
        
            
                
            
        

    
		

		
			Praise for Ash Land

			“Matt Harry dials the shocks to 11 with ASH LAND! Terrifying and fast-paced, with great characters and plot that feels disturbingly plausible! Grab this now!”

			—Jonathan Maberry, New York Times bestselling author of Red Empire and Ghosts of the Void

			“A dystopian detective novel that perfectly envisions an all-too-possible future world.” 

			— Tal M. Klein, author of The Punch Escrow

			“With enthralling, realistic worldbuilding that leaves no stone unturned, ASH LAND is the kind of thrilling, cinematic sci-fi noir that begs to be seen on the big screen.” 

			— Liz Kerin, author of the Night’s Edge duology

			“The first great post-pandemic neo-noir.” 

			— Matt Conant, author of the Parallax series

			“An adrenaline rush of a read.” 

			— Jenni Powell, Emmy-winning producer of The Lizzie Bennett Diaries

			“ASH LAND is a tech noir thrill ride! Kai Braddock is the perfect detective for the dystopian landscape Matt Harry has created. Can’t wait for the next adventure!”

			—Dennis K. Crosby, award-winning author of Death’s Legacy

			“With ASH LAND, Matt Harry has set a classic noir novel in an extremely unique setting. The story is as timely and well-plotted as it is fun to read. It’s perfect for anyone who can’t wait for the next season of Paradise to air on Hulu. I hope we get to read more stories about Kai’s investigations.”

			— Kellye Garrett, award-winning author of Missing White Woman
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			No one knows how to stop the Ash.

			We all know the story of its origins—how French scientists engineered an organic, self-replicating machine—a xenobot—that could target and eradicate virus proteins. We know that somewhere in the manufacturing process, there was a coding error and the virus protein markers were replaced by muscle. We know that rather than destroy the resulting monstrosity, the scientists elected to study it.

			And of course, we know the xenobots got out. 

			Free to enact their programming, they immediately targeted the most protein-rich environment they could find: the bodies of the lab workers. Forty-three people died in under an hour. Their primary directive complete, the bots began to replicate themselves. 

			Using the building’s copious supply of organic materials, the xenobots reproduced a billion times over. The swarm exited the lab in search of more protein and traveled on the air currents toward Paris. Two million people were consumed in the first twenty-four hours. Within a month, the so-called “Ash” had spread to every corner of the globe. Twenty-two percent of humanity was lost in the first wave of the outbreak. 

			The rest of us sealed ourselves inside. Two years later, we still have no idea how to eradicate the Ash. We have tried fire, freezing, acid, sonic attacks, even nuclear weapons. The xenobots stubbornly persist. In fact, they currently outnumber humans thirty trillion to one. All of which begs the question:

			Are we no longer the dominant species on the planet?

			— from the private journal of Dr. Eloise Donne

		

	
		

		
			Part I

			DEADSVILLE

			The xenobots feel nothing. They can lay dormant for years and withstand all sorts of stresses. They do not suffer from pain or doubt or existential depression. In many ways, they are superior to us. But they cannot be superior in all ways. If that’s true, then humanity is doomed.

			— from the private journal of Dr. Eloise Dunne

		

	
		

		
			001 - A Captured Bounty

			26 months, 8 days, 14 hours, 29 minutes
since Ash Outbreak

		

		
			The Third Street Promenade was a boneyard. 

			I’d expected the outdoor mall to be void of people—everything was, these days—but I was surprised to see so many skeletons. Rat bones, bird bones, even the occasional remnants of a dog or a cat, with collars still encircling the sun-bleached vertebrae. All had been bulldozed into ten-foot-tall pyramids on the promenade. 

			You don’t notice how many animals there are in the world until their corpses are lying on the sidewalk. For each of the five million people living in Los Angeles, it was estimated that there were forty to fifty times the number of birds, and five or six times the number of rats. To say nothing of all the squirrels, deer, coyotes, and other muscle-based creatures that walked, flew, and skittered across the city. Every one of them had fallen victim to the Ash. 

			Some places simply left the carcasses to rot. Others sent out remote-controlled burn units to reduce the critters to cinders. But the more upscale cities, concerned that the bodies were a bleak reminder of humanity’s imprisonment, had bulldozed the animal remains into a single, low-traffic area. In Santa Monica, evidently, that area had been the Third Street Promenade.

			Before the xenobot plague, the Promenade had been a hub of human activity. An open-air, half-mile temple to consumerism, food, and entertainment. Now, weeds sprouted through the concrete pavers. Rusty metal grillwork covered forgotten storefronts. Tumbleweeds of garbage collected in the empty fountains. It had only been two years since the popular tourist spot closed, but it might as well have been a hundred. 

			I nudged the stick of my controller forward. The Triton V UAS drone that I was piloting followed suit, buzzing past long-empty restaurants and forgotten brand outlets at thirty miles per hour. Less than two minutes later I arrived at the archway entrance to the Santa Monica Pier. I brought the drone to a hover just before the iconic blue and white sign. Its neon tube words were still visible under a layer of dormant gray Ash. “Santa Monica Yacht Harbor,” it read. “Sport Fishing. Boating. Cafes.” 

			Not anymore, I thought to myself. The tiny xenobots might look like black pepper flakes to the naked eye, but viewed through a microscope, they were monsters. Each mote had a fat segmented body, ending in a long flagellum tail that allowed them to fly on air currents. But their worst feature was their mouths—fanged leechlike openings that could chew through muscle like tissue paper. As the world had witnessed countless times, a handful of Ash could consume a full-sized human in under five minutes. 

			Despite this, some people still risked going outside. One such maniac stepped out from behind the pier’s archway. He wore a thick polymer hazmat suit, glued together from secondhand models of various colors. The serial numbers had been filed off to avoid identification. The sun visor was reflective (to throw off facial ID cameras), and the hard plastic helmet surrounding it was tough enough to take several direct hits from a crowbar. A body cam was attached to the figure’s chest and a cracked tablet computer was strapped to his left forearm. Several canisters of compressed air clicked in his polymer frame backpack. The overall effect was like a Frankenstein’s monster made out of personal protective gear.

			The man inside was a bit like Frankenstein’s monster, too. Even though I couldn’t see him yet, I knew he was six-five, broad shouldered, and had a skull as thick as a bowling ball. He’d been a linebacker in high school, but when he didn’t score a scholarship to college he became a bouncer, both the legal and not-so-legal kind. He lifted a Smith & Wesson Model 686 revolver, pointing the barrel straight at my drone camera. 

			“Pier’s closed to sightseers,” the man said in a muffled voice that was all gravel and tobacco juice. “You wanna look at the ocean, hang a left toward Venice.”

			I pressed a button to activate the drone’s external speaker. “It’s me, Tevin,” I said into my headset microphone. My voice echoed slightly as the UAV broadcast it over the abandoned pier.

			Tevin kept the revolver up. “What’s your call sign?” he asked suspiciously.

			I sighed, but nudged the drone sideways so he could read the serial number on the side of the machine. “Delta-Charlie four-one-eight,” I told him. 

			The figure lowered the pistol and raised his sun visor, revealing a broad, brown-skinned face split by a wide grin. “Shit, Kai, I was just messing with you. I ain’t seen another drone since I got here. This place is Deadsville.”

			“Ha ha ha, asshole. You know if you put a round in one of my robo-babies, even accidentally, it’s coming out of your pay.”

			Tevin held up a hand of apology and holstered the Smith & Wesson. “Actually, I was beginning to worry you might not show, boss.” 

			“I’m having issues with my West LA charging station. Damn drone keeps falling off the induction plate.” 

			“Maybe you shouldn’t let it drink so much, then.”

			“Wow. You are just on fire today.” I turned my head side to side, and the Triton V’s camera lens mimicked my movements. Below us, the buildings and amusement park rides of the Santa Monica Pier stood empty—tombstones for a time gone by. “How long has he been inside?”

			“’Bout thirty minutes,” Tevin replied. “He had one of them electric scooters you used to see everywhere before the outbreak, but it crapped out around Fourth Street. He hoofed it the rest of the way to the carousel.”

			I pressed a button on my controller to zoom in on the carousel building. I’d taken my boys here about six months before the Ash outbreak, and the place had been packed with tourists. Now the windows were dark and coated with xenobots. “Did he look injured? Any damage to his suit?” 

			“Negative. He did, however, bust down a window to get inside.” He pointed toward the northwestern corner of the building. A lower window was smashed, gaping like a missing tooth. “If we’re lucky, he tore his suit going in and he’s bot chow by now.” 

			“If he’s dead, we lose the full bounty,” I reminded Tevin. I’d been tracking this particular perp for two months now, but the bastard had refused to come up for air. Then, a few hours ago, I’d received a text from an anonymous tipster. They’d spotted someone fixing a generator on an efficiency unit near Pico and 17th. That was unusual to begin with; almost all maintenance work these days was performed by remote-controlled drones. But weirder still, the tipster insisted that the fix-it man was notorious murderer Daniel Nguyen. How they had managed to see his face I had no idea, but it was the best lead I’d had in weeks. 

			I’d immediately alerted Tevin Hall. He was my top surrogate, a freelance contractor and full-time Scrapper. In the six months I’d been a private investigator, I’d hired Tevin to perform courier runs, sit on houses, and collect evidence—tasks that couldn’t be easily completed via drone. It helped having someone on the payroll who was unafraid to go outside, even if he was associated with a notorious gang. 

			Unfortunately, my rendezvous with Tevin had taken longer than expected. When I realized my West LA drone was bricked, I’d had to undock the Studio City one instead. Even with the ability to fly straight over the Hollywood Hills and beeline straight for the ocean, twenty-five minutes had passed before I was able to reach Santa Monica. By then, Tevin had knocked on the door of the fix-it man’s efficiency unit. Instead of answering, the target had climbed out of the bathroom window and hopped on an electric scooter, forcing my surrogate to give chase. Tevin had followed our bounty all the way to the Santa Monica Pier, where the perp was now cowering in the carousel building like a spooked shit weasel.

			“Caught up to him at Fourth and Broadway,” Tevin told me. “I managed to grab a still off my body cam when he started shooting at me.” He tapped his wrist tablet, air dropping a JPEG to my drone. I opened it on my heads-up display. It was low-res, but there was no doubt it was Daniel Nguyen. Beneath the plastic helmet were the same pock-marked cheeks, receding hairline, and ferrety eyes I’d been staring at for weeks. His hand clutched a Beretta M9. 

			Four months earlier, Nguyen had been one of a few business owners granted permission to lead outdoor civilian tours. The populace of Los Angeles had been growing restless, demanding that outdoor travel permits be granted to people other than essential workers. Daniel Nguyen already led a ‘Homes of the Quarantined Stars’ drone tour, so his company was selected to lead the first non-essential visit to the beach since the xenobot plague had sent the world inside. A dozen people signed up, most of them seniors. All of them were wearing Nguyen’s newly acquired hazmat suits. 

			But ten minutes into the tour, the guests began to convulse. The veins in their faces turned black. Their skin became bruised. They fell, spasming and screaming, on that pristine, bone-colored beach. Nguyen called 911, but all twelve of his guests expired before the ambulance drones arrived.

			Forensic examination revealed that the Vogler-brand hazmat suits Nguyen had provided were defective. The outer layer of silicone that was supposed to protect his guests had been scraped off, supposedly without his knowledge. Vogler was bankrupted by the lawsuits, but the public demanded a more meaty sacrifice. In their eyes, Daniel Nguyen hadn’t just killed a dozen people, he’d prevented all four million residents of Los Angeles from going outside until new safety regs could be established.

			Reading the room, the district attorney charged Nguyen with criminal negligence and involuntary manslaughter. Cops were sent to place him under house arrest, but Nguyen did a runner. He smashed the police drone and disappeared into the wilds of West LA. He’d been hiding for two months now, somehow managing to survive without getting spotted on traffic cams or satellite feeds. People questioned whether the LAPD was even capable of enforcing the rule of law any more. Think pieces were written. Hashtags were created. As long as Nguyen evaded justice, the citizens refused to trust the department. So City Hall put a bounty on his head—ten thousand dollars for the live capture of Daniel Nguyen, and two thousand for his corpse.

			And now, Tevin and I had the asshole trapped on the Santa Monica Pier. If I could bring him in alive, I’d not only give the folks of LA a much-needed win, but I’d also make enough cash to pay off three months’ worth of overdue bills.

			“How many shots?” I asked Tevin. 

			The big guy turned to face my drone, his brow furrowed in confusion. “Shots of what?”

			“From his Beretta. How many rounds did he get off?”

			“Oh. One…second.” Tevin tapped on his wrist tablet, scrolling backward through his body cam feed. “One, two…” he counted under his breath. “Eleven total. He was spraying ‘em pretty randomly.”

			“Good.” Assuming Nguyen was using a standard sized Beretta clip, that meant he only had four bullets left. Enough that he wouldn’t want to reload yet, but not so many that he could paint a room with lead.

			“So what’s the plan, boss?” Tevin asked. I couldn’t blame him for being twitchy; he’d been watching a lifeless building for nearly forty-five minutes now.  

			“Keep an eye on the exits. Make sure he doesn’t double back. I’m going inside to take him into custody.”

			I checked the action on my gun barrel. The Triton was loaded with tranquilizer darts, each filled with three milliliters of Midazolam. Just the right amount, I had been assured, to take down a 185-pound meat sack like Nguyen.

			I nudged the control stick forward, sailing the drone down the bridge that connected the pier to the street. I’d been here over a dozen times in the last twenty-five years, but I’d never seen the pier so abandoned. 

			Once I reached the bottom of the bridge I turned toward the carousel building Nguyen had slithered inside. The window he’d broken had left a three-foot-wide opening, just big enough for my Triton V to pass. The interior was dark, however—a perfect ambush point. Nguyen was no military strategist, but a cornered rat could be quite resourceful. 

			I thumbed a button on my controller, selecting a thermal camera filter. The sunbaked buildings on my screen flared bright white, but the hole in the carousel building’s window was now a cold black bull’s-eye. There didn’t appear to be any movement beyond it. I lined up the drone’s targeting reticule so it was centered on the black square, then I pushed the control stick. 

			The Triton shot forward, reaching a speed of thirty miles per hour in under a second. The drone sped through the broken window, lightly clipping a shard of glass. Once inside, I cut back my speed and moved upward, turning my head back and forth to check for any human-shaped heat signatures.

			There were none. The carousel was empty and dark. So dark, in fact, that I could barely make out the plastic animals directly beneath me. I changed the camera filter to night vision, turning my monochrome HUD to a muddy, pixelated green. Now I could see the outlines of the horses, sea creatures, and other carousel creatures. Their legs were extended. Their mouths gaped, as though they’d been flash-frozen while running from the apocalypse.

			I nudged the drone forward into the arcade. Thin sunlight filtered through the front windows. The wooden video game cabinets were dark and dusty, but the width of them offered plenty of places to hide. For the first time, I realized how many of them were based around world-ending events. Time Crisis. Mortal Kombat. Jurassic Park. Even Dig Dug was about a guy in a hazmat suit defending himself from monsters. But what all of them got wrong was that when our real doom came, it would be no more scary-looking than a pile of dust bunnies, and nearly every weapon we had would be useless against it.

			BANG! The sound blew out my headphones momentarily, and a flash illuminated the dark arcade. 

			A gunshot.

			Luckily the bullet went high, impacting on a ceiling panel and sending out a little puff of plaster. Three bullets left. I yanked back the altitude stick on my controller, dropping the drone to the floor. The barrel of the tranquilizer gun clicked on the linoleum. Keeping the Triton low, I strafed around to the point where the gunshot had originated. 

			I came to a stop at the south end of the arcade, hovering just beside the clear glass prize cabinet. Plastic necklaces and wax lips were piled inside. The cabinet’s flat surface amplified the high-pitched whine of the Triton V’s rotors, but at least this way I had a view of the entire room. I turned on the drone’s external speakers. What the hell, Nguyen could hear where I was anyway.

			“Hey there, Danny. My name’s Kai Braddock.” I switched briefly to the thermal lens, but there were no tell-tale flares of heat yet. I went back to the muddy green night vision. “I’m a private detective. Formerly LAPD. Gotta say, I’m impressed you managed to stay on the run for this long. The cops, they expected to catch you on satellite weeks ago. But I figure you had someone helping you stay out of sight. Am I right? ‘Cause I know you’re too stupid to do it yourself.” 

			No reply. Damn. I’d been hoping to goad Nguyen into a response. I was beginning to wonder if he’d managed to sneak out some hidden back exit when I finally spotted him. A green lump crouched behind a Star Wars original trilogy game pod. His pupils glowed white in my drone’s night vision camera. Then a Beretta muzzle obscured his face, and two flashes made my lens flare white.

			BANG! BANG! The gunshots echoed in my headphones, making my eardrums vibrate painfully. I squeezed my eyes shut and banked left, feeling the controller vibrate as the Triton bumped into a nearby change machine. The bullets struck the prize case, sending glass shards plinking off my drone. One bullet left.

			I popped the Triton upward, giving Nguyen a good look at me, then immediately dropped back down. Up, and down. Up, down. The fourth time I popped up, Nguyen fired. BANG. I dropped the drone again. His final bullet went wide.

			Time to bag my bounty.

			I slammed the Triton forward, lining up Nguyen’s torso in my targeting reticule. He was less than five yards away, a sitting duck. I squeezed the trigger —

			Just as Nguyen hurled his empty Beretta. Unfortunately, it was his most accurate shot of the day. The heavy pistol struck my drone dead center, cracking the camera lens and spinning the UAV sideways. The tranquilizer dart intended for Nguyen skittered off through the video game cabinets. 

			Realizing my intentions, he scrambled to his feet and bolted for the arcade exit. I panned my head to track him and fired another dart. This one was closer, thunking off a Skee-Ball lane mere inches from the perp’s back. He pushed open a side door and sprinted out onto to the sunlit pier.

			Since I was piloting a lightweight drone, I was forced to circle back and leave the arcade via the broken window. When I finally made it outside, Nguyen was fifty yards away from the building, zig-zagging through the amusement park rides and carnival game stands. He was making for the western end of the pier. His hazmat boots kicked up gray puffs of Ash behind him. 

			I nudged the Triton upward to about seventy-five feet. The pier’s old Ferris wheel sparkled in the afternoon sun. I zipped over the abandoned churro stands and ice cream shops until I was just above my bounty. The poor bastard was moving like he was underwater. As he reached the end of the pier, he cast a glance behind him. His chest was heaving from his efforts. 

			I dropped the Triton V down to Nguyen’s eye level. “Dead end, Danny. Now I’m gonna be nice and give you a choice: either you calmly walk back up this pier with me, or my associate comes down and drags your unconscious ass. What’ll it be?”

			“Fuck you!” Nguyen shouted, still struggling to catch his breath. “I go on house arrest, I’m dead anyway.” 

			“It’s not that bad,” I said, inching the drone forward as Nguyen backed toward the pier railing. “From what I hear, you get access to books, food delivery three times a day, and video call visits with your family.” 

			“I can’t go into custody,” Nguyen insisted. “They told me if I was caught, they’d go after my family.” 

			He was five yards away now, perfectly positioned for a center mass shot. All I had to do was squeeze the trigger. But I was curious. “Who’s ‘they’? Who’s targeting your family?”

			Nguyen turned to look out at the Pacific. The water was a crisp sapphire blue. “Fifteen years,” he muttered. Resignation lay heavy in his voice. “Fifteen years I lived less than ten miles from here, but I never made the drive. Too much traffic, I always said. Too busy.” He gazed out at the water. “It really is beautiful. Except for the last time I was here, when—” He broke off, hopefully remembering the faces of his dead sightseers. Grape-colored skin, blackened veins, eyeballs oozing blood.

			“You can still make it right,” I told him. “Turn yourself in, maybe do some community service—”

			He laughed, dry and humorless. “Community? Look around you, drone man. This world is already dead.”

			Nguyen suddenly ran full-tilt at me. His hands reached for the rotors of my drone, straining to snap them off—

			But I pulled the trigger before he could come close. A tranquilizer dart stuck into the man’s chest, making him stagger to a stop. He looked down at the dart like a confused animal. Then he raised his eyes, already wet with tears.

			

			“No,” Nguyen whispered.

			With a wince, he pulled the tranquilizer dart from his chest. There was a hiss as the pressurized oxygen began to escape from his hazmat suit. 

			“What are you doing?” I yelled at him. “The Ash will get in. Use your patch kit, cover the hole, before—”

			But instead Nguyen reached up to grab the sides of his helmet. He closed his eyes, then twisted the helmet sideways to unlock it. There was a gasp of air as he pulled it off his head. I could only watch, helpless, as the helmet hit the pier’s warped wooden boards. He turned once more to face the Pacific.

			A tendril of Ash spiraled up from the ground, encircling Nguyen’s head like a curious cloud of gnats. He stood frozen for a moment, his eyes and mouth squeezed shut. Then, with his last bit of resolve, Daniel Nguyen inhaled. 

			“Shit,” I muttered. I dialed 911 from a drop-down menu on my HUD, but I knew it was already too late. 

			Nguyen’s chest jerked as if an invisible fishing hook had tugged on his ribcage. He doubled over, his limbs twitching unnaturally. I could hear the breach alarm blaring inside his hazmat suit. He fell to the pier, groaning as millions of tiny xenobots burrowed through his body, their leechlike mouths gnawing on muscles and organs. The veins in Nguyen’s face darkened. His eyeballs began to bleed. He retched, and a cloud of gray Ash spewed from his throat. 

			Then, less than five minutes after Daniel Nguyen had exposed his body to the outside air, he gave one final, shuddering gasp and lay still.

		

		
		

	
		

		
			002 - Dystopian Mojitos

			26 months, 8 days, 16 hours, 4 minutes
since Ash Outbreak

		

		
			“I don’t get it,” said Lieutenant Carl Rusk, surveying Nguyen’s bruised, bony corpse from his LAPD-issued Triton IV. I could only see Rusk’s department photo on my HUD—short curly hair, thick cop mustache, double chin—but his frown was easy enough to visualize. “How is this not a suicide?”

			I tilted my head skyward. My Triton’s camera followed suit. Four news drones hovered over the Santa Monica pier, keeping outside the fifty-yard perimeter required at every crime scene. The distance mandate was kind of a joke; news drones were equipped with HD 8K zoom lenses that could pick up details from half a mile away. But at least their presence kept me from firing a tranq dart into Rusk’s drone. “I’m not saying it wasn’t a suicide,” I replied, barely managing to keep my voice even and calm. “I’m saying he was scared of something. Or someone. Whatever it was, exposing himself to the bots was preferable to house arrest.”

			“He was a tweaker,” Rusk scoffed. “Probably went batshit boogey from two months hiding out in whatever effi-shitty he crawled out of.” Two years ago, when we all realized the Ash was coming, the government had built hundreds of polymer-coated efficiency housing units like the one in which Nguyen had been staying. The self-contained apartments were made from old shipping containers and were nicknamed “effi-shitties” for their bare-bones design. The units had been intended for the city’s homeless population, domestic abuse victims, and people who, for one reason or another, needed shelter. Nowadays they were mostly used as cheap hideouts by Scrappers and perps trying to evade house arrest.

			“He wasn’t crazy. I think someone was after him.” I took a breath, trying to maintain a calm tone of voice. “All I’m saying is, we should look into it. Find out who was paying his rent. Check his email. You know, standard investigatory-type stuff.”

			I could hear Rusk’s mustache bristle. “I don’t need an ex-badge telling me how to do my job. I’m the one writing this up, and I…am calling it a suicide.” There was a squeak as he adjusted his position on his home office chair. His department photo didn’t show it, but Rusk had put on a lot of weight since the Ash outbreak. So had a lot of people. Doctors estimated that obesity and its related health issues had risen over thirty percent during the last two years. It was just one of the many downsides that came with being housebound, contemplating the end of humanity. 

			Rusk tapped on his keyboard. “I’m also recommending, given how this played out, that you only receive two grand for Nguyen’s bounty.”

			“What?” This was pure spite on the lieutenant’s part. “I’ve always been paid the full rate on my captures before.”

			“Yeah, ‘cause normally the department’s happy to have one less financial drain on the system. But this one, the people wanted to see answer for his crimes.”

			“Even more reason to keep investigating,” I protested. “Maybe we’ll find someone else who can stand trial. An accomplice, or a financial backer. Someone else to take the blame.”

			“Nah.” The finality in the lieutenant’s voice was clear as crystal. “No, this one’s best put in the rear view. Let the good people of LA move on.” He turned up his speaker, making his voice boom over the empty pier like God. “We’re wrapping it up, folks. Press conference livestream at seven tonight. All questions will be answered then. Disposal!”

			Rusk backed off his drone and a Triton III Rhino rolled down the pier. It was roughly the size of an SUV and had tank treads instead of wheels, enabling it to enter many areas that traditional vehicles could not. As it approached Nguyen’s body, a ramp extended from the back. Two remote-controlled arms unfolded from the interior, gripping Nguyen’s lumpy corpse and tugging it inside. His shoulder caught on the ramp and his bruised head lolled sideways. Two eight-ball eyes stared right into my drone camera. Rigor mortis had frozen his facial features into a pained grimace. I couldn’t help but feel his expression was accusatory. Like I had somehow forced him to remove his helmet. Then the Rhino’s operator made a few adjustments, and Nguyen’s body was swallowed up by the vehicle. The doors of the disposal transport closed.

			I released a breath I didn’t realize I’d been holding. Nguyen’s remains would be taken to a government lab, where they would be sliced, diced, studied, and photographed six ways from Sunday. Whatever was left once the scientists were done would be burned until there was nothing left but ashes. And that, I reflected as the Rhino backed away, is still too good for Daniel Nguyen.

			Rusk seemed to sense my disappointment. “Don’t sweat it, Braddock,” he said. “Some cases end in a period, but these days? A lot of ‘em just…peter out. Like those three dots at the end of a sentence…what do you call ‘em?”

			“An ellipsis,” I said, no longer bothering to hide the dislike from my voice.

			“That’s the one. Guy was a scumbag, and he went out like a scumbag. And hey, you proved one thing for sure.” Rusk’s drone lifted into the air, already pointing in the direction of its charging station. “We’re all still stuck inside.”

			[image: ]

			Thirty minutes later, I parked my Triton V back in its Studio City charging station. I currently had three drones docked at various points around LA—one on the west side, one downtown, and one in Studio City. It made for an expensive monthly power bill, but in my line of work, being close to the action counted for a lot. But if I kept collecting reduced bounties like I had today, I wouldn’t be able to store all of them much longer. I could always rent drones by the hour, but with insurance premiums being what they were, it made more sense to own.

			I pulled off my VR visor, squinting in the bright sunlight of my studio apartment. Nine months into living here, and I still hadn’t gotten around to putting anything on the walls besides a few photos of my sons. At least the view wasn’t bad—my apartment was on the tenth floor of a downtown high-rise and the windows faced south, framing the Triton building and the Crypto.com Arena beyond it. The 110 freeway, often bumper to bumper with cars in the old days, was now a featureless concrete river, its gray blankness broken only by the occasional autonomous delivery vehicle. Some people found the empty city depressing, but at least the lack of traffic made smoggy skylines a thing of the past.

			I set the drone controller on my messy desk and shook out my fingers. “Ex-badge,” Lt. Rusk had called me. Like I’d been fired. In reality, my parting with the LAPD had been a mutual decision. A conscious uncoupling that we’d finalized fourteen months prior. I wasn’t alone; a lot of cops had been unable to adapt to online law enforcement after the Ash outbreak. It was said the department was operating at sixty percent of its pre-pandemic numbers.

			In my case, I had no longer been able to stomach the department’s willingness to look the other way when certain people broke the law. Sure, they said all the right things to the public, but behind the scenes, it was clear that the size of a perp’s bank account was more important than any crimes he’d committed. Especially when it came to perps who had donated to the current DA. I’d threatened to go to the press with my concerns, but instead I was offered a quarter of my pension and a continuation of my health insurance if I kept my mouth shut. Because I had two sons on prescription meds, I said yes. My wife Claire had tried to tell me it was win-win, but her words didn’t make me feel better.

			After I quit, it had taken me a while to find my footing. I tried consulting for security firms, tried advising movie studios on police procedures, tried piloting drones for Border Patrol. Nothing stuck. A rootless, angry feeling clung to me like a wet shirt. Eventually, my perpetually sour mood had ended up tanking my marriage, too. Claire and I tried living “together apart,” with her in the master bedroom and me in the office, but meals were awkward and bathroom visits were even more so. Nine months ago, I decided to rent a furnished studio downtown.

			The move itself was such a dangerous procedure, I had nearly called it off. But the queasy look on my wife’s face when I began second-guessing the decision helped me follow through. I sealed everything I was taking with me in plastic bags, left it all in the garage, then watched from the living room window as drones loaded it all into an airtight polymer moving van. When it was my turn to go, I had made sure to hug and kiss each of my boys before putting on my hazmat suit. I didn’t want their last memory of me to be the touch of antiseptic rubber. Mikey groaned at the close contact—he was nearly thirteen then, and any kind of fatherly affection was treated with disdain—but I had held on to them both. Trying to etch into my brain the musty scent of eight-year-old Jacob’s hair, the feel of Mikey’s soft cheek on my lips. I didn’t know when I’d be able to kiss my sons again. I had given Claire a hug, too—more friendly than amorous, but I wanted to file away her fresh soap smell, the texture of her hair, the weight of her in my arms. 

			I had turned away while I put on the hazmat suit so my family wouldn’t see the tears in my eyes. There was nothing to be ashamed of; divorce rates had gone up by almost forty percent since the quarantine began. But even so, I felt like a failure. I’d always considered myself a problem-solver, someone who could find a solution no matter how complicated the puzzle. But the death of my own marriage mystified me. And so, I pulled on my hazmat helmet, checked the seal and air supply levels, and walked out of my home.

			The twenty-minute drive to my downtown apartment was one of the most emotionally fraught experiences of my life. I’d never been one of those OCD types, compulsively checking plastic coating on their homes, but this was the first time I’d gone outside since the shelter at home order had gone into effect seventeen months prior. It was stressful. Every time the moving van hit a bump or I brushed up against the door, I immediately checked my suit to make sure there were no leaks. For an additional charge of five hundred dollars, I could have had the moving company sedate me. “DreamTime Deluxe,” they called it—go to sleep in your old home and wake up in your new one to find everything sterilized and unpacked. At the time I’d booked the movers, it had seemed like a ridiculous extravagance. Something only weak, white-collar weenies signed up for. But that day, clutching the door handle of the driverless cab, and hearing my ragged breathing echo inside my suit, I regretted my choice. 

			I reached my new digs without incident, however. I had even helped the mover drones carry in my boxes, nodding to my new neighbors through their air lock windows. Only after everything was unloaded and my apartment’s air had been purged did I finally remove my hazmat suit. I hadn’t put it on again in the last nine months. 

			Back in the present, I arched my back and rolled my neck to stretch out the stiff muscles. The VR visor I used to pilot the drones often forced my head into uncomfortable positions. I knew Triton sold lighter models, but part of me was hesitant to commit to an expensive VR interface. The more equipment I purchased for remote work, the more it felt like an admission that my old way of life wasn’t coming back. 

			And I needed it to come back. We all did.

			I crossed to my kitchen, which was so tiny it really deserved to be called a kitchenette. Along the way I passed a Produce Rack for One that took up most of my kitchen window. Lettuce, herbs, tomatoes, tubers—everything a middle-aged bachelor needed. I plucked a few mint leaves, rinsed them under the sink, then tossed them into a cocktail shaker. A spoonful of sugar substitute, ice cubes, splash of soda water, and a generous pour of white rum followed. I opened my small fridge, digging behind the towers of takeout containers and prepared meals until I found a wrinkled, brown lime half. The inside still smelled okay, so I crushed it in my fist, dribbling tart juice into the cocktail shaker. As I closed it and shook it up, Nguyen’s words came back to me: I can’t go on house arrest. They told me if I was caught, they’d go after my family. 

			Who is “they?” I wondered, unscrewing the lid of the cocktail shaker and pouring it into a mostly clean coffee mug. A business associate? An angry lover? The Ash??

			Guess it doesn’t matter now, I thought as I took a gulp of the overly-sweet mojito. Whoever it is, their identity died with Nguyen. And nobody—not the LAPD, not the populace, not even Nguyen’s family—cared much about solving that mystery. A despised, murdering, weaselly grifter had died by xenobots. Good riddance. 

			Still, it was a loose end. I’d hated loose ends since I was a beat cop. I’d once gone back to an alibi interviewee’s apartment fifteen times until I got him on the record. It was a matter of pride. Cross all the T’s, dot every I. If there was going to be a screw-up somewhere, I didn’t want it to be mine.  

			But in the months following the Ash outbreak, I’d let more and more of those loose ends slide. Especially since I’d left the department. There wasn’t any money in loose ends, for one thing. A runner’s family didn’t care how or why he’d gone outside. They just wanted proof the Ash had got him. 

			Also, there was the matter of time. When I’d been a cop, I could work multiple cases at a time. But as a private investigator, my clients expected prompt results. I was always hustling now, always chasing down that next job. A day, a week spent tying up loose ends cost me time that could be spent on other gigs. Paying gigs. Why did I need to cross every T, anyway? For my own peace of mind? For the satisfaction of a job well done? These days, no one noticed the difference between eighty percent and ninety-five percent. Nobody cared. They just wanted the bottom line, the summary, the headline. Was the runner found inside or outside? Were they exposed accidentally or on purpose? Alive or dead? 

			So no, I concluded as I polished off my mojito, I will most likely not discover who “they” are. Nguyen was dead. I would receive one-fifth my expected bounty. The world would stay inside.

			An alarm reminder buzzed on my desktop monitor. The two words that appeared there made my stomach clench like I’d discovered a crack in my window. Shit, I cursed internally. This is the last thing I need today. Shit, shit, shit. But I knew it was too late to cancel. If I tried, I’d never hear the end of it. 

			It was time for Family Dinner.

		

		
			
			

		

	
		

		
			003 - Dinner Reservations

			26 months, 8 days, 18 hours, 28 minutes
since Ash Outbreak

		

		
			When Claire and I separated, we’d both agreed that the first priority was our children. No matter how we might feel about each other, we wanted Mikey and Jacob to have two functional parents. And so we created Family Dinner, a thrice-weekly routine. Every Tuesday, Thursday, and Saturday at six-thirty p.m., we got on TritonTalk and ate together. For the last nine months, we’d had theme nights, we’d cooked meals together, we’d even ordered delivery from the same restaurant so we could all play along when eight-year-old Jacob tried sushi for the first time. But today, Nguyen’s death had made me forget all about it.

			I microwaved up a prepared meal and plated it, feeling proud of myself for this small demonstration of self-care. True, the dish was the same one I’d been rinsing and re-using for the last several days, but Claire and the boys didn’t need to know that. Hell, the mashed potatoes and cricket loaf looked practically homemade. 

			I sat in front of my dual computer monitors, tilting my webcam to frame out the mess of papers and client files. I dragged the pointer across my unorganized computer desktop, double-tapping a TritonTalk icon. A large video chat window appeared on one of my monitors, showing my head in the lower half. There were dark circles under my eyes and my thin frame seemed wiry instead of trim. Even with the smoothing filter on, the lines etched into my forehead and framing my eyes were prominent. It had been a few days since I shaved, so the gray in my facial scruff was pretty obvious. As an advertisement began to play in the chat window, I took the opportunity to adjust my T-shirt and run my fingers through my knotty black hair. 

			A warm voice issued from my computer speakers. “Thank you for using TritonTalk, one of the many products offered by Triton Technologies. Triton—keeping you safer…at home.” While the announcer spoke, video showed happy actors using chat programs, pulling on hazmat suits, and securing air lock doors with their children. As always, I couldn’t help but roll my eyes at how content everyone appeared. Triton had been a tiny company two years ago, specializing in medical protective gear. But when everyone in the world (or at least, everyone left after the Ash had consumed twenty-two percent of the population) required a hazmat suit, Triton had been one of the quickest to respond. They cornered the market on protective gear, then used the profits to expand into the booming business of quarantine merch—air filtration systems, home sealant, drones of all shapes and sizes, even communication devices. The CEO of Triton, Walter Wrigley, was now one of the richest people in Los Angeles, if not the world. Maybe that’s why the actors looked so pleased.

			“Triton is committed to caring for you,” the announcer continued. “And that’s why we’re excited to announce our newest project, the Triton Tunnels.” Shots appeared onscreen of a clear plastic tube, large enough for eight adults to walk abreast. Actors strolled down the interior, gesturing at sights outside. “This 1.2-billion-dollar project, set to open soon in Los Angeles, has been in development for over a year. We may not be able to go outside, but we can give you the next best thing. A perfectly sealed, perfectly safe way to experience the outdoors.” 

			The visuals switched to an overhead view of Los Angeles, with a network of clear tunnels running from downtown to Griffith Park and beyond. Thanks to the TritonTalk ads, people had been hearing about this project since its inception. Informally, it was nicknamed “The Habitrail,” as it looked a lot like the plastic tube mazes kids used to build for their pet hamsters. 

			“Guests can take a driverless TritonTram to one of our Tunnel Hubs, or you can contact one of our representatives about getting a Tunnel built right to your own air lock.” A high-end rendering showed a Habitrail going up to the front door of a two-story Craftsman with a white picket fence. I couldn’t imagine how much a set-up like that would cost, particularly if you lived far away from a Tunnel Hub. But this was LA. Some rich, status-obsessed assholes were sure to spring for it. 

			The company logo appeared onscreen. “Thanks for choosing Triton,” a warm, folksy voice said. A paternal voice. The kind you could picture imparting life’s greatest wisdom from a porch rocking chair.

			Walter Wrigley himself stepped out from behind the big T logo. He had a round belly, thick snow white hair, and a cheery smile. His shirt and pants were expensive, but the sleeves were rolled up to show he was just like us. If he’d had a beard he would’ve been a dead ringer for Santa Claus. Behind him trailed his two adult children, Lance and Liana. They were fraternal twins, thirty-four years old, in matching black formal wear. Both were in excellent shape and attractive, with dark sculpted hair and blinding white smiles. Together, they formed the three heads of the Triton corporation. I extended my middle finger at the computer screen as Old Man Wrigley spoke again: 

			“From our family to yours, we’re all in this. Together.” 

			He put his arms around his children and the ad finally faded away. A shot of my empty kitchen appeared. My former kitchen, I reminded myself. Drawings by the boys stuck on the fridge, pictures of my family scattered around, even the dorky coffee mugs that had been Christmas or birthday gifts—all of it made a pang of nostalgia blossom in my chest. But my actual family members were nowhere to be seen.

			“Hello?” I said, leaning toward the computer microphone. “Claire? Jacob? Mikey?” There were dishes on the counter, but it didn’t look like a meal was in progress. Had they forgotten about Family Dinner, too? It might have slipped the minds of the boys over the last nine months, but never Claire.  

			“Hello-o-oh,” I called again, trying not to let the hurt I felt affect my voice. Somehow, this felt like a turning point. From here on out my family would grow more and more distant, until one day I’d just be some guy paying for the drinks at my son’s wedding. Which I’d probably have to attend via webcam. “Okay, guys,” I said, trying to keep it light but finding I had a lump in my throat. I swallowed and continued, “Looks like I’m on mute or something, so, uh…I’ll just try texting one of you. Okay?”

			I moved the pointer to the ‘end call’ button, but refrained from clicking it. Disconnecting felt like some sort of admission that my family was gone. That we had given up on each other. Just as I lifted my finger to end the call, a face bent into frame. 

			Claire.

			As always, I marveled at how good she looked. Even in workout pants and an old UCLA T-shirt she managed to seem put together, fresh. Her unlined face hadn’t changed much from the first day I’d met her outside Royce Hall. She had been registering voters before her Economics class and I was on my way to track practice. Neither of us made it to our destinations that day. Like our first meeting, she currently wore no makeup. Her eyes were brown and warm, and her hair, which she’d let go gray once the shelter in place order started, hung wet and chin-length around her face. I liked the gray. It made her seem more elegant. She pulled it back in a ponytail as she bent over to talk. 

			“Kai. Sorry about that. I just got out of the shower. I thought one of the boys…” She shouted off-screen: “Jacob. Michael. Dinner time!” Then she bent to talk again. “I thought one of them would pick up.” She tilted the screen upward and walked over to the fridge, taking out a stack of prepared meals.

			“It’s fine, I just sat down myself.” Like I’d been busy running around all day, instead of moving in the same ten by ten triangle since breakfast. “Showers at six p.m., huh? La-di-dah.” 

			“Yeah, I’m super fancy.” Claire peeled the plastic film off the prepared meals and popped two of them in the microwave. “We’ve had issues with the hot water mornings and evenings, so I thought off hours might help.”

			“I’ve heard that’s going around.” Water temperature and pressure were constant issues, now that everyone was at home all day long. “You want me to take a look at the water heater? I could fly the drone over from Studio City.”

			I still did this from time to time, checking on the house as if I lived there. It was a bad habit, I knew that. Unhealthy. Claire had asked me to stop, but I’d put twelve years of upkeep into that place. Remodeling it, landscaping, performing tiny fix-its…it was hard to remember that it was no longer mine. 

			“It’s fine, Kai.” Her back was to me, but I could hear the weariness in her voice as she pulled out one of the meals from the microwave and popped in another. This was an old argument between us. “Jacob! Michael!”

			Well, if she could be above it, I could, too. “How’s work? Did you get The Rock on that mo-cap action movie?” Claire was a vice president in charge of production at a major studio. Given all the types of entertainment that had disappeared when everyone was forced inside—sporting events, concerts, and art museums were just a few—I shouldn’t have been surprised that the film and television business had found a way to soldier on. Motion capture rigs allowed the actors to film scenes in front of home green screens and be digitally composited with pretty much any co-star, living or dead. The audiences didn’t seem to mind, even though everyone agreed that the quality of post-outbreak films wasn’t up to the standard of the before times blockbusters.

			“Oh, that. No, we ended up going with Keanu. Not so many questions about the script.” Again, she shouted off-screen: “BOYS. NOW!”

			

			Finally, a round-faced nine-year-old with dark brown hair sidled into the kitchen. He’d been so happy as a baby, always laughing or smiling, but since the outbreak Jacob’s face was set in a permanent scowl. He’d put on weight, too—one of the downsides of a sedentary lifestyle. Claire and I had tried to get him to exercise, even purchased a fancy VR gaming console, but it was hard to get him excited about the outdoors when they were a distant memory. A tablet computer was gripped in his hand. He swiped his finger across the screen, fully engaged with whatever video game he was playing. 

			“What?” he asked, annoyed to have his attention pulled even briefly away. 

			“Dinner,” Claire repeated, prying the tablet from his pudgy fingers. She nodded at one of the empty chairs at the kitchen table. “Sit.”

			Jacob moaned as if she had told him to dunk his feet in acid, but he flumped down into a chair. “Hi, dad.”

			“Hey, buddy. Whatcha playin’?” 

			“Nothing. Scrapper’s Run.”

			I was a bit of a video gamer myself, but it was hard for me to bond with Jacob over the juvenile, junky games he preferred. I’d explained why the law-breaking scroungers who roamed Los Angeles shouldn’t be glorified, but our talk appeared to not have taken. “Still? I thought you’d decided to move on from that one.”

			He lifted one shoulder, his eyes focused on the table. “I don’t know. It’s fun.”

			“Okay.” Best save this fight for a later day. “And how’s school, bud?” Jacob shrugged again, idly picking his nose with an index finger. “Hand outta your nose, kiddo.” 

			But Jacob merely flicked a booger on the floor and switched to the other nostril. I clenched my fists and exhaled. This was the most frustrating aspect of parenting from a distance—the inability to physically redirect my kids. I might as well be talking to a painting on the wall. What made it worse was that Jacob had been such a joyful, present boy before the Ash came. Now he simply sat there, with all the passion of a human-shaped lump of mashed potatoes.

			Before I could admonish Jacob again, a rangy teenager with dyed purple hair dropped into another chair. Mikey. If my youngest was a pile of potatoes, my thirteen-year-old son was a stalk of celery—tall, stringy, with a messy top fringe. He’d recently discovered the notion of “cool,” and was experimenting with how best to achieve it. Right now, he was trying bored detachment—his eyes were glued to his phone and his posture was slack. I was eager for this phase of adolescence to pass quickly. 

			

			“’Sup, dad,” Mikey said mildly, his voice caught between that no-man’s land of adulthood and childhood. He looked up, his blue eyes shining with mischief. “So, is it true that you, like, killed a guy today?”

			Claire turned from the silverware drawer, frowning. “Michael.” We’d warned him before about discussing the details of my cases in front of Jacob.

			“Jesus, Mom, chill,” Mikey said in a disaffected drawl. It was a voice and a phrase designed to provoke outrage, but neither Claire nor I took the bait. “Everybody on TritonTalk knows that Dad Ashed the guy who killed those beach tourists last year. The ones with the faulty suits.” He began choking and jerking his body in a pretty good imitation of what a death by Ash looked like. Jacob stared at him, his eyes wide.

			Claire turned to me, her eyes narrowed and accusing. I usually gave her a heads-up on my high-profile cases, but this one had come about so quickly and ended so badly, I hadn’t wanted to mention it. I turned my attention to Mikey. “We don’t speak ill of the dead, remember? Even if they were bad people. And TritonTalk is incorrect. I didn’t kill him, he…expired.”

			“Yeah, by taking off his helmet.” Mikey mimed the action on himself, his eyes bugging out with terror. Jacob’s eyes were lit with horror and fascination as he watched his older brother. “After you tranq’d him. Ergo—” This was another aspect of Mikey’s “cool guy” phase, trying out words that were above his grade level—“Ergo, you killed him.”

			Claire set the plated microwave meals on the table. “Mikey, get the silverware. I don’t want any more talk of killing or Ash at the dinner table.” As the teenager slouched over to the silverware drawer, Claire gave me a silent look of warning. Like I was the one who had brought it up.

			“But dad’s like, a legit celeb now. They’re calling him the Dystopian Detective.”

			I felt a little flush of pride that Mikey was impressed by me. It didn’t happen much anymore, but I also knew it wouldn’t do to encourage such behavior. I kept my face neutral. “Mom’s right, Mikey. This isn’t a thing to celebrate.”

			Mikey rolled his eyes. “Come on. It’s not like there are that many upsides to this situation. The Ash finally got someone who deserved it. It’s better than it getting us, which it can do at…any time.” He suddenly looked at the window and grabbed his throat. He struggled to breathe, then toppled to the ground and started choking. 

			Jacob’s body went rigid. His breathing became a fast, ragged wheeze. “Mom? Mommy?”

			“Stop it, Michael,” I said sternly. “Michael. Michael, stop it or you’re losing screen time!” Our thirteen-year-old gave one last death rattle, then got to his feet and casually distributed the silverware. 

			Claire glared at him, then reached across the table and squeezed Jacob’s hand. “It’s okay, honey. It can’t get us in here, remember? We’re safe inside.”

			Jacob nodded, but he kept wheezing. For Mikey, the sound was like gasoline on a fire. “Totally. Unless the air filters fail. Or a door seal cracks. Or—”

			“Enough!” I shouted. 

			But he had to finish the thought now. Had to give the knife one final twist: “Or a window b-b-breaks!” Mikey tapped one of the double-panes with a spoon. He made a cracking sound with his mouth. 

			Jacob wailed. Claire went swiftly to his side, wrapping her arms around him.

			“Michael, go to your room,” I said. “Go to your room NOW. Michael!”

			I watched helplessly as the thirteen-year-old continued to poke at the sealant on the windows. Finally, Claire interceded. Her voice was calm and firm. “Michael, you just lost one day of screen time. Go to your room.”

			“What?!” The teenager turned from the window, his face twisted with anger. “That’s so unfair. I was joking!”

			“You know how Jacob feels about this. Go to your room.”

			“He’s such a baby. Someone needs to help him grow up.” 

			“You are not the parent.”

			Mikey made a sound of frustration and slammed the rest of the silverware down on the table. He went to pick up his phone but Claire hung on to it. There was a brief tug of war, but she won. “This is bullshit,” Mikey said as he stomped out of the kitchen. “I hope the stupid window does break!”

			Once he was gone, the only sounds that remained were Jacob’s whimpers. “It’s okay, bud,” I said soothingly. “The windows are strong. The house is sealed, and we have the HomeAlert system, remember? If there was even a teeny-tiny crack, the sensors would detect it. Then you, your mom, and your brother would all run to the panic room. Just like we practiced.” My tone was positive, but it tore me up inside to see my sweet, cheerful boy like this. I knew lots of kids had regressed since the outbreak, but I’d always hoped my own children were made of tougher stuff. Again, the thought came that Jacob and Mikey wouldn’t be like this if I was still in the house. But there were no do-overs on divorce.

			

			“I’m gonna go get his inhaler,” Claire said. She made a move to stand, but Jacob yelped like a dog and clung to her. “You wanna come with me, hon?” He nodded, and she turned back to the web camera. “We should go. Try to start fresh on Thursday.”

			I blew out a frustrated breath. “Okay. Hey, Claire, I—” I didn’t know what to say or how to help. They were only thirteen miles away, but they might as well have been on the moon. “If you need anything, let me know.”

			“We’ll be fine.” In other words, We don’t need you. “Get some rest, Kai. You have bags under your eyes.” Which was another way of saying You look bad.

			I raised a hand in farewell. Claire leaned forward to tap the monitor, and the TritonTalk window disappeared. I pushed back from my computer, inspecting my untouched dinner. Cold meat substitute, powdered potatoes, limp green beans—the whole thing felt like a metaphor for my family situation. I could heat it up, arrange it nicely on a plate, but it was just a pale imitation of comfort.

			I dumped my congealed dinner into the garbage and spent the next hour pounding out my frustrations on the elliptical. The LAPD press conference about Nguyen’s death had been held while I was at family dinner, and the reactions were already spreading across social media. They were decidedly mixed. Some people were protesting the lack of due process and even tossing out suspicions of murder, while others were applauding the “karmic justice” that had been meted out on a hated criminal. A few of my old colleagues from the department sent me messages of congratulations for “taking down” Nguyen. They offered to meet online for drinks, but I didn’t feel like celebrating. Mikey had been right, in that prescient, instinctive way teenagers could sometimes be. I had killed Daniel Nguyen. Maybe if I’d done something differently, if I had been more understanding or not fired that final tranq dart, maybe he’d still be alive. I’d have my full bounty, and the people of Los Angeles would have their criminal. But instead his Ash-eaten corpse was in a lab somewhere, being dissected by robots. And I was to blame.

			I popped open a Corona and took it with me into the shower. Afterward, I swallowed ten milligrams of melatonin and was about to fall into bed when a notification lit up my computer monitor. It had been sent to my business email from an anonymous user. I’d gotten such emails before, but they were usually junk: AI-written ads for anti-anxiety pills, testimonials about breach alarms, or scientific “studies” claiming a cure for Ash had been found. But this message was different. It had no subject and was written in all caps:

			SOMEONE IS MISSING.

			MEET ME WHERE MONTY PYTHON KILLED 8000 ANGELENOS. 

			10 AM TOMORROW.

			TELL NO ONE.

		

	
		

		
			004 - Bowling for Intel

			26 months, 9 days, 9 hours, 57 minutes
since Ash Outbreak

		

		
			I flew my Triton drone north, roughly following the curve of Highland Boulevard. I had debated whether or not to respond to the cryptic message I’d received last night. But the riddle they had included—Meet me where Monty Python killed 8000 Angelenos—was too tempting to ignore. 

			I knew who Monty Python was, of course. I’d spent my childhood reenacting their famous sketches like “Dead Parrot” and “Say No More” for my friends. But as far as I recalled, no one in the comedy troupe had committed murder.  

			A quick Internet search for “Monty Python 8000 Angelenos” led me to several articles. They all had a common denominator: the Hollywood Bowl. The Pythons had performed at the iconic concert venue for several nights in the summer of 1980, and the shows were by all accounts a rousing success. And what did comedians say when they had a good set? I killed. 

			A simple puzzle, but it gave me a little thrill to solve it. If I wanted to keep following this mystery, it looked like I’d have to go to the Hollywood Bowl. Why not? I thought as I turned in for the night. It’s only thirty minutes out of my morning. Not like I have somewhere else to be.

			So now here I was, three minutes to ten am, flying eighty feet above Highland Blvd. The same route I had walked in the old days, back when we could still go to outdoor concerts. At first it had been just me and Claire, carrying backpacks full of picnic food and wine, surrounded by fellow Angelenos amped to see Radiohead or The Decemberists. Later on we’d brought the boys to family events—The Sound of Music sing-a-long, a screening of Star Wars with a live orchestra conducted by John Williams himself.

			Whoever had invited me here wasn’t trying to trigger my nostalgia, however. They clearly wanted to talk, but for some reason they felt like an email or a phone call wouldn’t suffice. Were they a conspiracy nut, like the social media psychos who thought the government recorded all our phone calls? Or was this some kind of audition? I might need money, but I didn’t love being treated like some desperate actor.

			I dropped the drone down to hover over the empty street. The iconic half-moon sign beside the Bowl entrance bore a final message from the staff: 

			SHINE ON LA—WE’RE ALL IN THIS TOGETHER. 

			Bullshit, I scoffed. We might all be stuck inside, but we sure as hell ain’t together. We were more like islands separated by cold, shark-infested waters. Beneath the sign, a notecard was taped to the concrete sidewalk. Something no one would have noticed it unless they were directly in front of the venue. It was free of the Ash that coated the rest of the sidewalk, meaning it had been placed recently. Written on it in blocky handwriting were the words “SEC H, R 14.”

			As someone who had been to the Bowl at least a dozen times, I recognized the jumble of letters as a seat assignment. Smack dab in the center of the venue, if I wasn’t mistaken. I moved the Triton upward until I could fly straight over the walls of the amphitheater, and turned on the drone’s thermal camera. 

			Even though it was just past ten am, it was a warm day for April. Patches of the exposed sidewalks were already glowing orange, as were the plastic seats. But there appeared to be no human movement. The Bowl was deserted. 

			I moved the drone forward until I was hovering over the sea of 17,500 empty seats. I dropped down to section H. It was an exposed spot, a perfect target for a sniper. I did a 360-degree spin to scan for drones or remote-operated turrets. The famous white archway that framed the stage was clear, as was the platform below. I thumbed off the thermal cam, satisfied no one was waiting to ambush me. 

			I moved the Triton closer to section H. Row 14 was halfway up, about thirty seats long. The note hadn’t specified a seat number, but a quick look showed which one I was searching for: it had a tablet computer clipped to the seat back. I nudged the Triton closer, until my camera was a few feet from the black screen. A green light on the tablet told me the web camera was on. I glanced around, wondering if there was a button or something I needed to press, when a video image appeared on the tablet.

			A dark-haired woman in a white lab coat sat in a home laboratory. She looked to be in her early thirties, with Latin ancestry. Striking eyebrows, dark eyes, long elegant fingers. Her wide mouth twitched like someone holding back a secret. Over one shoulder was the edge of a window, with a view of the downtown LA skyline in the distance. I instinctively snapped a screen grab.

			“Hello, Detective Braddock,” the woman said. Her voice was low and scratchy. The kind that made you hold your breath and lean in. “Or do you prefer to be called ‘Investigator’ these days?”

			I turned on my drone’s external speaker. “I don’t care what you call me, so long as you don’t jerk me around,” I replied. “You wanna tell me what this is all about, Doctor...?”

			“Morales,” the woman said. “Jazz Morales. And I’m not a doctor, I’m a project manager at Quantic Enterprises.” I quickly Googled the company, seeing it was some sort of Ash-deterrent start-up. “Sorry for the run-around this morning.” She shrugged, spreading her long fingers in apology. “I had to get you here in a way that couldn’t be easily tracked online.” 

			Great, I thought. She’s a conspiracy nut after all. “Why? You have reason to think you’re under surveillance?”

			“I know I am,” she replied. “Someone in the government has sent multiple unmarked drones to my house.”

			“Really.” While it was true the feds sometimes used unmarked UAVs, they didn’t usually do so in a way that made subject realize they were being watched. It was much more likely that Morales, being an attractive young woman, had drawn the attention of a Peeper. There could be quite a few of them in crowded urban areas, and they were like cockroaches—difficult to track down, even more difficult to stop. “Before we get into that, why don’t you tell me why you contacted me?” 

			Morales bit her lip in a fetching display of helplessness. It was a move I was sure she’d used before. “I don’t have anyone else to go to. The police are totally corrupt, so when I saw your name on the newsfeed last night, I thought, here’s someone who might be able to help. Someone not connected to the department, who specializes in tracking people down. He could help locate Dr. Donne.”

			I typed the name into a search engine, bringing up several news articles. “Eloise Donne? The head of the Ash Response Task Force?” 

			She gave a single nod. “I worked with her before the outbreak. When the quarantine went into effect and Quantic hired her, she was able to negotiate a spot for me as her project manager. I owe her a lot. And now she’s missing.”

			I clicked on one of the articles. The picture showed a reserved older woman with glasses and chin-length gray hair. No makeup or hair product. Someone who cared more about function than form. The headline of the article read “Dr. Eloise Donne Named Head of Los Angeles Ash Response Team.” It was dated two weeks before the shelter-at-home order had begun. Odds were, Dr. Donne had been partially responsible for that order.

			“You said you worked together,” I repeated. “Did you live together, too?”

			“No, she decided to move into her lab after the lockdown. She wanted to be closer to her equipment. Me, I have a girlfriend and a cat. I’ve been working remotely.”

			“Forgive me, Ms. Morales, then how can you be sure she’s missing?”

			“Because we email or text multiple times a day, and I haven’t heard from her in over twenty-four hours. She always responds to work messages, always.”

			“Maybe she’s taking a break. A tech vacation, or whatever they call it.” These had become fashionable after all of society moved online. Two or three days off the grid, all in the comfort of your own home. Some savvy entrepreneurs had even developed ‘no-tech travel packages’ that delivered meals, blocked Internet access, and could replace the view outside one’s windows with a digital setting of one’s choice.

			“She doesn’t take breaks. In the five years I’ve known her, Dr. Donne worked through holidays, weekends, all hours of the day. She was relentless, man.”

			“What about roommates? Work associates? Family?”

			Morales shook her head. “She lived alone. Her husband died in the first wave of the outbreak, in Europe. They had no children.” I opened a notepad app, typing Husband dead, no relatives. Poss. suicide? “I checked with our other colleagues, but none of them have heard from her, either. But I received this from her work account yesterday morning.” 

			She clicked a button, and the screen switched from her web camera to a video. It showed a waist-up shot of Dr. Donne in her laboratory. High-end equipment gleamed on the table before her, while racks of test tubes and exposed brick walls stood behind her. She wore a white coat, a blue button-down shirt, and glasses. Her hair was longer than it had been in the news article I’d seen, and tied back in a bun.

			She spoke in a calm, conversational voice. “Trial 5742 series-C was…not successful. I’m afraid there’s no other solution. It’s time for me to end things. Goodbye, Jazz.” Then she reached forward and shut off the camera.

			

			The tablet screen switched back to Morales, who was looking at me expectantly. “And you think this is…what?” I asked, keeping the judgement of out of my voice. “Some kind of suicide note?”  

			Morales spread her hands as if that was obvious. “What else could it be? There were no other words in the email, and she was not the dramatic type.” 

			“There are multiple meanings for the word ‘end’,” I reminded her. “Did she say or do anything unusual the last few times you spoke to her? Anything that might indicate a change in her life? Did she meet someone online, or talk about going somewhere?”

			Morales scoffed. “I’m telling you, the only thing in her life was work. After the Ash got her husband, finding a cure for it became like, a personal vendetta. Nanobot treatments, atmospheric attacks, EMP devices—eradicating the Ash was all she talked about. Never about guys. Or girls. Maybe her husband a few times, but not random hotties.”

			I typed No apparent love interest into the notepad. “Tell me about her work, then. Were you in the middle of something important? On the verge of a big breakthrough?” 

			Morales made a sour expression. “More like the opposite. Dr. Donne had an idea four months ago, about using magnets to repel the Ash motes. She had us cranking through iterations of the treatment—that was the series-C she mentioned—but clearly, it didn’t pan out. It’s a bummer; that was Quantic’s most promising deterrent so far.”

			Check Ash treatments, I typed. “Did she seem like someone with a depressive personality? Someone who might give in to despair? Take her own life?”

			“No,” Morales insisted. “She was dedicated. Focused. In the last two years, you know how many trials we went through? Five thousand, seven hundred, and forty-one. Every time another one would fail, you know what she would say? ‘Now we’re closer.’” Morales shook her head admiringly. “Each ‘failure’ was another data point. A step toward finding a cure for the Ash. She never got down about it, she just moved on. That’s why this is such a shock.”

			I was less shocked. Pretty much everyone had, at some point in the last two years, questioned whether they should go on living. Myself included. But I continued to play devil’s advocate. “Okay, let’s say you’re right. Say she got the idea to go on one last walk, or open a window. You don’t need me to prove that. You could just send over a drone to confirm.”

			“A drone can’t get past the lab’s security measures. And I already know she didn’t open a window. She had a Triton HomeAlert system. It was top-of-the-line.” Jazz was correct—in the twenty-six months we’d been inside, there had only been one or two reports of breach alarm malfunctions. Check HomeAlert, I wrote.

			“And going on a walk?” I prompted her. 

			“Again, very unlike her. She knew the risks better than anyone. The Ash robots…” She got a dark look on her face. “They’re not dumb. They can track people, respond to threats…Dr. Donne thought they could even problem-solve. They’re like…the perfect punishment for humanity.” 

			“You’re a believer, then?” There was a large percentage of people who thought the xenobot plague was a warning from God—change your ways or be wiped off the Earth. Like the flood that had been sent in Noah’s time, or the firestorms that razed Sodom and Gomorrah. Although in those examples, faith had been rewarded with salvation. Over two years into the quarantine, the prayers of the faithful hadn’t seemed to do squat. 

			“My mom was.” Morales tucked a knee to her chest. “Went to church every Sunday. She died in church, actually. One of those who tried to pray away the Ash when it made landfall. Estúpida mamá.” 

			“What about Dr. Donne? Was she religious?”

			Morales shook her head. “No way. ‘The Great Hypothesis,’ that was her nickname for God. ‘The most viral idea in human history, with absolutely zero evidence to back it up.’”  

			I looked over my notes. Dr. Eloise Donne, mid-sixties, apparently healthy, no reason to leave or commit suicide. No work breakthroughs, no grudges, no religion. No leads whatsoever. I had to admit, it was intriguing. But something about the whole scenario still felt off. 

			“Why not take this to the police?” I asked her. “Or the government?”

			“I told you, I can’t trust them. The drones I’ve seen around the house have federal tags. That’s why I went through all this to speak with you. Even this video’s being transmitted over an encrypted satellite link.” 

			“So why not just email me the encrypted link? Why make me fly all the way here?”

			“Because I need someone who will see this through. Someone I can trust, outside the system, to confirm what happened to her. Will you help me?” 

			She had me pegged. I was desperate for a paying gig, but I didn’t want her to know that. And while I did have a couple of bounties that I was still in the process of tracking down, there was no reason they couldn’t be put on hold if the price was right. “I charge five hundred a day,” I told her. “More if I have to hire surrogates.”

			“That’s fine,” she answered swiftly. “Our lab has a discretionary fund for new equipment and outside consultants. Up to fifty K a year, no questions asked.” 

			My brain latched on to that last number like a hungry dog on a hunk of meat. If this case went long enough, I had the chance to make up everything I’d lost on the Nguyen bounty and more. “Good, because I also require a thousand-dollar retainer.” I’d never asked for this before, but it seemed like a professional enough request. And I had bills to pay. “Will that be a problem?” 

			Morales shook her head. “Can you get started today? I feel like we can’t move forward with Dr. Donne’s work until I know what happened to her.”

			“As soon as your payment clears.” I pulled up an email window, replying to the message Morales had sent last night. “I’m sending you an invoice now. I’d also like a copy of that Dr. Donne video, and the instructions for getting into her lab. I assume you have a pass code?”

			She nodded. “It changes every day, but I’m always emailed the latest one. You want me to send over our research as well?”

			I’d never been very good at science. Always more interested in the overall theories than the tedious repetition of results. I didn’t see myself poring through five thousand-plus failed treatment scenarios, but since it was all digital, what the hell. “Sure, why not. I’ll let you know if I need anything else.” 

			A shadow fell across the tablet. I reacted instinctively, backing off the drone and sliding my index finger to the tranquilizer trigger. My pulse thumped in my neck as I took in the six-foot human being standing in the row behind Morales’ tablet computer. Whoever it was wore a patchwork suit glued together from various polymers. A reflective silver sun visor completely obscured their identity. A Scrapper. I had been so caught up in talking to Morales, I hadn’t noticed the scavenger approach.

			“He works for me,” Morales said. “Who did you think left the row assignment and the tablet?” 

			The Scrapper bent down and began to unfasten the computer from the seat back. “Very clever,” I replied, my heart rate lowering. “But if he’s already on the payroll, why not send him to go check on Dr. Donne?”

			“Because he’s not a detective, Detective,” Morales said. “Whereas you have a track record for producing results. Best of luck.”

			She gave a tiny hand motion, and the Scrapper snapped the tablet cover closed. Before I could ask him about his rates, the scavenger turned and walked out of the amphitheater, leaving my drone hovering over an ocean of empty seats.

		

	
		

		
			005 - Clean Room

			26 months, 9 days, 15 hours, 17 minutes
since Ash Outbreak

		

		
			Tevin Hall no longer looked like his profile picture. 

			When I had arrested him for battery six years earlier, Tevin had been six-foot-five and 290 pounds. His shoulders were as broad as the grill of a pickup truck and his hands were like two bunches of bananas. He’d grown up in West Adams, and had started offering his protection services to other kids when he was twelve. When he didn’t score a football scholarship, he began working the door at LA-area nightclubs. By the time I met him, Tevin was twenty-one and already a well-known bouncer. Even though he occasionally took freelance bodyguard gigs from criminals, he never used weapons and he never became a foot soldier. After I booked him the first time, we stayed in touch. I’d point him in the direction of good attorneys or above-board protection gigs, and in return he would answer my underworld-related questions. 

			He was in the middle of a six-month stretch for roughing up a handsy VIP when the Ash hit the West Coast. Prisons had been encouraged to commute the sentences of low-risk offenders, or place as many inmates as they could on house arrest. The lack of major crimes on Tevin’s rap sheet made him eligible for the former when the world went inside. He was released from jail at just a hair under three hundred pounds and went to live with his mother, whose tiny two-bedroom apartment was located a mile west of USC. 

			Now that his primary revenue stream no longer existed, he agreed to take on some freelance surrogate work from me. We’d worked together on several cases during the last two years, both when I was a cop and afterward. Tevin’s contacts in the criminal world were useful, and he genuinely seemed to want to turn his life around now that he had a second chance. But the general lack of food post-quarantine and his active lifestyle had made Tevin shed his linebacker’s bulk. He lost over a hundred pounds during the lockdown, leaving behind a wiry, hollow-cheeked ghost of his former self. His dark brown skin had become waxy and his two-inch Afro was dusted with gray. 

			He leaned against Dr. Donne’s brick-walled warehouse, his chrome electric scooter beside him. He wore the patchwork hazmat suit I’d seen him in yesterday. I’d offered many times to purchase him a new one, but he always told me to save my cash for his paycheck. Besides, air suits could be found for free all over LA, provided you didn’t mind a little B&E or hosing out the gooey remains of the occasional corpse. 

			He raised a big hand as he saw my drone approach. “Only for you do I go out twice in two days,” Tevin said as I drew near. “I die out here, and I fully expect you to pick up the tab for my funeral.” 

			“That’s unfair,” I said, “seeing as I’m not your only source of income.” I knew Tevin was a Scrapper, but not talking about the specifics of our extra-curricular activities was part of what made our relationship work. I asked no questions, so Tevin told me no lies. 

			“True, true, but you are my favorite,” he said with a wink.

			“You just like me for my moves.” I shimmied the Triton back and forth in a suggestive dance. He whistled appreciatively. “Seriously though, I appreciate you coming out on such short notice. I hope you weren’t too busy.”

			It was an old joke by now. Nobody was busy because everyone was stuck at home, but the big guy still gave a polite chuckle. “Nah, man. With dad jokes like that, I’m happy to risk life and limb. How’s the fam?”

			“You know. Same old, same old.” Another joke. Things didn’t change much in a quarantined world. “What about your mom? Were you able to call that doctor I recommended?” Tevin’s mom suffered from Gates Syndrome, a recent mental disorder that made people become obsessed with checking their homes for air leaks. Jacob had gone through a bout of it last year after hearing some neighborhood kids had died while playing hide n’ seek. Six months of therapy and medication had lessened my son’s anxiety, but he still had relapses like the one last night. When I’d heard that Tevin’s mom suffered from it, too, I’d gladly recommended Jacob’s therapist. 

			“Yeah, man. The doc prescribed some meds, but my mom needs the therapy sessions, too. The other day I caught her taping little pieces of string on the windowsills. Thought they’d start moving if there was a leak.” He shook his head. “I booked her for two video sessions a week, but that Gates shit ain’t covered on Medicare yet.” After the economy took a nosedive two years ago, Medicare for All suddenly became less of a political issue and more of a necessity. The politicians delivered, but only after agreeing to cover a very select list of physical and mental ailments. Most of the issues that had cropped up in the last couple of years were not on it. 

			“Sorry about that. You want me to talk to the therapist? See if she can cut you a deal?”

			“I’d appreciate that, man. Meantime, I’ve just been taking on extra work wherever I can. That’s how come I was able to get to West LA so fast yesterday.” He paused, looking at me expectantly. When I didn’t ask what he’d been doing, he happily moved on. “Glad you had another gig for me so soon. So, you ready to take a look-see?” He elbowed the nondescript warehouse behind him. Dr. Donne’s lab was located southwest of downtown LA, in the shadow of the 110 freeway. The building was surrounded by similar brick-and-mortar gravestones, but Donne’s place had polymer-coated window coverings and an impressive air lock.

			“Let’s do it,” I replied. “Hopefully we don’t go through all this just to find a dead body.” 

			Moments after Morales had wired me the one-thousand-dollar retainer, she’d sent a secure Dropbox link with the supporting case documents. There was an overview of the research Dr. Donne had been doing, a list of work contacts, and a copy of the doc’s final video. Jazz had also included detailed instructions for entering the lab. 

			Tevin walked toward the airlock. I set my Triton V to hover just behind him. “Looks like it escaped the riots,” he commented. About six months after Los Angeles had been ordered to shelter in place, people took to the streets in hazmat suits, demanding that the city’s housing be distributed equally. Every place had its share of haves and have-nots, but the divide was especially large in LA. Celebrities and millionaires were quarantined in mansions of several thousand square feet, surrounded by private yards, while poorer families were crammed into tiny one- or two-bedroom apartments with no air conditioning. Since it was estimated that the city had at least sixty thousand empty housing units, people demanded they be parceled out to those in need. The owners pushed back, calling it communism and a death blow to the real estate market. And so people rioted, tossing Molotov cocktails at Beverly Hills mansions and breaking into empty office buildings and warehouses. Police drones were sent to control the chaos and tranquilize squatters. Several dozen people died.

			Recognizing there needed to be a compromise, the city agreed to convert public buildings such as university dorms and courthouses into additional housing. If someone could prove they had less than four hundred square feet of private living space, they could apply for these alternate residences. But even with the plan in place, I’d heard the new units were only at seventy percent capacity. After all the protests and violence, it seemed most people preferred to be in a smaller space with their loved ones than to stretch out by themselves.

			Tevin came to a stop in front of the air lock, a heavy-duty Triton model that was wide enough to admit a cube truck. There was a keypad in the far-left corner, next to a regular-sized admittance door. A security camera was positioned over the keypad. 

			“Okay,” I said, pulling up Morales’ instruction list on my HUD. “First thing we have to do is bypass the biometric scanner. So you press the pound button on the keypad three times…” I waited as Tevin did so. “Then star button once, pound again, and star twice.” 

			When Tevin finished the sequence, a message appeared on the tiny screen above the keypad: OVERRIDE ACCEPTED. ENTER PASS KEY. “Good,” I said. “Now enter 2518709-star-9, and pound twice.”

			The big man did so, and a light on the keypad blinked green. There was a loud clunk as the air lock’s bolts slid back. “So far, so simple,” Tevin said lightly. He gripped the round handle on the door, spinning it counter-clockwise until it stopped. Then he pulled the heavy door open.

			There was a gasp as the air lock opened into a darkened garage. Tevin pressed a button on his wrist-mounted tablet computer, illuminating two head lamps on either side of his helmet. I did the same with my drone. Tevin pulled the Smith & Wesson 686 from his hip holster and stepped inside, checking the corners with his customary caution. I flew in after him, doing a quick spin. There wasn’t much to see—a few crates of mechanical supplies, some disinfectant canisters, a medical station, and a dusty Jeep. Otherwise the garage was empty. 

			“Clear,” said Tevin, holstering his pistol. He walked back to the air lock entrance, pulling the door closed and spinning the round handle. Once it locked, automatic halogen lights flickered on. 

			“Now we have to decontaminate,” I told him. “It should be that setup near the opposite door.” 

			We moved toward a sealed box the size of an old-fashioned phone booth. It was attached to the warehouse door and contained a cage of eight spray nozzles and two button panels. As Tevin opened the air lock door, I could see one was labeled ‘Decontaminate’ and the other ‘Purge.’

			Tevin gave a low whistle. “Fanc-ee. Looks like you bagged the golden goose with this gig.”

			“She’s a scientist,” I explained. “Can’t run the risk of screwing up her work.” 

			“Well, if it turns out she—” he made a gurgling sound and mimed hanging himself with an invisible rope, “—I’m coming back for this rig. My mom and I, all we’ve got is duct tape on the windows and a hand-crank decompressor.”

			“Fair enough,” I replied. “You mind holding me?”

			“Whoa now, detective,” he said in faux-outrage, “at least treat me to a nice dinner first.”

			I ignored his cackle, nudging my drone toward Tevin’s outstretched hands. Once the Triton V was positioned right above his upturned palms, I killed the rotors. The drone dropped a few inches and Tevin caught it as gently as a football. 

			He closed the door of the decontamination booth. A diagram instructed him to press the button then raise his arms above his head. This he did, and two seconds later, pale yellow clouds of hydrogen chloride obscured my view through the drone camera. Keeping my Triton above his head, Tevin turned slowly, making sure each part of his body was coated in the toxic gas. There was a saying about going outside—if the Ash didn’t kill you, the air lock disinfecting process would. Both were so dangerous that most people didn’t want to chance either. 

			Once Tevin’s hazmat suit was well-sprayed, the nozzles shut off. My view of the garage was now obscured by a yellow fog. Tevin pressed the ‘Purge’ button. Powerful fans kicked on, sucking out the hydrogen chloride as well as any particulates from inside the sealed booth. The now-toxic air was stored in a filtration tank and scrubbed clean before being slowly released into the outside atmosphere.

			The fans shut off, and the light above the decompression button panel turned green. The booth was now as airless and sterile as outer space. If someone happened to be inside without a suit on and they somehow survived the decontamination process, the lack of air would cause them to asphyxiate. Tevin stepped out of the disinfectant cage and approached the entrance to the lab. A scanner kicked on, sending a red beam of light down the length of his body. When it was a done, a message appeared on a small digital screen next to the door: 

			CONTAMINATION NOMINAL. YOU MAY ENTER.

			“Yeah, I’m definitely coming back for this gear,” Tevin said. He set my Triton on the ground and began turning the air lock’s door handle. I started up the rotors of the drone, hovering just above the big guy’s shoulder and keeping my finger on the tranquilizer trigger. 

			The inner air lock opened. There was a hiss as the air pressure inside the booth equalized. Then Tevin pushed the door wide.

			The warehouse interior was immaculate. It was an open floor plan, with concrete floors, two-story ceilings, white-painted steel columns, and ten-foot double-paned windows. A staircase led up to a loft bedroom. Beneath it was a kitchen area of chrome and marble. Nearby, a cozy sitting area held a television, overflowing bookshelves, and Danish modern furniture. But the majority of the space was given over to Dr. Donne’s impressive laboratory. 

			There were three long tables filled with top-of-the-line scientific equipment, a whole wall of test tube samples on metal shelves, and several computer stations. Whoever had outfitted this place had sprung for the best, and they’d covered every research consideration. Plus, every inch of it was pristine. There were no signs of a struggle, nor of any leaks, nor of a suicide. 

			“Hello?” Tevin called. His gravelly voice echoed through the big space. “Dr. Eloise Donne? We’re here to help.”

			Nothing. A hazmat suit hung untouched by the air lock door, but given the cost of the furnishings, I was sure that someone with the doctor’s line of credit would have more than one suit on hand. Besides, if she’d gone outside without protection, we would have seen her body somewhere close by. Unless someone removed it, I reminded myself. But before I opened that can of worms, we had to make sure the rest of the place was empty. 

			“Check the bathroom,” I instructed Tevin. “I’ll take the loft.”

			Out of habit, Tevin pulled the air lock door shut and spun the handle until it stopped. As he tromped down the short hallway to the bathroom, I moved the Triton upward, heading toward the open bedroom area. It was twenty by twenty feet and set against the northwestern corner of the converted warehouse. There were sky-blue curtains on the windows, a neatly made queen-sized bed, a side table holding a stack of science texts, a lamp, a clothing rack with some very bland pants, sweaters, and shirts, a small television on a wooden dresser, and a fake potted plant. No bodies. No signs of violence. 

			I moved the drone back down to the ground floor just as Tevin exited the bathroom. “Nada, boss,” he said. “But if we do find her, I’m gonna ask her to come clean my place. There weren’t even any smudges on the mirror in there.”

			I made a slow rotation around the kitchen. No dirty dishes in the sink, no coffee cups on the counter, no pans on the stove. There was a bowl of fruit beside the bread box, however. It held three oranges, a clove of garlic sprouting green shoots, and two black bananas. It was these last two items that confirmed my suspicions. 

			“Anything seem weird about those to you?” I asked Tevin. 

			The big guy peered at the rotten fruit. “Uh…that they’re ready for banana bread?”

			“Exactly. They’re the only spoiled thing in this whole place. Does this woman strike you as the type to forget she had ripe bananas sitting on the counter?”

			“She strikes me as the type who still wears her eighth-grade retainer.”

			“Me, too. Which means…” I spun the Triton around again, taking in the neatness of everything. Like it had been staged for a photo shoot, or prepared for an important guest. “She didn’t leave three days ago. Judging from those bananas, she hasn’t been here for at least a week.”

			“Well, we knew it might be a missing persons deal, right?” Tevin swung his arms back and forth, trying to loosen the tightness in his suit. “Maybe there’s some clue about where she went.”

			“Right, right,” I murmured, but something tugged at the corner of my brain. Something that didn’t feel right about Dr. Donne being gone so long. But it wasn’t coming to me. “Let’s check her computer.”

			Tevin walked over to the work station and powered it up. While the operating system loaded, he gently touched one of the microscopes. “You know what she was working on here, boss?”

			“Not really,” I said, moving the Triton over to one of the vial shelves. Each of them was labeled with an incomprehensible series of numbers and letters, but they seemed to be arranged in order. There was a missing section of about a dozen vials near the bottom. “Her manager said it was some kind of Ash deterrent.”

			“Must be nice.” Tevin chuckled. “My top subjects in school were football and weed. Sure wish I’d paid more attention in math and science now, though. I could have some cush work-from-home gig, instead of having to play crash-test dummy every time your dumb ass calls.”

			“You know I prefer the term ‘crash-test person,’” I said lightly. “And I’ve told you, you should take online classes.” I nudged my drone closer to the missing vial section. There was a gap in the ordering from C-5630 to C-5652. It could be nothing, but I dutifully took a screen grab. “After we wrap up this gig, you could use your cut of the money to get your GED.”

			“It’s a thought,” Tevin mused. “You know, I used to tell my ma that hell’d freeze over before I finished high school, but I guess all I needed was a worldwide catastrophe. Okay, computer’s up. You got the login info?” 

			

			“Yeah, one second.” I pulled up the documents from Morales, which included instructions for how to access Dr. Donne’s system. I read the information to Tevin, who slowly hunted and pecked with his thick gloved fingers. As he hit return, I moved the Triton around the face the work station. The image of Tevin framed by the wall of vials behind him made me catch my breath. That was what I’d been unable to recall. 

			I scrolled through Morales’ files, opening the webcam video she’d received from Dr. Donne. The background was exactly the same as where Tevin was currently sitting. The only difference was the missing section of test vials. As the scientist began to repeat her terse, emotionless message, my mind raced. The missing section is the one she said wasn’t successful. Why take a bunch of samples if they didn’t work? My thoughts were consumed by these questions and my headphones were filled with the doctor’s voice, so I didn’t hear the supply closet door open behind me. 

			I did hear the gunshot.

			The sound blew out my headphones, causing me to drop the drone’s controller. I quickly scooped it off the floor of my apartment and minimized the recording of Dr. Donne. Tevin’s helmet filled my HUD. There was a neat, dime-sized hole in his face shield, and the interior was speckled with blood. Through the streaks of red, I could see the big man’s wide, terrified eyes. 

			He stood, all six feet five inches of him, a former linebacker in a too-small, secondhand hazmat suit. His gloved hands scrabbled at his throat, as if he were trying to pull off a noose around his neck. There was another roar in my headphones, and a dark hole appeared in Tevin’s broad chest.

			My senses finally returning, I spun the Triton one hundred and eighty degrees and shunted it sideways. A figure emerged from the supply closet, wearing a pure white hazmat suit with the gold sun visor down. One shaking hand held a smoking Desert Eagle pistol.

			I squeezed the trigger of my drone controller. It was a panic shot, poorly aimed. The tranquilizer dart clinked off the exposed brick wall about two feet from the figure. Still, it made Tevin’s attacker duck. Whoever it was fired back at me, but I lifted the drone twenty feet off the ground now and strafed right, trying to get a better angle for a second shot.

			The slug struck the wall of windows behind me, but the glass didn’t break. Impact proof. Dr. Donne really had been prepared for every eventuality. I glanced down at Tevin. His large frame had toppled backward and now lay prone on the concrete floor. A dark stain was spreading across his chest. As long as the seals of the lab held, though, there might be a chance to save him. 

			I fired another tranquilizer dart, but the figure in the white hazmat suit dove behind one of the couches. My dart thumped into the brown leather three inches from the top. Damn. Whoever it was, they now had my Triton pinned in a corner.

			I weighed my options. I could try to move forward, using the exposed ceiling girders as cover, or I could drop to the ground and attempt to surprise the attacker from the side. As I was deciding, the figure reached over the top of the couch and took another shot at me. The bullet struck the wall a foot to my right, causing brick particles to bounce off the camera lens. I had to go on the offensive. 

			I dropped the drone down until I was about a foot off the concrete floor. Then I moved forward, hugging the eastern wall and keeping my finger poised above the trigger. I was ten feet from the back of the couch…six feet… four…

			Suddenly there was a blur of white as the figure rolled out into the open. The Desert Eagle was aimed right at me. I could see my UAV reflected in the attacker’s gold face shield. We fired at the same time. The bright muzzle flash made my eyes sting. My tranquilizer dart struck the ground right in front of the figure, cracking open and spraying the white suit with yellow Midazolam.

			My drone was less lucky. The bullet struck one of its four rotors, causing the Triton to spin haphazardly. I tried to take evasive action, but I had almost zero attitude control. All I could do is watch through the spinning camera as the attacker slowly stood, took careful aim, and fired once more. There was a flicker of static as the bullet impacted, then my camera feed went dead.

		

	
		

		
			006 - Bad Moon Rising

			26 months, 9 days, 16 hours, 24 minutes
since Ash Outbreak

		

		
			As a rule, detectives are not a terribly superstitious lot. Superstition doesn’t hold up in court, for one thing. It doesn’t help catch criminals. In fact, superstition can do the opposite—convince you that unrelated evidence is somehow connected, or that there’s a deeper meaning to random acts of violence. The truth is, shit happens. The world’s chock-full of coincidences. And a detective’s job is to sort the wheat from the chaff, facts from speculation.

			But sometimes, the details lined up in a way that just felt wrong. A series of similar crimes would occur within a short amount of time, or people who looked remarkably alike would die within days of each other, or arson cases would inexplicably spike. It was random, the luck of the draw, we all knew that, but sometimes—sometimes it felt like things were connected. That some evil puppet master really was tugging on the world’s strings. It wouldn’t change the way we investigated a case, but the feeling had to be acknowledged. And so, when a weirdly coincidental crime occurred, we detectives would shrug and tell each other, “Bad moon rising.”

			These words came back to me as I flew a second drone back toward Dr. Donne’s lab. I’d called 911 from my home computer the minute my first drone had been shot down. I gave the dispatcher the address of Dr. Donne’s lab and the instructions for how to get inside. Then I logged into my Studio City drone, only to discover that a rolling brownout had killed the power for ten hours the night before. I only had fifteen percent left on my battery. That meant logging into my West LA drone, which had a full charge but was ten miles further away from where Tevin was bleeding out. Even flying at maximum speed, my map estimated it would take me eighteen minutes to reach him. 

			I spent the time reviewing the recording from my first drone’s camera. Over and over I watched Tevin’s attack—the sudden surprise in his eyes as the mystery figure stepped out of the supply closet, the bullet hole appearing in his face shield, the spray of cranial blood coating the inside of the helmet. I hoped to find more details, more information, but so far my only takeaway was that the big man’s injuries were my fault. Hadn’t Tevin said as much to me himself? If I die out here, you’re paying for my funeral. Had I not hired a surrogate, Tevin Hall would be at home with his mom, working toward completing his high school diploma.  

			I tried to push aside these thoughts as I scanned the video yet again for clues to the attacker’s identity. A logo on the hazmat suit, a serial number on the oxygen tank, a brand name on the boots—but every piece of gear was as featureless as the figure’s golden face shield. The suit was a custom-made job, not a cobbled-together quilt like the Scrappers used. This was expensive, well-crafted—the Ferrari of PPE.

			How did they get into the lab? I mused, making sure to fly well above the flight deck for delivery drone traffic. The last thing I needed was an in-air collision because I was distracted. Did the attacker also know the code to the lab? Morales said only she and Dr. Donne had that information. Was she lying, or did they break in somehow?

			Let’s say it was the latter. It was possible, even necessary sometimes, to bypass an air lock’s security measures. Police officers, firefighters, and maintenance workers all knew how to do it. Which meant that any of those people who had become Scrappers were capable of such a move, too. But scavengers were opportunists, much more likely to attack Tevin for his scooter than bust into a random warehouse. And the other folks needed permission from higher-ups. This felt like something else. But what?

			My GPS alerted me that Dr. Donne’s warehouse was 1000 feet ahead. I dropped down to street level, passing six news drones hovering at the required distance. A big removal Rhino drone was parked out front, and an actual patrolman in a hazmat suit stood by the door. Something about this case must be important if the LAPD had bothered to send an in-person badge. There was no ambulance drone, so I had to hope that Tevin was already on his way to a hospital. I showed the patrolman my credentials and he waved me into the air lock garage. 

			I checked the HUD clock as I completed my second decontamination of the afternoon. Fuck. Nearly forty-five minutes had elapsed since the attacker had first shot Tevin. Maybe they sent a paramedic drone to patch him up. Maybe it wasn’t as bad as it looked. 

			But as soon as I entered Dr. Donne’s lab, I could tell it was too late. Tevin lay where I had last seen him, motionless, his eyes staring blankly up at the ceiling through his blood-speckled face shield. I felt ill as I stared down at his corpse.

			He was surrounded by broken vials and smashed lab equipment. Two evidence flags had been placed beside his large frame. My first drone sat against the southern wall, shot to hell, a third evidence flag placed beside it. The neatly ordered shelves had been tipped over. Table drawers had been opened and rummaged through. The computer hard drives had been ripped out. All that work Dr. Donne had put in to maintaining the cleanliness of her lab, and it had been destroyed in minutes. But that’s always the way, I told myself. Always easier to destroy than preserve. Easier to kill than care for. First Nguyen, then Tevin, now this. 

			Bad moon rising. 

			“There he is, the man of the hour,” a dry, sarcastic voice said from a Triton IV drone. It hovered toward me, coming to a stop about two feet away. From the ID tag, I could see it was being operated by Detective Roberta Vaill. I knew her slightly from my time on the force. She was hard-nosed, sharp, and a dogged investigator. Fifteen years in Homicide, with dozens of successful collars under her belt. A respected officer, fiercely loyal to the department. In her mind, there were only two ways to leave the LAPD—either in a body bag or with a gold Rolex on your wrist. People who left voluntarily—people like me—were little more than cowards and traitors. I knew this because she had voiced that opinion to me on multiple occasions. Even her photo ID featured a scowl. “Nice of you to join us, Braddock.”

			“I got back here as quickly as I could.” Historically, being around Vaill made my temper short and my blood pressure rise. I took a breath to calm myself. “Did the paramedics even show?”

			“Patrolman outside got here first,” the detective replied crisply. “Happened to be looking into an abuse complaint a half mile from here. When he saw your surrogate, he called off the med drones. I gotta hand it to you,” she continued, turning her drone back to the crime scene. “Homicides are down fifty-eight percent, but you? You witness two of ‘em in two days.” 

			“Nguyen wasn’t a homicide,” I reminded her. 

			“Right, right,” she responded in a tone that clearly indicated she didn’t believe me. “What was it Rusk put down as the cause of death? ‘Aggravated suicide.’ Maybe I can call this one ‘assisted murder.’”

			My stomach clenched with guilt, but I answered Det. Vaill in an off-hand tone. “Tevin knew the risks. To me, this indicates that Dr. Donne did not just go on vacation. Either she knew something and someone’s trying to shut her up, or she went into hiding and someone’s trying to find her.” As I took in the ransacked office, a third idea struck me. I moved my Triton closer to Vaill, excited. “It could even be corporate espionage. Some competing company wanted to get their hands on Donne’s research, so they sent someone to grab it. And we happened to show up while they were still here.”

			Vaill’s drone dropped to inspect the spent ammunition shells from the Desert Eagle. “Or—and this one’s courtesy of Detective Occam S. Razor—it was just an old-timey B & E that went south. Scrapper spots your buddy entering a fancy sealed warehouse, follows you inside, shoots everything that moves, then makes off with the goodies.”

			“They were already in here,” I corrected her. “There were no signs of a break-in or disabled security. Plus, Scrappers don’t usually kill their targets or wear top-of-the-line hazmat suits. Take a look.” I air dropped the video file from my shot-up Triton to her. “It’s the kind hot zone scientists used to wear, not desperate scavengers.”

			“So it was a Scrapper who used to be a scientist, then. Or a fashion designer.” Vaill moved her drone over to the evidence flag marking the second shell casing. “Gotta use those no-longer-necessary skills somehow.”

			“Couldn’t you just check Centurion to see where Dr. Donne went? Judging from the decayed bananas, I’d say she left between five and eight days ago. The files go back that far, right?” Centurion was a geosynchronous satellite imaging system that had been commissioned by the LAPD about a year before the Ash outbreak. It took high resolution pictures of Los Angeles and the surrounding area every ten seconds. When a crime occurred, these images could be accessed to track a perpetrator’s movements prior to the event. There had been protests about the technology before the virus hit—privacy concerns, Big Brother, the usual—but once everyone went inside, those were forgotten. 

			For law enforcement, Centurion was an incredibly helpful investigative tool. But there were a couple of issues with the system. First, it could only be accessed by authorized personnel, like the police or city attorneys. Secondly:

			“You know those files can’t be viewed without a warrant from the DA,” Vaill said. “And every time they grant one, the ACLU folks get their panties in a bunch.”

			“This one will be worth it,” I promised her. “Donne’s not some random deadbeat skipping out on alimony payments.”

			“And intel sharing’s a two-way street.” Vaill rotated her drone to face mine. “You wanna peep inside Centurion, why don’t you tell me who hired you for this job?” 

			

			I hesitated. Morales already distrusted the police. If I gave the department her contact information, she might pull the job from me before it was finished. “I’m afraid my client requested anonymity.” 

			“If I’m asking for warrants, you know I can get one for your drone recordings, too.” Vaill’s drone inched closer to mine. “I’d hate to see you brought up on obstruction charges.” Her tone, however, made it clear that she relished the idea. 

			“Sorry,” I said. “Detective-client privilege.”

			“Fine.” Vaill turned her drone away. “If you’re not gonna help, then you can get the hell outta my crime scene. The patrolman outside will take down your statement. Josephson?”

			Another high-pitched whine sounded in my headphones. I spun my Triton around to see another police drone hovering right behind me. The ID tag of the lieutenant piloting it made him look several years shy of thirty, but his UAV was a riot-control model, with a taser outfitted on the front. The electric charge would only incapacitate a human, but it was more than enough to scramble the circuits of my Triton.

			“No need for an escort,” I said, nudging my drone toward the open air lock door. Along the way, I scanned back and forth to see if there was any detail I’d missed. When I was just at the threshold of the air lock, a loud CRASH drew my attention. I spun the Triton around to see the disposal Rhino, while maneuvering into position to scoop up Tevin’s body, had jostled a table. Print outs of scientific papers were now spilled across the floor. 

			“Jesus Christ, Hoennicker,” Vaill complained. “Who taught you how to drive that thing, Mr. Magoo?”

			“Sorry ma’am,” said Hoennicker from the Rhino, backing up the tank to get a better angle. “DB’s a bit bigger than I’m used to.” 

			While they argued over how to collect Tevin, I zoomed in my camera lens on the spilled papers, getting as many screen grabs as I could before Josephson’s drone blocked my view. “The door’s behind you,” he said over the speaker. 

			“Keep your suit on,” I replied smoothly. “I know when I’m not wanted.”

			I turned back to the air lock, feeling like I’d gotten what I came for. I didn’t know what it meant yet, but across every paper I’d photographed was the stamped image of two snakes entwined around a staff. It was accompanied by the name of an organization in a strong font: 

			The Caduceus.

			[image: ]

			

			Thirty minutes later, having given my statement to the very green and very nervous patrolman stationed outside Dr. Donne’s lab, my Triton was en route to Jazz Morales’ home in Eagle Rock. I’d Googled her after our first meeting and was relieved to discover she lived only about ten miles northeast of my apartment in downtown LA. To fill the time on my flight over, I dialed my ex-wife. She did not pick up. 

			“Hey Claire,” I said after listening to her voicemail message. “I know we’re hashtag-separated or whatever, but can you call me back ASAP? A colleague of mine was…well, he was killed, actually, and I need your expertise. Call me back.”

			I disconnected the call, then texted her Pick up pls—URGENT! Getting no response to that, I called again. This time, she answered.

			“Jesus, Kai,” she said, sounding irritated. “I’m in the middle of a VFX meeting.”

			Her tone made me bristle. “I thought we agreed to always take each other’s calls,” I found myself saying. Sounding exactly like the bitter ex I swore I’d never become.

			“Not all of us get to make our own schedules.”

			“Oh, okay. Well, are your special effects more important than my friend’s murder? Because that’s what I’m dealing with here.”

			“Jesus,” she said again. Her voice was softer this time, more sympathetic. “Who was it?”

			I started talking, the words burbling out as I flew the Triton northwest. I told her about Tevin—how I’d known him for over ten years, how even during an apocalypse he was trying to better himself. Taking care of his mom, investing in his future. I told her I should have been there with him, because it was my case. My responsibility. But instead I’d outsourced it. I’d hired someone to take on a risk that should have been mine. And now a young man—along with all of his potential—had been carted off in a disposal drone. Finally the words dried up and I trailed off.

			“Oh, honey,” Claire said after a moment of silence. The term of affection sent an ache shooting through my chest, like an arrow made of memory. I hadn’t heard this kind of warmth from her in at least a year, maybe more. I was glad we were on audio only so my ex-wife couldn’t see the tears that appeared in my eyes. 

			Claire seemed to recognize she’d crossed a line. She cleared her throat, then said in a far more businesslike manner: “Will you be looking into it?”

			“I have to. I owe it to him to…find an answer. I owe his mom an answer.” His mom, shit. Someone would have to tell Tevin’s mother that her only son was dead. Worse, that someone would probably have to be me. I wasn’t fully clear on Mrs. Hall’s medical situation, but it was obvious she had relied on her son for help. Who would take care of her now that he was gone? Chalk up yet another victim of my cowardice.

			“Won’t that be dangerous?” I could hear the worry in my ex-wife’s voice. It made me realize how much I missed having someone worry about me. For a moment, the guilt I felt was replaced by a warm, affectionate glow.

			“Maybe,” I admitted. “But it comes with the job.”

			“It came with your job,” she corrected me. “But you’re an independent contractor now. You can quit any time and let the police handle it. Think about the boys, Kai.”

			“I am,” I said fiercely. “What do you want me to tell ‘em, that doing what’s right is too much of a hassle? That it’s better to hide than to fight? How am I supposed to set an example for them if I do that?”

			“You can’t set any example if you’re not alive,” she replied hotly.

			“I’m barely alive to ‘em now. They don’t talk at our dinners, they barely listen…I’m not their father, I’m an obligation.” The word was bitter on my tongue, especially because I knew it was true.

			“Then make yourself into something different. Be there for them more than three hours a week. Let them in, Kai.”

			It was the same argument we’d had so many times before. The argument that had torpedoed the foundation of our marriage. Her thinking that my career was a choice, and me being unwilling—or maybe unable—to change who I was. “I’m trying, Claire. By doing this job, I’m showing them…” I trailed off, knowing how cheesy my next words would sound, but needing to say them anyway. Needing my co-parent to know my intentions. “I’m showing ‘em we can’t just roll over and die. That someone has to do what needs doing, even if it’s dangerous and they have to…go it alone.”

			There was a long pause as she processed this. “You wanna go outside, don’t you. That’s where this case is heading, and you want to head with it.”

			“I don’t know yet. I might have to. But can you check something for me first? Please?” I pulled up an email window in my HUD and attached the video message Morales had received from Dr. Donne. “Can you have one of your VFX guys look at this video I’m sending? I need to know if it was doctored in any way.”

			I sent it over, hearing Claire sigh as she opened it. I’d asked for her professional advice in this arena before. “When do you need it by?”  

			“The usual,” I told her. “ASAP.” The GPS indicated I was drawing near Morales’ house. I eased back on the drone’s throttle and dropped to about a hundred feet off the ground. “Confidentiality, all the usual stuff applies.”

			“Okay. I’ll have Ian take a look.”

			“Thanks. And whatever I decide to do, I promise I’ll stay safe. For the boys.”

			“I know you will. It’s everything outside that worries me.”

			 Then, without saying good-bye, she disconnected the call.

		

	
		

		
			007 - A Bit of Jazz

			26 months, 9 days, 17 hours, 19 minutes
since Ash Outbreak

		

		
			Jasmine Morales—Jazz to her friends—lived on Floristan Avenue, about three blocks south of Colorado Boulevard. As my Triton V descended to street level, I got a good look at the well-known mound of stone that gave the city of Eagle Rock its name. A cleft of the seven-hundred-foot rock formation had sheared off the face many decades ago, leaving behind a distinctive bird-shaped silhouette. But as the years went on, erosion had worn down the shape until all that remained was a slightly wavy line. Just like the rest of the world, I reflected as I turned my drone southward. Brands, companies, landmarks that once defined this country are now ghosts of their former selves. The whole of human culture, worn down to almost nothing. 

			I sped down the residential street, passing empty cars covered in leaves and the occasional delivery drone. Morales was lucky—there were plenty of shade trees on her street and the homes of her neighbors appeared to be well-maintained. The lawns were cut, the bushes trimmed, the garden beds cleared of weeds. I wondered if the street had pooled their money to hire a remote gardener. It was always interesting to see how different people had responded to the shelter at home order. Some retreated into the boundaries of their own property, refusing to participate in any endeavor that didn’t directly impact their square footage, while others became more generous, offering up donations or services they never would have thought to contribute before going inside. 

			Morales appeared to belong to one of the latter communities. As I flew the Triton down her block, I took note of the little touches of neighborly affection. Some residents had taped homemade artwork to their windows for those nearby to appreciate, while others had written short messages of encouragement on the outside of their air locks. One house even had a Joke of the Day blackboard in their front bay window. If you had to be stuck indoors, you could do a lot worse for your community.

			I brought the drone to a hover in front of Morales’ house. It was a well-maintained one-story Spanish-style hacienda, painted cream and highlighted with brown shutters and door frames. There was a native desert garden in the front yard, a weather station, and three derelict beehives. Count me among the many people who hadn’t realized that insects have muscles, too. People had found ways to move bees and other necessary insects inside before the Ash hit the West Coast, but the populations were all endangered. Real honey cost more per ounce than gold these days.

			I moved the Triton toward the air lock that had been fitted over Morales’ front door. It was one of the newer models—thick polymer with a video camera call button. I was pretty sure that Morales couldn’t afford such a model on a project manager’s pay, so I assumed her girlfriend had some kind of fancy-pants job. Or a trust fund. 

			I pressed the call button with the barrel of my Triton’s tranquilizer gun. The bell rang inside, echoing through the house and causing a human-shaped shadow to stir in one of the back rooms. A face appeared on the monitor above the call button. Caucasian female, mid-thirties, with a long jaw and angular cheek bones. Short, spiky bleached blond hair, blue eyes narrowed in suspicion. I didn’t blame her. 

			“Can I help you?” the woman asked warily.

			I placed my profile picture on the Triton’s video screen, making sure the door camera could see it. “Good evening, ma’am. I was wondering if I could speak to Jasmine Morales. Is she home?” A pro forma question, since everyone was home nowadays.

			The woman hesitated slightly. Solicitors and door-to-door salespeople were still very much in operation, though of course they did their work remotely. In some places, people had even reported that they’d gotten more frequent. “She’s working. What’s this about?” 

			“She hired me earlier today to track down a work colleague of hers. A Dr. Donne.”

			Understanding dawned in the woman’s eyes. “Jazz!” she shouted into the next room. “Your detective’s here.” I could hear the disapproving spin she put on the word “detective.” There was some indistinct murmuring offscreen. “No, he’s got a drone. I don’t know, he didn’t say.” She turned back to me. “Hold on.”

			She stepped out of frame, and I could hear more muttering. Finally, Morales’ face appeared onscreen, looking much like it had this morning. Only now her expression was more concerned. Uneasiness lit her eyes. “Detective Braddock? Did you…find her?”

			“I’m afraid not, Ms. Morales. But the situation has changed. Can I come inside?”

			Unease turned into full-on dismay. “Oh. I don’t—I’m not sure. Can’t we just talk here?”

			“I don’t think that’s a good idea. The neighbors could overhear, and I’ve become a little leery of video screens lately.”  

			She bit her lip—that adorable affectation of concern—and looked over to her girlfriend, her eyes questioning. I could hear soothing murmurs offscreen, then Morales shook her head and sighed. “I—okay. Let me just make sure the chloride canister’s full. We haven’t had to decontaminate in a while.”
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			Ten minutes later, my freshly-sterilized drone was resting on top of Morales’ dining table. She and her girlfriend, whose name I’d learned was Britt, were sitting across from me. Their place was clean and hip, with framed art on the walls and nicely arranged tchotchkes on dust-free shelves. The kind of home that screamed “childless, well-to-do couple” from every corner. Britt had made tea, jokingly asking if I wanted any. She sat loose and relaxed now, in a gray tank top and olive cargo pants. Jazz, meanwhile, clutched her mug and hunched forward, like a teenager expecting to be punished. She wore a Cal State LA hoodie and jeans, no socks. Her foot jiggled, making the table vibrate slightly. 

			I explained everything that had happened that afternoon, making sure to track her reactions. She seemed surprised to hear that that Dr. Donne left several days before the video had been sent and all that her research had been destroyed or taken, but she looked positively ill when I told her that Tevin had been murdered by an unknown assailant. As she listened to my report, Jazz grew increasingly concerned, picking the paint off her fingernails. By the time I finished, a dozen or so tiny curls of red nail polish had collected beneath her hands. 

			Sensing her partner’s worry, Britt reached over to rub Jazz’s back. “We’re safe here, right? I mean, whoever did this has no reason to come after us.”

			“Honestly? I don’t know,” I admitted. “Not until I get a clearer picture of what’s going on. Jazz, you said you were in daily contact with Dr. Donne up until a few days ago?”

			She nodded, starting to pick at her left index finger. More red nail polish curls hit the table. “She sent me check-in messages pretty much every day.”

			

			“Pretty much?” 

			“She might have missed a day or two. I’d have to look.”

			“And they were all emails? You guys didn’t chat on the phone or video?”

			She shook her head quickly. “It was mostly a text-based relationship. Like I said this morning, she was all about the work.”

			I typed ‘Check Donne’s email’ in my notepad. “So these emails, were they any different in the last couple weeks?”

			She shrugged. “I didn’t think so. Updates about how her latest tests were going, helping her collate the new results. From my end, it was business as usual. Until I got that video message.” Her eyes widened. “Which, if she was already gone…how did she record that?” 

			“I have a video effects expert looking into that right now,” I told her.

			“Video effects…so you think it might have been fake? That the message was sent by someone else?”

			“Like I said, I’m not sure yet. What about scientific rivals? Was there anyone who might want to steal her research?”

			Morales went back to picking her index finger. Eyes focused on the table. “I don’t know.” 

			“People have been killed, Jazz. I need the truth.” I cursed my inability to reach across the table and force her to make eye contact. The gravitas really goes out of an interview if the witness can just throw a towel over you and walk away. 

			As if to prove my point, Britt reached over and tilted my drone toward her face. It was the equivalent of someone grabbing me by the chin, and I liked it about as much. “Hey man,” she said, aggressively putting her face close to the lens. “She said she doesn’t know.”

			“Please unhand my drone,” I said firmly. 

			Britt blinked, realizing her faux pas. She put the Triton back, raising her hands in apology. “My bad. But if you keep stressing my girl out, I will not hesitate to toss your unmanned aerial ass out on the front lawn.”

			“Fair enough,” I replied. “But I can’t assess the threats unless Jazz tells me everything.” I swiveled my head to her, and the drone camera did the same. “So again—did Dr. Donne have any competitors?”

			Her index finger picked clean, she moved on to her left middle finger. “A few. She wasn’t the most collaborative person to work with. But there was one guy…he kept asking to get a look at her research. She always turned him down, though. Said he was harmless, but life was too short to work with weasels.”

			

			“Sometimes it’s the weasels you have to worry about the most,” I told her, thinking of Nguyen. “What was his name?”

			She bit her lip again. “She hadn’t mentioned him in a while. Silverstein? Shellstrop?” She shook her head. “Something like that.”

			“Are you sure it was an S name? Could you look it up in your email?”

			She shrugged, but took out her cell phone. “We didn’t really talk about him by name. Dr. Donne called him the Leech, ‘cause he was always trying to latch on to her.”

			“Try searching for that,” I suggested. “Do you mind if I look, too?”

			She shook her head. I fired up the drone, positioning it behind her shoulder so I could see her phone screen. Britt leaned over her other shoulder. Jazz typed ‘The Leech’ into her email search window and tapped the little magnifying glass. About a dozen emails showed up, from as far back as two years ago.

			“Can you open the most recent one?” I asked. 

			She did, and the three of us scanned the message. Jazz had been right—Dr. Donne was no prose writer. Her sentences were terse, dry, and filled with scientific jargon. It read more like a telegram than a letter to a colleague. I scanned the text, quickly moving past the gobbledygook about electrical resonance tests and magnet polarities. At the bottom of the email, following her sign-off of a lowercase e, was a P.S. —

			I heard the Leech applied for a NHS grant to test electric resonances. Great minds, or is he spying on us??

			“Huh,” I said, remembering what Jazz had said earlier this morning about being spied on. “Do you think he’s the one surveilling you?”

			Morales shared a look with Britt. “The drones we’ve seen outside the house are city-owned, mostly. Britt works for the Children’s Court.”

			“I’m an attorney,” she said. It explained a lot about her manner. “The city drones, they all start with the same serial number prefix—LA900.”

			And the same prefix as downtown LA’s zip codes, I thought. “Do you have any pictures of these spy drones? Video from your door camera?”

			Britt shook her head angrily. “The cops asked for the same thing when we complained. Whoever’s flying these things knows how to avoid the cameras.”

			“And how long have they been bothering you?”

			Jazz looked at Britt. “Maybe about a month? It was a week or so before we realized they were hanging around. And they don’t come every day.” 

			‘Spy drones’ I wrote on the notes app. “Let’s go back to the emails. Next one?”

			

			She opened it, but the content was similar to the first. A passing mention of the Leech, no names or details. The same held true for the next three emails. But the sixth one was different. It had been sent about seven months ago, and was slightly more conversational than the others. I took note of the timestamp: around ten-thirty in the evening. Dr. Donne was sending Jazz her latest results, then she launched into a diatribe about the Leech: “Forgot to tell you last week—the Leech tried to join The Caduceus! I know it’s all hands on deck and good ideas can come from anywhere, but picturing Semmelweiss amongst luminaries like Chaterjee and Baaden just boggles the mind. Men truly do fail upward. Needless to say, we denied his request. Enjoy your weekend.”

			“Semmelweiss,” I said, resisting the urge to tap her phone screen with the barrel of my drone’s tranq gun. “Was that his name?”

			“Yes. That was it,” Jazz said, looking relieved. “His first and middle names start with S, too. Dr. Donne said it was pretty fitting that a slimeball like him has the monogram of a snake.”

			I did a quick Internet search. “Stuart Semmelweiss? Assistant manager of infectious disease study, CalGen Pharmaceuticals?”

			“That’s him,” she said, sitting straighter than she had yet. “I’m ninety percent positive. And his company, CalGen, they tried to poach Dr. Donne a few times since the lockdown went into effect. Offered her some pretty nice perks, but she always said she liked her set up with Quantic.”

			“This other company she mentions.” I scanned a screenshot of the email, finding the phrase. “The Caduceus. I saw their logo on some of her papers. What do they do?”

			“Oh, they’re not a company.” She took a sip of her tea, more relaxed now that she’d put a name to our suspect. “It’s a scientific collective. Everyone in it has agreed to share their research with everyone else. No matter who they actually work for.”

			“Isn’t that illegal?” I asked. “I thought all these private companies had NDAs and isolated servers to prevent corporate espionage.”

			“They do,” she said, her wide mouth curling up into a catlike grin. “Which is why Dr. Donne always made hard copies of her research.”

			“So The Caduceus might have copies of what was taken from her lab? How do I get into contact with them?”

			Morales deflated again. “I don’t know. Membership was for scientific elites only. I’m just a lowly supervisor.”

			It was a disappointment, but I had more than enough to go on for now. “Thanks for taking the time to talk. I’ll keep you updated. Britt, you mind getting the door for me?”

		

	
		

		
			008 - Kill Corridor

			26 months, 9 days, 18 hours, 39 minutes
since Ash Outbreak

		

		
			As I flew my drone back toward downtown, I went over the new details I’d learned from Morales. The way I saw it, there were three, possibly four suspects who could have had a hand in Dr. Donne’s disappearance. Semmelweiss was the most obvious. He had tried to latch on to her research before and failed. Maybe he’d grown impatient and finally decided to threaten her. But if she had disappeared before he could act, he’d need to break into her lab to get a look at her research—which Tevin and I had interrupted.

			CalGen was also a suspect. Unable to lure Donne away from her current employer, they could have engaged in a little white-collar crime to gain access to her work. That might include busting into her lab, or it might mean they’d grabbed her themselves. Whether or not they’d found what they were looking for, and who at CalGen may be responsible, were still unknowns. 

			The Caduceus was suspicious, too. If this secretive cabal of scientists was sharing research, it was possible that one of them had seen something of value in Donne’s work. They could have decided to claim it for themselves, or keep it quiet by getting her out of the way.

			The fourth suspect was, of course, her employer. Someone at Quantic, learning that Dr. Donne had broken her NDA and was sharing proprietary research, might have tried to shut her down. This last scenario was the most far-fetched. Why resort to kidnapping and murder when they could simply fire her? But I couldn’t cross it off the list. At least not until I’d spoken with Quantic’s owner.

			Before I did that, though, it made sense to interview Semmelweiss. I put the drone on autopilot and began Googling his information. I’d just found a home address in Marina Del Rey when a video call came through from Ian Thakkar, the VFX tech Claire had offered to reach out to earlier. I clicked the ‘Accept’ button.

			A webcam video appeared in my HUD, showing a long-haired, goateed man in his twenties. He was surrounded by a rack of hard drives and shelves full of pop culture paraphernalia—Funko Pop bobbleheads, action figures still in the box, meticulously painted models of fictional vehicles.

			“Ian, buddy, good to see you again,” I said warmly. “What’s it been, two months? Looks like you got some new toys.”

			“They’re collectibles,” he said stiffly. “I’m safekeeping items of cultural significance.”

			“Thank you for your service,” I said genially. There were scores of people who had responded to the quarantine by taking it upon themselves to “preserve” some aspect of human achievement, be it knitting or medieval heraldry or candy bars. I know everyone needed a hobby, but I couldn’t help but wonder if some of that energy could have been directed toward more pressing problems, such as suicide prevention or elder care. “I take it Claire sent you that video?”

			“Yes,” he replied, sounding peeved. “Even though I have a Friday deadline to approve two dozen VFX shots on the next Marvel movie. So thanks for that.”

			“Well, I can’t control when kidnappings and homicides occur. But rest assured, those are more important than the latest green screen superhero thingy.”

			He huffed. “Tell that to the millions of people who count on our projects to keep them from going cuckoo and killing their roommates.”

			He had a point, but I certainly didn’t plan on conceding it. “So what’d you find?”

			Thakkar adjusted his glasses, peering at another computer monitor. “Right. Well, the video’s legit. Timestamp and metadata both say it was recorded four days ago. April fourth.”

			“Then why was it sent yesterday?”

			He sighed, a teacher forced to coach a dim-witted student. “It’s called scheduling. You can write an email and designate a time for it go out. Most people use them to make it look like they’re still at work when they’re not.”

			“Or to make someone think you’re still at home when you lit out last week.” I gave a quick glance at my Triton’s camera. It was flying about two hundred feet above Glassell Park, five miles from my downtown docking station. An hour of charge time would refill the drone’s battery enough to get me on my way to Marina Del Rey and Stuart Semmelweis. 

			“So you gonna tell me what is this really about?” Thakkar asked, popping some nuts into his mouth. “I already know this doctor was trying to find a fix-it for the Ash. Did she do it?”

			“I don’t know. And even if I did, I can’t—”

			WHAP! Something suddenly struck the side of my drone, making the background view skitter and tilt sideways. An alarm message flashed in my HUD: IMPACT. LEFT REAR ROTOR CRITICAL.

			“Fuck,” I said. “Gotta go, Ian. Call you back.” 

			I thumbed off the phone call, disconnected the autopilot, and banked the Triton hard to starboard. A moment later, a metallic blur shot past my camera lens. I tilted my head down to the street, scanning for movement. There. On the roof of an apartment building, a figure in a patchwork hazmat suit held a homemade slingshot. A Scrapper. 

			I checked my drone’s surroundings. It was somewhere above Cypress Park, just north of where the 5 and 110 freeways met. The gray trickle of the Los Angeles River glinted off to my right. Below me, a block of nine and ten-story apartment buildings huddled together. I could see two…no, three…other Scrappers waiting for me on the roofs ahead. Right in the middle of an abandoned zone. 

			When the people of Los Angeles had realized the Ash was crossing the Pacific, they scrambled to protect as many dwellings as possible. Each individual Ash mote had two core functions: to devour muscle protein and to make copies of itself. The only way to keep them out was to coat people’s homes in strong-bond polymers—basically shrink-wrap. All those years we’d spent trying to cut down on plastic, and now we needed it to save our lives. 

			But not every neighborhood was able to be plasticized in time. Many houses and apartments—usually the ones in low-income areas—were abandoned to the Ash. After everyone went inside, these “dead zones” were perfect hiding spots for anyone who didn’t want to be caught on camera. People like the Scrappers.

			The ones beneath me were clearly lying in wait for any delivery drones crossing their path. I could try to fly higher, but the Triton was only rated to about two thousand feet. And with one of my rotors already damaged, if I crapped out that high up, the drone would drop like a rock and be smashed to pieces. I’d already lost one expensive UAV today; a second would be devastating. 

			If I went lower, however, I’d almost certainly encounter more attackers, waiting to scavenge whatever was left of my Triton. While I understood the Scrapper perspective—most of them were underprivileged folks without the finances to spring for survival gear—my empathy stopped once they tried looting the equipment I’d worked so hard to pay off.

			

			Ahead of me, one rooftop Scrapper took aim at me with a slingshot. I made up my mind, killing the power to the rotors keeping me aloft just as he loosed his shot. The Triton fell as a two-inch steel ball bearing whistled past, mere inches overhead.  

			I tilted my head downward. The ground rushed toward me in a blur of details—weeds pushing through the cracked asphalt street, cars covered in dust, a homemade camo net covering one end of the block. Beneath it stood at least a dozen people in patchwork hazmat suits, sorting scavenged materials into piles and trading with one another. It appeared I’d wandered into some kind of post-apocalyptic farmer’s market. Lovely, but I can’t stay for a visit.

			Twenty feet from the street, I turned the rotors of the Triton back on. My drone’s plummet stopped, but the sound made several Scrappers whip their mirrored face shields toward me. Several of them were already reaching for weapons in their belts. Shit shit shit.

			I thumbed the control stick forward, weaving in and out of the surprised scavengers. One of them threw a weighted net at me. I banked down and left, just barely dodging it. I was now flying less than a foot off the ground. I slalomed between piles of sorted scrap, hearing loud cracks and crunches as shots from the Scrappers impacted behind me. 

			The end of the camo covering was just ahead of me. Stationed at fire escapes on either side of the street were two more snipers, slingshots loaded and ready to take down any drone dumb enough to fly this way.

			The only way for me to evade them was to go on the attack. I pulled a tight 180 and shot the Triton forward, aiming for the closest Scrapper. Smile, you son of a bitch, I thought, and fired a tranquilizer dart. It went wide, but it was enough to surprise them. It also let the other scavengers know that I too was armed.

			I increased the throttle and lifted the drone to the Scrapper’s eye level. I buzzed straight for their face shield, seeing my drone’s reflection grow larger and larger as I drew closer. It was a game of Chicken, and the Scrapper blinked. 

			When I was six inches from his head, the scavenger dropped to his knees. He probably could have taken me out with a well-timed punch, but people get nervous when things come hurtling toward their faces. Especially when those things have the potential to tear open their hazmat suits. 

			I pulled back on the attitude stick, sending the drone up to the fourth story. I was already halfway through the Scrapper’s Market, and fairly sure the roof snipers wouldn’t take a shot at me for fear of hitting their friends below. Even so, I made sure to weave back and forth across the street, in the hopes of throwing off their aim. 

			A hundred yards ahead of me, the apartment block opened up into a residential street, with plenty of backyards and trees for cover. My drone just had to make it out of this kill corridor and I could find someplace safe to stash the damaged UAV. Then I could come back later tonight with another drone to pick it up for repairs. 

			Sixty yards to go. One of the street-level Scrappers fired his slingshot, but the ball bearing ricocheted off the brick wall of the apartment building to my right. I could hear the others shouting muffled curses at my latest attacker. Taking a cue from them, I moved the Triton even closer to the apartment building wall.

			Thirty yards to the end of the block now. Twenty. A quick glance upward told me that Scrappers were running across the roof, trying to keep up with me. I couldn’t see their faces, but I could tell from their body language that they were pissed. Too bad, suckers. I’m nearly home free.

			But ten yards from the end of the block, a net dropped over my drone. My rotors sputtered, becoming entangled in the netting and coming to a stop. My Triton plummeted toward the ground. I pushed buttons, tried to restart the rotors, but my expensive drone was little more than a camera in a cage. 

			The Triton hit the asphalt. Miraculously, the UAV didn’t smash to pieces. The camera lens stared upward at a drunken angle. I moved my head back and forth, but the camera didn’t respond.

			A Scrapper stepped into frame. The faceless visor stared down at me like some kind of malevolent astronaut. The figure gave a clearly sarcastic wave, then leaned forward to flip the power switch. The screen of my HUD went dark, and a message appeared: SIGNAL LOST.

			I pulled off my VR visor, cursing in frustration. Two drones downed in one day. A loss of about fifteen grand. Insurance would probably cover them, but I wouldn’t see those payouts for months. How was I supposed to continue my investigation in the meantime? I had one working drone left. Anything I purchased online would take at least a day or two arrive, precious time I couldn’t afford to waste right now. I could rent one, but there was no guarantee it wouldn’t be loaded up with spyware. 

			There was also the issue of access. As I’d seen over the last sixteen hours, drones could be shot at, stolen, or flat-out ignored. They couldn’t get to every place I might need to go.

			I could hire a surrogate again, but I didn’t want yet another death on my hands. If I was going to find out who killed Tevin and what happened to Dr. Donne, I would need to start shouldering more of the risk myself. Which left one option, really.

			I was going to have to go outside.

		

	
		

		
			Part II

			WALKABOUT

			Human beings are nothing if not adaptable. Place them in a box,  slowly take away their creature comforts, and they will adjust. Sudden changes, however, are more dangerous. When people are once more able to go outside, how will they respond? Will freedom itself seem like a punishment?

			— from the private journal of Dr. Eloise Dunne

		

	
		

		
			009 - The Suit Makes the Man

			26 months, 10 days, 8 hours, 9 minutes
since Ash Outbreak

		

		
			When the Ash appeared, masks were the first line of defense. The machines were thought to be an aerosolized threat: don’t breathe them in, and you’ll be fine. People were encouraged to stay indoors and self-quarantine, but it wasn’t required. Scientists didn’t know in those first days that the Ash could linger on clothes and cars and buildings for weeks, even years at a time. That the xenobots could lie dormant until they detected a protein-rich organism nearby. That they could worm their way through tiny openings no bigger than a pinhole.

			But then the news out of Europe began to show masked people collapsing in the streets. They pulled off their face coverings, coughing up a fine black cloud that spiraled through air, landed on more unsuspecting victims, and burrowed into their bodies through their ears, their tear ducts, a paper cut—any opening that was exposed to air. 

			And so the federal government realized that we needed to seal ourselves inside. Dwellings were coated in protective polymers. Doors were outfitted with air locks. Outside vents were replaced by N99 filters. As much livestock as possible was moved indoors. The human world was sent to its room.

			The only safe way to venture out, we were told, was to wear a sealed hazmat suit with its own air supply. The suit should also have a temperature regulator, a wireless microphone, and built-in waste storage (so people wouldn’t have to pee in their pants). It should be made of durable but light material, and ideally cost around a few hundred dollars to produce. Finally, the suit needed to have some kind of display that showed how much air a user had left, whether there were any leaks, and so on. Unfortunately, such high-end personal protective equipment wasn’t readily available at the nearest Walmart. 

			

			This is where Triton Medical Supply stepped in. They already had a similar item in production, and quickly devised a way to mass-produce the suits. Old Man Wrigley leveraged everything he had to do it, going into massive debt to buy factories and scale up his business. But the gamble paid off. When he proved he could knock out forty thousand suits a day, he scored a government contract for one million. Soon that became three, then ten, then fifty million in the space of three months. By the time we were seven months into the shelter at home order, one in three hazmat suits sold in the United States was a Triton suit. They became the Starbucks of anti-Ash gear. ‘Trusty as a Triton” was a well-known saying for a reason. 

			Still, accidents happened. There were enough news stories about torn suits, or malfunctioning air filters, or Scrapper attacks, that most people only put on a hazmat suit as a last resort. In fact, the suits themselves had become kind of like smoke detectors in the old days—everyone had one in their house, but they only got used in times of emergency. No one threw one on to take a walk. Only people who were daredevils, dummies, or desperate did something like that. 

			So which one am I? I mused as I pulled my Triton Wolfsbane Mark IV suit out of its storage box by the front door of my studio apartment. Daredevil, dummy, or desperate? 

			I spread out the hazmat suit on my bed, wrinkling my nose at the smell of fresh polymer. If I told my wife—ex-wife, idiot, she’s your ex-wife—what my plans were, no doubt she would slot me in the “dummy” column. Claire would say that going outside to continue this investigation was tantamount to bathing in gasoline and lighting matches. And she’d probably be right.

			But having lost my second drone, I was pissed. I spent half an hour trying to box out my frustrations with a VR trainer, then another half hour pounding it out on the elliptical. I ate a shitty microwave dinner and downed a couple of mojitos in the shower, but I was still jittery with excess energy. Restless. I knew I needed to interview Stuart Semmelweiss in Marina Del Rey, but that would have to wait until morning. There was a more important piece of business that I had to address first.

			I toweled off, threw on a button-down shirt, and dialed up Tevin’s home number on TritonTalk. While it rang, I sat through yet another ad bragging about the Habitrail, and how it was going to revolutionize Los Angeles. I once more extended my middle finger when Wrigley and his kids appeared onscreen. Then the video came up, showing an overweight middle-aged woman in a housedress. Her grey hair hung in curls around her face and her eyeglasses were Coke-bottle-thick. Tevin’s mom leaned forward so only her mouth was onscreen. She spoke into the camera as if it was a microphone, her voice high and concerned:

			“Hello? Mr. Braddock, can you hear me?”

			“I can hear you just fine, Mrs. Hall. I assume you spoke with the police?”

			She sat back, her face stricken. “No. No, no. Why would I…? Is everything alright? Is it about my baby?”

			I felt my stomach turn over. Of course the department didn’t call her. If she was rich, someone with pull, you can bet they would have been on the phone before you could say tax-deductible donation. But poor folks like the Halls, the forgotten people, the ones on the fringes of society— “We’ll get to it when we get to it” should have been the motto on the badge, not “Protect and Serve.” 

			“I’m sorry to have to tell you this, Mrs. Hall, but Tevin—” I exhaled. “Your son—he was shot and killed earlier today.”

			I briefly explained what had happened. She took the news stoically, the way one does with a family member who has a terminal illness. Nodding, lips pressed together. Like she’d always expected to hear about Tevin’s death. It had only been a matter of when. 

			“I knew it,” she said, her voice breaking. “When T didn’t come home for dinner, I knew. Even when he was running with that fool gang of his in high school, he always made sure he was home at dinner to give me my pills. He was a good boy.” She quickly crossed herself then kissed the plastic rosary that hung around her neck. 

			“He was,” I said, finding there was suddenly a lump in my throat. “Do you have someone who can, um, check in on you? Someone to help with your medication and groceries?”

			“Oh, I don’t need some stranger coming to my home,” she said. “Once T started working outside, he showed me how to get delivery from the pharmacy. Said he was like a fire fighter now. That any time he left, he might not make it back.” She brushed tears away from her eyes. “He was right about that. But he always told me, ‘Mama, don’t you worry. No matter how things shake out, I’m on the side of the angels now.’”

			I closed my eyes, inwardly cursing Tevin. It was almost as if he was guilting me from beyond the grave. Making sure that I did everything I could to make his sacrifice count. “That he was, Mrs. Hall,” I heard myself say. A lie, somewhat, given the questionable things Tevin and I had done in the pursuit of criminals. Maybe it was because of this lie that I found myself continuing: “And I promise you, I’m gonna find out who did this.”

			“God bless you,” Mrs. Hall said, dabbing her eyes with a Kleenex. “Tevin, he always said you were a good one. That you did what was right, even when you pretended like you didn’t care.”

			There it was—the final nail in my ethical coffin. There was no getting out of my obligation now. Not if I hoped to look my kids in the eye the next time they asked if I’d caught any bad guys. I had to see this investigation through to the end—even if it meant facing the Ash head-on. 

			We exchanged a few more polite words—you sure you don’t need anything? No, no, I’m fine—before ending the call. And now here I was, a little over twelve hours later, laying out a hazmat suit on my bed like I was getting dressed for a funeral. Hopefully it wouldn’t be my own. 

			I thumbed through the ink-smelling user’s guide that had come with the suit. It was laid out like IKEA instructions—very few words, lots of smiling cartoon people. The drawings reminded me of that old Internet meme, with the dog sitting at a table while the house around him burns. This is fine. 

			“‘Thank you for purchasing your Triton Wolfsbane Positive Pressure Personnel Suit,’” I read aloud. Trying to sound more confident than I felt in my empty studio apartment. “‘Step One: Check your suit for any tears or imperfections.’”

			I ran my fingers over each limb. The treated polymer fabric felt like a boat sail. Thick. Industrial. There were hard plastic clamps at the wrists and ankles, which could be tightened to fit the occupant. The chest and back section had a few ports to which breathing tubes could be attached. Finding no tears anywhere, I moved on to Step Two.

			“‘Add main and backup canisters to the air supply backpack.’” I opened the box of compressed air that I’d brought with me when I moved. The canisters were about half the size and weight of traditional scuba diving tanks, and each one held around eight hours of oxygen. I slotted two into the suit’s backpack frame, screwing them into the connector hoses until they were snug. I checked a readout display on the side. Each tank had a little over ninety-five percent remaining, about fifteen hours of breathing time total. Should be plenty, but I added a couple more canisters to the backpack just in case.

			“‘Step Three,’” I read. “‘Insert waste disposal tube. Emptying your bladder and bowels first is recommended.’” I’d gone to the bathroom after eating breakfast, but something about reading the phrase ‘waste disposal’ made me need to go again. Once I came back, I picked up the thin plastic tube and looked at it with distaste. Several other options had been tried over the past two years, but the geniuses at Triton had unfortunately decided that jamming a catheter up your urethra worked best. There was an adult diaper option too, but I didn’t really relish the thought of walking around in a sodden crotch-sponge for who knew how many hours. So I took a deep breath, applied a generous amount of lube, and threaded the tube into my bladder. I made sure it was connected to the empty plastic waste bag inside the suit, then gingerly moved on to Step Four.

			“‘Put on latex gloves and socks, then gently step inside the suit and zip up,’” I muttered aloud. I did as instructed, slowly pushing my hands through the suit’s sleeves and my feet through the pant legs. It was difficult squeezing my feet into the inflexible rubber boots, but with a grunt, I managed it. The air supply backpack sagged, but a bit of tightening the chest straps made it rest more comfortably. I slowly pulled up the zipper of the suit, taking care not to snag my under clothes or the latex gloves. Even the smallest rip would force me to start this whole process over again. Thankfully, I got the zipper all the way up to my neck collar without incident.

			“‘Step Five,’” I read. “‘Tighten neck collar, wrists, and ankles. Fit should be snug, but not cut off circulation.’ Good advice,” I murmured wryly. 

			Once I’d completed these actions, it was time for the last and most important step: the helmet. It was made of solid, practically bulletproof plastic, with a clear face shield that afforded nearly a full range of view. The inside of the helmet had a microphone and a water tube that could be connected to a bladder in the backpack. The back of it had a connection port for the air supply tube. This was so that even if the suit tore, it was possible to keep breathing clean air through the helmet. I connected both tubes and hefted the helmet in my hands. But before I put it on, I tucked it under my arm and walked over to the kitchen area. The fabric between my legs swished softly. 

			Even though I’d just finished a big breakfast, I quickly wolfed down a protein bar and took another few swallows of coffee. It might be hours (or possibly forever) until I was able to remove the helmet again. As I chewed robotically, it struck me that this might be the last meal I ever ate. I pushed that thought aside, chasing the protein bar with a final slug of coffee. Enough stalling. Time to shit or get off the pot. 

			I took one last breath of the musty air in my apartment, then pulled the helmet over my head. It took me a moment to fit the helmet grooves into the neck collar. Once I did, I turned the face shield forward to lock the helmet into place. My breathing was loud and echoey in my ears. Every other sound was muffled. I would be able to communicate with people in other hazmat suits via my wireless microphone, provided we were tuned to the same frequency, but otherwise my hearing would be severely impaired in the outside world.

			I raised my left arm to eye level. A touchscreen tablet computer was attached to the forearm of the suit. I tapped it with my index finger, entered my personal passcode, and a display appeared onscreen showing my suit’s pressure levels, remaining air supply, GPS location, and wireless frequency. I could also use the tablet to access the Internet, record video, and make calls through TritonTalk. 

			I tapped a button labeled ‘Engage air supply.’ Oxygen began flowing into the suit, inflating the arms and legs and making the condensation vanish from the inside of my face shield. The air was cool on my skin and tasted vaguely of peppermint. The hiss of it was so loud, it practically drowned out everything else. But the benefit of this kind of positive pressure suit was that if it tore, the air inside would continue to push outward. Hopefully that would prevent the Ash from entering until I could get the hole patched. 

			I was officially on the clock now. I double-checked that my suit pressure levels were in the green, then cinched the belt of my suit tighter. More protein bars went into a small hip pouch.  I made sure that I had a full roll of repair tape, and added two ammo magazines to elastic holders. I picked up my Glock 22 from the counter. After ensuring that I had a full mag, I chambered a round. Then I tucked the pistol into a holster at my hip. It was incredibly dangerous to be carrying live rounds a couple feet from the oxygen tanks strapped to my back, but I also had no idea who or what I’d encounter outside. Like my high school track coach always said, better to be prepared and not need it, than be unprepared and screwed. 

			I stood in front of the long mirror hanging beside my front door. Air supply, snacks, weapon—I appeared to have everything I needed. My suit made me look like the Marshmallow Man from Ghostbusters, but I didn’t care so long as it kept me safe. I leaned my head forward and took a pull on the water tube inside my helmet. It tasted warm and rubbery, but there were no leaks there, either. I was simply stalling now. 

			I placed my hand on the front door’s air lock handle and spun it open.

		

	
		

		
			010 - Nobody Walks in LA

			26 months, 10 days, 9 hours, 11 minutes
since Ash Outbreak

		

		
			The last time I’d been outside was the night before the quarantine order went into effect. It had been raining. One of those sodden LA days in early February, where the moisture seeps through the walls, the streets become slick with oil, and everything seems to be chilly and damp. This city simply wasn’t built for precipitation.

			Still, I should have taken more time to appreciate the weather. The West Coast was already deep in panic mode after the Ash had touched down in Japan earlier that day. Landfall for LA was expected in the next forty-eight hours. People were making runs on the banks and getting into fistfights at Vons over toilet paper. I’d waited for two hours in the rain outside of Costco, my homemade mask and face shield sending raindrops down into my shirt, just so I could have the opportunity to pick over the last of the canned goods. I bought food we’d never eaten before simply because it was there—huge jugs of pickles, canned alfredo sauce, pre-packaged cheese and crackers. I sat in line for an hour to fill our Volvo with gasoline, even though the shelter at home order was set to begin in fourteen hours. Later, I’d wish that I had saved the forty-seven dollars I’d put into the gas tank and used it for extra window sealant.

			I returned to my home in Sherman Oaks around dinner time, passing multiple sealant trucks spraying liquid polymer on my neighbor’s homes. Since I was deemed an essential worker, our house had received its protective coating nearly a week ago. One of the perks of being a cop. 

			I pulled into my driveway just as the president announced the nationwide closure of airports on the radio. Wherever we were, he recommended that we get comfortable. As it was still raining and there were looters around, I was most concerned about getting the groceries into the house as quickly as possible. I didn’t take the time to look up at the sky, or inhale one last lungful of fresh air, or appreciate the feel of rain on my bare skin. I simply rushed inside, hugged Claire and the boys, and told them everything was going to be okay. That the quarantine would be over soon. We watched a movie, I remember, some light Pixar film we’d already seen, trying to take our mind off what was happening outside. Ignoring the sirens and the car horns honking on Ventura Blvd. Trying not to envision the silent gray cloud of xenobots that was currently flying over the Pacific. 

			I thought about that movie a lot in the two years since. How those one hundred and twenty minutes on the couch could have been spent outdoors. We could have lain in the grass, inhaled the scent of Claire’s tulips, looked up at the stars, rubbed the soil of our backyard between our hands. We could have filed away memories of everything the natural world had to offer before it was covered in Ash. Instead we spent those last precious minutes doing something that we’d soon become all too familiar with: we stared at a screen. 

			Now, I was about to leave my screens and step outdoors again. I’d made a few forays into the outside world since the lockdown—once or twice when I was still with the department, and my move downtown—but each of those times, there had been safety measures in place. Other people monitoring me in case something went wrong. Emergency drones at the ready. Today, my only backup was me. 

			Sure, I could call 911 if my suit tore or I was set upon by Scrappers, but I’d already seen what their response time was like with Tevin. By the time the paramedics arrived, I’d probably be ashtray filling. If I was going to survive, I’d have to be cautious, smart, and self-sufficient out there. No mistakes. 

			I closed my air lock and walked slowly down my hallway. The unusual sight drew a few curious neighbors to their own air lock windows. I lifted a hand casually—everything’s fine, just popping outside for a bit. But I was relieved when I reached the elevator and I could drop my carefree persona. 

			On the ground floor, I crossed the dusty lobby and put my hand on the front door handle. Since air locks were installed on each individual apartment in my building, there was no need for one here as well. So technically, I’d been exposed to the Ash the moment I stepped into the hallway. But there was something about crossing the threshold, leaving the safety of shelter and stepping out under an open sky, that gave me pause. 

			Unlike my final day outside, the weather this morning was perfect. The skyline was clear of haze, the clouds were white and fluffy, the atmosphere was a brilliant cerulean blue. A beautiful April day in LA. If it weren’t for the trillions and trillions of tiny xenobots coating every surface, waiting to burrow inside a protein-rich organism, I could imagine that I was heading out to take the boys to the beach.

			While I stood there, trying to goose myself into opening the door, a delivery drone rolled up out front. It was about the size of a roller suitcase, made of durable aluminum housing and outfitted with two tank-like treads that could carry it over almost any surface. The sides of it were branded with the logo of a food delivery company. Someone in the building must have had a hankering for waffles. 

			As I watched, the drone dialed the recipient and was buzzed in. It extended a thin arm, inserted it into the gap of the door, and pulled it wide. Then it rolled forward, but the door shut before it could get there. I couldn’t help but chuckle. The squat machine looked like a fat little butler from an old silent film. As the drone tried to open the door again, I stepped forward to assist.

			The drone rolled inside but came to a halt when it saw me. The camera lens swiveled up and down cautiously. Checking for weapons. Whoever was operating thought I was a threat. A Scrapper, maybe, or a nutcase.

			I raised my hands. “It’s okay,” I said, having to practically shout over the hissing air inside my suit. “I’m not a scavenger. I live here.”

			The drone operator turned on his mic. “Okay,” he said, sounding like he was in his twenties and smoked a fair amount of cannabis. “Then, like…what are you doing down here?”

			“I’m going outside.” I managed to make it sound conversational, not laced with the anxiety that was tying my stomach into knots. “For work. I have work out there.”

			“Whoa,” said the drone operator. “If I were you, bro, I’d quit.”

			“Yeah, I can’t do that.”

			“Whoa,” he said again. “Well, good luck out there.” 

			“Thanks.”

			We stood there, me and the drone. Neither moving. 

			“You, uh, mind if I record this for my TritonTalk stream?” he asked. “I don’t see a lot of, you know, passer-bys in this gig.”

			“Passers-by,” I corrected him automatically. “And sure, just…don’t show my IDs, huh?”

			“Cool, cool. I get it. Okay.” A tiny red light illuminated beside his camera lens, indicating he was now recording. “And…any time you’re ready, my dude.”

			

			I pulled down the sun visor on my helmet and exhaled. Pretending my heart wasn’t thudding in my chest, I put my hand on the door bar. I pushed it open, nonchalant, like I’d done this plenty of times before. I stepped into the street, squinting in the bright sunlight. Everything appeared to be dialed up, overexposed. Knowing the drone operator was still filming me, I forced myself to continue down the sidewalk. 

			A mound of gray Ash in the gutter lifted a tendril and turned toward me. I forced myself to keep walking. The xenobot tentacle spiraled curiously toward me, brushing up against my leg. I kicked it away. It burst into an angry cloud, but the swarm quickly reformed and slithered up my torso. Testing for any microscopic breach it could find. My breath came fast and ragged. My pulse thumped a warning drumbeat in my neck. I reminded myself that I had checked the suit multiple times, that the detection system would let me know if there were any cracks in the sealant. 

			The Ash caressed my plastic face shield as I turned the corner of the building. The tiny motes looked no more threatening than fleas, but I knew how devastating just one of these “insects” could be. And there were thousands around me right now. Maybe millions.

			I tried to stay calm. To regulate my breath. What if the suit’s warning system is broken? a tiny voice asked in the back of my head. What if the Ash has figured out how to chew through the silicone sealant? What if it’s burrowing inside you right now??

			I couldn’t take it anymore. The concrete beneath me turned to jelly. I clawed at my helmeted face and my arms, trying to brush off the Ash. Hoping to smash each xenobot under my hands. But it was like punching a beam of light. The swarm merely dispersed and pressed in on me again.

			I fell to my knees. The kneepads built into the exterior of the suit absorbed the impact. My breath ragged. Panting. I leaned forward on my hands, taking in great gulps of compressed air as the cloud of machines spiraled around me. 

			I’m not sure how long I knelt there. Two minutes? An hour? But eventually, the Ash retreated. I checked my wrist pad. Still over seven and a half hours of oxygen left on my main canister. It had been less than fifteen minutes since I’d left my apartment, and I was still alive. My suit was sealed. 

			My pulse slowed. The ground stopped spinning. I cautiously got to my feet, feeling the planet’s crust was once more solid beneath me. Just a panic attack, I told myself. Perfectly normal for someone cooped up in an eight hundred square foot apartment for the last nine months. 

			

			The streets around me were empty. There had been no witnesses to my embarrassing freak-out—until I saw movement in a third-floor apartment window across the green space between our buildings. An older woman was watching me, her body half-hidden behind a curtain and her eyes wide. As if, at any moment, she expected me to start coughing up Ash. 

			My face burned at being discovered. But I gave her a thumbs-up. She didn’t respond, so I began strolling out of my apartment complex block and down 1st Street. I made sure to swing my arms in a loose, unconcerned manner, as if I were merely out for a Sunday stroll. Her eyes stayed on my back every step of the way. Finally, I exited the complex and I was out of her line of sight. 

			I kept going up the block, panting a little heavier as 1st Street began to climb uphill. The streets of downtown LA were the cleanest I’d ever seen them. Autonomous street sweepers still went up and down twice a week, but now there were no litterbugs or vandals to deface the city. There had been a couple of self-styled “graffiti vigilantes” who attempted to keep making their art after the lockdown, but Centurion had no problem tracking the drones back to their owners. Once they were placed on house arrest with no Internet, the other taggers decided to find a different outlet for their creative energies.

			I reached the top of 1st Street, where it crested and ran into Grand Avenue. On my right was the Walt Disney Concert Hall, a deconstructivist monstrosity of swooping silver that dominated this part of downtown. Before me 1st Street sloped downhill toward the LA Superior Courthouse and the old Los Angeles Times building. To my left was the LA Opera House, and a little beyond that was Grand Park. I remembered bringing Jacob there for a summer scavenger hunt, only six months before the Ash outbreak. We’d run up and down the stairs of the park and chased each other through the zero-entry fountain, having no idea it would be our last time there.

			I turned away from those memories and began walking south down Grand Avenue. The morning sun glinted off the buildings. Some of them were coated in plastic, but most had been abandoned. Apart from the occasional delivery drone passing overhead, it was quiet. Even through the hiss of my air supply, I could hear the rustle of palm fronds as the wind tousled the trees. There was no traffic, no airplanes roaring overhead. If it weren’t for the skyscrapers, I could have been walking through a desert oasis. 

			I passed the Broad Art Museum with its white cheese grater exterior, then the curved buildings of California Plaza. More memories bubbled to the forefront of my mind—taking my family to lunch at Grand Central Market when they’d come to visit me at the precinct on weekends, riding the Angel’s Flight funicular, pedaling bikes down the closed-off streets during CicLAvia. All gone now. Just like my family. Sure, they were only fifteen miles away, but they might as well be on Mars.

			I blinked, realizing I’d been standing at the top of Angel’s Flight for several minutes, lost in reminiscence. If I did this at every place that triggered a flashback, I’d never reach my destination. I shook my head and continued south, away from the Ash-dusted orange and yellow funicular station. I had realized last night that if I was going to travel through the city, I would need transportation. There were two cars at my house in Sherman Oaks, but neither of them had been serviced or even started in the last two years. Even if I could get the engines to turn over, the gas inside them had probably gone bad by now. The vehicles that remained in the city—the delivery drones, the Rhino removal tanks, the autonomous grocery trucks—they were all electric. I could rent a vehicle, but the price was prohibitively expensive. I needed something small, fast, and preferably free.

			Then it had hit me: Tetsuo. Tevin had driven his little electric scooter all over the city on assignments for both me and his Scrapper buddies. It had enough storage space under the seat for two bags of groceries and could go up to ninety miles an hour if need be. I dialed up Patrolman Hoennicker, guessing that he’d be more cooperative than Detective Vaill. I asked him if there were any badges still on the scene at Dr. Donne’s lab. He told me Forensics was still going over it, so I called them and asked one of the drone operators to pull Tevin’s scooter into the garage. That way I could return it to his mother, and they wouldn’t have to check it into Evidence. Always happy to lighten their workload, the officers agreed. 

			So that was my plan for the day: walk the mile and a half to Dr. Donne’s lab, grab Tevin’s scooter, and drive out to Marina Del Rey to interview Stuart Semmelweiss. I was hoping to be back by lunchtime, but I hadn’t counted on my walk stirring up so many feelings. I forced myself to press on, not even slowing down to appreciate the exterior of the Biltmore Hotel or the seven-story LA Public Library. 

			I did take note of the large chrome T that shone over the city a few blocks away. It was affixed to the top of Triton Tower, a ninety-story polymer-coated spike of glass and steel that housed not only the bulk of Triton’s business operations, but its employees’ families as well. Once Walter Wrigley had become MVP of the nationwide lockdown, he purchased the tallest downtown high-rise and converted the whole building into a live-work space for his company. I’d never been inside, but I’d seen footage. The tower seemed to be a self-contained kingdom, with onsite farming, multiple indoor pools, and open-plan living for dozens of families. I was jealous. 

			I continued on, passing the Crypto.com Arena and keeping an eye out for Scrapper traps. They’d been known to set snares across main thoroughfares, hoping to capture a land-based delivery drone and score a free meal or two. But the streets were clean and I reached Dr. Donne’s lab without further incident.

			When I saw the doctor’s warehouse come into view, I double-checked the street and sky for drones. I doubted that whoever had ambushed me and Tevin would still be here today, but better safe than not. The area seemed deserted. There were no cops, and they hadn’t put any crime scene tape over Dr. Donne’s door. Such a marker was sure to draw scavengers, whereas leaving it anonymous increased the likelihood that it wouldn’t be tampered with. Tevin’s scooter was no longer leaning against the red brick of the warehouse, which I hoped meant that the Forensic techs had followed through on their promise and placed it inside the garage. 

			I pulled up my email on the suit’s wrist tablet, finding the new passcode Morales had forwarded to me this morning. After taking another look around to make sure I wasn’t being spied upon, I entered it into the keypad. The air lock door unlocked. I pulled it wide and stepped into the garage.

			The lights flickered on as I entered. It was laid out just as I’d seen yesterday—Jeep, work bench, shelves of supplies, decontamination booth. And leaning up against the car was Tevin’s scooter, Tetsuo. The cops had even plugged it into the garage’s electric charging station.

			I took a swallow of water from my back bladder. It was warm and did little to moisten my dry mouth. I would have liked nothing better than to take off my suit and relax with a cold drink on Dr. Donne’s ample leather couch, but that would add at least ninety minutes to what was sure to be a long day. Even though my feet were already aching from the short walk over, I unplugged the scooter and lifted the seat.

			Tevin had always traveled light, but he’d had the sense to pack some supplies. A small lockpick kit, a Slim Jim car door opener, some protein bars, and a burner phone. I shoved the supplies aside and unzipped the top of my suit’s backpack attachment. It took a bit of wrangling, but I managed to pull out the extra air canisters I’d brought and stow them in Tetsuo’s storage area. The load on my back was considerably lighter now.

			

			I scanned the rest of the garage to see if there was anything else worth bringing. I was sure the cops had thoroughly swept the lab and removed anything useful, but perhaps there was some mundane object they’d overlooked. Medical credentials or copies of Dr. Donne’s research would have been great, but I wasn’t that lucky. There were, however, two road flares. I added those to Tetsuo’s storage and locked the seat into place. 

			I pushed the button to open the garage door. It hissed as it unsealed and slid sideways. The early morning sun streamed into the garage, along with an eager spiral of Ash. But when the motes realized there was nothing organic to latch on to, they retreated.

			I pushed the scooter outside and pressed the button to close the garage door. Once it was sealed, I mounted Tetsuo, started up the engine, and began to head west.

		

	
		

		
			011 - Sniffing Out Semmelweiss

			26 months, 10 days, 10 hours, 10 minutes
since Ash Outbreak

		

		
			Marina Del Rey. A pleasant seaside community situated about four miles south of the Santa Monica Pier, nestled between the scruffy streets of Venice and the oppressive air traffic of LAX. As the name suggested, its main feature was the large man-made harbor that, pre-Ash, housed five thousand recreational boats—a parking lot for the weekend joyrides of the rich and water-wise. The bigger ships, like vacation cruise lines and transport tankers, all launched out of the Port of Long Beach, some thirty miles further down the coast. Because it wasn’t industrial, Marina Del Rey had been a breezy, beautiful place to live, with bay views from practically every home or condo in the area. 

			Nowadays, those views were considerably worse. As I approached the marina on Tetsuo, I could see many of the boats had foundered in the last two years. Without constant upkeep, the briny sea water had eaten through the plastic hulls. Rain had pummeled the ships, leaving behind pools of brackish green water. Seabird skeletons, downed by Ash and picked clean by the elements, littered the docks. Roughly a third of the boats were partially or completely sunk in the harbor. What used to be a pleasing vista was now a polluted eyesore. 

			The Internet had provided me with Stuart Semmelweiss’s address. I’d made sure to avoid the 10 freeway on the way here, as part of it near the University of Southern California had collapsed a few months back. Since most of the traffic these days was via air, the city hadn’t rushed to fix it. Instead I took West Adams Boulevard from downtown, which met up with Washington Boulevard just before Culver City. Once I was pointed west, it was a straight shot to Marina Del Rey. 

			Along the way, I passed businesses that had been raided by Scrappers. Broken windows had vomited glinting glass pebbles onto the sidewalks. Other stores were boarded up, the plywood covered in spray-painted messages: Family-Owned Business. Please Don’t Loot. Pray for Us All. The brand names that used to define our lives—Starbucks, Trader Joe’s, Walgreen’s, KFC, McDonald’s—were now little more than ruins of a lost culture. True, many of these companies had switched to online sales, but their storefronts and signage that had so dominated the American landscape were now all consigned to the Ash heap of history.

			The streets were empty. Cracks and potholes had worsened over the last two years. Weeds poked out of the gutters. Thankfully Tevin had outfitted Tetsuo with off-road tires, so the drive itself was fairly smooth.

			From the vantage point of the little gray scooter, I caught glimpses of people’s inside lives. Folks exercising, cooking their breakfast, making calls on TritonTalk. Window signs that advertised everything from baked goods to sex shows. Several people recorded me as I went past. A human out in the world drew a lot of attention these days; no doubt these opportunistic folks wanted to preserve their unicorn sighting for social media. I gave a jaunty wave as I drove by, feeling like some kind of war hero in a parade for no one. I also made sure to keep my sun visor down so I couldn’t be ID’d.

			Thirty or so minutes after I’d left Dr. Donne’s garage I saw the masts rising from the marina. Semmelweiss lived in a condominium complex situated right next to the water. It had a scummy green pool and tennis courts whose netting had been eroded by the elements. The condos were attached townhomes, each one with a roof deck that had no doubt been a picturesque place to enjoy a beer back in the before times. Post-Ash, several of them had been converted into greenhouses or enclosed patios. 

			I parked Tetsuo out front, taking care to hide the scooter behind an overgrown jacaranda. I hadn’t seen any Scrapper activity on my trip down here, but I didn’t want to risk being spotted by any of their drone patrols. If I lost my ride, getting back home would be a whole other ordeal. 

			There was a call button and a gated brick wall surrounding Semmelweiss’s complex, but I didn’t want him to be prepared for my arrival. I followed the eight-foot barricade until I found a sideways-leaning palm tree, its crown curving to seek out the sun. Its trunk made a decent ramp up to the top of the wall. I scrambled up the palm and eyeballed the drop to the ground on the other side. I sat on my butt, making sure none of the hoses or nozzles of my hazmat suit were caught on anything, and then jumped down. 

			Semmelweiss’s townhouse number was 107. It was an end unit that faced the marina, with overgrown grass and a tangle of agave plants in front. Clearly he didn’t care enough about his landscaping to complain to his co-op board. I took care making my way around the spiky agave tendrils, then pressed the call button on his front air lock. As I waited, I scrolled through the pictures of Dr. Donne’s lab that I’d taken with my drone. Finding the one I wanted, I zoomed in on a detail. When there was no answer from Semmelweiss, I pressed the call button again, holding it down for at least three seconds.

			A torso appeared on the air lock’s video screen. White undershirt stained with coffee drips and a prominent beer gut. A voice spoke, irritated and nasal: “I didn’t order anything. You have the wrong condo.”

			“Stuart Semmelweiss?” I said, raising my voice to be heard through the thick hazmat suit. “I was sent to speak with you, actually. It’s urgent.”

			He bent down so he could see me. Pasty skin, pudgy cheeks, an unkempt goatee, and dark curly hair cut close to his skull. Thick, wet lips. His beady black eyes narrowed suspiciously behind his glasses. “What’s this about? Are you with the police?”

			Interesting that he went straight to that, I thought. He’s guilty of something. Time to find out what it is. “No, Mr. Semmelweiss, I’m a surrogate. I was hired by a group called The Caduceus.”

			His eyes went wide, gleaming with naked hunger. But then they narrowed again. “You have some sort of I.D.? Or a passcode?” 

			Passcode? Shit. I’d been hoping to bluff my way in; if there was truly some kind of code this interview would be over really quick. But since he wasn’t a member, it was likely this was just a guess on his part. I decided to play the high-and-mighty card. “We’re not a kids’ spy club,” I said, sounding as bored and dismissive as I could. “But I do have this.” 

			I held up my wrist tablet to the door camera. Onscreen was the logo of The Caduceus, which I’d enlarged from one of my pictures. I lowered my arm before he could inspect it too closely. “Now, do you mind letting me in? We have a lot to discuss and I’d rather not do it where so many people can hear.”

			He hesitated. It was a big ask these days, letting someone enter your home. Even with the decontamination devices, there was always the concern that the Ash might get in. My own children hadn’t visited my apartment since I’d moved downtown. We’d discussed it briefly—Mikey in particular was keen to prove how tough he was—but Claire and I ultimately decided the journey was too dangerous. Maybe for his fourteenth birthday, we told him, hoping like hell we’d all be back outside by then. But now that was less than four months away now, and there was no end in sight for our imprisonment. 

			“I understand your concern,” I told Semmelweiss, “but if you’re going to be part of this group, you need to become comfortable with a little risk. We may need to send you on the occasional mission outside.” Play to his ego, I thought. Let him think it’s a test.

			And what do you know, the sucker fell for it. “Okay,” he decided, sucking in his gut and standing up straighter. “Just give me a minute or two to tidy up the place.” 

			Nearly ten minutes went by, however, before he buzzed me into his air lock. I decontaminated my hazmat suit, coating my boots and gloves in the hydrogen chloride gas, then stood as still as possible while the decompression vacuum sucked out all the air particles. I took care to cover my sidearm as the air lock door opened to his apartment. 

			Semmelweiss had changed into a tasteful, purple button-down shirt and dark slacks. Razor burns stood out on his pasty skin, evidence of a quick shave. His wet lips were bulbous and round, making me see why Dr. Donne had nicknamed him ‘The Leech.’ He was slimmer than he appeared on camera, but had the doughy shape of a man who shunned regular exercise. 

			“Come in, come in,” he said, giving me a wide berth as I entered. “I put towels down so you can wipe the chloride off your gloves and boots. Would you like something to drink?”

			“Coffee would be great.” I dried off my extremities and pressed the DISENGAGE button on my forearm tablet. The loud hiss of my air canisters stopped and I unlocked my air helmet. I tilted my body away from Semmelweiss so he wouldn’t notice my holstered Glock. Once my head was free, I took a deep breath of the non-compressed air. It smelled like farts.

			“Mind if I sit?” I asked him. He was puttering around the kitchen, pulling Keurig cups and mugs out of the pantry. He waved a hand toward the IKEA table set. I eased myself into a chair, making sure my back was to the wall and my sidearm was concealed beneath the tabletop. 

			As Semmelweiss prepped the coffee, I inspected his living space. The furnishings screamed classic bachelor pad—black pleather couch, widescreen TV taking up half a wall, nice dual-screen computer set up by the window facing the sad marina. Medical diplomas were framed and positioned so they were the first thing guests saw when they entered. One wall was covered in whiteboards filled with complicated engineering equations. And on the floor beside the computer, hastily tucked behind a trash can, were two cylinders the size of travel mugs. One was bright red and the other gunmetal silver. A cable trailed from the back of each. Sex toys, jokingly referred to as ‘pocket girlfriends.’ The technology had improved since everyone went inside. Nowadays, you slipped one of these on your junior executive and someone else—usually a sex worker—could manipulate the other end. It was said they felt just like the other person was in the room with you. I’d never used one myself, but it seemed pretty gross of him to leave them laying out like used condoms. At least I knew where to go if I needed a DNA sample.

			“Vanilla hazelnut or regular?” Semmelweiss asked, coming over to the table with two steaming mugs. 

			“Regular’s fine,” I replied. “I’m just in it for the caffeine.”

			“I had a feeling,” he said, sliding me a mug that read ‘Beam me up, Elon” and had a picture of the dead billionaire giving a Vulcan hand greeting. Musk had died last year, when a rocket he was trying to take to Mars exploded with him inside of it. Merch like this had been all the rage until our hopes of escaping to another planet were dashed by the worldwide economic depression. “Sugar? Milk?” Semmelweis asked. 

			“Black is fine.” I took a sip. The coffee tasted like it had gone stale about four years ago. “Actually, sugar would be great.”

			He scuttled back to the kitchen, grabbing an assortment of crumpled packets from a condiment drawer. “Sorry, I’m not really a straight coffee drinker,” he said. “I usually get lattes delivered from this place down the street.”

			“It’s fine.” I set the mug down and dumped in a packet of Sweet & Low. It didn’t do much to improve the taste. “So, Stuart. First of all, congratulations. We know you’ve been trying to join our ranks for some time now.”

			“Absolutely.” He leaned forward, moistening his thick lips with excitement. A musty smell came off of him, like clothes stuffed too long at the bottom of a hamper. “I really think I could contribute to the cause. I’ve got a lot of ideas about how to harness the Ash.”

			Interesting choice of verbs, I thought. “And we’d love to hear them. But first we have some questions. Think of it like an entrance interview. Housekeeping stuff.”

			“Sure, sure. I’m an open book.” He chuckled. Trying to seem at ease but clearly impatient.

			“Good. So first off, what’s your opinion of Eloise Donne?”

			I watched him for any telltale reactions of guilt, but he merely furrowed his brow as if confused. “How do you mean? I’m aware of her work in a general way, of course, since she was the head of LA’s Ash Response Task Force. I always thought she seemed capable.” He peered at me, trying to figure out if that was what I wanted him to say.

			“There’s no right or wrong answer here, Stu.” He pursed his lips, maybe because I had pointedly not called him ‘doctor.’ “We simply want to know your professional opinion.”

			“Sure, sure. Well, as I said, she’s capable. A bit closed-off, perhaps. Unwilling to share her findings. At least, from what I heard.”

			“So she never personally refused to share her research with you?”

			He flushed a little at that, but kept his expression mild. “I don’t…hmm. I don’t think so. We moved in different circles.”

			“And yet…” I tapped my wrist tablet, bringing up the copy of the email that Morales had forwarded to me. “You applied for an NIH grant using some of the same data she had collected on magnetic resonance frequencies. Isn’t that correct?”

			Now he was rattled. He took a long sip of coffee while he formulated his answer. “Mmm. Mmm. If I did, it was a coincidence.” He flashed an insincere smile. “You know how it goes, similar ideas floating through the ether. Catch as catch can.”

			“She told us that you specifically reached out to her, though. That you wanted to…” I checked the email on my tablet, “‘...do an Avengers-style team-up.’”

			It was enjoyable to watch his face flick through an array of emotions—first surprise, then anger, then faux confusion. “Mmm, yes. I remember now. Sure, sure.” Another smile that barely extended past his wet leech-like mouth. “I did reach out once or twice, offering to pool our resources.”

			“But she wasn’t interested?” He gave a noncommittal shrug. “So what’d you do to her?”

			My words hit him like a shotgun blast. Blood rushed to his face and the insipid smile melted. When he spoke, it was more sputter than sentence:

			“What are you—what is this?”

			I sat back and spread my hands. “Character is important to us, Stu. Your character. We’re not called The Caduceus just ‘cause it sounds nice.”

			He stood up from the table, moving toward the kitchen and then the doorway. “Look here, Mr.—what was your name?”

			“Brandywine.”

			“Brandywine. You approached me, okay? You came to me. If you’re trying to get me to…I don’t know, admit to something—”

			“Do you have something to admit to, Stu?”

			“I’m a doctor, you understand? Doctor Semmelweiss. I did not spend eight years at UCLA Medical to have people call me ‘Stu.’”

			“Don’t be upset. We’re simply trying to get a sense of your motivations. Especially since Doctor Donne has gone missing.”

			I’d been waiting until his guard was down to drop this morsel of information. But he didn’t respond in a guilty or resigned manner. Instead he went green. Like someone who’s just realized he’s eaten Ash-covered clams.

			“When…?” He swallowed, and shakily sat back down. “When did this happen?”

			Not the kind of question a responsible party asked. “We learned of her disappearance two days ago. But it seems she’d been gone for at least four days longer than that.”

			He closed his eyes. He was a smart guy; he must have realized by now that his behavior made him a suspect. “Her research?” he asked, sounding like he already knew the answer.

			“Taken,” I replied. “By someone who was willing to kill to get it.”

			He nodded, placing a shaky hand at his throat. “Mr. Brandywine,” he began, then took a shuddering breath. “You have to believe me, I had nothing—nothing—to do with this!”

			“Convince me. Tell me something true, for starters.”

			He nodded quickly. “I did try to learn what she was working on. But not for me, you understand. It was for my boss. Stavros Pantazis. He pushed me to do it.”

			I’d heard the name; he was the CEO of CalGen and a competitor to Triton’s protective gear business. But they were very much second fiddle—the Caribou Coffee to Triton’s Starbucks. “Why? Why’d he pick you?”

			“I guess he tried to hire her a couple times, but she turned him down. And when he found out she was my teacher at med school, he asked me to reach out to her. Find out which treatments she was working on for the Ash. I tried emailing her, offering to help with her research, but she wouldn’t budge.”

			“And the grant?”

			“That was a desperation move. I found out from some other colleagues that she was looking into magnetic resonances. I thought if I made it public that I was working in a similar area, she might finally let me in.” 

			“So you engaged in corporate espionage, then.”

			“No!” It was the sound made by a cornered rat. “I mean, I wasn’t trying to do that. I was just doing what I was told.”

			“So were the Nazis,” I reminded him. 

			

			His razor-burned cheeks flushed again. “Look, if she had data that was useful, something that could eradicate Ash, she shouldn’t have kept it a secret. She should have shared it with the world.”

			“Maybe she wanted to. Maybe that’s why she disappeared. Or was disappeared.”

			He pursed his lips in confusion. “But who would want to keep things like—like this?” He gestured at his musty apartment and the sad view of the marina out the window. Poor guy. He really couldn’t see the bigger picture. 

			“People who profit from the way things are,” I replied. “People like your boss. Patz…?”

			“Pantazis. You really think he…did something to Dr. Donne?”

			“I don’t know. But I plan on asking. First of all, though, I’d like to see your hazmat suit.” 

			I stood, revealing the holstered Glock on my hip. Semmelweiss went pastier than he already was. Then realization hit, and his shoulders drooped in defeat.

			“You’re not from The Caduceus, are you?”

			“Does it matter? Show me your suit.”

			He was perplexed, but he complied. When he pulled it out of its container by the front air lock, I was not surprised to see that it was an older model, bright yellow, with a clear face shield. Not even close to a match for the suit that Tevin’s killer had been wearing. True, whoever had pulled the trigger could have bought or rented another suit, but I could tell from Semmelweiss’s shaking hands that he’d done no such thing. He might be a leech, but he wasn’t a killer.

			The interview over, I placed the helmet over my head and locked it into place. I pressed the ENGAGE button on my wrist tablet. The hiss of my air supply filled my ears. It was loud, but it was a relief to get the stink of his apartment out of my nostrils. “Enjoy the rest of your day, Mr. Semmelweiss.”

			I turned the handle of his air lock and stepped inside, keeping one hand on my sidearm the entire time. Once the airlock light turned green, I opened the door and returned to the outside world.

		

	
		

		
			012 - Outdated Devices

			26 months, 10 days, 11 hours, 41 minutes
since Ash Outbreak

		

		
			I was halfway to Pantazis’s home in the Hollywood Hills when my wrist tablet vibrated. I tilted the screen toward me, seeing the incoming call was from Claire. Shit. If I didn’t pick up, she would worry. And since we both still had friends on the force, I didn’t want her asking someone to send a drone over to my place. If they learned I’d gone outside without a travel permit, it would crack open a whole other carton of problems. 

			I pulled Tevin’s scooter over to the side of the road and killed the engine. Then I pressed the ‘Accept’ button and cleared my throat. The tablet sent the call directly to the headset mic inside my helmet, so hopefully she wouldn’t notice the hiss of my air supply. “Claire, hi. Everything okay?”

			“Yeah, the boys are fine. What’s wrong with your phone? You sound like you’re in a tunnel.”

			So much for her not noticing. “Oh yeah, I broke my new headset. On the elliptical. So I had to dig out the old one.” I had never been good at lying to her. Thankfully she couldn’t see my face. “What’s up?”

			“You sound very strange. Are you outside?”

			“What? I’m in the bathroom, okay? Jesus.” 

			“Okay.” She did not sound convinced, but she moved on. “I heard you spoke with Ian yesterday.”

			“I did. Thank you for that.”

			“He didn’t tell me what it was about, and I know not to ask—”

			“Good—”

			“But I’m glad I could help. I want us to be friends, Kai.”

			“So do I. We are.”

			She paused. I heard a rhythmic clicking, the sound of her tapping her nails on the desk. A sure sign something was bugging her. “But?” I prompted.

			

			“But nothing. I helped you, and I hope…” she sighed, as though she were dreading what was to come next. “…I hope you’ll now help me.”

			Oh, shit. “Help you with what?”

			“It’s not a big deal. But it is happening tomorrow, and I thought I should let you know. Before you see the boys at Family Dinner tonight and they say something.”  

			My stomach rumbled. Whether it was from hunger or anxiety I couldn’t tell. “What would they say?”

			Another sigh. “We’re—I’m—having someone over for dinner tomorrow. A man.”

			The word landed like a brick to the skull. “Oh. Well, that’s unexpected. Who is it?”

			“No one you know. A development exec over at A24.”

			I didn’t reply.

			“We’ve been seeing each other for a few months now. Online only, of course. But he offered to spend the weekend with me and the boys, and they seemed so excited, I thought, why not give it a shot?”

			I gripped the handles of the scooter as if I wanted to tear them off.  “Um, I can think of a lot of reasons why not. Number one, you’re exposing our children to Ash.”

			“He’s not coming in through a window, he’ll be using the air lock. Just like you did when you moved out.” 

			“I was a trusted individual inside my own home. This guy’s a stranger.”

			“Jesus Christ, Kai, give me a little credit. I know him. We worked together before the outbreak, and then reconnected on social media. The boys already met him on TritonTalk.”

			“Oh, they already met him. Fantastic.” I couldn’t keep the bitterness from my voice. “So Mikey and Jacob will gladly invite over some rando from back in your sexy exec days, but when their own father tries to have dinner with them—”

			“Don’t do that. Don’t make them more nefarious than they are. They’re kids, that’s all. Sweet one day, uninterested the next. Kevin’s the new, shiny thing, so of course they’re—”

			“Kevin?!” I said, my voice rising. “Kevin??”

			“It’s his name,” she replied evenly. “And this is exactly why I didn’t want to tell you he was coming over. I knew you’d make a thing out of it.”

			“I’m not making ‘a thing’ of anything. I’m simply trying to understand who this interloper is that’s putting my family in danger.”

			

			“We’re not in danger! He’s not crawling down the chimney with a butcher knife. He’s taking one of those coffin things. Like the Triton Transports.”

			The Transports were a relatively new service, advertised as a “100% safe and worry-free method to get you where you need to go.” They were essentially sealed plastic crates with an internal air supply that could be drone-delivered anywhere within a sixty-mile radius. Claire and I had discussed me using one to come for a weekend visit with the kids, but they cost at least $1500 per round trip and had an incredibly long wait list.

			“Very fancy,” I said. “So clearly you two have been planning this rendezvous for a while.”

			“We haven’t. Kevin knows someone on the shipping side of the company. A scheduler. He pulled some strings, that’s all.”

			“Still, all that effort and money for a one-night stand—”

			“Do not. Talk to me like that. I’m not your high school girlfriend. We’re adults, and we’re divorced. I can see who I want, when I want.”

			“Except you’re also the mother of my children. And you’re risking their lives just so you can smash some old work crush.” I knew that was unfair, but I didn’t care. “Christ, I can’t believe he gets to see them before I do!”

			“You saw them for seventeen months! And you were driving us all so nuts with your end-times conspiracy bullshit, that the only solution was for you to move out before we killed each other.” She took a breath and lowered her voice. “Poor choice of words. But you created this situation, Kai. Not us.”

			I knew she was right. I knew I’d been impossible to live with. Still, the thought of this man—this Kevin—eating at my kitchen table, watching a movie with my boys, falling into my bed with my wife—ex-wife, ex-wife—it ate at me like battery acid. 

			A long moment of silence passed between us. I glanced at my surroundings, seeing I’d stopped somewhere in Brentwood, near Bundy and Wilshire. The storefronts were barren and the empty streets were filled with trash. A fax machine inexplicably lay in the gutter nearby. It felt appropriate to be surrounded by useless junk from the past just as I learned that I was no longer needed as a husband or a father. Kai Braddock: more disposable than a broken fax machine.

			“Was there anything else?” I asked tonelessly.

			“No.” Another silence. “Kai, you know you’ll always be their father. No matter what happens. And we’re still on for Family Dinner tonight. Kevin will be here on Saturday, but next week, everything will be back to normal.”

			

			“Normal.” The word sound extra hollow inside my echo-y helmet. “Listen, I gotta go. I have work.”

			“Okay. See you at six-thirty?”

			“Yep.” I pressed the ‘End Call’ button and lowered my head to the handlebars of Tetsuo. Kevin, fucking Kevin. Kevin fucking Claire in my bed. Touching my children. I pushed away from the scooter and kicked the broken fax machine. A little cloud of Ash puffed up, curling toward me in curiosity. Pain flared through my toes, but I kicked the fax machine again. Then I stomped on it, hoping to crush thousands of the little buggers as I did so. I imagined the Ash motes cracking open like eggs and spurting out black ichor. Again and again and again, my foot came down on the outdated device, until it was little more than a pile of plastic shards and bent metal. My foot throbbed. My thighs ached. But I embraced the discomfort, absorbing it the way a log absorbs fire. Making the pain a part of me.

			A glint on the side of my boot suddenly made me stop. I shook the sweat from my eyes. Imbedded in my foot covering was a metal shard about two inches long. It must have broken off the fax machine during my frenzy of destruction.

			I sat on the curb of the empty street. My suit’s pressure alarm hadn’t gone off, but what if the alarm system was broken? What if I’d been breathing in Ash for the past two minutes? Is it already chewing through my lungs? There was only one way to know for sure.

			My gloved hand trembling, I reached down toward my right boot. I hesitated before grabbing the shard. Technically, the point of a positive-pressure suit like the one I was wearing was to push out air if there was a breach. It couldn’t stop micro-particles from entering forever, but it could slow down the process. I didn’t particularly want to test that theory right now, but I didn’t have a choice. If I didn’t pull out the shard, it might fall out later on its own. And if that happened at a time I couldn’t immediately address it, then I would definitely be exposed.

			My fingertips gripped the end of the metal shard. Even though it wasn’t stuck in my body, I winced as I pulled it free. It left behind a tiny dark hole in my boot, maybe a centimeter wide. I chuckled in disbelief. Two years inside, taking every precaution, and in less than half a day outdoors, this is what does me in. All because of one angry outburst, and a broken, outdated machine. 

			An alarm blared inside my helmet. My wrist tablet lit up, showing a diagram of my suit with the right leg flashing. The words ‘Suit Breach’ blinked in red beside it. The air supply counter began fluctuating between sixty-four and sixty two percent remaining. For added tension, a robotic female voice spoke into my headset: 

			“Suit breach. Take immediate action. Suit breach. Take immediate action.”

			It was the voice that made me move. I fumbled at my belt, cinching it as tight as I could around my waist. It was impossible to create a perfect seal, but it might slow down the spread of the xenobots if they got inside. I grabbed the roll of patching tape, unhooking it from my belt carabiner after a few failed attempts. Clumsily I picked at the edge, imagining that I could hear the hiss of air leaving my suit as the seconds ticked by. The alarm kept blaring. The voice kept repeating what I already knew. Sweat droplets stung my eyes as I fumbled at the stubborn tape.

			Finally I got an edge free and tore off a strip. I slapped it over the tiny hole in my boot, rubbing it frantically into place. Then I did the same with two more pieces. Rip, slap, rub. Rip, slap, rub. Then I sat perfectly still, and I waited. 

			For a moment, nothing changed. I watched the fluctuating air supply levels, realizing that I’d been unconsciously holding my breath. I exhaled, my breath briefly fogging up the inside of the face shield. The condensation faded, and I saw the air supply level had stopped at sixty-two percent remaining. The leg on my suit diagram stopped flashing. The warning message disappeared. The robot female again spoke into my headset: 

			“Breach contained. Suit systems nominal.”

			I loosened my belt, but I didn’t get up. If even a single mote of Ash had gotten inside my protective gear, it was now floating on the air currents surrounding my limbs, searching for a way into the protein buffet that was my body. If that was the case, I was already dead.

			I thought about calling Claire back. I pictured myself apologizing, telling her I would always love her and I wanted her to be happy. Asking her to put the boys on so I could see their faces one last time. But I didn’t trust myself to not reveal what was happening. And I really didn’t want to leave them with the image of me coughing up Ash next to a broken fax machine. 

			Then I remembered the camera in my wrist tablet. I turned it on, tilting my forearm so my face was framed onscreen. My skin looked flushed and waxy. I tried to calm my pulse, then pressed record. 

			“Hey, boys,” I said, forcing a smile. “Uh, sorry I couldn’t make it to Family Dinner tonight. I know the last couple years have been tough. I know I wasn’t so easy to live with. But I wanted to tell you that, uh…that you both mean so much to me, okay?” I had to swallow before I could keep going. “And even if I didn’t always, um, know how to show that, it’s true. Mikey, Jacob…” Shit, why is it so hard to say these things aloud? “You two are my world. I wish I could’ve seen you grow up. See you get married, have kids of your own. I know you’re gonna do well, and that you’ll become good, decent men, but I…I should’ve been there for you more. I should have helped out.” I swallowed. “I guess I thought all this was temporary. That we’d go back to how things were. But, uh…if this is it, I just wanna say…I love you guys. Take care of your mom, okay? Be good. Bye.”

			I pressed the record button again to stop the video. Then I held my head in my hands and waited. Waited for the muscle pain to kick in, for my vision to darken, for the symptoms to start. Five minutes. Seven. Ten. Once fifteen minutes had passed, I sat straighter. I inhaled deeply. I could smell the rubber of my helmet and the cold, peppermint tang of the compressed air.

			I was okay. I hadn’t been exposed. I didn’t believe in God, but I thanked him anyway. Lucky, lucky, lucky. I stood, feeling a spring in my step. I was still alive, and I had crimes to solve. I climbed on to Tevin’s scooter and started the engine. As I gripped the throttle, I saw the recording of my supposed last testament on my wrist tablet. My own distraught face looked back at me from the tiny screen grab, like a window into the recent past. I held my own gaze for a moment longer, and then I pressed Delete.

		

	
		

		
			013 - The Sultan

			26 months, 10 days, 12 hours, 51 minutes
since Ash Outbreak

		

		
			“Welcome!” a wheezy baritone voice boomed. 

			Stavros Pantazis crossed the open-plan living room of his Hollywood Hills mansion, his thick arms held wide. The first thing I noticed was the size of him—he must have been at least two hundred and fifty pounds, but his demeanor and his voice were just as big. He was in his fifties, with a broad stomach and wide legs wrapped in a plush wine-red robe. His sausage-like feet were clad in brown leather house slippers. Several gold chains glinted in the dark thatch of hair on his chest. He had barely any hair on top of his head, but it was well-groomed. His jowls and triple chin were also clean-shaven. As he drew near, I nearly gagged on his sweet, clearly expensive cologne.

			“Guests, guests, we love guests,” he enthused, grabbing my gloved hand and pumping it up and down. “Isn’t that right, girls?”

			This last sentence he directed to the five bikini-clad women who were lounging around the house. They were between the ages of twenty and twenty-five, of various ethnicities and body types, but all of them had the same half-lidded expression of the heavily drunk or sedated. None of them responded to his question.

			“All tuckered out,” Pantazis said me with a conspiratorial wink. “We had quite the party last night. Sit, Mr. Braddock, please.”

			He gestured to a sunken conversation pit near a wall of windows overlooking the Sunset Strip. The house was huge, six thousand square feet easily. Custom-designed Eames furniture, expensive art on the walls, a wine cabinet bigger than my entire fridge. The mansion had been built in the sixties and while the appliances and media systems were modern, you could feel a swinging party vibe in the place’s bones. In the backyard, a thick plastic dome covered a pool, a vegetable garden, a chicken coop, and a small pen holding four goats. It was like staring at a dragon’s hoard of treasure. 

			When I’d called thirty minutes earlier, the CalGen CEO had said he was more than happy to meet with me. I informed him that I was investigating a murder and that I was on the way to his house, but he claimed to welcome the novelty. Looking around now, it didn’t seem as if his idea of “novelty” was similar to the rest of ours. There was a candy bowl on the coffee table filled with an assortment of prescription-grade pills, for God’s sake.

			“Hungry?” Pantazis asked as we sat on opposite sides of a purple crescent moon-shaped couch. I forced myself to look away from the backyard garden, placing my hazmat helmet next to me. “You want a glass of goat’s milk? Some eggs? I can have one of my girls go squeeze a chicken.”

			“I’m fine,” I said, though my stomach groaned at the prospect of such delights. I’d only been able to purchase almond milk and powdered eggs since the country went into lockdown. Real milk and eggs were still available, but they were roughly the same price as Beluga caviar.

			“Nonsense. With everything going on, you gotta enjoy what you can, when you can, eh? Candy!” he shouted to a young woman. “Candy, be a doll and bring over that charcuterie board, huh? And the milk, too.” 

			A curvy red-haired woman in a pink bikini lurched out of an armchair and shuffled into the kitchen. Pantazis folded his hands over his round stomach and smiled contentedly at me. 

			“Are they guests, too?” I asked.

			“Mmm, more like…roommates,” he replied with an oily smirk. “They help out with the housework, the cooking, the…entertainment.” He winked in a manner that made my lip want to curl. “In return, they get free rent. Food, booze—anything they want.”

			So, they’re prostitutes, I thought to myself. The fat sultan’s bought himself a harem. I supposed there were worse ways to live through a lockdown, provided they were all consenting adults…which I wasn’t sure these women were.

			As Candy approached, Pantazis openly allowed his eyes to rove all over her barely covered creamy skin. “Mmm, that looks lovely, sweet pie. Thank you.”

			She set a wooden tray laden with cheese, crackers, pickled veggies, and a variety of sliced meats between us. Beside that she placed a small carafe of cold goat’s milk. The scent of real salami and roast beef set my mouth watering. Most protein nowadays came from greenhouse-grown beans or cricket meal. It took a considerable amount of willpower to stop myself from lunging forward and gobbling fistfuls of meat.

			“Anything else?” Candy asked. Her voice was raw and thick, like someone who’d just been roused from a deep sleep and was eager to return to it.

			“It looks very good,” I told her. “Do you need anything?”

			She blinked as if I’d posed a difficult math problem. She turned her head blearily to Pantazis, who spread his chubby fingers wide. “Go on,” he told her. “Answer the nice detective.”

			She turned back to me, weaving slightly on her bare feet. I noted a large bruise on her upper thigh, but it was hard to tell if it was from a hand or an object. “I’m great,” she decided, slowly enunciating each word. “Daddy gives me everything I need.”

			“You see?” Pantazis patted Candy’s ass appreciatively. “Off you hop, Cottontail.”

			“I’m taking a shower,” Candy announced to no one. She shuffled from the main room and down a hallway. 

			The CEO hummed as he leaned forward to select slices of meat and cheese. He popped a pickle in his mouth, chewing noisily. “Please, Mr. Braddock, dig in. The goat cheese is made in house and the carpaccio is flown in from Japan.”

			“I’m fine,” I responded. “I brought my own lunch.” 

			I took a protein bar from my belt satchel and unwrapped it. It tasted like peanut butter-flavored cardboard, but it gave me something to do while I looked at the other four women. They were listlessly scrolling through their phones or staring off into space. 

			“What are they on?” I asked as Pantazis took a big bite of a cracker sandwich. Crumbs spilled down the front of his robe. “Rohipnol? Benzies? Ketamine?”

			He laughed. More crumbs tumbled from his mouth, getting caught in his chest hair. He swallowed. “Is that what you think of me, detective? You think I would allow you in my home if I was operating a sex slave ring? These girls, they’re here of their own free will. They’re happy to be here. In fact—Jade! Maya!” he called across the room. “Come over here, will you please? Let’s show our guest some hospitality.”

			The two women—one tall, brown-skinned, with a dancer’s build, the other Korean and full-figured—lazily sauntered over to the conversation pit. Pantazis patted his knee and then held out a hand toward me. Maya sat next to the CEO, draping her long brown legs across his lap and tunneling her fingers into his chest hair. Jade lowered herself beside me, her pillowy breasts resting on my arm as she stroked a hand up and down my hazmat suit. Her dark brown eyes gazed deeply into mine, but her mind seemed elsewhere. She smelled like sage and honey. Even though I couldn’t feel her touch through the thick layers of protection I was wearing, her sheer proximity was arousing. I hadn’t been physically close to a woman other than Claire in two years, and we hadn’t been that physical toward the end. I winced as the catheter inside my urethra was forced to adjust.

			“Tell our new friend what your life was like before you came here,” Pantazis instructed them.

			“I lived in a three bedroom in West Adams with nine other people,” said Maya, her half-lidded eyes sliding toward me. “Sometimes, to get by, we ate dog food.”

			“And I was in an abusive relationship in Fox Hills,” said Jade, her voice a rumbly purr in my ear. Her other hand had begun playing with the hair on the back of my hand. It made it difficult to concentrate. “Now, Daddy lets me do what I want, when I want.”

			Pantazis held out his hands as if to say you see? “As I said, a mutually beneficial arrangement. They keep me and my occasional guests company, and I give ‘em anything their little hearts desire. It’s true, sometimes they overindulge, but they’re adults, not children.”

			“Even though they call you ‘Daddy?’” I asked pointedly.

			He waved a hand dismissively. “A pet name they have for me. Kind of an honorary title, isn’t that right, girls?”

			The women murmured sounds of agreement. I twisted my head away from Jade’s fingers and moved her other hand off my suit. She gave me a slight pout of disappointment, then reached for a strawberry on the food tray. “I wonder if LAPD’s Vice Squad would agree with you,” I said to Pantazis. 

			He wagged a thick finger at me. “Didn’t you part ways with the department, Mr. Braddock? See, I have friends downtown, too. Mine are just a little…higher up the food chain.” He draped an arm over Maya’s shoulder, letting his index finger lazily circle her left breast. Her nipple hardened under the bikini fabric. “If I weren’t such an agreeable person, I would almost be insulted by your implications.”

			“My mistake. I’m not trying to imply anything. I’m clearly stating that you’ve drugged these women and are forcing them into sexual servitude.”

			He laughed again, a full throated, totally sincere sound of amusement. “Look outside, Mr. Braddock. Out there are the prisoners—people stuck inside, in constant fear of the Ash, unable to enjoy the simplest desire. But in here, it’s Xanadu—a stately pleasure dome with every vice a human could want. Share, and share alike.” He squeezed Maya’s nipple, then leaned forward to pick up a few salami slices. “Now, tell me,” he said, chewing noisily on the meat slices, “Did you risk life and limb to come all the way here and lecture me about sex?”

			I glanced at Jade, but she was now contemplating a cube of dried pineapple. “I wanted to talk to you about Eloise Donne.”

			“Former head of the Ash Outbreak Response Team here in LA? Dowdy, frowny sort of woman?”

			I chose not to acknowledge his demeaning descriptors. “I understand you tried to recruit her.”

			“I’m always on the lookout for fresh talent.” His chubby fingers danced over the pile of beef carpaccio before selecting a slice dripping with red juice.

			“So you weren’t upset when she turned you down?”

			He stuffed the meat into his mouth and chewed with his eyes closed for a few moments. “Mmm. Beer-fed Wagyu with a hint of wasabi. Supposedly one of only five hundred steers left in the world.” He suddenly fixed his dark, shark-like eyes on me. All amusement was gone from his expression now. “This is beginning to sound like I should phone my lawyer.”

			“You’re not under oath, Mr. Pantazis. And as you pointed out, I’m no longer a cop. I’m just trying to figure out where Dr. Donne might have gone.”

			“So she’s missing, is she? My, oh my. Difficult to undertake these days.” 

			“Difficult if you want to stay alive,” I corrected him. “What was your interest in her work?”

			“Isn’t it obvious?” he said, gesturing to his wall of windows. “I want the cure. Whatever it is that’ll stop the Ash from replicating and killing people. That is the arms race of the new era. The keystone on which humanity will rebuild.”

			“And you think she had it?”

			“I think she had some clever ideas, but she wasn’t there yet.” He slurped down another piece of Wagyu carpaccio like Jabba the Hutt gobbling frogs. “If she had found the keystone, we would know.”

			“How? You don’t think she could keep a secret?”

			“Companies keep secrets, detective. Intellectual property, patents, genetic material—anything that might generate capital. A cure for Ash—that’s a secret with unlimited zeros behind it. Science, on the other hand, relies upon peer review. Data comparison. Independent testing. Secrets are anathema to scientists. It’s why so few of them have any business acumen.”

			I thought of the mysterious Caduceus. “Maybe some scientist changed their mind. Maybe one of them saw a financial opportunity.”

			He sucked the juice off his fingers between his next words: “I pay—good money—to hear—what’s percolating. I’ve read reports on EMPs, firebombing campaigns, acid floods, all manner of nonsense for destroying the Ash. I’ve seen nothing yet that can realistically succeed.”

			Unless someone killed it in the cradle, I thought. “Tell me about Stuart Semmelweiss.”

			He shrugged, slicing off a piece of goat cheese and spooning olive tapenade on top of it. “An opportunistic weasel of a man who happens to work for me. He’s unimportant.”

			“He says you asked him to get close to Dr. Donne. To learn more about her research.”

			Pantazis gave a fake look of surprise and covered his mouth. “He told you? Oh, the betrayal. The disloyalty!” Then he lowered his hand and looked at me as if I was a particularly dull student. “Of course I asked him. The man has no spine of his own, no anima. All he cares about is promotion. I knew if I dangled a carrot or two, he’d do whatever I asked.” He plucked a cherry off the food tray and jiggled it above Maya’s lips. “Just like I knew he would blab that information to save his own skin. Set realistic expectations, Mr. Braddock, and people will never disappoint you.” Maya leaned forward to bite the cherry, but he playfully pulled it away. She tried again, growling like a dog. Back and forth they went, trainer and trainee, until he finally allowed her to catch the fruit in her teeth.

			“So you didn’t ask him to do anything else, then?” I asked, keeping my eyes on Pantazis as Maya licked her ruby lips. 

			The CEO toyed with the cherry stem. “What did you have in mind?”

			“Corporate espionage. Kidnapping. Murder.”

			He chortled with clear delight. “What a picture you have of me! A murdering, lecherous, kidnapping gangster. What do you think, girls? Should I change careers to please our guest? Throw out thirty years of business success to commit a few bush-league crimes?”

			Maya shook her head slowly, while Jade leaned forward. “I like you just as you are, Daddy.” 

			Pantazis spread his hands apologetically. “Sorry to disappoint you, Mr. Braddock.” He leaned over to nibble Maya’s ear, making her yelp. 

			I tried to keep the interview on track. “What about the company she works for, Quantic? What can you tell me about them?”  

			Pantazis moved on to kissing Maya’s neck. “Small outfit, not terribly well-funded, mainly centered on bio-engineering. They had a few contracts with DARPA”—I knew that to be the military research arm of the Pentagon—“before the Ash Outbreak. Strange choice for her, going there after the Ash Response Team fizzled.”

			“Why’s that?” 

			“Not really her field. Rather like chasing down bounties after being a cop.”

			I ignored his dig at my own career choices. “Do you know anyone else who works there?”

			He sighed, clearly bored with this line of questioning. “I believe I met the owner at one or two functions, when such things were still possible. But as I say, it was small potatoes, at least until recently.”

			“What do you mean?” I said, sitting forward. “What happened recently?”

			He heard the surprise in my voice and turned. A smile spread across his face, the kind you see on a cat that has found a new way to torture a mouse. “Don’t you read the business section, detective? Two months ago, Quantic was purchased by Triton Technologies.”

		

	
		

		
			014 - Sharp Candy

			26 months, 10 days, 13 hours, 21 minutes
since Ash Outbreak

		

		
			My nose wrinkled as I dumped the urine bladder of my hazmat suit into Stavros Pantazis’s guest toilet. The acrid smell of my own liquid waste was gross, but not as gross as the CEO’s decor. His bathroom was covered in black marble tile and gold fixtures, while one wall held a mirror that was also threaded with gold. A gaudy, bloated eyesore of a room, much like Pantazis himself. He was a deeply unlikable person on many levels, but after interviewing him I was ninety percent sure he had nothing to do with this case. Knowing that Triton did, however, was valuable information. 

			Approaching them was going to be tricky, though. Not only was the company’s headquarters notoriously hard to get into, but my personal history with them was not the best. Certain people might even say that it was Triton that led to me quitting the department. My former therapist, for one. But she’d been assigned to me by the LAPD, so I no longer felt any need to listen to her opinions on the matter.

			I flushed the toilet and exited the bathroom, saying my farewells to Pantazis and the ladies. He was tossing cherries toward Maya and Jade while they tried to catch them in their mouths. The three of them barely registered my departure, and the other two women were passed out on chairs near the kitchen. There was no sign of Candy. I didn’t feel great about walking away from an obviously sleazy situation, but the sultan CEO had had a point—if it was consensual, there was little I could do about it. I’d heard of people enduring much worse living situations during the last two years.  

			Pantazis’s air lock was down a long hallway, near the entrance to the garage. I secured my helmet and connected my air supply before stepping inside. The ‘air remaining’ counter on my wrist tablet was at 28%, more than enough to make it back to my downtown apartment without dipping into my reserve tanks. I considered dropping by my house in Sherman Oaks and surprising the boys for an in-person Family Dinner. It was just over the hill and it would be a great way to show Mikey and Jacob who the real badass was between me and Kevin. Coming over via coffin was one thing, but suiting up was on a whole other level. I could just imagine the look on Claire’s new boyfriend’s face when he realized his big display of money had been upstaged by me showing up in person first. 

			But what if the boys aren’t impressed? asked the whiny voice in the back of my skull. What if it seems like a desperate ploy for attention, or worse, actually scares them? Jacob was still going to therapy twice a week to cope with his Gates Syndrome symptoms. Me showing up at the front door was just the sort of thing that could set him back several months. He might not want to touch me for fear of contamination. What if, God forbid, I actually caused a breach? It didn’t feel like I could roast Claire for her loose attitude and then barge in, unannounced, in a hazmat suit I’d put a hole in three hours earlier. No, it was probably best to let Loverboy test the waters first, see how the boys responded, then go over when the situation was calmer. Who knows? Maybe Kevin will even croak in the process. 

			I stepped into Pantazis’s air lock and pulled the door closed. I began to turn the handle when it was yanked out of my glove. The door swung open and Candy, now wearing an oversized sweatshirt and yoga pants, crammed herself into the air lock with me. She spun the handle, locking us both in. Her blue eyes were clearer than before, and they burned with desperation. She quickly tilted the camera in the upper corner to face the wall.

			“Candy?” I asked. “What are you —”

			“That’s not my name,” she said, glancing back at the camera as if it could somehow still see her. “It’s Isabel, Isabel Donaghy. He forces us to use these hooker names he comes up with. Among other things.”

			“‘Forces’? Can’t you just leave?”

			“He won’t let us,” she whispered, tears forming in her eyes. “Okay, yes, I answered his online ad for a ‘roommate with benefits.’ I needed to get out of the situation I was in and I was willing to turn a few tricks to do it. And the first week was okay. He wasn’t too kinky or gross. But once we try to leave, he’s always got some excuse to keep us here.” She dropped her voice even lower. “There are cameras everywhere, and the only suit he has—his suit—is locked up in a safe.” 

			“What about yours?” I asked. “How’d you get here without protection?”

			

			“He ordered coffins to bring us here. None of us have the money to order another one for ourselves, and he knows it.”

			“Have you tried the police?”

			She barked a bitter, humorless laugh. “One of the other girls, Ruby, somehow she borrowed the money to get a new suit delivered. But that fat fucker—” she held out a quivering finger, pointing in the direction of the living room, “He wouldn’t open the air lock. Said he didn’t trust the manufacturer, that the cheap suit she’d bought would get her killed. ‘Wait a day or two,’ he told her. If she still wanted to leave, he said he’d order her a coffin himself, from a firm he trusted. A day goes by and Ruby still wants to go. So he hems and haws like always, but this time she lost her shit. Called 911, told them he was keeping us prisoner. They sent out a couple police drones, took down our statements, but since there was no ‘evidence’ of abuse, they said they couldn’t do anything. So they just flew away.” She brushed the tears away from her eyes. “These days, cops only work for the highest bidder.”

			Some ingrained training from the academy made a line about ‘not all cops’ bubble to my lips, but I bit it back. I shared her frustration. With everyone stuck in their homes while the police and lawyers worked remotely, the whole justice system was primed for extortion. Hell, my last case with the department—the Triton case—had been eighty-sixed due to a shady “donation” to the DA. 

			I sighed heavily. “I can give you the names of some women’s shelters,” I told her. “They can arrange for free transport, help you get set up in a new place.”

			But she shook her head. “He’ll just find some way to pay them off, too. I gotta get outta here. Today.”

			I gestured at my body. “I’m sorry, Candy—Isabel—this is the only suit I have. But you have my word, I’ll make some calls as soon as I’m out of here.”

			She reached up, putting her trembling hands on my shoulders. “I don’t want any more bullshit promises. I want to get the fuck out of here.”

			“And I told you, I’ll call—” My words were cut off as she suddenly kneed me in the solar plexus.

			I bent double, struggling to regain my breath. She brought an elbow down into the small of my back, just below my backpack. A firework of hurt exploded deep inside my sciatic muscle. I fell to my hands and knees. The suit had built-in padding, but the impact still sent a spike of pain through my right kneecap. 

			Before I could recover, she had a foot on my spine. The whole weight of her body pressed me into the floor of the air lock. Her hands scrabbled at the adjustable collar around my neck, cinching it as tight as it could go.

			Red flares popped at the edge of my vision. Pressure built up behind my eyes. My windpipe was pinned under the plastic band of the collar, completely cutting off my air supply. The adjustable part was meant to be a safety feature, a last resort if a breach was detected anywhere in the suit below the neck. I’d never imagined it could also function as a noose.

			Bracing my hands on the floor, I used a burst of adrenaline to kick sideways. Isabel was thrown off my back, cracking her head on the air lock wall. More importantly, her hands released my neck collar. I was able to breathe again. The red flares on the edges of my vision disappeared. I wanted to catch my breath, but I knew I was still vulnerable. 

			My right knee screamed in protest as I stood and adopted a fighting stance. Pantazis’s air lock was a bit smaller than an office elevator, maybe five by five feet. Enough space for two of us to face each other, but not much room for roundhouse kicks or kung fu throws. Not that I knew any of those moves, anyway. I’d gone through the usual self-defense training at the academy, and I kept up with my exercise, but I was no street fighter. Most cops and detectives aren’t. If they’re in a situation that does come to blows, they resort to superior firepower, such as tasers or a SWAT team, to win. 

			I didn’t relish the thought of hitting Isabel. But I knew that a cornered, fearful person is much more dangerous in a fight. They’re unpredictable, willing to do anything to win. I could see that willingness in Isabel’s eyes. I tried to defuse the situation.

			“Isabel,” I said calmly. “I want to help. But this is not the way.”

			“I can’t go back in there,” she said. “I can’t let him touch me with those fat fucking fingers.” 

			“Lock yourself in here,” I told her. “Get some food from the kitchen, and your phone, and don’t open the door for anyone until the women’s shelter shows up. If he tries to get in, tell him you’ll open the outside door.”

			A small flicker of hope entered her eyes, but then she shook her head again. “He’ll find a way to talk me out of it. He always does. Men like him—they can say anything.” 

			“And I hear that,” I told her. I could see that she was getting antsy. “We can—”

			But she screamed over me. It was a scream born out of desperation and fear and anger at being cooped up for over two years. A scream directed at a sleaze ball who fancied himself a sultan. She launched her thin frame at me, battering my chest and shoulders. I tried to grab her wrists, to restrain her, but she fought like an animal whose foot is caught in a trap. Her fingers reached for the hoses connecting my air supply to the suit. Maybe she was hoping to pull them free and asphyxiate me. Maybe she was just grasping at straws, but it gave me an idea. 

			I twisted sideways, swinging my heavy backpack frame into her stomach. She grunted and fell backward, thudding into the wall. Before she could recover, I reached over and pressed the ‘Purge’ button. 

			The fan kicked on, sucking all oxygen from the air lock. Her orange hair whipped around her creamy freckled face. She clutched at her throat, her mouth open and closing like a fish. A natural reaction, but not a helpful one. The powerful fan sucked the air out of her lungs as well. Starved for oxygen, she staggered around the air lock and slapped weakly at me. This time I was able to hold her off with ease.

			“I’m sorry,” I shouted as her eyes struggled to stay open. “When you wake up, come back in here and don’t leave until the shelter arrives, okay? Do not leave until the shelter comes.”

			Isabel opened her mouth as if to say something, but then her eyes closed. She went limp, and I caught her unconscious body in my arms. I lowered her gently to the floor. Poor woman. We’d all done our share of regrettable stuff to make it through the lockdown, but no one deserved to be held hostage. 

			I double-checked my suit to make sure there were no leaks or tears from our fight, then I unlocked the door to Pantazis’s house. There was a gasp and a burst of wind as the air from the mansion filled the tiny compartment. The hallway outside was empty, so I dragged Isabel into a nearby bedroom. She was already beginning to stir as I set her down. 

			“Remember,” I told her, “Food, phone, then seal yourself in the air lock. Good luck.”

			I went back inside the air lock, purged the air again, then opened the door to the outside. Two mini-tornados of Ash swirled inside. They brushed up against my legs but, finding no protein, the small cyclones drifted back to the ground. They seemed almost disappointed.

			I tromped down Pantazis’s long curved driveway. When I reached the front gate, it rolled back automatically. I pried open the cover of the gate’s control box with a screwdriver from my tool belt. There were a few switches inside, but it felt better to stab the insides a dozen or so times. The gate now responded easily to a slight tug. I pulled it closed so Pantazis wouldn’t realize it was broken. Then I got on Tetsuo and called a women’s shelter I knew from my time on the force. They assured me they would send a team and a coffin over before the end of the day. Feeling slightly more hopeful about the situation, I pointed the scooter eastward and began the drive back to my apartment.

		

	
		

		
			015 - Aches and Scrapes

			26 months, 11 days, 7 hours, 16 minutes
since Ash Outbreak

		

		
			I woke up hurting the next day.

			My stomach and my lower back were both sore from where Isabel had attacked me. My shoulders were stiff from carrying the weight of the suit’s air canisters. My right foot throbbed where I’d stomped on the fax machine. But most regrettable was the tender band of pain wrapped around my eyes and temples. 

			After a very stilted Family Dinner, during which Mikey and Jacob kept talking about how excited they were to hang out with Kevin, and I imagined all the ways he might die enroute to the house, I decided to crack open a bottle of Jack Daniels. It was medicinal, I told myself, a preventative measure after a hard day’s work. But after taking four or five more doses than I should have, I went to go pee and ended up laying down in my shower tub. 

			The next morning, I was still in the tub and the sun was reflecting into my face off the bathroom mirror. An alarm blared in the main room. I got to my feet, feeling the contents of my head and my stomach switch places. I bent over the toilet, coughing up whiskey until my throat burned. My head was still throbbing, but I felt much better. 

			I swallowed three Ibuprofen and splashed cold water on my swollen, stubble-covered cheeks. My face looked like a sunburned radish. The alarm blared again in the next room. Not an alarm, I realized—a phone call. Who the hell was trying to call at a quarter-past-seven on a Friday morning? Not anyone who knew me, that was for certain.

			I staggered over to the computer to read the name of the incoming caller: Det. Roberta Vaill. Her profile picture had real “least favorite schoolteacher” vibes. I flattened my bathtub-head hair as best I could and clicked the ‘Accept’ button. The detective appeared onscreen, looking like she’d been up for at least two hours, as well as having had a shower, breakfast, and eight hours of sleep. I was zero for three on that scorecard.

			“Braddock,” she said briskly. “Is that vomit on your shirt?”

			I looked down at my shirt collar to see a regurgitated whiskey stain. “Coffee,” I lied, rubbing at it. “We don’t all wake up as perky and raring to go as you do, Vaill.”

			She took a sip of some no-doubt-incredibly-healthy green juice. Just the sight of it made me want to gag. “Your body is a temple, Braddock. Fill it with crap and it’ll become a ruin.”

			“Are there still tickets left to your self-help seminar? ‘Cause I always thought the department didn’t pay their detectives enough, and I would love to support your side hustle.”

			She pursed her lips. “You don’t wanna chit-chat, that’s fine by me. Two things. One, the ballistics report came back from Tevin’s murder. The bullets were .50 caliber hollow points, real nasty. No matches in the sales database.”

			Before the quarantine, the police had started keeping records of exotic ammunition sales. They were far from comprehensive, though. “What about the gun?” I’d sent her the stills from my destroyed drone after confirming it was a Desert Eagle.

			“We couldn’t pull a serial number from the images you sent. But the thinking around here is that the weapon make strongly suggests a Scrapper as the culprit.”

			“What? Why?” I asked, searching for anything resembling caffeine on my messy desktop. I found a coffee mug with about two inches of brown sludge leftover from yesterday. I downed it anyway. It was cold and gritty, but better than nothing. “Anybody could buy a Desert Eagle online these days.” 

			“For home defense? A hand cannon like that’s a show piece. Completely impractical, expensive…that’s why we think some tweaker grabbed it from a gun collector’s empty house. Thought it would make them look like a bad-ass to all the other Franken-suits.”

			“What about the rifling imprints?” Every gun left unique markings on the rounds it fired, like fingerprints. Those markings had begun to be collected along with gun ownership information about ten years ago. It was a great way to track bullets back to the perpetrator. Match the recovered slug to a gun, then a gun to its owner. 

			“Bupkis,” Vaill said curtly. “Which makes it even more likely that it was boosted out of some dusty gun cabinet. The PD consensus is that unless more evidence comes to light, we’re filing it as a home invasion gone wrong.”

			

			I rubbed my aching temples. “At least tell me you checked the Centurion footage.”

			She nodded, taking another gulp of her kelp-colored health drink. “The perp came and went from the Metro station at Pershing Square, but that’s all we know.”

			It was a well-known fact to Scrappers and other outside-venturing deviants that the subway tunnels were a great way to get around Los Angeles without being seen by the big eye in the sky. There were rumors that Scrapper gangs actually lived in the tunnels, but since the signals needed to pilot drones didn’t carry that far underground, no one had proved it yet. 

			“What about Dr. Donne?” I pressed her. “Did you check the past ten days to see when she left?”

			“I did, but not to help you. I did it because I am a thorough investigator and a dedicated police officer.” She took a smug sip of her drink. Toying with me.

			“And?” I prompted her.

			“You were right about the time frame. She left her lab…” Vaill leaned forward to peer at some notes on her screen. “At 10:12 am, April 4. Full PPS suit, carrying what looked like a rolling suitcase. She never came back.”

			April fourth. Eight days ago. And a full three days before her goodbye video showed up in Jazz’s inbox. “Where’d she go?”

			“Unclear. She walked about four blocks east, entered a big abandoned warehouse, and never came out. We sent a drone down to scope it out, but it was empty.”

			“So she must have gotten away somehow. Boarded a vehicle, maybe?”

			“We checked the traffic. A couple of delivery drones went past, but none stopped outside the building.”

			“Scrappers?”

			“Nobody came in or out of that building for the next five days. If someone picked her up, they would have had to dig a hole from underneath the warehouse. And our drone didn’t see any great big holes.”

			“So what are you thinking?”

			“Honestly? I’m not. There could be a dozen reasons we didn’t see her leave. A glitch in Centurion’s footage. Some kind of high-tech camouflage. Hell, she could’ve dissolved herself in a barrel of acid for all I know. It’s one loose thread on a tied-up case.” 

			I felt a familiar anger building. “A missing scientist isn’t the concern of the LAPD?”

			

			“I’ll rephrase: it’s not our most pressing concern at this time. The whole department’s pulling overtime to prep security for the Habitrail opening on Sunday. That’s why I’m calling you now; I’ve got an all-hands meeting at eight-thirty to go over logistics.” She didn’t look pleased about the prospect.

			“Let me look over the footage, then. See if you missed anything.”

			She barked a short laugh. “No can do, Braddock. You know the privacy restrictions—real law enforcement only. Trust me, you don’t need another reason for the DA to hate you.”

			“What? What does that mean?”

			Vaill sighed. She glanced over her shoulder toward her spotless, Williams-Sonoma catalog kitchen. She lowered her voice. “That’s the second reason I called. Gil heard some rumblings at the office that you might be brought up on charges.” Gil was Vaill’s husband; I dimly remembered that he was some kind of lawyer for the city.

			“Charges?” I repeated in disbelief. “For what?”

			“Lack of a travel permit, vandalism, aggravated assault…is it true you beat up some girl yesterday?” 

			Fuck shit piss. “I went to interview Stavros Pantazis about Dr. Donne. One of his…escorts, roommates, whatever you wanna call her, she jumped me as I was leaving. Tried to steal my suit so she could get outta there. I called a women’s shelter to go get her.”

			“Well, he’s pissed about it. I guess he and the DA used to play golf back when that was still a thing, because he called him on his direct line. Demanded you be prosecuted. After the shit show with Nguyen and now this, they’re seriously considering it.”

			I couldn’t believe it. “She asked me for help. The guy’s basically holding five women hostage in that mansion of his. He’s a scumbag.”

			“Maybe, but he’s a wealthy, convincing scumbag. By the time the women’s shelter showed up, he had the girl singing a different tune. Says you came on to her, and when she refused, you attacked her. Smacked her around, then broke his gate control for good measure.”  

			I felt a pit in my stomach. “So she didn’t leave?”

			“Quite the opposite, I hear. Went on and on about how happy she was until you showed up.”

			“Jesus Christ.” Whatever Pantazis had done to convince Isabel to change her mind, it was now her word against mine. “Vaill, you know I couldn’t do something like this.”

			“I do, which is why I’m warning you to lawyer up. The DA won’t move on this until after the Habitrail opening Sunday night, but come Monday, you need to be ready.”

			

			“Fuck.” I was already down the cost of two drones; putting a lawyer on retainer was going to be near-impossible. The only option I could think of was to borrow the money from Claire, which was not an option at all. 

			“Don’t sweat it, Braddock. Lay low for a couple days, and hopefully, once the Habitrail opens, everyone’ll be so happy to quote-unquote ‘leave’ their homes, they’ll forget all about some hooker in a mansion. But call a lawyer just in case.” 

			“Yeah. Thanks again, Vaill.” She gave me a little salute and signed off.

			A lawyer. My ex-wife was having her new boyfriend come sleep in my bed tonight, my bank account was on life support, I was no closer to finding Dr. Donne, and on top of all that, I now had to get a lawyer.

			I opened my email to distract myself. Some junk mail, a couple of updates from the boys’ schools, but one stood out: a message from someone named Sharmila Pai at Triton Technologies. I’d made several calls to the company on my drive home, trying to request an interview with someone who could talk to me about Dr. Donne and the acquisition of Quantic. Naturally, I’d been given the runaround. I was told multiple times that whomever I needed to speak with was currently unavailable. I’d planned to try again this morning, maybe even go over in person, but now there was this message.

			“Dear Detective Braddock,” it read, “Thank you for contacting us about your current investigation. We would be happy to discuss the matter with you in person. Would you be available to join Mr. Wrigley for dinner this evening at Triton Tower? If you could be here at five p.m., it will give us plenty of time to go through the required safety protocols. Please respond to the invitation attached to this email, and we will send a Triton Transport for you at 4 pm. Best, Sharmila Pai, Executive Assistant to Walter Wrigley.” 

			I clicked the link to the invitation. Classical music played while it slid out of a digital envelope onscreen and unfolded. The text was faux-handwritten script and contained the same details as the email. Damn. I’d expected Triton to stonewall me a while longer before agreeing to answer any questions, so this was a welcome opportunity. If they were so eager to talk, someone there must know something. I clicked on the button reading “Yes, I will attend” then hit Send.

			I brewed myself a strong pot of coffee, downed two more Ibuprofen, and tried to shower off the aches from yesterday. Feeling slightly more refreshed, I nibbled on a piece of toast and drank coffee while I skimmed the news. Everybody was excited for the Habitrail opening on Sunday; orders for personal connections to the Triton Tunnel network were supposedly through the roof. The stock price for the company was at an all-time high. I wondered if that was why they were so eager to meet with me. Perhaps they didn’t want any bad press on the eve of their biggest product launch? 

			I pushed the questions from my mind and spent the rest of the morning contacting lawyers. I knew a few from my time on the force, but even their “friend prices” were staggering. The average retainer for a case like mine was around ten grand, which was about nine grand more than I had in my checking account. The bounty from Nguyen still hadn’t dropped, and I had no idea when or if I’d received my full payment for finding Dr. Donne. I told the lawyers I needed to think about it. 

			By lunch time, I was feeling a bit more operational. I spent an hour or so searching the Internet for evidence of The Caduceus. There were a few whispers on medical message boards, but no way to contact them. Still, I left a few posts saying that I urgently needed to meet with someone in the organization about one of their members. I didn’t hold out a lot of hope that I’d get a response.

			The next few hours I dedicated to reading up on the history of Quantic, as well as Triton’s acquisitions of other companies. Pantazis was correct—it was something Wrigley had been doing more and more in the last year. Every company he bought was somehow related to Ash—either they manufactured gear to protect against it, or they were attempting to create strategies to eradicate it. It made sense, wanting to dominate a market in which they were already a major player, but the acquisition of Dr. Donne’s company was puzzling. It was a nonprofit, solely focused on deterrence methods, with little evidence of any progress. So why the sudden interest two months ago from the country’s number-one business? By the time I had to get ready to leave, I still had no answers. 

			I took the only non-hazmat suit I still owned out of the closet. There wasn’t much call for formal wear anymore, and when there was nobody noticed if you went without pants. Mine had gotten considerably tighter since the last time I’d worn them. I made it a point to exercise five days a week, but it was hard to get in ten thousand steps when you were confined to an eight hundred square foot apartment. I sucked in my gut as much as I could and just managed to button the pants. Maybe with a belt on I’d be able to loosen them later. 

			Realizing I would need dress shoes, I dug those out of the closet as well and placed them in my suit’s backpack. Should I take money? A toothbrush? Condoms? My experience with Candy yesterday had made me realize that a suit malfunction might force me to hunker down somewhere for quite a long period of time. I added a few extra supplies to the backpack just in case. 

			Now that I was a bit more practiced, the process of suiting up was quicker and less anxiety-ridden. My front doorbell buzzed. A video screen above it showed that my VIP Triton Transport had arrived. It looked like a bus, but the roof and walls were composed of clear plastic. Double-checking that my loaded Glock was in its belt holster, I put on my helmet and exited my apartment for the second time in nine months.

		

	
		

		
			016 - The Indoor Kingdom

			26 months, 11 days, 17 hours, 8 minutes
since Ash Outbreak

		

		
			It took twenty minutes to reach Triton Tower.

			The building loomed above me—a chrome and glass spike, sloping downward in the front, yet still dominating the skyline. Like a shiny silver heel discarded by a giantess.

			The self-driving transport turned into a garage beneath the tower. A voice from a speaker guided me into an air lock for the usual decontamination and air purging process. Even though I was wearing a suit, the procedure didn’t end there. The air lock opened, depositing me into another sealed chamber. It was covered in yellow subway tiles and outfitted with a dozen shower nozzles. The voice told me to undress and deposit all my belongings in a large metal drawer for additional decontamination. Clearly, the Wrigleys were serious about safety.

			What could I do but comply? Once I was naked and my gear was stowed, the nozzles kicked on, spraying me with an orange chemical that stung my eyes. A rinse-off shower of plain water followed. Then a male nurse in a clean suit entered and inspected all my body orifices, taking swab samples from each. 

			“Let me know if you find anything valuable,” I joked, but he merely stepped out, sealing the door again. 

			I sat on a plastic bench, nude, listening to commercials for Triton products while my results were tabulated. Finally, the door opened. I was taken into a small changing room and allowed to dress. My hazmat suit and sidearm had been “held for cleaning” until I was ready to leave again, but everything else was given back to me, along with the key to a locker in which I could store my belongings. I put away everything but my formal clothes and my smart phone and got dressed.

			

			A slim Sri Lankan woman in her late twenties was waiting for me when I exited the dressing room. She had glossy dark hair cut at a stylish angle and wore a well-tailored gray business suit. Her brown eyes were large and thoughtful. A tablet computer was held in her manicured fingers. She inclined her head upon seeing me and introduced herself as Sharmila Pai—the woman who had invited me to Triton Tower earlier this morning.

			“We are so happy you could make the journey here to meet with us,” she said. Her voice had a slight British accent, like someone who had learned English at a fancy boarding school. She led me down a tasteful wood-paneled hallway. The walls held framed photos of Triton’s myriad products—hazmat suits, air lock models, sleek transport coffins. “Mr. Wrigley is eager to speak with you.” 

			“But not eager enough to hop on TritonTalk?” I asked, then moderated my tone. “Sorry. But I’ve had a rough couple of days, and I’d kinda like to know why your boss made me come here in person.”

			She turned back to give me a conciliatory smile. “All of Mr. Wrigley’s work crosses my desk at one point or another. I’m aware one of our scientists went missing a few days ago, but I’m afraid I don’t know much more than that.”

			“What about your IT department? They keep records of all the web traffic that goes through the company, right?”

			She gave another tiny nod. “But you’ll have to get Mr. Wrigley’s permission before you can speak with them. Proprietary information, you understand.”

			“Of course,” I said dryly. “We wouldn’t want to value human life over profits.” I said it to gauge Sharmila’s reaction, but she merely continued on as if I hadn’t spoken. 

			“Here we are,” she said, stopping at a reinforced door and pressing her thumb to an identification plate. A light turned green and the door bolts unlocked. She swung it inward, gesturing for me to walk past. “Welcome to Triton Tower, Mr. Braddock.”

			The moment I crossed the threshold I froze. My brain could not comprehend what I was seeing. A farm—there was no other word for it—had been built inside Triton Tower. Rolling hills of grass covered every inch of the ground. Grapevines and vertical vegetable gardens hung from the balconies. At the far end of the lobby, a waterfall poured from ten stories up, feeding two large ponds and a stream. Kids and ducks alike splashed in the clear water. A little further down, a stone cottage had been built beside the stream, which turned a water wheel. In one corner stood a classic red barn. The smell of rich, fertile soil hung thick in the air. Birds chirped from somewhere out of sight. The place was an eerie, three-dimensional diorama of the past. A living memory from a world no one had experienced in over two years.

			But the most shocking feature was the crops. Over a dozen full-grown trees were spread across the lobby—walnut, apple, lime, and lemon. Two even had tire swings tied to the branches. A field of wheat whispered off to one side, while rows of two-foot corn grew on the other. I saw tomato plants, lettuces, cucumbers, watermelons, and squash—treasures more precious than diamonds these days. I turned to Sharmila, my mouth agape.

			“It can be a lot at first, I know,” she said, flushing with pride at her home. “Mr. Wrigley had it built a year ago, right after we all moved into the Tower. I’m told it’s a near-perfect replica of the farm he grew up on in Pennsylvania.”

			“But how—” I found I was having a hard time remembering words. “How does it all work?”

			“Hydroponics,” she said. “Each tree or crop is fed by its own water source, specifically calibrated to the needs of each plant. Quite a complicated setup, but Mr. Wrigley wanted it done right. And we all get to enjoy the bounty.”

			I put a hand on the nearest oak tree. Something about it felt wrong. I peered closer, realizing the trunk was made of plastic, cleverly painted to look like the real thing. The leaves, too, were artificial. I turned back to Sharmila accusingly.

			She gave a mild shrug. “‘Near perfect,’ as I said. It would be impossible to grow real fruit-bearing trees indoors. So the hydroponic system helps water the food, and the fabricated trunks are more pleasant to the eye. The grass is artificial, too.”

			I crouched down to run my hand across the blades. They were softer and less springy than real grass. Plastic. “And the birds?” I asked.

			“Recorded,” she admitted. “Piped in through hidden speakers. Studies have found that birdsong lowers the blood pressure.”

			For some reason, I felt mildly betrayed. Like I’d been shown a flying carpet, only to realize that it ran on hidden wires. Nobody likes having a magic trick spoiled. “So it’s all fake,” I said.

			“Mr. Wrigley prefers the phrase ‘engineered nature.’” Sharmila continued forward and I increased my pace to keep up. “We’re hoping to market several of the products he’s built here for the masses. We may not be able to enjoy the outdoors, but we can ship the outdoors to you. Imagine, a tree or a rose bush or even a stream—right in the comfort of your own home.” It had the almost-musical cadence of an advertising jingle and carried the same icky falsity. I had no doubt she’d lifted the phrase directly from some marketing one-sheet.   

			I turned my eyes to the rest of the lobby. For the first time, I noticed there were rooms on each of the balconies. The building, I recalled from my earlier research, had been a hotel before Triton bought it out. “Exactly how many people live here?” I asked.

			“Around a hundred and fifty. One of the many benefits of working for Triton. Any employee quarantined within ninety miles has the option to move in here, along with their immediate families. Room, board, and medical care are all included. Mr. Wrigley calls it his ‘happy little village.’”

			“And is it?” I asked, looking back at Sharmila. The space between her eyebrows wrinkled in confusion. “Are the people here happy?”

			Clarity dawned and she nodded enthusiastically. “Oh, absolutely. We all have friends and relatives living elsewhere, so we know how lucky we are to be here.”

			She led me over a cobblestone bridge and up a gently sloping hill toward the largest of the two ponds. “So in the last year, nobody’s left?” I asked. “Or gone outside?” 

			She shook her head. “Only the security team leaves, and that’s to fend off Scrappers or fix the cleaning drones. They help prevent Ash from accumulating on the building.” She pointed to one of the drones overhead. It clung to the outside of the glass ceiling, resembling a four-legged robotic spider. A vacuum nozzle dangled from its abdomen, sucking up any Ash in its path. Through the glass, I could see at least a dozen more scuttling up and down the outside of the tower. These were so expensive, only fat cats like the Wrigleys could afford them. 

			“What about security cameras? Would they have recordings of people coming or going?”

			“Of course. But as I mentioned earlier, access to that material will have to be okayed by Mr. Wrigley first. Ah.” Sharmila stopped at the edge of the largest pond, snapping her Louboutin flats together and executing a deep bow. “Good evening, Ms. Liana.”

			I followed the assistant’s gaze to see a dark shape gliding through the water toward us. It resembled a seal or a porpoise, until a woman’s head broke the surface. Jet black hair, pale porcelain skin, and a nose that was too thin to be natural. Long, elegant lashes concealed her eyes. On her left cheek was an old scar in the shape of a backwards C, the only flaw in her impossibly smooth skin. 

			Liana Wrigley stood, water cascading off her athletic frame and her black one-piece bathing suit. She slicked her long hair back, walking toward us on toned, muscular legs. She held herself with the confidence and bearing of someone who’s gone to the most expensive schools. Her gaze stayed on me, unwavering and unblinking. As she drew closer I noticed her eyes were an arresting shade of light green. It made me think of lichen growing in a glen.

			“Kai Braddock. In the flesh.” Her voice was scratchy and ragged, like someone who’d spent the night screaming. Or crying. She tilted her head sideways, squeezing the water from her hair. “My brother told me about you, of course, but he didn’t quite do you justice.”

			“Well, I always like to make up my own mind about people,” I said, holding out a hand. “One person’s poison is another’s pleasure, after all.”

			She gave a head tilt of appreciation but did not take my hand. “Forgive my social distancing, but I wouldn’t want you smelling like pond water at dinner. Father might mistake you for kin and adopt you.”

			“Doesn’t seem like too bad a deal,” I replied, indicating our surroundings. “Not if I could score a bed in the family manse.”

			Liana bent to pick up a plush white towel, affording me a look at her cleavage. “You wouldn’t be the first to try.” She stood up again, gently pressing the towel against her wet skin. “When Father’s business took off after the outbreak, that first year was riddled with long-lost cousins and great-aunts and college friends crawling out of the woodwork. Every one of them with some heart-tugging sob story, every one of them hoping for a piece of the Triton pie. Being the kind-hearted pushover that he is, my father wired money to each of them. He said it was unfair to not share our success with others. Thankfully, the board took control before he could give away the farm.” She wrapped the towel around her torso, somehow managing to make it look like a cocktail dress. 

			By unspoken agreement, we began to walk around the pond. Sharmila stayed where she was, checking emails on her tablet computer. “You and your brother, you’re on the Board, aren’t you? So you had some hand in that decision.”

			“Naturally,” she said. “Someone has to make sure the company succeeds. Father might wish to help the handful of people who come to him, but we’re trying to help the world.” 

			“You seem like you’re doing okay. Success-wise, anyway.”

			She gave me a small, thin-lipped smile. “Our latest project, the Triton Tunnel Network, is our most ambitious community effort yet. One that will finally get people out of their homes and into the city.”

			“I’ve seen the ads. Must be costing quite a few pennies.” I knew for a fact the project had been budgeted at two billion dollars. 

			Liana shrugged as if the price tag was no more than a weekly allowance. “The city has helped out with tax breaks and exclusivity incentives. They’ve been very generous.” So that was Triton’s angle. Build the Habitrail for Los Angeles, and in return the company would get preferential treatment on everything business-related. The rich truly did get richer.

			Suddenly she came to a stop. We were on the far edge of the pond now, dozens of yards from anyone who might overhear. Liana’s bright green eyes met mine, then dropped to the grassy shore. Her pale, perfectly-manicured toes nudged the plastic blades. 

			“You should know, Mr. Braddock,” she said softly, “that business with my brother, sixteen months ago…” She gave a furtive glance at our surroundings to ensure we were still alone, then leaned toward me. “I was on your side.”

			There it is. I’d suspected this would come up again when I had agreed to the dinner invitation. How could it not? What had been a month of inconvenient investigation for the Wrigley family had led to my resignation from the force. It had even, if I was being truly honest, played a part in my divorce. It had factored into my choice of apartments downtown. I could have had windows facing any cardinal direction, but I wanted the one that let me see Triton Tower every day. The great silver T on top of the building had become a target on which to focus my frustrations.

			“Well,” I replied, clearing my throat. “The way I see it, there are no ‘sides.’ There’s right and then there’s wrong.”

			“Of course, of course,” she said smoothly. “But I want you to know, even if Lance didn’t receive the punishment you wanted for him, he paid a price. The Board made sure of that.”

			“That right?” I said, unable to keep the venom from my voice. “What’d you do, decrease his stock options by ten percent? Donate a portion of his wages to sexual assault survivors?”

			Her porcelain cheeks flushed red. “We did make a donation, yes. To a nonprofit that was more than happy to receive twice its yearly operating budget. But we also greatly scaled back Lance’s day-to-day associations with the company.”

			“And yet, you didn’t fire him. Despite the fact that he assaulted an employee.” 

			Her chin lifted defiantly. “Allegedly assaulted. And we took excellent care of that woman. I believed her story just like you, but without evidence—”

			

			“There was no evidence because the security footage was erased. Funny how that happened, in a technologically advanced company such as yours.”

			Liana wrapped her pale arms around her torso and faced the lake. “Any frustrations you may have with my brother, I’ve had them my entire life. He’s always been a brute.” Her left hand strayed to the C-shaped scar on her cheek. Then she forced her startling green eyes to meet mine. “What I’m trying to tell you is, be careful while you’re here. Father has ensured Lance won’t be at dinner, but I know my brother. He’s never forgiven you for your…investigation. And his thumbprint can open any door in this place.”

			“I’ll watch my step.” 

			We began to walk around the rest of the lake. Sharmila patiently waited at the far end, her tablet clutched to her gray business suit. 

			“Now,” I said after a long silence, “How about you tell me why I’m really here? Does it have to do with Dr. Donne?”

			Liana studied the dark surface of the pond. “You should speak with Father first.” She turned back to me, and I was surprised to see tears brimming in her eyes. She gave an apologetic smile and brushed them away. “You have to understand, I’m in a difficult position. I want to help you, but…” She looked back down at the lake. “This Ash, it’s made all of us prisoners in some way. It might be beautiful here, but it’s still a cage. Just like everywhere else. What’s that old saying? You can go to the ends of the earth, but you can’t escape your family.”

			In spite of my hatred for the Wrigleys, I felt myself soften toward Liana. I placed a hand on her bare shoulder. Her skin was still cool from the water. She stiffened a bit when I touched her but then leaned her weight gratefully into me. “I’m not a cop anymore,” I told her in a low voice. “I work for no one but myself. If something criminal happened here, I won’t let it be swept under the rug this time. I’ll find the culprit and make sure they’re brought to justice. One way or another.”

			She gave me a grateful smile. “You’re a good man, Mr. Braddock. I promise, I’ll do what I can to help. After dinner, though.”

			Liana reached up and gave my fingers a light squeeze. A crackle of electricity ran up my forearm. She gave me a lingering look, then walked off toward the elevators.

			“Ready to see your room?” Sharmila asked brightly from behind me. I turned to look at her inscrutable face. It was impossible to tell whether or not she knew what Liana and I had discussed. And whether or not she approved.

			“Lead the way,” I said.

		

	
		

		
			017 - Room and Board

			26 months, 11 days, 18 hours, 11 minutes
since Ash Outbreak

		

		
			Wrigley’s assistant escorted me to a two-room corner suite on the fortieth floor. She opened the door, then had me press my thumb to the key plate to reset the lock. Inside there was a king-sized bed, a kitchenette with a welcome basket on the counter, a computer sure to be loaded with spyware, and a wall of windows facing northwest. The sun hung low above the Hollywood Hills, its orange light glinting off the plastic dome surrounding the Griffith Observatory. The clear tunnels of the Habitrail gleamed beneath it. On Sunday night they would be filled with their first paying customers. A captive audience. 

			Sharmila told me dinner was at seven sharp, then left me to get ready. Instead, I waited five minutes and then stepped back out of my room. I had a little less than an hour to investigate. I didn’t expect to get very far with any of the employees, but there was one place I thought I might be able to learn something.

			I took note of the security cameras in the corners of the corridor. Unlike the first ten levels of the tower, which formed a U-shape around the open farm, the upper floors were laid out more like a traditional hotel. Sharmila had told me this is where the Tower workers and their families lived, while the top twenty stories were all reserved for office space. I didn’t see another soul as I walked back to the elevator. Even with a hundred and fifty people living in the building, that left a lot of empty space.

			I pressed my thumb to the keypad inside the elevator and touched the button for the lobby. Once I stepped out, I saw fifteen or so workers, some of them teenagers, setting up tables and chairs for dinner on a wide lawn of artificial grass. A few younger children ran in between them. The workers smiled at me brightly as I passed. Whether they’d been ordered to be welcoming or whether they were simply excited to see a new person in their midst, it was tough to tell. I took note of the other security camera positions as I crossed the fake farmland.

			At the other end of the lobby, I found the door from which I’d exited Decontamination. It was locked, but a buzzer beside it connected me to a pleasant-sounding woman. Her voice was older and had a slight Mexican accent. I told her I’d forgotten something in my hazmat suit and asked if I could come check for it. She buzzed me in, instructing me to come all the way to the end of the hall.

			Inside I passed doors to changing rooms and decontamination showers. At the far end was a door marked “Cleaning.” I knocked and was again buzzed inside. There was a gust of air as I entered, which meant the room was pressurized and could be sealed off if necessary. One wall held rows of automated racks that led down into the floor, like the ones I used to see at certain laundromats. Dozens, if not hundreds, of plastic-bagged hazmat suits hung from the racks. With a jolt, I realized every single one of them was a match for the suit that had been worn by Tevin’s murderer. It was a bespoke design, one that I had never seen for sale anywhere. There were more hazmat suits in this room than I’d ever seen in one place before, easily worth several million dollars. Makes sense, I told myself. If there’s a leak in the Tower, they need a hundred and fifty suits on hand. The process of getting that many people suited up quickly and safely must be incredibly complex.

			About five middle-aged women milled around the large room, checking suits and hanging them on a motorized track that disappeared down into the floor. One woman, short and round and comforting as a cookie jar, came toward me with a smile. I guessed she was in her forties or fifties. 

			“I’m Lupe,” she said, her voice revealing that she was the one who had buzzed me in. She shook my hand, smelling pleasantly of laundry detergent and dryer sheets. “You must be the detective.”

			“That’s right. Do you mind telling me how the decontamination process works?”

			“Of course,” she said. “Every suit that comes into Triton Tower is given a thorough, deep-level cleaning before it’s allowed to be touched again.” There was a distinct note of pride in her voice. “We haven’t had a single incident since the Tower opened.”

			I glanced around the bustling room. “Every suit that comes into the building is processed here?”

			“Wouldn’t be much of a security system if they weren’t,” she replied. “There are emergency air locks, of course, but the whole building would be alerted if someone tried to enter through one of those.” 

			“Right. Can you look up specific dates and see which suits were checked out?”

			

			She nodded seriously. “We have to. If there were a contamination, we’d have to contact trace it back to the source.”

			“Great. Can you pull up this past Wednesday?” She hesitated. “This is why Mr. Wrigley invited me here, Lupe. I don’t want to tell him you stood in the way of his wishes.”

			While this wasn’t technically true, it had the desired effect. The middle-aged woman went pale and glanced around at her co-workers. They were pointedly pretending to ignore us. Lupe stepped to a nearby computer terminal and her fingers tapped on the keyboard. She pressed return then stepped back from the monitor. 

			“This past Wednesday,” she announced, “There were five suit check-outs.”

			“Is that a lot?” I asked.

			She shrugged. “It’s average. We send a security team outside every day to inspect the building for leaks and chase off Scrappers. Depending on the task, the number of employees can range from two to seven.” 

			“And on Wednesday?” I angled my head to get a better look at the monitor. “How many of the suit check-outs were for security?”

			“Four,” she said, tapping the onscreen list with her finger. “See, they have a S next to their names.” 

			“What about the fifth? Who was it?”

			She peered closer, frowning. “The name entered was John…Doe.”

			Son of a bitch. “I’m guessing there’s no one by that name actually living here.” 

			She double-clicked on the magnifying glass and entered the name. A message appeared: NO POSSIBLE MATCHES FOUND. “That’s strange,” Lupe said. “We require positive I.D. for all equipment check-outs.” 

			I peered at the check-out and check-in times: 5:38 am and 12:43 pm. Right inside the window of when Tevin was killed and Dr. Donne’s lab was robbed. “Pretty early for a stroll. Who was working here at that time?”

			“We have a night shift that runs from 8 pm to 8 am. Three people. But they don’t come on for a couple more hours.”

			“Is it possible one of them entered a false name for the check-out?”

			Her bright countenance darkened. “We’re not supposed to, but it’s possible.”

			“What about cameras? I assume they have them outside the air lock as well as inside?”

			She nodded firmly. “You’d have to talk to IT about accessing those. All video and communication runs through them.”

			“Don’t worry, I will. But first, I’d like to see the suit this ‘John Doe’ wore. Can you pull it up?”

			Again, there was that slight hesitation, but I could tell that Lupe was as curious as I was now. She selected an entry on the computer screen and pressed the return key. A nearby suit rack began to cycle through its contents. As it clanked and whirred, she leaned in to me.

			“Please tell Mr. Wrigley that we’ve never made a mistake like this before. The people who work in here, they’re good people. None of them would knowingly break protocol. Please, will you tell him that?”

			“I’ll do my best,” I told her. “But the person they let out may have killed my friend. If it turns out that’s true, then whoever checked them out essentially aided and abetted a murderer.”

			Lupe put a hand to her mouth in shock. The suit rack came to a halt, jolting her out of her surprise. She walked over and pulled a plastic-bagged suit off the rack. The suit was white, and the helmet had a gold face shield. So far so good, but there was one more detail I needed to check. I unzipped the bag, running my hands down the arms of the hazmat suit. There it was, on the right wrist and forearm: a smattering of black specks.

			Lupe peered around my shoulder. “What are those?”

			“Powder burns,” I told her. “The kind you get from firing a handgun.” 

			Her eyes went wide. “I…I don’t know how someone missed that.”

			“Either they were told to look the other way, or the suit was checked back in without their knowledge.” I bent down to sniff the vinyl. “And it’s been cleaned, so there’s no point in checking it for DNA or fibers.”

			I handed the suit back to Lupe and thanked her. I might not know who wore it, but at least I knew that Tevin’s killer had come from Triton Tower. And odds were, they were still here. 

			I exited the Decontamination area and was crossing the lobby when Sharmila found me. She’d changed into a formal dress for dinner but still carried her tablet computer.

			“Mr. Braddock, you weren’t in your room.” She sounded suspicious. 

			“Just taking a little self-guided tour,” I told her. “Trying to learn as much as I can about this place.”

			“Well, I’m sure any additional questions you have can be directed to Mr. Wrigley later. Dinner is about to begin.” 

			She led me over to the village green area, where places had been set for one hundred people. Candles flickered at every table, but a closer inspection showed they were electric. As fake as everything else in this place. Christmas lights glowed in the trees surrounding the green. I felt like I was on the set of a Hallmark movie.

			A long, elevated table stood at one end of the green, set with about ten places. Walter Wrigley lounged behind it, a king on his throne, chatting with his daughter and a few other executive types. Upon seeing me walk over with Sharmila he stood. A broad, grandfatherly smile lit up his face. He wore slacks and a button-down, no tie, with his sleeves rolled up to the elbows, the picture of a gentleman farmer.

			“Detective!” he said, pumping my hand up and down. “Sorry I couldn’t greet you earlier, but I trust Sharmila has provided everything you need?”

			“Everything except answers to my questions,” I said dryly. 

			The execs around Wrigley went still. But the old man laughed, warmly and loudly. His sycophants chuckled along with him. “You see?” Wrigley said to them. “A straight shooter, just like I remembered. I’m glad you’re looking into Dr. Donne’s disappearance, Mr. Braddock.”

			“Well, you might not be so glad when you hear what I’ve found. Especially if it turns out someone here was responsible.” I let my eyes flicker over to Liana. Her face was inscrutable, showing none of the vulnerability she’d expressed earlier.

			The execs murmured more nervously this time, but Wrigley spread his hands. “If that’s the case, we look forward to a speedy and just resolution. But first, let’s tuck in, shall we? I know I always think better on a full stomach. Everyone,” he called out the assembled crowd. They fell silent immediately. “Take your seats, if you please. It’s time to say grace.”

			He went to the center of the head table, with Liana on his left and an older, well-groomed executive on his right. Sharmila led me to a chair at the end of the high table and stood beside me. Once everyone was in place, Wrigley took the hands of the people next him. Everyone else followed suit. Sharmila’s fingers were cool in mine. She gave me a slight smile before closing her eyes.

			“Heavenly Father,” Wrigley began, “we thank you for the bounty we are about to receive. We are lucky to be here, and luckier than most about where we ended up.”

			As his benediction went on, the self-congratulatory words faded away and were replaced by my own train of thought. Each phrase was like a railway car, chugging through my brain in a continuous loop: Triton bought Quantic—Why? Whoever shot Tevin came from here. Does that mean they’re still here? Whoever took out that suit bypassed a lot of security, which only someone with Lance’s clearance could do. Did they have an accomplice, too? Are Wrigley and the board part of this? Why DID Triton buy Quantic?? The phrases kept going faster and faster, none of them being answered, until Wrigley finally stopped his prayer and opened his eyes.

			He smiled out over his flock, his teeth perfect and as snow-white as his hair. “Amen, friends. Now let’s eat.”

		

	
		

		
			018 - Old Man Wrigley

			26 months, 11 days, 21 hours, 20 minutes
since Ash Outbreak

		

		
			Two fingers of Macallan 1926 filled the bottom of a glass tumbler. Walter Wrigley poured the same amount in a second tumbler and looked at me appraisingly. “Ice?” When I shook my head, he smiled. “Good man.” He handed me the Scotch and clinked his glass into mine. “To getting answers.” 

			I nodded my assent, and we both took a swallow of the hundred-year-old whiskey. It was a full-body experience—smoky on the tongue, smooth in the throat, fiery in the belly. A warmth radiated outward from where it hit my stomach. It had been many years since I’d had truly excellent liquor. We both exhaled in satisfaction, chuckling as we made eye contact.

			“Nice to have someone around who appreciates the finer things,” he said. “Liana, she likes to keep her wits about her, and Lance has become a health nut since all this Ash-business started. Tells me booze isn’t Keto-friendly.” He shook his head and downed another swallow. “If their mother hadn’t passed on, I might be tempted to run a paternity test.”

			I passed the glass under my nose, inhaling the liquid smoke smell. “It’s very impressive, Mr. Wrigley. Like everything else I’ve seen here. But I didn’t come here to drink Scotch and eat dinner.”

			He nodded like a chastened child and sat behind his carved oak desk. We were in his penthouse corner office, overlooking the skyscrapers of downtown Los Angeles. Most of the buildings were dark now, standing like gravestones to vanished corporations. Citibank. Uber. WeWork. 

			The inside of Wrigley’s office, by contrast, was warm and tastefully decorated—comfortable leather couches, overstuffed armchairs, and shelves filled with photos and sports memorabilia. A generously stocked bar carved from dark walnut and decorated with gold inlay loomed on one wall. It was like being in an upscale sportsman’s lodge.

			Dinner had finished about half an hour earlier. It had been simple farmstead fare—pork chops, garlic spinach, macaroni and cheese—but it was the best meal I’d eaten in two years. The chops were real pork, the spinach was fresh-picked instead of frozen, and the cheese was made from real milk. There had even been a dessert course—warm slices of pecan pie served with scoops of vanilla bean ice cream. Wrigley had been a gracious host, entertaining the entire table with stories about growing up on his farm in Pennsylvania. The mental image of my sons and ex-wife eating dinner across town with Kevin—Kevin—had been kept at bay for almost the entirety of the last two hours. Maybe it was the Macallan hitting me, but I was beginning to warm to the old man. 

			He gestured for me to sit, and I lowered myself into a brown leather armchair. It was like having my buttocks cupped in the soft yet supportive hands of a giant massage therapist.

			“I want you to know how concerned I am about this,” Wrigley told me. “Our employees, they’re like family to me. What can I do to help you locate Dr. Donne?”

			“Did you know her?” I asked, taking another swallow of Macallan. I wasn’t sure if I should pace myself or knock it back quickly so he’d pour me another round.

			“By reputation,” he replied. “I try to get to know all our new hires, even if it’s by reading about them in the news.”

			“Is that why you purchased Quantic two months ago? Because Dr. Donne was in the news?”

			He chuckled, the twinkle in his Santa-like eyes becoming brighter. “To be perfectly frank, Mr. Braddock, it wasn’t my decision. I have several people working for me—talent scouts, I like to call them—whose job is to locate and acquire…let’s call them ‘compatible businesses.’”

			“Others might call them ‘competition,’” I pointed out.

			He shrugged and polished off his whiskey. He poured out another two fingers for himself then held the decanter in my direction. I leaned forward gladly, holding out my glass for a top-off. “One man’s trash, I say. The primary goal of Triton is to see us through this difficult time together.” A line I’d seen parroted on the company’s marketing materials ad nauseam, but coming out of his mouth it sounded downright sincere. “I’ll contribute whatever resources I have, acquire any company necessary, or even partner with my competition, to make sure we rid the planet of this pestilential Ash.”

			“And your talent scouts, they thought Dr. Donne could somehow help with that?”

			

			“I was told she had some very promising ideas for potential treatments. Ideas that could be used to eventually create a cure.”

			“So she hadn’t actually produced anything yet?”

			The old man tipped his glass toward me. “You don’t sign Babe Ruth when he’s already batting three-seventy. You grab him when he’s down at two hundred.”

			“You own a lot of companies like this, then?”

			He blew out a breath, calculating. “I’m told it’s around one-twenty, one-twenty-five at the moment. We call it our ‘Emerging Futures Fund.’” He took another swallow of Scotch. 

			“Then you don’t know of any reason why Dr. Donne might have left? She wasn’t being pressured by anyone, or in any kind of trouble that you knew about?”

			Wrigley shook his head. “All of Triton’s Internet traffic is monitored for problem words. They tell me it’s a common feature of Human Resources these days. Since we can’t physically check in with our personnel, we screen their online communication. Privately, of course. We’re only notified if there’s an issue.”

			“Is it possible someone noticed an…issue in her transcripts, then altered the records?”

			He tapped his fingers on the whiskey tumbler, thinking. “It’s possible. But they could only get to those files through our IT department. Not too many folks have that level of access.”

			“Could you get me a list of those people?” Wrigley nodded his assent. “I’d also like to look at the security footage from earlier this week. Whoever trashed Dr. Donne’s lab and killed my associate, I think they came from this building.” The old man’s smile faded. I let him sit with that for a moment, then kept going: “A hazmat suit I found downstairs matches that of the perpetrator. It’s impossible to pull DNA from it at this point, of course, but a powder burn on the arm matches the gun I saw them fire.” I hadn’t proven this yet, but he didn’t need to know that. “I assume you haven’t had anyone move out in the last few days?”

			He shook his head in surprise. “So you’re saying, whoever killed this man…they’re still here?”

			I nodded. Even though he’d finished two glasses of high-end Scotch, the old man appeared completely sober now. “Well, then we must do whatever it takes to find the culprit. Triton relies on public trust. The Tunnel project we’re opening on Sunday is the cornerstone of that trust. If people find out we’ve been sheltering a criminal, even unknowingly…”

			“And you can’t think of anyone here who might be capable of that? Someone who might want to erode the public’s trust in you?” 

			The old man looked affronted. “That dinner we just had downstairs, that’s not an anomaly, Mr. Braddock. We’ve been doing that five nights a week for a solid year. Ask any resident. Triton is not just a company, it’s a family. And I cannot imagine why any member of this family would want to tear down what we’ve built.”

			The door to the office opened. The fragments of an argument spilled into the penthouse—a higher-pitched, elegant voice that belonged to Sharmila and a deeper, more laconic voice that I unfortunately also recognized.

			“—I’m afraid he insisted on no visitors, Mr.—”

			“—Take it easy, Sharms, I’m not a visitor. I’m his god-damn progeny.”

			The owner of the deep voice pushed his way into the office and held out his well-muscled arms. He wore a black tank top that showed off angular shoulders, and black spandex workout shorts which left little to the imagination. His jaw was clean shaven and his mouth seemed to be twisted in a permanent smirk. Jet-black hair crowned the top of his skull, cut short and gelled into porcupine spikes. While his twin sister’s eyes were green, Lance Wrigley’s irises were blue and brilliant, like two glittering ice crystals set deep inside his tanned skull.

			“Dad, dad, dad,” Lance said, striding confidently toward us. “You should have sent someone to pull me off the climbing wall. I’d drop anything to greet the great Detective Braddock.” Then he paused, his expression changing to faux dismay. “Oh, can I still call you that? I mean, since you’re not a real cop anymore…I wouldn’t wanna offend.” His greasy smile, however, attested to the opposite. 

			“You can’t offend me, Lance,” I replied mildly, ignoring his dig. “Not after everything I know about you.” 

			He raised his index finger, shaking at me in a playful manner. “There it is. The old Braddock double-speak. That mouth is what got you fired. Ain’t that right, pop?” He raised his voice on the last question, but didn’t shift his blue eyes away from mine.

			Old Man Wrigley sighed. “Lance, you were specifically asked to stay out of this. Considering your history with Mr. Braddock, we all thought it best if you—”

			“My history is in the past,” Lance said. “I can move on if he can.”

			I didn’t break his gaze. “I’m just here to find out who killed my friend, and what happened to your employee. I’ve already confirmed that someone who lives here was responsible.”

			“A murderer? Here?” He crossed to Wrigley’s desk and sniffed the decanter. “Who are your suspects, detective?”

			

			“You, for starters,” I told him. Lance turned in exaggerated surprise. “Unless you can prove where you were on Wednesday morning.”

			“Let’s see, Wednesday, Wednesday…” He tapped his chin, pretending to think. Then he snapped his fingers. “You know what, I slept in that day. Worked out for a couple hours in my private gym, then joined the fam for lunch down on the village green.” He smiled at me with the calm of someone who’s already anticipated these questions. 

			“And do you have any evidence of this? Security camera footage? Eyewitnesses passing by your gym?”

			“Geez, I don’t know. Probably. You should check with the folks down at IT.” He recapped the decanter and placed it back on Wrigley’s well-stocked bar. “Wow, pop, you don’t usually break out the good stuff for strangers. He must really like you, Braddock.”  

			“He’s a straight shooter,” Wrigley said staunchly. “And I was about to send him down to IT myself.”

			“Well, hell, why don’t I walk him down, then?” Lance held out his elbow like I was a society lady in a turn of the century musical. “No need for dear old dad to wear himself out.”

			Wrigley seemed troubled by this, but nodded his assent. “Very well. But do let me know if you need anything else, Mr. Braddock.”

			I polished off the rest of my whiskey, then crossed the office to shake Wrigley’s hand. “Thanks again for letting me try that Macallan. I’ll be in touch.”

			Lance took the glass from me and grabbed my upper arm. His fingers felt like steel cables as he led me out of the penthouse, past Sharmila at her desk in the outer office, and into the elevator. He pressed his thumb to the keypad and pushed the button for Level B1. It was only after the doors closed that his amused smile melted away.

			“You must think I’m fucking stupid.” His head swiveled toward me, his blue eyes glittering. “You think I don’t know why you’re really here?”

			My hand instinctively went to my hip, only for me to remember that my Glock was currently sitting in a decontamination locker. “Why don’t you enlighten me?” 

			He stepped closer, looming over me by several inches. The smell of sweat and Axe body spray radiated off of him. I tried to breathe through my mouth. “You couldn’t stand it when the DA refused to indict me. You got kicked off the force, your wife dumped your sorry ass, and you’ve spent the time since planning how to get back at me and my family. So now, two days before the Tunnel project launches, before my family can contribute something truly iconic to this city, you show up talking about murder and kidnapping. Trying to tank everything we’ve built. Super convenient timing. And super obvious.”

			“You think I planned this to hurt you?” I laughed, then began ticking items on my fingers. “So I disappeared a scientist, trashed her lab, and shot my friend…all just to generate bad publicity for Triton?”

			He frowned, clearly taken aback by how ridiculous it sounded. “I don’t know how your pathetic little mind works. But I do know the DA thinks there’s enough to bring charges against you.”

			“I wonder where he got that idea from?” I asked sarcastically.

			Lance took a step forward. “My father might like you, but he barely runs the company anymore. One word from me, and this whole place shuts down like a whorehouse on Sunday. And you’ll be booted outside without an air suit.”

			I could tell he’d have no problem watching me be devoured by Ash. But did he have the stones to point a gun at Tevin and pull the trigger? Before I could answer that, the elevator reached the first basement level. The doors opened to reveal a cinder block corridor. 

			“Don’t forget whose home you’re in,” Lance said. He jerked his head to the left. “Down that way, first door on your right is IT. You fuck with anything, and I’ll fuck with you.” 

			I had no doubts he could make good on that promise.

		

	
		

		
			019 - Deletion

			26 months, 11 days, 21 hours, 52 minutes
since Ash Outbreak

		

		
			The Information Technologies office of Triton Tower was freezing. Row upon row of computer servers filled the large subterranean room. Lights blinked on the front of black hard drives as fans whirred to keep them cool. The combined sound was so loud that I practically had to shout to hear myself think. 

			One wall of the IT room was comprised of monitors, which showed security camera feeds from all over the building (though not inside of any the bedrooms, at least from what I could see). There were several workstations set up before the screens, but only one person on shift at this hour. That worker, Rhema Carter, wore a thick hoodie and her Senegalese twists were tied back at the nape of her neck. She talked with her hands and she had a laid-back energy. My guess was she’d smoked a joint or ingested an edible at the beginning of her shift.

			“It’s a pretty sweet system,” she said, leading me down one of the hard drive aisles. “Top of the line, closed network, and machine-learning algorithms to help us sort through all the data.”

			“So everything Triton does comes through here?” I asked.

			Rhema nodded a few more times than was necessary. “Totally. Only way to manage such a huge company during quarantine. We call it a ‘choke point’ in the IT biz. Or at least, I do.” She chuckled. 

			“All that data. How much would you say is stored here?” I didn’t really care about the answer, but I needed her distracted while I scoped out the servers. 

			She blew out a puff of air. “Oh, man. Well, each drive is between ten and twenty terabytes. So, average fifteen per drive, times thirty drives per rack, times say, fifty racks—”

			“Wow, there are that many racks in this row?” I interrupted. “No way.”

			

			“Yeah, way. In fact—” She started to count the number of hard drives under her breath. 

			While her attention was focused elsewhere, I bent down to check the numbers on front of the hard drives. I’d just determined that they were arranged in order before Rhema turned back around.

			“Fifty-six,” she said, as if she’d been doing weight reps instead of mere counting. “So four-fifty times fifty-six, that’s, uh…”

			“A lot,” I said before she injured herself. “Let’s just call it a lot. Now how ‘bout we look at that security footage?”

			“Oh. Sure thing, dude. This way.” 

			Rhema led me to the wall of monitors, typing in a passcode at one of the workstations. She navigated through several folders before finding the archived security footage. 

			“Here we go. What day did you want again?”

			“This past Wednesday, around five-thirty am.” As she navigated to that folder, I glanced at the other empty workstations. “Who’s in charge of archiving the footage?”

			“That’s admin level stuff. A.K.A. Gordo’s purview.” I raised my eyebrows questioningly. “Gordon Pruitt? He’s the head of the department. He takes the god’s eye view, while us worker bees focus more on the day-to-day troubleshooting.” 

			“And where is Mr. Pruitt today?”

			Rhema shrugged. “Called in sick after lunch. Which is weird, ‘cause he like, never gets sick. He lives for this gig, man.” 

			I wondered if my visit to Triton Tower was somehow responsible for Pruitt’s sudden-onset illness. “Maybe I can talk to him tomorrow morning, then.”

			“Sure, it’s not like any of us are going anywhere. Aaaand…ba-boom.”

			She double-clicked a folder. The current security feeds on the monitor wall were replaced by recordings from early Wednesday morning. There were about four hundred total, with fifty allotted to the main screen. The timestamps in the lower right corner of the feeds all read 5:30 am, while the upper right corner showed their location: Lobby A, Decontamination B, and so on. Most of the feeds were devoid of people, which made sense since it was so early in the morning. 

			“Can you focus on the first floor area and scroll forward?” I asked.

			Rhema nodded, double-tapping a key. The footage began to fast-forward, but almost immediately one of the screens went black. It was Lobby A, the camera that had been pointing at the bank of elevators. Then Village D went black, followed by Village E, Decontamination A, Decontamination B, C, and D. Then the rest of the feeds went black as well. 

			

			“What the hell?” Rhema hit the spacebar to pause the playback.

			“What happened?” I asked.

			She frowned. “Not sure.” She rewound and hit play again, but the feeds blacked out at the exact same points. “I was gonna say interference, but it goes on too long. It’s like…it was erased.”

			“Who has the access to do that?” 

			“Only admin-level folks.” She ticked off names on her fingers. “Gordo, me, a couple other IT guys. Oh, and Mr. Wrigley, of course. And the board. And maybe one or two V.P.s?”

			So basically everyone, I thought sourly. “And why would they—whoever did this, I mean—why would they erase a section, rather than delete the whole file?”

			“Because of how the system’s set up,” she said. “The footage is locked at midnight every day, then some lower-level IT guy copies those files over to an archive folder the next morning. The same process happens at the end of every month. If there were whole camera files or day files missing, it would get spotted immediately.”

			“What about these erased parts?” I asked, pointing at the black screens. “Can they be recovered?”

			“For sure. They’re digital recordings, so even when they’re quote-unquote ‘deleted,’ a part of ‘em still remains on the physical hard drive. Like a ghost. It’s time-consuming, but technically, they could be rebuilt.” 

			I’d expected that whoever shot Tevin would also have been smart enough to destroy the security footage, but this was welcome news. “Can I get a copy of the erased sections?”

			“Oh. Um…” Rhema looked embarrassed. “I mean, like, I’d love to help you, dude, but something like that’s above my pay grade. You’d have to get permission from Mr. Wrigley. Or I dunno, a warrant?”

			I was certain that any decision of that nature would have to go through the Legal department as well, which could take days. Maybe weeks. “Right. Can you at least show me where all the erased parts end?”

			“That I can do, kemosabe.” She fast-forwarded again. As she did so, I did a quick scan of her desktop. There were scattered papers, several binders, and a large reusable cup filled with soda under a sign that read “Absolutely NO drinks or food near workstations! —GP” Seems like Gordo’s orders weren’t exactly followed to a T. 

			

			My attention returned to the monitor wall when the security feeds all came back at once. I checked the timestamp—11:49 am, perfectly fitting the window in which Tevin was shot and Dr. Donne’s lab was ransacked, with enough time on either end to drive or even walk to the crime scene. Clever. By erasing all of Triton Tower’s feeds for that period of time, I couldn’t catalogue who appeared on camera and determine who was missing. At least, not until the footage was somehow restored. But to do that, I needed the actual hard drive. I peered at the folder listing, noting the name of the drive on which the Wednesday footage was stored: 24R5D37.

			“What happens if a physical drive goes missing?” I asked.

			“You mean if someone unplugged it?” Rhema blew a breath out. “Nothing, unless you needed to access footage from it. Then you’d get a ‘Media Offline’ message. But that’s not what happened here.” 

			“Got it. Can you check one more thing for me?” I tapped on the list of folders. “Can you pull up the security cameras from earlier tonight? Around seven pm?”

			Rhema nodded, closing the folder from Wednesday and opening today’s file. “The footage isn’t fully digitized yet, so scrubbing might be a little wonky,” she explained. She put the feeds on the main monitors. A huge crowd was gathered for dinner on the Village Green cameras, while most of the others were empty, save for the occasional kitchen worker or employee still on shift. And one person exiting an elevator on the feed labeled FLOOR40-A. 

			I pointed to it. “Can you enlarge that one, please?”

			Rhema double-clicked it, making the feed fill her workstation monitor. A well-muscled man in a black tank top and spandex workout pants walked down the hallway. Lance Wrigley stopped outside my room, checked both ends of the hall to make sure they were empty, then pressed his thumb to my room’s keypad. The door opened and he slipped inside. I reminded myself to check the bed for scorpions later.

			“Can you scroll forward?” I asked. “See how long he was in there.”

			

			As she did that, I reached forward, purposely knocking over her drink. Soda spilled across the keyboard and desktop, dripping on to the floor. 

			“Shit, man!” Rhema pushed back from the desk. “Gordon’s gonna kill me.”

			“I am so sorry,” I said. “Let me grab some paper towels from the bathroom.”

			While Rhema shook soda from the keyboard, I jogged down the server aisles. I opened the IT room door and pulled it closed as loudly as I could, but I didn’t exit. Quickly and quietly, I doubled back to the rows of hard drives. A glance told me Rhema was still dealing with my soda spill. I found the row labeled 24R1D1 - 24R50D and made my way down the narrow aisle, checking drive numbers until I found 24R5D37. I reached behind the whirring drive, shut it off, and unplugged it from the rack. It was as warm in my hand as a living thing. But if what Rhema had said was true, its absence wouldn’t be noticed unless someone tried to access the footage on the drive. And I hoped to be far from Triton Tower by the time anyone did that.

			I snuck back toward the exit, quietly opening the door this time. I went down to the bathroom, grabbed a handful of paper towels, and took them back to the IT room, making sure to leave my stolen hard drive in the hallway. 

			“Sorry again,” I said, slurring my words slightly. “I think I had too much to drink after dinner.”

			She mopped up the soda with my towels. “It’s fine, just—talk to Gordon if you want more info.”

			“I will do that,” I promised. “Thanks for everything.” Then I walked out of the IT room, snagged the stolen drive, and strolled to the elevator.

			As I rode up to the fortieth floor, I considered my next move. I could call for a delivery drone and send the drive to Ian for analysis now, but there was no way to get it outside the building without raising questions from Triton’s security. I could try to leave tonight, but it was already after eleven pm. That would also raise questions, and I didn’t relish the idea of walking the two miles back to my apartment in the dark. No, the best thing would be to sit tight and take the drive with me when I left in the morning. I only had to make it through the next eight or so hours. 

			As I walked down the richly carpeted hallway to my room, I tried not to think about what was happening at my home—ex-home—in Sherman Oaks right now. The boys would be asleep in bed upstairs, while soft music played in the kitchen. Sade or Sia—Claire had always preferred sultry female singers on date nights. She’d be sitting on the gray couch in the living room, a fake fire glowing in the fireplace. A glass of wine in hand—rosé, or maybe pinot grigio. Kevin would be beside her, his hand casually stroking her shoulder or playing with a gray lock of her hair. Her pupils dilating as she looked at him over the rim of her wine glass. A look I remembered well from when we had made love—vulnerable and intense. Soft, yet commanding. I imagined Kevin leaning forward, his eyes closing—

			No. I would not do this to myself. I would not spend the night wondering whether they would fuck on my couch or in my bed. I would go inside my room, and drink myself to sleep with two or three of the mini-bottles of whiskey I’d seen in the kitchenette. 

			I pressed my thumb to the keypad and stepped inside, placing the hard drive under an extra blanket in the closet. My suit jacket dropped to the floor as I crossed to the kitchenette. There I grabbed one of whiskey bottles, unscrewed the cap, and dumped the contents into a glass. I downed my first scorching mouthful. It was no Macallan ’26, but hopefully it would burn away my thoughts of Kevin’s hands on my wife’s skin. His mouth on her neck, his fingers sliding up her stomach to peel open her shirt—

			Jesus Christ. The image was so strong in my head, I could practically smell her perfume. But then I realized it wasn’t hers. Claire had always worn fresh, floral scents, nothing ostentatious. What I smelled now was sharper. Spicier. Expensive. I stepped out of the kitchenette and saw a figure silhouetted before the window closest to my bed. She wore a black, silk kimono that stopped mid-thigh and her long, dark hair was freshly washed. A half-full glass of whiskey dangled from her hand as she looked out at the dark skyline.

			Liana Wrigley turned, giving me a half-sad, half-playful smile. “Good evening, detective. I hope you don’t mind me dropping by.”

			I loosened my tie and crossed to a lamp, turning it on. Warm, buttery light revealed that the bed had been turned down. A silver-wrapped mint gleamed on a pillow. A gift from Lance? If so, it was probably poisoned. “It’s your place,” I said lightly. “Can’t sleep?”

			Her light green eyes dropped to the floor. “Frankly, I couldn’t bear to stay up in that penthouse tonight.”

			I took another healthy swallow of whiskey, then loosened my tie and tossed it on the dresser. “And why’s that?”

			“Because of Lance.” Her eyes rose to meet mine. They were brimming with tears. “I know he spoke to you. He’s apoplectic that you’re here. Thinks you’re taunting him under his own roof. When he gets angry like that, he—well, let’s just say he takes it out on those closest to him.” She wrapped her arms around herself, turning her head toward the lamp. The light from it highlighted her small facial scar.

			“What does he do?” I asked, finding myself moving closer to her.

			“What he’s done since we were children. He torments me.” She looked up and saw my angry expression. Her fingertip stroked the backwards C. “This is from a screwdriver he stabbed me with when we were children. I keep it as a reminder to us both.” She broke my gaze, looking down at the floor. “What he does these days is mostly mental. A deluge of verbal abuse.”

			“I’m sorry he puts you through that,” I said, finishing my whiskey. “Have you ever thought about approaching anyone? The police?”

			She scoffed softly. “You saw firsthand how well that works. People like my brother, those with money and influence, they always find ways of getting what they want. Especially when they’re family. I sleep in a different room every night so he can’t…get at me.”

			I set my whiskey glass on top of the dresser. “Well, you’re welcome to spend the night here, though I’m not sure how much safer you’ll be.” When she raised a questioning eyebrow, I explained, “Lance came in here while we were all at dinner. From what you’re telling me, we should check the pillows for asbestos powder.”

			She waved away my concerns with a well-manicured hand. “He wouldn’t be that stupid. No doubt he was simply poking around, hoping to find some dirt on you. He’s a brute, not a planner.”

			

			“Fair enough. You can take the bed, and I’ll sleep on the pull-out in the next room.”

			“Thank you, Mr. Braddock.” Her eyes lingered on me. “I knew you were a good man.”

			I had another flash of Kevin and Claire in my bed, his hips pumping as she arched her back. I shook it away. “Don’t be fooled. I’ve got plenty of flaws.”

			“I find that hard to believe.” She came toward me, the silk of her kimono hugging her body like wet paint. “I think men like you are increasingly rare. A dying breed.”

			“Well, we’re all dying,” I quipped. “Especially these days.”

			She placed her hands on my shoulders. I tried not to think about how Isabel had touched me in similar way right before she attacked me. Liana’s fingertips brushed against me, spreading electric tingles throughout my body. Her kimono parted, revealing the shadow between her breasts. Her nipples stood out against the sheer fabric. Desire surged in those striking green eyes. 

			“Liana,” I began, clearing my throat, “I think it’s best if we both go to sleep.”

			Her fingers stroked my skin. Up and down, up and down. Hypnotic. “What if I need something to help me sleep?”

			I shivered slightly as she traced a line down my vertebrae. Her eyes gazed innocently up at me. “It’s, uh…it’s been a while. Since before my divorce, actually. Ten months.”

			“Well, you know what they say,” she whispered, tugging my head downward. “It’s just like riding a bike.” 

			Then her lips were on mine, cool and crinkled and fragrant as crushed rose petals. Her scent enveloped me like gold muslin, fogging out everything else in the room. Breasts pressed against my chest. Hands slid down to my lower back. Need and desire hummed through every pore, catching fire every place our skin collided. 

			I never made it to the sofa bed. 

			[image: ]

			I started awake hours later. The sky outside was the purply-gray of pre-dawn. Liana was still naked and facing away from me. I glanced at the blood-red numbers of the bedside clock, seeing it was 5:14. What had awoken me so suddenly? 

			Then there was a sharp knock at my door.

			Liana stirred. “What is it?”

			“I don’t know,” I told her. I pulled on a robe from the closet, while she grabbed her kimono from off the floor. I opened the door to reveal Sharmila, who despite the hour was wearing a business suit.

			She nodded at me, her eyes flicking ever-so-briefly toward Liana. “Detective Braddock, Ms. Wrigley. I’m sorry to disturb you, but there’s been an incident. Down on the village green. It’s Gordon.”

			Liana pushed past us, grabbing a plush bathrobe out of the closet and striding down the hallway to the elevators. I jogged after her. We said nothing as we rode the elevator down to the lobby, but she after pulling on the bathrobe, she gave my hand a brief squeeze. Once on the ground level, we separated and walked toward the spot where we’d eaten dinner the night before. There, a crowd of about twenty or so had gathered before the red barn. Most of the people were in their pajamas and the mood was decidedly less festive than it had been ten hours earlier. The Triton employees murmured to one another and looked up with distraught expressions at the barn’s hayloft. And as we drew closer, I saw why.

			A man hung by his neck from the second story hay beam. He was paunchy and bearded, with wire frame glasses that hung askew from one ear. His swollen, purple tongue protruded from his mouth. 

			Liana lifted a hand to her mouth in shock. As we stood there, I remembered where I’d heard the name “Gordon” recently: he was the head of the IT department. Gordon Pruitt was Rhema’s boss, the man who had admin access to the security cam feeds, who monitored the Tower’s email traffic, and who had suddenly taken sick on the day of my arrival.

			As his body slowly rotated, I got a better look at the message that had been handwritten on his green hoodie in black Sharpie. Three simple, declarative words: 

			I DID IT.

		

	
		

		
			020 - The Morning After

			26 months, 12 days, 11 hours, 7 minutes
since Ash Outbreak

		

		
			The next six hours were a fog of paperwork, interviews, and corporate bullshit. Old Man Wrigley sent out a Triton Transport so that Detective Vaill and a weak-chinned patrolman named Phipps could work the scene in person. As a material witness, I was able to tag along for most of the interviews and evidence-gathering. At the end of it all, Vaill and I sat on chairs in the village green while Phipps stood guard about ten feet away.

			Vaill sighed in relief as she popped off her heels and began to massage her feet. She wore a tasteful brown business suit with a white chemise underneath. Her gray-streaked, mouse-brown hair was pinned back with a gold barrette. She’d put on makeup for her visit, but clearly she was out of practice with the mascara; there were extra lines around the edges of her eyes. 

			“You believe this place?” she asked, nodding toward the largest of the indoor lakes. “That thing there could bathe my whole block for a year. It’s like Rome before the Fall.” 

			I shrugged. “Maybe so, but based on last night’s dinner, you should definitely stay for lunch.”

			“Can’t. Too much to do. We heard some chatter that Scrappers are planning to attack the Habitrail ribbon-cutting tomorrow, so the mayor wants us to double security. Fucking shit show.” She sighed again and began to massage her other foot. “The world may be in the toilet, but let me tell you, I do not miss wearing heels.”

			I could tell she was avoiding the main topic of conversation now. “So what do you think?” I asked her. “You really think Pruitt’s our guy?”

			Vaill put her feet in the grass, squeezing the fake blades with her toes. “Seems pretty cut and dried to me. IT guy spots some juicy discovery in one of Dr. Donne’s data logs, decides to make a buck off of it, but the doc lights out before he can talk to her about it. Or maybe because he talked to her about it.” We’d checked Triton’s email database; a few had indeed been deleted from Dr. Donne’s account in the last two weeks. What they contained, we had no idea. Rhema had told us it would take a while to recover the contents. 

			Vaill continued, “Pruitt’s the only one who knows what the doc discovered, so as soon as he realizes she left, he heads over to her lab. You and Tevin show up while he’s still there, and boom—he shoots your partner and your drone, takes whatever he can find, and trashes the place. Then when he hears you’re coming to visit, he fashions himself a new necktie and takes the easy way out. Like I said: cut and dried.” She unwrapped a stick of mint gum and popped it in her mouth. She offered one to me as well, but I waved it away.

			“It’s too cut and dried.” I stood, pacing back and forth on the fake grass. “If Pruitt knew what she discovered, why didn’t he act on the information?”

			“Maybe he was biding his time,” Vaill said with a shrug. “Waiting until the murder investigation died down.”

			“This guy, he barely even got a parking ticket before the outbreak,” I reminded her. “But you think he sees a couple of Dr. Donne’s emails and suddenly becomes a corporate spy?”

			“People have done crazier things for money.”

			“We searched his room top to bottom. There was no bombshell research paper, no strange vial with a cure in it, no video of a successful Ash deterrent. Whatever Donne discovered, I don’t think Pruitt had it.” 

			“Look around,” she told me. “It could be hidden anywhere.” 

			“But if he had it, why kill himself?” I pressed. “Why not use it as leverage?”

			“‘Cause he was depressed,” she shot back. “You may have noticed that’s going around right now. If he felt guilty about killing your partner, who knows what his reaction was when he heard you were coming for dinner. Could be he decided to skip all the fuss and exit stage right.” She popped her gum. “Besides, the M.E. drone found no bruises or ligature marks. No signs of resistance.”

			“Okay, say he did kill himself.” I gestured to the barn’s hayloft. “Why do it in such a public place? Why come all the way down here, when he could have hanged himself from the climbing wall?” This was where the nylon rope cinched around Pruitt’s neck had been taken from. The attendant there had affirmed that he’d locked the equipment chest at midnight and all the ropes had been accounted for. That meant someone must have broken into it sometime in the middle of the night. Naturally, the security camera feeds had all been erased from midnight until five am. Rhema thought it had been done from a remote admin account.

			“How should I know, Braddock?” Vaill bent down to put her shoes back on. “You know as well as I do that we don’t always get answers to these things. People do dumb shit. Sometimes they off themselves. Sometimes for no reason. It might not make sense, but real people often don’t.”

			“What about the hoodie?” I asked, sensing I only had a couple minutes left before she blew me off entirely. 

			“What about it?” She fixed her hazel eyes on mine, chewing her gum absently.

			“Why write ‘I Did It?’”

			“It’s a suicide note,” she said as if I was in my first year at the academy. “We cops call that ‘a confession.’ And as we all know, the simplest answer’s usually the correct one.”

			“But why write it like he did?” I turned my chest toward her, drawing on my torso with my finger. “He couldn’t have done it while he was wearing the hoodie, the letters would have been all messed up. And they went across the zipper. Which means he took the hoodie off, zipped it up, wrote the message, then put it back on. You want simple? It’s simpler if someone did that after he was dead.”

			“Jesus Christ.” Vaill squeezed the bridge of her nose. “We got the guy who killed your friend. He offed himself out of guilt or depression or whatever post-traumatic stress thing the shrinks are calling it these days. Take the win, okay?”

			She started toward the Decontamination area, nodding for Phipps to follow her. “Oh, one more thing.” She turned back to me, Colombo-style. “Wrigley, he’s a big fan of yours. Says he’s willing to ask the DA to drop the investigation against you. Provided,” Vaill continued, holding up a finger to stop me from responding, “that you go along with our take on this. You don’t go spouting your staged suicide theories to the press, you don’t pester company employees about where they were last night. Basically, you don’t act like…you. You think you can handle that?”

			I had no intention of giving up on who really killed Tevin. Especially when there were so many unanswered questions surrounding Pruitt’s death. But I also didn’t need the DA putting a target on my back. I had enough of those already. I gave Vaill a shrug that I hope conveyed a disgruntled but resigned agreement. “Like you said. Simple is best.” 

			“Good,” she replied. “Say hi to Claire next time you see her, huh? I always liked her.”

			“Thanks. Best of luck at the Habitrail tomorrow.” Vaill and Phipps walked off toward the exit. I scanned the village green, deciding it was probably time I headed out as well. 

			At the elevators, I was stopped by Wrigley, Liana, and Sharmila. The old man was in a pair of khakis and a maroon button-down with the shirt sleeves rolled up, while Liana wore a black silk dress that accentuated her figure in a cleverly modest way. Sharmila was still wearing what I’d seen her in at 5 am. I wondered when she slept.

			“Detective,” Wrigley said, warmly shaking my hand. “I know you wish to be on your way, but I just wanted to say how sorry I am about what happened to your partner.” He shook his head, genuinely sad. “To think, one of my most trusted employees could murder your friend, and then take his own life here, mere steps from where the children eat their nightly meal. Terrible business.”

			“Terrible,” I repeated. “But you’re right, I should get going.” My eyes went to Liana, but she looked away before I could gauge her reaction. Did she regret last night’s hook-up? Did I?

			“Of course, of course,” Wrigley said. “But I do hope you’ll continue to look into Dr. Donne’s whereabouts for us. Anything you need—transportation, equipment, expenses—you just say the word.”

			“Actually, if you have a car I could borrow, that would be a huge help. Finding Dr. Donne may require me to be a bit more…mobile.”

			“Why not use one of our transports instead?” Wrigley asked. “They’re remote-operated, bulletproof, impossible to open without the occupant’s say-so.”

			“All due respect, sir, I’d prefer to drive myself.” I didn’t add that the thought of Lance grabbing the wheel from my transport driver did not conjure up the most soothing of images.

			The old man inclined his snow-white head respectfully. “You want to captain your own ship. I admire that, Mr. Braddock. I’m sure we can rustle up some sort of vehicle for you. Sharmila?”

			“Yes, Mr. Wrigley,” she replied, already tapping on her tablet computer.

			“I was also wondering if I could purchase one of the bathrobes from my room,” I continued, trying to sound embarrassed. “It’s been a long time since I’ve gone on anything like a vacation. I’d love a souvenir of my time here.”

			Wrigley laid a hand on his chest. “Just hearing you say that warms my heart. Take one, with my compliments.”

			I held out my hand again, and the old man clasped it firmly. Then he strode off toward the barn, Sharmila following at his heels. Liana hung back. Her light green eyes regarded me.

			“I wanted to thank you as well,” she said softly. “It’s been a while since I felt…safe like I did last night.”

			“Me, too.” It had been many years since I’d had a morning-after conversation. Given the circumstances, it felt even more awkward than I remembered. “Normally, I’d take you out to breakfast, but I guess it’s almost lunch time. Not to mention there’s a dystopian apocalypse outside.”

			She smiled. “You don’t owe me anything, detective. I only wish things could have turned out differently. I should have seen this coming. Pruitt, I mean. I feel like I could have stopped it.” 

			“Why? Did he say something to you?”

			“Nothing concrete. But I hired him. I feel responsible.” Her sad green eyes went to the empty hole in the barn where Pruitt’s body had hung. Or had been hanged, I reminded myself. She turned back to me as if to say something else but then changed her mind. “Promise you’ll stay safe out there?”

			“I’ll do my best. But, uh…you could come with me, you know.” I hadn’t planned on saying those words, but now I was committed. “No strings, just…if you need a place to stay…I can help. You know, find you another spot. To live.” I closed my lips before I sounded even more idiotic.

			A soft smile lit up Liana’s face. “That’s the sweetest offer I’ve had in a long time. But I’m an adult, detective. I can handle myself.”

			“I don’t doubt that.” I leaned forward to kiss her good-bye, but she stepped back, giving an imperceptible head shake. She pointed a manicured nail toward a nearby security camera. 

			“No evidence,” she whispered. “But perhaps, when your case is over and the Tunnels are open, we can meet again. I’d like to see how a P.I. operates out of his apartment these days.”

			“Sharmila has my address,” I told her. “Just give me an hour or so to replace everything I own.”

			Liana smiled again, her sad demeanor momentarily evaporating. She reached out to shake my hand, her cool fingers lingering on mine. “Until then.” 

			She let go and went to join her father. I headed upstairs, packing my few belongings and wrapping a bathrobe around the hard drive I’d taken from the IT room. One upside of Pruitt’s death was that all company business had been suspended for the day. I was hoping it would be several days before Rhema or anyone else realized the drive was missing. 

			I placed my tiny bundle in a plastic laundry bag and made my way down to Decontamination. Lupe wasn’t there, but a friendly attendant gave a quick glance through my bag, then went to retrieve my gun, hazmat suit, and other confiscated items.

			Thirty minutes later, I was fully suited up, with my belongings and the hard drive secured in my backpack. I felt better having the Glock back on my hip. A quick check of my email showed I’d still received no replies to any of my message board postings about The Caduceus. 

			The attendant guided me to a much larger air lock than the one I’d entered. This one was the size of a ten-car garage, with an automatic door at one end. Shelves filled with mechanic’s tools and replacement tires lined the back wall. Evidently this is where the vehicles of Triton Tower were maintained and serviced. There was also a stack of transport coffins, pristine and shiny as bullets. They did look quite sturdy, but I still preferred to drive myself.

			Parked in the center of the garage was an electric Jeep. It was gun metal gray, with thick off-roading tires, a large tablet computer imbedded in the console, and a state-of-the-art autonomous driving system. I got into the driver’s seat with some difficulty, shimmying my bulky suit around until I was seated comfortably enough to reach the pedals. Buckling myself in was even more of a challenge, as I couldn’t quite reach over my shoulder to grab the seat belt, but I managed it in the end. 

			I pressed the manual start button, feeling a pang of nostalgia as the console lit up. It had been two years since I’d driven a car on my own. The night the shelter at home order went into effect, I had been so consumed with finding groceries and getting back to my family that I hadn’t appreciated my last minutes of unbound freedom. I could have gone anywhere in the city, without fear of Scrappers or Ash or LAPD drones. Well, I planned to pay more attention this time. 

			I gently pressed the power pedal, edging the Jeep forward. When I was a foot away from the main door, it opened on its own. A cloud of Ash immediately puffed in, pressing against the car and wriggling its way inside. Sharmila had warned me the vehicle wasn’t hermetically sealed. I swept my gloved hand back and forth as if brushing away a cloud of bugs. When they realized there was nothing to chew on, the tiny robots retreated. 

			I released a breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding and drove outside.

		

	
		

		
			021 - A Maze of Ruins

			26 months, 12 days, 11 hours, 53 minutes
since Ash Outbreak

		

		
			The streets of downtown Los Angeles were as devoid of life as they had been yesterday, but today they somehow seemed more welcoming. The fake trees and piped-in birdsong and omnipresent security cameras inside Triton Tower had the opposite effect of what Old Man Wrigley was going for. Rather than feel relaxing and open, the fabricated farm had been suffocating. Now that I was outside, inhaling the canned air of my hazmat suit, I felt for the first time in nearly twenty-four hours like I wasn’t holding my breath. 

			I turned a corner and brought the car to a stop. Making sure I was out of sight of Triton Tower, I ordered a delivery drone to my location. As I waited for it to arrive, I looked up and down the streets. Other than the occasional drone buzzing by overhead, the city was quiet. I brought up the recent call log on my wrist tablet and video dialed Ian Thakkar.

			He picked up on the third ring, chewing what looked to be some kind of triple-decker sandwich. “Braddock,” he said around a mouthful of bread and lettuce, sounding none too pleased to see me. “I can’t do any more…holy shit, man, are you outside?”

			“That’s affirm,” I said, panning my wrist sideways to show the empty street. Then I tilted it back to my face. “Hopefully that will demonstrate how important this call is.”

			“Well, I hope that’s a tank you’re sitting in,” he told me, leaning forward to get a better glimpse at my surroundings. “All the message boards say there’s been a ton of Scrapper activity in downtown LA over the last couple days.”

			“Really? It seemed pretty quiet inside Triton Tower.”

			“You were in the Tower? Is it true they have a real farm in there?”

			“Farm, yes. Real, not so much. But listen,” I gave another glance around, feeling suddenly exposed after Thakkar’s comment. “Can you recover a deleted file off a hard drive? It’s video.” 

			“Sure, but it’s not a lazy Saturday for our hero over here. Paul Rudd misaligned his mo-cap rig, so I’ve got a ton of footage to reconfig by Monday. I keep telling the studio that actors aren’t VFX engineers, but does anyone listen to me? No.”

			“Yeah, I don’t understand half of what you just said. But I can pay.”

			He narrowed his eyes suspiciously. “Since when? I thought all your honey-do jobs were pro-wifo.”

			“Ex-wifo.” I swiped on the wrist tablet to check the arrival time of my delivery drone. Two minutes away. “And Walter Wrigley’s footing my bills now.”

			“Well, la-di-da.” He took another bite of his sandwich and chewed thoughtfully for a moment. “Will Wrigley go time-and-a-half since it’s a weekend?”

			“Sure thing. How long will it take?”

			“Depends on what was deleted. How detailed, how long, et cetera.”

			“Let’s put a rush fee on it as well, then. I need it ASAP.”

			Thakkar gave a dramatic sigh. “Fine. Why should I ever get to enjoy my day off?”

			“It’s a plague,” I reminded him. “There are no days off. You still at the address on your profile?”

			“Yeah. Somehow, all these extra jobs haven’t bought me that place in Malibu yet.”

			“You and me both.” I highlighted the address underneath his screen name, held down my finger to copy it, then pasted it into the destination field of the delivery app. A time estimate popped up. “The hard drive should be at your door in twenty-three minutes. Do not tell anyone you have it. I’m serious. People have been killed over this thing.”

			He waved a hand dismissively. “You should see the NDAs I have to sign for the studio. Death is mild by comparison.”

			I thanked him and ended the call. A movement in the corner of my eye made me put a hand to my Glock, but it was just the drone I’d requested. It descended to hover about four feet from the Jeep. The pilot’s face was displayed on a screen. Her name was listed as ‘Alana W.’ She was a beaming woman in her mid-thirties. 

			“Pick up for Kai—” Her eyes went wide as she took in my surroundings. “Holy fuck, you’re really outside. I thought this was like, a prank.”

			“It’s not.” I stepped out of the Jeep, placing the hard drive in a padded container box attached to the drone. The box was supposedly indestructible and outfitted with a GPS tracker in case the drone got downed by Scrappers. Since Wrigley was paying, I’d sprung for all the bells and whistles. “And you saw that I paid for expedited delivery, right?”

			“Shit, man, you know who you’re talking to? I got the company record for evading Scrapper attacks.”

			“Good,” I replied, typing four numbers into the container box keypad to lock it. Only someone with the code would be able to open it now. “‘Cause there’s an extra-large tip if you can get this to its destination in one piece.”

			“No problemo.” The pilot moved the drone side to side to make sure the container box was secure, then leaned closer to her camera. “Hey man, tell me something. What’s it like out there?”

			I glanced down the empty street. A mini-tornado of Ash brushed up against a dead stoplight, then continued on. “Quiet. Like a graveyard.”

			“Don’t sound so bad. I always kinda liked graveyards.”

			“Yeah, me too.” I turned back to face the drone’s screen. “Remember, fast as you can.”

			“You got it.” She gave me a small salute, then the drone rose into the air and turned west. Within seconds, it was out of sight.

			I got back in the Jeep and drove northeast on Broadway. The Bradbury building went past on my right, the site where Blade Runner and so many other films had been shot. Of course now, movies were all captured in featureless green rooms instead of on location. A block ahead of me, I saw a line of Ash-covered cars had been stacked at the Broadway and 2nd intersection. Whether they were left over from the riots or were some kind of Scrapper trap, I didn’t want to find out. I reversed and went west on 3rd instead, which continued into a tunnel that ran under Angelus Plaza and Grand Avenue. The perfect place for an ambush.

			I paused at the intersection of 3rd and Hill. The opening of the tunnel loomed before me, a dark shadow in the shape of a tombstone. South on Hill, about half a block down, I could see the bottom gate of Angel’s Flight. Beyond the faded orange arch, another wall of cars blocked the street. I hadn’t seen that blockade yesterday, during my Transport trip to Triton Tower. I turned my head to the north, seeing yet another car barricade. The scavengers had spent the last twenty-four hours turning downtown LA into a maze. 

			A maze with only one exit, which happened to be right in front of me.

			A non-paranoid person would have called it a coincidence. A bit of downtown re-decorating, courtesy of the psychotic gang that had claimed the outdoors for themselves. But me, I saw threats in everything. It’s one of the qualities that had kept me alive for ten years on the force. I was convinced that the Scrappers had set up this one-way maze for me. 

			I leaned forward, scanning the nearby buildings for snipers. There was no movement, no glint of scopes in the smashed-out windows. No sign of any trip wires strung across the streets. They wanted to me to go forward into the tunnel, but why? Would they dynamite the ceiling once I was inside and bury me in rubble? Was there some kind of strike team waiting for me? They’d gone to a lot of effort just to steal some extra air canisters and my service pistol.

			Nope, I decided. I put the Jeep into reverse. Even if I had to go sixty miles around DTLA, I wasn’t dumb enough to drive into a trap. I started to back up down 3rd—

			And a shadow grew larger on the asphalt behind me. Crash! A Nissan Sentra smashed into the ground three car lengths behind me. I hit the brakes, scanning the buildings on either side of the street. I could see no movement, until a pickup truck was shoved off the northern building’s rooftop parking level. A second later, the truck impacted on the ground as well. The assholes are trying to close off my escape route!

			Fuck that, I thought. Rather than drive forward, I kept the Jeep in reverse and stomped on the accelerator. The vehicle shot backward. With the bulky hazmat suit on, it was impossible to twist my body around to look out the back window. Instead I relied on the Jeep’s rearview mirrors to guide me. I slalomed around the Sentra and the pickup. 

			But the Scrappers weren’t done. More cars dropped from the rooftop parking levels, crunching into the concrete on either side of me. I kept one eye on the rear view and one eye on the sky above, swerving back and forth to avoid being flattened by the falling blocks of metal. 

			The intersection of Broadway and 3rd was about fifty yards away. But as I drew closer, the trailer of an eighteen-wheeled truck rolled backward, blocking my escape. It’s a trap after all. I knew it. I stomped the gas pedal, willing the Jeep to go faster. The gap’s only halfway blocked; I can still make it. But the electric engine was at maximum power. A glance at the speedometer told me I was only going fifty miles an hour. I was still a good thirty yards from the intersection, and the trailer was quickly closing the gap. Fifteen yards left…ten…

			I’m not gonna make it, I realized. I took my foot off the gas and slammed both boots on the brake. The tires squealed, but caught. The Jeep shuddered to a stop just a few feet from the trailer, right as it crunched into the northern building. A side door on the trailer slid open, and a handful of Scrappers came jumping out in their patchwork suits. I could hear their excited whoops through the windows of my car. In their hands were tranquilizer guns. 

			I threw the Jeep into drive and stomped the accelerator. I cut around one crushed car, then another, doing a quick check of my rear-view mirror. The Scrappers were running after me, brandishing their weapons and hollering. 

			My eyes went back to the front. The intersection of 3rd and Hill was approaching. Beyond it, the open tunnel. I had no choice but to risk it. 

			But before I could even enter the tunnel, a figure ran out from behind the car barricade on Hill, unfurling a glinting, rope-like object across the patch of road before me. Tire spikes. 

			I stomped the brake pedal, but the Jeep was moving too fast to stop on a dime. All four tires ruptured as they went over the spike strip. The steering wheel began to shimmy wildly under my hands. I could feel the tire rims tearing through the shredded rubber. The vehicle was still moving, but barely. The Jeep was now more of a liability than a help.

			The Scrapper who’d thrown the spike strip ran at me. His sun shield was up, showing a face covered in a patchy salt and pepper beard and eyes lit by a joyful mania. I’d seen the same look on the faces of meth heads I’d arrested. He smashed the driver’s side window with the butt of his tranq pistol. The glass cracked. I didn’t trust it to hold much longer, however.

			I swung the door open, knocking my attacker backward. He landed on his tail bone, wincing, but was already scrambling to his feet. I tried to jump out of the Jeep but found myself pinned to the seat. The seat belt. I unbuckled it and leapt free just as the Scrapper stood upright. 

			I ran in a zig-zag pattern down the street, pumping my arms hard and willing my heavy boot-laden legs to move faster. A tranq dart whistled past my helmet. I ran in the opposite direction, pulling the Glock from my hip holster. The entrance to the Angel’s Flight funicular was still open; maybe I could run up the hill and escape that way. I clicked off the safety and fired blindly behind me. The sound of the gunshot in the empty city was as loud as a bomb.

			Another dart bounced off the road near my feet. I zagged again, this time aiming as I fired a shot. The bullet went at least two feet over the pursuing Scrapper’s head, but it made him stop and think. I was ten yards from the orange Angel’s Flight gate. Sweat dripped down my scalp. My arms and legs felt coated in lead. I didn’t know if I had the energy to run up the hill, but I was out of options. I hopped the Angel’s Flight turnstile—

			

			And immediately felt something sharp pierce my left butt cheek. My hand went to the point of impact to find a protruding tranquilizer dart. I glanced south to see two more Scrappers walking slowly toward me. I squeezed off a shot at them. The scavengers took cover behind an electrical junction box on the sidewalk. I turned to point the Glock at the Scrapper who had tranq’d me. He held up his hands. 

			“It’s too la-a-ate,” he called out to me, his taunting voice turning the last word into three syllables. “We got you, Braddock.”

			So, they knew who I was. How could I have been so fucking stupid? My hand went to the dart in my ass, which was now pulsing as if I’d been injected with fire. I knew I shouldn’t pull it out, but instinct took over. Air hissed out of the tiny hole and an alarm blared in my helmet. I know, suit breach. What else is new?

			The empty dart clattered on the asphalt as I pulled the roll of duct tape off my belt. Whether or not the Ash knew what was happening, piles of it swirled toward my body, probing me with feather-soft tendrils. I swung my hands haphazardly, trying to keep any of the motes from settling. My vision blurred as I staggered backward, taping up the hole on my butt as I went. Is this how Nguyen felt before he died? Has the Ash already begun to burrow inside me? 

			I stumbled but managed to stay upright. My legs seemed to be moving of their own accord. Can the Ash get into your brain and take over your motor functions? Is that what it does before it consumed you? Or is this some new ability of the machines, using people as puppets? 

			“Make sure he doesn’t crack his helmet,” one of the Scrappers called, his voice sounding as if it was filtered through five feet of mud. “Boss wants him alive.”

			I leaned against the Angel’s Flight gate. The world around me had been reduced to fuzzy half-tones. Is my vision going, or has the Ash covered everything around me? I tried to look up and find the sun, to see it one last time before my eyes shut forever, but all I could see was a bright spot in a blurry wash of gray.

			I sat heavily on my throbbing butt. The Glock fell from my fingers. What seemed to be human voices echoed around me. Mikey, I thought. Jacob. I’m so sorry. 

			Then I slumped over on my side and dropped into darkness.

		

	
		

		
			022 - Interrogation

			26 months, 12 days, 14 hours, 21 minutes
since Ash Outbreak

		

		
			I jolted awake, gasping.

			I was still in my hazmat suit, sitting with my back against a hard surface. Wherever I was, it was pitch black. My arms were stretched out to either side, tied by the wrist to some inflexible object. There was a faint sound of metal when I tried to move. My legs had been bound together as well. I attempted to stand, but the restraints on my arms were so tight, I couldn’t move more than an inch or two. My shoulders ached from the strain. I also had a sore spot on my butt from where the dart had pierced my skin, and my skull pounded from the aftereffects of the tranquilizer. Other than that, I seemed to be in one piece. There were rumors that the Scrappers were cannibals, but I was glad to see that so far, that wasn’t true. 

			“Activate voice command mode,” I said. 

			Nothing happened. 

			“Activate voice command mode,” I said louder, making sure to enunciate. Still, there was no response. The tablet computers attached to hazmat suits all had a voice activation component, in case the wearer was unable to use their hands to operate it. But evidently, whoever had tied me up here had also taken my tablet. Fortunately, the suit had other survival measures.

			“Emergency Code Delta-Charlie four-one-eight,” I said, giving my personal identification for the suit’s security system. 

			There was a beep, then a synthetic female voice said, “Confirmed.” 

			Good. Using only my voice, I could now control my suit’s temperature, air supply, and a few other necessary functions. Functions such as: “Lights.”

			The LED band around the base of my helmet flickered on. It provided enough illumination for me to see where I was being held: a subway car. The seats were filthy and the windows were coated in at least two years of grime. Having ridden the Metro before the outbreak, I guessed they had last been cleaned long before that. My wrists were tied by nylon cords to metal posts at either end of the subway car. There were no guards, no security cameras, no fellow prisoners. I was alone. 

			Maybe I’d been left here to die. But if that was the plan, why hadn’t the Scrappers taken my air canisters? Or my suit? And why bother to tie me up? Much easier to grab my gear and dump my body on the street. They said the ‘boss’ wanted me alive, I reminded myself. If that was true, I preferred to find out who that was sooner rather than later. 

			“Hello?” I called out. “Hey, assholes, I’m awake in here!”

			My throat was scratchy from dehydration, a common side effect to getting tranq’d. I leaned my head over to sip from my backpack’s water supply, but found myself sucking air. Whomever had taken my wrist tablet had done the same with the water bladder in my backpack. Jerks.

			I shouted a few more times, then gave up. How long had it been since I’d left Triton Tower? “Remaining air supply,” I said aloud. 

			“Amount of air remaining: three hours, fifty-one minutes,” the synthetic voice replied. Based on that, I’d been out for two or three hours. If no one bothered to show up, I’d asphyxiate by dinner time. 

			To stave off my anxiety, I decided to sift through everything I knew about this case. I reviewed what I had learned about Dr. Donne’s disappearance, my night in Triton Tower, Tevin’s shooting, and the convenient suicide of Gordon Pruitt. Was there some sort of puppet master behind all these events, or were they unconnected coincidences? As an investigator, I often found it useful to assume the worst. Which meant if someone had killed Tevin and Pruitt because of Dr. Donne’s work, then they were very capable of leaving me here to die. 

			I wasn’t doing a very good job of staying calm. I needed to think of something soothing. Something relaxing. I closed my eyes, feeling my mind drift to memories of Liana. The feel of her lips on my body. The curve of her back as she moaned beneath me. Her hands clutching me like I was a life preserver in a dark, choppy ocean. Somehow, I had to see her again.

			Eventually—it could have been minutes or hours later, it was impossible to tell in the dark subway car—a light appeared outside. It bounced up and down slightly, obscured by the grime on the windows. I was reminded of the old fairy tales about will o’ the wisps, and how they’d tempt travelers into unseen bogs. Was my own death drawing near? 

			But the light soon revealed itself to be an electric lantern. It was carried by a short Scrapper in a patchwork suit. Two larger people in similar suits accompanied the lantern-bearer. They pulled open the doors of the subway car and stepped inside. The gold sun visors of their helmets obscured their faces. I’ll admit it: I was a bit scared.

			The Scrapper holding the lantern set it down on a seat, casting long, eerie shadows across the empty car. “Detective Braddock,” the lantern-bearer said. Their voice was disguised by some kind of creepy electronic filter. “We must speak with you.”

			“You coulda dropped me an email,” I replied. 

			The Scrapper didn’t react. “You know such communications are being tracked. It is one of the reasons we stay off the grid.”

			“Well, you’ve got me here now. I’m all ears.”

			“First, we must be sure of your loyalties. Who hired you to find Dr. Donne?”

			So word had gotten around about what I was up to. I guess I shouldn’t have expected to keep a low profile when I’d spent the last two days running all over LA. But I still had scruples. “Sorry,” I said. “A gentleman never tells.”

			The lantern-bearer nodded to one of their compatriots. The second Scrapper pulled a screwdriver from their belt, stepped forward, and stabbed it into the face shield of my helmet. They did it with such force, my head clanged against the wall of the subway car. When the fireworks cleared from my vision, I could see a tiny nick in the plastic visor.

			“Jesus Christ!” I shouted. “Are you idiots trying to kill me?”

			“We hope to avoid that,” said the leader. “So tell us: who hired you? LAPD? The Wrigleys? Stavros Pantazis?” 

			“Fuck. You,” I said through clenched teeth.

			The head Scrapper gave another nod. Screwdriver stabbed my face shield again. The nick became a crack. Once I stopped cursing, the leader repeated, “We need to know who hired you.”

			“Who cares? It doesn’t change what I’m gonna do. Look up my record. I got a history of going my own way on cases. It’s one of the reasons I left the force.”

			The head Scrapper appeared to accept that. “The scientist. What will you do if you locate her?”

			I had no idea what answer they were looking for. At this point, I didn’t much care. “Maybe I’ll get her to invent some anti-Scrapper tech. Something that’ll chew through those bullshit suits and crawl right up your ass.”

			Screwdriver didn’t wait for the okay this time. They simply slammed their tool into my face shield, over and over, until the leader laid a hand on their back. Multiple cracks now obscured my field of view. 

			“We may have abducted you,” the lead Scrapper said, “but your answers need not be rude. Who hired you?”

			The second Scrapper raised the screwdriver again. “Okay, okay!” I said. “I’m not working for the Wrigleys, or Pantazis, or any corporate one-percenter asshole. All I want is to find out what happened to Dr. Donne, and why my partner was killed.”

			The Head Scrapper placed a hand on their chest. “Tevin was one of ours, and we honor our own. But after your visit to the Tower, we are no longer sure we can trust you.”

			The head Scrapper lifted her sun visor, revealing a familiar face. She wore the same eyeglasses I’d seen at Triton Tower, but the quiet deference behind them was gone. In its place was a crafty, steely-eyed look that made her seem years older.

			“Sharmila,” I said, legitimately impressed. “You’ve been playing both sides? You naughty, duplicitous assistant.”

			She pressed a button on her helmet to turn off the voice modulator. “I don’t think of it as ‘sides,’ Mr. Braddock. More like two groups of people who should be on the same team, but are separated by ideology.”

			“How long have you been going behind Wrigley’s back? I thought you worked for him before the outbreak.”

			She gave a quick nod. “And I always believed that he wished to help the world. Did you know that when his suit design was purchased by the government, he wanted to sell it at cost? Said it wasn’t a time to haggle over profits. But the board overruled him. Since then, they have insisted on more and more oversight. Now, he is little more than a figurehead for Triton. A warm face for a cold corporation. Certain…voices in the company have made it nearly impossible for him to follow his heart.”

			“Lance?” I guessed. 

			“Among others. Morality, ethics, the fate of humanity…things like that tend to be cast aside once money becomes involved.” She gestured to the Scrappers on either side of her. “So I used my position to take more direct action for the people of my city.”

			“Robbing the rich to help the poor. Nice way to repay the old man for taking in your family.” Actually, I didn’t disagree with what she was doing, but people give up more of the truth when they’re pissed.  

			Sharmila kept her cool, though. She merely tilted her head, like a queen surveying a subject. “Mr. Wrigley took in my mother and my sister, yes, but Lance sent them both to work in the kitchens. Most of the people in that tower are more like indentured servants than ‘family.’ Meanwhile, my cousins, my friends, my neighbors—they all had to stay where they were, many of them without the money to afford their own hazmat suit, much less a personal connection to the Tunnels. And all the while, whole floors of that building sit empty.” Bitterness choked each of her words. “So when I heard the rumors of people stealing Triton shipments to cobble together their own equipment, I reached out and offered my services. I organized all the disparate groups under one umbrella. And I gave them a common goal: survival.” She crouched down, fixing that steely cold stare on me. “What I don’t know, Mr. Braddock, is your goal.”

			“You could’ve asked me this over dinner last night. You didn’t have to wreck a perfectly good Jeep and send your War Boys to tranq dart me.”

			“The Triton vehicle that you borrowed is being repaired as we speak,” she replied. “But whether you can be fixed is another matter. ‘Kai Braddock works for the highest bidder,’ they say. So tell me, truly: if you find Dr. Donne, and you uncover what she’s working on, will you hand her over to Triton? Sell out our future for a cushy life as Liana’s farm boy? Or will you put aside your self-interest, and do what’s right for humanity?”

			I knew what she wanted to hear, but I wasn’t about to make any promises I couldn’t keep. “There’s right, and then there’s practical. Look at Lance and the woman he assaulted. Or your boss and his attempts to take no profits. In my experience, the best result’s somewhere in the middle.”

			“I rather expected you to say that.” This time, when her eyes met mine, there was sadness in them. “Unfortunately, it means we can’t allow you to be the one who brings her in.” She stood, turning her back to me and nodding at her companion with the screwdriver. “Finish it.”

			The Scrapper stepped forward again, their gold shield reflecting my own terrified face back at me. “Wait wait wait,” I said. “We don’t even know yet why she left. Maybe it’s not a cure she discovered, maybe it’s a weapon. Maybe it’s not something that should be shared with everyone!” 

			Screwdriver took hold of the back of my helmet with their left hand. I tried to pull away, but their grip was like iron. They hefted the screwdriver in their right hand, then brought it down. Wham! Wham! Wham! Cracks spidered across my plastic face shield. Three or four more good hard whacks, and my helmet would pop open like an egg. 

			“How about this?” I shouted over the loud stabbing sounds of the screwdriver. “I find out what Donne discovered—ahh—and I’ll bring it to you first. Okay? I’ll bring it to you and we’ll—argh—decide how to handle it together. Sharmila!”

			She didn’t turn around. Screwdriver brought their tool down once more, and my face shield split. Alarms blared. The cracked plastic protecting my face became fogged by condensation as my air supply pushed itself outward. I instinctively tried to reach for my duct tape, but my arms were still tied tight. Through the cloudy, shattered face shield I saw Sharmila make another gesture. The Scrapper who’d been attacking me bent forward, unlocked my helmet, and pulled it off. 

			Cool, musty air hit my face. My first instinct was to hold my breath. Then I realized that was useless; the Ash could worm its way inside my body through any number of orifices. I might as well make the best of my last breaths.

			“You idiot,” I said to Wrigley’s assistant. “You’ll never be able to find Dr. Donne without me. And believe me, someone worse will get to her first.” 

			She turned back to me. The lantern light reflecting on her glasses turned her eyes into chilly white squares. “Survival always comes with a cost, Mr. Braddock. If we can’t be sure you support our cause, then we cannot risk you getting in our way.”

			“You think I want Lance Wrigley controlling everything?” I yelled. “Of course I don’t! But to go up against people like that, you need real ammunition. I won’t commit to a war without knowing what my weapons are.” I jerked my head toward Screwdriver. “So why don’t you tell your hangman to stick that thing in my eye and put me out of my fucking misery?”

			Sharmila looked at her companion. I winced, waiting for her command—

			But instead Sharmila gripped the sides of her own helmet. She unlocked it and pulled it off, giving me an appraising look. 

			“We all believe that would be a waste of your talents.” 

			She nodded to Screwdriver, who pulled on a cable, releasing my suspended arms. I fell forward, pins stabbing my forearms as blood flow was restored. I looked up at my captors in disbelief. The other two took off their helmets as well. They were both female, and in their late thirties or early forties. The one who had cracked my face shield had a strong jaw and short blonde hair, while the silent one had a gray braid and long, elegant face. Maybe it was the steady stream of dystopian films I’d seen as a kid, or maybe it was just my own dumb misogyny, but I had not been expecting the leaders of a cutthroat scavenger group that had outfoxed several multi-billion-dollar corporations to resemble a clutch of soccer moms.

			

			“This whole torture thing…” I said, willing my heart rate to slow. “It was a test?”

			Sharmila picked up the lantern, beckoning me out of the Metro car. I got to my feet and followed the three Scrappers down the dark subway tunnel. 

			“We had to be sure of your true intentions,” she said. “The only way to do that was to push you to the breaking point. Brutal, I know. But effective.” 

			“You can say that again.” I swallowed, my legs still rubbery from what I’d thought was my imminent death. I looked down at the broken helmet in my hand. “Gonna be hard for me to locate Dr. Donne if I have to hold my breath the entire time.”

			“Don’t worry,” said Sharmila, leading me through a path in the debris. “We have plenty of replacements.” 

			I glanced at the other women. “How’d you two get involved with this?”

			The blonde one shrugged. “The first three months of lockdown were a total clusterfuck. All of us on our own, scrambling for whatever we could get. No money to buy our way to the front of the line. It wasn’t until I got on this local mom’s list that we started pooling our resources. Then once we realized certain goods were never coming our way, we upped our tactics. Thankfully Sharms here came along and helped us get organized.”

			“Don’t you ever worry that you might be stealing resources from someone who needs them more?” I asked. “People like Tevin’s mom?”

			Sharmila pressed her lips together. “Is it stealing to take one hazmat suit from someone who already has three? Or to redirect an airlock in storage to someone who can use it today? We’re simply doing what the government should have done at the outset: redistributing available resources to where they are most needed.”

			“I think the government would argue that’s socialism,” I replied. 

			“Maybe socialism is what we need, if we are to continue as a species.” Her voice was flinty. “If the ship is sinking, you don’t auction off spots on the life rafts to the highest bidder.”

			“Actually, that’s exactly what they did on the Titanic.”

			“And look where it got us: a hundred-plus years of corporate greed, corrupt politicians, the rich becoming super-rich. A capitalist snake eating its own tail, until ninety-seven percent of the world’s wealth was owned by one percent of the people.” She clenched her jaw. “Well, not anymore. The Ash provided us with the hard reset we so desperately needed.”

			

			“I’ve been inside Triton Tower,” I reminded her. “Wrigley and his kids, they haven’t reset anything.”

			“For now,” Sharmila acknowledged. “But giants can be toppled with a single stone.”

			I was about to ask what that stone might be, but the subway tunnel opened up into a large underground station. The walls were strung with Christmas lights and small homes had been built out of scaffolding and scavenged materials. Trains stood on both tracks, the individual cars having been converted into meeting rooms, kitchens, and animal stables. Makeshift greenhouses were fitted with ultraviolet lights. Other parts of the station were filled with piles of junk in the midst of being sorted. Dogs wandered by, giving friendly sniffs to anyone who passed. Kids laughed as they ran up and down the stalled escalators. It was a much more massive, and much more homey operation than the outdoor market where I’d lost my second drone. I estimated there were at least a hundred people in the station, all of them looking healthy and relaxed, as if there weren’t trillions of microscopic kill-bots lying in wait on the streets above their heads. It was what Wrigley’s vision of Triton Tower merely aspired to be: warm, communal, and safe. 

			“Do…do all the Scrappers live here?” I asked once I’d had time to take everything in.

			The blonde woman laughed. “We couldn’t fit ‘em all. This is one of a dozen underground neighborhoods scattered all over LA.” 

			“And the people, do they all live here on a permanent basis?”

			“Some do,” she said. “Families, the elderly. The more able-bodied, they tend to move from place to place. Go where they’re needed, or where they can find the most scrap. Over half the construction workers on the Habitrail are Scrappers. But we make sure the scavenged materials all come back to the neighborhoods.”

			I wondered if the bits of my downed Triton V were somewhere on the premises. It felt like years had passed since that attack, but it hadn’t even been a full week. “Are all the neighborhoods underground, too?”

			“For the most part,” Sharmila replied, ruffling the hair of a small boy playing in a sandbox. “They’re easier to seal, and easier to avoid the police satellites. Wi-fi and cellular signals don’t reach down here, so there’s no danger of unwanted surveillance.”

			We came to a large tent filled with rows of hazmat suit components. Scrappers sat at tables, cleaning and fixing scavenged parts, while an elderly manager in a wheelchair oversaw the whole operation. I thought of the three hundred pristine suits I’d seen hanging empty in Triton Tower’s decontamination facility. Just one of them would have been like gold to these people. The two women—were they her guards?—drifted off to other tasks, but Sharmila remained by my side.

			“Afternoon, Jerry,” she called to the man in the wheelchair. “Our newest member needs a replacement helmet.” She took the broken one out of my hand and passed it over. “This one met with an unfortunate accident.”

			The old man inspected my helmet with a jeweler’s appreciation. “Nice model. Good condition. We can get materials for two or three helmets outta this beauty.” He spun his chair and bellowed, “Helmet for check-out!” Then he turned back to give me the once-over with his rheumy blue eyes. “We don’t got nothing flashy down here, Fancy Pants. Just good, hard-working gear. No bells ‘n whistles.”

			“All I ask is that it keeps me alive,” I said lightly. Inside, I was still pissed at Sharmila for wrecking my original helmet. After all, it had been practically brand-new. 

			A young worker in a jumpsuit came forward with a dented, unpainted helmet. It looked like a first or second generation military model, but the identifying markers had been scraped off. The inside of it smelled like bowling shoes. 

			“I b’lieve these’re yours, too,” Jerry said, dropping a box of my possessions on the table. The contents of my backpack, my Glock, the wrist tablet for my suit—everything seemed to be accounted for. I attached the tablet to my left forearm and turned it on. According to the clock, it was about half-past three in the afternoon. My time estimate hadn’t been too far off. But Sharmila was right—there was no wi-fi signal.

			She waited patiently while I attached the helmet and made sure everything was secure. “Come, I’ll walk you out. I’m due back at the Tower anyway.” 

			She beckoned for me to follow her to the upper levels of the subway station. Two top-of-the-line air lock doors blocked the corridor, with hazmat-suited guards standing on either side. Their gloved hands clutched the latest in anti-Ash flamethrowers. 

			They nodded to Sharmila as she walked past. She entered a code to open the air lock, then gestured for me to enter. Once I was inside she locked it shut behind us and put on her own helmet. “I am fairly confident that Gordon Pruitt was scanning all the Internet traffic that came through Triton Tower, and that he was doing this at the behest of someone else. If that’s the case, we’ll both need to be careful. If you need to contact me, simply send an email saying you left something behind. I will arrange a way for us to speak without fear of being overheard.”  

			

			She pointed out four light projectors attached to the corners of the air lock. “Electrostatic beams,” Sharmila explained. “They short circuit any leftover Ash motes and can wrap around surfaces better than the gas. Triton plans to include them in their next generation of air locks.”

			She opened the door to the outside. There was a hiss as the air pressure equalized. Junk was piled ten feet high on the other side, but a narrow pathway had been carved through it. Sharmila led me through the tunnel, at the end of which was a six-foot plywood panel. This she moved aside and then put back into position once I stepped out. I glanced around, seeing we were in the Pershing Square Metro station. The once-garish neon tubes overhead were dark, and a layer of Ash coated the walls. We were less than four blocks from Triton Tower, but if any of Wrigley’s people happened to come down into this subway station, they’d never suspect there was a whole community behind the wall of trash we’d just exited. 

			“One more thing.” Sharmila removed a Sharpie from an outer suit pocket. She walked toward me and drew an S inside an inverted triangle on my shoulder. “This will tell any Scrappers you run into that you’re one of us. They will help you if they can.”

			“You sure about that?” I asked sarcastically. “The psychos you sent after me earlier seemed happy to open fire.”

			“They are good people,” Sharmila assured me. “And don’t worry, none of them were injured. The one you knocked down has a lump on his tailbone, but he was otherwise unharmed.”

			That was a relief, especially since I now knew the kind of people the Scrappers really were. “You know, it’s a shame that you have to pretend to be an assistant,” I told her. “You make a much better mob boss.”

			She bowed her head. “The Jeep is waiting for you up at the top of the Pershing Square exit. Best of luck, Mr. Braddock. We are all counting on you to locate Dr. Donne.”

			“I’ll do my best,” I replied. “But if someone chooses to disappear, it usually means they don’t want to be found.”

			“Choice is a luxury during an apocalypse,” Sharmila said. “I’m sure you can come up with some way to impress that upon her.”

			She nodded to me again, then set off toward the steps leading to the Wilshire exit. Once she was out of sight, I blew out a sigh of relief. Even if we were ostensibly on the same side, I didn’t want the Scrappers to realize the truth: I had no clue how to find Dr. Donne.

			It was time to do some detective work.

		

	
		

		
			023 - Eyes in the Sky

			26 months, 12 days, 18 hours, 21 minutes
since Ash Outbreak

		

		
			Three hours later, I’d returned to my apartment, but I was ready to walk back outside without a suit on. None of the feelers I’d put out about The Caduceus or Dr. Donne had turned up any information whatsoever. I’d had zero replies on the message boards, and none of my usual contacts had heard about a secret group of data-sharing scientists. The organization was like a ghost story no one had bothered to tell. I sent a check-in text to Ian to see if he’d had any luck recovering the Triton Tower security footage, and he told me he couldn’t work if he was talking to me. I realized I had to do something unusual. Something desperate. 

			I video-called Detective Vaill, making sure to do so on her personal TritonTalk account. 

			After enduring yet another ad for the Triton Tunnels, she picked up in her home office. The makeup she’d worn earlier had been scrubbed off and she was now wearing a workout hoodie and yoga pants. “Braddock,” she said, making my name sound like something she’d stepped in. “Two meetings in one day? How did I get to be so hashtag-blessed?” 

			“I know we came to an understanding earlier,” I said, “but I really need to see the Centurion footage from the week of Dr. Donne’s disappearance.”

			She sighed. “This is why you’re pulling me away from my Brussels sprouts prep? You know anyone outside the department needs a warrant to do that, and even then only authorized personnel—” here she pointed at herself—“can check it. I already lost half my Saturday to this dog of a case, I’m not losing my Saturday night, too. Gil and I are watching The Great British Baking Show.” 

			“You don’t have to walk me through it. If you were to say, accidentally share your screen, I could take control of your computer and check it myself. There might be something you guys missed.”  

			“Which explains why you called me on my personal line.” She frowned. “You know if this goes south, they can still subpoena this call. TritonTalk records everything.”

			“Right, of course. Forget I said anything. I’ll just keep my mouth shut about the cover-up you orchestrated for Gordon Pruitt’s murder.”

			Her cheeks flushed red. “I got the DA to drop his case against you.” 

			“Actually, you said that was only a done deal if I let you proceed with your shenanigans. Which I guess I’m not doing now. Unless…” I made a gesture to indicate the ball was in her court. 

			“You’re unbelievable. You know what you’re risking for this? No wonder they kicked you off the force.”

			“That was a mutual uncoupling. And maybe it’s time we both took a little more risk. ‘To protect and serve the people of Los Angeles,’ remember?”

			Vaill clenched her jaw. She leaned forward to type something on her keyboard, then stood. “You’re an asshole, Braddock. That was the real reason for your ‘mutual uncoupling.’ Now I’m gonna go finish making dinner and watch my show. Do not call me again.”

			She tapped her keyboard, then stood and walked out of her office. But her video kept running. A message appeared: “Begin Screen Sharing…” A moment later, I was looking at Detective Vaill’s computer desktop. 

			“Yes,” I whispered. In the center of the screen, there was a webpage for the Centurion database. A message in the upper corner said, “Welcome, Detective R. Vaill.” My blackmail gambit was a low blow, but it had worked. I could now take control of her computer and search the satellite’s recordings. Vaill’s last comment must have meant that I had an hour or so before she came back and “realized” that she’d forgotten to disconnect the call.

			I typed in a few keyboard commands, allowing me to move Vaill’s cursor to the Search tab. Centurion’s geosynchronous satellite took high-resolution photos of the greater Los Angeles area every ten seconds. These photos could be zoomed in to an area of about ten square feet before the detail began to degrade. Conveniently, there was a way to search the photos by date, time, and address.

			Referring to my notes, I typed in “April 4, 10 am,” as well as the address of Dr. Donne’s downtown lab. While the large file loaded, I went to my kitchenette to heat up a bowl of instant ramen. I returned to the computer, slurping hot noodles. The file finally appeared, and I began fast-forwarding through the photos. At 10:21 am, I saw Dr. Donne exit the lab. She wore her hazmat suit and pulled a rolling suitcase. Just as Vaill said, she entered a warehouse three blocks down and did not come out.

			“Okay doc, now where’d you go from there?” I muttered, sucking down more noodles. Vaill said two vehicles had passed close by the warehouse on April 4. At 11:36 am, the first one drove by the building—a driverless delivery van. It stopped at a building two doors down and a little drone rolled out the back with a shoebox-sized package. It returned less than two minutes later with its arms empty. I zoomed in and wrote down the vehicle’s license plate number, which was affixed to the roof of the van in accordance with LA’s Department of Transportation Ash guidelines. I doubted that Dr. Donne could have found her way into this van. 

			I fast-forwarded again, hitting pause when the second vehicle entered frame. The time was 12:09 pm. A gray van drove past the warehouse and stopped under a loading dock awning one block down. It stayed there for nearly five minutes, then drove away. This was promising. Say Dr. Donne had managed to find a way out of the warehouse via some path that couldn’t be seen by satellite? If she’d reached that loading dock, five minutes was plenty of time to hop on board. 

			I paused the playback and zoomed in. No license plate on the roof of the van. Damn. Without it, I had no way of identifying the vehicle’s owner. Centurion’s overhead view might be useful for tracking movement, but it wasn’t so great at capturing vertical car panels or tire brands. Still, this was the best lead I had, so I decided to see where it went. 

			I clicked on the screen, creating a green tracking square around the vehicle. Then I zoomed out a few levels and played the footage forward. I chewed on another mouthful of ramen as the van drove west through the nearly-empty LA streets. There had to be some way of finding out who had sent the vehicle. I could try tracking it back to its source, but Centurion’s coverage only ranged from the ocean to five miles east of downtown. If the van had come from beyond those boundaries, the trail would stop dead. 

			What about the LA Department of Transportation? All delivery vehicles were supposed to be registered with the city, and they were required to send weekly logs of their movements. Getting a movement log for a vehicle without any identifying characteristics would take time, however. I needed a quicker way to source it. 

			

			Then, as the van passed a particularly reflective building, I had my answer. I hit the spacebar to pause the playback, then zoomed in on the van’s reflection in the ground floor windows. The logo on the side of the vehicle was backwards, so I took a screenshot, opened a photo editing program, and flipped the image. 

			“Turing Transportation,” I read softly. Odd choice, naming a delivery company after the scientist who had invented the modern computer and later committed suicide. But perhaps that was why the company had appealed to a scientist like Dr. Donne?

			I typed “Turing Transportation” into an Internet search window. The only listing led to a bare-bones website that featured a phone number and little else. I dialed it and was immediately sent to voicemail.

			“Yes, hi,” I said after the beep. “My name is Kai Braddock, and I’m a private investigator. I’d like to book the same service that was used by Dr. Eloise Donne on April 4th, at 12:09 pm. She’s in danger, and, um, I need to warn her. Please call me back.” 

			I left my contact information, then hit play on the Centurion footage again. The van drove all the way to a covered dock in Marina Del Rey, where there was no movement for over an hour. Then, at 2:17 pm, a covered motorboat left the dock. It drove northwest, vanishing off the edge of Centurion’s surveillance. A delivery boat? They were rare, but not unheard of. In fact, some of the richer residents of Los Angeles had elected to quarantine on their sealed super-yachts. There, they reasoned, they could see their enemies approaching and easily escape, as opposed to holing up in some Beverly Hills compound where they might make an attractive target for Scrappers. Some of these yachts were moored too far offshore for flying delivery drones to reach. For supplies, they required a boat.

			But my gut told me that wasn’t the function of Turing Transportation. Watching the delivery van exit the marina and drive back east until it too disappeared from the satellite feed, I became convinced that it had delivered Dr. Donne to the boat, and the boat had taken her…where? Did the Coast Guard track ship movements in the same way LADOT tracked delivery vehicles? Or had the scientist gone into international waters, beyond the jurisdiction of the United States government? What if she was on the opposite side of the world by now?

			As I was pondering which countries she’d be most likely to defect to, my phone buzzed with a text message. It was from a blocked number, and written in all caps:

			GO TO YOUR ROOF. 15 MINS.

			

			After it was an emoji of two snakes curled around a staff. 

			A caduceus.

			This was it. Either one of my posts on the message boards had finally gotten through to someone, or the voicemail I’d left had worked. There was also the possibility that someone like Pantazis or Semmelweis wanted me to make myself an easy target. But they could take me out just by firing a bullet through my apartment window, I reasoned. The thought didn’t make me feel better.

			I logged off the Centurion site, saying a silent thank you to Detective Vaill. Then I quickly donned my hazmat suit, opting to use my own backup helmet instead of the smelly one Jerry the Scrapper had loaned me. I connected my air supply, checked for leaks, and put my loaded Glock in my thigh holster. Then I reached into my desk and pocketed a magnetic black rectangle the size of an acorn.

			I exited the air lock of my apartment, but instead of heading for the elevator, I went in the opposite direction. At the end of each hallway was an emergency fire stairwell. I pushed open the door and trooped up the ten flights to the roof. Even with my five days a week on the elliptical, I was breathing hard by the time I reached the roof access air lock. This had been installed for any maintenance tasks that a drone couldn’t handle, as well as the possibility that our high rise might need to be evacuated by air.

			I sealed myself into the tiny air lock, purged the contaminants, then stepped out onto the roof. It was a little after seven pm. The sun had nearly set behind the Griffith Park mountains, setting the sky ablaze. The downtown skyscrapers glowed like Oscars. The atmosphere was so clear I could see all the way to the sparkling Pacific. It was one of the great ironies of the Ash outbreak—by killing twenty-two percent of the population and sending us all inside, the little buggers had actually reduced carbon pollution. One contaminant had been cleared out by another. 

			Looking out at the urban sprawl of Los Angeles, I reflected that we too had been a kind of contaminant. Taking up too much space, overusing our natural resources, cluttering our green spaces with garbage. Not for the first time, I wondered if the planet would be better off if we remained indoors. Say I did manage to find Dr. Donne, and she had developed some sort of cure for the Ash. Would it be a good idea to tell the world about it? Would the human race learn from its mistakes and turn away from our apocalyptic tendencies? Or would we simply pick up where we had left off? Maybe Dr. Donne had considered these same questions, and that was why she had run away. 

			

			A drone approached out of the torch-fire sky. Out of habit, I placed a hand on my Glock. But as the UAV drew closer, I could see it wasn’t outfitted with any weapons. There was, however, a tablet computer attached to the front. Its screen showed a caduceus logo.

			The drone stopped two feet from me, hovering at eye level. A message appeared on its tablet screen: Press Button and Record Your Name to Establish Encrypted Satellite Uplink. I tapped the button beneath the message, then attached the magnetic rectangle I’d taken from my desk to the drone’s base plate. 

			“Kai Braddock,” I enunciated. A progress bar appeared onscreen, and after a few seconds it was replaced by a man’s face. His skin was light brown, and his hair was barely a wisp on the top of his head. His beard was full and curly, however, and generously threaded with silver. Brown eyes twinkled brightly from behind his glasses. I couldn’t see much beyond his head, but he appeared to be sitting in an office.

			“Mr. Braddock, greetings,” he said. He had a rich Indian accent. “I am Dr. Amrit Chaterjee. I am a colleague of Dr. Donne. Thank you for taking the risk to meet with me.”

			“Risk and I have become a lot more comfortable in the last week,” I replied lightly. “But why not just call me on the phone?”

			“Because, as you are no doubt aware, our regular methods of communication are being monitored. It is one of the reasons that Dr. Donne left. Her work needed to continue off the grid.”

			A thrill of excitement ran through me. “Then you know where she went? Are you Turing Transportation?”

			“The company is used by many in The Caduceus, but yes. We know Dr. Donne’s location.”

			“Well, you have to tell me where she is. At least two multimillion-dollar corporations are looking for her, and there have been two deaths connected to this case. If I can track her to the Marina Del Rey harbor, then they can, too.”

			Dr. Chaterjee stroked his impressive beard. “You are working for one of these corporations?”

			“No.” To gain his trust, I decided to reveal my bona fides. “Her project manager at Quantic hired me to find her. We want to help.”

			“Help her to do what, exactly? From our perspective, she is quite safe where she is.”

			“These corporations, they have a lot of resources at their disposal. Military drones, mercenaries…if you tell me where she is, I can get her to a safe house. Get the authorities involved.”

			“Did it occur to you that the ‘authorities’ may be the very people from whom she is hiding?”

			I tried to stay patient. “Look, if what she’s working on is as big as everyone seems to think it is, then people need to know about it. The more people, the better. One person can be disappeared, but not a bunch of them.”

			“That is why we have this organization.” Dr. Chaterjee spread his hands in a conciliatory manner. “The Caduceus has no borders, no patriotic loyalties, no corporate mandates to which we must answer. Our responsibility is purely to the science.”

			“Do you have trained weapons experts, too?” I shot back. “Because that’s what you’ll need to prevent these companies from killing Dr. Donne and stealing her research.”

			He sighed. “She warned us this would happen. That people would come for her before she was ready.” His raised his eyes to meet mine. “You think you have the ability to protect her work?”

			I bristled at that. “Hey pal, I could be relaxing next to an indoor lake with a cocktail in hand, but instead I’m standing on a roof with you. So just tell me where she is, huh?”

			The doctor passed a hand over his nearly-bald head. “She has gone to a black site laboratory. The Caduceus set up several such locations, in case our members needed a secure place to continue their research. We do not wish a repeat of what happened at the CDC.”

			He was referring to the federal government’s takeover of the Center for Disease Control after the Ash was first detected. At the time, they had said it was to make outbreak treatments more effective, but many people (myself included) thought it was Uncle Sam’s inept handling of the crisis that forced us to go inside.

			“Don’t worry, I don’t trust the government, either,” I told him. “That’s one of the reasons I wanna find her before they do.”

			After a long moment, he shook his head. “I am sorry. While you seem honest, we cannot take the risk. But I thank you for your warning. I will let Dr. Donne know.”

			The screen blinked back to the caduceus symbol. “Wait,” I said. “Just hold up a second!”

			But the drone banked away, flying due west toward the ocean. 

			I cursed and went back downstairs to my apartment. Once I’d decontaminated myself in the air lock, I took off my suit and helmet and hung them in the alcove by the front door. Then I sat at my computer, opening the program for the GPS tracker I’d attached to Chatterjee’s drone. As I’d hoped, it wasn’t flying back toward to a charging station, but out over the Pacific Ocean. 

			

			It seemed to be heading directly toward the Channel Islands. 

			My pulse quickened. If Dr. Donne had been on the boat that left Marina Del Rey, the Islands were a logical destination. They were still close to civilization, maybe a couple hours by boat, but almost entirely devoid of human life. Any one of them would be the perfect spot for a secret laboratory.

			While I watched the drone’s progress across the Pacific, my eye wandered to the clock on my computer desktop. It was nearly dinner time. I should be on TritonTalk with my family right now, but instead Claire and my sons were chowing down with Kevin. Kevin. I wondered if he was cooking for them. Maybe he’d splurged on real hamburgers and hot dogs instead of cricket meal substitutes. I could picture him standing at my stove, the smell of real grilled meat hanging thick in the kitchen while he drank a beer and told jokes to the boys. Jacob had always been a picky eater, choosing to eat his hot dogs plain, but tonight, he’d try some toppings for the sake of their honored guest. He’d make a big show of enjoying it, declaring he liked ketchup and mustard now. And Mikey, he’d probably take second helpings to show his appreciation. He’d always complained bitterly about the food after lockdown—how none of it tasted the same, how crickets were for birds, and how unfair it was that his wealthier friends got to eat real meat, but we had to eat bugs. But now that Kevin was here, their lives were going to get better. My ex-wife’s boyfriend would hold out his arms and my sons, drunk on sodium and red meat, would run to him for a big hug. 

			Pain flared through my knuckles as I punched the wall behind my computer screen. Fuck that. Since there’s no Family Dinner, there’s certainly no reason for me to stay sober. I walked over to the kitchenette and filled a glass with room temperature rum. I considered adding lime juice but then knocked it back like medicine. 

			I poured another glass then took the half-full bottle back to the computer. For the next hour, I sipped rum and watched the drone’s position move westward. Finally, it came to a stop on Santa Rosa Island. I zoomed in on the map to see the drone was inside a structure labeled “Santa Rosa Island Research Station.” A quick Internet search confirmed the property was owned by Cal State University. The place was the ideal spot for a secret, off-the-grid lab.

			At long last, I had a lead on Dr. Donne’s location.  

			But my excitement was quickly tempered by reality. Santa Rosa Island was roughly a hundred miles west of here. In the old days, I could have rented a boat and made it there in a few hours. But these weren’t the old days. Not only did I have to find a working vessel and someone to operate it, but I also had to figure out a way to protect it from the Ash. We’d all seen videos of the xenobots taking down cruise ships in the middle of the Pacific, so we knew they could travel thousands of miles on the air currents. If I was going to confirm Dr. Donne was there, I had to prepare. I finished off the bottle of rum and opened a web browser window.

			Fifteen minutes later I had a solid buzz going, but no leads. The commercial boat rental places I looked up had all shut down, and the two cops I knew who owned boats said they hadn’t used them since the lockdown went into effect. 

			I got up from the computer to find more alcohol. A movement outside the window caught my eye—a drone. This wasn’t unusual. Since driving was a thing of the past, advertisers needed a way to replace freeway billboards and bus stop benches. Advertising drones would fly past buildings, level by level, touting gambling sites and food delivery and the latest in protective gear. I hadn’t seen them much when I lived in Sherman Oaks—after all, the corporations couldn’t be sure which window homeowners were looking out of—but there were plenty of them after I moved downtown. I always tried to tune them out, but my police-trained instincts made it difficult. Just like I couldn’t ignore the one outside my window right now. I gave it a cursory glance, then felt my skin grow cold. 

			The drone was equipped with twin gun barrels.

		

	
		

		
			024 - Home Invasion

			26 months, 12 days, 20 hours, 18 minutes
since Ash Outbreak

		

		
			I dove behind the kitchen counter just as the drone opened fire. The first bullets cracked the windows, but the glass didn’t break. I had a moment of wild hope that the building had installed bulletproof glass. But then the drone sprayed another round, and my apartment windows shattered. 

			Air was sucked from the apartment as the air pressure equalized. The cheap blinds rattled and loose papers swirled like autumn leaves. I took a deep breath, pinched my nose shut, and closed my eyes. Pebbles of glass tinkled on the kitchen countertops. My apartment’s breach alarm blared. I army-crawled toward the front door, sweeping my free hand before me to clear aside any glass shards or debris. I heard a whine of rotors as the drone repositioned itself. Was it aiming at me? 

			Not wishing to find out, I scrambled to my feet and ran to the alcove beside the front air lock. For the first time, I was glad I could cross my living space in three long strides. I pressed myself against my personal protective equipment as the drone opened fire again. Bullets raked my apartment, chewing up the imitation hardwood floor and hammering the thick plastic door of the air lock.

			My eyes still closed, I fumbled at the various items in the alcove until my fingers touched a helmet. I pulled it over my head, tightened the neck collar, and pressed a button to purge any contaminants. I felt a band of pressure on my eyes and my ears popped as a vacuum was established inside the helmet. I still couldn’t breathe, but at least now I could see. 

			I grabbed my backup suit off the peg, quickly tugging it over my arms and legs. Then I pulled the zipper up to my neck and locked the helmet in place.

			A glance around the corner told me my apartment was done for. Ribbons of Ash were everywhere—curling around my metal fixtures, caressing my bullet-riddled computer, and feasting on the protein scraps stuck to my dirty dishes. The attack drone hovered before the hole it had blown in my window. It was a Triton IX military model, about the size of a pizza box and probably around fifty or sixty pounds. Impossible for a civilian to rent. Whoever had sent it after me must have contacts in the government. It didn’t have a clear shot at me yet, but it would if it came inside. And once it did that, I had a chance of taking it out.

			I pulled down my primary hazmat suit, stuffing two air canisters inside to give it some weight. I wanted to hook one of them up to my helmet so I could breathe, but there wasn’t time. My lungs began to spasm from the lack of oxygen. Sweat beaded on my forehead. It felt as if a metal band was constricting around my torso. Either this was going to work, or I was going to keel over and the drone would finish me off. 

			I flung the Wolfsbane suit out into my apartment. It only flew for a few feet, but it did the trick. The drone opened fire, ripping holes through the decoy before it fell behind the kitchenette counter. Now I had to wait. My lungs tried to expand, but there was nothing for them to take in. Black spots began to appear at the edge of my vision. 

			After an eternity, or maybe just a few seconds, the drone edged into the apartment. It came around the edge of the counter. Its smoking gun barrels pointed at the empty suit on the ground. Its camera wasn’t fully turned away from me, but if I waited any longer I’d pass out. 

			I sprang out of the alcove, another air canister clutched in my hand. The drone spun toward me, but I managed to whack one of its rotors before it could fire. The Triton wobbled sideways. It tried to put distance between us, but there was no room to maneuver in the tiny apartment. 

			I nailed it with another swing of the heavy air canister. The body of the drone cracked like a fortune cookie. I heard a click as it tried to fire again—my strike had dislodged something crucial within the UAV’s housing. I swung again and again, hammering at the machine until it sputtered to a stop and dropped to the ground, dead. 

			My muscles burned due to lack of oxygen. The black spots on the side of my vision had migrated to the center, filling almost the entirety of my field of view. The band around my chest now felt like hot steel. I sank to my knees, fumbling for the air supply hose dangling from my helmet. I tried to attach it to the air canister in my hand, but I couldn’t get the two to connect. Dimly, I heard a thumping sound. I knew it couldn’t be my heart, but I wasn’t sure why. It didn’t matter, anyway. The world was shrinking to a small dot, like the end of a Looney Tunes cartoon. I dropped the canister, collapsed on my side, and let the darkness wash over me. That’s all, folks.

			Suddenly, the steel band around my chest vanished. My lungs filled. Relief flooded like cool water through my limbs. A familiar hissing lifted me out of unconsciousness. Was that air I felt on my forehead? Somehow, I was breathing again. Had I managed to connect my air hose to the canister after all?

			I cracked open my eyes to see a bulky figure in a hazmat suit crouched over me. Its face was familiar. As he bent closer, I realized it belonged to my next-door neighbor. What was his name, Jackie? Johnson? He had round pleasant cheeks, a neatly-trimmed goatee, and silver hair swept back off his forehead. I’d only seen him once or twice since I’d moved in. He’d invited me to an online poker game once and a virtual barbecue for July Fourth, but I’d always begged off with some excuse. Now, looking down at me, his warm brown eyes were filled with concern.

			“You okay there, Mr. Braddock?” His voice was deep and rumbly. It reminded me of a friendly cartoon bear. “It’s Jackson from next door. Can you hear me, brother?”

			I nodded, weakly. Then I remembered the drone attack and sat up sharply. I whipped my head toward the broken window. The hole was still there, but the UAV lay broken on the ground.

			“I heard your breach alarm go off,” my neighbor explained as I scanned the rest of the apartment. It was infested with Ash, but at least there were no more murder drones. “The missus didn’t want me to suit up, but I told her, I says, what affects him affects us. So when I saw you on the floor, all passed out like that, I used the emergency bypass code to get inside and hook up your air supply. You’re lucky you got your suit on in time.”

			“You saved my life. Thank you.” I got to my feet, not wanting to admit that I’d forgotten Jackson’s name. I tugged my mattress off the bed frame and placed it upright in front of the window hole. It wouldn’t stop a drone attack, but it might buy us a minute or so if another gunship arrived. 

			“No worries, brother. You’d a’ done the same for me. Not that I’m tangled up with…whatever’s goin’ on here.”

			“Work stuff.” I hurried over to the alcove. A small canister of hydrogen chloride gas stood next to the air lock. I unhooked the pin, liberally spraying the suit I was wearing. The Ash covering me recoiled, forming a ring of emptiness around me. A few tendrils of Ash reached for me, but I sprayed them back. I double-checked that my connections were secure and that the suit didn’t have any tears. Finding nothing obvious, I tapped a ‘Run Diagnostic’ button on my forearm tablet. A series of messages appeared: 

			SUIT INTEGRITY 100%.

			AIR SUPPLY 97%

			INTERIOR CONTAMINANTS …

			The ellipsis blinked as the suit took its readings. If any of the Ash had gotten inside my suit, it was only a matter of time before the motes found an opening in my body.

			“Come on, come on, come on,” I whispered. A number appeared:

			INTERIOR CONTAMINANTS 0%

			I exhaled in relief. The number of near-death encounters I’d had in the last week now stood at four. 

			“So, outta curiosity, brother…” Jackson toed the attack drone. “Should we be expecting more of these?”

			I sprayed my desktop with hydrogen chloride to disperse the Ash, but all my devices were shot to hell. Had I backed up all my documents and computer records to the cloud recently? I couldn’t remember.  “Maybe. But they’re after me, and I’m leaving.”

			“You’re goin’…outside?” He said the last word as if my destination was the Moon. “Where?”

			 “Don’t know yet.” I brushed past Jackson, finding my Glock and confirming that the mag was full. I tucked it into my suit’s belt.

			“Well, you want me to call someone?”

			“It wouldn’t help. Anybody could’ve sent this drone after me.” The police, the Wrigleys, even Pantazis could probably get his greasy hands on some military tech. But why do it now? I asked myself. Did they know that I’d learned Dr. Donne’s location? My conversation with Dr. Chaterjee had taken place outside, where no one should have been able to overhear. Not unless they used some kind of listening device…shit.

			I bent down to inspect the shredded hazmat suit I’d worn to Triton Tower. The same suit that had been taken away for “inspection.” Amidst the layers of torn fabric, just below the neck collar, I found it.

			A hidden microphone. 

			It had been in my suit for the last eight hours, picking up every word I’d said since I left Triton Tower. Sharmila was probably safe, since wireless signals couldn’t reach that deep underground. But it had certainly heard the conversations I’d had with Ian, and Vaill, and Dr. Chaterjee. And if they had thought to do that…  

			I went to inspect the wreckage of my computer. On the back of the bullet-riddled hard drive, I saw what I was fearing: the remains of a data transmitter. Someone must have broken into my apartment and installed it when I was in Triton Tower. It would certainly explain where Gordon Pruitt had been. 

			That meant whoever was watching me knew where The Caduceus drone had gone. And if they had tried to kill me, they would have no problem doing the same to Dr. Donne. Thanks to my stupid need to know, her life was now in danger.

			I stood, my mind racing. I needed a transport to the marina, and a boat to take me to Santa Rosa Island. The chances of me making it there before a UAV were slim, but since I’d destroyed this one, maybe it would take my attacker time to find another one. Military drones didn’t grow on trees.

			Still, I couldn’t use the Jeep—if they had placed transmitters on my air suit and computer, the car was likely bugged, too. And I couldn’t ask Old Man Wrigley for a Triton Transport; anyone at the company would know where I was going. I needed a clean vehicle, something that couldn’t be tracked. Something from a competitor company, like Chrysalis.

			God damn it. As soon as I thought of that option, I realized I did know someone who had connections at the company. And he was the last person in the world I wanted to speak with. 

			I grabbed a few extra ammo magazines from my desk drawer and stuffed them in a suit pocket. Then I jammed two more air canisters into my backpack. “Go back to your apartment,” I told Jackson. “Get your wife in a suit. Hide in a panic room if you have one or stay in your air lock until the cops show up. When they do, tell them you’re a material witness to an attempted murder. Request a safe house. Do not let them take you downtown.”

			“Safe house?” He laughed in disbelief. “But all I did was check on you.”

			“I know. But whoever did this might not see it that way. Come on.” I hustled him toward the air lock. It was a tight fit for the two of us, but I pulled the door closed and purged the air. Then I sprayed us both with hydrogen chloride for good measure. 

			Once we were in the hallway, I turned to face Jackson. His normally cheerful face was now creased with anxiety. Typical fallout from an encounter with me, I thought ruefully. Ash isn’t the only thing that contaminates everything it touches. “I’m sorry you got pulled into this,” I told him. “But I do appreciate you saving my life. If I get out of this, I’ll make it up to you somehow. Now go.” 

			I nudged him toward his apartment. As he spun open the lock on his door, I called to him, “If you don’t hear from the police by the time your wife’s suited up, dial 911 yourself. Tell them to alert Detective Roberta Vaill.”

			Jackson gave me a worried nod, then shut himself inside his air lock. I shoved my Glock into my hip holster and ran for the elevator.

			[image: ]

			Ten minutes later, I was driving my borrowed Triton Jeep at top speed on the northbound 101 freeway. There were a few other vehicles on the road, but since they were all autonomous, they were easy to slalom around. I had tried calling Turing Transportation three times, leaving messages that Dr. Donne was in danger, but no one called me back. Same for Detective Vaill. She was probably still mad at me for my earlier blackmail, which was fair. I tried to remember if any of my old neighbors owned boats, but it didn’t really matter since I didn’t have any of their contact info. After the outbreak I’d become antisocial, only communicating with my family and a few work colleagues if need be. I wished now that I’d made more of an effort to stay in touch with the people who had been sheltering in homes just a few yards from mine. But since I couldn’t change the past, I drove. My boot pressed the Jeep’s accelerator to the floor while the moonlit mountains of Griffith Park swept past the window. 

			I got off at the Woodman exit and turned south, the tires of the Jeep squealing. As I turned left on Ventura, the familiar businesses of my old neighborhood swept past. HomeState Tacos. Kaiju Sushi. The Cannabis Collective. Now they were all shuttered and dark. Derelict, just like my marriage.

			I took a right on to Sunnyslope Avenue. My house—Claire’s house now, it’s Claire’s house—was almost a block down. I could already see the black pill-shaped Omega Chrysalis pod parked in my driveway.

			I stomped the brakes, skidding the Jeep to a stop in front of my former home. Silhouettes of our neighbors appeared in the nearby windows. People I had gone tailgating and trick or treating with were now gawking at my place like it was a potential murder scene. 

			Let ‘em gossip all they want. I got out of the Jeep and ran up the lawn to the front door. The Chrysalis pod’s bulletproof carbon fiber housing reflected my approaching air suit. It was attached to the front door air lock via a plastic umbilical tube. I sped toward the video tablet attached above the doorbell, pressing the call button.

			“Claire? Boys?” I called out. I thumped my fist on the wall. When there wasn’t an immediate response, my chest was gripped by fear. Had my attacker sent someone to silence my family as well? All it would take is a broken window. I tried not to imagine them all lying on the floor, blood-filled eyes staring out of black-veined faces. 

			I pressed the doorbell again, over and over and over. “Claire!” When I’d lived here, I had made my family run weekly drills. I’d timed how long it took for them to get on their hazmat suits, shutting off the lights so they could learn how to connect an air canister in the dark, forcing them to learn the fastest routes to our panic room.

			These drills were one of the main things Claire and I had fought over toward the end. She argued that they stressed the boys out, and they were pointless in a real emergency, like an earthquake. She told me I was taking away what little childhood they had left. I pushed back that they wouldn’t make it to adulthood if they didn’t know how to survive. Back and forth we went, until finally we couldn’t stand to live under the same roof. It’s been nine months since I moved out. Did she discontinue the weekly drills? Did she make sure the suits were ready to go at a moment’s notice? Did she check the backup air canisters? 

			These thoughts were swept away when Claire’s beautiful, scowling face appeared on the door tablet. She was wearing more makeup than I’d seen her in at any point in the last two years. On the living room wall behind her, I could see the Death Cab for Cutie and Decemberists posters from our first concerts together had been swapped out for pastoral landscape paintings. The kind of soothing, dime a dozen images you’d see in a dentist’s office. Claire had always claimed to hate such things, but had her tastes changed since our divorce? Or had she simply been tolerating my preferences throughout our marriage?

			“Seriously, Kai?” Her voice was a fierce whisper as she darted a look behind her. “I begged you, begged you, not to make a scene.”

			“That’s not why I’m here,” I said. Though I did wish she’d move aside so I could maybe get a glimpse of how the boys were getting along with Kevin. Were they bored? Laughing? I reminded myself that another military drone was probably speeding toward Santa Rosa Island right now. “I actually need a favor…from Kevin.”

			Her brow furrowed in surprise. “Kevin?”

			“Two minutes,” I promised. “Then you guys can finish dinner and charades.”

			“Cranium, actually.” 

			A short figure ran up beside Claire. The sight of his sandy blond hair, green eyes, and still-chubby cheeks was like an injection of pure light. 

			“Jacob,” I said. “Hey, buddy.”

			“Dad! Did you come for dinner, too?”

			Claire’s eyes were silent lasers. “Uh…sorry, bud. No. I’ve got to work.”

			Mikey stepped into frame, his thick purple-streaked hair hanging in his eyes. His expression was as sullen as usual, only now it was tinged with contempt. “Wow. We don’t see you for nine months, but you show up to crash mom’s date? Real mature.”

			“That’s not why I’m here,” I replied.

			“It’s not a date,” she said at the same time. 

			Interesting. Did Loverboy sleep on the couch last night? As much as I wanted to explore that further, I had more pressing matters to consider. “Kevin!” I called out, unable to keep the distaste from my voice. I’d been saying his name so often in my head like that, I couldn’t hear it any other way. “I’m not here to challenge you to a duel. You can show your face.”

			A trim, bearded man in hip glasses entered the frame. One glance told me he was the type of guy who’d gotten his degree from some crunchy college in the Pacific Northwest. The kind who shopped at Whole Foods and always used social media hashtags in an appropriate, sensitive manner. Basically, the opposite of me.

			He casually laid a hand on Claire’s shoulder, giving her a reassuring squeeze. “You must be Kai.”

			“Sorry to crash the Cranium sesh,” I said. “But I need your help. A person’s life is in danger.”

			Claire pulled Jacob to her chest as if he was a comfort animal. “What do you mean? Is this about your case?”

			“Yes,” I said. “Someone sent a military drone to…” Best not to mention that yet. “They’re sending it after someone, and I’m trying to stop them.”

			“A military drone?! What does that have to do with us?” Her voice rose to the level of hysteria. “Don’t tell me you brought the boys into this!”

			“I didn’t.” I felt the old resentment growing inside me, a familiar chest-burn that always presaged a fight, but I quashed it down. “Listen, I’m going to figure it out. I know where I need to go, but it’s probably a good idea if you guys…stay in the safe room until I get back.” 

			After the outbreak in Paris, we’d purchased a top-of-line four-person safe room and had it installed just before the local lockdown order went into effect. The room itself was ten by twenty feet, with two bunk beds, a chemical toilet, independent air filtration system, small cooking area, and food stores. The salesman had told me that a family of four could survive inside for up to a month if necessary, and that nothing short of an atom bomb could breach it. 

			I pressed my hand to the wall above the tablet. My family was only a few feet away, but I couldn’t touch them. Depending on how this went, I might not touch them ever again. “Do not leave under any circumstances,” I said. “Not for the cops, not for anyone. Can you guys do that for me?”

			Claire gave a bitter laugh. “Just like the old days, huh? We get to be your peace of mind, while you’re out doing God knows what. Worrying us to death.”

			“What I’m doing is for everyone,” I told her. “At least, I hope it’ll be. But I need a little time to figure it out.”

			“And how long are we supposed to wait while you do that? I mean, what if you don’t come back?” Her accusation made Jacob whimper and press his face between her breasts. But my ex-wife’s expression was hostile. It was the face of someone who’d had these thoughts a million times and was finally giving them voice.  

			“Two days,” I said to her, practically pleading. “Give me two days, and if I don’t…if you don’t get the all-clear from me, then you can do what you like.” I found my oldest son’s eyes. “Mikey, I want you to take care of your mom and brother, okay? I’m counting on you.” He gave me a quick nod, but stood up straighter. “And Jacob. Come on, bud, look at me.” He turned to peer at me, his eyes red. “You’re in charge of meals while I’m gone, okay? Catalogue all the food in the safe room and decide what everyone’s going to eat. But not too many sugar snacks, right?” He grinned, brushing at his eyes but nodding with determination. 

			“Kevin.” He looked up at me in surprise. His Adam’s apple bobbed up and down as he swallowed nervously. “I know we just met, but…you mind if I borrow your Chrysalis transport?”

		

	
		

		
			025 - Coffin Drop

			26 months, 12 days, 21 hours, 23 minutes
since Ash Outbreak

		

		
			For a coffin, the Chrysalis turned out to be quite comfortable.

			After Kevin had agreed to loan me his expensive transport, he gave me the access codes I needed and I said good-bye to my family. Walking away from the front door was one of the more difficult moments of my life. I knew that ensuring Dr. Donne’s safety was important, but I envied Kevin. I wished I could be the one eating crappy canned food and playing endless games of “I Spy” for the next two days. Instead, I had to once more venture out into the Land of Ash, knowing that every step could end my life in a thousand different ways. 

			At least getting into the Chrysalis pod wasn’t difficult. All I had to do was detach the umbilical tube from the front door air lock and enter Kevin’s security code. The black carbon fiber door hissed open, revealing an interior cushioned in tan leather and boasting satellite radio, a wi-fi hotspot, storage compartments, and a video screen imbedded in the back of the door. It had the feel of a luxury town car. 

			Once I was settled inside, I pulled the door closed and tapped the touchscreen. The Chrysalis company logo appeared onscreen, along with several transport options. I selected the “Request a pickup” button. Chrysalis transport pods were delivered around Los Angeles via remote-controlled trucks that operated twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week. When asked if I wanted to pay extra for an express pickup, I happily billed the upgrade to Kevin’s account. Call it the cost of renting my family for the weekend. The confirmation screen informed me that a truck would arrive within twenty minutes. It offered to let me watch a TV show while I waited, but instead I opened a web browser and began sending emails. 

			First I contacted Sharmila, telling her I’d left behind my contact lenses at Triton Tower. She got back to me immediately with a link and passcode to a secure video chat room. Her face appeared onscreen, looking tense but flawless as usual. She wore a silk nightgown and the lights of downtown skyscrapers glowed behind her. 

			“Mr. Braddock,” she said in her clipped, professional manner. “I do daily sweeps for listening devices in this room, but we still may wish to choose our words carefully.”

			“Funny you say that,” I replied. “I found a device in the suit I wore to Triton Tower. They heard everything I said after I left. Then they sent a drone to try and kill me.”

			Her eyebrows went up. “Are you all right?”

			“For now, yeah. But you should tell your friends to watch their backs.” 

			She waved away my concerns. “Such devices can’t transmit underground. Have you learned anything else?”

			“Yeah. I found that, uh…medicine…you were searching for.” Her eyes widened in understanding. “But I need a boat to go get it. A fast one.”

			“I see.” She looked offscreen, tapping on her tablet computer. “There are a few such transportation options we have used before. Get to Pier 17 in Marina Del Rey and someone will meet you.”

			I thanked her and logged off. Next I emailed Ian to check on his progress recovering the deleted security footage. I told him to call me back at the Chrysalis coffin number if he found anything. 

			The transport truck showed up not long after that. It extended a remote-operated crane arm, picked up my pod, and secured it to the flatbed. As it drove away, I watched my former home recede in the window, hoping it wasn’t the last time I’d see it.

			The transport made it down to Marina Del Rey without incident. Since I was unsure what kind of loading apparatus Sharmila’s boat captain would have, I ordered the truck to wait. I was informed there was a per-minute fee for this, which I once more happily billed to Kevin’s account.  

			Thirty excruciating minutes later, there was still no sign of the boat. Maybe I should have come straight here instead of detouring to Sherman Oaks to make sure my family was okay. While commercials for tomorrow’s grand opening of the Triton Tunnels played on the Chrysalis monitor, I pored over the elements of the case in my mind, trying not to envision the various ways that Sharmila, Ian, or the other people I’d interacted with could be killed. I failed. For funsies, I also imagined how my unknown attacker might come after me. I was just picturing how it would feel to suffocate at the bottom of the marina when the Chrysalis screen announced an incoming call from Ian. 

			I tapped the “Accept” button. He appeared onscreen, surrounded by his usual fanboy tchotchkes. “You have something for me?” I asked.

			“‘Hello, how are you, thanks again for working late on a Saturday?’ These are all acceptable greetings.”  

			“Sorry, I just survived a drone attack.” He looked at me like I was bullshitting him. “I’m fine, everyone’s fine, but I’m under a bit of time crunch. So, pretty please, do you have something for me?”

			He blinked. “Yeah, but I don’t know that you’re gonna like it.” He tapped a few keys, sharing his screen. At least a dozen security camera feeds were open on it. “I recovered all the deleted camera files. The good news is, there’s not a lot of activity at five-thirty in the morning. The bad news…” He enlarged a handful of screens. 

			In the first, Gordon Pruitt exited his hotel room. He boarded the elevator and took it down to the lobby. His expression was nervous, but committed. He crossed the village green without stopping or encountering anyone, then entered the Decontamination area. A laundry worker handed him a positive pressure suit in the hallway, which he donned in a private dressing room. When he was finished, he pulled a Desert Eagle pistol from a locker, holstered it on his hip, and stepped into the air lock. 

			“Spoiler alert: he doesn’t come back until around twelve-forty-seven,” Thakkar said. “He takes off the suit, hands it over for cleaning, and goes straight to work. No cameras inside the IT room, but he stays there until after dinner, then heads straight upstairs to his room. And that’s it for the day. No secret rendezvous, no clandestine evidence drops.”

			Disappointment began to seep through me like cold lead. “It doesn’t make sense. A mild-mannered IT guy suddenly takes it on himself to rob a scientist and become a murderer? Someone must have put him up to it.”

			“Why, because that makes for a more satisfying mystery? You were a cop, Braddock. I thought you law enforcement types loved open-and-shut cases. Look.” He scrolled through footage from Pruitt’s day. “If your guy was working with someone, why doesn’t he meet with them? I watched every moment of his whole day. He doesn’t interact with anyone on camera.”

			“So it must have happened off-camera. Go back to when he left his room.”

			Thakkar sighed but pulled up the hotel hallway security camera. Once Pruitt left, he fast-forwarded. Nothing happened for two hours, when a cluster of people began to exit their rooms for work. Dozens of people walked past, but no one entered or left Pruitt’s room. 

			“Stop,” I suddenly said. “Scroll back?” He rewound the footage until I told him to play it again at regular speed. A group of about five people walked past Pruitt’s room just as the door beside his opened. I thought I recognized the person who exited. 

			“Stop,” I said again. “Can you zoom in?” He did, blowing up the shot to a head-and-shoulder still. It was pixelated, but Liana Wrigley’s sad eyes and elegant profile were instantly recognizable. 

			My heart clenched at seeing her face. She had the sad, fearful expression of a woman on the run. I recalled her telling me that she sometimes snuck out of the penthouse and slept in empty rooms to get away from her brother. This must have been one of those nights. No wonder she’d said she felt responsible; she’d been asleep just a few feet from Tevin’s killer.

			“Friend of yours?” Ian asked.

			“Yes and no. Play it for me?” He did, and I watched as Liana’s sad expression transformed when she saw her co-workers. She became warm and professional, all traces of vulnerability gone. Her face was now the face of Triton. Then she got into the elevator and was gone. Poor Liana, I thought. No one should have to live in fear in their own home.

			Thakkar hit pause again. “Like I said, no one goes in or out of the bedroom until nine fifty-two pm, when Pruitt tucks in for the night.”

			“What about…Decontamination?” I asked, trying to get my brain back on track. “Maybe he left something in the locker.”

			Thakkar tapped a few keys, pulling up the dressing room camera. The time stamp read 13:13 pm and it showed Pruitt placing the Desert Eagle back in the same locker from which he had taken it. Thakkar fast-forwarded, and another person entered about an hour later. 

			It was Lance Wrigley.

			“Son of a bitch, I knew it,” I said. “Regular speed?” 

			Thakkar played the footage. Lance checked for the position of the camera, making sure his back was blocking the view of the locker as he opened it. He pulled a plastic grocery bag from his workout shorts, stuffed something inside of it, then shut the locker.

			“That’s gotta be the Desert Eagle,” I said excitedly. “We see where he hid it, and we’ve got the murder weapon.”

			We didn’t have long to watch. Thakkar pulled up the master screen, and we followed Lance’s route as he exited the dressing room, walked past the Laundry facilities, and down into the basement boiler room. He gave a glance up at the security camera, practically smirking, then tossed the bag into the incinerator.

			“No,” I moaned. There was little chance we’d be able to pull prints or DNA off the handgun now. But it was possible that a burnt Desert Eagle plus the security footage would be enough to bring charges against Lance. Still, I felt like I needed more. “What else do we have of him?”

			Thakkar began fast-forwarding through multiple cameras. “Uh, not much. He goes to work out, has a couple meetings, eats dinner with everyone on the farm. Then some jiu jitsu practice, rock wall climbing, and up to the penthouse to end the day. No cameras up there, by the way. Just the elevator.” 

			“Shit.” Outside the Chrysalis, I saw a searchlight pierce through the murky dark of the marina. A two-level motorboat was approaching, slowly making its way through the half-sunken ships and sludgy water. “I gotta go, Ian. Keep scanning the footage, will you? See if anything else of interest comes up. We’ve got Lance disposing of the gun, but we need more. The worker who gave Pruitt the suit, maybe Lance had her do something. Or maybe he enlisted his dad. Or a Board member.”

			“There’s two hundred and forty-seven cameras on this drive. Times twenty-four hours apiece. That’s almost six thousand hours of footage to comb through.”

			The boat was drawing closer, panning its searchlight over the docks. “I’ll double your usual quote. Just let me know when you find something.”

			His eyebrows went up. “What about a sleep penalty? ‘Cause I’m a wreck if I don’t get at least—” But I ended the call before I could learn more about Ian’s optimal schedule.

			By now the boat had spotted the Chrysalis transport truck. It puttered toward me, revealing itself to be a fishing yacht around seventy-five feet long. Unlike the boats that had been abandoned at the marina, this one was well-maintained and clean. As it backed up to Pier 17, I saw it was christened Commonwealth. 

			The boat came to a gentle stop against the dock. A figure in a hazmat suit descended the control deck ladder and tied the boat to a couple of moorings. They strode toward me, moving with the energy of someone used to wearing heavy protective gear. The woman inside was in her forties, though her skin and hair made her look at least ten years younger. There was a magnetic charisma about her. I was sure I’d seen her before, but I couldn’t place where. Regardless, she was a far cry from the grizzled pirate smuggler I’d been expecting.

			

			She hopped on the truck and peered in at me. “Kai Braddock?” She had to shout to be heard through her suit and the thick Chrysalis porthole. “Sharmila asked me to give you a lift. I’m Rachel Harring.”

			Of course! I recognized her face because I’d seen it on billboards all over Los Angeles before the outbreak. She was an actress, mostly known for comedies and musicals. Not A-list per se, but certainly a celebrity. I’d always liked her, but I hadn’t pegged her for a revolutionary. 

			She could see me processing and nodded in understanding. “Not what you were expecting, right? You’d be surprised how being a mid-range celeb can help you breeze through security checkpoints.” Her voice went up to a Valley Girl register. “Especially when you like, totally play the dumb redhead.” She dropped the persona like shucking a coat. “You ready?”

			I unbuckled myself, but she held up a hand. “Whoa, cowboy. If you’re the hot property that Sharmila says you are, I think it’s better if you stay in the transport pod for now. It’s an added layer of protection, and if someone stops the Commonwealth, then we might be able to pretend you’re just cargo.” She scanned the outside of the Chrysalis pod. “You have some way of moving this beast, though?”

			“Sure thing.” I tapped the command screen, feeling oddly nervous now that I knew Rachel was a real Hollywood actress. She’d walked down red carpets with movie stars, now she was standing six inches from me on a dirty marina. I cleared my head, reading over the listed options and selecting “Offload Chrysalis pod.” 

			A picture appeared onscreen of the area surrounding the truck. Below it was a message: “Please Choose Your Pod’s Destination.” I tapped on the back of Rachel’s boat, and a green circle confirmed my selection. The truck vibrated as a crane arm extended from the top of the driver’s cab. Rachel hopped down from the truck bed and went over to her boat to supervise.

			There was a jolt as my Chrysalis pod was lifted off the flatbed. Whoever was operating the crane arm had a steady hand, however. They smoothly guided my coffin over to the Commonwealth, depositing me horizontally in the stern. The crane arm retreated and Rachel stepped aboard, giving the truck a wave. Once it pulled away, she untied the lines from the dock and motored out into the Pacific Ocean.

			When we were a couple miles offshore, Rachel killed the engine. She climbed down from the control deck and came over to my pod. “We’re past the coastal patrols now, if you want to stretch your sea legs.”

			“Yes, please.” The inside of the Chrysalis pod was still sterile, but I’d have to leave it when I reached the island, anyway. 

			I unlocked the pod and Rachel helped me out. I bent my legs to shake out the pins and needles. I’d only been in the Chrysalis for an hour or so, but it felt much longer. I had no idea how the Apollo 11 astronauts had managed to be cooped up in a tiny space for eight days. 

			“You’re lucky, it’s overcast tonight.” Rachel gestured toward a wall of murky fog that obscured the coastline. A dull yellow glow was the only indication of the illuminated buildings behind it. “Makes it easier to avoid the drones.”

			“Why do they patrol the coastline, anyway?” I asked as she led me up to the control deck. “Seems like there wouldn’t be a lot of ocean activity.”

			“Same reason they watched the borders before the outbreak: illegal immigrants.” Rachel took a seat behind the wheel. I lowered myself on to a bench beside her, wincing slightly from the tranq dart puncture wound in my butt. “People still try to cross on the daily. Sharmila recruits a lot of them to our cause.”

			“Which is…what, exactly?” I was intrigued to hear her take on the Scrapper philosophy.

			Rachel looked at me like I’d asked why we needed to breathe. “To make sure we survive. Now where am I headed?” 

			“The Santa Rosa Medical Research Station. It’s on the western side of Santa Rosa Island.” 

			“I’m familiar with it.” Rachel restarted the engine, pushing the throttle forward until we were cutting northwest across the water at about thirty knots. “This woman you’re trying to locate—are you two friends?”  

			“Not exactly. I was hired to track her down.” I wasn’t sure how much Rachel knew about all this, but I didn’t want to give her any reasons to reconsider ferrying me to Santa Rosa. Best if I changed the subject. “So how’d you end up working with Sharmila?”

			“When the lockdown went into effect, my boyfriend and I thought we’d be safer at sea. With all the break-ins and whatnot.” In the last days before the shelter at home order, a lot of people had tried taking over mansions in an effort to claim more space. Several people had been killed. “We set out with enough provisions for a one-month cruise. Once it became clear the lockdown wasn’t ending any time soon, we realized we needed to go back to shore for supplies. We reached out to people we knew on social media and got connected with the Scrappers. Since they don’t generally use money, we found other ways to be useful.”

			“But you decided to stay at sea?”

			

			Rachel nodded. “It’s nicer than the city. No empty skyscrapers, no animal bones, no daily reminders of everything we lost. It’s just us, the ocean, and the occasional fish.”

			“Still seems kind of lonely,” I commented. “Even with a boyfriend.”

			“He died six months ago,” Rachel said. “Tore his suit trying to land a swordfish. The Ash got him before we could reel in the line.”

			“I’m sorry,” I told her. “I’ve seen what that’s like firsthand.”

			She nodded soberly. “Before he died, we banded up with some others. Formed a floating community of sorts. There are around a hundred of us now, from twenty different countries. We call it The Flotilla.”

			“You know people from other parts of the world? Is it like this everywhere?”

			Rachel’s eyes stayed fixed on the dark water before us. “We’ve got people from New Zealand, Hawaii, Hong Kong…yeah, the xenobots spread all over. They can’t go underwater, of course, but as soon as a fish is exposed to the air, they tear into it. We have to use diving bells to catch our dinner.”

			I was crushed. I’d watched Paris get consumed by an Ash tornado, and Moscow burn to the ground after the Russians tried to create a firebreak around the city. I’d witnessed dozens of horrific scenes, both large and small, over the past two years. But getting firsthand confirmation that there was nowhere the Ash had spared was depressing. “How do you survive out here, then?” 

			“Like I said, the Scrappers help out with essentials. But our big breakthrough? Underwater farming.” She smiled like a proud parent. “Took us a while to finesse the details, but we’ve had a pretty good operation going for about a year now. A few of our members have even spoken to their governments about moving humanity underwater until we figure out a way to destroy the Ash. It’d be a big task, but the Flotilla’s living proof that it could work.”

			It was hard to imagine adding “potential drowning” to the list of daily threats people faced, but perhaps there were upsides to living beneath the sea that I wasn’t aware of. I was about to ask Rachel what they were when I noticed a light off the starboard bow. It was twenty or thirty feet above the water and approaching fast.

			“What’s that?” I asked, drawing Rachel’s attention to it.

			“A drone.” Her face was grim. 

			“I thought you said they didn’t come out this far.”

			“They don’t. Which means it’s a hunter.” She killed the running lights on the boat and pushed the throttle to the max. The yacht began to bounce up and down violently as it cut through the waves. Rachel shouted over the sound of the engine, “Santa Rosa’s only about fifteen nautical miles away. I might be able to lose them in the topography of the island. But you should get back in your pod just to be safe.”

			“Are you sure?” I asked. “I’ve got a gun, I could—”

			“These things can fly up to a hundred and fifty miles an hour,” she said. “It’d be like spitting watermelon seeds at a fighter jet. Just go below and let me do my job.” When I still hesitated, she added, “That’s an order, Braddock!”

			“Aye, aye.” I grabbed the rungs of the control deck ladder to keep from being knocked down by the smack of the waves. “And captain?” She turned to look back at me, her eyes wide with adrenaline. “I really liked you in the Commonwealth movie.”

			She smiled, at last giving me a glimpse of the movie star charisma that she’d brought to the screen. “That was my favorite, too. Where do you think I got the name for this tub?”

			I gave her a final nod of gratitude, then climbed down the ladder. It was tricky getting to the stern of the yacht, with the slick deck and the chop of the waves, but I reached the pod just as the drone shot by overhead. It was a military-style Triton IX, twice the size of the one that had attacked my apartment. I could see it was fitted with a 20-caliber machine gun and had slots for four missiles, all of which were empty. The sky cracked as the drone roared past. The gust of wind in its wake nearly knocked me overboard. I watched as it banked, already coming back for an attack run. Had it already reached Dr. Donne? Was my rescue attempt too late?

			I punched the access code into the Chrysalis and the door unlocked. It looked like I was about to test the limits of the company’s safety claims. I heaved open the door, rolled inside, and buckled myself in. I activated the hydrogen chloride gas sprayers and then purged the air from the Chrysalis. Worst case scenario, if I somehow ruptured my suit, I might be able to survive in the pod for a while. It came stocked with several replacement air canisters.

			The drone shot past again. Twenty-cal rounds ripped through the middle of the Commonwealth, chewing up the hull and sparking off the metal fittings. None of them hit the Chrysalis pod, and the yacht’s speed seemed to continue unabated. 

			I checked the transport’s wi-fi signal. It was non-existent this far from shore. I was, however, still getting one bar from the cellular network connected to my suit’s wrist tablet. I began dictating a voice message to Sharmila: “Boat under attack off Santa Rosa Island. If you don’t hear from me in four hours, send replacement. Tell my family—”

			But I was unable to finish the text because an explosion rocked the boat. The drone must have hit the gas tank. The Commonwealth tipped sideways, spilling my Chrysalis pod into the ocean. For the moment, the air inside kept me afloat. Flames illuminated the outline of the yacht, showing Rachel on her hands and knees by the wheel. She got to her feet—

			And another explosion consumed the yacht. Shrapnel pelted my pod. The shockwave sent my coffin scudding backward across the water. But its strong outer casing held. 

			Rachel’s boat was not so lucky. As I watched through the porthole, the remains of the Commonwealth sank into the Pacific.
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			In the next moment, I realized that I was sinking as well. Water bubbled around the porthole window of my Chrysalis pod. In the distance, I saw the attack drone slow down to inspect the wreckage of Rachel’s boat. 

			I struggled to hit send on my incomplete text message, but the wrist tablet now read NO SERVICE. I scanned the interior of the Chrysalis for ideas. The words “EMERGENCY EXIT ONLY” were emblazoned above two handles fixed to the top of the pod. A flotation device, maybe? Another glance out the window told me the pod was almost totally submerged. If I didn’t get out now, I might never escape.

			I twisted the emergency handles. The roof of the Chrysalis pod popped off, and the Pacific came flooding in. I instinctively took a breath, then realized my hazmat suit basically doubled as scuba gear. The body of the pod sunk, but I held on to the roof handles as it bobbed to the surface of the ocean. 

			I peered around the roof’s edge. The dim outline of Santa Rosa Island was silhouetted against the foggy night sky. It was still a couple of miles away, but I might be able to swim there. I glanced back at the Commonwealth. The attack drone had completed a slow circle of the wreckage. It seemed Captain Harring had gone down with her boat. Another life snuffed out because of me. First Tevin, now Rachel. Would I soon be adding Dr. Donne to that list? Were my own children going to be next? How many more would die because they were unfortunate enough to cross my path? I gritted my teeth, more determined than ever to identify the person responsible for all this death.

			Above the boat wreckage, the Triton IX continued its methodical inspection, like a vulture scenting for carrion. Two minutes. Five. I adjusted the Chrysalis roof to hide my helmet, but the movement caught the drone’s attention. Its gun barrels swiveled toward me. The whine of its approaching rotors was like the growl of an animal. I had nowhere to hide. I winced, waiting for the UAV to open fire. 

			Click. Click. Click. 

			I opened one eye. The drone hovered four feet above me, its gun barrels rotating with every click. It was out of ammunition. The Triton IX shot forward, swooping mere inches over my head, then turned toward the mainland and flew away. 

			I exhaled in relief. But there was no time to rest. Whoever was piloting the drone knew I had survived the attack, and they’d probably return to finish the job. I had to get to the Santa Rosa Research Facility and find out what happened to Dr. Donne. Tightening my grip on the roof handles, I began kicking my way toward land.

			[image: ]

			It took me ninety minutes to reach the island. The drone didn’t return in that time, which was lucky for me. Even though I’d spent the last two years exercising five days a week, swimming in a cumbersome hazmat suit was exhausting. When I finally made it to the Santa Rosa beach, my body was drenched in sweat and my leg muscles were the consistency of melted Spam. But there was no time to rest. I had to keep going. 

			I switched out my air tank for a fresh one and began to jog across the scrubby, unpopulated island. It was the second largest of the Channel Islands, around eighty square miles. Thankfully I’d made land fairly close to Dr. Donne’s location. In the small amount of reading I’d done on the area, I learned that the only permanent buildings on Santa Rosa were those at the Research Station. They had been built before the outbreak and were used as a training facility for Cal State science students. The rest of the island was protected by the National Park Service. Since they had only allowed limited camping and hiking, the island was mostly unspoiled.

			Two hours into my jog, the sun began to rise in the east. The light allowed me to see a line of smoke rising from the northeastern side of the island. I stumbled forward, adrenaline giving a burst of energy to my depleted limbs. Near a protected cove and an old pier, I saw the collection of four single-story buildings that had functioned as a dormitory, cafeteria, bathroom, and laboratory. But even from this distance, I could see they were now little more than piles of smoking rubble. 

			I was too late.  

			

			I ran down to the cove, my feelings of despair growing as I drew closer to the wreckage.  At the center of each structure was a blackened impact crater, ringed with white cordite. The drone had definitely used its missiles here. Bits of tables, doors, and metal bed frames littered the ground. Fires still crackled in a few spots. But there were no blackened corpses or limbs anywhere.

			Was it possible The Caduceus had warned Dr. Donne in time? Had she managed to get away before the attack drone arrived? If so, there may still be items in her lab that were worth salvaging. I searched through the remains of the dormitory and the lab building, but there was little left. The cafeteria building was in a similar condition. 

			Feeling desperate, I stepped into the wrecked kitchen. The heavy appliances were blackened and bent, but they had remained standing after the missile hit. There was no sign of recent human activity. Had Chaterjee sent his drone to this island as a ruse? Was it all a ploy to get me and my unknown attacker to look in one location, while Dr. Donne relocated to another?

			I kicked a metal cabinet in frustration. If that was his goal, it had worked magnificently. I was now trapped here, with no way back to the mainland and a dwindling supply of oxygen. A cloud of Ash floated upward, reaching out to me curiously. I waved it away. As the motes settled, something behind them drew my attention: a reinforced steel door, built into the ground between the freezer and a food pantry. Probably a supply basement, something I wouldn’t have given a second thought to, had I not known there was a secret lab here somewhere.

			I grabbed the latch handle. It was heavy, and would have been difficult to open even when I wasn’t wearing a hazmat suit. But I lifted with my legs and the door heaved over, landing with a satisfying boom.

			Beneath it, a stairway led down to an air lock twenty feet below the surface. Embedded in the concrete next to it was an intercom. The perfect spot for a bomb shelter. 

			I pulled the door closed behind me and made my way down the stairs. The only light came from my helmet. My heart pounded as I pressed the call button. No answer. I pressed the button again, holding it down for several seconds. Still nothing. Had I really come all this way, abandoned my family, risked my life, watched people die, to locate an empty laboratory?

			I was about to press the button again, or maybe punch it, when a voice came through the speaker. It was creaky from disuse, wary, but I recognized it immediately. “Yes?” asked Dr. Eloise Donne. 

			I practically laughed in relief. “Dr. Donne! My name is Kai Braddock. I was hired by Jasmine Morales to find you.” When she didn’t respond, I continued, “The drone that attacked you, it might be on its way back.” Nothing. “You’re still in danger!”

			A clearly displeased sigh issued from the intercom. “And?”

			I blinked in confusion. Out of all her possible responses, I had not expected disinterest. “What do you mean, ‘and?’ Do you understand what’s happening here?”

			“Dr. Chaterjee explained it to me. He believes you’re a good man. But the way I see it the situation is no different from any other day in the last two years. Although the missiles were certainly an unexpected development.”

			I realized I needed to change tactics. “Look, I get that you might not care whether you live or die. I’ve been there myself. But there are other people out there, a whole lot of ‘em, who want to survive. People like my sons. And they’re counting on whatever you’ve been cooking up here to stop the Ash. Because if we can do that, then…hopefully, we might be able to go back to how things were.”

			A dry laugh barked over the intercom. “If that’s your hope, then you’ve learned nothing from this outbreak. The Ash was a warning. If we return to ‘business as usual,’ something like it will show up again.”

			“My family’s stuck in a panic room because I tried to locate you. People have died. I swam two miles and walked across an island to get here, and I only have…” I checked my wrist tablet, then remembered it was dead from being submerged in the ocean. “…probably less than two hours of air left. All I’m asking is that you let me inside so we can talk, and I can swap out my tanks.”  

			There was a long pause. “If your intentions are truly honorable, then you will understand the importance of my work. And you’ll understand why I can’t let you in.”

			“They’re gonna come back!” I shouted. “You might have survived one missile strike, but whoever’s after you has access to military weapons. They’ll turn this whole island into a crater if they have to!”

			“If that is my fate, so be it. The research is what’s important, and I already uploaded copies of that to the Caduceus.”

			My heart sank. Was she really going to refuse me entry? Would she sacrifice her life and mine without a second thought? I lifted my hand to pound on the door, but then Dr. Donne spoke again:

			“However, I don’t relish having another death on my conscience. Stand back, please.” 

			There was a clunk as the air lock bolts were thrown back. Once I had stepped inside and disinfected my suit, I was able to enter her lab. The space was a considerable step down from her digs in downtown Los Angeles. It was a single windowless room, thirty by twenty feet, with walls of poured concrete. Unflattering fluorescent tubes flickered in the ceiling, and the few pieces of furniture looked like they’d been rejected from a secondhand bomb shelter. One wall comprised the doctor’s living area—cot, chemical toilet, kitchen appliances—while every other inch of space was given over to scientific equipment. I was no expert, but the place felt more like a storage area for cast-off gear than the workspace of the country’s leading Ash researcher.

			“You may hang your suit beside the door,” Dr. Donne said, indicating an empty peg beside her own protective gear. She looked just like she had in her video messages. A bit more tired, perhaps, as if she hadn’t been sleeping. But the flinty intelligence and steel-gray eyes were the same, framed by a functional gray bob.  

			I unlocked my freshly-decontaminated helmet and pulled it off, releasing a scent cloud of body odor, grime, and urine. I hung my helmet on the peg and turned to the doctor. “Actually, I’ve been inside this thing for over twelve hours. It’s probably better if I leave it on.”

			“Very well. Just make sure you don’t touch anything. I don’t want the chloride residue to contaminate my samples. Have you had breakfast?”

			My stomach rumbled at the word. “I haven’t had anything besides a few sips of water since last night.”

			She moved to the food prep area, filling a saucepan with bottled water and placing it on a hot plate. “I have powdered eggs and sausage biscuits. It’s not Michelin-rated, but it’ll fill you up.”

			“Thank you. And thanks for letting me in.” I gestured to an empty stool, and she indicated it was okay for me to sit. I eased myself down, my muscles aching from an evening of adrenaline and the unexpected triathlon I’d put them through. 

			“I knew someone would come to find me eventually. I only hoped it wouldn’t be so soon.” She carefully measured two portions of powdered eggs into the saucepan and began to stir them with a whisk. “My work is not yet finished. I already told Dr. Chaterjee, I need more time.”

			“That’s fine. But right now, we need to relocate you to someplace safer. Someplace you can’t be found by whoever’s doing this. Do you have a boat?” She reached into a freezer, pulling out two frozen biscuits. Humming softly, she removed the plastic wrappers and placed them in a microwave. Why is this not sinking in? “Look, whoever’s targeting you, they’re spending a lot of money and effort to make sure no one knows what you’re working on. They’ve already killed at least two people, maybe more.”

			She held up a box of tea. “Mango Black? It’s all I have.”

			“Sure.” Dr. Donne removed the biscuits from the microwave, filled two mugs with bottled water, and set them to heat. I tried again: “Is there a reason you’re not more concerned about this?”

			“I’m concerned but not surprised. The human mind can comprehend terrible concepts if it’s sufficiently primed.” She plated the sausage biscuits. The scent of the high-sodium meat practically made my stomach cramp. Dr. Donne turned back to the saucepan to give the eggs a stir.   

			“So, then…does that mean you know who’s after you?”

			“No. But I know the type.” She turned off the hot plate and divided the eggs on to the two dishes. Then she took the heated mugs from the microwave, dropping a tea bag into each. “They wish to take my work. To claim it for themselves or destroy it. A hundred deaths wouldn’t keep them from their goal. Not when there are trillions of dollars at stake.” She set a plate of food on the table beside me, along with a fork. “Salt? Pepper?” 

			I nodded, but couldn’t help taking a bite of the sausage biscuit while she went to get the shakers. The meat was rubbery and the biscuit was dry. It tasted incredible. “So does that mean you cracked it?” I asked once I’d swallowed. “You actually found a cure for the Ash?”

			“A cure implies eradication. What I’ve developed is more of a…coping mechanism. Like bug repellant, or sunscreen.” She set a salt and pepper shaker next to me. 

			“But still, that’s…that’s incredible. When did you discover this?” I liberally salted my eggs before shoving a large bite into my mouth. The doctor was right; they were bland and tasteless. Even so, this breakfast easily ranked in my top five meals of all time.

			“I had the idea about a year ago. But it wasn’t until recently that I understood how to execute it. Sugar?”

			“Please.” Only when she’d added about five spoonfuls to my mug did I cut her off. She passed it over to me, lifting an amused eyebrow. “And did you tell anyone about this coping mechanism? Jazz, Walter Wrigley…his son, Lance?”

			She shook her head, contemplatively dunking her tea bag. “Information like that, I knew it was radioactive. It could destroy anyone who came into contact with it.” She lifted out her tea bag, squeezing it against her spoon. “I also knew how valuable it might be. And even though the Wrigleys had taken over the funding for my research, I couldn’t risk them leveraging it for a profit. This discovery had to be for everyone.” She took a sip from her mug. 

			“So you decided to leave.”

			Dr. Donne took a delicate bite of her eggs. “It took me about a week to make the arrangements. To inform The Caduceus of my plans, find a laboratory that was stocked but off the grid, and arrange transportation. I knew it would worry Jazz and my employers when I suddenly disappeared, but I couldn’t take the risk of informing anyone besides Dr. Chaterjee.” She chewed on a mouthful of biscuit. “Ever since Triton bought Quantic, I’ve suspected that someone at the company was surveilling my correspondence. But I needed their resources. It was a deal with the devil, but a deal that I felt was necessary.”

			I scraped my plate to get the last of the eggs. “So how does it work?” I asked. When she furrowed her eyebrows in confusion, I elaborated: “The bug repellent. What was your revelation?”

			Her eyes brightened. “Let me show you.” She beckoned me over to a translucent plastic crate about the size of a fish tank. Inside it, a cloud of fine gray dust undulated, pressing against the seams of its prison.  

			I stiffened upon seeing it. “Is that…Ash?”

			“Of course. I collected it right outside this lab. Don’t worry, it’s perfectly secure.” She tapped the plastic box, and the tiny motes recoiled from the vibration.

			“Is it…aware of us?”

			“In a sense. The individual motes are programmed with some life-mimicking abilities. Abilities such as self-preservation, replication, and grouping behavior.” 

			The idea that Ash could mimic anything was unnerving. “But we can’t just…turn them all off?”

			“We could, if they had such a mechanism. But the scientists who created these hadn’t gotten that far when the xenobots were released into the world. Hence, the outbreak and everything that followed. Which leaves humanity with three options.” She ticked them off on her fingers: “Destruction, which at this point would take a majority of our planet along with it. Avoidance, which is our current, not-very-successful approach. And finally, immunity. Creating some sort of resistance to the xenobots, in the same way the body naturally fights off a virus. But how to achieve this, when the Ash itself is unnatural?”

			Dr. Donne was clearly enjoying having an audience after so many weeks alone in her lab. But I wasn’t in the mood for a TED talk. “I know you already figured it out. Can you just tell me the answer?”

			The doctor blinked but removed a metal box from underneath the table. It reminded me of the sort of box in which I used to store my baseball cards, only this one was much more sleek and secure. It even had a security keypad. Dr. Donne typed in a four-digit code and the box unlocked. “I asked myself, what sorts of deterrent already exist? There are walls, of course. Netting, moats, electrified fences—”

			“I did mention that the attack drone’s probably coming back, right?” I asked her. “If whoever’s piloting it finds the same door I did, they won’t knock politely.”

			She sighed in frustration but nodded. “Eventually, I thought of magnets. Every living thing produces an electromagnetic field, even the xenobots. If those could be targeted and blocked, then the Ash’s movements could be stopped.” She opened the box lid, proudly indicating a line of six glass vials. Inside each of them was a glowing blue chip the size of a baby tooth.

			I peered closer, seeing the blue glow came from some kind of tiny electrical generator. “What are they?” I asked.

			“Field disruptors,” Dr. Donne replied, a note of pride in her voice. “The Ash motes communicate with each other via small electrical impulses. These chips send out a pulse to counter those signals.” When I stared at her blankly, she reached into the box with a pair of tongs. “Here, it’s easier if I demonstrate.”

			She removed one of the glass tubes from its charging plate and screwed it into an injection gun. She then pulled back an access panel on the plastic crate, injected the tiny chip, and closed the panel. The interior panel opened, dropping the device right into the pile of Ash. The gray motes immediately formed an empty hemisphere twelve inches in diameter around the chip. Dr. Donne lifted the crate, tilting it gently from side to side. Wherever the field disruptor went, the Ash immediately moved out of its way.  

			“Incredible.” I tapped the crate, causing the Ash to undulate and then recoil from the glowing blue chip. “How do the chips maintain power?”

			“Induction plates. Just like drones can charge without having to plug in, these can draw power from a host body’s electromagnetic field. The more power the chip receives, the larger the displacement field. This one only holds a 10-watt charge, but a human body puts out ten times that amount. Ten times the power, ten times the protection.” She gently tapped the chip into the access port, opened the panel, and removed it with the tongs. Then she placed it back into its glass tube.

			For the first time in a long while, I felt hopeful. “You got a name for these things?”

			Dr. Donne looked surprised. “Oh. I don’t…I hadn’t actually considered a name yet. I’ve been so focused on testing these last few weeks.” 

			“But they work on any living thing?” 

			“Anything with an electromagnetic field, yes. The design could also be expanded to create a larger repellent field. With a strong enough power source, it could protect a car, a building, or an entire city.”

			I could see why people were willing to kill for this discovery. A single chip would allow its owner to move freely through the world, while the rest of humanity was stuck inside. It could be produced on a mass scale and liberate humanity. Whoever controlled such a device would be in charge of the most important product ever created. It was a game-changer. A silver bullet for a world-sized werewolf. 

			“Well, I see now why you left.” I straightened up. “The question is, where can we go to protect—”

			My words were cut off by a muffled boom. A shockwave rocked the tiny lab, spilling the doctor and I to the floor. I helped her stand, and she immediately went to a laptop. A tap of the keyboard brought up footage from a security camera, hidden in the wall just above the outer air lock. 

			At the top of the stairwell, the door had been blown off its hinges. A familiar, bone-chilling shape hovered in the smoke: 

			The Triton IX attack drone.

		

	
		

		
			027 - Doctor’s Orders

			26 months, 13 days, 7 hours, 29 minutes
since Ash Outbreak

		

		
			“We have to go,” I told Dr. Donne. My voice sounded muffled; I must have sustained some hearing damage from the blast. “I don’t think the air lock can withstand a direct hit. Is there another—”

			WHOOM. There was a blinding flash on the monitor as the drone fired another missile. The air lock door fell inward, taking a section of the concrete ceiling with it. The overhead lights flickered out. Shards of metal bounced through the room. Lab equipment went flying. Dr. Donne and I were once more knocked to the ground. 

			My ears rang from the impact. I groped through the rubble, my gloved hands finding my helmet. Incredibly, it hadn’t been cracked during the attack. I pulled it on, purging the contaminants and connecting the air supply.

			“Doc?” I called, my voice sounding scratchy and small. There was no sign of her in the debris. “The lab’s been breached, we gotta get your suit on.”

			There was a cough, and a hand appeared in the dim light. Dr. Donne was trapped underneath one of the tables. I went over and moved it aside. She lay on the floor, looking tiny and gray amidst the wreckage. A spear of rebar jutted from her sweater. 

			“Shit,” I said. “Just, uh, stay still, okay? We’re gonna get you some help.”

			She coughed. A thin line of blood trickled from her mouth. “I’m a scientist, Mr. Braddock. My job…is to face facts.”

			“The chips!” I exclaimed. “We could inject one in you. That way you won’t need a suit.”

			“You’d be wasting it…on a corpse.” She coughed again. Flecks of red dotted her sweater. “I’m sorry, but it’s up to you now. The security code is…1796. Go to…the boathouse. Take the chips…to The Caduceus. Give them…to the world.” 

			Then her body went slack. 

			Dr. Eloise Donne was dead. 

			I bowed my head over her. If I hadn’t been so desperate for a paycheck, Tevin, Rachel, and now Dr. Donne would still be alive. Their deaths were on me. 

			Well, not entirely on me. Whoever sent the drones had masterminded this whole thing. They had killed at least three people to keep Dr. Donne’s field disruptor chips a secret. And I’d be damned if they were going to get away with it. 

			I got to my feet, searching through the broken equipment until I found the box containing the chips. I entered the code, and the lid unlocked. The glowing blue devices inside were still intact. I took out one of the glass vials—

			Just as bullets sprayed across the inside of the lab. Concrete shattered from where the rounds impacted on the wall. I dove sideways, dropping the box and taking cover behind an overturned fridge. More rounds raked the floor.

			I checked the chip in my hand. It was still glowing, but a glance at the metal box told me the others were toast. The lid was full of holes and the chips inside were no more than shards of dead metal. 

			I slid the sole remaining chip into a chest pocket on my hazmat suit. Peering around the edge of the fridge, I saw the attack drone hovering on the other side of the broken air lock door. It had managed to make it down the narrow stairwell, but now it couldn’t get through the small opening to the lab. It could still fire, however. Its twenty-caliber gun barrel swiveled back and forth, like a cobra searching for a target.

			Well, I could give it one. 

			I tossed the metal box across the room. It clanged against the far wall, and a shower of gunfire rained down on its position. Bullets sparked off the broken lab equipment, but I was already moving toward the doorway. I scooped up a chunk of the concrete ceiling in my right hand. 

			I was ten feet away from the drone when it noticed me. Its gun barrel swiveled toward my chest, but I threw the hunk of concrete like a baseball. Bullseye. My throw knocked the gun barrel sideways just as it fired. Shrapnel spat from the wall. 

			I grabbed a microscope from the floor debris and swung it like an axe. The drone wobbled, but its rotors kept it in the air. I swung the microscope again, cracking the Triton IX’s camera. More bullets fired, raining concrete shards from the ceiling. 

			

			I grabbed the gun barrel with one hand, the heat of it sizzling against my suit’s polymer coating. With my other hand, I ripped out the drone’s control cables. The red light next to its camera went dark. Its rotors went still. The machine that had killed Rachel Harring, Eloise Donne, and who knows how many other people dropped to the ground, dead. 

			I looked down at the Triton IX, panting. Whoever had sent the drone could most likely get another one, but it would take them time to get here. I had to get off the island before then. I quickly searched through the rubble of the lab for anything that might be of use. I grabbed a handful of protein bars, Dr. Donne’s laptop, and a box of the sausage biscuits. As an afterthought, I took the field disruptor injection gun. I looked for spare air canisters, but either they were locked up in one of the safes or they were buried under debris. I’d have to use whatever air I had left to make it back to the mainland. For that, I would need Dr. Donne’s boat. 

			Knowing the clock was against me, I made my way up the stairwell and into the destroyed cafeteria. Drifts of Ash spiraled toward me but collapsed in disappointment when I offered no sustenance. Across the compound, at the eastern end of the pier, I spotted the boathouse. I shot the padlock off the door, then opened it to reveal two motorboats and a jet ski, as well as several cans of gasoline. I knew gas went bad after a couple of years, but hopefully this stuff was still within its expiration date.

			It took me twenty-five minutes to haul out a motorboat, push it to the water, and fill the outboard motor with gas. I tugged on the starter, but nothing happened. Sweat beaded on my forehead. My vision began to blur around the edges. Whether it was from exhaustion or a lack of oxygen, I didn’t know. And since my wrist tablet was fried, I had no way to check my remaining air supply. I pulled on the starter again—one, two, three, four—and it finally kicked on. 

			I laughed in relief, but the sound died in my throat. There was nothing to move through my vocal cords. I tried to take a deep breath, but my lungs cramped in response. There was no air in my helmet. Had any of the alarm systems on my suit still worked, I’m sure they all would have been playing a four-alarm concert. 

			I sat down in the boat, fumbling for the air canister in my backpack. My two hands became four. Double-vision, a sure sign of oxygen deprivation. But I’d had at least two hours left in my reserve, I knew it. I was finally able to get hold of the canister and pull it free. The metal cylinder was fine, but a shard of metal shrapnel was imbedded in the rubber hose connecting it to my helmet. 

			

			I pulled the shard free. It was smaller than a dime, some piece of table or lab equipment that had been shattered by the missile strike, but one end of it was sharp as a scalpel. I could hear the last of the air in my reserve canister leaking out. Fuck. I had maybe three minutes until I asphyxiated.

			It didn’t take long to run through my options. I could die here in the boat, in which case the pilot of the attack drone could easily find and destroy my corpse when they came back. I could hide the field disruptor chip somewhere on the island, but there was no way to guarantee it would ever be found. I could start driving the boat toward Santa Barbara and hope a friendly person chanced upon my body. But even if that happened, would they know what to do with the glowing chip in my chest pocket? Would The Caduceus know how to make more?

			I’d had several brushes with death in the last week, but it seemed my luck had finally run out. And this time, I didn’t have a way to say goodbye to Claire and the boys. I was alone, on an empty island, without even a pen to write my epitaph. As far as anyone would know, I’d died the moment my Chrysalis pod had sunk. Burial at sea.

			Then my oxygen-deprived brain offered up a fourth option: I could use the field disruptor chip. Dr. Donne had said it was intended to be powered by the body’s electrical system. Did she test it on humans? Or at least animals? I didn’t remember seeing any lab rats in the underground bunker. My lungs were burning from the lack of air. At this point, what do you have to lose? 

			Hands shaking, I pulled the injection gun from my backpack. I loaded the glass vial from my pocket, trying to recall Dr. Donne’s movements. Then came the moment I’d been dreading: removing my helmet. A black fog was already appearing at the corners of my vision. Either I breathed now, or I never breathed again. I tried to inhale, but there was nothing left in my suit to take in. 

			Fuck it. 

			I unlocked the helmet, tossed it to the floor of the boat, and injected the chip into the base of my neck.

			Pain. It felt like a sparkler lighting up inside my vertebra. Then a cool tingling sensation spread down my spine and through my limbs. Pins and needles. I realized my eyes were closed and I was still holding my breath. Did it work? The one she showed me in the lab had repelled the Ash immediately. 

			I cracked one eye. A light layer of Ash had settled on my arm, but as I watched it began to vibrate and shuffle down my suit. I was reminded of the way iron filings collected at the end of a magnet. The Ash continued sloughing off my body. The gray motes collected in the bottom of the boat and recoiled to the sides, until I had roughly a twelve-foot-wide circle around me. What had Dr. Donne said? The more power a chip receives, the larger the displacement field. My body’s EM charge appeared to be strong enough to protect three or four people, provided they stayed close to me.  

			I would have laughed in delight, but my lungs were screaming for oxygen. Doing another visual scan to make sure my suit was clean, I finally allowed myself to take my first outside breath in over two years. Oddly, it smelled like raspberries. But it was air—nourishing, earthly air, not compressed or recycled or run through a HEPA filter. 

			Actual air.

			I took a few more breaths, waiting for the Ash to enter my body. Waiting for the pain to begin, for the veins under my skin to turn black. A minute passed. Then two. When it looked like the chip might actually be working, I slowly stepped on to the wooden pier. The Ash retreated as if an invisible bubble surrounded me. Even the gray motes floating through the air above me recoiled.

			Now I did laugh, dancing up and down the pier like a klutzy Gene Kelley in a hazmat suit. My moves were poor and my rhythm was worse, but no matter where I stepped, the Ash got out of my way like the perfect dance partner. I spun around, my arms held wide. The machines that had killed a billion people and trapped humanity inside for two years were terrified of me. Dr. Donne’s invention worked.

			I was immune.

		

	
		

		
			Part III

			THE OBSERVATORY

			The field disruptor works. But I am only its creator. Whoever takes charge of the device’s mass production and distribution will face a difficult choice. Will they use it for profit? Or will they sacrifice their own interests for the greater good? 

			— from the private journal of Dr. Eloise Dunne

		

	
		

		
			028 - Clean-Up Time

			26 months, 13 days, 16 hours, 44 minutes
since Ash Outbreak

		

		
			The shower felt incredible. 

			The last time I’d properly bathed was Friday, the morning before I’d suited up for my trip to Triton Tower. Two days’ worth of fear, sweat, adrenaline, and piss had built up on my skin since then, creating a bouquet that could be generously described as “breathtakingly rank.” But now, under a stream of near-scalding water, I was finally able to get clean. 

			I was in an efficiency apartment made from a converted shipping container, just south of the UCLA campus. When the university had transitioned to online classes after the outbreak, much of the school housing hadn’t met the standards required to keep Ash out. So the state had commissioned dozens of efficiency units to be built as “temporary housing” near campus. After it became clear the “temporary” aspect was not going away, many of the students had returned home to their families. As a result, nearly all of the school’s effi-shitties now stood empty. It had been easy for Claire to rent me one.

			Contacting Claire, however, had been a bit more difficult. After I’d sufficiently dance-tested my immunity to the Ash, I took the motorboat back to the mainland. I reached the outskirts of Santa Barbara about two hours later, and walked through the deserted downtown in search of an emergency phone stand. (Naturally, I’d put my hazmat suit helmet back on by this point in case anyone saw me. No sense in outing Dr. Donne’s discovery to the world just yet.) 

			I finally located an EP stand on the corner of West Mason and Castillo, right in front of Pershing Park. Like the emergency phones you used to see on the sides of freeways before the outbreak, these landlines had been installed in case anyone ran into trouble outside. Thankfully, this one was still operational.

			

			First I called Claire’s cell phone. She picked up right away, telling me that she, the boys, and Kevin were fine. A couple of the neighbors had called to inquire what happened, but she sent them straight to voicemail. I guess I should be flattered that they still cared about me.

			“Are you okay, Kai?” There was real concern in her voice. “You sound terrible.”

			“Rough night. Listen, I need another favor.” I asked her to rent me a half dozen efficiency units all over Los Angeles, so if anyone was tracking her credit card activity, they wouldn’t know which one I was actually using.

			She agreed, but not without objections. “I thought you said this was nearly over. That you were gonna get us out of here.”

			“It is,” I told her. “And I am. There’s just a few more loose ends I need to wrap up. Until then, do not leave that panic room. Promise me?”

			She sighed, but agreed. I called good-bye to the boys, promising to bring them In N’ Out burgers once I was done with my work. Then I hung up and called Detective Vaill. Not recognizing the EP number, she didn’t pick up. I was forced to call her six more times before she finally answered.

			“Good lord,” she said once I gave her a quick rundown of what had happened on Santa Rosa. “Where are you now?” 

			“Santa Barbara. You may want to dispatch a few LAPD drones to see if there’s anything left at the crime scene. At the very least, you might be able to identify the drone. I wouldn’t be surprised if it’s traceable to someone at Triton.”

			“I’ll send a unit right now. Shame about Dr. Donne, though. Getting ahold of her research would have been invaluable.”

			I decided this was not the time or place to let her know that I had injected some of that research into the base of my neck. “It was more than research; it was a cure. A way to make people immune to Ash. Whoever sent that drone has now killed at least three people to stop the cure from getting out. It also proves that Gordon Pruitt wasn’t the sole mastermind. He must have been working for someone.”

			“And let me guess: you have an idea of who that might be.” 

			“An idea, yeah. Proof, no. But don’t worry, I’ll have a name for you at tonight’s grand opening.”

			It was fun to hear her voice go up an octave. “No way, Braddock. No, no, no. There is strict security in place tonight. VIPs only.”

			“And I’m not on the list? I’m sure a big wheel like you gets a few plus-ones.”

			She huffed. “Absolutely not. In fact, the DA wants you on the ‘Do Not Admit’ list. This event is the city’s biggest PR opp in two years; they don’t want anyone there who might…”

			“Point out the truth? Okay. I’ll find a way to get in without you getting your hands dirty. But I’m not cutting you in on the movie rights when this is all wrapped up.”

			My bravado faded as soon as I hung up. Without Vaill putting me on the guest list, it was going to be much more difficult to find a way into Griffith Observatory. But one thing at a time. First, I needed to get back to Los Angeles.

			I dialed information for the Chrysalis transport hotline. Using poor Kevin’s access codes, I booked another pod for pickup. The sales rep helpfully informed me that my last pod had not yet been returned. The replacement cost they quoted was fairly shocking, but hopefully Kevin’s insurance covered ocean salvage operations. I confirmed the transaction and settled down to wait.

			Forty-five minutes later, I was on my way back home. I used the pod’s internal computer to video call Jazz Morales. When she picked up, my expression told her exactly what had happened. 

			“You found her, didn’t you.” The tone of her voice indicated she knew her co-worker was dead, but she still wanted me to confirm it.

			“I’m sorry, Jazz. Most of the lab was destroyed by a military drone, but I was able to rescue some of her research. What she was working on, it succeeded. She found a way to stop the Ash.”

			Jazz nodded as tears filled her eyes. “I knew she’d figure it out. I knew it.”

			“She was a hero,” I agreed. “Once I wrap up this case, the whole world’s gonna know it.”

			“Thank you, Mr. Braddock.” She exhaled, a week’s worth of worry and doubt leaving her body. Grief would take its place, but at least now she knew the truth. “If you send me an invoice, I’ll wire the balance of your fee.”

			“Don’t worry about that just yet,” I said. “If I’m still alive tomorrow morning, then we can worry about settling accounts. For now, I’d like to send you Dr. Donne’s laptop. See if you can make any sense of it. Is that okay?”

			She nodded, brushing the tears from her eyes. “I want to finish what she started. Keep the work going.”

			“Good. I’ll send a delivery drone once I’m back in LA.”

			I disconnected the call. Even though one aspect of this case was complete, I still needed to determine who was responsible. During the ninety minutes and change it took for the Chrysalis transport to drive back to Los Angeles, I had a lot of time to think.

			The smart move would be lay low in some effi-shitty, then reveal everything to the press tomorrow. Let the cops figure out who was responsible. But that would make my family into a target, and the billionaires I was up against had more than enough money to discredit me. Plus, if history was any indicator, the quote-unquote “authorities” would probably just cover it up like always. 

			If I could wrangle a confession out of the guilty party, however, then no one would question my evidence. Everyone I needed to interview would be at the Triton Tunnels grand opening tonight—along with every journalist in Los Angeles. Arresting a murderer live on camera made for much more compelling television than some ho-hum ribbon-cutting.

			Plus, if I was being honest, I really wanted to wreck the rich folks’ stupid celebration.

			I peered out of the porthole of my Chrysalis to take in the passing scenery. The wildflowers were in bloom, making the hills glow an enticing gold. Even if I could determine who had killed Dr. Donne, would they receive justice? And would it change anything if they did? Probably not. Most likely, some other corrupt entity would simply slide into their place. Forget it Kai, it’s Ash Land. 

			No, I decided a moment later. Maybe that will happen, but there’s always a chance that it won’t. If there was even a small possibility that my boys could go back outside, that I could see them run through a field of wildflowers without air suits on, then I had to try. I didn’t want them to spend the rest of their lives inside.

			So I thought. I thought about all the people I’d encountered in the last week. I thought about who would benefit from Dr. Donne’s cure, and who stood to lose. I thought about who I trusted (which didn’t take long), and who I didn’t (which took a lot longer). I made a couple more video calls using the Chrysalis pod’s tablet. And by the time the transport exited the 405 for UCLA, I had a plan. It was dangerous, but it would give me the answers I needed. 

			One way or another.

			The efficiency unit Claire had rented for me came equipped with wi-fi and a cheap laptop. But before I could even think of anything else, I needed to take a shower. I shucked off my smelly, broken hazmat suit and threw my pee-stained clothes in the trash. Stepping under the stream of warm water was a near-religious experience. For nearly ten minutes, it was just me, a bar of soap, and my fingers scrubbing dead flesh from my body. There was a small lump in the base of my neck where I’d implanted Dr. Donne’s field amplifier chip. The area was a bit tender to the touch, but the chip was deep enough that water didn’t seem to disturb it. I had a few bits of metal inside me already; pins and plates from when I’d broken my elbow as a kid; but this was my first piece of proprietary technology. I wondered if Triton would make me give it back when all this was finished.

			Two rounds of scrubbing later, I stepped out of the shower and gave myself a proper shave. The unkempt stubble that had darkened my jaw for most of the last two years swirled down the drain. The long face staring back at me in the mirror looked unfamiliar but determined. Whatever happens tonight, I told myself, I’m ready.

			I wrapped a towel around my waist and crossed the shipping container. A blinking message on the display next to the air lock informed me a delivery had been made while I was communing with God in the shower. I decontaminated and purged the interior of the air lock, then opened the door to reveal two brand-new suits—one hazmat, one formal—from Hugo Boss. I’d placed a rush order on my way down from Santa Barbara. The purchase was a bit of an extravagance, but between Jazz Morales and Walter Wrigley, I hoped my expenses invoice would cover it.

			While I got dressed, I watched the press coverage of the Triton Tunnels opening on the laptop. The ribbon-cutting was taking place at Griffith Observatory, which had been encased in a plastic dome as part of the Habitrail. Apparently twenty-three miles of the tunnel network had already been completed, running from downtown Los Angeles to Sunset Boulevard. The clear plastic tubes were bulletproof, ADA accessible, and suspended three to five stories off the ground to discourage graffiti. The routes wound through only the most picturesque (and affluent) neighborhoods. Expansions had already been approved to Glendale, Pasadena, and Santa Monica. Dozens of businesses were paying top dollar to be directly connected to the Tunnels. The reporter gushed that people would once more be able gather at clubs, restaurants, and concert venues. It would be just like it was before the outbreak. All they had to do was pay for a Tunnel ticket. 

			“Take a quaran-cation in your own city,” the reporter said brightly, a remark clearly scripted by a marketing team. I had to hand it to the Wrigleys—this project was a cash cow on top of another cash cow.

			The news footage switched to celebrities and powerful business people arriving at Griffith Observatory’s red carpet. It was a bit jarring to see so many unsuited folks gathered in one place. Most of us hadn’t been around people outside of our homes since the xenobot outbreak. The newscaster estimated that around five hundred of the city’s best and brightest, as well as several politicians, would be at the Observatory tonight. They had been brought to the event via a fleet of complimentary Triton Transports. A discount code appeared onscreen to give us, the unwashed masses, twenty percent off our first coffin ride. Another clever bit of double advertising on Wrigley’s part—come for the Tunnels, leave with a Transport coupon.  

			Unable to take any more, I shut off the news coverage. According to my new hazmat suit’s wrist tablet, the official ceremony started in two hours. Time to get a move on. I broke open the effi-shitty’s laptop, finding a processor chip that was roughly the same size as the one in my neck. I tucked it into the upper pocket of my new hazmat suit, hoping I wouldn’t have to use it.

			Stepping into the protective gear was like donning a second skin. I knew Triton had partnered with some high-end fashion designers to create a “black tie” version of hazmat suits, but I’d never worn one before. Not only did it feel comfortable, but there was a heads-up display inside the helmet and automatic sealing bands in case of a suit breach. I felt like a sci-fi James Bond. I strapped my Glock to my right thigh, double-checked that my new backpack included three reserve air canisters, and wolfed down a couple of the protein bars I’d brought from Dr. Donne’s stash. They tasted of lightly flavored wood pulp, but I needed the calories. If got through this night alive, I planned on ordering one of every pizza from Triple Beam.

			I connected the air hose to my new helmet and locked it into place. Then I exited the efficiency apartment just as another delivery drone arrived. Alana’s face was plastered on the monitor. She’d done such a good job getting the Triton hard drive to Ian, I’d paid extra to hire her again. I placed Dr. Donne’s laptop in the drone’s lockbox. Alana gave me a little salute from the drone’s video screen, then sent her UAV soaring into the afternoon sky. Hopefully Jazz would be able to recover Dr. Donne’s research from the battered laptop.

			Once the drone was out of sight, I stepped into the Chrysalis transport I’d requested before I got in the shower. Inside the pod, I typed in my destination address: the Hollywood and Western Metro station. The drive took twenty minutes, most of which I spent mulling over my list of suspects.

			The Chrysalis transport reached the Hollywood/Western Metro station just after 6 pm. I saw a line of transport vehicles heading up Western Avenue toward the Griffith Observatory. A brand-new Tunnel ran overhead and then cut northeast through the park, leaving from the enclosed hub that had been built around the Metro station. Two cops in hazmat suits were stationed by the entrance. Vaill hadn’t been lying—the LAPD was taking no chances with security. 

			I had the transport drop me off behind an abandoned drug store down the block. I exited the Chrysalis pod, leaving a tip that would be billed to Kevin’s account. As soon as I exited, two Scrappers in patchwork hazmat suits stepped out of an alcove. They’d been waiting for me, right in the spot I’d suggested in my email to Sharmila. One had bright orange hair and no eyebrows, while the other sported a deep scar down his left cheek. Both of them were built like bouncers and held M5 assault rifles. 

			“Where’s your boss?” I asked them. 

			“Hand over your weapon” was all they said. I grudgingly passed them my Glock, then allowed them to guide me into the abandoned drug store. Scavengers had long ago emptied the white shelves. Now they resembled the ribs of some long-dead Lovecraftian creature. Ash coated the windows, making the daylight from the street thin and gray. The Scrappers nudged me toward the front of the store, where a round air lock door had been installed in the gap between two shelves. Before it stood a dusty plastic chair. The orange-haired minder pushed me down into it. 

			“So now what?” I asked him. “Please don’t say you wanna pitch me a movie idea.”

			“Wait,” he replied. 

			I spent the next ten minutes reading the drug store’s Ash-streaked advertisements from the before times. Face cream. Deodorant. Teeth whiteners. The props of an overstuffed, superficial, “Golden” Age of America. None of them focused on the elements we had really needed to survive. The Ash didn’t destroy civilization, I realized. We’d already done that ourselves. Bit by bit, building the pyre that would burn down the world. The Ash simply set it ablaze. Now here we are, sifting through the charred remains of a spoiled society.

			A whoosh from the air lock before me knocked me free of my thought spiral. The decontaminants inside the passage were expelled, and the heavy door swung open. Sharmila climbed out, wearing a hazmat suit by Dior. Her makeup and hair were as elegant as always, but I detected a frazzled energy around her eyes. Something had finally cracked her calm exterior.

			The two Scrappers inclined their heads as she approached. She brushed the gesture away with a flick of her fingers. “Mr. Braddock,” she said as she drew near. I noticed it wasn’t “Detective” anymore. “I’m afraid I don’t have a lot of time. I’m expected back at the ceremony. Your message said you wish to attend the Tunnels’ opening ceremony. Does that mean you found Dr. Donne?”

			I nodded. “But we were attacked by the same people who tried to kill me. With a military drone. Dr. Donne didn’t survive.”

			Sharmila shrugged off that information like I was discussing an insect. “What about her work? Were you able to recover it?”

			“We were attacked,” I repeated. “Her lab was blown to pieces, along with all her research. I barely made it out myself.” Not a lie, I said internally.

			She thinned her lips. “So you came back with nothing?”

			“I came back with my life. It means something to me. And if you get me into the ceremony, I can figure out who tried to end it.”

			“Yes, I’m aware of how much you value yourself over everyone else.” She turned away, brushing Ash off an empty shelf. “I was hoping you might see beyond that in this case. But I suppose tigers can’t change their stripes.” She turned back, giving a resigned sigh. “Thankfully, I have a backup plan.”

			She nodded to the Scrappers. The two men grabbed me from behind. I struggled, but they had about two hundred pounds and some serious experience on me.

			“What the hell?” I shouted. “I thought we were working together!”

			“Everyone works for themselves,” she replied. “Only a great tragedy or a great hope can convince people to strive for the collective good. And since you couldn’t provide the hope, it falls to me to provide the tragedy.”

			A different kind of fear ran through me. “What tragedy? What are you talking about?” 

			She tapped her wrist tablet, scrolling through a list of contacts and typing out a text message. I strained to see what she was writing. “The Wrigleys are taking the world in the wrong direction. These ridiculous Tunnels, their for-profit products…if they and their supporters are allowed to have their way, humanity will become used to this way of life. We’ll be stuck inside forever. So I intend to prove how dangerous complacency can be.” 

			She pressed send on her text message. The wrist tablets of the Scrapper guards both chimed as they received it. If Sharmila had sent her message to all her followers… 

			“You’re gonna do something to the Tunnels,” I realized. “You said they were built by Scrappers; did you rig them to collapse somehow?” Her head tilt was all the proof I needed. “Jesus. You’re gonna kill five hundred people? You think that will make everyone band together and find a cure for the Ash? That’s insane.”

			“First of all, those aren’t ‘people’ up there. They’re one-percenters. Politicians. Celebrities. Business CEOs. Elites who had the power to save humanity and instead chose to maximize profits.” Her eyes burned with righteous fury. “So yes, I will gladly sacrifice them. You should read more history, Mr. Braddock. After the Japanese bombed Pearl Harbor, America went from having almost no military to spitting out half a million bombers in six months. Within four years of the attack, they invented the atom bomb.” 

			She gestured to the world outside the windows. “We have been living in a world of Ash for half that time, and what have we invented? Sex toys and green screen movies.” She turned back to me, pity in her eyes. “Clearly the outbreak wasn’t enough to motivate people. They need a Pearl Harbor.”  

			I hadn’t built this into my plans, because I’d had no idea Sharmila was capable of something so evil. “What about the other people up there? The non-elites? Security guards, caterers, cops…” Detective Vaill’s face flashed through my mind. “You’re gonna kill them, too?”

			For a moment, the fury in her eyes dimmed. “An unfortunate trade-off. But it’s better than the three hundred thousand civilians who were killed at Hiroshima and Nagasaki. The people who die today will be remembered. Their names will be carved into a monument commemorating the moment humanity came back from the brink. Your name, unfortunately, won’t be among them.” She managed to appear almost sympathetic. “You’ll just be another casualty of the Ash. A detective who committed suicide when he couldn’t solve his case.”

			She gave another nod to the Scrappers and walked toward the air lock. As she opened it, Scarface yanked the air hose from my canister. Agent Orange unlocked my helmet and roughly pulled it off my head. Scarface pushed the chair I was on backward. The two of them followed Sharmila down into the air lock, taking my gun and my helmet with them. I tried shouting after them, but my words became a choking gurgle. They pulled the door shut, not even bothering to watch my demise.

			My head dropped backward, and I lay still.

		

	
		

		
			029 - Playing Possum

			26 months, 13 days, 18 hours, 35 minutes
since Ash Outbreak

		

		
			I waited for several minutes, holding my breath as much as possible. When it was clear that Sharmila and her goons weren’t returning, I opened my eyes and sat up. A ring of Ash had collected around me, but it was held back by the field disruptor in the base of my neck. Apparently my Oscar-worthy performance had worked. 

			I got to my feet and pulled open the air lock door. A small room lay below, with another floor hatch. It was empty, so I pulled the door closed, climbed down, and purged the contaminants. When I opened the hatch, I found a ladder leading downward to a sealed underground passageway. I climbed down and walked for about fifty yards, coming to another ladder. After climbing the rungs, I reached a sealed hatch in the ceiling. This I pushed open, finding myself inside the Habitrail, about two stories off the ground. The ladder had been hidden inside a support column, beneath a panel marked ‘Emergency Exit.’ 

			To the south, an empty escalator led down to the Metro station air lock, while the Tunnel stretched northward toward the Observatory. Though the sun hadn’t set yet, the lights inside the Observatory dome were clearly visible. I checked my wrist tablet: 6:38 pm. I had twenty-two minutes until the grand opening began, and Sharmila put her plan into motion. 

			I began to jog up the length of the clear tube, feeling like a gerbil in a spacesuit. I had to hand it to the Wrigleys: the Habitrail was quite nice. The sleek design and see-through walls made me feel like I was on board the starship Enterprise. And because the walkway was suspended off the ground, the views of the city were framed by treetops instead of boarded-up storefronts. The walkways also had a gentler incline than if they followed the natural, hilly contours of Griffith Park. 

			The Tunnel itself was thirty feet across, wide enough for eight people to walk abreast. There were benches set into the curved plastic walls every fifty feet or so. Video advertisements for Triton products and other anti-Ash equipment played from screens at regular intervals. The space was one giant propaganda tool to keep everyone inside. 

			Patience, I told myself. With Dr. Donne’s chip, people won’t have to settle for being confined to a well-designed cage. Once I share her invention with the world, everyone will be able to go outside again. All I gotta do is survive the next couple of hours. 

			But to do that, I needed to know who was trying to kill me. My list of suspects was now narrowed to two. Once I had a little face time with each of them, I knew I’d discover the guilty party. The cold entitlement of their crimes made me run faster. I was sweating through my new Hugo Boss suit, but I didn’t care. I needed to reach the Observatory. I needed to stop Sharmila. I needed to get justice for Tevin, for Dr. Donne, and for Rachel Harring. I needed my family to have a normal life again. 

			But even driven by rage, it took me twenty minutes to reach the Observatory dome. I was breathing hard and my limbs were sore from the extra weight of the hazmat suit. A clear air lock separated my tunnel from the dome proper. Beyond it I could see crowds of people milling around. None of them were in protective gear. I pressed the button to open the air lock. No response. There must be some kind of override code, but I had no idea what it was. Had I come all this way only to watch while Sharmila killed five hundred people? 

			I pounded on the doors. I shouted. I waved my arms. Two uniformed police officers stood nearby. I assumed they’d been assigned to guard this entrance, but they were currently eating appetizers and watching the stage. I couldn’t see who was speaking from this distance, but since most of the crowd were facing in that direction, I guessed it was some celebrity on emcee detail. 

			I considered shooting my way into the dome, until I remembered the Scrappers had taken my gun. Instead, I took a few running steps and kicked the air lock door. After a few repeats of that, I finally caught the attention of one officer. He dropped his plate of bacon-wrapped scallops and came running to the air lock, drawing his sidearm. His buddy joined him. They were young, maybe a year out of the academy, brought on as backup protection so the senior officers could eyeball the more important VIPs.

			Once they were close to the other side of the air lock, I made the “door opening” gesture and pointed to the button. They looked at each other, unsure, so I kicked the door again and made my gestures more emphatic. “Open. The. Door,” I clearly enunciated, pointing at the air lock for emphasis.

			After a whispered discussion, one of them holstered his sidearm and entered a code into the air lock keypad. The other officer spoke into his shoulder-mounted radio. Once the door on my side of the tunnel was fully open, I stepped inside. The officer hit the button again, sealing me in and purging the contaminants. I stepped toward the door, but it didn’t open. 

			“What’s the problem?” I asked, shouting to be heard through the thick barrier. I slammed my gloved palm against the clear door for emphasis. “Hey! I need to get in there.”

			“We can’t do that without approval, sir,” said the taller of the two officers. He’d grown a wispy blond mustache to make him appear older than he was. It wasn’t working. “Just sit tight until our superior gets here, please.”

			“I don’t have time to ‘sit tight,’ Junior,” I told him. “There is a murderer in there with you, and I’m here to apprehend them.”

			The officers looked at each other. “We don’t know about any of that,” said the other one, a muscular man with a bald head and a strong jawline. “We were just assigned to watch the western air lock.”

			“And you were doing a bang-up job,” I said sarcastically. “I’ll be sure to detail how many scallops I saw you pounding in the Internal Affairs report.”

			That made them nervous, but not nervous enough to open the door. Two more excruciating minutes passed before I saw an elegant middle-aged woman in an ankle-length gray cocktail dress approach us. As she drew closer, I was shocked to realize it was Detective Vaill. Her normally limp bob had been pinned back in some complicated fashion, and she was wearing actual makeup. I began to clap.

			“Very impressive, detective. If you’re not careful, the Captain’ll make you dress like this all the time.”

			She folded her arms. “I told you stay away, Braddock. Now I gotta have these two arrest your dumb ass for trespassing, reckless endangerment, and anything else we can cook up.”

			Sadly, I didn’t have time to craft a witty comeback. “Wrigley’s assistant wants to collapse the Observatory dome and kill everyone inside.”

			I waited impatiently for her to register that. “The dark-haired girl with the glasses?” Vaill asked dubiously. “She doesn’t seem like the mass-murdering type.”

			“Yeah, well, she’s got a gripe with the one percent. It’s also why she became the leader of the Scrappers.” Now she was openly gaping at me. “Don’t take my word for it. You can search the Grand Park Metro station and find one of their underground villages when this is over. But for now, we need to stop her from killing everyone here. I might not like these rich assholes, but my kids don’t need to see any more corpses on the news. They’re traumatized enough.”

			Vaill gestured for the officer to open the air lock. Relieved, I stepped through. “Where are the guests’ air suits?” I asked her. 

			“By the eastern entrance,” she replied, pointing toward a large kiosk on the other side of the dome. “But if we send five hundred people running for their PPE, it’ll cause a panic.”

			“It’ll also alert Sharmila, and she’ll blow the dome. Which means we have to find her without arousing suspicion. Do you know where she is?” I asked.

			“Somewhere in the crowd, I imagine. Wrigley’s getting his introduction from the mayor right now.” She jerked her head toward the stage. The platform had been erected in front of the Astronomer’s Monument, a forty-foot-high concrete obelisk featuring relief sculptures of six historically important stargazers. The Observatory itself, with its three signature domes and white stone exterior, served as backdrop. While the mayor gas-bagged at the podium, Wrigley, Liana, and Lance sat behind him, listening politely. There was no sign of Sharmila on stage or nearby.

			“We’ll have to split up to find her,” I said, then turned to the young officers. “You two, stay here and make sure she doesn’t get past us. Vaill, you search the far side of the crowd and I’ll take this one. We’ll meet up at the stage.”

			The cops looked to her for confirmation. “You heard him,” she said. “Inform the other officers that Mr. Braddock is working with us. And tell them to be ready to employ Evacuation Plan B.”  

			They nodded and scurried off to their tasks. I touched the detective on the arm. “Mind if I borrow your backup piece? Sharmila’s thugs stole mine.” 

			She sighed, pulling a Walther PD380 from an ankle holster and handing it over. “No lone wolf shit,” she told me as I chambered a round. “You find her, you call for backup. Who knows how many Scrappers she’s got in here?”

			I nodded and began to make my way around the edge of the crowd, making sure to hold the pistol at my side. The energy vibrating off people was intense. It made sense; this was the largest gathering any of us had attended in two years. There were a lot of smiles, excessive touching, and overly loud laughter. On the western side of the dome, a line of tables overflowed with appetizers. My stomach rumbled at the sight of sushi rolls and shrimp skewers. I’d only eaten protein bars since my breakfast with Dr. Donne ten hours ago, but I forced my eyes to swivel back toward the crowd. Many of the faces were recognizable—movie stars, local politicians, pro athletes—but I didn’t spot Sharmila among them. As I moved closer to the stage, a familiar voice stopped me.

			“Look who it is! I knew this event was a who’s who, but I didn’t know that included criminals.”

			I turned to see Stavros Pantazis standing behind me. He wore a tailored Armani tuxedo and his facial hair had been trimmed, but he still looked like a bloated piece of shit with eyes. A big plate of fried food was clutched in his pudgy fingers. Beside him stood a stunning redhead in a sparkly green dress with a neckline that went to her navel. There were makeup-covered bruises on her arms that looked quite a bit like hand prints. Isabel. Her gaze was unfocused and glassy. Drugged again, most likely.

			“You believe this, Candy girl?” Pantazis said, popping a fried shrimp into his mouth and tugging her toward him. “Good money I paid to be here, and they’re letting in liars and vandalizers.”

			“Don’t worry, I’m not here for you,” I told him, moving my eyes back to the crowd. “And the correct term is ‘vandals.’”

			“Ooh, la la. Mr. Grammar over here.” The fat man stepped so close, I could smell the seafood on his breath. “You tried to fuck me, Braddock. So now I’m gonna make it my personal mission to fuck you. I have money, I have friends downtown, and I have a whole lot of free time.”

			“Oh, is that why you’re here tonight? Not enough excitement in your homegrown whorehouse?”

			His face went blotchy and he backed off. “At least I still have a home. I hear yours got ventilated. When you find out who did it, let me know. I’d like to send ‘em a thank-you basket.”

			My hand acted on its own, swinging the Walther into his groin. Pantazis doubled over. His appetizers spilled as he grabbed his crotch. Several people turned to look. I whacked the piece of shit on the back several times.

			“Shrimp went down the wrong pipe,” I told the nearby elites. Then I bent over Pantazis, whispering, “You threaten me or your quote-unquote ‘roommates’ again, and I’ll pay you another visit. And next time, I’ll break a lot more than your front gate.”

			His only response was a pained groan. I patted him on the shoulder, then stood and locked eyes with Isabel. Something about the violence I’d committed had swept away the drugged-out fog surrounding her brain. She opened her mouth to speak, then changed her mind and cast her eyes back down to the floor.

			I jerked my head toward the western exit. “If I were you, Isabel, I’d hop in one of those transports while you still can. Get free of this asshole.” 

			She nodded and hurried off. I continued moving toward the stage with a spring in my step. Sucker-punching Pantazis might not be justice, but it had felt damn good.

			Ahead of me, the mayor finally stopped his puffery and ceded the mic to Walter Wrigley. The old man took the podium to enthusiastic applause. Our Dystopian Santa acknowledged a few people in the crowd, then waved his hands to quiet everyone down.

			“Thank you,” he said, his voice measured and reassuring. “You know, when I was a farm boy back in Pennsylvania, I used to lay on the roof of my barn at night. Mostly ‘cause I had to share a bedroom with three brothers, and they ate a lot of beans.” Polite chuckles from the crowd. “But I also loved looking up at the stars. That night sky, it reminded me how big the universe was, and how small I was in it. That’s one of the reasons I wanted to open the Triton Tunnels here, at the world-famous Griffith Observatory.” He smiled as the audience clapped. I cast my eyes over the crowd. Still no Sharmila. 

			Wrigley continued, “Now, I know the Ash seems to have made our world a whole lot smaller.” Many people nodded at this, each one remembering what they’d lost during the outbreak. “But folks, I’m here tonight to prove to humanity is not done yet. I’m here to prove that we can take our world back. That after two long years inside, we can go out again.” The audience began to whoop. “We can rejoin our community. Go on walks. Eat out. From the safety of our Triton Tunnels, we can once more gaze up at the stars!”

			Huge cheers. I was impressed. Wrigley had taken a glorified prison cell and rebranded it as a ticket to freedom. Like the best politicians, he was holding out a shit sandwich and calling it a moon pie. But he was so charming and sincere, it actually worked. For a moment, he even had me convinced. Then I reminded myself that someone at his company had killed at least three people to protect these glorified hamster mazes. Los Angeles deserved a better hero.

			And then I spotted Sharmila. She was standing behind the Astronomer’s Monument, half hidden behind the sculpture of Galileo. She stared up at Wrigley’s back with an expression of pure hatred on her face. In her hand was a computer tablet.

			I was at least thirty feet away from her, with the stage and several dozen celebrities in between us. I gave a nod to the two officers guarding the stage, then made my way around to the back edge of the platform, not taking my eyes off Sharmila. Wrigley began to expound on the various features of the Tunnels. A few more feet, and I’d have a clear shot at the tablet. My hand lifted the Walther—

			And a muscular figure jumped down from the back of the stage, blocking my way. His smile was professionally whitened. His hair, perfectly coiffed. He was the last person I wanted to see at the moment. 

			“Hey there, Braddock,” Lance Wrigley whispered, his brilliant blue eyes dropping to the pistol in my hand. “What’s got your panties in a wad?”

			“Outta the way, Lance. I’ll deal with you in a second.”

			“You’ll deal with me?” He grabbed my right wrist. His fingers were as strong as an iron manacle as he bent the joint backward. “And how are you gonna do that, I wonder? Not with this pea shooter.”

			In spite of the pain, I kept hold of the PD380. “God damn it, Lance, I’m trying to help you. Sharmila wants to destroy the Tunnels. She’s gonna kill everyone.”

			He gave a soft laugh at that. “Dad’s assistant? She’s been with us since the before times. We took her family in. You’re an idiot to think I’d fall for that.”

			He wrenched my wrist back farther. A spike of pain shot up my arm. I thought about punching him in the throat, but causing a scene would alert Sharmila to my presence. I had to convince him. “I’m serious, Lance. She’s working with the Scrappers. She had them sabotage the dome during its construction. She’s gonna blow it any second.” 

			He eased back a bit on my wrist. “How the fuck do you know all this?”

			“It came up when I was looking for Dr. Donne. Who I found, no thanks to you.”

			Now he looked genuinely perplexed. “What are you talking about? Which doctor?”

			I couldn’t help rolling my eyes in exasperation. “I recovered the camera feeds you erased. I know you gave Gordon Pruitt the gun that killed Tevin, and I know you got rid of it in the incinerator. And I’m pretty sure you were behind the drone that killed Dr. Donne and Rachel Harring, too.”

			His expression went from confusion to fear. But at least he finally released my wrist. “You saw the security footage?”

			I shook out my hand. “Yeah, and I’m not the only one. So snapping my neck ain’t gonna save your dumb ass. Now stand aside.” 

			He did, his body drooping. The fight faded from his eyes. “All I did was put the gun in the locker. I didn’t know about a doctor or—who was the other one?” 

			“Rachel,” I said, drawing a bead on Sharmila. Her eyes were still focused on the stage and her tablet was in hand. “Don’t worry, when this is over, you can explain all the details to the police. I’m sure it won’t be too hard for them to put together.”

			I was about to squeeze the trigger but Lance grabbed me by the shoulders. His eyes were frantic. “All I did was leave the gun, okay? That’s all I did!”

			A figure moved at the edge of my view. The commotion with Lance had finally caught Sharmila’s attention. Her gaze locked on to mine. Frustration twisted her face. She turned and ran toward the Observatory. 

			As she went, she pressed a button on the tablet screen.

		

	
		

		
			030 - A Crack in the Sky

			26 months, 13 days, 19 hours, 18 minutes
since Ash Outbreak

		

		
			For a moment, nothing happened. 

			Then five distinct thumps were heard from outside the dome. The ground vibrated under our feet, spilling several people to the ground. Wrigley stopped speaking and looked around in confusion. There was a great, extended groan, like the death-knell of some huge sea creature, and the plastic dome over our heads split down the middle.

			The crowd realized what it meant. They immediately began running for the closest exits. Gone was the polite, reserved poise of their social class. It had been replaced a panicked, animal need for survival. Vaill and the other officers shouted over the screams, trying to direct five hundred people toward their assigned emergency exits. It was bedlam. 

			I turned back to Sharmila, seeing that she was already at the steps of the Observatory. Not planning on becoming a martyr, then. She must have an escape route. I clambered up on stage, where only Liana remained with her father. Everyone else was bolting for the air locks. Liana tried to lead Old Man Wrigley down the steps, but he stared up at his beloved dome as if the sky itself had broken apart. Already a fine gray cloud of Ash was beginning to push its way inside. 

			“Liana!” I yelled to be heard over the chaos. Her eyes snapped to mine, the light green of her irises as arresting as always. “The Observatory. We have to run for it!”

			“Kai? How did you get here?”

			“Later,” I said, giving her shoulder a squeeze. “For now, we gotta get away from that Ash. Come on, Mr. Wrigley.”

			I helped him down the steps of the stage. We were joined by Lance, who looked like he was ready to wet his pants. Together, we all ran toward the Observatory entrance, Liana and I propping up her father. A glance back told me the crowds had congregated around the air locks, but they were still closed. Had Sharmila somehow sabotaged the exits? If so, there was no way to help all of them now. I could only hope that Vaill and her team had a plan to get everyone out.

			Up ahead, Sharmila had reached the wrought iron doors of the Observatory. When she looked back, I fired a shot in her direction. It sparked harmlessly off the door, and Sharmila ducked inside. I cursed myself for not doing more virtual target practice during the last two years.

			“Stay close to me when we go in,” I told the Wrigleys. “I’m not sure if the Observatory is sealed.”

			“I told them to,” Old Man Wrigley said. “I wanted it to be a refuge in case the Tunnels failed.”

			“Who’d you tell, Sharmila?” His faltering expression confirmed my guess. “Then we can’t trust it. She rigged this whole project to fail.”

			“Sharmila?” he repeated, even more shocked than Lance had been. “Why?”

			“She doesn’t think you helped enough people, so she’s killing more people to make it right. Classic psycho thought process.”

			Ignoring his stunned reaction, I jogged up the few steps to the Observatory entrance. The Wrigleys followed behind me. I pulled on the entryway bar, trying to ignore the screams back at the air locks. The door cracked open slightly. I couldn’t see Sharmila inside. Keeping Vaill’s Walther aimed with my right hand, I pulled the door wider, ready to slam it closed if shots rang out.

			Nothing. No movement. 

			I opened the door all the way, ducking my head in to check the corners. I was betting that Sharmila wasn’t a crack shot, but I’d underestimated her twice before. Thankfully, the lobby near the entrance was clear.

			“Okay, get in,” I told the Wrigleys. “Hurry.”

			As they hustled past me, I took another glance back at the crowds. The air was thick with Ash now, its tendrils reaching in all directions like a malevolent octopus. The cops had finally managed to get the air locks open, and were hustling people into the Tunnels. There was nothing more I could do for them, other than hope. I stepped inside the Observatory and pulled the door shut. 

			“Is it sealed?” Lance asked as I knelt to check the seams of the entryway.

			“It’s not airtight,” I told him, rising to my feet again. “But it might delay the Ash long enough for us to find a—”

			A gunshot boomed from somewhere inside the dim building. Sparks flew off the door’s metal grillwork as a bullet impacted mere inches above my head. I pulled Lance and Wrigley to the floor, taking cover behind the waist-high marble wall that encircled the lobby’s Foucault Pendulum. But Liana turned in the direction of the gunfire. 

			Two more shots rang out. The slugs ricocheted off the marble wall behind her, peppering us with chunks of stone. Liana stumbled backward, her face etched with terror. I grabbed her wrist, tugging her down beside us. 

			“Sharmila shot at me,” Liana said calmly. “She shot at me.”

			“Did you see where she is?” I asked. “Liana, focus!”

			She blinked at me, her green eyes wide with shock, then shook her head.

			“Wait here,” I told the Wrigleys, then lifted the Walther. Trying to move as quietly as possible in my hazmat suit, I slowly crawled around the curve of the marble wall. Above me, the metal wire of the pendulum silently swung in its endless loop—a testament to the scientific fact that, despite all the changes the Ash had wrought upon the planet, some things remained the same. The Earth continued its steady rotation, unconcerned that humans were no longer at the top of the food chain. 

			Colorful Hugo Ballin murals decorated the ceiling and upper walls of the Observatory lobby. Each one showed humans trying to understand the secrets of the universe. Perhaps one day, assuming we all managed to survive, there would be a mural depicting Dr. Donne.

			I reached the edge of the curved marble barrier, peering into the western room. The walls were lined with exhibits about the moon and sun, while a model of our solar system hung from the ceiling. A display table stood in the center of the room as well, but I could see no evidence of Sharmila.

			I looked down the sight of the Walther. “Sharmila?” I called. “Come on, there’s no point in drawing this out. There’s four of us against you, and we’re all armed.” A lie, but she had no way of knowing that. “Turn yourself in and you won’t have to find out how it feels to get shot.”

			No movement. No response. Maybe the rounds she’d fired were a delaying tactic so she could make a run for her escape hatch. I turned back to the Wrigleys.

			“I’m going after her,” I whispered. “Stay down and don’t move.”

			Lance was all too eager to comply, while Old Man Wrigley wrapped a protective arm around his daughter. I took a few preparatory breaths, then ran to the two marble columns that bookended the entrance to the next room. No shots rang out. I peered around the column, checking the corners to confirm what I already suspected: the room was empty. 

			Keeping my gun pointed, I moved forward in an arc, trying to give myself the earliest possible vantage point into the passageway leading from the south side of the room. I was nearly at the end of the display table when I saw her. At the far end of the corridor, Sharmila was struggling to pull on a hazmat suit. Directly behind her was a window. Tendrils of Ash pressed on the outside glass, trying to find a way in. To her left was a stairwell. 

			I aimed Vaill’s pistol at her chest. “Don’t move!”

			Sharmila did as I commanded, staying bent over her feet, her fingers still on the zipper of her suit. “May I finish suiting up?”

			“I’d rather see your hands,” I told her. She held out her left one, fingers splayed. “Both of them.” 

			She nodded, took her right hand off the suit zipper—

			And then pulled a .38 revolver from inside her pantsuit.

			I planted my feet and fired—bang-bang-bang—but she managed to get off two shots in my direction.

			One round hit the planet above my head—I dimly registered it as Neptune—while the other struck the display table to my left, cracking the plastic surface. My own slugs had gone wide, impacting on the wall beside Sharmila. Whether it was due to Vaill’s gun or my reluctance to hurt someone I’d come to admire, I didn’t have time to analyze. She dove sideways, taking refuge behind a large gold trash can. You stupid softy, I chastised myself. To get a clean shot at her now, I’d have to make my way down the hall. 

			I heard shell casings clatter on the floor. She was reloading. I moved toward the passageway, but her hand came around the trash can, firing again in my direction. I flattened myself against the wall beside the corridor, and her bullet struck the moon exhibit instead. 

			My pulse pounded in my neck. I might have her pinned, but she had the positional advantage. If only I had some way to flush her out, like with fire or a grenade, then I could…a grenade. I didn’t have any of those on me, but I did have something that could explode. 

			As I reached up to my backpack, I called out to her again. “Last chance, Sharms. Either you slide the revolver down this way and lay flat on the floor, or we’re gonna storm the hallway and shoot the shit outta you. What’ll it be?” 

			I heard a click-click as she pulled back the hammer of her revolver. “I am a Scrapper, Mr. Braddock.” Her voice was calm. Determined. “We do not surrender.”

			“Yeah, that’s what I thought you’d say,” I muttered to myself. I got down on my knees and slid one of my spare air canisters down the hallway. It clinked and rolled, spinning to a stop a few feet past the trash can. Good enough.

			I leaned sideways around the corner, aiming the Walther at the air canister. “No, wait!” I heard Sharmila cry, but it was too late. 

			My finger squeezed the trigger.

			Since I was a bit more comfortable with Vaill’s weapon by now—or maybe more determined— the slug hit the canister dead center. Hot lead ignited the compressed oxygen, creating an explosion equivalent to two or three hand grenades. Metal shards thudded into the walls, floor, and window, cracking the double-pane glass. Still got it.

			A groan echoed down the hallway. A bloody hand reached through the smoke, planting itself on the floor beside the trash can. Shrapnel jutted from the skin. Sharmila got to her feet, shaky and bleeding from dozens of wounds. The left side of her face was raw and red. 

			“It’s okay,” I said to her, keeping Vaill’s pistol aimed at her chest. “Just drop the weapon and we’ll get you all fixed up.” I wasn’t sure how much could be done for her face, actually, but now was not the time for amateur medical opinions.    

			Her head tilted toward my voice, her eyes finding mine. Or maybe I should say eye—her left one had a metal shard imbedded in the pupil. She muttered something incomprehensible and defiant. Her brain might be unable to form words but the intention was clear enough. Her shaking right hand began to lift the .38.

			“Don’t do that,” I warned her, keeping my weapon steady. “Sharmila, if you don’t put down the gun, I’m gonna have to shoot you. Drop it!”

			She ignored me. Or maybe her eardrums were blown out from the explosion. But through some immense force of will, whether it was strength or hatred, she kept raising the revolver. Once it was level with her shoulder, her finger tightened on the trigger—

			And I squeezed off three shots.

			The bullets thudded into Sharmila’s chest in a tight grouping. Her right hand floated above her head. Her remaining eye went vacant. The leader of the Scrappers toppled backward, her revolver going off one final time. Her body hit the floor, but her bullet hit the window. The glass shattered, and clouds of Ash began to spill into the hallway.

		

	
		

		
			031 - A Tornado of Ash

			26 months, 13 days, 19 hours, 33 minutes
since Ash Outbreak

		

		
			The xenobots swarmed over Sharmila’s corpse, burrowing inside her in search of protein. Two tendrils broke off and coiled down the hallway toward me. Not good.

			I tucked the Walther PD380 into my hip holster and ran back to the lobby. Liana and her family were still huddled behind the marble wall that encircled the pendulum, which continued tracing its steady, relentless loop.

			“Is it over?” Liana asked, her moss-green eyes shining with tension. “Did you…get her?” 

			“I did,” I replied. “But we have another problem. The Ash got in.”

			“What?!” Lance got to his feet with the indignant anger of someone who’s never been given the wrong order at a restaurant. “Well, shouldn’t we be fucking running?” 

			I helped Old Man Wrigley to his feet. He was breathing hard and his skin was clammy. I wondered if he was having a cardiac episode. “We can’t run,” I said to Lance, trying to keep the distaste out of my voice. The asshole didn’t even seem to notice how badly his father was doing. “Or at least, he can’t. But we’ll be okay. Just stay close to me.”

			“To you? To you?!” Lance barked a psychotic screech of a laugh. “You’re the idiot who led us into this building. You’re the one who spooked Sharmila into blowing up the dome. Who shot out the fucking window that was keeping us safe!” He grabbed my hazmat suit, pressing me against the marble wall. Again, I was surprised by how strong he was. “I say we take your fucking suit and let the Ash have you.”

			“Lance, stop it,” his sister said firmly, trying to pull him off me. “Stop and think. There’s only one suit and he doesn’t even have a helmet.”

			

			My hand went to the Walther but my eyes stayed locked on his. “She’s right, Lance. But I would love it if you tried to take it from me.”

			We stared at each other for a long moment, neither wanting to back down. “Enough, son,” Wrigley said. His voice was weak. The stress and exertion of the last half hour had taken a lot out of him. “If it truly is our time, don’t let it end like this.” 

			Lance grit his teeth together, torn, but then something faltered in his gaze. His eyes drifted down to the pistol at my waist. The resolve broke inside him, and his hands released me. Tears dripped down his face, hot and angry.

			I stood and straightened my suit. “We’re not gonna die,” I told them. “I found something at Dr. Donne’s lab. Something that keeps the Ash away.”

			“You found it?” Liana’s eyes seemed to glow in the dark of the Observatory. “You found what she was working on?”

			I nodded, unzipping the upper pocket of my hazmat suit. I took out the processor I’d removed from the effi-shitty laptop. “It creates an electromagnetic field that repels the bots. It’s how I survived when I ran out of air on Santa Rosa. See?”

			I indicated the dome of Ash that had formed around us while I was talking. Tendrils of it tried to coil over our heads, but Dr. Donne’s chip formed a perfectly round, twelve-foot-wide sphere of protection. I stepped sideways, demonstrating that the dome moved with me. The three Wrigleys stared at the millions of xenobots surrounding us in horror, then looked back at the processor in my hand. Each of their expressions were different.  

			Then Liana reached out and took it from my hand. 

			It was the action I’d been waiting for, but it came from the person I’d least expected. My heart sank. “So it was you after all,” I said. 

			Her startling green eyes met mine. No longer did they remind me of a cool, quiet glen. Instead they looked like twin pools of poison. Gone was the trembling, withdrawn woman who had snuck into my bedroom for protection from her abusive brother. In her place stood an icy, triumphant empress. I wondered if the other Liana had ever existed.

			“You were the one who ordered Gordon Pruitt to break into Dr. Donne’s lab,” I continued, the words bitter as acid in my mouth. “And when Tevin and I interrupted his burglary, you told him to kill my partner.” This was a guess, but her arched eyebrow was enough to prove me right. “But when you realized Dr. Donne had already taken the research you were looking for, you told Gordon to trash the place. That way, the cops wouldn’t know what was missing in all the mess. And when Gordon got back to Triton Tower, you had your dumb brother get rid of the murder weapon to implicate him.”

			“She just told me to toss it into the incinerator,” Lance said defensively. “That doesn’t implicate me.”

			Liana gave him a withering glance, but their father was astonished. He looked at his children in turn. “Lance? Liana? Is this true?”

			When neither sibling responded, I faced Walter. “You wanted to give away everything after the outbreak, didn’t you? To help people. But these two convinced the board otherwise. They made Triton capitalize on the pandemic. They put the company ahead of humanity.” 

			More Ash encircled us. The majority of the gray motes were swirling around the level of our knees now, testing the invisible dome for entry points. Liana looked righteous, but Lance was sullen. I pressed on: “When your kids realized that Dr. Donne had invented a way to stop the Ash, they knew it would destroy the business. But since Gordon couldn’t find her on his own, you sent him to put spyware in my apartment and my suit.” My words grew even more bitter. “I didn’t even think to check my gear for bugs after I got back. Which means when I figured out where Dr. Donne went, you found out, too.”

			The Ash curtain was now at the level of our waists. Liana tilted her chin upward but still refused to acknowledge her involvement. So I kept going, putting the final pieces into place: “After that, I was no longer necessary. A loose end. So you sent a military drone to shoot up my apartment, and another one to blow up the woman who was trying to save humanity. I’m curious, though—who was piloting those drones? Was it you…or your rapist brother?”

			For a moment, it seemed as if she would stay silent. But then Liana scoffed. “You think I’d leave such an important task to him? It’s like I told you at the Tower…” her eyes slid to her brother in disgust. “He’s a brute.” Lance looked stung, but his sister continued, “There are plenty of drone pilots happy to make an extra, off-the-books paycheck. The hard part is finding enough munitions to outfit the vehicles. There are so many ordnance-tracking Boy Scouts at the DOD.”

			I nodded in understanding. “But you found one willing to take a bribe. I assume it was also your idea for Triton to start acquiring its competitors? Companies like Quantic?”

			“Naturally,” she replied, regarding the processor in her hand. “I’ve always been the one with the business acumen. Lance just wants to enjoy the profits, and my father…” she laid a pitying hand on Wrigley’s shoulder. “He has a good heart. Which was fine for selling medical supplies, but when the outside world became deadly, someone had to make the hard decisions to ensure our survival.”

			The old man regarded his two children as if seeing them for the first time. He moved his shoulder away from his daughter’s hand. “Li-Li…you did all this for money?”

			She sighed like a frustrated schoolteacher. “The money is incidental. The real power of Triton is its influence. Making sure that we, not some communist mob, get to determine the direction of this country. If I’d let you give away our product designs to the government, we’d never have amassed the capital needed to be on the president’s advisory team. Who do you want in charge of our future, Vogler? Chrysalis? Eloise Donne? No.” Her face was lit by cold resolve. “If any of their products had been allowed to succeed, then we—your beloved family—would have lost our seat at the table.”

			Vogler, Vogler…where have I heard that name before? Then I remembered. “Those suits that Daniel Nguyen purchased through the black market—the defective ones that killed all those people on the beach. They were Vogler suits.”

			Liana smiled, clearly impressed. “I told my father you were too perceptive. Yes, they were Vogler suits. I had to scrape off the protective coating, but Nguyen never even questioned why they were fifty percent cheaper than any other PPE. People will do anything for a deal.”

			“So you killed a dozen people…to bankrupt a business competitor?” I asked in disbelief.

			“I didn’t kill anyone. Nguyen did, by not bothering to check his bargain-basement suits. But I did make sure that he got what he deserved.” 

			And how did you do that? I wondered. Then the answer hit me. “You were the anonymous tipster. You found out where he’d hidden himself, and you called it in.”

			“Actually, he reached out to me first.” She spoke softly now, as if it were just her and the chip in her hand. “Tried to blackmail me, if you can believe it. Said if I didn’t fix the generator on his efficiency unit, he’d tell the police where he’d gotten the suits.” She spread her hands in a “What can you do?” gesture. “We could have paid them off like always, but my father taught me to dot every I and cross every T.”

			The old man looked sad. “I never taught you to take people’s lives.”

			“Oh, please,” she said. “Don’t you remember how happy you were when it happened? ‘It’s like a judgement from on high, sweetheart!’” Her imitation of the CEO was spot-on. “Not only did our main suit competitor go bankrupt, but the city deemed outdoor tours too risky. Both of which fast-tracked your pet project.”

			

			Wrigley blinked, his eyes wet with shock. “You’re saying those people…they died because of the Tunnels?”

			“Someone had to,” she said with a shrug. As if mass murder were the most obvious business tactic in the world. “We were already hundreds of millions of dollars in the hole building your ‘great vision.’ If people thought it was safe to go anywhere they liked in a hazmat suit, do you think they’d want to spend their time in some dumb hamster maze?”

			Wrigley flinched as if she’d smacked him. I placed a hand on his back to keep him from stumbling. All around us, the frenzied Ash had risen to the level of our shoulders. It was like being in the center of a tornado. “So once you had a dozen murders under your belt, you figured, three or four more wouldn’t matter,” I said. “Especially if you could control the world’s first Ash deterrent.” Liana gave another little shrug as if to say: such are the costs of doing business. “I can’t figure out how you killed Gordon Pruitt, though. Did you get Lance to string him up?”

			He looked at me in shock. “Huh? I didn’t do shit to that dorky creeper.” He glanced back at Liana accusingly.

			“And neither did I,” she said innocently. “Poor Gordon, he had a little crush on me. But after he shot your partner, he unraveled. When you showed up at the Tower to question him, he was ready to confess. But I told him there was an easier way out. I never expected him to take me literally.” She shook her head sadly, but I got the feeling that Gordon’s suicide was just another dotted I to her. 

			Why would he listen to her, though? I wondered. Then I remembered—on the morning of Tevin’s murder, I’d seen her exiting the room next to Pruitt’s. The two rooms shared a connecting door. She slept with him. Just like she slept with me. 

			Wrigley had evidently reached the same conclusion. “This is…what you two have done…it’s unforgivable. No company, no family, is worth this. Not even my own. I thought you knew that.”

			“Hey,” Lance whined. “She’s the one with the master plan. I didn’t do anything.”

			“Please,” Liana said witheringly. “You knew what was happening. So don’t act like you’re better than me.” She gestured to the tornado of Ash circling us. “You think morality even matters anymore? It’s about survival now—our survival. And when it comes to surviving, there’s only one rule. Lance?”

			Her eyes flicked to me. There was a moment of hesitation, then her brother stepped forward and shoved me.

			Even knowing it was coming, the force of his attack took me by surprise. I fell backward on my butt and skidded several feet, causing the cyclone of Ash around us to disperse like a cloud of flies. My back struck the wall, momentarily knocking the wind out of me. I struggled to catch my breath. 

			“Lance!” Wrigley scolded. “Liana, what are you doing?”

			“What needs to be done, father.” She pocketed the processor. “Thank you for this, Kai. We’ll make sure everyone gets one…for a price.”

			I got to my feet, wheezing through the pain in my chest. “Dr. Donne made those…to help people.” I walked over to rejoin them, but Liana backed away, standing on the opposite side of the pendulum pit. Lance went with her. Only Wrigley stayed where he was, torn between two poles. 

			“Father, come over here,” Liana commanded him. “Now, before the Ash resettles.”

			The old man took a step toward his daughter, but I grabbed his arm. “Don’t,” I warned him. Then I raised my voice. “Lance, Liana, you better come back here before the motes enter your body.”

			Lance took a halting step forward, but Liana whacked his shoulder. “Don’t be a moron. He’s just trying to fake us out.”

			“I already faked you out,” I informed her, circling the marble wall with Wrigley. She and Lance continued to move as well, keeping the pendulum pit between us. The metal ball silently swung back and forth in its arc. “The processor you took from me is worthless. The real one’s in here.” I tapped the lump on the back of my neck. 

			Doubt began to creep into her eyes. Gray motes swarmed across her pale skin, scurrying to find a way inside her body. She brushed at her arms and legs, but for every machine she swept away, three more landed on her. 

			“Li—Liana?” Lance asked. His voice sounded oddly constricted. “I feel weird.”

			“That’s ‘cause they’re already inside you,” I told him. “Now stop moving and let me save your lives!”

			Lance doubled over, gripping the top of the marble wall. Black veins stood out on his neck. I ran toward him, pulling Wrigley with me. We reached Lance, who spasmed and coughed up blood as the Ash forced its way out of his body. 

			But Liana kept backing away. Even though there was now an obvious sphere of protection encircling me, she refused to come closer. Maybe it was because she was still focused on trying to brush the Ash off herself. Maybe it was because she couldn’t accept that for once in her life, she’d lost. Or maybe it was just that seeing her true self reflected in her father’s eyes was simply too awful to endure. Whatever the reason, she stayed on her side of the marble wall, even as the whirlwind of Ash began to close around her body.

			“Liana,” I pleaded, holding out my hand to her. “It’s not too late.”

			The fake processor fell from her fingers. She must have realized the truth by now, but she refused to be scared. Her green eyes met mine, piercing and bright through the frenzied motes. Her expression was defiant to the last.

			Then the Ash enveloped her. Billions of machines burrowed into her body and tore apart her insides. The pain must have been excruciating, but she never made a sound. She staggered toward the pendulum pit, toppling over the marble wall. The cloud of Ash followed her. It almost seemed that the motes might cushion her impact, but then her head struck the pendulum ball with a wet, heavy thwack. 

			I looked over the marble wall. The Ash dissipated from Liana’s once-beautiful body, spreading out through the building in search of more protein. What was left of her was little more than liquid and bones, flattened into a pathetically small pile.

			A cry left Walter Wrigley’s mouth as he looked down upon the remains of his only daughter. I tried to imagine how I would feel if I saw Mikey and Jacob consumed by tiny monsters right in front of me. I couldn’t do it. Instead, I placed my hand on the old man’s shoulder, offering what small comfort I could. Beneath us, the pendulum resumed its stately circuit. Liana’s impact had disturbed its orbit only briefly. Now, it was free to continue its inexorable, unconcerned measure of the earth’s rotation.    

			Watching the bronze ball, I was filled with hope for the first time in two years. The pendulum was a reminder that, even if we humans didn’t outlive the Ash, the planet would remain. It would spin on, following its stately orbit through the solar system. And one day, perhaps, we would rise again, wiser and better than we had been before. 

			But for now, we were still here. And with the chip in my neck, we might have a real shot at survival. 

			Provided we could learn to work together.

		

	
		

		
			EPILOGUE

		

	
		
			MOVING DAY

			For the first time in over two years, I have hope. Hope that we can go back outside. Hope that we can learn from our mistakes. Hope that we can make a better world than the one we had before. 

			And of course, I hope that we don’t fuck it up.

			— from the private journal of Dr. Eloise Dunne

		

	
		

		
			032 - Job Opportunities

			27 months, 28 days, 16 hours, 38 minutes
since Ash Outbreak

		

		
			“All together now,” I said. “One, two, three.”

			On the final word, the four of us lifted the heavy leather couch. Well, mostly it was me and Kevin doing the lifting. Mikey and Jacob were just there because they wanted to feel like strong men. But they’d volunteered to help us carry in the couch, and I wanted to encourage that kind of behavior. It also gave me a chance to interrogate Kevin out of Claire’s earshot. 

			“Nice of you to help me get settled,” I told him as we shuffled the couch toward the door leading to the inside of the house. The garage was still filled with boxes and furniture that had yet to be unpacked, so it was a bit tricky to maneuver. “Are you staying for dinner?”

			“Uh, yeah. I think so,” he replied, looking over his shoulder to make sure he didn’t bump into anything. “Claire invited me for the whole week, actually.”

			Mikey and Jacob perked up. “Awesome!” said my youngest.

			Mikey was more pragmatic: “Can we have real hamburgers again?”

			“Uh, well, we’ll have to see if it’s okay with your folks,” he said, giving me a worried glance. 

			The boys turned their eyes to me so quickly, they let go of the couch. Good thing they weren’t supporting it much to begin with. “Can we, dad? Please?”

			“Hey, it’s fine by me,” I told them. “Especially if I can have one, too.”

			“Oh, uh, sure,” said Kevin. “It’s Family Dinner Night, after all.”

			“Rotate,” I commanded him. We flipped the couch sideways. The hallway inside the house required that we slowly angle the long piece of furniture. “In fact,” I told the boys as we inched the couch forward, “Mikey and Jacob, why don’t you spend the night here? Give mom and Kevin a little privacy.”

			

			“Can we watch a Marvel movie?” Jacob asked enthusiastically. Even too-cool-for-everything Mikey gave a small grin and shrugged. High praise, coming from him. 

			“I thought the…connecting tunnel…wasn’t installed yet,” Kevin grunted as we finally got the couch through the door. 

			I paused to readjust my grip. Mikey and Jacob had completely forgotten they were supposed to be helping us and were now arguing about which superhero movie to watch. “They finished this morning,” I told Kevin as we carried the couch toward the living room. “Wrigley put a priority team on it.”

			Kevin bumped into the wall. “Must be nice, being besties with Triton’s CEO.”

			After his daughter’s death, Walter Wrigley had become a changed man. He mourned Liana for three days, and then he got to work. Thanks to the security footage recovered by Ian (who was paid handsomely for his work and appointed the new head of Triton’s IT division), the drone pilot Liana had hired was found and arrested for murder. Lance pled guilty to his accessory to murder charges and was placed under house arrest. With his shitty kids out of the way, the old man was able to regain control of the board. His first order of business was to turn Triton Technologies into a non-profit company. He sent all the stockpiled supplies to people on a need-based system, and arranged to have their upcoming products be distributed at cost. Sharmila’s family was put in charge of the operation. With them on his team, Wrigley was able to gain the trust of the Scrappers. It also didn’t hurt that he invited every one of them to live inside Triton Tower. From what I’d heard, the Tower now resembled the bustling, warm community that the CEO had always dreamed about.

			The Habitrail was scrapped. While Detective Vaill’s quick response and well-prepared evacuation plans had managed to save nearly all of the guests at the grand opening, a few people had died in the scramble to get out. Liana’s death was included in that tally. After the Wrigleys and I had given our statements to the LAPD, it was decided not to reveal Liana and Sharmila’s crimes to the public. Officially, the department said they didn’t want to damage Triton’s reputation, but I knew it was a “too big to fail” bailout. Typical rich-get-richer stuff. I went along with the cover-up, but only on the condition that Wrigley would change his business tactics. He had agreed, and so far he’d been true to his word. 

			I’d also suggested that the Tunnel project’s considerable budget be redirected toward continuing Dr. Donne’s research. The CEO embraced the idea, placing Jazz Morales at the head of a new, well-funded Ash Deterrent division. Last I heard, she’d been able to recover almost all of the data from Dr. Donne’s laptop and was collaborating with The Caduceus. They hoped to mass-produce the field induction chips and distribute them to the public within six months.

			Since I possessed the world’s only working chip, I spent two weeks being subjected to every kind of test, examination, and embarrassing medical measurement known to science. There had been debates about removing the Triton-owned hardware from my spine, but it had become so entangled with my nervous system that Wrigley agreed to let me keep it as a long-term loan.

			The Triton CEO had also made good on his promise of compensation. Not only did he cover all my expenses, but he reimbursed me for the furniture and personal belongings that had been destroyed in Liana’s drone attack. He gave Tevin’s mom a monthly stipend large enough to provide for a home health worker and her son’s burial arrangements. Tevin’s remains were interred in a family plot in Forest Lawn Cemetery.

			And despite my objections, Wrigley had insisted on giving me a bonus for saving his life. It was enough for me to make a down payment on two side-by-side Craftsman-style homes in Sherman Oaks, less than a mile from our old neighborhood. Claire and the boys would now live right next door, and we could visit each other any time we liked. To make this even easier, Wrigley had offered to link our two properties with materials from the Triton Tunnels. Now that the connecting tube was installed, we wouldn’t even need to put on hazmat suits to go next door. 

			“Yeah, Wrigley’s a good guy,” I told Kevin as we set down the couch in my new living room. “But he’s not dumb. That connecting tunnel’s a great way for him to advertise his new Community Link Program.” This was a revamped approach to the Tunnel project. Instead of making people pay to reach businesses, Triton had promised to connect local communities. 

			“Still,” Kevin said, wiping his forehead. “Not everyone has a billionaire on speed dial.” He sounded a little resentful about it. Once Chrysalis realized I’d used (and destroyed) their transport to save the city, they’d forgiven the enormous charges I had racked up on Kevin’s account. Even so, I got the impression that he wouldn’t be allowed to rent from them anytime soon. Ah, well.

			“Everything okay in here, boys?” Claire entered, wearing cut-off shorts and a sleeveless Rilo Kiley tee. Her gray hair was tied back in a blue kerchief. She was as attractive as always, but I didn’t feel a stab of loss anymore when I looked at her. Even though Liana had turned out to be a monster, our short encounter had been the kick in the butt I needed to move on. I hadn’t gone on any video dates yet, but I had no shortage of offers after the news of my heroics had gotten out. 

			“All good,” I replied. For the first time in a long while, I actually meant it. I gestured at the cockeyed couch. “So what are we thinking, leave this in the middle of the room? Kinda off-angle like it is now? Boys, you wanna watch TV like this?” I craned my head backwards, making Jacob giggle and eliciting a smile from Mikey.

			“It’s your house,” Claire said, but even she couldn’t hide her amusement. “Do whatever dumb thing you want.” 

			“Facing the corner, then.” I rotated the couch and sat down to inspect the empty corner six inches from my face. Over Jacob’s giggles, we heard a sound that had become vanishingly rare these days: my doorbell rang.

			Claire went a little pale and Jacob’s eyes got huge, but I raised my hands in a calming gesture. “It’s okay,” I assured them. “Bad guys don’t knock, remember?”

			Still, I felt a little trepidation as I went to check the front air lock’s security camera. In the forty-plus days since the Observatory, I’d been on the lookout for reprisals from Stavros Pantazis or Lance. His father had assured me that his son was keeping to the strict parameters of his house arrest, but the Ash had done a number on Lance’s body. He’d lost thirty percent of his muscle mass and his lungs were like Swiss cheese. He’d live, but he’d never have the strength to go rock climbing (or assault his employees) ever again. I was sure he couldn’t have been too happy about it. 

			But it wasn’t Lance or anyone else I knew standing at the front air lock. It was two people in law enforcement hazmat suits. Feds? They held up their wrist tablet identification, confirming my supposition.

			“Good afternoon, Mr. Braddock,” one of them said over the intercom. “Sorry to stop by without making an appointment. Can we talk?”

			“Sure,” I said, having absolutely no idea why they were here. Am I under arrest for something? Or have they decided that my Ash immunity makes me too valuable to live in the outside world? I dreaded the thought of being forced into some windowless black site, but I couldn’t make a plan of attack until I had all the facts. “Why don’t we talk in the garage?”

			After opening the outside door for them, I purged the contaminants using my top-of-the-line Triton air filter and offered my houseguests two brand-new kitchen chairs. The rest of my stuff was still in boxes all around them.

			

			“Uh, you guys want coffee?” I asked, peering in a box labeled Kitchen. “I know I have beans somewhere around here, I just have to locate ‘em.”

			“We’re fine,” said the fed who’d spoken earlier. She unhooked the tablet computer from her wrist and offered it to me. An onscreen message told me it was connecting to a secure satellite uplink, and then a woman sitting in a tasteful office appeared on the monitor. She wore a trim business suit and her dark red hair was cut fashionably. She introduced herself as Evelyn Morning, head of the FBI’s Los Angeles office.

			“Sorry we couldn’t meet in person,” Director Morning said. “NIH doctors tell me you’re fully recovered. No side effects from the implant?”

			“Nope.” I’d actually been relieved when the doctors had decided to leave Dr. Donne’s chip in my body. For one thing, I hadn’t been looking forward to undergoing spinal surgery. For another, knowing that I was immune to Ash made me much less nervous about going outside. It had been nearly forty-five days since I’d implanted the chip, but so far there had been no side effects with my physical health or the tech itself. “I think it might even boost my wi-fi signal.”

			Director Morning gave a thin smile. Clearly her schedule didn’t allow for humor. “That’s good, Mr. Braddock. Because we have a case in New York City, and the Bureau could use someone with your…unique abilities to consult on it. We’ll pay your full rate, of course.”

			“NYC, wow. Under the dome?” Three months ago, the majority of Manhattan Island had been enclosed in a twenty-story airtight dome. It had been a massive undertaking, but now the residents of the city could go anywhere on the island without worrying about hazmat suits or Ash. It was one of the few places in the world that could claim that.

			“That’s right. There have been some deaths there we can’t explain.”

			“Deaths? You mean murders?”

			“We can give you more details on the plane. If you agree to join us, that is.”

			It was an intriguing offer. But since I’d been on the news, I had no shortage of work opportunities. Most of them were local bounties that needed to be tracked down, or security consultant jobs. Safe, well-paid, but boring. What’s the point of an Ash immunity, I mused, if I can’t use it for field work? To be honest, I’d kind of gotten a taste for going outside.

			“I’ll do it, but on one condition,” I said, meeting the director’s eyes. “We don’t leave until I’ve had dinner with my family.”
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