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Another case. Just in the nick of time, too. I was bored stiff from lack of work and was just about to call it a night when the Eyewitness News—or “Private Eyewitness News,” as I like to call it—flashed the latest lead on my smartphone screen.

Breaking News: Giminey’s Gems & Jewelry of Portsville was robbed only moments ago by a gang of men seen wearing black masks, dark clothing, and toting heavy firearms. The getaway vehicle was unidentified as the men made their escape under cover of darkness with hundreds of priceless rare jewels and gemstones. As of this broadcast, they are still on the lamb. Anyone in the nearby vicinity of the store is encouraged to stay inside, lock their doors, and report any suspicious activity to the authorities immediately. In other news—

I closed the news app and took inventory of my usual work environment. Uniform, check; equipment, check; darkness, check; vacant rooftops (one of which I was perched upon), check. Everything was ready, and the night was calling.

Then my phone vibrated.

The screen displayed the number of my contact inside the Portsville Police Department. I answered.

“Shadow, you seen the latest news yet?” said the voice of Ted Lannigan.

“Just now,” I said. “Score another lead for me. I’m headed to Giminey’s now to scope it out.”

“Whaddya need?”

“Send a couple o’ guys over to question any witnesses. Make sure they stay out of my way. I’ll be watching and listening from the wings like always.”

“Like always,” Ted said then hung up.

“Men wearing black masks and dark clothing, eh?” I said to the night, recalling my own outfit as the black sash belt I wore whipped in the wind. “My kind of party.”

* * *
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TWENTY MINUTES LATER, I was on the scene, no one the wiser. Below, several of Portsville’s finest were already in place canvasing the scene. More sirens wailed nearby, and in a few moments, more boys in blue came swerving in, their emergency lights blazing, lighting up the night like a disco. As usual, Ted had come through for me. The Portsville PD had sent two additional cars over to distract from my presence, making my job that much easier.

Apart from the distance and the height, it’s hard enough to hear a conversation from a rooftop. That’s where the high-frequency earbuds came in handy. State of the art. They’d better be, considering I paid an arm and a leg for them. Even so, they hadn’t failed me in the months I’d been privately gumshoeing for the department.

I dropped my trusty supply bag, pulled out the earbuds, then activated and inserted them. Immediately, the usual banter from the officers below became clear as a bell. They asked witnesses for any details that would help in cracking the case, yada yada. As I scouted the scene, though, something didn’t sit right with me. No surprise there. Some important detail always went unnoticed.

Unnoticed except to me, that is.

I needed a closer look. Retrieving my kaginawa (a fancy Japanese word for grappling hook), I secured it from a nearby ledge and slowly began my descent to the pitch-black alleyway below. Nothing to it, really. Like rappelling into a cave. It was just something I did naturally. Making myself unnoticed, I quietly did my thing as the Portsville PD did theirs.

Being a ninja detective isn’t exactly the kind of job you can apply for at your local Career Fest. But with my background in years of training in the ancient art of ninjitsu, I figured why not try and make a living doing what I loved—not the assassin, espionage, and sabotage aspects of the trade but the stealth, efficiency, and adventure of it. Not to mention the weapons and gadgets...but don’t get me started.

So, when the department got stuck with several cold cases in a row a few months back, my longtime buddy Ted told them about my unique skillset. He set up a discreet meeting with me and the Police Chief one evening on the Portsville PD building’s rooftop, as per my requirement, and the rest is history.

Naturally, I preferred working the night shift. When all the villains—and shadows—come out to play. This Shadow, in particular. Max Shadow. In the flesh—and the shozoku. (That’s ninja-speak for my uniform.)

I reached the alley and edged my way around the jewelry store’s side wall, careful of any debris on the ground. The last thing I needed was to blow my own cover. After hearing several statements from the questioned witnesses, I was ready to put some faces to the voices. I peered around the corner for a better view.

The only witnesses I saw were a stocky man, perhaps in his forties, and an older gentleman. The first was waving his arms frantically, as if to declare his unbelief that something like this could happen on his watch. I recognized the older gentleman, in his late sixties or early seventies, as the proprietor of the store: Giminey Gazpacho himself.

Time for a little recon. From prior experience in my profession, I knew security cameras would be everywhere in and around the store, so I moved carefully, invisible in the darkness to all. I used a side door recessed into the wall for cover. Then, what had been nagging at me earlier ignited in my head like fireworks.

The exterior light above the side door was off.

Any respectable place of business would naturally want to remove any opportunities for foul play by securing all points of entry. Why, then, had no one turned on the light? Unless...

Quiet as a mouse, I retrieved my trusty lock picks from the inner pockets of my shozoku and went to work. Quicker than you could say “open sesame,” the tumblers in the lock aligned with a subtle click.

I was in.

* * *
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THE PLACE WAS DARK as a cave, which suited me just fine. It also held the faint odor of discarded food, which did not. Though the store had been on lockdown hours before during the robbery, most of the staff had gone home shortly after the event, including the security guard.

As luck would have it, the side door had led me into the store’s security room. I hurriedly stowed my tools and began searching for the central hard drives that hosted the camera feeds. Everyone knows that video captured from most security cameras doesn’t record directly to the camera. Instead, the footage is recorded onto a separate device. In the old days, it was VHS tapes; now, everything’s monitored digitally.

What will they think of next?

The setup was pretty basic, as it turned out, especially for a tech-savvy ninja. When selecting a security system for such a pricey joint, you’d think they’d invest in more secure equipment. Above me, mounted on the wall, a flatscreen monitor displayed the entire store, both inside and out, in nine equally divided sections. Directly below that, a couple of stacked, dusty DVRs whirred.

I fished out a thumb drive from another pocket and inserted it into the bottom DVR’s front USB port. This second one had to be the backup for the first and should have everything I needed from the past several hours. After selecting a few menu options on the unit, the data
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