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A few years ago, I read an article about a genetic study completed at New York’s Mount Sinai hospital on potential genetic changes due to the extreme stress of those who survived the holocaust and, even more fascinating, the idea that change had passed onto their offspring. I was so inspired by the concept that for years I’ve contemplated various plots based on this theory.

Finally, in 2021, I came up with the idea of The Sinister Strand (originally named The Choosing). Thus, my first dystopian sci-fi mystery novel was born. But to make it easier on you, I’ve only dubbed it as a sci-fi mystery. The dystopian aspect goes without saying.

As an individual who appreciates knowledge, I’m compelled to share with you that the findings of Dr. Rachel Yehuda have been met with many skeptics and studies which have challenged her findings. I am not a scientist, however, so it is not my place to persuade you one way or the other. My main job as an author is to ask, “What if?” And Dr. Yehuda’s conclusion offers a very wide array of what ifs. I’ve referenced the research below for you to read at your own pleasure and determine your own conclusion.

This novel is nothing more than a work of creative fiction.

The Sinister Strand is also, perhaps, my darkest book as of yet. One promise I’d made to myself is to allow my work to dive into my own truths, no matter how hard those truths might be for me. And boy, did I ever keep that promise with this one. In this book I’ve poured a deep pain from a personal experience. When I sat back and read it, I was a little surprised at how dark some of the concepts became.

As a dystopian author, everything I write tends to have dark concepts. I’m deeply passionate about thinking critically and this book dives into my thoughts about our genetics, what can be done with the information, and whether or not we truly understand it enough to ever make interpretations such as the ones demonstrated within this novel.

But beyond all of that, I hope you simply enjoy the book.
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The Sinister Strand

Chapter 1

Profiling deviants was what used to fill my life. Race, usually white with a few others occasionally sprinkled in. Age, middle—always. It was like they practiced up for their big showcase of being a grade-A dipshit. Sex, male—not always, but generally speaking, it was a dude.

That wasn’t what filled my life anymore. It was what I was trained for, but now I had nothing exciting to look forward to each day. I tried to explain this to my mother, who called every night because she worried about me living by myself.

“You need to move on, Anne, dear,” my mom chimed through the phone.

I hated when she called me Anne like I was from some Canadian town where I interpreted every tree and pond as something magical. “Mom, why did you name me Anneliese if you were just going to call me Anne?”

“Stop being nit-picky, Anneliese Alpin. It’s probably why you haven’t had a serious relationship in years.”

And there it was, the why-don’t-you-give-me-grandbabies talk. It didn’t make me feel guilty, just agitated.

“That’s not me, that’s Addison.” Addison, the older, perfect sister. She got all the maternal genes while I got none of them. She also made everything cute, like her kids, her house, and herself. Nothing about me was cute.

“I just worry about you and that job. It’s . . .” She couldn’t find the words to finish her sentence. In my mind, I thought horrible and boring. The most accurate, though, was degrading.

Somehow, I had turned from investigator, deviant hunter, or cop to the Director of The Choosing. Don’t let the title fool you; director was a noun slapped onto a person’s position to make them feel special. I wasn’t special. Besides, it was a totally different job than the career I’d worked my ass off for, and it wasn’t fun at all.

There was part of me that wondered how this happened, how my life got turned upside down into one gigantic disappointment—a disappointment to my mother because her baby girl joined the police force, but now a disappointment to me too.

I actually know exactly what happened. Some brilliant just-out-of-college kid had to go be a freaking science geek and find the genetic DNA sequence of serial killers and rapists. I could still remember the shy, caught-in-headlights look on his face as he received award after award.

I thought then that he’d be as much a part of our lives as Doja Cat, Billie Eilish, and Steven Hawking. He’d be on Saturday Night Live to prove he could take a joke like the cool kids and be the voice-over of all the science programs on Discovery. That didn’t happen, though. Right after receiving those awards, he disappeared from our view. I guess he didn’t like all the attention.

It didn’t take long after that for the political idiots to come up with The Choosing. How it worked was that, at least in the state of New York, a forensic team went around to all the middle schools once a year, took all the sixth graders—eleven and twelve-year-olds for those of us who weren’t into being parents—and one by one swabbed the inside of their mouths for a nice, juicy sample of saliva. New York liked to catch the deviants before they began their serious life of crime. Other states, like Georgia, waited until they were almost adults, completing the samples at eighteen years of age. Every state, no matter what age they set for The Choosing, spent weeks compiling the information. And then we—we because this was where the directors came in—separated the names between those that were safe and those that weren’t, meaning they had the sequence proclaiming they were dispositioned to go around hurting others.

We rounded each school up in ceremonial style—kind of like a graduation, but one you didn’t want to graduate from—and nice, little ol’ me called out their names in front of everyone, including their mommies and daddies. The adorable kids who I called were placed in a mental institution. They had no choice, no matter how good those munchkins had been all their lives.

There was lots of crying. Some tried to run. We had cops stationed at every exit to stop them. We shoved them into the back of an armored van and then no one ever saw them again. Okay, that’s not entirely true. They were allowed to have visitors where they were going—once a month for no more than an hour with a bullet-proof partition between them.

Even thinking about sending kids away like that made my skin crawl. And this year’s depressing event was only a month away. When school started in September, The Choosing happened in every county across the country at around the same time, but for different ages. As if ending summer break wasn’t depressing enough, we added in a little trepidation and fear for those upcoming kids each year.

“Maybe it’s time you thought about starting a new career,” my mom was saying, which brought me out of my thoughts.

I put my mom on speaker phone and got up from my couch, heading into the kitchen to eye the contents of my fridge for dinner. A leftover carton of chicken-fried rice from a week ago and milk for cereal. Not to mention ketchup, mustard, and mayo. Plenty of dark beer, though. I slammed the door shut and cracked open a beer, leaning back against the seventies avocado green countertop I never bothered upgrading.

“It’s okay, Mom, at least I have a job,” I replied rather than admit all the horrible truths about my position.

“Come home and go back to school.”

That was an idea. I had no idea what I’d study, and starting over seemed like giving up on what I loved most. “I did what I was good at, Mom. I can’t just let that go.”

“Start dating again and give me grandchildren to spoil.”

I knew she wasn’t done with that argument yet tonight. “Thanks, Mom. I gotta go.”

“To do what, honey? You don’t even have a plant.”

“I do have a plant! You gave it to me.”

“I hate that you’re by yourself.”

Mom had never lived by herself. Dad was her high school sweetheart and she moved straight from her parents’ house into her first home with him. She couldn’t imagine what she’d do without people around to clean up after. I’d tried to tell her that I do a good job of messing the house up by myself and therefore didn’t need to add a man or children to the chaos.

“I’m gonna eat suppah, Mom,” I said in my native Boston tongue. Thankfully, with my own family, I didn’t have to suffer the sure-fire, “Huh?” the natives around here would give me.

“Anne . . .” Mom started.

“Love you, too,” I said and then hung up. I couldn’t handle her coddling tonight. I went back into the living room and plopped down on my thrift-store-find mustard couch. It was like new, a fourth of the price of a new one, and I really didn’t care about the color or making my house look like it came out of an episode of Fixer Upper.

Propping my feet on my cheap ottoman, I kicked aside the empty pizza box from last night and turned on the television for the game. My Red Sox were playing the Braves and we were definitely going to crush them. I’d called it at the beginning of the season that it was our year—I could feel it in my bones. We’re not going to bring up the fact I claimed that every year.

The phone rang again and I cringed, not only because someone was interrupting the game, but also because I was pretty sure that someone was my mom and I was in trouble for hanging up before she said good-bye. I was in my forties and still felt that sinking feeling in my gut when I got in trouble with my parents. I prepared myself for a talking-to until I saw the captain’s number on my phone.

Captain Tory York was my no-nonsense boss, and he seemed to work around the clock. A Rochester native, the two of us got along as well as Yankees and Red Sox fans should. He took the position two years ago and immediately removed me from my position as detective and handed me this current piece-of-shit gig. Each time we were forced to interact, I remembered the day he took away the only part of my life I enjoyed—my career.

“Anneliese, I’m assigning you as Director of The Choosing for Monroe County,” he’d said during our first meeting in his organized but dark side-corner office. Nothing was ever out of place in there, not even on day one. His case files were in neat stacks and his filing cabinet behind him already had little labels on each drawer. I had envisioned his secretary, Susan, taking the time with a labeler making each and every one while he breathed down her neck that morning. I had to give it to him; he kept our precinct in pristine order the couple of years he’d managed our unit, and he expected everyone to bring their best self to work every day. But I don’t think I’d ever brought my best self to work. I wasn’t really sure who she would be anyway. The only person I’d ever brought was the short firecracker version of me that seemed to never run out of spark. And he met that version of me in full glory during that meeting.

“Uh, what?” I remembered asking, taken totally off guard. The head of the forensic department, Jeff, was the current director, and I saw no reason for a change.

He had put his coffee cup down and leaned forward in the slow manner that many wide-built men tend to have. “Jeff is retiring, moving down south. You’re our highest paid investigator and we don’t have the budget for you now that high-profile crime is obsolete. I need someone to run this thing, and you need a job.”

This new captain seemed to have a bark all right. Combine that with his tall height and a full beard, and you’d figure I’d know when to keep my mouth shut. I didn’t, though; instead, I yelled at him. “This Choosing is a bullshit stunt to make the public feel better, and it’s going to fall apart.”

The Cap took a deep breath before continuing the conversation. We didn’t know it then, but that was exactly what he was going to do during every conversation he’d have with me. A slight upward movement of the eyebrows followed by a deep inhale and long exhale. “It’s been fourteen years, Annelise,” he’d said in a firm voice. “I doubt it’s going anywhere anytime soon, but until it does, you’re going to need something to do.”

The Cap’s office had a gigantic window overlooking the second floor of the police department. My desk, in all its messy glory of folders and papers strewn about and several used coffee cups I constantly forgot to put into the dishwasher, was in full view of this window. I jutted my thumb over my shoulder, pointing toward my desk. “Me? You want me to direct something? Sorry, Cap, but doesn’t the title director pretty much mean paper-pusher? Because that’s not me at all.”

I swore there was a hint of a smile on his face under that full, thick beard. “It may be a bit of a challenge for you, but I believe you will prevail.” He sounded like a high school principal. I never had much use for them either.

“You don’t even know me. You don’t know my skills or my history, nothing about what I bring to the table,” I said. My voice was raised, but not on purpose.

He responded in an even tone while looking up at me. “I don’t have anything against you—”

“It’s day one, Cap! Day freaking one!” I raised my finger in front of him.

“Anneliese, it’s done. Congrats on your promotion. You’re dismissed.” He’d emphasized each syllable of the word dismissed.

Promotion my ass. That was still how every one of our conversations ended. “You’re dismissed.” I think the Cap liked females who were nice and sweet—traditional women who somehow had this weird, innate ability to organize and file papers. I wasn’t that nor would I ever be. I wasn’t a childbearing, paper-filing, fake-smile-plastered kind of woman.

And now, I was bored as hell. My life was all paperwork, as I predicted. Also, as I predicted, it was a shit job. I still didn’t organize my shit like I was supposed to, and my desk was still a mess. The captain was wrong, I did not prevail. I fell down the rabbit hole only to find myself in this strange world with a messier desk.

Whatever he was calling about now, it wasn’t about paperwork.

“Yeah?” I answered. Neither of us bothered with niceties anymore—we’d been hating each other too much for that.

“We’ve found Antony,” the Cap said. It wasn’t a positive statement, and my stomach dropped.

“And . . .”

“It was probably an accident.”

It was the way he said it that got my attention. Probably and accident weren’t two words he’d put together casually. And though the Cap truly meant that it was probably an accident, what I heard was murdered.
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I didn’t respond; I held my breath and waited.

“He was found by a dog walker,” the Cap continued.

“Big surprise.” It slipped out before I realized what I was saying. Even though the Cap would know that bodies were all too often found by someone walking a dog, running, or doing something they didn’t want to admit, he never put up with sarcasm, horseplay, or general fun. But the Cap let my comment slide this time.

“When the guy called it in, his voice was shaking, and he was throwing up.”

Weakling. “Where’d he find him?”

“The ponds—Duck Pond specifically. I need you to come up here.”

Those were the magic words I’d been waiting for. I had to admit, I was giddy with excitement, though I did feel guilty about it. Antony was one of us and even I recognized it was a bit morbid to be excited someone had died. But it’d been many years since I’d been called to a dead body.

“You think he was murdered?”

“Just in case, you need to be on the scene.”

Yup, he was murdered, even if the Cap didn’t want to say the words. I quickly hung up the phone and rushed to my bedroom. I had to change clothes because my tight, navy-blue yoga pants and Red Sox tee-shirt wouldn’t be considered professional. I hadn’t done my laundry, so I had to put back on the clothes I’d thrown onto my bedroom floor a few hours earlier. They’d already gotten wrinkled but what the hell. It didn’t take me long before I was in my black, dented-up sedan heading toward the ponds that were right off Lake Ontario.

I lived in a small region called Greece—which I chose because I thought it would be cool to say I lived in Greece—and it was like most of Rochester, full of old, creaky homes. The ponds, officially named Cranberry Pond, Long Pond, and Duck Pond, were north of me. They were a beautiful, well-maintained residential section overlooking Lake Ontario. There were also parks and a wildlife management area with plenty of green space for a body to disappear for a while, and perhaps even forever.

I didn’t know Antony, but from what I’d heard I couldn’t imagine someone wanting to make him disappear forever. He wasn’t a bad guy, just not a great guy. But worse things had happened to even super-nice people. It didn’t always pay to be nice. Despite if he was good, bad, or boring, any time something happened to another cop, it was personal, whether we knew the guy or not.

When he was first reported missing, all of us assumed he’d had it with his life in general. Not only had his wife been cheating on him with one of the local assholes us cops knew too well, but then she had asked him for a divorce and to give up custody of their daughter. It sent him into such a drunken rage one night that a 911 call was made. None of us liked it when we had to check in on one of our own.

Plus, Antony was a beat cop, which was hard. Citizens seemed to have the impression our jobs got easier as more and more of the worst were pulled from society. But even though the extreme deviants were supposedly being locked away, that didn’t include the angry crimes. And to be truthful, most of what us cops dealt with were people who were plain angry.

Sometimes, cops became one of them too. It wasn’t hard when we saw it all the time, dealt with it all the time. A cop simply reached the limit of what he could handle. We thought Antony had reached that point. We hoped he’d walked away and started a new life. He’d taken a week of PTO, and to us, that meant he’d had that time to disappear. Who wouldn’t in his circumstance? It took his wife five days to report him as missing because she’d already been living with her lover. That was two weeks ago and none of us blamed him for skipping out. Maybe his closest colleagues would hold a grudge against him for not saying good-bye, but not for leaving.

Apparently, he didn’t leave.

It was an August evening, so the sun was still out, though low, and it was a cloudless day. There wasn’t much traffic, so it only took me fifteen minutes and hardly any stops until the caution tape, royal blue lights, and crowd of uniformed officers led me directly to where I needed to go.

As I got out of my car, I could feel it—the hunt. It was something that I couldn’t explain so I didn’t bother. Before, when I had a reputation for catching even the most cunning of sociopaths, it was kind of like the killer would be on the hunt. But then I was somewhere nearby, the huntress of the pursuer. It was my thing, my gum-shoe specialty. My fingers would tingle; the hair on the back of my neck would stand up. This ability to sense a murderer was exactly how I caught the Rock Killer.

“Hey, Anneliese! Don’t you at least own an iron?” Zaine Philip called out to me with a smirk on his long face. In the office, his desk was near mine, and we never missed a chance to give each other shit.

“Nice to see you, too,” I responded. “Where’s the Cap?”

“That way.” He pointed into the park area and toward a shallow section of the pond. Another officer stepped up to hand me some tall rubber boots that I slid on without a second thought.

The park was gorgeous. With freshly cut grass and a walkway with benches strategically placed under trees, it was definitely the perfect spot to walk a dog. But as I came closer to the pond, it turned into a vast section of thick mud I had to cross. The water was low and I had to trudge through the muck to get to the lights and noise. Slipping under the police tape, I approached the Cap who stood with his back to me. But I didn’t need to find him to find Antony. The stench was horrific, an undeniable funk of an actively decaying body.

I stepped up next to the Cap without saying a word. We stared down at Antony still floating in the water. I had a suspicion that wherever Antony had been for the past two weeks, he’d come free as the water line receded. He was facedown, gray and swollen, and when we started to pull his body out of the water, we could see his neck was slit from ear to ear.

“We definitely need to follow all protocols,” I said.

I had to admit, I had a few things going against me here. No one, not even the Cap, would want to admit we had a murder. My specialty of hunting serial killers, and me insisting we follow all protocols, was my way of predicting there would be more bodies. No matter if the Cap had voted for The Choosing or not, society was currently peaceful and no one wanted to mess that up, especially him. The other thing was that the Cap hated me, pure and simple.

“It’s just an accident,” he said. But he didn’t take his gaze away from Antony. He looked mesmerized, like it was his first time seeing a dead body. It was a little shocking to me, too. I’d started to think I’d never see one again.

Despite my stellar history of knowing things without any evidence, no one, not even the Cap, was going to believe me if I came out and said this was a good ol’ cold-blooded murder. So, I had to tread carefully to make sure this was handled the way it should be.

“We need to cover our tracks, just in case. If it is something more sinister, we don’t want to be under evaluation for evidence being thrown out because we didn’t handle it according to protocols,” I said with a calm, logical tone, so I probably didn’t sound like myself.

“It was a freak incident, probably,” the Cap said. “A fishing accident.”

Probably, that word again. Cap really didn’t want to admit what was right in his face.

I bent over and pointed at the slit across Antony’s throat. “What, he went fishing and fell out of his boat and happened to land on the propeller?”

I could smell the rancid body, I could feel my instinct gearing up for a hunt, but more than any of that, I could see the Cap’s fear in his slumped shoulders and fallen face.

“Who, Anneliese? Who could have done this if we’ve been doing our job well?” He’d taken his gaze off Antony and bore those brown eyes into mine.

That hit home. That was the first moment I understood the wrath that was going to rain down on our precinct and the Cap. More than that, if there was a killer out there that somehow managed to slip through the cracks, the shit would rain on me.

But plenty of potential deviants had gotten away. That was one of the many things that had bothered me about this process, especially since becoming involved in it.

If everything went according to plan, all the crazies were supposed to be gone. We would find them during The Choosing and ship them off to big, padded penitentiaries where they would never hurt anyone but each other. But sometimes families ran off into the woods to protect their little darlings. Even I could understand not wanting my child to be sent off, especially not to a hellhole. I wasn’t that out of touch with my feminine side.

And I, as the director of Monroe County’s program, couldn’t help those that ran. We sent teams after them and we sometimes got lucky and managed to chase them down. But there were some that got away, and I couldn’t control that. If they were out of my jurisdiction, it got a little messy and didn’t always work out in my favor. And then there were those whose DNA we hadn’t even run yet, because like every system, this one also had its flaws. We only ran the kids, and if they turned up positive, then we ran their family’s DNA as well, including aunties and uncles. I knew all too well that there were those who hadn’t been tested yet, like me.

But that wasn’t the way it was going to be viewed by the mayor, or even worse, the president. If our system had failed, what would that say? People would panic for one thing, and that was the tip of the iceberg.

I stood up and faced the Cap, speaking in a low tone. “You know the system isn’t perfect. But even if one got through the cracks and heat comes down on us because of it, we’ll want to have handled this with care. We’re not going to need any more scrutiny.”

The Cap turned away from me and headed out of the water and away from the stench. I followed him, wanting to get away from the scene too.

“Call in the forensic team!” he barked to our colleagues standing on the side of the road.

Zaine approached us and asked, “Are you saying . . .”

“Just a precaution!” the Cap yelled out. We all understood those words had a double meaning. No, it wasn’t a murder, yet, but also, no leaking the details
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