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Chapter One

“NEI HOU GAAU siu.”

When Lori smiles like that, her eyes take on a slight twinkle, making their pale blue tone feel warm and welcoming. That being the case, it takes me a moment to realise I didn’t understand a word she just said. Am I so drunk already? “Uh, sorry. What?”

Lori giggles and repeats, “Nei hou gaau siu.” When I stare blankly, she frowns and asks, “Is my pronunciation off? I was sure that was right.”

“What were you trying to say?”

“I was trying to tell you that you’re funny in Cantonese.”

And at that, the laughter spills out of me, uncontrolled to the point I have to bury my face in the table to muffle the sound. If we’d been in our usual haunt, Northern Main Street’s late-night café-cum-alternative hangout Tourniquet, I’d have let loose uninhibited. The people there look like an odd bunch when you’re viewing things from the outside, but if you spend enough time there, you soon realise they’re all really nice people with tastes and hobbies that fall outside the mainstream. Seeing as we’ve opted for Cartwright’s on Dunstone Avenue, though, I’m trying to hold back. Honestly, I am. I’m just not doing a good job of it.

The staff in Cartwright’s are lovely, but the clientele is a little less raucous than those at Tourniquet, and so I’m already drawing some confused looks by the time I wipe the tears from my eyes. “I’m sorry,” I say, “I’m sorry.”

“I’ve never been much good at languages. Oh God,” Lori sighs and shoots me a now far more nervous smile. “Put me out of my misery. What did I say?”

I shrug. “You probably told me I was funny in Cantonese.”

Lori tilts her head and says, “Okay, now I’m confused.”

“I don’t speak Cantonese.”

“Yes, you do.”

“I really don’t.”

“You really do. I mean, you can’t seriously be telling me you’ve been using diu in the Taiwanese sense?”

“No, no…,” I reply, waving my hands in frantic motions. “Wait. What does it mean in Taiwan?”

“It was old slang for cool.”

“Oh, right. No, I’m definitely using it the way you think.”

“So you do speak Cantonese then.”

“No, I swear in Cantonese. I couldn’t hold a conversation in it. My dad had a thing about me swearing. He hated it, even when I was an adult. It was the one thing that always made him roll his eyes at Mom. Anyway, he spoke Mandarin, English, and a little French, so my options for big kid words were kinda limited. I went to school with a guy named Tom Huang; he spoke Cantonese, so I got him to teach me the cool words. Dad probably got the gist of what I was saying, but I think he appreciated the ingenuity of it.”

And now, Lori laughs and buries her face in her hands. She shakes her head and says, “I am such an idiot.”

“Nah, it’s not like I’ve ever spoken Mandarin around you, so how would you know? Honestly, I know enough Mandarin to get by, but we always spoke English at home, so I just picked that up easier. Let’s see, though…you would have meant nǐ hěn gǎoxiào. Or if you wanted to be really over the top with it, nǐ jiӑng shénme dōu néng bӑ wŏ lè huài le. That’s ‘everything you say cracks me up.’”

Lori shakes her head. “I think I’ll stick to English.”

“I am sorry for laughing,” I say, taking her hand. “It was really sweet of you to try learning something in another language for me. Why that phrase, though?”

Lori lets out a short, gentle laugh, and replies, “Every time we’re together, you either do or say something to make me laugh, so I figured it was something I could guarantee I’d get to use.”

“I’ll get us another drink,” I blurt, and whip myself to my feet and away towards the counter. It was just a compliment, but still… Did I move quick enough to stop her seeing how red my cheeks are?

“Nǐ hěn gǎoxiào,” Lori giggles in broken Mandarin.

I guess I was too slow. Diu.

 

“YOU’RE SURE YOU don’t want me to give you a lift back?” Lori asks.

I shake my head. “We both have early starts tomorrow, and it’ll take you all the way back to the other end of the city. Besides, it’s a nice evening.”

Lori looks up at the clear sky and nods. “It’s still pretty early by our standards too, so I guess it’s not like there are going to be too many muggers out.”

“Come on.” I act mock taken aback. “You can’t seriously think I wouldn’t be able to handle a couple of petty thieves?”

“Oh, I know you can. I just thought if anyone was stupid enough to attack you, you’d probably get hauled up for assault.”

“Cheeky,” I retort, giving Lori a playful punch in the arm.

She smiles in response and draws me into a deep kiss, running her fingers smoothly through my hair and tracing a line down the back of my neck. When I shiver and a low moan leaves my lips, she pulls back and fixes me with a playful, I-love-having-that-effect-on-you grin. Ever the tease, she backs up to her car, keeping her eyes on mine, unlocks the door with the fingerprint scanner and slides effortlessly into the driver’s seat. It’s so well practised, part of me has always wondered if she’s used the same moves on other people before. I tried following that train of thought once and came to two conclusions. The first was the concept probably wasn’t new, and she knows full well what she’s doing, but with others, different spots probably set them off.

The second thing I realised was that I don’t really care. Whether she’s treated others the same or not doesn’t matter. What matters is it’s me she’s putting the effort in with now. No matter who it was for in the past, right now it’s for me, and just me. Part of me really wants to tell her all that, because I want her to know how much I appreciate that she pays attention to what I like. But you won’t tell her, I remind myself. Because you’re making the effort not to overanalyse things and pretending you don’t is the best you’ve got right now.

Lori slows the car as she passes me and leans out the window to say, “Seriously, though, Cassie. Stay safe. Message me when you get home, yeah?”

“Of course,” I say, with a wink, “I wouldn’t want my pretty kitty worrying.”

Lori chuckles at my lame attempt to demonstrate an okay-ness with her Tech Shifting and waves her goodbyes as she pulls out onto the surprisingly quiet street. I am okay with knowing she Tech Shifts, especially as it’s her primary way to de-stress. In a way, I’m lucky too; between Lori and the others at the regular meets up at the Forster Street Community Centre—who have all been really welcoming since I started intermittently, not to mention awkwardly, attending—my interactions with the Tech Shifting community has been pretty positive of late. Even the Kitsune case last month was fine in that respect. It was the non-TS crowd who caused all the trouble for me.

Yet you still can’t let go of the TS Murder Files, can you? No matter how different those around you are, you can’t separate them in your head. Not completely.

I shake away the bad thoughts and start making my way down Main Street. It would actually be a little quicker to take some of the back streets, but I’m guessing Lori brought up the muggings because the news sites have been reporting a sudden spike in them recently. She made a joke of it, but she really does worry, I can tell that much. Even if Lori can’t see me doing it, I’d rather take the precautions to make sure she doesn’t have to worry so much. So, Main Street with all its lights and public visibility it is.

It really is a nice night out, though, complete with a clear sky and a bright, shiny moon to look down on me. It’s still early enough that the drinkers and the eternal partygoers aren’t out in full swing yet, so it’s pretty quiet too. In fact, for most of the walk, the loudest sound I can hear is the quiet put-put-put of the EU25s that line the kerb of the street at regular intervals. The idea of the small metal boxes is they sit nondescriptly just within the bounds of the kerb and process the air put out by the non-electric cars going up and down the road. I stop and lean down to watch the little machine in action because, well, despite my normal mixed emotions about some of our modern tech, these things fascinate me.

We were at one point expected to go entirely electric with vehicles, but it’s still cheaper to run a car on fossil and biofuels, so the city is pretty evenly split in terms of who owns what. Even if biodiesel is still the higher seller of the two, it does emit an odour. Personally, I think biodiesel emissions smell a little like burnt fries, which isn’t entirely unpleasant as car exhaust fumes go, but I get why people don’t like it. The current thinking is that, now the poorly titled petroleum cloning research has started gaining ground, it’s likely we’ll see an influx of biodiesel cars within the next twenty years. You see, since the animal rights protests have died down in relation to cloning what are essentially modified but already dead animals in order to harvest unnatural amounts of fat to help produce the fuel, the experts are touting how the prices are going to drop again.

Which would mean more burnt fast food wafting through the streets. So, about two weeks ago, the Government rushed out the installation of the EnviroUnit version 25, or EU25, so they could road test it in a live environment. The machine takes in the emissions, neutralises the smell through some sort of techno-magic, and releases a virtually odourless equivalent in its stead. The general consensus so far is they’re working really well. Not to mention they’ve had a positive effect on other potentially unwanted stinks; like mess left by the living animals who now only make up a little over a third of the city’s pet population, or the liquid expulsions of those who can’t tell when to stop drinking.

“No, these I can get on board with,” I say, getting to my feet and continuing my journey.

“Help…me…”

I freeze. “Hello?”

“Help…me. Please…” the voice comes again, rising weakly from a darkened alley a few steps ahead.

I narrow my eyes, my internal paranoia engine on full alert. Mysterious voices crying for help from darkened alleys are not always what they seem. My moral compass is pointing due innocent-in-trouble, though, so I opt for the balanced approach and walk towards the alley. Slowly.

I give a quick glance around to make sure that my exits are clear and reply, “Hello? I can’t see you. What happened?”

“Lured in…three men. Took my purse,” the voice rasps, clearly female now, and carrying an air of a genuine struggle to get the words out with it.

I take a deep breath and make a decision there and then. “Okay, I’m coming in. Whereabouts are you?”

Silence.

I walk forward a few more steps, pushing through the contents of a flipped dumpster, and try again. “Miss? I can’t see you.”

“Back here. Bleeding. Help…me. Please.”

It takes ten more steps for me to hear the alarm bells ringing in my head. Help me. Please. It sounded the same as the first time she said it. Exactly the same.

I turn to head back towards Main Street but realise very quickly that I’m too late. A bright flash of light hits my eyes and, before I can bring my hand up to shield my vision, my hands flinch back involuntarily as a wave of fear rushes over me. I stumble back, heading further into the alley as I try to escape, and trip over something on the floor. Or it may have been my own feet. I can’t tell any more. My vision is blurring, and as each flash of light hits me, I see a figure getting closer and closer.

Something inside me registers what I’m looking at and I start to retch, my stomach forcing its contents up and out onto the ground in front of me. The warmth of it is pooling around my hands, bringing with it the realisation that I’ve somehow pushed myself up onto all fours. I force my head away from the light, but it makes no difference. I still can’t see properly, can’t even begin to get to my feet. And the voices; whispering incoherently from all around me.

Two gloved hands reach out and touch me. A voice in the back of my head screams, Run! Get up and run!

But I can’t.

All I can do is whisper one word as I feel a tightness in my head, and the darkness engulfs my vision.

“Vampire.”

 

COLD. I’M COLD. And if I can feel that, then I’m not dead. Or not yet anyway.

I open my eyes, but they immediately blink shut as soon as the light hits them. “Ow.”

“Hey!” someone yells in the fading darkness. There’s a bed underneath me. A crappy bed with a thin, broken mattress and a creaky frame that’s rather rudely protesting my presence, but a bed nonetheless. “I think she’s waking up.”

I try to open my eyes again and push myself up into a sitting position, my hand instinctively reaching out to find a cold, hard wall to my right. I lean into it just as the sound of a heavy door slams open to my left.

“Get Sanderson back in here,” a familiar, gruff voice grumps. Is it…?

“Hoove?” I manage. “That you?”

“Got it in one. Sit tight, Caz. Someone get her some water.”

My vision starts to come back enough for me to begin to pick out a few details in my surroundings. Muted, plain walls. A bed that was probably dumped somewhere. Heavyweight door with a movable, and currently open, viewing hatch. “You wanna tell me why I’m in a cell?”

Captain Hoover takes a bottle of water from someone I don’t recognise and thrusts it towards me. “A lot of reasons. We’ll get to that, though. First things first, drink this.”

I do as I’m told and the person who brought the water squats down in front of me. He looks concerned. “Miss Tam, I’m Doctor Sanderson. I’m afraid you’ve had a bit of a…well, let’s just say, an experience. I need to check you over, is that okay?”

I nod my consent and the apparent doctor starts giving me a very basic physical while asking a few questions he doesn’t really want answers to. “Do you remember what happened to you? Don’t tell me what, I just need to know if you have any recollection at all.”

Weird that he doesn’t want the details. Roll with it, Tam. You’ll get some answers eventually. “Bits and pieces. It all felt kinda jumpy when it happened.”

“Okay, good. No history of epilepsy? Or generalised light sensitivity?”

“No, and no.”

“Any illnesses recently? I mean anything, even a mild cold.”

“No.”

“Excellent. Can you lean your head forward, please? And move your hair?”

I lean forward and sweep my hair to the side, and Doctor Sanderson lifts a small device up to the back of my neck. It reminds me of those tiny torches opticians sometimes use. It makes a little beep, and he pulls it back. I glance up to see him studying what I’m assuming is a small readout on the top of the stick-like device. “Functioning,” he says. “You may sit up now.”

I tilt my head back and push my hair back over my shoulders, making a point of running my fingers over where the doctor was using his beeping machine. When I find the two puncture wounds, one scabbed over, and the other closed but bulging slightly, my blood runs cold, and my eyes go wide. Hoove is staring at me, not unsympathetically, while Sanderson keeps talking.

“She’s either not one of those targeted with the proteins, or she didn’t have enough exposure. You’re lucky.”

The burly Captain of the New Hopeland PD nods and gives his thick moustache a thoughtful stroke. Finally, he says, “Is she going to be okay with this?”

Sanderson glances at me, turns back to Hoove, and shrugs. “Physically she’ll be fine, bar the expected risks with what you’re planning. Emotionally? She’s responsive, but you know her better than I do.”

“Tough as old boots,” Hoove replies with a smile. “And far too stubborn to make this easy. Okay, Caz. You better come with me.”

I nod and rise to my feet. I’m a little shaky, but not as bad as I expected. As we walk, I notice that the denizens of the station are paying a larger than normal amount of attention to me. Most look either curious or wary. When we pass Corporal Devereux and Lieutenant Hanson huddled together over a desk, they shoot me a concerned look and turn to Hoove. He nods, and their shoulders sag, relief drifting over their faces, but not quite masking the lingering worry. Why do I get the feeling this isn’t going to be my favourite conversation with the leader of New Hopeland’s finest?

We make a brief stop at the staff toilets because, well, I can still smell the vomit on me. I appreciate that someone obviously wiped me down a little before dumping me in the cell, but there’s nothing like a therapeutic assault of cheap hand soap and lukewarm water in your face to…okay, so it doesn’t actually do much at all. But it’s all I’ve got at my disposal right now. The slightly damp, abandoned hair tie I found on the sink is also useful at this point, if for no other reason than that I’m now hyperaware of every time my hair brushes the marks on the back of my neck. A rather stiff twist of said body part reveals little more than a couple of dark marks. Damn positioning. I give my face another splash and head back out to the main station.

Finally, we reach a door with “Captain A. Hoover” written on the window in block lettering. We enter and my unusually quiet escort waves me to a nice, padded chair at the front, then immediately heads over to his personal percolator. From how steaming hot it looks, I’ll assume he had someone fill it while he was waiting for me. He grabs two mugs and fills them black. I’d rather a double-double at this point, but I’ll take whatever caffeine I can get. I have no idea what blend he’s using, but the scent is enough to jolt me awake a little more. I push the mug aside to cool and take another swig from my depleted water bottle instead.

“So,” Hoove says.

“So.”

“I know you’ve probably got a lot of questions right now, and to be honest with you, Caz, I don’t even know where to begin with this.”

I sigh and decide to play nice. “I guess we start at the beginning. How about I tell you what I remember, and we move on from there?” Hoove nods and I continue, “I was walking home, heading south down Main Street. I’d come from Cartwright’s, a café up on Dunstone Avenue, and must have been about halfway down, I think? It can’t have been much later than maybe quarter past nine. I stopped to look at one of the EU25s and…”

“Was there a reason you stopped? Anything suspicious?” Hoove interjects, and I shake my head.

“I just like them. Look, Hoove, my memory is a bit hazy. I know it’s not really protocol, but do ya think you could hold off on the questions until I get through what springs to mind? Let me try to work through it all before you start nudging me, eh?”

Hoover sits back into his chair and grins. I can’t think there are many who would talk to him like I sometimes do. He’s approachable enough, but he demands respect, and most of his staff give it to him freely. I’m not staff, though. “Go ahead,” he replies.

“So, I hear a voice coming from down an alley, calling for help. I can’t remember which alley, but I’d guess you guys know. It was a woman’s voice, saying she’d been mugged by three men and she was bleeding. I got about halfway down there when I realised some of the stuff she’d said, she’d repeated in the exact same tone, like it was a recording. I turned to leave, and that was when I got attacked. This is where it all gets a bit weird. There was this bright light flashing in my eyes, and I started feeling dizzy, and off balance. Then, there was this fear that washed over me and …”

I freeze, eyes wide, and Hoove leans forward again. “You okay? Do you need some more time?”

I blink, shake my head, and make a grab for the coffee. It’s still too hot, but the slight burn as it runs down my throat helps, in a way. “No. No, I’ll keep going. There were voices. They were sort of chattering, I guess. I couldn’t really make them out. Uh, this person was walking towards me. I passed out just after they touched me. It’s weird, though. I mean, the whole thing is weird, but the way they moved…it could have been the way the light flashed, but they had this sort of smooth lope to them. But they were all over the place, moving side to side. I couldn’t track them properly. And the way they looked. It was odd. I can’t quite…”

I trail off again and start staring at the wall at the back of the room. I can see the person in my mind, but I can’t seem to get the words out.

The silence hangs in the air for a few seconds, and my brow furrows.

“Let me try,” Hoove cuts in, his voice deep but gentle. “Dressed all in a shiny, black, skintight material. They wore boots, and gloves that made their fingers look elongated. You couldn’t see their face because they wore a helmet of some sort. It had a long visor covering the entire face, other than two long sections at the bottom that seemed to glow. It was smooth, had two protrusions on the side looking kinda like ears, and the number forty-eight was printed at the top where the forehead should be.”

I nod. “Yeah. I can’t give you any more than that, because it was too dark. Or too light. The helmet, though. I mean, I didn’t really notice the number on it, but it… It made think of an old film. Nosferatu?” I realise I’m stroking the marks on my neck again and force my hand back onto the desk with a slap. “I sound crazy, even to me, but I just kept thinking…” I swallow hard. “Vampire.”

Captain Hoover drops his chin onto his hand and says, “Sounds about right.”

Ah, now that reaction tells me a lot. I take another mouthful of coffee and ask, “I’m not the first victim, am I?”

“No.”

“How many attacks have there been?”

“Too many. I’m glad you remember what you do. If you hadn’t, that would have potentially made this a lot more difficult, on a number of levels.”

“How so? Has this got something to do with what the doc was saying about—what was it, proteins?”

There’s an old interview where the reporter accidentally said Captain Hoo-Haa instead of Captain Hoover when making his introductions. Hoove was unable to stop himself reacting and ended up wrinkling his nose like he’d just realised the guy hadn’t washed for a month. He’s pulling the same face now.

“It’s all crackpot conspiracy theory stuff. You ever hear of optogenetics?” I shake my head, and he continues, “It’s the study of how light affects neurons or something. He thinks that, as none of the victims can remember every little detail, whoever’s behind this has been targeting specific people and flooding their water supply with light-sensitive proteins carried in viruses. That way, the light these people are using causes a partial memory loss and stops them getting caught.”

“But you don’t think that’s the case.”

“No. There’s no evidence to support the theory in terms of illness or the handful of DNA tests he’s done. Plus, we’ve been looking, and there’s nothing to link the various victims yet. This is more likely opportunistic. He won’t drop it, though, so I’ve given up calling him on the theory. To be quite frank, as long as we get useful information out of his checks, he can chase dead ends all he wants.”

“Opportunistic, eh? In a normal robbery, sure. But this is a real weird way to mug someone.”

“It would be, if these were straightforward muggings. I’ll get you to check later, but I don’t think you’ll find any personal items missing. In all the previous attacks, only one thing has been taken. I’ll give you a clue what: what do vampires take?”

“Blood.”

“Exactly.”

I narrow my eyes. “You’re being awfully open about all of this. It’s not that I don’t appreciate it, but you shouldn’t be telling me everything you are.”

“Of course I should. Why wouldn’t I share pertinent information with an investigating officer? I’ve gotta keep you all up to date, right?”

“Investigating…? Hoove, I like working with you guys and all, but I’m a victim here,” I snap, rising to my feet.

“Sit down, Caz.”

His tone is firm, but much like the looks he was giving me back in the cell, it isn’t unsympathetic. So I comply, albeit with an added grumpy sneer and an exaggerated crossing of my arms. “I’m not going to like this, am I?”

A weariness crosses the Captain’s face. He sighs and says, “Remember the little joyride you took last month?”

“When I delivered the proven criminal to you, prevented a potential incident that would have caused mass panic, and saved you all a load of work, you mean?”

“Now, don’t think it ain’t appreciated, Caz, but here’s the thing. My bosses have been breathing down my neck about you ever since that mess with the Eddie Redwood case. As soon as they found out, and don’t ask me how they did, that you tore through the city, not to mention the gunfight and collateral damage along the way, they started pushing for me to bring you in and revoke your investigation licence. I’ve been arguing with them, making excuses, but I’ve gotta be honest with ya here, I was running out of ideas. When you got dragged in with those marks on your neck, and the other little thing I’ll show you in a minute, it gave me an out. Whether you like it or not, you’ve got two choices at this point. Go along with what I’m gonna tell you, or head back to the cells and start your journey along the career change path. I don’t want to be doing this, Caz, but I’ll like it even less if you pick the latter.”

“Diu. You can’t be serious.”

“Do I look like I’m joking?” he asks, and I can see the anger burning behind his eyes. It isn’t aimed at me, even though I’ve put myself—and in turn, him—in this position, though, that much is clear.

I groan and rub my eyes, then grump, “I guess I don’t really have a choice, do I?”

Hoove lets out a sigh of relief, and states, simply, “Thank fuck for that.” He picks up his phone and dials a couple of digits. “Get everyone in here. We’re good to go.”

 

WITHIN SECONDS, THE room is a lot fuller. In a way, it’s almost a relief to see Corporal Devereux and Lieutenant Hanson walk in, even if Hanson’s playful ruffling of my hair sets off a momentary headache.

I don’t recognise the other newcomer, though. He’s got an almost arrogant air to him, like a boxer who’s turning up the showmanship in his stance to play to the crowd. Judging by the rubber-tipped plugs running down his shaven head, he’s part of the New Hopeland PD’s Tech Shifter Division. “Cassandra Tam,” he says, his voice dripping with a gruff, but recognisably Irish lilt. “I didn’t get to introduce m’self the last time you were helping us out.”

The man shuts his mouth and, obviously used to this, Hoove carries out the introduction. “This is Donal O’Brien, current Marshal of the TS Division. He’s a hybrid wolf, if you were wondering. Given the circumstances, I’m sure you can understand why we’re making use of Donal’s skill set.”

Donal O’Brien, I repeat to myself, being careful to maintain my poker face. The emphasis on us was for my benefit. Does that mean this is related to the Kings? Or Fuerza? Well, isn’t that just great. “A pleasure,” I reply.

“If you hadn’t guessed,” Captain Hoover continues, “Caz has agreed to help us out. There’s a lot she doesn’t know yet…”

“Like the plan,” Hanson cuts in. “You know, seeing as the windows are intact and you don’t have a black eye and all.”

“Thank you, Lieutenant Hanson. Nothing builds trust quite like creating a feeling of dread, does it?”

“I certainly think so,” she smirks.

Hoove gives her a dissatisfied snort and pulls open a drawer on his side of the desk. He retrieves a small, plastic bag and passes it to me. “What would you say this is?”

I twist the bag a few times, studying its contents. “Looks like a small vial of some sort. It’s broken, obviously. Given what we’ve been discussing, I’m gonna guess that the red stains are blood.”

“Your blood to be precise,” Donal says. “You’ve helped blow the case right open.”

“Explain.”

“The attacker was interrupted,” Corporal Devereux says. “We got an anonymous call confirming that someone had been attacked in an alley and they were unconscious. By the time I got there, the caller was gone, and you were…not in a good way. The vial was lying right next to you. We checked, and it was a match for you.”

“Before we picked you up,” Hanson adds, “all we knew for sure was the attacker was implanting trackers in their victims. This gave us the tip-off that they were taking blood.”

My hand goes to the bump under my skin, and I frown. “Trackers?”

Hanson raises her eyebrows at her Captain and asks, “Seriously? You hadn’t told her?”

“Yeah, seriously?” I echo. “You hadn’t told me?”

“We were getting to it,” Hoove responds, undeterred. “See, we managed to give one of them a look-over on another victim. They give out a clear signal; it’s definitely an identification of some sort, but it isn’t sent anywhere other than out. Most likely answer is that it can be picked up by the attacker if they come near one. Whether that’s to avoid duplicate attacks or to make them easier, we don’t know.”

“Removal’s easy enough,” Hanson says, tilting her head to show me a small scar. “Local anaesthetic, slice, done.”

I note Hanson’s attack in the file marked “question later” and ask, “And you’re gonna get it out of me too, right?”

“Eventually,” Donal laughs, and I reel on him.

“And what the hell is that supposed to mean?” I turn back to my temporary boss and repeat, “You’re gonna get it out of me. Right?”

Captain Hoover sniffs and reaches into what I’m now dubbing his “drawer of increasingly inconvenient wonders” and pulls out a small wad of papers. He pushes them towards me so that I can shuffle through them. “Based on a combination of known timings and the medical checks Doctor Sanderson has been carrying out, the actual attacks don’t last long. The lighting makes it difficult to catch anything close to a clear photo of the attacker too. The second to last sheet is the best we’ve got.”

“A dark blur,” I huff.

“Pretty much. We zoomed in on the hands, though. Have a look at the second photo and tell me what you see.”

I study the photo for a few seconds, then chuck it back on the table and throw my hands out in defeat. “A glove. Something’s reflecting off it. Or a small section of it. What about it?”

“The size of the reflection,” Corporal Devereaux confirms, “is consistent with a single vial, like the one we recovered from where you were attacked.”

“And how exactly do you know that?”

“We recreated it,” he replies. “Don’t worry, we’ll show you how later if you want to see. The main thing is it does mean that, for whatever reason, the attacker is only stealing a small amount of blood from each victim.”

A few puzzle pieces start to fall in place. I haven’t got the full picture yet, but I can see enough to know what’s coming. “Even if we’re working on the idea that the attacks are opportunistic in nature…it doesn’t matter if the tracker is there to avoid double attacks or make them more likely. If the attacker is only taking small samples, the fact they failed with me means they’ll likely try again.” I turn back to Hoove and give him an incredulous look. “You want to use me as bait!”

Hoove stares at me for a moment, thinks better of trying to wrap it up in fancy words, and replies, “That’s about the size of it.”

“Oh, come on! Is that why you put me in a cell? So you can still go with the plan, even if I didn’t agree to it?”

“No, that was my fault,” Hanson says. “The attack affects different people in different ways. Nausea and fear are common, as is the passing out. When you come to, though, it starts to get a bit mixed up. We’ve had continued blurred vision, near catatonia… I may have been a little, uhm, aggressive. We figured a safe environment would be good regardless of how you reacted, but the idea of using the cell mostly came up because people were worried you’d react how I did. Sorry about that.”

My head drops, and I rub my eyes. “I can’t believe this.”

“Believe it, Caz. Right now, if we want to prevent more attacks, you’re the best shot we have.”

I take a deep breath to centre myself. “Okay,” I sigh. “Okay. But I need to know everything. Starting with anything you’ve figured out about how this person carries out the attacks.”

“Devereaux,” Hoove says with a nod. “Take Caz and show her what we’re working with. O’Brien, go check how the modifications to your face are going. And, Hanson?”

“Yes, Captain?”

“You’re with me. Since your mouth has been running near non-stop today, you can do the paperwork to make Caz an official part of this investigation.”

“Paperwork? Oh, joy,” she laughs.

“Dismissed.”

 

WE ALL FILE out of Captain Hoover’s office, with the exception of Lieutenant Hanson and the Captain himself. Donal gives me a firm pat on the back that causes me to stumble more than I would have liked. “Aftereffects are a bitch. Catch ya later,” he says and heads off towards the elevator down to the TS storage and repair room under the station.

Corporal Devereaux nods up a hallway and I follow obediently. He slows to match my pace and says quietly, “Don’t discuss anything out here. Wait until we’re in the war room.”

I remain silent, which Devereaux takes as an agreement, and we keep moving towards the back of the police station. The layout of the place has always interested me. New buildings have popped up in New Hopeland, usually in empty spaces that were allocated for future developments, but much of the original architecture remains. The early buildings fit into two categories. The most common can broadly be described as generic but modern-at-the-time areas set aside for incoming businesses and residences. The other ones, like this station, were specially designed for a specific purpose. What it means in this case is when you enter the building, you can see the entrance to the main offices at the back of the public area, raised slightly but set in the centre. On either side sits a corridor.

If you’re facing towards the offices, the left wall of the left-hand corridor is lined with cells. There’s also a clear cut-off wall at the end. On the right-hand corridor, which is where we’re heading, the right wall is lined with a couple of recreational areas until about halfway down. Then come the general meeting rooms, used primarily for daily rundowns, interviews, and non-priority cases, and a small number of dedicated war rooms set aside for larger operations. Where things get interesting for me is that, once you hit the end of the right-hand corridor, there’s a left turn, taking you behind the office area. Here, you’ll find nothing but a ramp heading down into the lower levels of the station.

The reason this interests me is there is nothing in these purpose-built buildings that wasn’t pegged for what was deemed to be a necessary function. When I helped out with the TS Murder Files, the weapons storage facility was at the bottom of the first ramp. The second ramp went down another floor to the area Donal O’Brien is currently heading for. It’s an important space because, while a couple of humans can fit into the elevator to get down there, hybrid-style Tech Shifter gear adds a fair bit of length to the user’s legs. The same can be said of the full animal suits as both styles use the same stilt setup to improve appearance and balance, but it’s only the hybrids who have trouble with the height of doors as a result.

Even if you put aside the possibility the PD were already looking at forming a TS division during those cases, the station has still been around for a lot longer than Tech Shifting has existed. That area must have been used for something before Donal and his team came onto the scene, but I don’t know what. And for that matter, if it was so important it needed a dedicated area when the station was opened, where has whatever was going on down there gone now? Was it no longer needed? Was there enough spare space to keep it going? Is there another floor? These are all questions I’ve asked before, but the usual answers I get are either “I don’t know,” or “You don’t need to know.” Curiosity damn near killed the Caz, though, so I don’t do any more than occasionally nudge people in the hope they’ll tell me. As it is, I’m still in the dark.
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