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      The District’s rain-drenched streets and crumbling structures drowned between Monday’s constant downpour and a gloomy Wednesday. Fawn Granger marched along the soaked sidewalks in her galoshes and yellow raincoat. As a kid she had liked splashing in the cold rain, feeling the spray against her bare legs. Now the memory of those happier times dissolved like sugar left out in a storm.

      On the way to the scene, she’d reveled in the exhilaration as she puddle-jumped along The District’s cracked and warped sidewalks. Overhead, the chilly afternoon squall held hints of a future snowfall once the temperature plummeted below freezing. October seesawed between frost and fall.

      The sky could tell her everything except the identity of the rotting corpse waiting for her at the death violation. It was time to get down to business.

      She approached the rubberneckers and media hogs vying for gory content to consume. Social media remained insatiable, greedily devouring any- and everything and crapping on people’s lives.

      And their deaths.

      The yellow caution beam sectioned off a quarter of a block including one lane of traffic. The beam prevented bystanders from getting close to the scene and swarming the area around the deceased and ruining evidence. Judging from the blaring horns and irate shouting, pilots didn’t like it. Briscoe, her partner she affectionately called BB, yelled over to her as she dipped beneath it. “You swim here from your place?” Briscoe asked.

      

      Why can’t  death be more convenient? Fawn shook her head. She pulled on the mask from her satchel. “What do we got?”

      “One of the pedestrians said she heard shouting just after 1600 hours,” Briscoe said.

      

      Briscoe walked with her, slightly ahead, leading her to the deceased. He carried an umbrella in one hand, and a cigarette in the other.  He’d come prepared for the weather in a dark gray coat, black turtleneck, and dark dress pants. He didn’t fit with the flying wautos—wind automobiles—, robotic servers floating around the violation scene’s parameter, and flutter of photographers. He looked like he’d stepped out of the Robert B. Parker online detective game’s character list.

      “You know, I already looked at the body. You don’t have to—”

      “I’m fine.” She twisted her dreadlocks into a bun at the base of her neck. It kept her shoulder-length hair out of the way of the corpse. Nothing like getting blood, bile, and human baseness in your locks and the hell it took to get out. “But really, BB, smoking?” She took in a deep breath and squatted down beside the victim.

      The person who used to be alive. He wore a round, laser-gun blast to the chest and expensive clothing too pricey to be from this section. It was a horrific sight. The violation scene techs buzzed around in their bright white one-piece suits with the VIO label on the back in black block lettering. Their equipment was waterproof, but the body was not.

      “Can we get some protection over here? All our evidence is running off with the rain!” Fawn stood up.

      “Yeah! Sorry!” A male, with an Afro of curls, shouted at one of the techs. “Marquise! Set up the canopy.”

      Her knees were soaked. Great. She stepped back to get her breath. The mask made breathing harder, but the burnt flesh from the laser-gun blast didn’t help. She fought not to snatch the thing off her face and vomit. Contaminating a violation scene wouldn’t look good on her evals, so she spun away from the corpse as a sour taste flooded her mouth. She closed her eyes to pause the world’s tilt.

      When she opened them again, two men hurried to set up the electronic devices on either side of the body. With a press of the buttons, a shimmering force field appeared like a dome. Rain ran over it and down the sides, away from the deceased.

      She caught Briscoe frowning at her. His pursed lips forced the corners of his mouth downward.

      “I told you I’d do it.”

      “And I said I’m fine.”

      “Liar.”

      “Those ashes can contaminate the scene. We’ve talked about this.” Fawn gestured to his cigarette. Its round, red tip glowed in the gloomy late afternoon.

      “I’m cutting back.” He took a drag as if to prove his point.

      “Who this is?” Fawn pointed at the body.

      “Leonardo Cho, scientist with the Association of Genetically Engineered Humans.” Briscoe took another long drag.

      “What’s he doing here? The AGEH’s offices aren’t even in this sector.”

      “And that’s it. No partner. No kids. Extended family is out in the Tokyscio area. The Cali Province is always changing the names on those damn quadrants…” He caught himself and straightened out his coat. The ash fell into the rain puddles. “The Anderson Clinic’s not too far from here. Maybe he worked there.”

      “Yeah, maybe. How’d he get here?” Fawn’s rain-soaked pants had plastered themselves to her thighs. “A late-night street fight around here leaves one dead but from the looks of it, he still has all his organs. Too much spontaneous violence. Looks like he fought back too.”

      Briscoe shrugged. “Gonna have to wait for the vioTechs to get their work done.”

      “All right. Witnesses?”

      “None human. vioTech’s grabbing the video footage.”

      “This area is crawling with people. No one saw anything?”

      “Most got their faces planted in their devices. You know?”

      Fawn sighed. “Let’s talk to the employer.”

      “The AGEH? See now, Fawn, I know the place looks progressive, but there is still some backwardness to how they do things,” Briscoe explained. He twisted his lips as if the words tasted bad.

      “I’m well aware of the things they do.” Fawn heard the sharpness in her tone, but she wanted this resolved tonight. She knew exactly what the Association of Genetically Engineered Humans did.  If the e-file journalists got hold of the story some tabloid snot like Malcolm Moore would ruin it. “And backward doesn’t begin to cover it. Cruel. Deadly. Those adjectives would do.”

      “This is politically sensitive.” Briscoe loosely crossed his arms where he could still hold the umbrella and smoke. “The District is in crisis, especially this sector. Add in the AGEH…”

      “I’m not speaking of things you don’t already know.” Fawn met his eyes and watched him squirm beneath her gaze. “Our victim worked there.”

      “They’re a not-for-profit medical organization whose primary focus is to enrich human beings through genetic manipulation. They conduct research to create and save lives.” Briscoe countered.

      “You write their damn website babble?” Fawn shook her head. The smell of death made her stomach hurt, but thankfully the rain had washed away most of the odor.

      “Life isn’t about finding yourself, but about creating yourself. The AGEH creates people.”

      “I wonder what else they’ve created.”

      Briscoe leveled his gaze at her. “Not all of us can fly off into the Southwest. Many of us live here.”

      “Is that what you’re put-out about?”

      “You’re splitting up our successful team. For a ranch.”

      She couldn’t deal with this tonight. The District had drained her. Eight years had rendered her sparks out. The regulator AI had labeled her with PTSD and leaving the District would remove her from the trauma of regulator life. Her mother had been a regulator. She’d told Fawn when she first rookied for the District about the dangers of trying to shovel humanity’s muck. It could cover you, and drown out one’s spirit, their spark.

      Burn. Explode. Ignite. Spark. But don’t get snuffed out.

      The bodies. She couldn’t stop seeing them, even when asleep. So she’d stop doing a lot of sleeping.

      “I’m not going to go through it again. This is our last one, so let’s make it count,” Fawn said, more to herself than Briscoe.

      Without waiting for Briscoe’s reply, she started for the supervising vioTech. They needed answers.

      She also wanted to stop him from going on about the AGEH. They created hatchlings. In fact, Briscoe—being a hatchling—might be too close to the subject to be objective. The AGEH’s image versus their reality clashed and when that happened, it jarred people—even genetically engineered ones.

      Cameras clicked and scanners whirred as vioTechs worked their way around the body.

      The tall, dark, and handsome vioTech stood just a way off from the body, writing on his tablet with a stylus—a bit of an old-fashioned techie. She liked that. Meant he got his hands dirty and didn’t rely on the technology to give him all the answers.

      “You’re the new VIO lead?” Fawn asked once she reached him. She yanked her hood up as the rain fell harder. “I’m Inspector Regulator Fawn Granger.”

      Fawn held out her hand in greeting. He didn’t extend his as he wrote with one, while his other gloved hand held the tablet. He wore the same raincoat as the others, but he carried himself with authority.

      When he finished writing, he looked up at her.

      “I’m Doctor Ryan Rycroft. The deceased, Mr. Cho, has been dead for  2 to 4 hours. Cause of death appears to be a laser-gun blast, but we still have toxicology reports to run. I’ll need to open him up to know more. We found a trace of oil on his hands and a discarded umbrella. His fingermarks are on it. They’re tacky so they didn’t rinse off in the rain.”

      “Right down to business.” Fawn pulled out her own tablet and took notes.

      He watched her with intense eyes, and she didn’t have to guess how he had become the VIOs supervisor. Quick, sharp intelligence shone in those eyes, along with a warning not to cross him.

      “Thank you. You’ll contact us when you get more.” Fawn slipped her device back into her coat pocket.

      “Of course,” he replied. A small smile tugged at his lips.

      “Thanks.” Fawn headed back to the body, but seeing the vioTechs around it, decided she’d gotten enough. She ducked beneath the caution beam with Briscoe right behind her. They headed back down the sidewalk until the pulsating glow of the regulator wautos’ lights vanished behind buildings.

      “You think it’s a hate violation?” Briscoe stopped at the crosswalk.

      Overhead, wautos, aerocycles, drones, and cargo crafts all vied for air space. On the ground, the streets still went by their prewar names. In the air, folks went by coordinates. Still, accidents happened, so Fawn waited for the robotic controller to give them the white walking man before stepping off the curb and crossing the ground level street. Sometimes pilots lost control and landed in a ditch or a pile of people.

      Once the light changed, they walked along with the throng, hurrying to escape the downpour. They rushed to the nearest shelter beneath the awning of a closed cafe.

      Restaurants had gone the way of automobiles since the Great War that left the United States in shambles.

      “You hear me?” Briscoe fumbled in his pocket and removed a vintage cigarette case. It matched his tele-monitor’s case.

      “I dunno.” Fawn removed her hood. Everything was wet. Water ran down her back beneath her blouse. “We know Cho worked for the AGEH, but it might not be a factor in his death. We don’t have enough of anything to jump to conclusions.”

      Briscoe nodded, his ebony hair perfectly in place. Tapered to the back, with long bangs in the front, his hair defied humidity. No facial hair, ever. Briscoe claimed it made him look ancient.

      “How did he get down here?” Fawn searched around. “This isn’t anywhere close to the AGEH office or his residence.”

      Briscoe pulled out his tablet. “According to the witness—a Jacob Munro, who works at the CC stop—Cho get off the craft at 1600 hours. VioTechs already pulled the cameras’ video feeds and confirmed.”

      “So, he’s alive at 1600 hours,” Fawn repeated.

      “The death violation was logged in at 17:12. Anonymous.”

      “He was killed shortly after leaving the cargo station stop.” Fawn took in the area around. The cargo craft picked up and dropped off commuters. “It’s wide open out here. No witnesses?”

      “A mugging perhaps?” Briscoe suggested, but his expression told her he didn’t believe it either. “No one saw anything, except Munro, and he didn’t see the actual violation.”

      Mugging violations ranked among the lowest committed violations. No one carried real currency, not since before the war. So, attempting to steal items off of a person didn’t make good profit for the violator. It took too long and was too messy to cut the chip out of someone’s wrist. It happened, just not often.

      Her hands shook, but she shoved them into her pockets, squeezed her eyes shut to close out the rising anxiety and fear. It crawled over her like a thousand ants. She shuddered despite her efforts to suppress it.

      “You okay?” Briscoe touched her shoulder. “Fawn?”

      “Let’s get inside. I don’t like talking in the open.” Fawn adjusted her hood. Stormy and gathering dark, the evening lumbered on.

      And a killer walked free.
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      Twenty minutes later, Fawn and Briscoe reached The Cored Apple Restaurant. The server led them to a u-shaped, two-person booth. Savory scents hinted at the deliciousness served here. A mixture of human and robotic staff hummed in established routines in the sleek black and metallic décor. For being one of the few places to serve non-mutated beef, and supper time, the seating area remained almost empty.

      “It smells great in here. You hungry?” Briscoe asked, folding his coat over the side of the booth. He moved the table’s foghog toward him and took out a cigarette without looking.

      “How can you eat after what we just saw?” Fawn folded her hands low, over her stomach. “I think a coffee will be it for me.”

      “How?” Briscoe lit the cigarette by placing it against the heat patch at the base of his case. Once it ignited, he held it between his fingers, and the round foghog sucked in the lavender-scented smoke.

      “Yeah. How do you absorb it?”

      “I put all of it aside and do my job. It’s work.” Briscoe scooted back in the seat and smoked.

      “You dunno, do you?” Fawn said.

      “Not at all. I just do it.”

      “Bonjour! Qu'allez-vous manger ce soir?” The server arrived at their table. He spoke in a hushed tone, and he held a tiny square device in his hand.

      “Sythe Blackberry Tea.” Briscoe crossed his legs. The creases of his pants were sharp enough to cut someone. His boots shined despite being wet from the rain. He leaned down and wiped away the damp with his handkerchief.

      The server glanced at Fawn. “Pour toi?”

      “Café, noir, avec poudre.”

      Once he left, Fawn crossed her arms and leaned on the table. They should be out working the case, but she needed a pause. The threat of a panic attack lingered, a cold shadow.

      “Oh, crap on toast, I know that look.” Briscoe rolled his eyes.

      “What?”

      “You have a hunch.” Briscoe pointed an accusing finger at her.

      “We got nothing.”

      “Bollocks,” Briscoe whispered. “Dr. Rycroft’s team is good. They found a beat-up umbrella next to the body. Well, a short distance away. It’s got the victim’s fingerprints on the handle. Based on the damage, he tried to fight off his attacker with it. It’s bent all to hell.”

      “We don’t know any more about him.”

      Briscoe arched an eyebrow. “No. Not yet. You know how these cases work. We’re peeling the layers back to reveal the violators.”

      “We’re at the first layer, still outside the fruit.” Fawn scowled.

      She’d conducted an initial social media sweep as she flew over to the restaurant, but she hadn’t come up with anything except a few decades of images and blog posts.

      Now drained, she wanted to go home and sleep, but she pushed through the gnawing fear. “It’s impossible to exist without leaving some sort of electronic footprint. Currency. Medicine. Jet fuel. All of it comes and goes via wireless streams of information. How could information about him simply not be out there?”

      Briscoe shrugged. “He’s AGEH. Rumors are they scrub that stuff off the ‘net.”

      “Damn Big Corporate Brother. It’s a serious setback.”

      “I can call a contact.”

      “Who?” Fawn didn’t like Briscoe’s tone.

      “Malcolm Moore, a freelancer for the D.C. Mirror. I’ve used him a few times in the past for information.”

      Fawn groaned. “Not him. The tabloid tipster. He’s the worst.”

      “He has hundreds of snitches and contacts. The man’s a physical internet.”

      Briscoe paused as the server dropped off their drinks. The slip of a man smiled politely at Fawn, but gave a full, bright flash of teeth to Briscoe. When he walked away, he gave Briscoe a tiny wave over his shoulder.

      “BB, focus!” Fawn drummed her fingers on the table.

      “Don’t be jealous,” Briscoe lifted his tea to his lips. He blew twice before sipping gingerly.

      The coffee smelled great, but the lack of milk products available in the District meant she had to drink it black with powdered sugar.  Not a complaint, but the limited amount of sugar blunted only some of its bitterness. It kept her from grimacing when she encountered life’s bitter pills.

      “We can get answers. We could use some of those.” Briscoe pressed. Sometimes if he asked often enough Fawn relented.

      “Yeah, but can we trust what he might give us
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