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	To my readers,

	 

	Thank you for giving Noctis Investigations a chance. The only thing I’ve set out to do with this series is to entertain you, and if you’ve come this far, I’ve done my job.

	 

	Your support truly means the world to me.

	 

	 

	 

	

Content Warning


This book contains scenes of violence and injury, as well as horror elements. It also includes themes of loss, death, and the desecration of a body, and depicts moments of intense emotional and physical distress.


	

	
	


CHAPTER 01

	A single snowflake drifted from the sky, twirling and tumbling as a gentle breeze carried it through the air. Alone, it had no reason to follow a specific trajectory. No blizzard dictated its course; only the slightest gusts of wind altered its carefree path. Singular and solitary, it could not touch the world in any meaningful way, nor did it care to. It danced and spun, liberated from the clouds, destined to find the ground and become nothing but a memory by the time its companions followed. It couldn’t harm anyone or worry whether its choices might have lasting repercussions on those around it.

	A snowflake didn’t need to worry about any of that.

	It soared toward a particular gentleman trudging along the sidewalk in a wrinkled brown suit, his tie already removed and discarded. The snowflake found nothing odd in the man’s attempt at professional attire, even though he still wore a white ball cap with the word “SORRY” boldly emblazoned inside a red maple leaf. The fact that his dress shoes sent sharp, regular pains shooting up his heels didn’t concern it in the slightest.

	No, it simply didn’t care, because it was a snowflake.

	It didn’t even attempt to move aside as the breeze propelled it directly into the centre of the left-hand lens of his prescription sunglasses.

	“Goddammit,” I muttered, squinting up at the sky. “It’s literally September. Can we have a real autumn this year?” I chided the clouds.

	In answer, more flakes began to fall.

	Rolling my eyes, I stopped in front of my destination and wrinkled my nose, scowling at the entrance to the Robertson Centre for Mental Health. The massive concrete building, brimming with glass windows, loomed ominously near the University of Calgary Foothills. At least when deadlines and midterms drove the students mad, they had somewhere close by to check in.

	The last place my friend had stayed was far less daunting—a quaint, cottage-like dwelling with minimal occupants—but it had grown too expensive. This place, by contrast, was a highly sanitized machine of white coats, scrubs, and balding orderlies, with nothing visible from the windows except passing traffic. However, as it functioned as a teaching ground for up-and-coming psychiatrists, it was more affordable than anywhere else.

	The building was grim enough, knowing why I was there and who I came to visit, but to emphasize the mood, my eyes fell on the graffiti prominently painted across multiple windows on the far-right side. In large, sweeping red letters, a bold, concise message proclaimed: “REMEMBER GREAT FALLS.”

	With an apprehensive sigh, I urged my feet to move and walked through the front door. I hated coming here. It had been a month since my last visit, and the longer I delayed, the guiltier I felt. 

	I knew the way—riding the elevator to the fifth floor—and found the room without difficulty. It was small, but the floor-to-ceiling windows gave it an illusion of size, though they showcased only the uninspiring view of a neighbouring building. The previous place had flowering trees filled with birds and squirrels, inviting someone to stare out for hours and get lost in the beauty of nature. 

	Here, not so much. The view instead offered the sterility of progress, a testament to humanity’s obsession with grey brick and concrete. 

	The room itself held only the bare necessities: a hospital bed, a small table, an upholstered chair, and an unused IV stand. And, of course, the room’s occupant and current visitor.

	Before the patient, seated in a black folding chair, was a woman of Puerto Rican descent, with her hair tied back in a semi-severe ponytail. Today, she wore her favourite dusty pink pantsuit, complete with matching sneakers.

	Her hand rested on the patient’s knee, her head tilted forward, eyes closed.

	Sitting in the upholstered chair, pulled up to the window, was a short Chinese man in his late thirties, wearing a basic hospital gown and slippers. He needed a haircut, but someone had deftly slicked it back—likely his mother—and his dark brown eyes seemed dull without his thick, coke-bottle glasses. I missed how bright and beady they made him look, but as he sat there, absently staring at everything and nothing, the glasses were, unfortunately, no longer necessary.

	His name was Simon Li, an old friend of mine from high school, whom I still considered one of my best, though he would contest that claim after I abandoned him for twenty years. Now, he spent his days deep in a catatonic state after I roped him into an investigation involving a man who could turn your fears into waking nightmares. He helped of his own free will, knowing the risks, and had already become entangled in the events after unfortunate dealings with the Triad.

	His current condition, however, was something I placed squarely at my own feet. The Mogwai, as he was called, tortured him until his mind broke. 

	I could have stopped it had I acted sooner, but instead, I stood back, hoping to glean new and important information, and allowed it to happen.

	It was my fault.

	“Stop it,” the woman muttered without opening her eyes. “I cannot deal with your self-loathing right now. If I have to tell you one more time to get over your shit and stop blaming yourself for things you have no control over, I will snap and hit you.”

	Mireya “Miri” Delgado, my business partner and, more recently, romantic interest, was an empath. She could feel the emotions of people around her, and at times, shape them. She came every few days, trying to get through to Simon, as her ability allowed her to enter his mind and see his thoughts and dreams. It wasn’t technically mind reading, as she couldn’t hear active thoughts, but she could project an image of herself inside someone’s mind and walk through their memories. She did that with me three months ago and took a tour through some of my less-than-happy moments in life.

	“How is he?” I asked, pulling up another folding chair.

	“He refuses to discuss anything beyond the superficial. Every time I start making headway, I am interrupted by an image of myself scolding and demeaning him.”

	“That was the moment that broke him,” I muttered. “Despite every nightmare thrown at him, it was the image of you dismantling his self-esteem that made him scream.”

	“I know. He has relived that night frequently.” Her eyes pinched tighter. “Simon? Lloyd is here. Do you want to say hello?”

	My skin tingled as Miri sent a trickle of power into Simon’s knee, but his vacant stare continued unabated. She sighed in defeat, leaned back, and opened her eyes.

	“What did he say?”

	She glanced at me, frowning at my cap. “Um. He said his back is fine and for you to go screw yourself.”

	“See? He blames me.”

	She rolled her eyes. “No, he does not. He had told you to screw yourself multiple times before this happened, so this is nothing new.”

	I sighed. “He would’ve been better off if I never came back.”

	Miri wrinkled her nose. “He was happy that you came home. For a while, he assumed you had died. He still harbours resentment over you leaving without a word, obviously, but he was happy to see you come home, even if he never expressed it.”

	My eyes threatened to well up as I studied his blank face. “I used to think about him a lot. I always wondered how his life went after high school. It was rough for him, but he did well for himself. He only lived in that tiny apartment because the landlord offered free Wi-Fi, which he upgraded substantially to remove the lag from his video games. Even then, he only got the place because the University kicked him out of the dorms. He could’ve afforded something so much better, but he funnelled all his money into his hobbies. It made him happy, I guess, so who could ask for more?”

	“I doubt that helped him much with his social anxiety,” Miri noted. “Being online all the time, never going out with real people.”

	“He didn’t have anxiety when he was online. It’s only people in person that scare him.”

	“Yes, I suppose you can’t mute someone on the street, can you?”

	I shrugged. “You can if you punch them hard enough.”

	Miri rolled her eyes again and glanced back at my cap. Her eyes twitched in judgment, but a curl of her lips betrayed her amusement. “Please tell me you took that off before taking the stand.”

	Before coming to the hospital, I had to appear as a witness for the prosecution in the trial of Robert “Bob” Arsenal. He was the figurehead of Arsenal Insurance, and last year, he hired me to investigate his son, Andrew. He believed Andrew was plotting his death to seize control of the company, even though Bob technically had no power left, having passed it over to the Board in a soft retirement. I didn’t know that at the time and carried out the job as instructed, and discovered zero evidence of a murder plot. As far as I could find, Andrew had no interest in taking over and was content to remain at his desk until his own retirement. 

	Bob did not believe me, of course, and promptly fired me. After learning who and what his source was, who tipped him off to his son’s alleged conspiracy, I was happy to be done with him.

	“Of course I wore it,” I said, acting surprised she would even ask. “Have you seen those new lights they installed? They’re blinding.”

	She smirked. “We need to get you a more appropriate one. Did the judge threaten contempt?”

	“Not over that, no.”

	“What did you do?” she asked, squinting.

	I shrugged. “I told the truth. The dude was taking advice from a cat. Do you know how hard it is to remain professional when you try to explain that to a jury?”

	“And how did you?” she pressed.

	“Said he was nuttier than a squirrel’s asshole.”

	Miri flung a hand to her mouth as she snorted, fighting to hold back her laughter. She doubled over, placing her hand back on Simon’s knee to steady herself, but her laugh cut short as soon as she touched him, and she sat up straight. “He is laughing,” Miri said in astonishment.

	I peered at his unmoving face. “Doesn’t look like it.”

	“It’s internal. He heard you, and it made him laugh. He has not done that since going catatonic,” she explained in amazement.

	“Well, he did always love squirrels,” I said, and resisted a mournful sigh as I peered at him. “I just don’t get how his mind can be active, but not his body.”

	“He has fragmented it,” Miri explained. “One aspect of his mind hears us, and is responding,  while another aspect allows the nurses to feed him, and lead him to the bathroom. But the bulk of who he is, he has buried deep inside his subconscious.” She squinted at him for a moment, as if hesitant to say more. “I broke through, though, but only for a moment, before he kicked me out.”

	“So, he knew you were in there?”

	“Yes. He—” Mir’s eyes widened. “Simon, no!”

	I arched an eyebrow. “What?”

	“He said he would let me get further if I brought him some weed.”

	I barked out my own laugh. “I’d be happy to oblige, but I don’t think the nurses would like that.”

	“Like what?” asked a nurse, who walked into the room at that exact moment. I jumped, startled at the timing.

	“If I, uh,” I stammered, trying to come up with something. “Sang him his favourite song.”

	“Aww, that would be sweet!” the nurse cooed as she retrieved a cloth from her pocket and dabbed the corners of Simon’s mouth. “What’s his favourite song?”

	“Pussy Monster, by Lil Wayne,” I said with a straight face.

	Miri swung her hand out and backhanded me across the shoulder, and I did my best to pretend it didn’t hurt. 

	The nurse’s smile dropped, and with a steely glare, she said, “Visiting hours are over.”

	“Yeah, that’s fair,” I replied, standing up and offering Miri my hand. “Shall we?”

	Miri shot me an irritated look, slapped my hand away, and stood. “I apologize for him,” she said to the nurse. “He may be only days away from sharing this room.”

	“Oh, Hunny,” the nurse murmured, giving her a knowing look. “If he ends up a guest here, he’ll be downstairs in the shared rooms. I’d pair him with the guy with schizophrenia who’s afraid of dogs. He’s harmless, but every night he thinks puppies are eating his toes and screams about it endlessly.”

	“I like puppies,” I chimed in. “Maybe I could cure him by describing how cute their little toe beans are.”

	“On second thought, perhaps a padded room…,” the nurse mused. “Have a good night, you two.”

	“Thank you, Babs,” Miri said. “I hope your son’s baseball team wins tomorrow.”

	“He’s pitching and has an arm like Babe Ruth,” she said, grinning like a shark smelling blood in the water. “They’ll destroy the other team so badly they’ll beg to quit.”

	“Yeah, I’m going to stop messing with you,” I muttered. “You’re scary.”

	Babs winked. “Better believe it.”

	A moment later, Miri and I stood in the elevator, heading back to the lobby. Once the doors closed, she smacked me again on the same spot. I flinched and yelped.

	“What was that for?” I asked, rubbing my shoulder.

	“‘Pussy Monster’? Seriously?”

	“What?” I stammered.

	“You could have picked any song in the world, and you went with that? You don’t even listen to hip-hop. How was that, of all songs, the only one you could think of?”

	“Uh. I heard it playing from Jo’s room while she and Mary-Sue were having alone time.”

	Miri blinked and stared at me before cringing. “Ugh. I did not want that visual. When did that start?”

	“Yesterday, while you were getting groceries.”

	“No, I mean … when did they start … you know.”

	“Bumping and grinding?” I asked, arching a brow. “Like, immediately. Where have you been?”

	Her eyes widened. “I’ve never heard them.”

	“How? Mary-Sue is not the silent type.”

	Miri’s eyes went wide, and she paled.

	“Oh, wait, actually, I think they only do it when you’re not home out of respect. Apparently, they don’t care if they scar my brain.”

	“I … I’m not ready to deal with that,” she murmured.

	I smirked. “Yeah, it’s stunned you straight into contractions.”

	“Shush,” she said, scolding me.

	The elevator doors opened, and we stepped into the lobby and headed outside. A layer of snow had already fallen, coating the ground in a fine, white dust, but the overcast sky was already clearing up.

	“Wasn’t it thirty degrees, like, two days ago?”

	Miri shrugged. “This is Calgary. If you don’t like the weather, wait ten minutes. I bet it’s all melted by sundown.”

	I walked her to her car, a silver 2012 Ford Focus. She was obsessed with the model, and this was the third one she’d owned since I met her. A gun-toting asshole stole the first, and the second fell victim to an earthquake. Now, I couldn’t help but wonder what would happen to this one, and my money was on a Hulk yeeting it into outer space. At this point, it wouldn’t surprise me.

	“Where’s your car?” she asked, scanning the parking lot.

	“Down the street. They make you pay for parking here,” I reminded her.

	“It’s a dollar an hour. So what?”

	“It’s the principle.”

	“Cheap ass,” she muttered with a smirk. “See you at the office?”

	“Yeah, I’ll be right behind you. Make sure to knock if you see Mary-Sue’s limo.”

	Miri cringed again as she climbed behind the wheel. “They’re just kids,” she whispered before closing the door and starting the engine.

	I watched her drive off, waiting until she was out of view before heading back to my freshly repaired Buick. The Triad had shot it to pieces during the summer, but my mechanic worked wonders. Something still rattled whenever I drove over eighty kilometres an hour, but I didn’t drive enough for it to be a big concern.

	Tires screeched behind me, and I spun around as a white van skidded to an abrupt stop, inches from my toes. The doors slid open, revealing a man clad in black and wearing a ski mask.

	“Oh. Awesome,” I grumbled, feeling oddly calm as I stared down the barrel of a rifle.

	The barrel shifted a few inches to the left, and with a muffled bang, something slammed into my shoulder. I looked down, saw a dart sticking out of my blazer, and stared at it in confusion.

	“Rude,” I murmured, growing woozy as my legs gave out beneath me.

	A second man jumped from the vehicle and caught me as I fell. 

	I vaguely registered being dragged inside before losing consciousness.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


CHAPTER 02

	“How much tranquilizer did you give him?” a male voice demanded, sounding far away.

	“It was only a single dart,” someone responded—another male.

	As I gradually regained consciousness, the effects of the dart wearing off, I cracked an eye and shut it again quickly as the light from an open window nearly blinded me. Someone had removed my sunglasses.

	“He’s been out for hours. Where did you get that stuff again?”

	“We stole it from the vet.”

	A headache stabbed at my temples, and the apparent tranq left me groggy and disoriented. My wrists burned, and when I tried to shift my arms to relieve the pressure, they wouldn’t budge. My back and tailbone ached, begging me to stand up and stretch, but I couldn’t move my legs, either.

	I was tied to a chair.

	“You gave him animal tranqs?” gasped the first voice. “Oh, geez.”

	“Well, you didn’t tell me what kind to get! It’s not like it’s meant for elephants or anything, just the stuff they give dogs before cutting their balls off. He’s a big guy—it shouldn’t have affected him that much.”

	My head hung low, chin pressed against my chest, and something cold and wet coated my jaw. 

	Had I been drooling? Well, that’s embarrassing.

	“It’s meant for animals, you idiot! We may have killed him!”

	“Hey, you told me to get tranquilizer, and I got some. Do you even know where to get human tranqs? Because I sure as hell don’t.”

	I tested my eyes again, opening them just enough to see my surroundings, but without giving away that I’d woken up. The light flooded in, manageable now that I was ready for it, as long as I refrained from glancing directly at the window. It still stung my pupils, but given my predicament, I could handle a bit more discomfort. 

	Without lifting my head, I scanned the floor and found two pairs of feet in the room, one clad in black army boots and the other wearing brown penny loafers.

	“Why would I know where to get tranquilizer? I’m a damned lawyer, not a mercenary. That’s why I hired you!”

	“Huh? I’m not a mercenary!” the second male shouted.

	“What are you talking about? I hired you to abduct someone. What else would you be?”

	“Dude, you posted an ad on Craigslist. It sounded exciting, and you were offering a lot of money.”

	I resisted the urge to groan. My abductors were clearly amateurs, and that might complicate matters. Amateurs were nervous, and nervous people did stupid things, especially if they had guns. If they grew skittish, they either turned tail and ran or started shooting.

	Best not to upset them, then.

	“Are you kidding me? What the hell are you, then?”

	“I walk dogs. It’s how I knew where the vet kept the meds.”

	“Oh, my God. You’ve probably killed him, and now we’re going to prison.”

	“What? Uh, you know, actually, you haven’t seen my face,” the second voice said nervously. “I’ll, uh, send you an account number for my payment.”

	“I’m not paying you for this!”

	Why does he sound familiar? Do I know this clown?

	“Well, good luck with that, because I’ve seen your face. Have a nice day, and I’ll be watching for the transaction!” he cheered, and the army boots turned, walked out of view, and a door slammed shut behind them.

	“Hey! Get back—shit,” the lawyer sighed, and the penny loafers turned towards me.

	I lifted my head and squinted, waiting for the light’s halo to subdue around the man’s face as his features came into focus. He had great skin—almost no wrinkles to speak of—but his grey hair suggested he was in his fifties. His full head of hair swept to the right, with an arching wave above his brow, and circular black spectacles rested over his inquisitive brown eyes. All in all, he looked like a lawyer, as much as anyone could.

	He also looked familiar, but in my groggy state, I struggled to place him.

	“Hard to find good help these days,” I murmured.

	At the sound of my voice, the lawyer yelped and nearly jumped out of his skin. With just the two of us left, I thought it wise to let him know I was awake before he started trying to slap me into consciousness.

	He spun away, hiding his face, and reached towards a nearby desk. I spotted my belongings sitting on the corner—sunglasses, wallet, and cell phone—next to a black, woven ski mask and a slick, silver handgun. He grabbed the mask, fumbling with it, and pulled it over his face, covering everything but his eyes.

	Too late. I already saw everything. Definitely an amateur.

	I glanced down at my bindings. He used standard rope, not terribly thick, but evidently knew his knots—they were skillfully tied—securing my wrists firmly to the chair’s arms. I wasn’t going anywhere soon.

	“So, my name is Lloyd. Nice to meet you. And you are?” I casually inquired.

	“That isn’t important,” the lawyer replied, turning back to face me.

	“You know, they have apps for this kind of thing now. If you’re looking for a tryst, there are better ways than abduction. Also, I’m not really into dudes, sorry.”

	His hand swung out and slapped me across the face. “Shut your mouth,” he demanded.

	My eyes watered as my cheek burned, but I kept the pain from my expression. “You need to work on your foreplay, dude.”

	He slapped me again, this time backhand, across the other cheek.

	I worked my jaw, rotating my chin to diminish the pain. “On second thought, I might be getting turned on now.”

	I regretted it as I said it. The next strike was a fist across my mouth. My head recoiled, nearly giving me whiplash, and blood dripped from my lower lip. The lawyer cried out, shaking his hand in pain. His knuckle split open on my teeth.

	“Yeah, punching hurts more than movies make you think it does,” I grumbled as I rolled my neck. “You don’t have hepatitis, do you? Cause you probably just got blood in my mouth, and I’ve got enough shit going on without having to deal with that.”

	“Shut up,” the lawyer snapped.

	“Are you sure? Because I’m assuming you brought me here to talk, but you haven’t done much of that. Someone’s gotta keep the conversation going.”

	He dropped his hand and glared through the ski mask. I don’t know how he expected this to go, but I guarantee that this wasn’t it.

	I eyed my phone. I had told Miri I would be right behind her, and since I never arrived home, she must be out looking for me by now. We linked our cell phones with a find-your-friends app, so as long as my abductor didn’t turn it off, it couldn’t be much longer before someone showed up. At least, I hoped it wouldn’t be long.

	This guy was as nervous as a virgin in a brothel, and he had a gun.

	“You are surprisingly belligerent for someone tied to a chair,” he said irritably.

	“I’m belligerent because I’m tied to a chair, dickwad,” I fired back. “Are you planning on getting to the point anytime soon, or do I need to start chewing off my hand now while I wait? You tied my arms to the chair instead of behind my back, so I could probably reach if I tried.”

	The lawyer sighed and pinched the bridge of his nose through the ski mask. “After your antics in court, I should’ve known you’d be this difficult,” he muttered.

	“Hah!” I chuckled, and it finally clicked who he was. The aftereffects of the tranq had definitely fogged my brain because I’d only just seen this guy earlier that day. “What’s up, Mister Decker?”

	Decker’s eyes, framed by the black wool, widened almost comically. “How do you know who I am?”

	“I saw your face, numb nuts. And, you know, Bob’s trial and all. You aren’t even trying to disguise your voice. As far as kidnappings go, you’re sitting around a three-out-of-ten. Is this part of the Defence’s skill set? I get it, you’ve gotta be pretty desperate, seeing as your client is going down faster than your mother did in her first porn shoot.”

	He slapped me again.

	Honestly, that was on me.

	Decker stepped closer, his jaw clenched under the mask. “You’re really pushing your luck.” He raised his hand again, and I braced myself, ready to take the hit. Instead, he clenched his fist and dropped it to his side. “You know, I was hoping to keep this professional. But now, I think I’ll enjoy watching you squirm a little more.”

	“I’m sorry, but are you trying to threaten me?” I asked, cocking an eyebrow. “You’re a lawyer, not a friggin’ supervillain. The only thing you’ve got going for you is a fancy suit and a knack for getting people off the hook for shit they probably should be in prison for.”

	“Don’t tempt me,” he muttered, pacing in front of me. “You have no idea what I’m capable of.”

	I laughed, despite the dull throb in my head. “Right. Because I’ve never met a guy like you before.”

	Decker’s eyes flashed with annoyance, and I took that as my cue to press on. 

	“You’ve got no clue what you’re doing. You’re winging it, and you’re not even good at it.”

	“Shut your mouth,” he snapped. “Or you’ll regret it.”

	I shrugged. “I’ll take my chances.”

	He stopped pacing and stared at me, his breath heavy behind the mask. “You think this is a joke? You think you’re in control here?”

	I smirked. “No. But given you’ve tied me to a chair, I’m pretty sure you need me alive.”

	Decker straightened, attempting a dominating pose, and failing. His twitchy fingers gave his nervousness away. “You will retract your testimony and give a new one that paints Mister Arsenal in a better light,” he declared.

	I snorted. “Seriously? That’s why you abducted me? Bob can’t be paying you that much.”

	“Mister Arsenal is a great man who doesn’t deserve what is happening to him,” he announced, and the reverence in his voice made my brows raise. “His son was a piece of shit, and a no-good troublemaker with delusions of grandeur. Mister Arsenal was merely defending himself and his interests.”

	I laughed out loud. “Dude, a fucking cat told him everything he believes. How are you falling for that? Are you crazy, too?”

	“The cat is irrelevant. We have testimonies from psychiatrists showing that his delusions were based on reality. He discovered the attempted conspiracy, was horrified by the actions of his own son, and his mind devised ways to deal with it. He may remember a conversation with the cat, but that does not mean the information was wrong.”

	I snorted again. “I was there, remember? Your ‘expert’ was torn to absolute shreds by the prosecution. You really think the jury bought that?”

	“You will change your testimony,” he repeated.

	“Or what? You’ll kill me? Can’t get the case thrown out if I disappear. If anything, that’ll cause further suspicion. You have no leverage here. This is a desperate act of a failing lawyer, working on the behest of a madman.”

	Decker grabbed the gun from the desk and pointed it at me. “You will change your testimony,” he demanded again.

	Crap.

	“Okay, say I agree,” I said, keeping my voice calm as I looked down the barrel. “You still have to let me out of here to do that. What if I chose not to do as you say? How far are you willing to go for this guy?”

	He grinned beneath the ski mask. “He’s offering a glorious retirement on a tropical beach. I am quite invested in his interests.”

	“So, you’d hunt me down and shoot me?”

	“And everyone you care about,” he added ominously. Despite a slight wavering in his voice, I believed him. I mean, I doubted he had the balls to actually do it, but he thought he did.

	“Uh-huh. Okay.” I nodded thoughtfully, trying to humour him. “I’m still not sure you’ve thought this all the way through.”

	He frowned. “How so?”

	“Well, there’s the problem with the murder weapon. Bob’s prints are all over it, and it’s locked up in evidence. How do you plan to deal with that issue?”

	“I have access.”

	“So, you’re just going to waltz into evidence, pocket the gun, and walk out? Hope that no one notices?”

	“I’ll be on an island before they do,” he assured me.

	I blinked. “Uh. You don’t get paid until you win, buddy. They’re going to notice if a key piece of evidence disappears. It’s literally Exhibit A.”

	Decker clenched his jaw. “It will be fine.”

	“Uh-huh,” I mumbled, unconvinced. “And the other witnesses?”

	“Pardon?”

	“Andrew’s neighbours. They all heard the fight, and the gunshot, and saw Bob flee the place with said gun in his hand. Are you planning on coercing them all?”

	“Obviously.”

	“And if no one does what you want? Do you kill them all? Won’t that raise a few red flags for the cops?”

	The confidence in his eyes wavered, but it lasted only a second before hardening into a defiant glare. “None of this is your problem. Your job is to reverse your testimony.”

	I sighed and rolled my eyes. This guy was in over his head and, frankly, an absolute moron. “And what about your Craigslist contractor? He signed on for an abduction. He might change tune if I turn up dead.”

	“Then I will deal with him as well.”

	“Okay, so just to be clear … You’re fully prepared to kill me and him, plus all the witnesses, and somehow sneak into an evidence locker unnoticed? Dude, your plan sucks.”

	He didn’t slap or punch me, but instead slammed the handle of his gun into my nose, breaking it. I cried out as stars flared in my eyes, unable to hide the pain, and blood poured down my mouth and chin, coating my suit. I rolled my head back, trying to ebb the flow, and glared back at him.

	“Wake up, Mister Gibson. You have no way out of this unless you do as I say.”

	“Yeah, okay,” I muttered nasally. “I’ll play ball. Just give me a minute until the pain subsides, would you?”

	Decker leaned against the desk, keeping the gun pointed at me, and I glanced around the room to see what I had to work with. The room was ridiculously well-lit to the point that I wondered if he knew what I could do, but the odds of that were minimal. There were two potted plants in the corners, which would be incredibly useful if Joanna were with me, but alas, that wasn’t meant to be.

	Where the hell are you, Miri? I silently shouted.

	As if on cue, La Bamba started playing from my phone, startling him so badly, he nearly dropped the gun. Decker eyed it, but I’d tinkered with the settings to keep the screen from lighting up unless I actively turned it on. Couldn’t have it randomly exploding in my pocket every time someone called me while I was in the Noctis, after all.

	He picked it up, pressed the power button, and read the caller ID. “Who is Mi Reina?” he asked after the music died and sent the call to voicemail.

	“You’ll find out soon enough,” I said absently, returning my attention to my surroundings. I glanced out the window as much as possible, pushing through the stinging in my pupils, and tried to get an idea of where the sun was. It broke free of the clouds while I was unconscious, and was falling, but it was at least an hour away from fully setting, rendering it utterly useless to me.

	I peered through Decker’s legs at the space under the desk.

	It was pretty shadowy.

	That could work.

	La Bamba resumed as my phone rang again.

	Decker scowled and waved it in front of my face. “Are you ready to do as I say, or do I need to invite this ‘Mi Reina’ over and tie her up next to you? Perhaps you’ll be more obliging if I start slapping her around.”

	I burst out laughing, blood shooting from my lips and landing on the carpet by his feet. “I’d like to see you try. Seriously, that would be hilarious.”

	His brow furrowed. “You want to watch me slap a woman around?”

	“Oh, God no. I want to watch her kick the shit out of you.”

	Decker stepped forward, ready to strike me again, when the phone rang once more. “She’s persistent,” he grunted.

	“Yep. And she’s probably stalking the halls right now, listening for it.”

	“What?”

	“Hold on a sec,” I requested. “I need to prepare myself.”

	“For what?”

	“I’m not a fan of that gun pointing at me, and I feel like the moment you get startled enough, you’re going to pull the trigger, whether you mean to or not. I’m thinking about relocating, and to be honest, doing so is a real pain in the nuts.”

	“What do you think—”

	I didn’t give him a chance to finish that thought. I closed my eyes, let my senses drift forward, and felt the coolness of the shadow beneath the desk. It called to me, yearning to wrap me in its embrace, and I obliged.

	Be one with me, I commanded.

	I’m not fond of what happened when I did that. My body shifted and melted into particles as my brain dropped from my skull, bounced around in my stomach, and slammed as hard as possible into my testicles. I groaned inwardly as my physical form evaporated into shadow and shot forward, like being sucked into a vacuum, and flew under the desk.

	Decker screamed. 

	An understandable reaction, all things considered. 

	I just melted into shadow, right in front of him, and that wasn’t something a man was supposed to do. Revealing my power wasn’t ideal, but it was better than a bullet between my eyes. 

	What would he tell the cops, anyway? It’s not like they’d believe him. Hell, I hoped he did. That would be hilarious.

	This was a new ability I discovered a few months back. If a shadow was present in the room, regardless of its size, I could cram myself inside it. In this form, I had no physical or metaphysical body; it was akin to being solely a floating pair of eyes trapped just out of sight. I couldn’t move, and the only way out was to will it. It came in pretty handy if I needed a quick hiding spot and didn’t mind how utterly painful it was to do it. I reserved it for more dire situations, and this particular scenario definitely called for it.

	I was under the desk for only a second before the door to the room kicked in, startling Decker. Out of reflex, the gun fired, and the bullet tore through the back of the chair.

	It’s good to think ahead sometimes.

	Three security guards stormed into the room with guns raised, aiming them at Decker. The lawyer panicked, spun the weapon toward them, and screamed, “Get back!”

	“Put the gun down,” a woman’s voice demanded from the hallway.

	Tension filled the room, soundless but overwhelming and palpable. The air itself grew heavier, thicker, as a power flowed from her voice and into Decker.

	“Yeah, okay,” Decker mumbled, carefully placing the gun on the desk.

	A beautiful and sexy Latin bombshell in a pantsuit strode into the room, commanding it, and settled her gaze on Decker, captivating him with her presence.

	“Sit,” Miri ordered.

	He dropped his butt onto the mortally wounded chair, slack-jawed and confused.

	She stepped toward him and snatched my phone from his hand. “What exactly is going on here?”

	“Nothing!” Decker cried out, suddenly afraid to displease this goddess before him. Honestly, if I had lips right then, I would have laughed. The look on his face was amazing.

	Her hand reached out and gently touched his right temple. “Tell the truth.”

	He tried to fight it, but ended up blurting out everything. Her power might not be mind control, but she could coax someone to do something they would have done on their own, given enough time to come around. He must have had a guilty conscience, knowing damn well what he was doing was wrong, which came as a surprise because, well … he was a lawyer.

	“That’s not very nice, Mister Decker.”

	“No, I guess it isn’t,” he admitted, his eyes filling with despair at her disappointment. “I’m sorry.”

	“Lloyd? If you are in here, you can come out now.”

	You’re standing in my way, I tried to yell, but no sound came out. The desk was pushed against the wall, and I only had one direction to go. If I popped out right then and there, I’d collide with her legs.

	“Where is he?” she demanded, and Decker only shrugged in response. “Do you have your own phone on you?”

	He nodded vigorously.

	“Good. Take it out—good boy—and call nine-one-one. Confess everything you have planned.”

	Decker’s eyes went wide as his fingers, shaking from attempted resistance, dialed the number. His hand trembled as he lifted the phone to his ear. “Ah, yes. Hello. I, ah. I want to confess to a crime.”

	It’s not mind control, right? Because it’s starting to look a lot like mind control. 

	Should I be worried about that?

	As he talked, Miri turned back to the security guards. “Keep an eye on him until the police arrive.”

	The three nodded as one and took rigid stances as they began their vigil. Miri had control over them, as well.

	I won’t lie—Miri could be terrifying—but she was on my side. Thank Jesus, Zeus, and Odin for that. Hell, throw in Buddha, while we’re at it. However, the scale of what she was doing would take its toll, and she would suffer consequences for it.

	She scanned the room, taking everything in and processing the information available, and her eyes settled beneath the desk. Finally realizing my predicament, she stepped out of the way. “Come on out, Lloyd.”

	I willed myself free and my body popped back into existence, shooting forward like a cannon. My shoulder collided painfully with the floor, and I barely stopped myself from rolling into Decker. I tried to moan in pain, but blood gushed from my nose in a massive burst and poured down the back of my throat, leaving me hacking and sputtering. 

	I may have been a shadow, but my physical self continued to bleed, despite the blood having nowhere to go. Now that I was whole, it found its outlet, staining the carpet like someone had just been murdered and bled out. My stomach quailed, and my head spun at the sight of it.

	Decker squeaked and paled in shock as he watched me reappear, but he never broke stride in his confession. He finished, giving them the address and the exact floor and office, and hung up his phone. “What now?” he asked Miri.

	“You will tell no one about what you just saw. I was never here, and you let Mister Gibson go of your own free will. We will corroborate that story when they call us later, and that alone should keep you from seeing more than a few years in prison. You will be charged with kidnapping and attempted conspiracy, but we can leave aggravated assault off the table. Agreed?”

	Decker nodded enthusiastically. “Yes, ma’am.”

	Once I was sure I wouldn’t choke further, I rolled onto my back and groaned. “Is someone going to help me up, or what?”

	Miri gestured to the security guards, who hurried over and grabbed my arms, hauling me to my feet and held me until my legs obeyed. Once stable, they let go and returned to their stoic vigils.

	“You are so much stronger than you used to be,” I commented as I grabbed my belongings from the desk and delicately put my sunglasses on, wincing as they touched my nose. “Can we leave now?”

	“Absolutely.”

	We left the men alone, each focused on their commands. They would snap out of it soon after we left. Miri was strong, but without her continued presence, her effect would diminish quickly. They would continue holding Decker, knowing that he was someone who needed to be detained, but their memories as to why would become foggier by the second.

	Okay, it might actually be mind control.

	Once in the elevator, Miri’s legs gave out, and she caught herself on the wall before I got an arm around her. I wasn’t much help, as I could hardly remain upright myself.

	“You okay?” I asked.

	“I will be.”

	“Is it like last time?”

	Miri squinted at my outline. “Yes. Your aura is gone,” she sighed. “I burned myself out again.”

	“I’ve never seen you put a whammy that hard on so many people at once. You might need a few days to recover,” I said, concerned, as I pushed the hair from her face behind her ear, inadvertently smearing blood on her cheek.

	“Let’s get home. Do you think you can drive?” she asked. “My eyes feel like they’re going to explode from the migraine pulsing behind them.”

	Double vision was setting in, caused by the broken nose, and I struggled to follow both images of Miri as they wobbled back and forth, trying to converge and failing. “Yeah, totally,” I agreed, and silently prayed that I wouldn’t kill us both in traffic.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


CHAPTER 03

	We arrived at the office in one piece, but it was definitely a close one. Miri released a long, relieved sigh as I parked. I’d caught her up on everything that happened during the drive, but with her pounding headache and the death-like grip she held on the door handle, I wasn’t sure how much she actually absorbed.

	“I’m telling you, there were twice as many cars out there as usual,” I mumbled. “And they all drived like idiots.”

	“‘Drived’ isn’t a word,” Miri said, flexing her hand and trying to restore feeling to her fingers. “You should have mentioned you had double vision.”

	“Hey, you asked me to drive. That makes it kinda your fault as much as mine, right?” I joked, attempting a grin that sent a bolt of pain through my swollen cheeks.

	She took a deep, measured breath, her exhaustion seeping into her voice. “My migraine must have compromised my judgment,” she muttered. “We will get your car back tomorrow, and after that, you are never driving mine again.”

	“Fair enough,” I said, my voice nasally from my swollen nose. “Thanks for coming for me.”

	Miri patted my knee. “Of course.”

	I lifted my sunglasses and turned to face her, waggling my eyebrows. “So, how do I look?”

	Her eyes widened slightly, darting across the bruises and dried blood. “Um … you look fine.”

	“It’s not like you to lie.”

	She winced. “It could be worse?”

	“Think Jo wants to take some family photos to hang on the wall?” I teased.

	She rolled her eyes but managed a faint smile. “Maybe another time. First, we should worry about how Meg and Chauncy will react to a human-sized raccoon.”

	I let out a brief laugh, but a sharp, burning pain snuffed it out instantly, sending tears streaming down my face and making my vision shift from double to blurry. 

	The world outside was quiet, the late afternoon sun casting long shadows across our little parking lot. The faint squelch of almost melted snow beneath our shoes echoed in the silence as we stepped out of the car. Miri leaned on me for support, her weight a mix of trust and necessity, while guiding me forward. She could barely walk, and I could hardly see. Sometimes, it’s good to have someone to lean on.

	Through my blurry eyes, I strained at the placard on our door. Even though it had been a few months, it was still strange to see how long it had become. It used to just be us, running our little investigation company, but our business had grown and merged with another. It turned out to be a profitable venture, even if we had to put up with a grumpy Australian. Together, we had attracted significant amounts of new clients—more than we could handle individually—and built an extensive network of consultants throughout the city. Outsourcing had proven fruitful, and we were on the verge of rivaling the larger firms.

	NOCTIS INVESTIGATIONS AND STICKY BEAK CONSULTANTS

	OFFICES OF GIBSON, DELADO AND CARPENTER

	Our office, a warehouse in Balzac, Alberta, and owned by me through a shell company, served as our home base. Jacob Carpenter, our prickly new business partner, ran our team of consultants—the Sticky Beaks—out of his place in Lincoln Park. They worked independently, performing stakeouts, surveillance, and reconnaissance, getting paid per job. Jacob, himself, was currently in Edmonton, working a case for a rather wealthy client that would pay the next few months of bills. Someone up north with significant connections had been naughty, and the client opted to bring in an agency from outside to work under the radar. It was all very hush-hush, and a few non-disclosure agreements had been signed.

	As we opened the door, the quietness of the day was shattered instantly.

	“You little shit!” shouted our receptionist, ringing our ears, directing her wrath towards one of our smaller inhabitants. The shrillness in her voice contrasted sharply with the quiet atmosphere we’d left outside. Joanna Maracle, a young woman of Mohawk ancestry, stood barefoot in the centre of the office, on a new throw rug that now covered unsightly damage to the hardwood floor. She wore a purple shirt and adult-sized Oshkosh B’Gosh overalls, now only found in thrift shops. 

	A large sunbeam cast over her, shining through the large bay windows, where a curtain now lay uselessly on the floor, torn off its hooks. Next to it, a potted plant had overturned, spilling soil all over the fabric. It was a mess, but the mess wasn’t unfamiliar—it was just another of the minor disasters that made up our world.

	A series of concerned squeaks chimed from my desk as my favourite friend sat on the corner’s edge, waving his tiny little paws in the air. His name was Chauncy, and he was a rat. As the original inhabitant of the warehouse, we were his roommates. 

	It would’ve been rude to claim him as a pet, so instead, we became besties.

	“What happened?” Miri asked, as we stood in the entrance, continuing to lean on each other.

	“What else? She’s at it again,” Jo huffed, gesturing rudely towards the alleged crime scene.

	Something moved under the fallen curtain. A large bump appeared and shifted around, shuffling back and forth, before a tiny black-and-white face poked out from beneath. Meg’s beady eyes scanned the room and settled on us, and the skunk squirmed her way free. She charged forward to greet us, almost looking like she was hopping, before stopping short at our feet. Her long, fluffy tail swayed back and forth as she made a series of sharp grunts while sniffing my shoes.

	She found a drop of blood and gave it a cursory lick.

	“Hey!” I hollered down at her, pulling my foot back. “Don’t lick that!”

	Meg flinched, spun one-eighty degrees, and lifted her tail at me. Nothing happened, and she bolted across the room, pounced on an oversized plush fish, and dragged it under Miri’s desk, out of view. Chauncy leapt to the floor and ran under with her, causing the skunk to abandon the fish and run away. He followed, chasing her into the kitchen, clattering a few loose utensils as they leapt onto the counter and scurried outside through an open window.

	“Did that little shit just try to spray me?” I mumbled. Thankfully, we had her stink sac removed, so no harm, no foul. But it was the principle of the matter that annoyed me.

	“Don’t call her that,” Miri scolded.

	Jo continued to stare at the fallen curtain before closing her eyes and sighing. “I love her. I do love her. I need to remember that. I love my skunk. I totally do not want to throw her into the river. I love my skunk.”

	“It’s okay, Jo. We’ll clean it up.”

	Jo’s shoulders slumped, and she finally turned and looked at us. When her eyes settled on my face, they went wide. Her mouth gaped, and she released a squeaky cry in shock.

	“I wish that were the first time my face scared a girl,” I groaned.

	Jo dashed towards us to grab my other arm, but I waved her off. “Help Miri, she’s burnt herself out again.”

	She dipped to the other side and swung Miri’s free arm over her shoulder. We hobbled together to her desk. Miri’s exhaustion was palpable, each step heavy with the weight of overexertion. She sighed as she sat and leaned back, closing her eyes. As she rested, I caught Jo up to speed on the morning’s events.

	“Seriously?” Jo scoffed. “How stupid is that guy?”

	“That’s what I asked.”

	“What did he say?”

	“He broke my nose.”

	“I didn’t even know you were missing,” Jo said, upset, crossing her arms.

	“Sorry, Jo,” Miri apologized, leaning her temple into her hand. “When I realized something was wrong, I ran out immediately.”

	“By yourself? Are you crazy?”

	“She handled it well,” I defended. “It was so badass. I got chills.”

	“Must’ve been, if she’s burnt out.” Jo examined Miri, then stepped away and disappeared into the kitchen. A moment later, she returned with a glass of water and a bottle of ibuprofen.

	Miri accepted them with a gracious smile and popped three into her mouth.

	“Oh, wow. Must be a bad one.”

	“Uh-huh,” Miri sighed after swallowing and returned her head to her palm, closing her eyes.

	“You got blood on your face,” Jo pointed out.

	Miri cracked an eye. I mouthed the word ‘sorry,’ and she closed it again. “He has a lot more on his.”

	Jo looked at my face, cringing again, and reached for my hand. “Yeah. Let’s get you cleaned up, big guy.”

	“I get that I’m over a foot taller than you, but please don’t call me that. It’s weird,” I protested, but let her lead me away. At least she stopped calling me sasquatch. I wasn’t that tall, only six-foot-two, but compared to her five-foot-even, I might as well be.

	The TV clicked on behind us, offering Miri a distraction to drown out the thumping in her skull. As Jo led me into the back, the weatherman detailed the recent unpredicted snowfall and assured us we would be snow free for at least another week or two.

	In a recent and life-changing development, Miri and I had moved in together, now sharing a bed as of only three days earlier. We were taking things slow—very slow—and despite sharing a room, we still weren’t intimate. We both suffered from serious intimacy issues, and while she knew all about mine, she had yet to explain her own. She would, in her own time, and for once in my life, I didn’t plan on messing up a good thing. She could have all the time she needed. Sharing a bed was a significant step in our relationship, but until given the go-ahead, we remained strictly cuddle-buddies.

	It was still more intimacy than I’d had in years.

	It was nice.

	As we stepped in, a wave of nausea struck my stomach, and my eyes watered fiercely, blinding me further. Jo grabbed me tight when I wavered and led me to the bed.

	“Hold on a sec,” she urged, grabbing a nearby towel and throwing it down before letting me sit.

	“Try not to get blood on the sheets. You know how Miri hates that.”

	“Yeah, good call,” I groaned.

	“I’ll leave you to change.”

	“I might be awhile. Moving sucks, and my eyes are so watery that I can’t really see anything.”

	Jo took a deep, apprehensive breath, stepped over to my dresser, and dug into the drawers. “I can’t believe I’m about to do this,” she whined, and her voice lifted an octave in a manner undetectable to anyone who didn’t know her, but I had grown accustomed to her transitions.

	“Do what?” I asked nervously.

	“Help you,” replied Joey.

	Through distorted, watery vision, I watched her place a bundle of clothes on the bed beside me. Then she slipped her hands under the lapel of my blazer and started sliding it off my shoulders.

	“Uh. I don’t think I’m okay with this.”

	“Deal with it.”

	“But—”

	“If I let you do it yourself, you’ll get blood everywhere.” She carefully pulled my arms out of the sleeves, folded the blazer up with the blood on the inside, and placed it safely on the floor. After another sigh and a great deal of hesitation, she started unbuttoning my shirt.

	“Okay, please stop,” I begged, swatting her hands away. “You should not be undressing me.”

	“You need help, and Miri is indisposed,” she said firmly. “It’s only weird if you make it weird.”

	“Joey, I’m not letting you see me naked.”

	She guffawed loudly. “I’m not gonna take off your damn underwear—just pretend I’m a nurse or something. An extremely gay nurse who is absolutely repulsed by your body and is only doing what she has to do.”

	I blinked, trying to get rid of the tears, but they wouldn’t subsist. “Only you could make me both happy and horrified to have a woman repulsed by my body.”

	“You’re making it weird,” she warned as she undid the last button and slid my arms out. She gave the shirt the same treatment as the blazer, then bent and pulled off my loafers.

	“Why do I feel like a toddler right now?”

	“If the shoe fits,” she murmured under her breath, then grabbed my hands and pulled me to my feet. “Now drop your damn pants.”

	“Do I have to?” I whined, shifting uncomfortably.

	“They’re literally drenched in blood. How the hell did you bleed this much and not die?”

	“But—”

	“Please don’t make me undo them myself,” she begged. Her face was a blurry, misshapen blob, but her apprehension was clear as day.

	“Fine,” I sighed, the reluctance weighing heavily in my chest. My hands were shaky as I awkwardly pulled my pants to my knees and sat back down. She helped me pull them off my feet. Once they were free, she collected everything and left the room, leaving me uncomfortably exposed and vulnerable.

	I started reaching blindly for the pile of fresh clothes when she returned. Seeing what I was doing, she dashed towards me and slapped my hand.

	“Don’t touch those! You’re still covered in blood!”

	“It’s cold in here,” I protested.

	“Yeah, I can tell,” Jo said with a snort.

	“What?” I yelped, throwing my hands into my lap.

	“I’m joking,” she said. “Kinda need some levity right now.”

	“Just keep your eyes up, okay?” I demanded as a warm, damp towel pressed against my cheek.

	“You’re still fully covered down there, so stop being a baby. And it’s not like I’ve never seen one before.”

	“What? When the hell have you seen one?”

	“I’ve watched porn, dude.”

	“But you’re gay.”

	“Gay people can’t watch porn?”

	“Wouldn’t it just be the lesbian stuff?”

	“A lady is allowed to shop around.”

	“Why the hell are we talking about this?”

	“You brought it up.”

	“I’m positive that I didn’t.”

	The conversation ended in awkward silence as Jo finished cleaning my face. She was surprisingly gentle, but when she cleaned up my nose, I squeaked more than a few times in less than dignified ways. She swapped towels and went to work on my neck and chest, where the blood had seeped through, and then wiped my arms down.

	“Okay, all clean. Can you see yet?” she asked as she bundled the soiled towels together.

	“No, but I know where the clothes are, and if I can get dressed in the dark, I’m sure I can handle this.”

	“You can see in the dark, dude.”

	“That’s beside the point.”

	“I’ll leave you to it, then.” Her blurry form turned and headed for the door, then paused and turned back. “By the way, if you tell anyone I did this for you, I’ll tell my vines to string you up by your balls, okay?”

	“Thanks, Jo,” I replied as the door closed, ignoring her threat. The entire experience was weird as hell, but I appreciated the sentiment. It was nice having someone care enough about you to do the awkward things.

	I carefully dressed, standing only to pull the jeans up, and yelped when the shirt’s collar brushed my nose as I pulled it over my head. Finally allowed to lie down, I collapsed backward, shut my eyes, and breathed awkwardly through my mouth until the pain subsided. I remained like that for half an hour or so when Jo returned, knocking on the door without coming in.

	“Yo, dude! You dressed?”

	“Ya.”

	“Can you see yet?”

	I opened my eyes and blinked a few times. The ceiling came into view, slightly distorted but clearer than before.

	“Yeah, for the most part.”

	“Good. Come out here—you need to see the news,” she said, her tone ominous.

	My heart sank. Now what?

	I sat up and looked around the room, testing my vision to ensure it was back to normal. My eyes settled on the two katanas hanging on the wall, held by a nearly invisible mount in a criss-cross pattern. A sudden, sharp pang of guilt hit me, and my vision threatened to blur again.

	They were Simon’s. After the accident, he couldn’t continue paying rent, and we had to collect his belongings. Miri and I had debated taking over his payments, but it seemed like an unnecessary expense, given we had no idea how long he might remain catatonic. His mother had no room in her small one-bedroom home in Rosscarrock, so we agreed to store his things. If—when—he recovered, we’d find him a new place and set him up comfortably.

	Most of his possessions were stored, but I kept the swords as a visual reminder of what I had caused. While Simon remained in his current state, I refused to let a day go by without thinking about him and the choices that put him there.

	To remind myself to do better.

	To be better.

	I took a deep breath, found my shoes, and walked slowly but steadily out of the bedroom and into the office. The light had shifted, with the sun dipping lower, casting shadows across the room. Miri sat at her desk, eyes glued to the TV, her expression tense. Jo was at her station in the opposite corner, mirroring Miri’s focus.

	“Authorities still don’t know the cause,” said the news anchor on the screen. “Tune in at nine for updates as we continue our reporting on the event.”

	Miri clicked the remote, shutting the TV off, and turned to me with concern etched on her face.

	“What happened?” I asked, frowning.

	“There was an underground explosion in the Badlands,” she said, her voice tight. She looked at me with an intensity that made my chest tighten. “They showed aerial footage of the area. I recognized it, Lloyd.”

	I raised an eyebrow, a chill creeping over me. “The lab?”

	“I believe so.”

	“That’s impossible.”

	“It should be. And yet, something blew the place out of the ground. They uncovered ‘some sort of concrete cavern’ and are going in for a look.”

	Jo cleared her throat, breaking the silence. “Someone wanna fill me in? What’s happening?”

	“It’s where we contained Casimir,” I replied, my glare fixed on the blank TV screen.

	“The fire guy?” she asked, her eyes widening.

	“Miri, it’s literally impossible. There’s no way that was him,” I insisted, though the doubt in her eyes told me otherwise. “He’s dead.”

	“Are we sure? We have no idea how the Noctis really works, and he was encased in light. Could it have kept him alive?”

	I shook my head firmly, though the worry gnawed at me. “You saw yourself when you were in my head. The creeper pulled out his soul, remember? There’s no way he’s still breathing.”

	Jo choked and coughed. “What?”

	Miri’s jaw tightened. “What other explanation can there be? We know he was capable of that kind of explosion, and that was where you contained him.”

	“Then I’ll go down there and see for myself,” I huffed, then turned to Jo. “Where is Mary-Sue?”

	Jo’s brows shot up. “What? No. Explain the ‘pulled out his soul’ thing before we just move on,” she demanded. “What the hell are you talking about?”

	I had told Joanna about the events involving Casimir but deliberately left out certain details—including the creepers. They were manifestations of Death Itself, stalking in the dark of the Noctis, searching for those on the brink, ferrying their souls to the next world. Learning about the existence of an afterlife wasn’t something I thought she could easily handle, so I spared her that existential crisis.

	“I’ll explain later. This is important. Where is Mary-Sue?”

	Her expression shifted, suddenly evasive. “Why do you need her?”

	“Because my nose feels like it’s about to fall off, and I need her to fix it. And if Casimir is alive, she needs to know. Don’t worry, I’m not looking to put her in harm’s way.”

	Jo visibly relaxed, the tension easing from her shoulders. “Yeah, okay. I get it. She’s already in the Badlands, at the hangar.”

	I frowned. “Didn’t the government reacquisition that?”

	“They abandoned it again,” Jo explained.

	“Did she play a part in that?”

	Jo offered a half-shrug, her eyes suddenly evasive.

	“What’s
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