



[image: Cover]






[image: ]



A NineStar Press Publication

www.ninestarpress.com

Shadows of the Past

ISBN: 978-1-951057-70-1

Copyright © 2019 by Matt Doyle

Cover Art by Natasha Snow Copyright © 2019

Published in November, 2019 by NineStar Press, New Mexico, USA.

 

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced in any material form, whether by printing, photocopying, scanning or otherwise without the written permission of the publisher. To request permission and all other inquiries, contact NineStar Press at Contact@ninestarpress.com.

 

Also available in Print, ISBN: 978-1-951057-76-3

 

Warning: This book contains bullying, stalking, a deceased family member, guns, and workplace harassment. This book is part of a series and needs to be read in sequence.


Shadows of the Past

The Cassie Tam Files, Book Four

Matt Doyle


Table of Contents

A Week in New Hopeland

Shadows of the Past

About the Author


A Week in New Hopeland


Chapter One

LORI

 

I roll over in bed and let my arm flop into the empty space next to me. Even with my eyes closed, I can tell the early morning light is beginning to creep in through the window. My slightly bent leg finds a long warm spot, giving away that Cassie hasn’t been up long. I instinctively grip the bedsheet where her body would normally end and let out a content sigh.

“Mine,” I say to myself and roll onto my back again. I raise my hands to my face and rub the sleep out of my eyes, taking in the familiar sight of my bedroom as I clear the cobwebs a little. There are other things to wake me up too; new things that are becoming more familiar as time passes. Smells and sounds I don’t experience as often as I’d like. But I have to be careful, gentle even. Cassie is outwardly quite rough, but she’s softer on the inside. She’s like an emotional armadillo.

A partial conversation from last night flashes across my mind, and a smile reaches my lips. I sit up and stretch, forcing out a yawn as I glance at the back of the door. “Someone’s borrowing my robe again.”

I grab my spare from the wardrobe and tie it up, then walk down the hall, through the living room, and up to the kitchen. I rest against the doorframe, watching Cassie as she carries on oblivious to my presence. After a moment, I say, “Morning.”

Cassie jumps a little and smiles my way. She pulls gently at the sleeve of the robe and says, “Sorry, I didn’t bring mine. I wasn’t planning to stay over, but…”

“Ink can be quite persuasive, can’t she?” I nod to the frying pan on the hob and ask, “What’cha cooking?”

Cassie’s lips tighten and her nose wrinkles, making her look like a cute, frustrated, pouting bunny. She taps the bowl she’s been piling the food in. “It was supposed to be pancakes. I don’t know what went wrong, I’m normally really good with pancakes. These keep sticking, though. And burning. Maybe I didn’t use enough oil.”

“Nah, it’ll be the pan,” I reply, walking into the room and grabbing some plates from the cupboard. “And they look fine, just a little broken.”

“The pan, eh?”

“Yup. That one never was much good. Everything sticks to it, no matter what you do.”

“Huh. If it’s that bad, why keep it?”

“Sentimental reasons,” I reply and start splitting the pancakes out. “So, come on, detective, see if you can figure it out.”

“The first thing you bought for here?” she tries.

I hand her a plate and shake my head. “Nope. Try again.”

“A gift from a relative?”

“Swing and a miss,” I say and start pouring us a drink from the percolator she’s been keeping warm in preparation. “One more guess.”

She shrugs and grabs two forks from the drawer. She hands me one as she answers, “You got me.”

We walk to the living room and sit on the couch. “Well, a few years back, I was woken up by this noise in the kitchen. It must have been about three in the morning, I think. Anyway, I started panicking, right? There’s someone in the house. Who is it? What do they want? That sort of thing.

“Well, we’d been covering some home break-in stories at work, and I decided there and then I wasn’t going to be just another victim, sitting scared in my room while someone takes all my stuff. So, I got up, and creeped up to the kitchen as quietly as I could, and what did I find? Someone going through the fridge.”

“Who was it?”

“I couldn’t tell. Between tiredness, the darkness, and the fridge door being slightly closed, I couldn’t see anything at all really, other than a silhouette. So, I grabbed the first sturdy thing I could.”

“The frying pan.”

“Exactly. I grabbed it, waited for them to step back, and swung. Bam.”

“Then what happened?”

“The woman dropped her milk and starts yelling, ‘What the fuck, Lori?’ So, I turn the light on, and everything starts slotting into place. I’d been out at a club and taken this lady home. Karen, I think her name was. The problem was, I’d gotten a bit drunk and, between that and the stories we’d been covering, I’d completely forgotten she’d stayed over and had gotten a little paranoid.”

“Was she all right?” Cassie asks, staring at me in disbelief.

“She was angry more than anything. That was our one and only night together, though. But yeah, so the frying pan is sentimental for me because it reminds me that one, I shouldn’t bring people home if I met them while drunk, and two, I’m not as much of as a wuss as I thought.”

Cassie laughs. “I guess I should be happy you didn’t think I was an intruder, eh?”

I smile and kiss her forehead. “You never need to worry. If I wake up and you’re gone, I’ll just assume you’re off dealing with any intruder. And even if I did somehow forget you were staying over, I can always tell when you’re in the kitchen in the morning. You sing while you cook.”

Cassie stops mid-sip, and her eyes go wide, peering over the top of the mug. “Diu. You can hear that?”

“‘Iris’ by the Goo Goo Dolls, wasn’t it? I mean, it’s clearly a product of its era, but it’s a good track.”

“Oh, no, no, no. You weren’t meant to hear that. It’s why I stop when I hear your bedroom door open.”

I tilt my head and frown. “Really? I like it. You sound happy.”

“I am happy, but…I don’t really sing…well. Or in front of people.”

“Oh,” I reply, a little worried now. “Sorry, I wasn’t thinking. I didn’t really notice you stopped. I always get excited to see what you’re making, so it never really occurred to me.”

“It’s fine,” she says, but I can tell she’s still embarrassed. “Anyway, it can’t be that exciting. I only use what you have in.”

“I know, but I don’t always bother myself. Usually, it’s cereal or toast if it’s just me. Work, right?”

Cassie’s shoulders relax a little and she takes another mouthful of coffee. “Oh, I get that. I’m the same at the apartment, really. I don’t usually stay here when I have a case on, so there’s rarely any rush for me in the morning when I do. I do try to get up early, though, just in case you need to head out earlier. I can make sure I still get something made for you then.”

I take a leaf from Cassie’s playbook and fail to stop the blush rising to my cheeks. If she enjoys doing it, I may as well tell her. “Okay, confession time. Sometimes, I buy a few things I know I might not have the time to cook. You know, to see if you use them when you stop over. I kinda might have noticed you enjoy cooking more than you let on. And, you know, I quite like what you put in front of me.”

I take another big mouthful of pancake to prove the point, and Cassie giggles. “Well, aren’t you full of surprises today?”

“Oh, speaking of surprises, it’s the Saturday after next, right? Your birthday?”

She rolls her eyes. “Yes, it is. Look, Lori, I really don’t want you to make a big deal out of it. Just something small, eh?”

I wave my hands frantically, spilling a little coffee on my knee. Good job it’s cooled down. “Absolutely. I promised I wouldn’t go overboard, so I won’t. We’ll do a stop at a café. And maybe a present or two.”

“No more than two,” she says, fixing me with a stern look.

“No more than two,” I reiterate.

“And a limit of one hundred dollars.”

“I know, I know. You never did explain why you don’t like doing too much.”

Cassie sighs and puts her empty mug down. “Okay, I guess I owe you that much at least. If you really have to know, my birthday falls exactly one week before…one week before the anniversary.”

Cassie’s dad was a cop back in Canada. He took a bullet for her during her last major case back there, and his death tore her and her mom apart. That was why she moved to New Hopeland. “I’m sorry. I knew it was coming up, but the connection didn’t click.”

She waves it away, and her walls come up a little. “It’s fine; I never told you the date. Honestly, if I didn’t want to do anything at all, I wouldn’t have told you my birthday either.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yeah.”

“Just don’t be a Nancy, okay?”

“A Nancy?”

“My nan. She hated having a fuss made on her birthday, like at all. But she never told us because she didn’t want to disappoint anyone. It wasn’t until she was at death’s door that she finally came clean. Don’t be like her. If it’s too much, tell me so I can back off.”

Cassie’s face softens a little and she pulls me into a gentle kiss. “Thank you. It means a lot knowing you’d do that. It’s fine; just keep it low key. Anyway, I better get a wash and head back home. You never know when the next case will drop in your lap.”

She gets to her feet and starts walking to the door, but I can’t help myself. “An armadillo.”

She stops. “What?”

“Last night. You asked what sort of animal I thought you’d be if you were a Tech Shifter? Well, I’ve decided. An armadillo.”

“An armadillo,” she repeats. “Why?”

I gather the plates and mugs and give her a wink. “I’ll let you figure that one out.”

 

I DO LIKE the way we run the New Hopeland News Site office. We all have our main jobs, of course, but when we’re not on assignment, we pick up the other bits too. To a point, we all learn pretty much every side of the business. The downside is I can sometimes get some pretty dull jobs on non-assignment days.

Click. Click. Click.

Like formatting articles on a cumbersome piece of software a cut below the freeware I use at home. Still, shrinking areas and repositioning images is at least warmer than when they send me out on rainy day jobs to photograph politicians doing their verbal gymnastics for the voters.

Ring-ring.

I pick up the phone and answer with a sort-of-cheery, “NHNS, you’re through to Lori Redwood.”

“Lori. Hi.”

I smile and sit back in my chair. “Hi, Cassie. Missing me already?”

“I always miss you,” she says, but there’s a noticeable rush to her words. “Listen, your boss, what was his name?”

“Damien Forbes. Cassie, what’s wrong? You sound upset.”

She sighs. “Sorry. I’m angry, that’s all. Is there any chance you could get me a meeting with him?”

“Sure, I’d think so. When for?”

“Today.”

I sit forward and start saving my work. “Give me a moment and I’ll check. Sounds important.”

“Yeah, it is. I, uh, I need you there too. Would that be okay?”

I frown and stop my mouse clicking for a moment. “I don’t see why I couldn’t be; it’s not like I’m on assignment today. Why, though?”

“Not on the phone. I’ll explain everything when I’m there if you can sort the meeting out.”

“Okay, hang on.” I cover the receiver with my hand and lean back. I spot my boss over at his desk a few places along from me, so I shout, “Hey, Forbes. Can you come here for a minute?”

He shoots me a quizzical look but stands up, straightens his, and tie then walks over. “What’s up?”

“I’ve got Cassie Tam on the phone.”

“That PI you’re—”

“Yeah, that one,” I cut in. “She wants to meet with you today, and she wants me there. Any chance?”

He crosses his arms and exhales a gruff grunt. It makes him sound annoyed, but I’ve known him long enough to know it’s a good sign. “Any idea what it’s about?”

“She won’t say over the phone.”

His lips twitch a little and he holds his hand out, beckoning me to hand him the phone. I do so and he says, “Miss Tam, this is Damien Forbes. Look, I’m happy to meet with you, but I need at least something to go on here…yes…uh-huh…okay, how quick can you get here?”

Finally, he nods and puts the phone down. “Sounds like you got more out of her than I did,” I say.

“I doubt it. I still don’t know what she wants to talk about exactly, just what she wants.”

“Which is?”

“Mutual back scratching, apparently. You want to go put your face on or whatever if your girlfriend’s coming?”

I feign being mortified and reply, “Are you saying my face needs work? That’s workplace bullying, you know.”

He flips me the bird and walks away with a “Lock your screen this time, ya cyborg.”

 

WE ONLY HAVE two meeting rooms in the office. One is technically the kitchen, but people congregate there enough that it’s been dubbed the “meeting room with food in.” The one we’re using is a little more standard. Damien has taken the seat behind a small table, and I’m in a chair to the side.

When Cassie arrives, I can tell straight away that whatever’s happened, she’s taking it very seriously. She gives me a small smile and then takes the chair opposite me, avoiding the one to my right. I expected that. She’s in full-on work mode now, which means a need to see both of us combined with some professional distance. I’ve done the same with friends before, so I know how awkward it probably is for her.

“Thank you for agreeing to meet with me,” she says and pulls out her tablet. She loads up a file and says, “If you could both read and sign this, we can begin. It’s a confidentiality release, confirming that whether you choose to help or not, you won’t discuss anything we talk about outside this room.”

Damien skim reads the document and signs. I go ahead and sign without reading. I trust Cassie, and I trust my boss, so I don’t see the need to add time to the process.

Cassie nods and takes the tablet back. “I’ll get right to it. Have either of you heard of FS Solutions Limited?”

Damien lets out a low, short laugh. “Fast Ship, yeah, I know them. Screwed up our computer order a few months back. They say they’ll ship anything, and they probably will, but their definition of fast differs to mine.”

“They don’t just deal with the shipping,” Cassie adds. “They deal with some of the logistics for their clients, too, if they use multiple services to provide goods. They aren’t big by New Hopeland standards, but they earn a fair profit.”

“Okay, what about them?” Damien asks.

Cassie takes a deep breath and exhales slowly. “I was visited today by one of their office employees. I’m withholding her name for now, but she wasn’t in a good way. She works in one of the departments dealing with shifting tasks around to the various staff members. They’re seen as a bit of a limbo division; not quite full-blown HR, not quite not full-blown HR. It’s mostly simple work, but complaints relating to delays or misdirected processes come back on them too.”

“Sounds stressful,” I say.

“It is, but it’s being made worse by her manager. He’s started targeting her. It was verbal abuse initially, trying to break her down after she stood up for a colleague he’d been harassing. Once he noticed how scared she was of him, it moved on to physical intimidation. Slamming cups, throwing papers, sticking his finger in her face, that sort of thing. Yesterday…” Cassie raises her hand to her left cheek. “This is where he hit her. He’d offered to take her to dinner to apologize for his bad mood, and she declined.”

I blink. “Shit. Has she reported him?”

Cassie shakes her head. “She’s too scared to. You see, she’s not his first victim. Before they shifted to the current business model, they traded as a sort of business intermediary, dealing with the communications and HR management for small start-ups. She can’t remember the name they used back then, but this guy apparently did the same thing to another girl. She did report him and ended up fired. The whole thing was swept under the carpet by senior management. When she tried taking it to the police, they found the company had conveniently misplaced everything they could have used as evidence.”

“That’s not normal procedure these days,” Damien says. “Who is this guy?”

“Lewis Graves, son of Ted Graves, owner of Fast Ship Limited.”

Damien takes his thick-rimmed glasses off and gives them a quick polish on his tie. “Ah, the boss’s son. So, Daddy covers it up and he gets to do whatever he wants.”

“But what about the other staff?” I ask. “Didn’t any of them come forward?”

I shake my head. “They were all too scared to say anything in case they became the next target. When the company changed what they were doing, two of them ended up in his new team. They outright told my client they were sorry, but they couldn’t help.”

Damien sits back in his chair and crosses his arms behind his head. “Okay, so why this meeting?”

Cassie rests her elbows on the table and crosses her hands, then rests her chin onto them. “I have a plan to make sure this doesn’t go much further.”

“Much further?” I repeat, making it a question.

She nods. “The only way this gets resolved is if the police can be given something irrefutable. What I want to do is get a video of him doing what he does. My client would do it, but hidden cameras have an inherent problem.”

“The footage is inadmissible in New Hopeland legal cases unless the person being filmed had given their permission to be filmed,” Damien replies, scratching his scruffily spiked hair. “In which case, there’d be no need for the camera to be hidden unless it was some reality TV show or something.”

“Exactly. I figured if someone like NHNS approached them to film a documentary about New Hopeland businesses, then they’d sign a clause allowing you access to film wherever and whoever you wanted.”

Damien drops his arms and crosses them across his chest. “Maybe. But that would mean having the camera on show, and he isn’t going to kick off in those circumstances. Nor are the other staff suddenly going to loosen their lips.”

“No, but my client has a friend in HR. If you apply for three press passes but intentionally fudge the dates on one to allow someone full access for a week, we could get them added to the team for that period. Said person could then use hidden cameras to catch Mr. Graves digging his own.”

Damien snorts a laugh at that, but I’m confused now, so I decide to just come out with it. “Cassie, why did you ask for me to be present?”

She looks away for a moment and steels herself, then replies, “Normally, I’d do the filming for something like this myself. The problem is, even if we ignore the fact I’m not employed here, she knows her boss knows who I am. Remember the press conference I did with the PD during the LV case? He was watching and commenting on it during office hours. It sounds like I’m not his favorite person. He didn’t much care for me being as prominent as Captain Hoover, seeing as I’m not a real detective in his eyes. It’s a dangerous role, but…okay. My client is the third victim. The second was a girl named Laura. When he hit her, she didn’t go to the police, she went to her cousin.”

I open my hands and shake my head to make it clear that means nothing to me.

“Laura was one of the early adopters of post-Murder Files Tech Shifting. Her suit was paid for by her cousin, Dean Hollister.”

Now this is beginning to make sense. Tech Shifting is still quite controversial to some. It involves having plugs inserted in your spine so you can wear metal animal suits. Everyone has their own reasons for doing it; for me it’s a way to chill out after a hard week, using my black panther suit, Ink, to enter a different headspace for a while. A lot of the people at the local meets I arrange are the same. Some still can’t let go of the memories of the original psychos who used the suits to enact some sick, blood-soaked werewolf fantasies, though. Dean Hollister is the man who created the gear and runs several successful businesses across the world. “What did he do?”

“Threatened them, mostly. In the end, they let her go with a severance package that would please most upper management level staff and let Mr. Hollister disentangle his companies from several bothersome contracts with them without having to pay the get-out fees. All Laura had to do was agree not to press charges. Ever since then, the younger Graves has been wary of Tech Shifters. He seems to think you might all have ties to Hollister.”

I swallow hard. “Which means if I was the one to take a fake job there, I’d be safe.”

“I…can’t guarantee it. But it’s likely. You fit the type of person he tends to have on his team too; female, aged eighteen to twenty-five, shorter than him. It makes sense. You fit aesthetically for him, but Ink would offer some protection. Maybe.”

Damien coughs to get our attention and says, “This is all beginning to sound like one of my daughter’s TV shows; all couples working through issues that haven’t even come up yet. Look, what you’re saying would potentially work, but you’re missing something important here, Miss Tam. Say I went along with it. You haven’t explained what’s in it for me. I hate what this guy is doing, but I have a business to run.

“Frankly, what you’re asking me to do is allocate resources away from our regular workload. That means time not being utilized against the daily struggles of keeping up to date, and expensive equipment being placed where it could get damaged. On top of that, Lori here, should she agree to doing this, is one of our best photographers, who I had planned to give a full week of work to after today. So, ignore my humanity—I’m certainly trying to—and give me something my money-making brain can work with.”

Cassie nods. She looks thoughtful, though not surprised. “When it comes to time away from work, it wouldn’t be. My plan is to make sure this stops entirely. Not only would copies of the footage be given to the police to facilitate an arrest, but I was thinking, as the press papers would allow it, you could legitimately use the footage. You could bill it as an undercover exposé of crime going unpunished, and the lengths ordinary people sometimes need to go to in order to ensure justice is served. So long as you place the blame on the company rather than the police, there won’t be any legal ramifications. I would be happy to appear, and my client has already stated she might be able to sit down for a talk too.

“In terms of the equipment, you’re right. I was hoping to use whatever you had to hand, as I figured you’d have some higher end stuff than I do. I do understand what you’re saying, though. If anything gets damaged, bill me. I have a decent savings pot, and my client is also willing to field expenses if needed. And as to Lori’s safety, I’ll be monitoring it all. If something goes wrong, I’ll be there to make sure Mr. Graves doesn’t hurt anyone ever again.”

Damien laughs. “Well, I wouldn’t go as far as killing him. No offense, Lori. It does sound like you have a good handle on it all. I tell you what, I can check what we have that may work. And Lori, if you don’t feel comfortable doing it, Joanne is a Tech Shifter too. I could give it to her as an assignment if needed. Or we could hire from the outside with Miss Tam’s financial backing, of course.”

I shake my head. “No. I’ll do it. I’d rather it was me.”

“Okay. Well, give me ten to grab some things, and we’ll thrash it all out. I assume we’re to start as soon as possible, so there’s no sense in delaying it. You two talk, or whatever.”

Damien leaves, and the second the door clicks shut. Cassie blurts, “I am so, so sorry. I wanted to tell you on the phone, but I was outside by my car so I could get moving quickly if the meeting was fine, and I didn’t want anyone who shouldn’t hear about it to hear about it, and…”

“Hey,” I cut in, reaching out to grab her hand. “You’re shaking.”

“I know. I’m not normally…I just didn’t want to put you on the spot. And now I have. I’m worried that’s why you said yes, and I’m worried what will happen if you do do it.”

“What happened to making sure he doesn’t hurt anyone ever again? Cassie, I trust you to keep me as safe as you can. And I trust you to get there as quickly as you can if anything does happen.”

“You’re not scared at all?”

“I’m fucking terrified. But I was serious when I said I’d rather it was me. The Joanne Damien mentioned? She’s only twenty and this is her first full-time job. On top of that, when you started talking about money, I couldn’t help it. If you had as much saved up as you let on, you’d have higher-end equipment yourself. And what you do have goes toward paying your way through dry spells, right?”

“Not entirely.” Cassie pulls her cell phone out and opens an app, then shows me the screen. It shows two bank accounts, one containing six thousand dollars, and the other fifty-three thousand, two hundred and seventy-nine dollars. “The smaller account I top up and use for general bills. I try to keep the balance healthy so I can get through the months that see less coming in without too much trouble.”

“That’s a lot in the larger one. Which begs the question, why don’t you have more spy gear?”

“Spy gear?” She smiles, picking up on the only half-seriousness of my question. “It’s not quite that. I use the account to pay the mortgage on my apartment. The monthly fee comes out, and I dip into it if I absolutely need something for a case. Mostly, I’m building it up with the bigger cases so I can pay the mortgage off in one go.”

“Well, that’s…sensible.”

“You don’t have to sound so shocked.”

“I’m not, not really. I just had no idea you were doing it. How much is left to pay?”

“Around sixty thousand. So, I’m almost there.”

I nod, rubbing my bottom lip between my thumb and index fingers. I never used to notice this little tic until Cassie pointed out I do it when I’m thinking about saying something, and I’m not sure how it’ll come out. That’s a perk of dating a detective who’s borderline obsessed with noticing the small details that don’t necessarily matter. “I know you said not to make a fuss for your birthday, but I have about twenty thousand in savings.”

When Cassie replies, her tone is stern, but not unkind. “Don’t you even think about it. I will not take a handout, especially from you.”

“It won’t be a handout; it’ll be a birthday present.”

“No, it won’t be. I won’t accept it, I’m sorry.”

I sigh. “Okay, fair enough. It’s a good thing I like your stubbornness. Most of the time.”

A moment of silence passes. Eventually, Cassie says, “Even with the worry, I am glad you said yes. I trust you with this.”

“So you should,” Damien says, walking back in. “She’s reliable, this one.”


Chapter Two

I STRAIGHTEN THE collar on my blouse and pat a bit of lint off my work trousers. “Do I look the part?”

“You do,” Cassie replies, rearranging the open windows on the laptop screen. She slowly moves the handbag on the passenger seat to another position and starts adjusting the individual window settings again. “Nervous?”

“Very. I mean, I’ve done undercover stuff before, sort of. When we found the files that led to the paid prison visit initiative? That was different. So long as we were careful, we weren’t going to be targets. Plus, if we did screw up, it was just us who suffered. If things go wrong here, it could come back on Faye too.”

Cassie stops what she’s doing, slides out of her car, and places the borrowed laptop on her seat. She pulls me into a hug and then lightly places her hands on my shoulders. “You’ll be fine. Faye knows what’s going on, so she won’t go out of her way to make it hard for you. She’s going to keep her distance as much as possible, so Graves doesn’t start making any moves to cut any perceived potential friendship. All you have to do is work.”

“And make sure the cameras in the bag are facing the right way.”

She nods. “Do you remember where they are?”

“The metal bobbles under the straps. Two in each side, one straight, one angled up.”

“That’s right, so make sure the straps are to the side, not resting over the front or back edge.”

“No problem. I still think it looks weird on me, though. I don’t normally carry bags this chic.”

“Me neither.”

I breathe in and release, giving the roof of Cassie’s car a tap. “This is…three blocks away, right? If something does go wrong, how quickly can you get there?”

“I’ve been thinking about that. We need the distance so we don’t arouse suspicion, but it does make it harder to rush in. So, I’ve been working on something.” She pulls her cell phone out and unlocks the screen. “He should be here in a minute.”

I smile and turn my head to the sky. Sure enough, a familiar shape is hurtling toward our place in the public parking lot behind the park. Cassie, spotting my reaction, smiles too and walks to the other side of the car. She opens the door and retrieves the bag. Within moments, a metal gargoyle lands on the roof of the car. He folds his wings and makes a slow turn to Cassie.

“Caw.”

“Hi, Bert,” she says. “You see Lori?”

Bert turns toward me, and the metal sheets around his eyes pull apart slightly. “Caw,” he confirms.

“Lori is helping us with a case, and it’s possibly going to be a bit dangerous. Can you get a lock on her, please?”

Bert waddles across the roof of the car and squats in front of me. His eyes flash a few times before switching to a solid red again. He lets out a metallic chirrup.

“Good. I’m going to give you a location, and I want you to stick there all the time Lori is there. Follow her but keep hidden. If she’s in trouble, get in there. Intimidation only.”

“Caw.”

“I’m serious, Bert. As much as I’d love to see what you could do with the person we’re going after, we can’t have injuries on this one. Intimidation only. Understand?”

Bert slowly opens his beak, the ahh joining the scraping metal to create an almost-sigh. “Caw.”

“You’ll keep me safe, won’t you?” I say and give him a stroke. The more I interact with him, the less I view him as a machine. Even so, the metal he’s made of is—necessarily—solid. It’s far harder than the flexible compound my Ink suit is made of. It makes it difficult not to acknowledge that he is mechanical. Ink is pliable enough to feel like an extension of me, but Bert is a solid mass of metal. I am happy to see him, though.

Bert nods his head, nudging my hand with his beak, and Cassie says, “He’s really taken to you, hasn’t he?”

“He has. I’m still not certain about having him meet Ink yet. He’s lovely, but I don’t fancy shocking him.” Cassie nods in agreement and the sun catches the design on her tie. She tends to wear tidy black ones, with various animals printed on them. The animals are also in black, so unless you’re looking, you wouldn’t notice. I squint and ask, “Is that a panther?”

Cassie follows my eyeline and nods. “Yeah. It felt fitting, given we’re working together on this one.”

“You’re too superstitious with this stuff for that to be the only reason. What do panthers symbolize?”

“They weren’t very common in China, but you’re right, we did apply a meaning to them. One on its own represents the taming of cruelty.”

“That is fitting. You keep wearing it throughout the case, and hopefully, it’ll work its magic.”

Cassie nods in agreement and checks the time on her phone. “Okay. Well, your first day is due to start in twenty minutes. You’ll be a new face in his territory, which may make him wary. I doubt he’ll do anything today at all. Be careful, though.”

“Sure.” I grab the bag and give Cassie another hug. We both breathe each other in and then part, me to my car and she to the front seat of hers.

 

WHEN I REACH the front of the building, the barrier is up. It’s one of those raised-out-of-the-floor chunks of metal that can really damage a car if you ignore it. There’s a security guard waiting in a little hut to monitor visitors. He leans out from behind the glass and asks, “Name?”
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