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A Thousand Cuts

By Eve Morton


Chapter 1

The morning I met Adam Cassius, I’d just
gotten a paper cut. My secretary—or admin assistant as she
preferred to be called—Leslie-Anne, handed me a notice that our
building’s water and heat was going to be shut off for two days
early next week, and it caught against the fleshy bit between my
thumb and forefinger during our trade.

“Ouch!” I sucked the skin between my teeth,
letting the rote notice fall to the floor. “Fuck.”

“Oh, shoot. I’m sorry. Ick.” Leslie-Anne made
a face, wincing as if I’d shown her the latest grisly crime scene
photo. She rose from her desk and went immediately to the small
kitchen next to her office, where she kept Band-Aids and other
items in an organized first aid kit.

“I’m fine, I’m fine.” I continued to suck the
fleshy bit between my thumb and forefinger rather than caving for a
Band-Aid, even though the blood reminded me of past surgeries. A
moment later, she held up two kinds of bandages, one that was
water-resistant and the other that had Paw Patrol on it.
“Really?”

“What?” she said, and then beamed at the
second Band-Aid. “We get kids here sometimes. For custody cases. I
figured if they cut themselves, they’d already been traumatized
enough. Why not give them a little doggie for their boo-boo?”

“I’m not seven.”

“No. But you are a dog.” She grinned proudly.
“Now stop being a Doberman and be a nice little greyhound as I fix
you up.”

I rolled my eyes, but let her tend to me.
When I took the wound out of my mouth, it continued to bleed. She
made another face as she examined the Band-Aids. “Okay, this may
not work. I don’t know if they bend that way.”

“I told you. Just let me—”

“Ah-ah. Bactine. Let me get that at least.
You’ve been sucking on it and God knows what has been in your
mouth. I mean that kindly, of course.” She smiled again,
disappeared, and returned with a green-capped bottle I recognized
from my youth. I felt utterly ridiculous letting her tend to me
like this, for something so minor, but as she went on and on about
the bacteria in the human mouth being worse than a dog’s—a false
statement, I knew after dating a vet and he told and showed me just
how many infected hand injuries he saw from dogs alone—and I
started to feel better.

Things had not been going smoothly this
morning. My apartment’s water pressure was weak in my morning
shower; the coffee I got on the way here spilled in the subway; and
now a paper cut. It wasn’t much, but all of this combined into one
annoyed curse after another, which I tried to muffle in my scarred
mouth as Leslie-Anne sprayed disinfectant in my open cut.

“This Band-Aid might hold,” she said,
and started to arrange the water-proof one. “So just humor me for
now.”

“What would I do without you?

“Stay in a building with heat.” After
securing the bandage, she retrieved the heat shut off notice from
the floor. “What should I do about this?”

“Isn’t it illegal to shut off heat like
that?”

“In a residential building, maybe. But
they’re giving us a warning and it’s over the weekend, into the
Monday. I can call, if you want—”

“No, no.” I shook my head, regarded the flier
with a peculiar feeling, and shrugged. “We both could use the
break, anyway. Maybe I’ll have a case to keep me company, so I
won’t need to be here. Right? Don’t I have an appointment—”

“Yes! Of course. Shoot.” Leslie-Anne’s green
eyes went wide. She tapped on her computer screen at the front
desk, bringing up the information form all prospective clients
filled out before they came in for their first person-to-person
appointment. Skims away the crazies and the kooks; ever since I
busted a heist that baffled the cops on my former squad, I had a
lot of people reach out for my services. Not all of them sane. The
tide had mostly ebbed—with the next hot detective squad solving
cyber-crimes over gumshoe detection, it was bound to happen—but I
still appreciated the skimming system we had. And Leslie-Anne, even
if she was sometimes flighty.

“Adam Cassius is in your office right now. He
was early. But now you’re late, so you better get to him now.”

“What’s his case? I haven’t been
prepped.”

“Just gimme a second. I think it’s a family
thing.” Leslie-Anne hit a button on the screen and the printer
rolled to life. Only one page came out before it jammed. She
huffed. “Seriously? Ugh. Just let him brief you. It’s better than
waiting.”

I couldn’t agree more. Family cases—be they
custody or finding lost relatives—was my bread and butter as a PI.
I figured I’d heard all the details before, or if not, most people
were more than happy to tell their stories from the beginning, just
to have someone listen to them once again. With one last wince at
my paper cut, now protected and Bactined, I stepped into my
office.

Adam Cassius was a tall man—he seemed to fold
over like a paper crane in my office chair—with dark hair cut
closely to his skull. His frame was skinny, yet sinewy, as if he
was a runner or a swimmer in his teens and it had sculpted his body
in a way that could never be undone, no matter his diet or current
circumstance. He rose immediately as I entered, leaving his phone
on my cluttered desk as he did, and smiled as he shook my hand. His
eyes were a startling blue. His face, clean shaven, and a small
mark—perhaps no more than a former acne scar or stitch from a
childhood game—dotted his left cheek. It made his smile droop a
bit, but not much; he was still, even from only a few seconds of
regarding him, an extraordinarily attractive man.

“Mr. Nolan,” he said, and squeezed my hand
hard. His revealed the only other flaw I could see: slightly
crooked teeth. They made him appear boyish rather than ugly. “So
good to meet you.”

“You can call me Luca,” I said as I sat
down.

“Luca. Thank you for taking my case. I admit,
I was beginning to lose hope—”

“This is a consult,” I cut in quickly. “I
think this case fits what I normally take on, but I like to meet
all prospective clients in person before signing anything and
agreeing to anything.”
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