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CHAPTER 1

— September 30th

“I would never kill anyone. This is not murder,” Doug said in a rain poncho, mask, and goggles. He needed to hear it to convince himself this was true despite the gruesome circumstances.

The hardpack snow crackled beneath his absurdly huge boots. They jangled around his feet as he stomped each stride. He approached the driver’s side of a black SUV pulled over on this remote Alaskan road. The looming, thickset trees and dense, low clouds created a suffocating darkness.

Douglas Dawkins had long cultivated his streamer image as a nerdy “know-it-most” with a conscience, a badass pacifist. That identity would’ve been destroyed if anyone had seen only the next few minutes.

Doug awkwardly gripped a shotgun for the first time in twenty years; his wilderness troop leader taught him how over the fervent objections of his momma. Doug winced, lined up the sights to aim at the still silhouette of NSA agent Bassi in the driver’s seat, and sucked in the freezing air. “I am not a murderer. One, two, three-”


BANG! A muzzle flash blinked light inside the car. Doug suppressed a barf, then twitched and shivered. He looked around to confirm he was alone, and his shoulders dropped an inch. Yup. Way too easy to get rid of someone around here. Probably why we’re all so polite.


Walking backward into the trees, he dumped clumps of snow over his footprints from an industrial garbage bag. When that emptied a hundred yards in, he pulled his shoes out of the oversized boots. He placed all of his blood-splattered coverings into the bag and kept walking a few miles until he returned to the road back to town.

In the empty parking lot of a long-ago-closed big box store, Doug tossed the bag in the bed of his pickup, alongside the two heavy weighted vests he wore, and drove off. His unburdened moment of ease ended with an unwelcome videophone call from “MOMMA.”

A stern, older Black woman’s face broke into a smile. “Well done, Doug. We’ve just Venmoed you a trillion dollars.”


DING! Doug’s app alert confirmed the trillion in his account.


“No! This isn’t about money. Plus, that’d be the biggest red flag in banking history! Reverse that!”

“Earth’s primitive tech is easy to manipulate. We decrypted cryptocurrencies so that these new funds will fool any human investigation. So, how’s about a billion?”

“No! This is entrapment or duress or something.”

“A million dollars?”

“Fine. Uhm. Thank you, I guess.” Doug blinked slower than one should while driving and said, “Actually, don’t do that either. Bribery enables blackmail. I won’t make myself vulnerable to extortion.”


≋⁂⊖⁂≋
 



CHAPTER 2

— October 1st

As the October sun rose on the crime scene, the officers gave thanks that this happened in September. Come January, it’d have been pitch dark until 10:00 AM. Patrol cars cordoned off the area, and cops reviewed the corpse.

Back in her twenties, Beth Picotte became the youngest Indigenous woman ever to rise to the rank of police commander. In the ten-plus years since, she turned down two promotions because they would’ve tracked her into the realm of bureaucracy and politics; she needed to stay close to where she could have the most direct impact. Her eyes scanned over everything. She directed the photographer to get shots of the footprints.

Commander Picotte spoke with the solemn but intense confidence of someone who “crept to conclusions” that always proved her right. She asked the junior officer on the scene, “Given we can’t locate Agent Bassi’s partner, what’s your theory of the case?”

The young cop guessed, “His partner must’ve killed him. Tried to make it look like a stranger did a drive-by blast.”

“Possibly. Do we know the cause of death for sure?”

“Bassi’s head is blown off. Pretty sure that’s deadly, Beth.” Her stare bolted through him. “Commander Picotte. Sorry.”

“Notice any friction between them?”

“I didn’t. But sometimes a coworker can get so infuriating that-”

“I’m familiar with that concept,” she said. This implicit criticism dawned on the cop, but she graciously nipped the cringe. “You think it was premeditated or spontaneous violence?”

“Bassi was a shrimp. Alexander looked like he could win a Royal Rumble by himself, no alliances.” He narrated his mind’s insta-fantasy. “Throw a clothesline and then top rope, elbow from the sky. Atomic Drop-”

“Focus.”

“Right. Point is, if it was spontaneous, for sure Alexander could’ve snapped Bassi’s neck.”

“Lemme see their files.”

The cop presented a tablet showing NSA employee ID photos of the victim and then swiped to the missing partner. It was a hulking, hairy Greek dude, definitely not Doug.

“Did you notify their CO?”

“Yup, Major Irfan.”

“With a half-tank of gas and a working vehicle, no other wheel marks on the shoulder — why would Bassi pull over for anyone other than law enforcement?” She asked herself, avoiding eye contact that’d prompt more amateurish conjecture from the young cop.

“Shooting from the passenger seat would implicate himself. So maybe Alexander said he needed to piss, then snuck around to pop the vic.”

“Snuck around with a shotgun?”

“But ‘it’s always the partner, the spouse, the best friend,’ right?”

“That’s normally the safe bet.”

The cop couldn’t restrain his giddiness and, in an almost sing-song voice, said, “Murder. Finally, some real action.”

Commander Picotte pursed her lips and said, “Adrenalin is the enemy of good police work.”

≋⁂⊖⁂≋


CHAPTER 3

— Earlier September 30th

Everything was simpler the day before that crime scene. Magdalena “Lena” Fierro’s astronomy lab was modest yet hyper-efficient, enough to house her desk, supercomputers, and four 50-inch displays. The only tech that seemed out of place was the near-ancient RJ-11 phone cord and modem connected to an old laptop struggling to run Windows 95.

Filling her field of vision, she could view all of her research and fed footage of remote access satellite telescopes gathering virgin glimpses of deep space. Her first fifteen years of groundbreaking reports on the increasingly likely existence of alien intelligence led to international acclaim, which soon flipped to mockery by the National Academy of Sciences, old-boy establishment professors being notoriously fickle bitches. Andy Cohen and Oprah couldn’t keep them civil. OK, Oprah could’ve. Forgive me. Didn’t mean to take her name in vain.
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