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  PROLOGUE


Kenneth Krause’s mouth watered. Globules of drool ran from between his lips down his cheek and chin. Birds. He dreamt of delicious, sumptuous ducks, and when one paddled past, he lunged for it, jaws wide. He missed his quarry but snapped his teeth together with such violence the reverberation jolted through his skull, and he bolted awake. 
“How peculiar.”
Kenneth stretched, slid his feet from beneath his thick duvet, stood, and straightened out his bedding, because a happy home began with a well-made bed. He grabbed his pillow to fluff it, but the pillowcase was soaking wet.
“Eww.” He tore off the soiled covering and tossed it into the hamper on the way to grab a clean one from the linen closet. When he stepped from his bedroom rug into the hall, Kenneth squealed.
The wooden floor was icy beneath his bare feet. He danced from foot to foot, quickly checking the thermostat, which was set well within his comfort zone. He moved the dial up three degrees and wondered if he might be getting sick.
Kenneth’s chattering teeth sounded like fingers clattering on a keyboard. He was so desperately cold, he forgot about replacing the pillowcase, and instead, scuttled to the bathroom. The door hinges complained, groaning when he shut the door. Turning on the shower, he cranked the faucet handle all the way left. While he waited for the water to warm, he flipped on the ancient overhead heat lamp.
The ceiling light glowed red, steam rose from the shower, and the air temperature ticked up a notch. Kenneth sighed. Slipping out of his pajamas, he pulled back vinyl dinosaur curtains and stepped into the porcelain tub beneath scalding water.
“Ahh.”
Magnificent heat penetrated his chill, but another sensation took its place. His back itched worse than the time he’d ended up in the hospital with systemic poison oak. He grabbed a loofah, squirted on some eucalyptus-scented soap, and scrubbed. The more he scoured, the worse it itched, and the harder he ground the fibrous sponge against his skin. His fingernail caught underneath something affixed to his back. When he flicked whatever it was away, his skin burned.
Caught against the bathroom drain, too big to swirl away with the soapy water, glistened a green, iridescent scale the size of a quarter.
Kenneth gasped, and the loofah fell from his hand. Under his exploring fingers, he found firm, tough, rubbery, and altogether alien skin. He twisted his neck to face his shaving mirror and screamed.
His back was covered in green scales.






  
  KAT


If I’d known I’d kick off my Monday analyzing dog feces again, I might have taken a personal day. Mediating trivial bullshit killed me. Like, put me in a room full of women talking about their makeup and clothing kind of kill me. And I could only handle that type of girl talk with Dakota, and only if pizza was involved. 
When I’d complained to Captain Carrino about the frivolous calls, he explained it freed up the real police to handle bigger crimes. Then he reminded me that my contract with the department was temporary and on a trial basis. My vision of being some kind of crime scene, DNA identifying, one-woman superhero disappeared. And until the day everyone needed to pass an Adulting 101 course before they turned eighteen—as if that would ever happen—evaluating trivial misdemeanors would remain a big part of my job, at least until I proved the Detector’s value.
So, yeah, Poop Monday made me cranky. But I’d get my sample, cite the perp, and move on with my day. Easy-peasy.
I pulled up to the incident’s location and squeezed my motorcycle between two pristine old-timey cars. Killing my engine, I removed my helmet and looked around.
The 1500 block of Evergreen was quiet and tree-lined, though not with evergreens. Chinese Elms planted on the city parkway cascaded over the road, offering welcome shade. I wiped the sweat off my face with a bandanna and zipped it away in my jacket pocket.
I counted an eclectic, multiethnic crowd of fifteen people. They stood in the driveway of a peach stucco house whose address matched the one I’d been sent.
“Figures,” I said, hopping off my bike.
People are drawn to drama.
My dad used to say, “Crowds and crime go together like PB and J, and are usually just as sticky.”
Damn, I missed him. Every. Single. Day.
I tossed my helmet into the trunk box and grabbed my kit. Since I’d remain within sight of my bike for the entire call, I didn’t need to wipe it down and remove my DNA. With my kitbag satchel slung over my shoulder, I sauntered over, hitting the record button on the RD secured to my lapel.
The people glared at me, and when they didn’t part to let me pass, I walked around them toward the house’s front door.
“Hey!” A balding man, about 50 years old, wearing sweats and a t-shirt that barely covered his bulging midriff, stepped forward and pointed at me. “Hey, you!”
I held up the identification badge hanging from a lanyard around my neck. “You the homeowner?”
The man read the badge.
“What the—you’re not a cop.”
“New division on the force. I’m Kat Crocker, DNA-Detector.”
A young, bearded man sneered. “The Double-D. I heard about you.”
Damn it. After that stupid fluff interview I’d given, people kept calling me that derogatory name.
I took a deep breath. “Sir, I don’t like that nickname.”
Bearded guy said, “I told you all, the police aren’t making calls anymore. They’ve got this freaking Double-D instead.”
“You’re lucky dispatch sent anyone, sir. Now, who’s the homeowner?”
The bald man crossed his arms over his chest. “It’s still a crime.”
“Misdemeanor,” I said. “I take it you’re the owner.”
He nodded. A screen door creaked, and a petite woman stepped onto the porch and over to him. She looked about forty-five, stood 5 feet tall, wore purple plastic sandals, shorts, and a pink, flamingo-emblazoned tank top. She’d pinned her hair off her face, making it easy for me to tell she’d been crying.
Though I wasn’t a cop, I noticed those kinds of details.
Before Carrino put me out in the wilds of Los Angeles, he’d thrown me into a basic six-week course at the academy. I’d learned how to focus my natural observation skills, issue tickets, and be the best doggone liaison between the police and the public, though I’ll admit that’s an ever-evolving skill. And since my job necessitated collecting DNA evidence, I also learned all about those procedures and met the officers and custodians who manage the evidence lockers. More cop stuff than I’d ever expected to know, but I hoped the knowledge would also provide insight into what really happened to my father, something I’d vowed to figure out.
In the meantime, I handed out tickets like candy on Halloween.
“I need to see some ID,” I said to the homeowners.
He held out his thumb.
“That’ll do.” The man pressed it down onto my PCD’s screen. I scanned his print. Then the woman stuck out her thumb. “It’s okay. His ID is enough.”
“Oh,” she said and let her arm drop.
His name appeared onscreen. “Mr. Avery Baldwin, when did you find the excrement?”
I wiped the screen clean with a Saniwipe.
“I found it,” the woman said. Her eyes brimmed with tears, and her voice faded until she gestured toward the lawn and squeaked out a response. “…when I came out for the paper.”
Avery pulled her into a smothering embrace. “It’s okay, sweetheart. What my wife is trying to tell you is she came out, and the dog had taken a dump right on top of her weekly paper.”
I narrowed my eyes and clenched my jaw so I wouldn’t say out loud the thought screaming inside my head—I imagine she can speak for herself. But seeing how he still had his arms wrapped around her in a stranglehold, I thought the poor woman might not be able to breathe, let alone speak.
The neighbors rustled and whispered among themselves.
“Paper?” I asked.
“The parakeets,” she said, her voice cracking.
I glanced at the blue, cloudless sky, picturing the tiny, feathered creatures locked in a cage, never able to soar. Caged birds unsettled me.
“I know getting an actual newspaper is wasteful,” Avery said. “But she uses it in the bird cages, so.”
“And the crossword,” she said.
The evidence was hard to miss because someone, I assumed Avery, had surrounded the area with yellow caution tape that read “Classic Cars.”
I stepped over the tape, motioning toward the antique cars I’d parked between, and said, “Fancy cars.”
“My hobby,” he said.
He’s got cars, she’s got birds. I crouched, slipped a sanitation sheath over my collection wand, took a sample, and loaded it into the Detector’s hidden chamber for analysis. After I input the misdemeanor code, I asked the computer for the owner’s information. The name and address of a local man popped on screen. I saved it and stood.
“Did you get them? Who is it?” Avery stepped forward, still hanging onto his wife.
“Sir,” I said in my deepest, most authoritative tone. “It will be taken care of.”
I packed my device away and headed toward my bike.
“The creep’s dog ruined the paper!” Avery’s voice rose in volume and pitch.
I turned and faced him. “I’ll handle this, Mr. Baldwin. I doubt you’ll have another problem.”
Avery’s arm was still draped over his weeping wife’s shoulder, and in the seconds it took to walk a few steps, the crowd had advanced, pressing closer to me. Their voices were loud as they bandied words like: Coward. Evil. Lynch. Ought to be shot. Fucking Double-D.
Yep. Crowds were terrible, sticky, scary messes.
“Ladies and gentlemen, there’s a heat warning today. Everyone should go home, get into your air conditioning, and cool off. I’ll take care of things from here. It’s my job.”
Beard guy stepped closer and raised tight, angry fists in my face. “It’s a free country. Besides, why should we trust you? You’re not even old enough to drink.”
He stood a good foot taller than I did. I’ve always been athletic, and during my academy training, we’d covered some basic self-defense and de-escalation tactics which were similar to some of the things I’d learned taking Kung Fu as a kid. Skills I hoped never to test.
My heart raced and sweat prickled beneath my armpits, but I stood my ground. “It is a free country, and I’m not of legal drinking age. But I do have the right and resources to cite you for hindering an investigation. And everything’s recorded here.” I tapped my coat near my RD and stared at him without blinking. “Go. Before I ticket you.”
I waited. A collective sigh went through the crowd.
Another man patted Beard on the shoulder and said, “She’s got it.”
Beard gave me one more dirty look, kicked the ground, and walked away.
I waited until everyone dispersed before speaking to the homeowners again. “You should get inside, too. It’s a scorcher.”
They nodded and headed toward the house. Avery’s arm still wound around his wife like some sort of constrictor snake.
Ick.
Once they’d closed the door, I got an Eco-tic bag from my kit, and though I hated doing it, I returned to the poop, held my breath, and scooped it up—all of it, leaving the sodden newspaper behind. I figured I’d bring it to the dog owner and get it off the Baldwin property before the neighbors formed some crazy vigilante mob because people are insane.
The perp lived three blocks away. I guessed the owner wasn’t familiar with the age-old adage not to shit in your own backyard—or, in this case, your neighbor’s front lawn. I shook my head, still wishing there were some kind of high school adulting course.






  
  HONEY


Honey had fucked up, and her brother Justin was pissed. 
She paused outside the door to his sanctum—his bedroom, his office, the room where he’d holed up since hearing about her failure.
Her hand touched the bruises on her neck. He’d nearly killed her when she’d admitted her mistake, unintentional as it was—her mistake, that is, not his choking her. That was very intentional.
“You’re a reckless fool,” he’d said, adding that her failure was unforgivable.
Unforgivable.
She’d see about that.
Honey ran her fingers through her bleached blonde hair and bit the inside of her cheeks. She hadn’t seen indications of Justin’s cruelty when he first wooed—no, wooed was the wrong word, though his attentions had definitely been flirtatious—when he approached her to join the family business. If she had seen any red flags, she would’ve walked away with her inheritance and never looked back. Had he misrepresented himself or had boosting changed his personality? Honey chuffed. Probably both. She lifted a hand to knock on the door, but before her knuckles touched the wood, the locking mechanism opened with a hiss.
“Enter,” Justin said.
His amplified voice through the speaker system sounded even more resonant than usual. And angry. Though Justin was always intense, since their altercation, he’d remained angry.
Honey glanced at the hidden camera, one of dozens she’d installed for his security. How long had he been watching her shuffling outside his door?
I must exude confidence.
She flashed a smile at the camera, entered, and took her place behind Justin, facing his wall-sized liquid-crystal monitor. She shivered.
Goddamn, how did he stand these icy temps?
When she’d asked him, Justin told her—like she was a child and not an electronics specialist, that he needed the room cold to protect the mainframe. But she knew he kept it colder than necessary and wondered if his changes made him more tolerant or if maybe it was a degree or two warmer by the computer where he always sat. But she’d never again get close enough to find out. After his assault, she kept enough distance between them for a fighting chance if he turned on her. Goosebumps rose on her flesh, but she told herself it was the cold and had nothing to do with the creeping ooze roiling in her belly. Eating something before attending him had been a mistake.
“I’ve found it,” she said, beaming a file from her PCD directly to his system.
A video clip appeared on his monitor.
“What is this?” Justin asked.
“An interview. I cut to the important part.”
He spun his chair and looked directly at her for the first time since she’d entered his room. His pale blue, iceberg eyes bore into hers.
A bad omen, those eyes.
Fight, flee. Her body was in turmoil, but Honey’s mind held her steady. Her recent boosts gave her more strength, both physically and psychologically, and she worked to control both. She fought to keep a snarl from her lips while she held Justin’s gaze. Her eyes burned, and she blinked.
Does he even have eyelids?
Justin smirked. “I hope you’re not wasting my time.”
“I’m not.”
The image of two women was paused on screen. One was blonde, well-dressed, and held a microphone close to her open mouth. The other woman had short, dark, messy hair and wore a leather jacket with several patches on the front. Justin hit play.
“So,” said the woman with the mic. “Kat Crocker, tell us how this DNA Detector works?”
Justin chuffed and leaned in. The reporter moved her mic closer to the other woman, and Kat held a sleek silver instrument that was longer than a laptop and narrower. “Since everyone’s DNA is already in NaCiD, it’s actually pretty simple. I collect a sample with this, place it directly into our proprietary identification system, and the computer does the rest. Results are immediate.”
The reporter grinned into the camera. “Wow, amazing. What a crime stopper. The National Citizen Database has been controversial since it was mandated. I’m sure everyone is happy to see it’s being used for good.”
Kat nodded. “It was my father’s greatest hope.”
Justin snorted. “You underestimate his hopes.”
The interviewer continued, “You are LAPD’s youngest member—”
“Independent contractor. Like I said, we’re testing Dad’s prototype to prove its value. Then we’ll expand to departments nationwide.”
“I like your optimism. Watch out, criminals, Detective—”
“I’m not a detective,” Kat said, shaking her head and waving her hand. “I guess I’m more like a detector.”
“Got it. Keep an eye out for crime-busting DNA Detector, or how about…” She paused, giving Kat a cursory look that ended on her bustline. “Double-D, Kat Crocker. Back to you, Jim.”
Justin paused the video and zoomed on Kat’s face. “Crocker’s daughter. I see the resemblance.”
“Yes,” Honey said. “Told you I found it.”
Justin laughed. It was a hearty belly laugh, and Honey took a deep breath.
“We should’ve thought about her right away. You should have, sister, because of course, Crocker would use her as a backup. Well, Double-D, Kat Crocker, you are our Catalyst.”
Honey held up her PCD. “May I?”
Justin nodded.
Honey beamed another file.
Justin opened it, replacing the frozen video with a compilation of Kat’s information: her vehicles, home address, family address, birthday, size, weight, favorite foods, and roommate Dakota Sanchez.
Justin smiled, closed his eyes, and when he reopened them, he turned to Honey. Their color had changed to a deeper, warmer Caribbean Ocean blue, and her shoulders relaxed.
Genome leaped from the window onto Justin’s lap. Honey sneered. She hated the unsettling animal and didn’t understand why Justin kept the nasty thing around.
Justin stroked the creature’s fur and feather coat. “Did you find her in NaCid?”
“Yes, but only her name because of the Responder Act…” Honey paused.
“Ah, yes. No samples for police employees.” Justin sighed. “Government red tape at its worst. And since Ryan was her father, I imagine she’s very cautious about leaving her DNA around.
Honey nodded. “I tailed her to work today, to see if I could obtain something quickly, but you’re right. She’s very cautious.”
“Then we’ll need other options.”
“We could kill her,” Honey said. “Once she’s dead, her DNA will be up for grabs—"
Justin was out of his chair, across the room, and in her face before she’d seen him move. Genome, flung to the floor, bounded to his perch on the windowsill. Justin’s eyes were ice again. His hand reached for Honey’s neck, but she raised an arm to block him, and he stopped short. If her brother acted like an unpredictable wild animal, she’d treat him like one. She held her protective position until his eye color darkened.
He took a deep breath which whistled through his teeth.
“No. We can’t kill her. She shows up dead, and the entire LAPD will be asking questions. I won’t be their answer. I…we need to remain below the radar until the system is running again." Justin split the screen. On one side, he kept Kat’s information, and on the other, he’d pulled up the police dispatcher frequency. “I’ll take care of it.”
His fingers flew over the keys, and with a few strokes, he’d broken into their channel.
“If I may suggest—”
With a flick of his wrist, he indicated she should leave.
“Yes, brother.”
She turned away.
“Oh, and Honey?”
She stopped.
“Your hair…I’d like it two shades lighter.”






  
  KAT


I parked in front of the dog owner’s house and sanitized my bike because I wouldn’t be able to watch it if I needed to go inside the house. One of the lessons my dad drilled into me was the necessity, no mandate, to safeguard my DNA. 
“Technology is moving faster than the means or laws to protect us,” he’d said. “So, we must take precautions to protect ourselves.”
I’d never second-guessed his word on such matters. His research had revolved around the use and abuse of DNA, and he’d shared harrowing, first-hand details about some of the atrocities he’d seen. Cases where people had been charged with crimes they hadn’t committed because their DNA was planted at the crime scene. Even if I hadn’t adored and idolized him, a few of his stories ensured my compliance. Friends think I’m crazy, or at least obsessive, but I always take a minute or two to destroy all traces of me.
Seat, handlebars, inside of my helmet, were all sprayed and wiped clean.
I pulled my ID lanyard from my jacket, grabbed the Eco bag of feces, and headed toward the residence.
The home was a well-kept, white stucco model with mocha trim and a terracotta-colored roof. A vinyl, white picket fence enclosed the front yard, and the landscaping included a lemon tree, and drought-resistant or native plants. The gate was latched but unlocked. A quick check around the yard told me there wasn’t a dog outside, so I flipped the latch and walked through, closing the gate behind me. A brick walkway cut a neat path between plants to the front porch and the fruit-laden lemon tree near the house. Several potted succulents peppered the entranceway, and there wasn’t any loose fruit or leaves on the ground. A tidy yard and house made me think this owner wasn’t the kind of person who’d be sloppy with waste disposal. Two steps led to a cement front porch. All stained to match the reddish colored roofing material.
There wasn’t a doorbell, so I knocked and was surprised when the noise didn’t trigger any barking. But I did hear someone moving around inside the house.
“Who is it?” a man’s voice asked.
“DNA Detector, Kat Crocker.”
I heard a biometric lock disengage, followed by a sound I hadn’t heard in ages, a chain slipping free from its lock. We’d had such a chain on the front door of my childhood home, but they were archaic with today’s options. The front door opened six inches, just enough for the man to peer through, and only as far as the chain would permit. I’d mistaken the sound. He’d been sliding the lock into place, not removing it.
“Yes?” he asked.
“Blake Anderson?”
“That’s me, what’s this about officer?”
“I’m not a police officer. I’m a DNA Detector.” Anderson cocked his head and furrowed his brow. I sighed. “Some people are calling me the Double-D.”
“Oh,” he nodded. “The Double-D.”
I cringed. When I’d first been called a Double-D, I hadn’t thought about the double-entendre of the nickname. Now, all I heard was bra-size, which was a laugh since I’d never been particularly endowed in that department. I’ve considered changing the company name before I expand, but Dakota keeps telling me I should embrace the moniker. She says it catches people’s attention and is easy to remember. So, I’m working on accepting it.
I cleared my throat. “I’m here about your dog.”
“My dog? What about my dog?”
Blake fingered the chain. He moved from link to link, reminding me of how my mom said the Rosary during her short stint as a Catholic.
I showed him the Eco bag.
“We found excrement belonging to your dog on a neighbor’s lawn.”
Blake stopped fiddling with the chain and said, “That’s impossible, I’m very vigilant.”
I peeked around him and didn’t see a dog.
“Would you mind if I came in and took a look around?”
“Yes, yes, I would mind.”
He remained silent for a moment. A moment during which I kept my eyes locked on his, which were deep brown and reminded me of something I couldn’t put my finger on. I gazed until his eyelids fluttered, and he turned away.
“I-I-I don’t have anything to hide,” he stammered. “I’m…I’m just in the middle of something.”
“I understand,” I spoke softly, using my honey-sweet voice, which was something Dakota taught me. “But while I’m here, I should check your defecation containment unit, make sure everything is working properly. I wouldn’t want someone to frame you.”
“Oh, oh, of course.” He nodded and glanced over his shoulder. “Hold on a second, please. I need to secure the dog.”
He closed the door in my face, and I heard him run across the room. “Down! Down, Mimi. Please. Please. Stay down.”
I couldn’t make out what he said next because he lowered his voice, but it sounded like he was begging. I knocked on the door again.
“Mr. Anderson?”
Footsteps thudded across the floor. The chain slid out, and the door swung wide open. Blake greeted me with a smile.
“Please, call me Blake.”
He gestured me inside, and I got my first good look at him.
Blake was tall, over 6 feet. Thick dark brown hair peeked out from beneath the knit cap he’d pulled down over his ears. It was a hot day to wear a hat, particularly a knit one. I gazed into his eyes, and again, there was something about them. They were gentle and friendly and oddly unsettling.
“Excuse me,” he said, stepping around me to close the door.
While he engaged all the locks, I looked around.
The interior of Anderson’s house was as tidy as his yard, which made me wonder why he’d thrown an over-sized, baby-blue terrycloth robe over his clothes before he’d let me inside. The garment was messy and seemed out of character. He’d worn khaki pants and a tucked-in, button-down shirt when he’d first answered the door. His pant cuffs peeked from below the robe, and though the bottom of the robe touched the floor, I suspected the fraying along its hem wasn’t normal wear. It was more like the fabric had been chewed. In fact, it still appeared wet because the blue there was a darker shade. If I could test for saliva, I’d know for sure, but if I had to bet, I’d lay odds Anderson’s dog chewed his robe.
“Please,” Blake said, gesturing for me to follow him.
The house had an unusual yet distinct smell, and it took me a moment to place it—cinnamon and wet dog, both odors at once. Framed movie posters and celebrity photographs hung on the walls. I recognized one photo of a smiling Marilyn Monroe lying on her left side in a tight, short dress, her elbow supported on a pillow while she signed her name in cement at the Graumann’s Chinese Theatre. Next to the picture hung what I figured had to be a replica of her actual star. All the original stars were razed when one of the studios purchased that section of Hollywood Boulevard and turned it into a lavish interactive movie theatre, mall, and virtual fantasy theme park. The original, real stars lay safely behind glass in a Museum in Salt Lake City.
An Oscar, Emmy, and Golden Globe sat on Anderson’s fireplace mantel.
Pointing to the award statues, I said, “Are those real?”
Blake wiped the few specks of dust off the Emmy.
“Only the Emmy. My great-great-great-grandfather won it for editing,” he said, running his finger over his grandfather’s engraved name. “Allan Arthur Anderson. He worked with Miss Monroe. The others are just decoration.”
A large apricot standard poodle stepped from the kitchen and glided across the floor to Blake’s side. She moved like she wore roller skates.
The dog caught my eyes, narrowed her lids halfway, and maintained the stare. I was the first to look away.
“I’ve never seen a dog do that.”
Blake rested his fingertips gently on the dog’s back.
“This is Mimi. She’s a special dog.”
I made a fist and held it out to Mimi.
“Hi, Mimi, good dog.”
Mimi blew air through her mouth, making the skin flutter. She ignored my hand, stuck her nose in the air, and walked—glided away.
“Don’t take it personally. She’s just…shy.” Blake turned and headed toward the back of the house. “If you’ll follow me, I’ll take you to my container.”
Blake’s backyard was as orderly as everything else. A covered cement patio lay the length of the house. It was the kind of yard realtors touted as good for entertaining. Though if his behavior today was any indication, I doubted he’d ever thrown a party here. He didn’t strike me as the type. Blake led me behind the garage to his garbage storage area.
“Please open it,” I said.
He keyed in his personal code, the unit opened, I deposited the bag of feces, and Blake sealed the container back up.
Well, damn.
His containment unit was properly locked and up to code.
“I was hoping someone had stolen the poop,” I said.
He wrinkled his brow and cocked his head again. “Why would someone do that?”
“Kids pranking, an angry ex…” I fished for a clue.
Blake cocked his head to the other side.
I continued. “Or even just a crime of opportunity.”
“Well, I can’t explain it,” he said. “I always carry the proper mobile containers on walks and am very careful.”
He shot a glance back at the house, and I followed his gaze. Mimi stood upright against glass doors leading to the family room where we’d exited. Her paws rested against the glass. I gauged her height to be a bit over 5 feet when standing on her back legs.
Mimi paced the length of the sliding doors, walking on her hind legs. She moved back and forth from one side to the other. And I swore that dog glared at me the whole time.
“She certainly does unusual tricks.”
Blake angled his body, blocking my view of the house. “Like I said, she’s a special dog.” He grabbed the tie on his robe, first twisting it around, then rolling it up and releasing it, only to roll it up again. He took a furtive look at the house and smiled a toothy grin at me.
I said, “Let’s go back inside, and I’ll complete my form.”
“Oh, of course.”
Blake moved toward the sliding doors, but Mimi still stood upright against them. Blake made a sharp right toward another door. The dog dropped onto all fours and disappeared. I followed Blake, and he opened the door, allowing me to step inside what turned out to be his kitchen. Mimi had beaten us there. She struck what could only be called a seductive pose against the kitchen counter. Standing again on her two back legs, she used one front leg to help balance against the counter. Her other was behind her head in an impossible position.
Blake gasped. “Down, Mimi! Down!”
Mimi brought her eyelids to half-mast again and held her ground.
Blake rushed over to her and gently pushed her off the counter. I heard the dog’s paws hit the floor before Blake squatted and whispered something into Mimi’s ear. The dog glared at me and traipsed away.
“I’m so sorry,” he said. “She’s got a stubborn streak.”
“Of course,” I said. “Look, I don’t know why I believe you about the feces, but I do. So, I’ll tell you what I’m going to do…” I set the Detector on the green melamine countertop and whipped out my PCD. The dirty dishes in the sink seemed out of character. A half-eaten piece of buttered cinnamon toast sat on one plate. At least I knew where the cinnamon smell came from. I opened the Detector and pulled up Blake’s infraction before typing new instructions into my PCD.
“I’ve changed this to a warning ticket. Copies are kept on file and go to your various accounts, but the fine’s been removed because...” I caught his eyes again. “Well, I think you deserve a chance.”
Blake nodded. “Thank you.”
I held out my PCD. “I just need your thumbprint.”
He wrinkled his forehead. “I had a recent mishap stripping an old table…burned my hands.”
“Your signature’s fine.” He used a fingertip to scrawl his name. “Remember, you’re on record, so make sure it doesn’t happen again," I said, packing away my kit.
“It won’t, I’m sure it won’t. This way,” he said.
Mimi lay on the living room sofa. Her shoulders were elevated against one armrest, and her back legs were extended out on the cushions. She’d crossed her ankles, and using both front paws, she flipped her ears back over her shoulders and lifted her chin, exposing her long, almost hairless neck. Then she huffed and flipped her ears back forward, partially obscuring her face. All I could see were her dog’s eyes, glowering at me.
I shivered.
If I didn’t know better, I would have said the dog was jealous of me.
“Mr. Anderson,” I said. “Don’t make me come back here.”
“We won’t.”
Blake opened the front door, and I stole one last look at Mimi who winked at me.
“Really, I don’t want to come back here. Ever.”
Blake closed the door, and I heard the chain slip into place.
I hurried down the steps and out of the yard, latching the gate, though I doubted it could keep Mimi in.
There was something really creepy about that dog.






  
  HONEY


Honey returned to her room. Pent-up rage swirled inside her head like a tornado. 
She threw a punch toward the wall, allowing her knuckles to graze the stucco.
“Fuck him,” she said, flipping her laptop open.
Justin monitored the police dispatcher, but Honey monitored him.
Was he aware she’d hacked into his system months ago? If so, he hadn’t said anything. And really, was it spying? She was his head of security. Knowing things was her job. Making sure the man was safe, her purview.
Not only was he tracking where the dispatcher sent the Double-D, Honey saw he’d contacted several of his private operatives and set them into motion. Them instead of her.
“Asshole.”
She couldn’t understand why he’d risk the entire operation just to punish her. Why he’d bring in outsiders when she was the most skilled and devoted person in his network. Independent contractors were just that. Independent. They had no skin in the game. No money to lose, no blood relationship tying them to the cause. Not like her.
Her greatest fear kept interrupting her thoughts. What if he didn’t consider her a sister? Not a real one. What if he saw her as disposable as the contractors? After all, they hadn’t grown up together. Didn’t even know the other one existed before the reading of their father’s will. Honey didn’t know who’d been more surprised when the lawyer introduced them. The prodigal son discovering he needed to share part of his father’s estate, or the girl who’d grown up in poverty never knowing her father was a wealthy, influential man.
But after their initial shock, Justin welcomed her. His attentions were seductive, and when he learned about her electronics skills, he invited her to live at the estate and join his company. She’d jumped at the chance. Her mother was dead, and there wasn’t a better offer on the table. Besides, something about her brother’s charisma made him impossible to resist.
Honey threw another punch.
Fucking Justin. She should’ve walked away with her inheritance and never looked back. But it was too late. Everything was invested in the operation.
Honey hoped the contractors he’d hired would fail and fail fast.
Justin had hacked into the Double-D’s daily call log. Honey sneered. Clearly, the police department needed some security updates. Honey continued watching, Justin scroll through the log. A name she recognized popped out. Blake Anderson. The Double-D’s last call was to his residence.
Honey’s fingers flew across the keys, but Justin scrolled down the page.
“Wait, wait, wait!” Honey said, punching an order on her keyboard.
He’d already moved past Blake Anderson’s name by the time she’d grabbed a screenshot, but she got the man’s address. Honey opened her employee database, and lo and behold, the addresses matched.
She smiled.
How fortuitous.
This information would come in handy, she just needed to figure out how. But however she used it, she’d do it behind Justin’s back. Not her fault he hadn’t recognized Anderson’s name. The price he paid for having her handle the employees.






  
  JUSTIN


Justin blasted Schumann like a defiant teen. Though the ear-splitting decibel wrangled his nerves, it energized him, which was the point. He wanted to stay awake and alert. He hadn’t slept since he’d learned about the Catalyst’s destruction, and though the recent changes in his physiology meant he only needed a few hours of sleep a day, he still required those to work optimally. Justin didn’t like being subpar in any way. Perfection was something his father drilled into him, and he’d worked for over a decade to ensure his mental and physical superiority, so this snafu and his fatigue infuriated him. 
But despite everything he’d done to improve himself, his father haunted him. Sure, he rotted in his grave, but Justin still heard the man’s laugh and knew exactly what his father would say if he were alive. Hell, he didn’t need to be there for Justin to hear him.
“Failure. My animated corpse could do a better job than my son. Great plans need a great man at their helm, and you, Justin, are no such man.”
“No, Father,” Justin’s voice bellowed. “I disposed of you. I will not let you speak to me like that anymore.”
Genome hissed, leaped from Justin’s lap, and cowered by the door.
Justin glared at the animal.
“Fine. Be that way.”
He lowered the music, rubbed his eyes, and then shut them. He kept them closed for a moment, but in those few seconds, he imagined his operatives grabbing the Catalyst and heard her screams as they extracted a bit of DNA, just a bit… He drifted, his body jerked, and he opened his eyes. Damn. That was close.
His men should reach out soon. Once they retrieved the substitute DNA, he’d get the Bonding System operational again. Then…then he’d take a nap.
There was a squawk near his feet.
Genome brushed against his legs. He lifted the creature onto his lap where Genome settled down.
Justin stroked the animal’s coat. “Forgive my anger.”
Genome meowed and raised the feathered crest on his head.
“Good boy,” Justin said, plucking a single feather from the creature’s crest.
Genome hissed, and Justin lowered his hand, delivering the feather in his flattened palm to Genome’s cat-like mouth. Genome devoured it. Justin repeated those actions six more times until he’d removed every feather on the animal’s head.
“Don’t worry, my friend. They’ll grow back.”
He tossed Genome off his lap and brushed at the lingering stray hairs and parrot dust on his pants. He hated the fur, feathers, and dirt intrinsic to Genome, but he tolerated it because Genome was special. He’d been the first. The animal’s metamorphosis spurred Justin on. After witnessing the Bonding System’s absurd, magical science, he’d been obsessed.
Could it change humans, too? Could it make him the man he’d always dreamed of being, or remake the world into something new, kinder, better, more like him? He’d needed answers to those questions no matter the cost. And he got them. All were resounding yeses.
Genome settled onto the window ledge in the sun and systematically pulled out more of its feathers.
“Yes, Genome. You are the reason we are here today.”
Justin smirked.
How amusing the Catalyst thinks her father’s masterpiece is the silly DNA detector.
He reached his arms overhead, yawned, and stretched before shifting his gaze from Genome to his mammoth monitor. Images of mythological beasts resolved and vanished every two seconds. As soon as he’d obtained a piece of the Catalyst, he’d replace those illustrations with photos of real creatures and change the world forever. Human evolution had stalled, and he would jump start it. His father was wrong. Justin was a great man, which the world would soon realize. A colossal, orange, fire-spewing dragon filled the screen. Justin froze the picture. The background music soared, and his skin tingled with anticipation.
He touched the gel surface, sending a ripple of movement through the illustration. “The stuff of nightmares—comes alive. I welcome you to the beautiful California sunshine.”
Genome sat up, chirped, and in his raspy, parrot voice, said, “I love you.”






  
  KAT


My next call came in while I was at the Anderson residence, and it marked my first visit to Jefferson Junior High for the new school year. I leaned into my right turn, maneuvering around a pothole but still kicked up some loose bits of gravel from the broken, cheap-ass asphalt. Though I knew my course, the GPS system inside my helmet indicated I should go left at the next intersection. 
I slowly made the turn and glanced in my mirror. A black sedan was right on my butt, close enough I swear they could smell my sweat. It made the turn behind me, and something, I wasn’t sure what, triggered my gut-level, lizard-brain alarm. But what or why didn’t matter. I trusted my sixth sense, always had, and those instincts were reinforced by my dad and Captain Carrino who both said, “Better safe than sorry.” Slowing down, I angled my side mirror to get a better look. The car was unremarkable. Two visible occupants sat in the front. I was tempted to take a few more turns and see if they kept following me. But then what? I wasn’t a cop, even if people treated me like I was one. What could I do? Pull them over and say, “Hey, why are you following me?”
Besides, the junior high school was up ahead, and it had been nearly an hour since the incident had been called in. The poor kids didn’t need to wait any longer because I had some undefined hunch. I pulled into the red zone in front of the school and parked. The black car slowed and passed by me. I memorized its license plate—Adam 96 Mary Tom Sam. The occupants didn’t look at me, and they turned at the next corner and disappeared. I entered their license plate into a memo in my PCD, then pulled off my helmet and wiped the perspiration from my face with the bandana from my pocket.
At 10:00 am, the day was already sweltering, and weather reports called for Santa Ana’s all week. My leather jacket protected me, but damn it was hot. My shirt was soaked, and boob-sweat dripped down my belly. I needed to stay hydrated, so I downed an ElectroLite and zipped the empty container into my pocket with my bandanna. Next, I sprayed and wiped my bike, every surface I’d touched, destroying any DNA I’d transferred. Dakota called me paranoid. I didn’t blame her. But DNA made it both easy to catch a bad actor, and easy to frame an innocent one. Vigilance was necessary. During my academy training, they’d hammered in how anyone affiliated with law enforcement, even peripherally, even me, became a target. I wiped again for good measure and sprayed the inside of my helmet with another spritz of neutralizing agent, locked it inside my trunk box, and slung my satchel over my shoulder.
My neo-leather pants brushed together, making a whooshing sound as I walked toward the school’s entrance. They were stifling hot, but I dealt with it because the specialized fabric would protect me in an accident. They also looked tough, which I liked. Of course, I sort of killed the tough thing when I pulled the material away from my thighs and groin because it had ridden up. But as Dakota says, “Sometimes, A She has to do what A She has to do.” Dakota calls women of all ages “A She.”
I was happy to see the school had done some upgrades over the summer. They’d covered the buildings' exteriors with new stucco and installed updated security devices around the perimeter. I strode through the front doors, holding up my ID, though the security officer, Raul Jimenez, knew me by name. We met eight months earlier on my first day on the job, when I’d been called to Jefferson to positively identify a kid who’d poured his half-full milk carton over another boy’s head. Jimenez was a retired cop who liked working at the school because it kept him away from the house during the day. He told me he thought that after his early retirement, he’d take it easy, do whatever he felt like. Then, he found out his house had a bossy chief law enforcement officer with other ideas. His wife.
“Crocker,” he said, waving me through the metal detector. “Good to see you back.”
The temperature inside the building had to be twenty degrees cooler than outside. It felt great.
“Jimenez, looking good.” I pointed behind me toward the recent upgrades. “Nice to see our tax dollars at work.”
He smirked. “Next thing you know, we’ll all get pay raises.”
I snort-laughed, it’s a thing I do. “In your dreams.”
Jimenez nodded. “Yeah. Those are the same dreams where I’m not married with five kids.”
“Five kids! That’s a nightmare.”
Jimenez fake pouted and then laughed, saying, “Yeah. Don’t tell my wife that. Number six is in the oven.”
“I know you don’t mean that literally. Congratulations.”
“Thanks. Crossing our fingers for a girl.” Jimenez held up both hands, showing me his crossed fingers, and then pointed those fingers down the hall. “They’re waiting for you.”
I nodded and turned left toward the administration offices. Tweens and teenagers pushed limits, and since they were a common source of petty crime, I knew my way around this and a dozen other junior high schools in the city despite my short duration with the department.
The principal’s receptionist, a new one for the new school year, nodded at me when I showed her my ID badge and glanced over her shoulder at the closed door. Principal Farthing’s office was well-marked. I’d heard that when he’d taken the job two years earlier, maintenance stuck a temporary name plaque on his door. They’d never replaced it, and the right side curled up, so at a quick glance, it looked like his last name was Fart. I wondered the same thing I wondered every time I saw it—had any students posted pictures of their farty principal’s nametag online?
I giggled, threw a hand over my mouth, and under my breath said, “Stop it. What are you, twelve?”
New stucco, new security, and yet same old sign.
Perhaps the school board was ambiguous about keeping Farthing on the job. I wished they’d asked me. I didn’t like him.
Paul Roger Farthing was 53 years old. We’d spent many hours together the past school year, and none were pleasant. He liked to say ridiculous things to me like, “I’m sure you can relate to these kids, being that you were their age only a few years ago,” and “One day, when you’ve settled down and have your own kids…” followed by whatever inane point he wanted to make. And my favorite, which he’d said when we first met. “My, but you’re a bitty thing. I’ve got some sixth graders who could give you a run for the money.”
Idiot.
He reminded me of my useless high school guidance counselor, Mr. Mack, who’d suggested I concentrate on computer science instead of “real” science.
“No one ever uses advanced math or science in real life,” he’d said.
News, flash, Mr. Mack. I do. All the time.
That man had the nerve to attend my dad’s funeral and weep openly for someone he’d never met. Yeah, the board could fire Farthing anytime, and while they were at it, Mr. Mack.
Kids deserved better.
I knocked twice on the principal’s door and entered, activating my RD. When calls involved kids, I recorded the entire encounter.
Principal Farthing sat behind his desk, facing the door. He’d swept his thinning brown hair over to one side and plastered the swoop in place with liberal amounts of hair goop. He made no move to stand and greet me because the first time we’d met, I made it clear I don’t shake hands.
“You know the ropes, Farthing. I need you to acknowledge I’m recording this meeting before I can proceed.” I paused, waiting. “Do you acknowledge this?”
Farthing nodded. “Yes, I realize our meeting will be recorded.”
Like I said, idiot.
Seated to Farthing’s left was a boy. To his right a girl. The girl grimaced and leaned back against her chair, keeping her head at an awkward, ninety-degree angle. A big glob of spit started at her hairline, glued her hair against her forehead, and then dribbled down her cheek. And it wasn’t just spit—that would be bad enough—this was a nasty loogie, or as I’d learned in Bio 101, sputum.
“Jesus, Farthing. What’s wrong with you?” I reached into my satchel, slipped on a pair of polymer gloves, and snapped them snuggly against my hands. I pulled out a package of tissues. “Hold still.” I wiped the mess off the girl’s face, making sure to contain the sample within the tissues so I could get a clean reading. “The girl is in agony, Farthing. Why would you make her sit here like that?”
“Because, DD Crocker…” Farthing said.
DD Crocker. Not even Double-D. Asswipe!
Reaching back inside my satchel, I removed the DNA Detector.
Farthing continued. “…you might remember chastising me when I had the janitorial staff clean excrement off the sullied bathroom stalls. You were upset even though they kept all samples in plastic bags. Something about protecting the chain of evidence. I’m simply following your protocol.”
He smiled, displaying oversized, unnaturally white, capped teeth.
I glared at him. “Bathrooms are inanimate objects, Farthing. You can’t add to their distress.”
He shrugged. “Maybe you need to have some kind of reference guide I can operate from.”
“You’d need to be able to read it,” I said.
The boy snickered, and I shot the kid a withering look, which silenced him.
I removed the cover from the Detector’s metal tip. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the boy squirm. Good. He should worry. Inserting the metal tip into the sample I’d collected on the tissue, I placed it into the containment sheath and pressed a button, initiating a search through NaCiD.
As the sample processed, I turned my attention to the girl. “As soon as I know the sample is good, I’ll give you something to properly sanitize the site.”
The room remained silent while we waited for results.
My job hadn’t turned out to be exciting or glamorous, but I did like helping kids. And though I disliked Farthing, he wasn’t wrong about me being young enough to relate to them. I remembered only too well the trials of navigating through junior high hell. And though I felt like I’d become old the day my father died, like that event ended my childhood and baptized me into adulthood, the truth was, I’d only been out of high school a couple of years. So, if I steered even one kid in the right direction, I’d be happy. I saw my interventions as critical.
The adolescent boy bit his cuticles. Such an awkward age, but this young man needed to learn about consequences, and this poor girl needed to know he’d face them.
“What’s your name?” I asked the girl.
“Clara. Clara Brown.”
“Clara, that’s a pretty name,” I said, keying her name into my PCD. “I am sorry, Clara, that you were made to sit with spit on your face for so long.”
“I saw him do it.”
“I don’t doubt that for a second. But you know an eyewitness account doesn’t hold up against DNA evidence.” I winked at Clara. “Good news is, in situations like this, the evidence helps to corroborate your account. Nails in the coffin, so to speak.”
A light blinked on the Detector. The boy’s Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed a few times.
I grabbed a packet of sanitizing wipes from my satchel and handed them to Clara.
“Wash up.”
Clara pulled one out.
“Use several. They’ll sterilize the site.”
I turned to the boy and read off my screen. “James Thomas Bigley, age twelve?”
“Yes,” said Principal Farthing. “This is Jimmy.”
“James Thomas Bigley, you are guilty of a 111 with intent to embarrass. And according to the readout, a 113 dash 2 has been added because you are carrying the H3N5 flu, which you have now exposed Clara to.”
Clara burst into tears.
“Shit,” said Jimmy.
“Watch your language, young man, before I slap on another infraction.”
I double-checked the information and hit send.
Jimmy pushed his hair away from his face. It fell right back down.
The boy could use a haircut.
I said, “A copy of this citation has been sent to the precinct, your parents, your school record office, and the youth authority. Clara, you may go.”
Clara managed a quiet “Thank you” to me, and wiping her tears, she hurried out the door.
I pressed another button, and, with a flash, a burst of energy destroyed the evidence and sterilized my equipment. I removed my gloves, sealed them into a waste bag, and packed everything into my satchel.
“You’re lucky you’re a minor, James Bigley. If you do something like this after you’re eighteen and someone gets sick, do you know what would happen?”
James wiped his nose on his sleeve and remained silent. Farthing peered at me with his beady eyes.
“I’d keep the spit sample for evidence against you in court. No fine, no slap on the wrist. You’d face jail time.”
Principal Farthing cleared his throat. “Thank you, DD Crocker. Jimmy, you can go.”
“To the nurses. He needs to go home before he infects more people.”
Farthing clenched his jaw, then nodded. “Yes, Jimmy. The nurse will call your parents to come get you.”
Jimmy slunk out of the office, and Farthing sighed.
“You think I’m being too hard on the boy, Farthing?”
“You know how impulsive youth can be. Spitting is an innocent boy thing.”
I flipped off my RD and turned to meet the principal’s eyes.
“Not anymore, it isn’t, Princi-Pal.”
I emphasized the word pal because he was anything but a friend.
Principal Farthing sneered. “I’d see you to the door, but I’m busy.”
“School’s about more than classwork. Teach the boy some manners, Farthing, and see that Clara has access to the school therapist. A spit attack can leave an ugly mental scar.”
Farthing smirked. “It sounds like you know from experience.”






  
  HONEY


Honey paced the room, towel-drying her newly lightened hair. The smell of bleach stung her nostrils. She tossed the towel aside, flopped onto the unmade bed, and opened her laptop. 
While in the shower, she’d figured out how to use Mr. Anderson to her advantage. She reopened the employee database, copied his address, and began an email from the company’s HR Department.
To: BAnderson.bestbeta@email.net
Subject: More Work V-DNAngerous
Dear Mr. Anderson,
We hired you as a beta tester for our newest game, V-DNAngerous.
Your superior work makes you perfect for a job we need quietly handled ASAP.
Payment will be unlimited access to our DNA database in perpetuity.
As this is time-sensitive, an immediate response is necessary.
She hit send and said, “Tick-tock, Mr. Anderson.”
Honey hoped finding the Catalyst would restore her credibility and allow her back into Justin’s inner circle, but it hadn’t. Though Justin’s stubborn streak wouldn’t allow him to forgive her, the fault really lay with Taft.
Goddamn traitor. I’ll kill him.
She cracked her knuckles, curled her fingers tight into her palms, made solid fists, and threw several air-punches.
“Face, gut, face.”
She wanted to knock Taft’s horrible head clear off his body.
Honey revisited her actions on the day of her inadequacy for what felt like the millionth time. Yes, she’d been sloppy, but the saboteur, Robert Taft, seemed innocuous. He was a geek, a programmer, not the kind of man who ever took risks. He was a man more comfortable speaking in dots and dashes than English.
“Your walking papers,” she’d told him, placing them on the counter so she wouldn’t risk touching his thin, long-nailed hands. He gave her the creeps with his wild, white hair and the strange clicking sounds he made with his teeth. She’d be happy to have him gone. “Your usefulness is at an end. Your final payment and bonus will be deposited electronically. Clear out your desk, and security will escort you from the premises.”
Taft had nodded, and his thick, crazy hair flopped forward, concealing his eyes. She’d wondered whether it would have made a difference if she’d seen them. Would she have noticed some shifty expression and personally accompanied him while he packed up and left? Instead, on his final day, she’d walked away and left him alone.
“Innocuous, my ass. Goddamn game changes everyone.” She threw more air punches and visualized them hitting Taft. “Pow, pow.”
Six weeks before he destroyed all he’d helped create, she’d heard Taft bragging about the project to someone on the phone.
“This is my masterpiece,” he’d said. “This game reshapes the landscape forever.”
After the Catalyst’s destruction, Honey reviewed all camera footage from the facility. As head of security, whatever happened, happened under her nose and she needed to get to the bottom of it. Nothing appeared abnormal until she got to Taft’s last day.
He’d returned to his desk as she’d instructed.
“I am the Deus Ex Machina,” Taft said, turning directly to the camera above his desk while loading his belongings into a banker’s box. “I helped to make it, and now, I will destroy my masterpiece. For humanity.”
He’d taken a final pass through the R and D department to where the Bonding System lay. Whistling “Three Blind Mice,” he’d squeezed a dropper of something Honey later realized was toxin into the system, destroying the Catalyst.
If she hadn’t been enraged, Honey might have appreciated his precision and planning. Taft’s intimate knowledge of the project enabled him to choose the perfect target. Without the Catalyst DNA, the game couldn’t operate, the entire system collapsed, and unless they replaced it, the company would fail.
Honey had watched the footage in horror as he shook free the last drop of toxin, clinging to the tip of the dropper. The poison shimmered like floating oil until it dissolved and became undetectable.
“No bonus for me,” he’d said, and waving to the camera, he picked up his box of personal items and left.
The Catalyst’s ruin was intentionally slow. Two weeks passed before the system shut down. At first, Honey thought the problem stemmed from the move they’d made away from the facility a few days after Taft’s departure. Since their product was about to hit the market, they’d shuttered the R and D department and relocated the Catalyst into a new system at the family estate. Honey figured the failure was with the hardware, not the FleshWare, as Justin referred to the Catalyst. But a scan showed the system was fine—it was the Catalyst that was broken. Eradicated.
After discovering Taft’s betrayal, she knew Justin would blame her. Hell, she blamed her. But she didn’t panic. She just needed to replace the Catalyst, and samples of its DNA should’ve been available from either NaCiD or a private library. But she came up empty-handed. The fourteen-day lag between infection and destruction gave Taft time to purchase all matching DNA in the market. The Catalyst donor was dead, cremated, ashes strewn years earlier. Without that DNA, the project was as dead as the donor.
Taft, that mouse of a man, had shut them down.
Ping.
Honey grabbed her laptop. A reply from Anderson.
“I’m interested.”
Honey smiled. Taft may have won the battle, but they’d win the war. She’d found a replacement Catalyst, and Anderson would help her procure it.
She threw another punch.
“We’re only a drop of blood away from success.”
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