes beneath my shades. “You don’t pay your son enough money for him to pay me anything.”

	Bob exhaled heavily through his nose and folded the newspaper louder than necessary. “Your work is shoddy, and you’ve uncovered nothing. I know he is trying to kill me. I’ve been informed.”

	And there it was—I was about to get stiffed on the bill. I had a feeling he’d screw me, but I was desperate for money, so I took the risk. That was why I ask for an upfront deposit before taking on a case.

	“By who?” I asked. “You keep saying that, but you won’t tell me anything. If I knew where you received that information, I’d have something concrete to work with.”

	“It doesn’t matter who told me, just that they did.”

	“Then we’re done here,” I said, rising to my feet. “You can keep the folder. I’ve taken this investigation as far as I can without further information, which you refuse to provide. So, I will take the rest of the payment, and our business will be concluded.”

	“I’m not paying you a damn thing!” he shouted, no longer choosing discretion. “You’ve proven nothing!”

	I spun around and looked at him. “Prove what? You can prove that someone is doing something. It’s impossible to conclusively prove they’re not.”

	With the ridiculous charade over, Bob rose and glared intensely at me. “You are the worst private investigator I have ever seen,” he said, literally spitting his words.

	A drop of saliva hit me in the face. I wiped it away immediately and glared back at him. “And you have absolutely no idea how any of this works,” I argued in return. “I can’t do what I require to get the information you need, and that’s my fault? You’re paranoid and delusional.”

	Bob’s glare intensified. “I know what I was told, and trust my sources.” His teeth were clenched so hard, I half expected them to shatter.

	“Your son barely interacts with anyone. So unless his source is his fucking cat, whoever is talking to you is lying.”

	Bob froze for a second. “How do you know about Mr. Neeners?”

	I stared at him, stunned, my jaw hanging wide. “Wait, are you actually telling me the cat told you?”

	His eyes bulged cartoonishly wide. “Oh my God, you’re one of them!” he cried, pointing at me like a Body Snatcher. “You’re a changeling!”

	I blinked. “A fucking what?”

	Rather than answering, Bob turned tail and ran away. Well, he shuffled at a moderately faster pace. A drunken shamble, really.

	I watched him stumble on a gopher hole, rasping from the effort, as he glanced back to make sure I wasn’t following him. As he faded from sight, I gathered up the folder with a sigh and headed home. 

	An entire week, wasted, with nothing to show for it. Most of his deposit went toward bribing someone for those bank details.

	Is this how life is going to be now? I lose everything, go straight, and put up with this bullshit? A year ago, I was living in a fucking mansion. Fine, a two-story penthouse in New York City, but still. Now I live in a small, uninsulated warehouse, scraping by on the whims of Calgary’s Most Delusional. I didn’t have much choice, as it was too risky to keep stealing things, but there had to be a better alternative.

	This was a complete and absolute waste of having a superpower.

	 

	


CHAPTER 02

	I lived on the northern outskirts of Calgary, Alberta, in a place called Balzac—no joke. The rent was cheap because I owned the building. Well, I owned the shell company that owned the building, and an empty storage unit down in Shepard. These were my only assets the Feds didn’t find. If it even was the Feds. Still not entirely sure about that, hence the hiding.

	The warehouse was mostly one giant space with only two rooms: the main room and the bathroom. It was bare bones, but I had power, at least. The shell company was covering the bills, paid from an account I was never given access to. Not ideal, but it was a roof over my head. I was making do. My “guy” set it all up, years ago. The details on why are a bit fuzzy—money laundering was complicated, and I wasn’t paying him to teach me questionable economics.

	Just right of the front door was the “kitchen,” a basic setup against the wall with a dodgy microwave sitting on a wobbly stand, a kettle, and a hotplate long out of warranty. An old computer desk served as my counter, positioned next to the free-standing sink more designed for laundry than dishes. 

	Smack in the middle of it all was my prized camping chair, parked in front of a seventeen-inch tube television, plugged into a twenty-foot orange extension cord that I constantly tripped over. Still picked up signal, though. I got three stations, which is more than enough to satisfy my soap opera fix.

	Tucked away in the far left corner was my air mattress, decked out in duct tape patchwork and a fancy black sheet set (two hundred thread count, if you can believe it) and a thick brown quilt. I wasn’t sure if it was supposed to be brown, but it was only five bucks at the Salvation Army.

	I had a roommate named Chauncy, my friend and confidant, keeping me company during the cold nights. He was already here when I moved in and tolerated my presence so long as at least one-fourth of the food I ate ended up on the floor. Good company all around. Not the best conversationalist, but a great listener.

	Also, he was a rat.

	After returning from my rendezvous with Bob, I tossed my cap next to the television and was greeted by Chauncy lounging in a sunbeam, rubbing in his carefree lifestyle like salt into my proverbial wounds. He glanced up at me, offering a light squeak of greeting, and went back to sleep. 

	He was the weirdest rat I’d ever encountered, but we were bros now. 

	I headed to the metal shelving unit next to the kitchen—my less-than-impressive pantry—and rummaged for anything edible.

	I came up short.

	Hopefully, the rest of Bob’s original deposit would be enough to buy a couple days’ worth of food.

	I sat, attempting to relax in front of the television, leaving my sunglasses on. I could potentially handle the TV’s glow, given how small it was and how far away I sat, but curtains were expensive, and the warehouse had wall-to-wall windows. The sun beamed through like an uninvited guest, refusing to leave no matter how many knee-pats or welps I muttered. 

	My light sensitivity basically made me a low-budget vampire, but thankfully without the strict dietary requirements. Or sparkles. 

	I clicked the remote absently, surfing through the channels until landing on an old episode of South Park—the one with Barbra Streisand. Settling in, I found the perfect butt groove, and was ready to spend the rest of the day in comfort and mild hunger.

	Then my phone rang.

	“Hello?” I asked, barely even glancing at the number calling. It was local, and if it turned out to be a scammer, then at least I’d get some added entertainment.

	“Yes, hello,” replied a woman, apprehension laced heavily in those two words. “Is this, um… I am looking for a private investigator. Have I called the right number?”

	“Yes, I am a private investigator,” I said, as if reminding myself of that fact. 

	I was always caught off guard when I actually got a call, let alone by someone who sounded much younger than my usual dementia patie—er, clients. “What’s up?”

	“Um.”

	Crap. I went too casual. Not a great start for someone already twitchy.

	I cleared my throat. “Sorry. Where are my manners? My name is Lloyd Gibson, and I am here to help. To whom am I speaking?”

	To whom? Seriously, Lloyd? Way to shift from casual unprofessionalism and straight into snooty, monocle territory.

	“Oh, my name is Delgado. Um, Mireya.” She sounded slightly more at ease, but still unsure. “I need help with something, and I was told you could offer it.”

	“Absolutely! What is the nature of your problem?” I asked, using my best business voice, springing out of my chair and scanning the room for my pen and notebook. It was always a good idea to take notes. 

	I didn’t find them. 

	Come to think of it, I used up the last of my notebook for Bob’s file. And my pen clearly fell into the same space/time anomaly that steals loose change and that one sock from every dryer. 

	“I would prefer not to talk about it on the phone. Can I book an appointment and come to your office?”

	I looked around the warehouse and cringed. Inviting potential clients over was a bad idea. I needed them at ease—not worried they’re about to get murdered. “Uh, I usually meet clients somewhere public. Neutral ground, you know? Somewhere quiet enough to talk, but not shady.”

	“I…” She paused, and I winced harder. “I cannot be seen speaking to a P.I.”

	Definitely hesitant. I was losing her.

	“You don’t need to worry about that, Miss Delgado,” I quickly assured. “No one will know who I am—I don’t even dress the part. How does one dress as a P.I. anyway? Trench coats and fedoras? Not really my style.” I was rambling, I couldn’t help it. “I’m more of a jeans-and-t-shirt kind of guy. The point of the job is to blend in. As far as anyone can tell, you’re just meeting with an old friend.”

	“I suppose. Where can we meet?”

	Ha! Pulled her back in.

	“Your choice, Miss Delgado. Tell me when and where, and I will be there.”

	“Um, okay. Are you available today?”

	“Let me glance at my schedule.”

	I studied the inside of my eyelids for a moment. 

	“Yes, looks like I have the afternoon open.”

	“Okay. Great. Um. How about the food court at Marlborough Mall, at two?”

	Better than a bench. They had coffee.

	“Let’s see… Hmm… I think I can swing that. Sounds great!”

	“How will I know who you are?”

	“Just look for the guy wearing wraparound sunglasses indoors.”

	 

	***

	 

	Calgary. Cowtown. Stampede City. 

	Onward, Fortis et Liber—strong and free.

	Remember that Jamaican bobsled team that showed up at the Olympics in 1988? That was here. They made a movie about it and everything.

	It was a sprawling metropolis, and the gateway between the foothills of the Rocky Mountains, their vast snowy peaks a constant backdrop on the western horizon, to the enormous, open prairies to the east. Alberta was where one could find cowboys still roaming with hats, lassos, and everything in between, but it’d been a while since any duels at High Noon. Our stadium was shaped like a saddle, and we hosted the “World Famous” Calgary Stampede. No, bulls didn’t run through the streets, but there were rides, games, flowing beer, and wild rodeos.

	Canada had a Wild West, and it was here.

	These days, the most dangerous thing you’ll find is a long line at the Tim Hortons drive-thru. Which suited me just fine—I was a city boy, through and through. If you ever see me riding a horse, either something had gone seriously wrong, or I fell through a portal to Narnia.

	No, I’ll stick to my car, a circa-1995 silver Buick I inherited from my mom. She’s not dead. Just not legally allowed to drive anymore.

	I pulled up to Marlborough Mall around one-thirty. I grew up in the Forest Lawn area, and this place was one of my local haunts as a teenager, so I was quite familiar with it. It also served as a great meet-in-the-middle location. Balzac was usually too far for most Calgarians to bother driving to, and Marlborough was only twenty minutes from my warehouse, give or take traffic.

	I showed up early on purpose, giving me time to get the lay of the land, and a read on the crowd inside the food court. Did anyone look lost? Or just keep looking around for no good reason, like they were trying to find someone? Anyone lingering over a meal and taking just a little too long between each bite?

	Paranoia is only paranoia until someone is watching you. And if I get spooked? My client will too. The second I spot anything suspicious, I call them and divert the meeting elsewhere. I’d never had to make that call, but it’s better to be safe than sorry, especially when you have no idea what the client needs. 

	Always best to cover your bases.

	Food courts were a familiar meeting spot, and fantastic for this kind of meeting—overcrowded and filled with the incessant drone of too many people talking at once. One could loudly confess to murder and the people at the next table wouldn’t hear a word. Far better than cafes or diners, like you always see in the movies. Or park benches. People love meeting at those. Again, because of movies. And, like Bob, they always bring a newspaper. 

	Feels covert. Exciting. Like they’re a part of something, rather than shuffling through their mundane lives, craving any little spark of excitement to get them through one more day. It never occurred to them how suspicious that looked, but who was I to judge? They were paying me, and I was so hard up for cash that I was willing to indulge them.

	I grabbed a table across from Subway, planting my butt moments before an elderly couple reached it, and ignored their scornful glances by pulling out my phone and looked up Mireya Delgado online. I didn’t like going into meetings cold, with no idea what kind of person I was meeting, and given the lack of prep time, I’d have to take what I could get.

	It took a few tries before figuring out how to spell her name (Meer-E-Ah did not work), but it wasn’t long until I had her socials loaded. Social media was terrific for quick background checks, and the Intelligence Community loved it. Made their lives easier, having all of someone’s info in one place, and they openly admitted it. 

	Unfortunately, her accounts had privacy measures, but I didn’t need to go in too deep. Her profile photo was a generic selfie, but without the ridiculous angles one needed to be a contortionist to pull off. Just a straight picture—no fluff, no flair, just business. Her age wasn’t listed, but based on her photo, I’d say somewhere in her early thirties, and definitely of Latin descent. Dominican, maybe?

	Nope—half Latin. She’d recently posted a photo of her with her parents. Her father looked like a “Delgado” through and through, but if her mom were any whiter, she’d be deported back to Ireland.

	Local, grew up in Lynwood, and attended Central Memorial High School. Volunteered at a women’s shelter.

	Relationship status: Single. No hobbies or interests listed. Her career, however, raised my brow. She was an investigator for the fire department, working directly out of their headquarters. Why would a fire investigator need to hire a P.I.? And a dodgy one, at that? 

	She struck me as the structured, no-nonsense type, and her socials backed it up. So, it didn’t surprise me when she showed up at exactly two o’clock, right on the dot.

	I spotted her the moment she stepped into view, but pretended I was just scanning the crowd. No sense making the recognition too obvious. People tended to get weird when you mentioned you’d stalked their profiles.

	She wore little makeup—just enough to give her lips a light gleam under the fluorescents, and just the right amount of eyeshadow to enhance her already sharp gaze. Her long, dark hair was pulled back in a semi-severe ponytail, which paired well with her crisp, light-blue pantsuit. The black leather purse draped over her shoulder was more for purpose than style, and instead of the expected pair of high heels, she wore a pair of white sneakers without a single scuff to be seen.

	Professional yet practical. And she wore it well.

	But her eyes betrayed her nerves. They flitted around the area, scanning people, exits, and every fire hazard in sight.

	The lunch rush was mostly over, so it didn’t take her long to spot me. She approached my table and asked, “Mister Gibson?”

	I stood, removed my sunglasses, and offered a handshake. The moment I took them off, the fluorescents drilled into my skull. I gritted my teeth and tried not to wince. Nothing like looking visibly pained to inspire client confidence.

	As she gripped my hand firmly—a shake used to men being on the receiving end—I said, as clearly and precisely as I could, “Hola! Si, Senorita Delgado. Tome asiento, por favor.”

	“I do not speak Spanish,” she replied sternly.

	“Oh f—Sorry about that,” I stammered. “I assumed because of your name.”

	“I am third generation Puerto Rican living in Canada,” she said, adjusting the strap of her purse. “There are not many of us here.” 

	Okay, touchy subject. She must get a lot of comments. Noted.

	“Fair enough. I don’t speak Spanish, anyway. I translated that online and totally didn’t spend, like, thirty minutes rehearsing it—” I cleared my throat, stepped back, and gestured to the table. “Please take a seat?”

	She glanced between me and the table, then sat with obvious reluctance. As I returned to my seat, a curious scent tickled my nose: cocoa, with a hint of shea butter. Not perfume, but moisturizers or scented soaps. Natural, pleasant, and… almost enchanting. 

	She smelled great.

	Focus, Lloyd.

	Miss Delgado looked me up and down, placing her purse by her feet. I got that a lot, as I was never what one expected when meeting with a private investigator. But this was somehow different. 

	She didn’t seem to look at me so much as around me, like she was tracing my outline. Her brow furrowed for a split second, she blinked twice, and her face returned to neutral.

	“How can I help you?” I asked cheerfully, casually ignoring how strange that was.

	“What are your rates?” she asked, suspicion dancing around her eyes as she stared me down.

	C’mon, Lloyd. Pull her in, already.

	“Straight to business!” I exclaimed with a smile. “I can appreciate that, but unfortunately, I can’t give you an exact estimate until I know what you need. Every job is unique and comes with its own set of requirements. If it’s only taking pictures of your ex-husband, it’s usually two hundred. If I need to follow him around, that involves gas, so the price goes up a bit.”

	As I spoke, she studied my face and body language intently, like she was cataloguing everything about me. And she was highly aware I was doing the same thing in return. 

	I leaned back, relaxed my shoulders, and asked, “Tell me, Mireya, how can I put you at ease?”

	She frowned as I spoke her first name, and replied, “Tell me, Lloyd, why can I not find you online?”

	“I’m a private person, Miss Delgado.” I was glad I wasn’t the only one doing online research. Made me feel less creepy.

	“You have no social media at all or a website detailing your business. I found nothing proving your legitimacy as an investigator. Do you even have a licence?”

	I did not, but I wasn’t about to admit that. “I do have a website. And an ad in the newspaper and phone book.”

	“A blank page with a title and phone number. Not exactly inspiring confidence. Why are you afraid to list your name?”

	Oh, she’s good. And maybe a little paranoid. 

	“As I said, I’m a private person. But, given you’re looking for a P.I., you seem rather interested in investigating me.”

	She rolled her eyes and reached for her bag. “I think we are done here.”

	“Wait!” 

	She was only halfway gone, and I took a chance. “Look, I know I’m not ideal, but I’m good at what I do. I’m sorry if this is too direct, but if you’re sitting here with me, then you’re desperate. You don’t strike me as the type to just find a phone number and hope for the best. Someone gave it to you.”

	Her hand paused, momentarily forgetting the purse.

	“You went to other P.I.’s first. Smart move, honestly. But they turned you away, I assume? I take the cases they don’t want, and they wouldn’t refer you to me if they didn’t believe I could actually help, even if I’m not their style.”

	Mireya took a breath, reining in her annoyance, and rested her hand back in her lap. Yet, she still said nothing.

	“So, who was it? Jonas Wong? Jacob Carpenter?”

	Her face twitched. She recognized the names.

	“Both great at what they do, but picky as hell. Which one sent you my way?”

	Her shoulders sank. “Mister Wong gave me your name. The other one laughed and told me to get lost.”

	I rolled my eyes. “Yeah, Jacob’s an ass. They both are, really. They don’t like cases that aren’t clear-cut and avoid anything that might have backlash. But they throw me a bone now and then if it helps get rid of a troublesome person. Or if they genuinely think someone needs help that they aren’t willing to provide themselves. They’re selfish pricks, basically, but their selfishness helps pay my bills. How many others did you try before you finally called me?”

	Silence.

	“So, all of them?”

	Her shoulders deflated, and she nodded.

	I leaned forward, resting my arms on the table, hands clasped. “So, Mireya Delgado, how can I help you?”

	


CHAPTER 03

	I bought coffee to help occupy Miss Delgado’s hands until she was ready to talk. She took two sugars with one cream, and I preferred the tried-and-true two sugars, two creams (a Double Double, as we Canadians call it). I also grabbed a couple of Boston Cream doughnuts, but she wasn’t hungry, so I ate them both. 

	Her eyes still flicked around the food court as she gripped her coffee a little too tight. That was probably as relaxed as she was going to get.

	I sipped on mine, washing down the last bite of doughnut, and jumped in. “So, what happened that has you so spooked?”

	Her eyes dropped to her hands, as she took a moment to formulate how and where to start. “A month ago, we responded to a fire in Edgemont,” she began cautiously. “It was a standard, run-of-the-mill house fire at first glance, and the owner, a chemistry teacher at the University of Calgary, was not home when it happened. He had a lab in the basement, but the fire destroyed so much that it was impossible to tell what he used it for. We first thought an experiment had gone wrong, or maybe he forgot to turn off a Bunsen burner, but there was no evidence to suggest it.”

	She sipped her coffee before continuing. “No sign of an accelerant, yet there were multiple ignition points, as if something exploded.” Her eyes flicked back to me, with a sudden urgency behind them. “Everything leaves a trace. Everything. If you know what to look for, determining the cause is not difficult: bad wiring, a lit cigarette, arson, and so on. You pinpoint the flame’s exact origin, and you can determine what started it from there.”

	Another pause. I could almost hear the gears whirring behind her eyes.

	 “This was different. There was nothing. I traced the fire back to six points of origin, all in a circular pattern around the room. Based on how it behaved, I assumed a chemical accelerant must have been used, yet whatever it was left zero evidence. Things do not just explode and leave nothing behind. It does not happen.”

	“You suspect foul play?”

	She gave a tight nod. “Absolutely. Accidents do not cover themselves up.”

	I could see where this was going, but I kept my thoughts to myself. Let her talk, and get out what she needed to say.

	“I filed all this in my report, but without evidence of intent, it went nowhere.” She paused again, staring off at nothing in particular, processing. “The homeowner, Pierre Moreau, is missing. We tried to bring him in for questioning, but we cannot locate him.”

	“He just disappeared?” 

	“Yes,” she confirmed.

	“So either he’s been abducted by whoever set his house on fire, or he ran,” I speculated. “Innocent people don’t tend to run away unless someone is after them.”

	The sharp edge in her eyes softened slightly as my words mirrored her thoughts. “Exactly, but I got nowhere with that. I went back to the house a few times, trying to find something—anything—to tell me what happened, but I never found anything new.” 

	She squinted at her coffee as if she’d forgotten it was there. “It was during my last inspection when I saw something.”

	“And what was that?”

	“Not a what, but a who,” she replied, scrunching her nose. “When I was leaving, I saw a man across the street looking at the house. That is not entirely out of the ordinary, as people constantly stop and gawk at burned-down houses. Honestly, the number of people gathering to watch this one was ridiculous, all taking videos and selfies.” 

	She shook her head in disgust. 

	“This guy was different because I had seen him before. He was there in the crowd as the firefighters put the blaze out. I remember him because he had…” Her words caught mid-sentence as she stopped herself. “There was something about him I did not like. Like he was… wrong, somehow.”

	I raised a brow. “Such as?” 

	“I cannot explain it. Just something. He saw me looking and walked away.” 

	“What did he look like?”

	“Caucasian, tall, possibly suffering from alopecia. He had no hair at all, not even eyebrows. I tried to follow, but he was moving fast and I was in heels, so I lost him pretty quickly.”

	“Why did you wear heels to a crime scene?” I asked, curious.

	“That is not relevant,” she scolded, irritation flashing in her eyes.

	I raised my hands defensively, instantly regretting the question. “Sorry. Please continue.”

	Keeping her head low, she continued. “Two weeks later, there was another house fire in Mount Pleasant. Both occupants, Martin and Barbara Jansen, died in bed before they knew what was happening.”

	“Same circumstances as the previous one?” I scooted toward the edge of my seat and leaned in. This was riveting.

	“Yes. This fire originated in the living room, once again with no evidence of accelerant and nothing to be found that caused it. Another six points of origin, in the same circular pattern.”

	Mireya let that hang for a moment as she took another sip.

	“None were near the electrical outlets, and no fireplace. It was as if the house spontaneously combusted. All the same markers as the last, with nothing to show for it. Both have been formally declared accidents, and the cases have been closed as of yesterday.”

	“They closed them? Based on the description, this was obviously no accident. People died.”

	A sharp breath escaped her, and any remaining tension she held fell from her shoulders. I just gave her exactly what she needed without meaning to—affirmation.

	“I know, and they know,” she replied, sighing in frustration. “We all know, but without trace evidence, there is no way to prove it. That is why I’m here.”

	“What about the fact this Moreau guy is missing?”

	“Without evidence of wrongdoing, they see no reason to pursue him.”

	“That is…” I trailed off, perplexed. I needed more information. “So what exactly do you need me to do? Prove the arson? Find Pierre Moreau? Or find the guy with the match?”

	Her mouth opened, but she didn’t answer in words.

	All of the above, then.

	I drummed my fingers against the table, considering everything, while trying to hide my excitement. “What did the victims do for a living?” I asked.

	“Barbara was a housewife, and they had no kids. Her husband, Martin, was a professor at SAIT on a handsome salary. Testimonies from friends and family suggest they lived a simple, quiet life, with no one they could think of who might be holding a grudge.”

	Leaning forward, ever-so-slightly, she added, “Someone did, though. They must have.”

	The way she emphasized “someone” was more than a simple statement. It was a memory. “You saw that man again, didn’t you?”

	Her eyes narrowed, and her fingers tightened around the cup. “Yes. I arrived after the fire was extinguished, but I saw him through the window as I conducted my investigation, and he was already walking away. His face was obscured, but I knew it was him.”

	“How did you know?”

	“I just did.”

	“That’s not a lot to go on.”

	Her brow scrunched. “Do you think I am not aware of that? That my superiors do not know that? They refuse to believe me, and why would they? I saw some guy who happened to be at the first scene, may have been at the second, and all I have for proof is…” 

	She stopped herself, taking a deep breath to calm down. “A feeling. I have a feeling.”

	That was a lie. One of omission, but a lie, nonetheless. 

	Pushing now was risky, but she wasn’t leaving me a choice.

	“It was clearly more than that, Miss Delgado. If I’m going to help you, I need to know what you know,” I said, staying as calm and neutral as I could.

	“I…” She sighed, exasperated. “This is where I lost the other P.I.s.”

	“I’m not them. Please tell me.”

	“You will not believe me.”

	“Try me.”

	“You will think I am insane.”

	I snorted. “I once investigated a man’s dead wife because he was certain she was haunting him and stealing his potatoes. We’re all a little insane. Tell me.”

	She blinked rapidly and studied me for a moment, her gaze again scanning my outline. 

	I frowned, but let her continue. 

	Her voice dropped low. “I… I can see things.” 

	Her eyes closed, and she went silent, bracing for my reaction.

	I let that hang for a moment, trying to process it. We might be entering Crazy Town now.

	Careful, Lloyd. One wrong move here, and you lose this case.

	As sympathetically as possible, I asked, “What can you see?”

	Mireya hesitated, but after another breath, pushed through. “I cannot say what it is, exactly,” she said, struggling to find the right words. “I can look at a person and see who they are. What they are. Call it their essence or their auras. I usually go with auras.”

	Yep, Crazy Town. 

	And I had such high hopes. 

	But I indulged, as I was hard up for cash and more than willing to delve into the depths of madness to get it. “What do you see in these auras?”

	Her hesitation deepened, her entire demeanour shifting to extreme discomfort, close to tears, but holding it together.

	“Mostly colours,” she whispered. “They swirl around everyone at all times. There is never a discernible or recurring pattern, but I can sense who people are when I look at them. I know when they are lying, or who is genuinely nice or a hypocrite. I know when they are happy, have stomach aches, or are worried and anxious. I do not know how or why, but I just know.”

	“That sounds like a handy skill,” I mused. 

	That was a new one for me, and despite the absurdity, I was thrilled that it wasn’t a ghost or a talking cat. 

	“And this man? What was in his?” I pressed, leaning into it.

	She took a deep breath, slowly exhaling through her nose. “It was almost blinding. He was angry but satisfied. He wasn’t staring at the burnt building because it was exciting, but because it was his own work—I’m certain of it. I could feel it. He hated the people who lived there.” 

	Her eyes fell away, nervous, like she expected me to laugh in her face. Her story sounded utterly batshit, but she believed it wholeheartedly. It was a lot to take in, and I understood why none of the other investigators wanted to touch this.

	“Did you share this information with the other P.I.s?”

	She shook her head. “I lost Mister Wong at the slightest hint and ruled out even the suggestion with Mister Carpenter. He threw me out when I refused to explain.”

	“Then why are you sharing it with me?”

	She finally looked up with a desperate plea in her eyes. “You seem willing to listen. You might not believe me, but you are still here.”

	I studied her for a moment, seeing her earnestness. Testing her right now was risky, but if I was going all in, I needed to know what level of crazy she was. 

	Regardless, her story was intriguing as hell, and this was an actual, genuine case. Even if she was a stone’s throw from a padded room, this was already the most exciting job I’d ever come across, and I was once hired to steal someone’s vintage pornography collection.

	No stopping it now. Time to roll the dice. “Cards on the table, then. What do you see in my aura?”

	Her gaze flicked across my body again.

	So that’s what she’s been doing.

	She had been reading my aura this entire time.

	Her eyes widened as fresh tears threatened to fall. “You think I’m crazy, but you will take the case.”

	She could have figured that out from my body language. “Go on,” I pressed.

	“You are… brimming with intrigue. You are stressed, but bored. Something about this case is exactly what you have been waiting for.” She frowned, confused. “You are willing to accept I might be insane if it leads to something exciting. That is… kind of weird, Mister Gibson.”

	Okay, that gave me a chill. Could still be a cold reading, though.

	“Call me Lloyd, please, and my intentions are irrelevant,” I assured her, and I couldn’t keep the eagerness out of my voice. “You need someone to take the case, and I’m clearly willing. You’ve caught my interest, so tell me what else you see.”

	“You…” She hesitated, but continued at my prompting. “You are honest to a fault, usually at your own detriment, meticulous yet spontaneous. You exist in a moral shade of grey, living by your own sense of right and wrong, and personal laws of conduct. Danger excites you, but you play it safe, toeing the line without fully crossing it.”

	Those chills? Now full-bodied goosebumps. I leaned in further, silently begging her to keep going.

	“You are not one to risk your own well-being, but have never believed in something strong enough to test your limits. You have been truthful and genuine with me, but you are hiding something. Not just from me, but from everyone.”

	“Normally I wouldn’t like being read like a book, but you’ve got me hooked,” I admitted, as butterflies fluttered inside my chest.

	“You are afraid of being found,” she continued, studying me intently. “I do not know by whom, but you are terrified. This is why you have not listed your name anywhere and why I cannot find you online.”

	If those chills could get any more intense, I’d get frostbite. This woman had me pegged to a T. Either she can do what she says, or she missed her calling as a dubious fortune teller.

	I needed more.

	“Okay, you have me on the verge of believing everything. What else?” I asked.

	She stared at me as she dried her eyes with her hand. Then her gaze returned to my outline.

	My aura.

	“You are tinged with… shadow?” She squinted. “I have never seen that before. You have a typical aura, yet it is outlined in dark wisps, almost like smoke.”

	My chest tightened.

	“The colours are usually vague swirls of air, but yours look almost glassy and merge into you a bit more than others, almost as if you were transparent. Yet, you are as solid as the next guy.”

	Every hair on my body stood on end.

	Oh my God.

	She can see me.

	She can see what I am.

	She frowned. “I am scaring you right now, but there is something else. Excitement, yes, but confirmation?”

	My eyes threatened to well up. I couldn’t help it.

	Holy shit.

	“Are you okay, Mister Gibson—Lloyd?”

	No. Yes. Maybe?

	I don’t know.

	She was telling the truth. She had an ability. A power.

	I wasn’t the only one.

	


CHAPTER 04

	We parted ways shortly after. Case accepted. Belief in her power? Genuine. While Miss Delgado didn’t understand what it was, she still saw it. Those shadowy wisps around my aura? The glassy texture? Hard to argue against that. However, I chose not to explain it. She might be willing to trust me now, but I still had reservations. After all these years, I hadn’t told a single soul about what I could do, and even if she had her own secret, mine still wasn’t ready to come out. 

	And she might not be ready to hear it.

	I’d play it by ear. See how things go. For now, she had enough on her plate.

	Either way, it was all I could think about while driving home.

	I’m not the only one.

	When I walked through the door of my warehouse, I was instantly set upon by a hungry Chauncy—I could read his squeaks as easily as Mireya Delgado just read me.

	“What did you eat before I showed up?” I asked him, eyeing him with mock suspicion. “You weren’t skinny.”

	Chauncy stood on his hind legs, frantically waving his tiny hands, begging for food. He followed me into the kitchen, patiently watching as I sifted through the clutter next to the sink before finding half a pack of beef jerky. I’d missed it, earlier. I tossed him a few pieces, popped the last bits in my own mouth, and collapsed into my camping chair.

	I sighed heavily and wiped my brow with the back of my arm. The warehouse did little to stave off the heat. If anything, it was hotter inside than out. Metal walls, large bay windows, and no air conditioning? My shirt was already sticking to my skin like glue.

	Winter was worse. I’d need to invest in a space heater before the seasons changed. I barely survived the last one.

	I stared absently at the blank television screen, reflecting on the meeting. She’d been spot on: I was hiding. Why else would I be squatting in an abandoned warehouse?

	Was it squatting if I technically owned it? Probably not. Still, not ideal.

	Last year, everything came crashing down. Still, I had a good run.

	Most people, if they discovered they had a superpower, might find ways to use them to help others. I was a little more jaded than that, spending my life watching my mother get stepped on, and catching a few boots myself. Some people learn from it and grow a sense of determination and resolve. Like Batman, or Spider-Man. Or other animal or bug-themed superheroes.

	Me? I stole shit.

	A lot of shit.

	Morally, of course, Robin Hood style, stealing from the ultra rich, who I affectionately labelled as “GADs”—Grade-A-Douchebags. You know, the sort that wouldn’t miss a penny or two lost in the couch cushions. And by pennies, I mean millions. And by couch? My sticky fingers.

	Except, rather than give the money to the poor, I bought myself penthouses and Ferraris. Sure, I’d occasionally donate to whichever charity would piss them off the most—leave them the receipt and a thank-you note on their doorstep—but I can’t put that down to altruism. I did it because it was funny. The look on their faces was worth it every time.

	They say crime doesn’t pay. I always scoffed at that. I was living proof that it did.

	Until it caught up to me.

	I took a job—almost one year ago, to the day—but my client couldn’t hold up under torture, and threw me under the bus. I’m not exaggerating, either. They literally tortured him. To this day, I didn’t know if he was even still alive.

	I genuinely had no idea who I was stealing from, or what, exactly, I was stealing. Didn’t need to know. The job paid five million dollars, and that price tag gets you tight lips and no questions. I was tasked with stealing a flash drive from a secured facility, the property of a man whose status ensured he had secrets that needed to see the light of day. 

	I wasn’t able to get a lot of information on who owned the facility, which was buried under enough red tape to make the most anal-retentive bureaucrat weep. But I just needed to get inside. From there? Easy peazy, lemon-fucking-squeazy. 

	But I’d grown lazy. Complacent. Didn’t cross all my T’s or dot my I’s.

	Pulled off the job without breaking a sweat, because of course I did. But whoever owned that place? They found my client. Fast.

	By sheer luck, they didn’t find me in the flesh, but they got enough. One alias, spilled under torture, led to every other identity I’d ever used, except my real name. I was always careful with that. Lloyd Gibson couldn’t be connected to anything I did, regardless of how far you dig.

	But none of my assets—outside this warehouse and my storage unit—were in my real name.

	They found and froze every single one.

	All I was left with was my bug-out bag, my legal passport, and a mysterious e-mail that read, “We know what you are.”

	Suffice to say, a lifestyle change was necessary for my continued health.

	I found my warehouse, took stock of my options and had a long, hard think about how I could get money. For the first time since I was a kid, I was broke. Millions gone overnight, and nothing in my pockets but moths. But I did have a very particular set of skills, and there were other things I could do to utilize them.

	Breaking into places, following trails, digging up dirt. I already had all the tools. Just had to swap the target from bank accounts to something more on the up-and-up.

	And that, as it turned out, was Private Investigation.

	Kind of.

	I didn’t have an office. Or an actual, licenced business. Just an ad in the paper and a website that said, “Private Investigator – Call Now” followed by my number. Admittedly dodgy-looking, but I wasn’t about to put my name out there publicly where “they” could find it.

	So far, it wasn’t exactly lucrative, thanks to people like Bob. If they were coming to me, it was for the same reason as Miss Delgado—they were desperate, and no one would take them seriously. In truth, neither did I, but a man’s gotta eat.

	I thought at most I’d get the cheating spouse cases, but the other P.I.’s snatch those up in a hurry. It was easy money. Instead, most of my clients were the older sorts, convinced their neighbours, mailman, and often children were trying to steal from them. Or, like Bob, trying to speed up the inheritance by knocking them off God’s Green Earth. Occasionally, though, it’s the paranormal sort. I’ve had countless ghost-related cases.

	I stopped taking those. Ever try proving a ghost wasn’t haunting a basement? Go on. I’ll wait.

	Needless to say, many of these folks refuse to pay up.

	Like Bob.

	Fuck Bob.

	But now? I had a genuine, juicy morsel of intrigue to sink my teeth into, and Miss Delgado didn’t seem the type to stiff someone on a bill. Hopefully. In my excitement, I actually forgot to ask for a deposit.

	C’mon, dude.

	Best not to mess this one up and get started, then.

	Mireya had texted me the addresses of the two house fires, and scoping them out during the day was out of the question. Not my wheelhouse, so to speak. But this time of year, sundown wasn’t until ten, which left a lot of time to kill. But that didn’t mean I had to sit idly.

	I sank deeper into my camping chair, ignoring my rumbling belly begging for more jerky, and unlocked my phone.

	A quick search found Pierre Moreau without much trouble. He was a chemistry professor at the University of Calgary’s Faculty of Science, and I read through his blurb on their website. It just covered the basics and held nothing useful. Found his socials next, all set to private, with nothing visible but a grainy photo of him holding a beaker, the fact he was born in Fort McMurray, and attended a local High School.

	So, dead end there.

	Martin Jansen bore more fruit. Well, not him, but his wife, Barbara. Martin barely existed in the digital space. Barb, on the other hand? Robust online presence, especially the community forums, where she was quite vocal with her complaints, and regularly dragged out her husband on public forums. I wondered if he knew.

	I hated her already.

	Her Instagram held mostly selfies from odd angles, projecting the image of a far younger and slimmer woman. Pinterest? Mostly recipes. But on the Book of Faces? A proverbial jackpot—her whole damn life story there for all to see. 

	She married Martin in 2004, had no children, and led an ordinary life, but well above their means. She didn’t work, and Martin’s salary from SAIT would struggle to afford that house, that car, and literally everything she humblebragged about, suggesting a hidden income or pension. Seeing as Barbara seldom ventured outside except for yoga or brunch with the girls, this left Martin as the likely target.

	Now I just had to figure out why.

	I needed more information, and the internet wasn’t pulling through. But I had other resources. Grumpy and irritable ones, but still.

	 I opened my contacts, scrolled down, and tapped on Chinese DeVito—a playful nickname that I had never said out loud because I enjoyed breathing.

	“Hey sexy,” I greeted.

	“What do you want?” Jonas Wong’s voice came through, thick with annoyance and that permanent smoker’s rasp. 

	“Can you run some names for me?” I asked, speaking quickly. He had a habit of hanging up on me.

	He grunted. “So you took that lady’s case, eh?”

	“How do you—” 

	“She was here yesterday.”

	“Right.”

	“She tell you she sees things?” he asked with a huff, not trying to mask his distaste.

	“Yeah, she sees assholes. Assholes everywhere.”

	“Fuck you, Lloyd.”

	“You first. Can you run some names or not?”

	 “Am I getting paid for this?”

	“Yes.”

	“What names?”

	“Pierre
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