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CARVER PULLED TO the curb behind the chassis of a burned-out car.


Across the intersection was the billboard, six spotlights along the bottom. They shined upward, lighting the sign, throwing its shadow across the vacant building behind it. The rest of the neighborhood was dead. A moonscape of abandoned warehouses, everything picked over twice. Walls punched in with crowbars, wires and plumbing stripped out. Even the streetlights were gone; in Bay View and Hunter’s Point, copper was worth more than light. Kids were creeping in from the edges to steal bricks now. They could take them by the bucketload to the salvage yards south of town and trade them for day-old bread. He knew about that from last night.


But no one had touched the sign. Maybe it made them feel better, having it lit. He turned on the windshield wipers so he could see it clearly. He thought about getting out of the car. He’d be able to see all of it if he walked to the middle of the intersection. He’d almost done that last night, too, when he’d been lost in the dark, driving back from the scene. Shaking still, from the gunfire. Tonight he’d driven this way just to see it again. He didn’t have any business here. No one did.


The sign was brand new, but he couldn’t imagine who would have put it here. A place like this? They might as well have buried it in the desert.


It was selling perfume, a fragrance called Black Aria. The woman in the ad was an actress. He knew her face but not her name. His grandfather might have known. Elizabeth something? Or Audrey, maybe. She lay on her stomach, her chin propped in her hands. Her knees were bent so that her bare toes pointed straight up. She was surely nude underneath the black sheet that was draped over her, covering no more than it had to. Sheet or not, every curve was there, defined in bare skin or beneath the indents and contours of satin.


It was all digitized, of course. Just another seamless fake. The real Elizabeth, or Audrey, wouldn’t have posed like this. Not back then, whenever she was alive, and not to sell perfume. People used to have standards. But those were gone now and they weren’t coming back. Like the burned-out car, like the whole of Hunter’s Point. The bottle hovered above her bare shoulder blades, the crystal vial so thick it looked like ice. The liquid inside was the color of old blood.


The warmth started while he was looking at the sign. It began somewhere near the base of his skull and followed along his spine until it had spread through him entirely. Then the feeling inverted and his skin went cold. The hair on his arms stood straight out. It was thrilling, ranking right up there with the rush he’d felt last night after the shooting had stopped and he’d realized he hadn’t been hit. If anything, it was better.


It was so quiet that he could hear the low hum coming from the billboard’s spotlights. Six slightly different tones combining into a curious chord. It might have been engineered to draw him closer.


He remembered television advertisements he’d seen as a kid. A Saturday-morning parade of things he’d wanted desperately and then forgotten about. He didn’t think he was going to forget about this. Of course, he had no use for perfume. He didn’t wear it, and he had no woman to give it to. But that didn’t seem to matter, because what he was feeling was far beyond desire. It was the crushing need a drowning man has for another breath.


He stepped out of the car and looked across the intersection. A flock of small birds, sparrows maybe, came swirling out of the darkness like a storm of leaves. They landed in unison on the roof of the scorched car, then turned toward him. He heard tiny claws tapping on the steel, felt a hundred pairs of black eyes watching him.


He was standing in a neighborhood that was waiting for a wrecking ball. Bulldozers had been idle on its perimeter for months. When the last condemnation orders came, they’d lower their blades and roll. The demolition teams meant to wipe away everything the thieves hadn’t already taken. They would knock down row houses and wire C-4 into century-old factories to make way for the sparkling future. He’d seen the model in City Hall. White concrete and black glass transforming the neighborhood into an autonomous shipping center. An unpopulated city from which driverless delivery trucks would glide north on pavement so smooth, their tires would barely whisper. Drones would hum upward from rooftop landing pads, packages dangling beneath them as they sped over the blocks of unlit tenements and into San Francisco. In City Hall, he’d seen no plan in the models for the residents who would be displaced. Maybe they were supposed to sell bricks.


He reached into the car and switched off the headlights, and then the street was blackout dark. The ruins around him disappeared. There was just the sign.


Finally, he let himself walk out into the intersection. He stared up at the dead actress and the perfume she’d been enlisted to sell. It wasn’t just the woman, wasn’t just the suggestion of her naked body under the sheet. It was the bottle and the lettering and the way the spotlights fell onto the black background, making something so bright out of a void. As if he’d struck a match in a mineshaft, and diamonds in the thousands came glittering back from the walls.


He couldn’t say where the peace came from, but he knew exactly what it was doing. It was cleansing him. Each swell took away a layer of darkness. In a moment he’d be bare; last night would be gone. He stood in the rain and savored that.


He only turned away when his phone rang.
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HE ANSWERED IT in the car, wanting to be out of the sign’s reach before he spoke to anyone.


“It’s me.”


“You coming, or what?”


It didn’t matter what Jenner was saying. He could be dictating a form over the phone, or telling a kid to drop a gun. His voice never rose above dead calm. That made Jenner the kind of man people usually listened to, but the kid last night hadn’t. He hadn’t dropped his gun, either.


“I lose you, Carver?”


“Sorry — on my way.”


“Call came in and we’re up,” Jenner said. “You knew we were up again, right?”


“Sure.”


“Where are you?”


“Close to last night’s scene,” Carver said, after a pause. “There was something I wanted to see again. The call, it came just now?”


“Just now. I hung up, I called you.”


“Be out front in five. We’ll go in my car.”


“You were out there?” Jenner asked. “You got questions about last night?”


“Not about you — you did just right. Plus there’s video,” Carver said. “So don’t worry about it.”


“Okay.”


Carver could see the expressway ahead. No one had stolen the wiring up there — the commissioners and the mayor could ignore Hunter’s Point until the redevelopment was done, but not the new expressway. Its art deco streetlights glowed in a curving run toward the city center, where there was enough midnight light to make a false dawn beneath the fog.


“Tell it to me,” Carver said.


“I talked to the lieutenant first. It started with 911. Some lady called from Filbert Street. Said her neighbor’s screaming. Patrol comes, front door’s locked.”


“Okay.”


“When she tells me this, the lieutenant, she’s got the patrol guys on hold. So she patches them in, and they tell me from there,” Jenner said. “I got it straight from them. They’d knocked on the door, shouted Police, the whole thing.”


“Nobody home?”


“Nobody.”


“What time was that, they knocked? We could establish —”


“Jesus, Ross, you told me to tell it. I’m telling it. You want to let me?”


“Go ahead.”


“You’re throwing me off,” Jenner said. “They knock just after midnight. How do I know? They radio dispatch at twelve oh five. Say they’re getting out of the vehicle, going to the door. They make enough noise knocking and yelling, and after five minutes the neighbor lady comes out.”


Carver steered onto the entrance ramp. The pitted asphalt gave way to the new expressway. It was like driving on a black mirror.


“The lady tells them she’s never heard anything like it,” Jenner said. “The screams, I mean. Said he was so loud, it was like he was in the room with her.”


“She know him?”


“Ross, I don’t know. I’m telling it. I’m not leaving anything out,” Jenner said. “So, he’s screaming. Like a madman, she says. Makes her blood go cold, all that. She goes to her window, peeks through the curtain. It’s dark over there, across the street. But she sees someone in an upstairs window. He’s beating on the glass. Naked and bloody, and beating on the glass.”


“Just one guy? Not two?”


“She just sees him, the one guy. So when patrol hears this, what she saw in the window, they come off the porch and go back to the street. One of them gets the spotlight out of the vehicle, and asks her which window. She points, and they light it up. Then they see it.”


For the second time that night, Carver felt his skin tighten, felt his hairs stand up. But this time, it wasn’t good. He took his foot off the accelerator and slowed down. He knew what Jenner was about to say.


“The window, it was covered with blood,” Jenner said. “Handprints — he’d been slapping it with his palms.”


“Trying to get out.”


“That’s right,” Jenner said. “Trying to get out. Thick glass, I guess.”


“We’ll see when we get there,” Carver said. “How thick it is. But . . . so now they go in.”


“They see the blood, they figure it’s time to go in. They get the ram out of the trunk, punch down the door. And you’ll like this: The door was on a chain. Locked from the inside.”


“Okay.”


“They clear the downstairs first. Nobody’s home. There’s a basement, but it’s empty when they scan it. Windows are locked from the inside. Same for the back door,” Jenner said. “So then they go up. They find him in the front bedroom, second floor.”


“And —”


“He’s dead,” Jenner said. “But these two are smart. They’re not staying in patrol forever. They back the hell out. They don’t touch anything. They secure the place and call the lieutenant from the front porch. She calls me.”


“When they say dead — how’d they know, if they didn’t touch anything?”


“I asked them,” Jenner said. “You think I wouldn’t? They said I could take their word for it.”


“Take their word.”


“They said I should get down there,” Jenner said. “See for myself. You almost here?”


Carver rolled up to the old headquarters on Bryant Street, and there was Jenner, under the cone of a streetlight. He’d turned his trench coat’s collar against the rain. When Carver slowed, Jenner shielded his eyes with his hand, then got in.


“Took long enough.”


He slammed the door. The rain was running off his smooth head.


“Five minutes,” Carver said. “What I told you.”


“In this, that’s long enough.”


Jenner took a white handkerchief from his jacket pocket and used it to wipe down his scalp.


“Some people have hats,” Carver said. “You could look into it. Where we going?”


“Filbert Street. Near Telegraph Hill. I know the place.”


They crossed Market Street, broken glass glittering back from the pavement and then crunching as they passed over it. They were at the edge of the Financial District, which had been smash-and-grab territory for as long as Carver could remember. But now it was empty. Even the shops that still had glass in the windows were closed. An advertising kiosk at a bus stop lit up as they went by, triggered by their motion. It treated the vacant sidewalk to poster-sized images of a tropical beach. Neither of them asked where everyone was, but Carver guessed they were both wondering.


They didn’t see a single pedestrian until they crested Nob Hill, and then they found the missing populace. At the top of the rise, they had to slow to pass through a standing crowd. Men and women were stretched in a three-block line to get into the Fairmont Hotel. Its marble-columned façade had been draped entirely in black fabric, the gauzy cloth tied in place with red silk ribbons that circled the building. Strings of Chinese paper lanterns weaved through the grounds, and ten thousand people stood in the rain, waiting. Some of the men wore black capes, and most of them carried paper lanterns. Scattered inside the crowd were homeless men. Barkers and distributers, hired part time to hand out glowcards advertising whatever they’d been paid to hawk tonight. Most of the women were holding baroque carnival masks to their faces. Jewels flashed all around their eyes. Carver could smell the perfume, the scented skin powders.


“What is this?” Carver asked.


“I don’t know,” Jenner answered. “It’s not your usual mob. Push through — there’s a gap to the right of this guy.”


Carver put his hand on the horn to clear a way forward. The crowd parted, but one man remained in the middle of the street. He was holding a brass candle-lantern in his cupped hands, and he stood staring upward, his face as blank as the orange-black fog.


“Unbelievable,” Carver said.


He steered around the man, then accelerated past the crowd.


“And not a patrol officer anywhere,” Jenner answered. “You think I ought to call it in?”


“You think?”


Instead of reaching for his cell phone, Jenner folded his hands on his lap and leaned back.


“That’s right,” Carver said. “Not our thing.”


Coming down the hill, they saw a straggler on the sidewalk, the strange silhouette of his plague-doctor mask extending from the outline of his tricorn hat. He carried a silver-tipped cane in one hand, a white globe lantern in the other. The neighborhood was dead for two blocks after that, until they came upon a lone streetwalker struggling up the incline. She wore white patent heels, and little else. She didn’t try to signal them as they passed, and kept her head down. By then they’d entered a dark block. Smudge pot oil lamps burned in a few of the tenement windows; unlicensed and unlit drones flew in and out of the broken windows at the top floor of one of the buildings like oversized flies. They were taking pictures, following people. Ferrying goods that weren’t fit to be seen on the street.


The streetlights picked up again a minute later, and Jenner leaned forward.


“Hang a right on Filbert,” he said. “Place is two, three streets past Washington Square.”


Carver made the right turn.


“I see it.”


It would have been hard to miss. An SFPD cruiser was doubleparked in front of the house, its rooftop lights pulsing blue and red. There was an ambulance on the other side of the street. The two paramedics were just sitting in the back looking at their phones.


An officer in a black slicker came out of the shadows and aimed a flashlight at Carver, who came to a stop next to the man and rolled down his window. When the patrol officer leaned down and looked into the car, rain slid off the top of his plastic hat cover and dripped onto Carver’s arm.


“Carver and Jenner, Homicide.”


Carver took his badge from his jacket pocket and handed it to the patrolman, who glanced at it and handed it back. He pointed ahead.


“You can park behind that car, sir. House is right there. We were the first officers on the scene. I’m Roper and my partner’s Houston. She’s watching the back door.”


“Anybody been inside besides you?”


“No, sir.”


“Is the medical examiner here?”


“No, sir.”


“What’s with the ambulance?” Jenner asked.


“We didn’t ask for it. Dispatch must’ve done that on its own, when the lady called in the screaming.”


“But the paramedics didn’t go in?” Carver asked.


“We didn’t let them. They weren’t happy about it.”


“That’s fine, Officer. Have Houston come through and meet us on the front porch.”


Carver put up his window and drove to the parking space Roper had pointed out. He popped the trunk and went around the rear to get their crime scene bag. He looked around the neighborhood again, but saw no faces in the windows. Sparrows perched on the power lines. Hundreds, maybe thousands, of them. They never used to come out at night, but the last few years, he’d been seeing them all the time.


“We’ll suit up out of the rain. Talk to the officers before we go in.”


“Fine with me.”


Carver lifted the bag out of the trunk before Jenner could help him with it. He wasn’t about to let his junior partner carry all the weight.


“Let’s go.”


Roper and Houston looked like a couple of high school kids dressed up as cops, but that was hardly new to Carver. Most rookie patrolmen these days looked like they’d just cut class. Roper straightened up and saluted when Carver stepped onto the porch.


Instead of saluting back, Carver took off his hat and shook the rain from it.


“Stand down, son.”


“Yessir.”


Carver looked them over. Houston was maybe two years younger than her partner, and much better-looking, but they had the same bearing.


“Army?” Carver asked.


“The Marines, sir,” Roper said.


Houston nodded.


“I’m Inspector Carver, this is Inspector Jenner. Jenner told me what you told him on the phone. You did good work.”


“Thank you, sir.”


“You find out whose house this is?” Carver asked.


“Yes and no. Houston, she found the deed online. It’s titled to a corporation —”


“Something called the MMLX Corporation,” Houston said.


“— but it’s not registered in California —”


“Nevada,” Houston said. There were beads of water in her dark hair, and they caught the revolving lights from the patrol car.


“— so we just have an agent of record, and that’s a corporation too,” Roper finished.


“In other words, no idea whose house it is. No idea if the dead guy belongs in it,” Carver said.


He was looking at Houston’s wet hair, the way it was reflecting the lights from the top of their cars. He thought of the jeweled masks he’d seen on Nob Hill, the women in their finery waiting outside the Fairmont. Why would someone wrap an entire hotel in silk?


“Yes, sir.”


Every night in the city was like a long-running dream. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d stood outside in the sunlight.


He shook it off and looked at Roper.


“What about the neighbor, the one who called 911?” he asked. “She around somewhere?”


“In her house, across the street,” Houston said. “Asked her to sit tight till someone comes to talk to her.”


“Anyone else come forward? Other neighbors?”


“No, sir,” said Roper. “Seen them looking through the curtains, though. So there’s people around.”


“Anything you want to add before we go in?”


“No, sir,” Roper said. He looked at his partner, who nodded at him and made a signal with her hand, cupping her fingers to her lips.


Roper turned back to Carver and Jenner.


“Except, you’ll want to suit up. Masks, gloves. Houston and I, we were in Kinshasa on an Ebola operation. Two outbreaks ago. Never saw anything worse than what’s upstairs.”


“You want to elaborate?”


“It’s just, the guy looks like he got cooked,” Roper said.


“And eaten,” Houston added.


“We can’t explain it any better than that,” Roper said.


There was a wooden bench and a potted rosebush next to the front door. Carver put the duffel bag on the bench and unzipped it. He and Jenner stood next to each other while they donned the garments of their trade: plastic shower caps and clear safety goggles, blue latex gloves and cellophane booties to go over their shoes. They slid on paper surgical masks and clipped pen-sized cameras to the sides of their glasses so they could record what they saw inside.


“You check the whole house before you pull back?” Carver asked.


Roper looked at Houston, and she looked at Carver and then shook her head.


“We never went to the third floor,” she said. “We found the body on the second and that’s when we pulled out.”


“You go in the basement?”


“We just scoped it from the kitchen — nothing.”


“All right,” Carver said. He pointed to the Ønske thermal scope on Houston’s utility belt. “Mine got smashed last night. Let me borrow that.”


She unclipped the scope from her belt and handed it to Carver. He switched it on to check the battery level.


“Good,” Carver said. He looked at Jenner. “You ready?”


“Let’s do it.”


Carver hadn’t gotten a good look at the house from the outside, but when they stepped through the splintered door and into the entry hall, he knew it must belong to someone very rich. Anything on this street, in the shadow of Coit Tower, was worth a fortune. That was a given. Because of that, most of the row houses were subdivided into condos. But this place was an undivided three floors, plus whatever was in the basement.


The floors were made of book-matched koa planks, and the walls were some kind of stone. Alabaster, maybe. Spotlights mounted flush with the floor illuminated a row of gyotaku prints on one wall: octopi dipped in their own ink and pressed in death poses on ancient rice paper. On the far side of the entryway, Jenner was standing in front of an oil painting that took up most of the wall. It showed the beach across from Golden Gate Park on a fog-bound day. Everything blue-gray, like smoke in the winter.


“That a Laurent?” Carver asked.


“That’s what I was thinking,” Jenner said, turning around. “I think it’s stolen.”


“When the Legion of Honor got hit, ten years ago,” Carver said. “I remember that.”


Jenner nodded.


“Ballsy, putting it by the front door. Or the guy didn’t expect a lot of company.”


“You want to look around down here, or go up?” Carver asked.


Jenner answered with his eyes, looking to the ceiling.


They moved to the staircase, their cellophane-wrapped feet crinkling with each step. The stairs were wide enough to climb side by side. At the first landing, where it got dark, they stopped and turned on their flashlights. Then they rounded the corner and ascended into the shadows.


“You think Houston and Roper are an item?” Jenner asked.


“I don’t know.”


“They finish each other’s sentences,” Jenner said. “Makes it likely, in my book.”


“Sometimes you finish my sentences.”


“You know what I’m talking about. Plus, you saw the way he was looking at her. And her at him.”


“I think it’s none of my business,” Carver said. “I can tell you that. Forget what the policy says. Who cares, if they’re doing good work.”


“I think it’d be really nice,” Jenner said. “You know? A partner you could spend time with. Someone who really understood you. Who could be gentle with you.”


“You want to put in for a new partner, I think Ray Bodecker’s looking for one.”


“I said gentle.”


“Tough shit, then,” Carver said. “Here, look at this.”


He moved his light along the wall at the top of the stairs. There was a bloody handprint on the wallpaper. Carver pictured a man running up the stairs, stumbling at the top, and catching himself against the wall. Shoving himself off and sprinting in a new direction. The blood was laid on thick enough that it ran to the wainscoting.


They climbed the rest of the way to the second story.


“I don’t see any on the floor,” Carver said.


“Any what?”


“Blood — if he had it on his hands when he was running up, you’d think there’d be some on the floor.”


“Maybe he was covering a wound till he got to the top. Holding his hand over it. There’s a light switch,” Jenner said. “Want me to hit it?”


Carver looked up and saw where Jenner was pointing his flashlight.


“Don’t,” he said. “House like this, who knows what it might do? I don’t want to turn on a fan, stir things up.”


“Make a wall swing around, send out an army of robot vacuums. That kind of thing.”


“Now you get it,” Carver said. “When the techs come, they’ll have lights. Until then, let’s stick with these.”


Jenner aimed his light on a spot farther down the upstairs hallway.


“There’s your blood on the floor.”


“Hold up,” Carver said. “Make sure you don’t step in any.”


“I’ll go behind you. That way, we step in it, it’s your fault — but what’s that?”


Jenner’s flashlight was illuminating a lump on the floor, ten paces ahead of Carver. They went up to it and stopped.


“A sparrow?” Jenner asked. “Whatever it was, it got stomped on.”


Carver crouched, holding his light close to the small bird’s broken body. Its left eye had been smashed. A thin steel ring was visible in the back of the socket. Tiny shards of black glass lay on the floor near its beak. Its feathers were threaded with shiny black strands that Carver guessed were photovoltaic filaments. There was no blood.


“I don’t think it’s a bird,” Carver said. He didn’t touch it, whatever it was. He thought of the sparrows lining the power lines outside. They’d all been facing the same direction, staring into the house’s bedroom window.


“Then what is it?”


“We’ll bag it later and take it to the lab. But if you want a guess, someone really wanted to keep an eye on this guy,” Carver said. He stood up and looked down the hall. “Let’s go find him.”


• • •


Before they went to the front bedroom, Carver took Houston’s thermal scope and switched it on. He put the viewfinder to his eye and did a slow scan of the second floor, then looked up at the ceiling. Houston and Roper hadn’t gone to the third floor, but after they’d backed out of the house, they’d been watching the front and rear entrances. They’d kept the stair landing in sight, so anyone coming to the entry level would have been in plain view. If anyone was hiding in the house, that person could only be on the second or third floors.


“How’s it look?”


“There’s a hot water heater right above you. Good size on it,” Carver said. “But nothing else. No one’s up there.”


Carver clipped the scope to his belt and led the way forward. After they came into the bedroom, their flashlight beams picked out the blood marks on the walls, the thick smears on the window. The dead man must have hit it fifty, sixty times to get that many prints on it.


“You smell that?” Jenner asked.


They were all the way into the room now.


“Yeah,” Carver said. “I don’t know what it is, though.”


He could smell blood drying on the Persian carpet, could smell the fresh linens on the four-poster bed. There were vanilla-scented candles on each nightstand, and he could smell those, too, even though they weren’t lit and their wicks were clipped flush to the wax. With each breath, he caught the usual scents of fresh death. This early, they weren’t so bad. Urine and bile, mostly. But another smell was braided in, a single thread so intertwined with everything else, it was almost impossible to pick out.


“Like ozone,” Jenner said. “You know? Out in the country, when a storm’s coming.”


“Maybe,” Carver said.


But it wasn’t right at all. It was like saying that rage was red. That your first love was clear and cool, like a drink of water from a springhead. Some things couldn’t sustain a comparison, and this smell was one of them.


“Roper said the dead guy was between the bed and the window,” Jenner whispered.


“All right,” he said. “Let’s check it out.”


They moved around the end of the bed, letting their flashlight beams rove the floor and the walls.


“There,” Jenner said. “You see that? Holy shit.”


Carver let his light slide along the body. From the head — or at least, what he thought was the head — down to the feet, and back. He swallowed once behind his surgical mask.


“What time did the lady call?”


“Midnight,” Jenner said.


“Roper and Houston, they rolled up at twelve oh five?”


“That’s right.”


“Lady saw someone beating on this window at midnight?”


“That’s the story.”


“Holy fuck,” Carver said. He wanted to sit down, but he didn’t want to touch anything in the room. “You getting this? With the camera?”


“I’m getting it.”


Carver had to stop his gag reflex. He brought his gloved fist toward his facemask, then thought better of it. He dropped his hand back to his side, and spent ten seconds working his throat and clenching his teeth.


“You okay?” Jenner asked.


Carver nodded and breathed in slowly.


“The lady,” he said. He swallowed. “She say anything about him being covered with that stuff, whatever it is?”


“Just saw a guy in the window. Said he might be naked. That he was bleeding.”


“That’s it?”


“That’s it,” Jenner said. “Nothing about this. This doesn’t even look like what Roper and Houston described.”


“Cooked and eaten.”


“Maybe last month,” Jenner said.


“Don’t touch anything.”


“You couldn’t make me, Ross. Not with a gun to my head,” Jenner said. “What is it? I mean, what the fuck?”


“I don’t know.”


They heard a knock from downstairs, and Roper called up.


“Inspector Carver?”


“What is it?” Carver yelled back.


“The paramedics say if you don’t need them, they’ve got better things to do.”


“Let them go, Roper,” Carver said. “We don’t need them.”


“We definitely don’t need them,” Jenner added, low enough that only Carver would hear it.


Their beams converged on the body. Just an hour ago, this had been a man. Now he looked like gray moss. Like a carpet of it spread across a rot-shrunken log. Carver could see the bones of his fingers, could see the riverine fissure marks in his skull where patches of scalp had been eaten away.


“Is that —”


He stopped and bent closer. Whatever it was, it was moving.


He thought of an old time-lapse film he’d seen of a coral reef, the brain corals expanding at night as they put out their tentacles to feed, then contracting by day. All of this sped up, a year or more of days and nights flickering by in half a minute. The corals pulsed like breathing things, growing infinitesimally between cycles. He edged closer to the body, holding his breath.


“Jenner, you see that? You see what it’s —”


The sound of shouting stopped him. Voices from below, boots on the stairs.


“Jesus, now what?” Jenner said.


Carver swung to face the door. Already, Jenner had his gun out, balanced over his flashlight. Carver reached beneath his jacket and drew his weapon, unclicking the safety as he went to a firing stance on his knee. He saw the lights coming up, and put pressure on the trigger as he called out.


“SFPD! You’re coming into a crime scene and you want to back the fuck off!”


The footsteps stopped. The cold glow of the intruders’ lights went still.


“Yeah?” The voice was muffled, as if it came from behind a window. “We’re FBI, and we’re coming up. So you want to stand the fuck down.”


The men on the stairs didn’t wait for an answer before they started moving again. They came to the second-floor landing, six of them in full biohazard suits, their faces invisible behind reflective glass plates. They came down the hall without speaking. Just their boots on the floorboards, the hiss of positive pressure venting from behind their helmets. When they were at the threshold of the bedroom, Carver’s light found the letters stenciled on the point man’s chest.


FBI.


He holstered his weapon, then turned to be sure Jenner was doing the same. Carver stood.


“Inspector Carver, SFPD. This is Inspect —”


“I only give a shit about one thing — how close did you get to him?”


It was hard to tell which of them was talking. They had gathered six abreast inside the bedroom door, and now they were moving again, advancing on Carver and Jenner. The LED lights built in to their fully enclosed hoods picked out dust motes floating between them. The air was thick with them, but there hadn’t been enough light to see until now. They were the same color as the moss growing on the dead man. The FBI agents were dressed to weather a night on Venus. Looking at them, Carver felt naked in his thin gloves, his cheap paper mask.


“How close?” the suited man repeated.


“What?”


“Goddammit, the body. How close?”


“Four, five feet.”


“You can see it in the air,” another voice said. “Like it’s gone full bloom.”


It was hard to tell, because of the suit, but the point man seemed to nod his head. He turned to his men.


“Get these assholes out of here. Decon truck,” he said. He turned back to Carver. “How long were you in here?”


Carver and Jenner looked at each other. Jenner’s face was gray and drained.


“Thirty seconds,” Carver answered. But even as he said it, he wasn’t sure it was true. He had no idea how long they’d been standing above the body, repulsed and transfixed in equal measures.


“Longer,” Jenner said. “A couple minutes, in this room. Five in the rest of the house.”


“Then you better get moving. And fast. If you’re lucky, there might still be time,” the suited man said. He turned back to his team. “Take them.”


A man grabbed Jenner by the elbow and yanked him forward.


“Decon truck?” Jenner said, looking back to Carver.


The man put his rubber-gloved hand between Jenner’s shoulder blades and shoved him forward.


“Just go.”


Carver followed. Behind his surgical mask, his lips were numb. His earlobes and fingertips were tingling.


“What is this?” Carver asked, over his shoulder. The remaining men in the room had fanned out. One of them was kneeling behind the bed; another was pulling drawers from the dresser. “Who called you guys?”


“Down the stairs.”


“You’re walking all over our scene,” Carver said. He could feel a tickle at the corner of his eyes now, like the first touch of hay fever. “You can’t — this is a crime scene.”


“You’ll be part of it if you don’t get to the truck. You want to look like that? Give it half an hour.”


They came into the entry hall. A man in a spacesuit was coating the walls with decontaminant. Orange and yellow hoses snaked through the front door to the pressure sprayer in his hand. He shot a mist of liquid at the Bridget Laurent painting. The paint bubbled up, then melted and ran toward the bottom of the canvas in a blur of wasted color. Carver could only guess what the spray did to fingerprints, to DNA.


He turned to the man behind him.


“There’ll be nothing,” he said. “Nothing left.”


“Out.”


He pushed Carver onto the porch. Houston and Roper were gone, as was their patrol car. His car was gone too. Down the hill, a pair of unmarked semitrailer trucks sat in the middle of the intersection with Grant, the only place in the area level enough for them to park. A black bus idled behind them. Sawhorses blocked both streets, yellow lights blinking in the rain. There were men in white spacesuits setting up lights on tripods, carrying chemical sprayers. Others were bringing out enough plastic sheeting to tent the block. Carver thought again of the Fairmont, all covered up in black silk. The man behind him gave him a push and he nearly stumbled on the stairs going down to the sidewalk.


In the street, a man in a heat-resistant, aluminized biohazard suit was strapping on a backpack frame holding compressed gas cylinders. A hose led over his shoulder to a nozzle gun. He passed Carver, adjusting the belt as he went.


“Carver?” Jenner said. He was rubbing his fingers together, as if they were asleep. His face was puffy. And gray.


“I don’t know,” Carver answered. “I got no idea.”


A set of metal stairs led from the street to an open door in the white truck’s trailer. There was a sign just inside the door, but its letters were washed out by the white light pouring from the truck.


“Up,” the FBI man said. He gave Jenner another push.


Carver watched his partner head up the stairs. Shivering, clutching his arms to his chest. When Jenner was up, Carver climbed the stairs too. Before he went into the trailer, he turned and looked back at the house. Two more men in spacesuits were going through the front door. He looked up toward the bedroom window. The bloody handprints were silhouetted against a blaze of firelight. They were burning it. Burning the man on the floor, and everything in his room. Cleansing with fire.


The man who’d rushed them out of the house reached up and slammed the decontamination unit’s door. Carver turned around. He was looking at a plain white wall, adorned only with a sign pointing men to the left and women to the right. He could still hear the chaos on the street, but it was muted by the trailer’s walls.


“Move to the left.”


A woman’s voice came from above, and Carver looked up. An intercom speaker was mounted in the ceiling next to a surveillance camera.


“Let’s go, Jenner.”


He took his partner’s elbow and led him along the wall to the left. Jenner was hot, and the sleeve of his jacket was wet with sweat. They stepped through the narrow doorway, marked STAGE 1. This room was the size of Carver’s bathroom. A lidded metal bin against the wall was marked with an orange biohazard symbol. One wall held a sliding steel hatch, like the night deposit box at an old bank. When they were all the way into the room, the door closed behind them automatically. Carver felt the air pressure change as it sealed.


“Undress,” the woman’s voice said. “Clothes in the bin.”


Carver looked at the ceiling but wasn’t sure whether to address the camera or the intercom speaker.


“What happens to them?”


“Incinerator,” the speaker said.


“We’ve got our service weapons, our badges. Wallets and phones. What about those?”


“Those go in the wall locker, for sterilization.”


Jenner looked at the bin and the wall locker, and then turned to Carver. His eyes were red and watery.


“This shit’s for real?”


“I think so,” Carver said. “Real as it gets. I think we better hurry.”


They undressed, dumping their clothes into the incinerator bin. Carver saw Roper and Houston’s clothes lying at the bottom. Dark shirts and pants. Rubber-soled shoes. Caps with their plastic rain covers still on.


“That clinches it,” Jenner said, shivering. “They’re definitely a couple.”


“Must’ve moved them through here like a car wash,” Carver said. “Like cattle in a chute.”


“How long were we upstairs?”


“Five minutes.”


Jenner nodded. Unbuttoning his shirt, he had to stop twice to scratch his face.


“Try not to,” Carver said. “You’ll get it in deeper. Whatever it is.”


“It’s like it’s eating me, Ross.”


“I know it,” Carver said. It was too easy to imagine how it would go. The two of them thrashing around the trailer, beating on the locked door with bloody hands. In an hour, they’d be moss-covered lumps, barely recognizable as human beings. The air would shimmer with metallic gray dust, their bodies bursting into full bloom. “Just hurry. Try not to think about it. The guy said there was time.”


They pulled off their latex gloves and their surgical masks, and stood naked in the small white room, beneath the camera’s eye. Carver looked down at his chest. It was prickled with red dots, like a heat rash. On the opposite wall, there was a second air-locked door. STAGE 2. It hissed as it unlocked, and then it swung open.


“We supposed to go in there?” Jenner asked.


“Yeah.”


They went over the threshold and into the second room. It was empty except for a stainless-steel column coming from the middle of the floor. Four shower nozzles pointed down from its top. The door closed behind them and then showers came on, blasting water and steam at the already wet floor.


Carver put his hand into the spray, then smelled his fingers.


“Not just water,” he said. “Bleach, maybe. I don’t know.”


“Shit’s gonna make me look like you,” Jenner said.


“Could be worse.”


They each stepped beneath a nozzle. The liquid coming out stung on Carver’s skin, around his eyes. When he breathed in, the chemical steam burned hot in his nostrils, then inside his chest. He used his hands to scrub himself, checked that Jenner was doing the same. Toward the end of the shower’s cycle, pure water started pouring from the nozzles, a clean rinse unadulterated with disinfectants. Carver held his face close to the showerhead and let the water pummel his eyes and nose. His heart was beating so hard he could feel its pulse behind his clenched eyelids.


When the water switched off, he and Jenner stood across from each other, looking at the locked doors and the swirling steam. A set of dryer vents kicked on above them. They stood beneath the rush of hot air, using the sides of their hands to brush the water off.


Jenner had stopped shaking.


“Think that helped,” he said.


“Yeah.”


“It was getting to me,” Jenner said. “I don’t know what it was.”


“You okay now?” Carver asked.


“I don’t know,” Jenner said. “You saw what was up there.”


The door marked STAGE 3 hissed and swung open. Jenner watched it and shook his head.


“Feds,” Jenner said.


“They hadn’t come, it might’ve been you and me beating on that window. Same as the guy we saw, trying to get out.”


“But how’d they know?” Jenner asked. “How’d they get here so fast? They were just in the neighborhood — fifty guys with spacesuits and flamethrowers? A decontamination truck? And what is that shit?”


“I don’t know,” Carver said. “I don’t know anything about any of this.”


They went into the third room. There were metal benches there, with plastic-wrapped bundles of hospital clothes lying on top. Carver took a packet and ripped it open. Pajama-style pants and a matching V-neck, short-sleeved shirt fell out. There were paper slippers, the kind you’d get at a teahouse in Japantown. They sat opposite each other and dressed. They had just put on their slippers when the fourth airlock opened. A person wearing a biohazard suit stepped through carrying a tray. The suit’s faceplate was made of reflective glass, a silver-black void.


“Your guns and badges are in the sterilization unit. Your phones, too.”


Carver realized it was the woman from the intercom.


“Are you a doctor?” Carver asked. “Or FBI?”


“Both,” she said.


She set the tray on the bench next to Carver. It held two paper cups, each brimming with a yellow-brown liquid. There was also a hand towel, but Carver couldn’t tell what was under it.


“Here,” she said, handing Carver a paper cup. “Drink it.”


“What is it?”


“You need to boost your immune system.”


“That’s what this does?” Jenner asked.


“Yes.”


Carver sniffed it, then took a sip. It tasted like metal, like water that had spent years inside a dead radiator.


“You drink it all at once, it’s easier.”


“Fine.”


“And you should hurry. The sooner you drink it, the better. You saw what happened to the man in there, didn’t you?”


“We saw.”


“Not many people see that without a suit and live. You’re lucky. So drink.”


This was madness, but there wasn’t anything to do about it. Carver lifted his cup toward Jenner.


“Cleve.”


“Ross.”


Each of them drank. They set their empty cups down. Carver coughed twice; Jenner leaned forward, his hands on his knees and his head down. He shuddered and knocked his empty cup from the bench.


“What’s in that house?” Carver whispered. “What does that to a person? Less than an hour, and he looks like that.”


“A disease.”


“What kind of disease does that?” Carver asked.


“And who called you guys?” Jenner added. His head was still down, and he was speaking through clenched teeth. “Since when does the FBI contain outbreaks?”


“You’ll want to sit on the floor,” the woman said. “Your backs against the bench.”


Carver searched the mirrored faceplate for any clue to her identity. But all he saw was his own face, Jenner huddling against himself as the drink worked into him. She wasn’t going to answer any of their questions. She wouldn’t tell them what was up there, or how they’d gotten here so quickly. He thought of the sparrows again, and that thing that they’d found upstairs. Carver had thought it was a bird until he’d gotten close enough to see its disguise.


“What’d you say?” he asked. “The floor?”


“So you don’t fall,” she said. “Hit your head on something. It’ll be thirty seconds.”


“That stuff up there,” Jenner said. He’d taken his hands off his knees and was holding his clenched fists against his eyes. “We washed it off. Right?”


“Thirty seconds, more or less,” the woman said. “And then you’ll feel it.”


But Carver could already feel it. The drink had tasted like liquid steel, but it wasn’t any kind of metal. It was epilepsy in a cup. Spasms and chattering teeth. He slid off the bench onto the floor. Jenner had beat him there, was now bringing his knees up to his chest and opening his mouth in a silent scream as his body began to shake. Carver watched his own hands jerk against his chest, felt his jaw pop as his teeth snapped together and released, a dozen cycles in the space of a few seconds. The woman lifted the towel from the tray and picked up a jet injector inoculation gun.


“Nothing to it,” she said.


She stepped behind Carver and pushed his head forward. His muscles were locked in a fight against themselves, his body a conduit for an electric charge that came from nowhere and went back to nothing. When he felt the muzzle of the inoculator against the back of his neck, he couldn’t do anything.


“Really, it’s just a little sting.”


She hit the trigger three times.
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CARVER LAY UNDER a blanket and listened to the voice.


He’d been aware of her for an hour, maybe two. She’d been reading aloud to him for most of that time. He was unmoored, adrift just above the rippling surface of a dream. Her voice was throaty and calm, beautiful in the pauses, when she breathed between sentences. He didn’t recognize it, this voice, but was glad for it.


“The purpose is simple,” she read. She drew a slow breath and turned the page. “And it is this: to make a man do that which he would not otherwise do. To change his course; to alter his mind; to realign the world as he sees it, so that it is no longer his course, his mind, or his world — but ours.”


Behind her voice, there were other sounds, and with them, Carver placed himself. There was the steady whir of a space heater, the rattle of cables and wheels as an elevator moved unseen between floors. Fingertips of rain tapped against the window. He was in his own bedroom. The only thing out of place was the voice. The last woman who’d had a key to this apartment had slipped it under the front door on her way out. That was eight months ago.


“With some minds, and for some subjects, accomplishing the task is as simple as presenting the opportunity. But we need not concern ourselves with easy cases. This is a study of persuasion in extremis. Think of a young bride, seduced by a stranger in the apse of the chapel where, a minute hence, she is to be married. Forget whether this is a moral goal — obviously it is not — the question is one of tactics.”


Carver opened his eyes and looked at her without turning his head. She’d rolled the leather armchair over from his desk, and angled the reading lamp on his bedside table so that it lit the pages of the book in her lap. He couldn’t see her face in the shadows above the lamp, but he could tell by the shape of her silhouette that she was lovely. Behind her, through the slits in the wooden blinds, he could see the neon sign of the hotel across the street.


“How is the seduction accomplished, by what measures do we ensure success with each new bride —”


She looked up, then closed the book, keeping her thumb inside it to mark her place.


“You’re awake.”


“What’s that you’re reading?”


He’d never felt his mouth so dry.


“Letessier,” she said. “The essays on persuasion.”


“Never heard of him.”


“Her.”


“Her, then,” Carver said. “Should I know you?”


“We’re neighbors?”


He still couldn’t see her face, but now he understood. She’d moved into the apartment directly across the hall from his three months ago. A week later, he’d gotten a letter meant for her box. Just a piece of junk mail. A catalog from a grocery subscription service. But it was hers, and he’d slid it beneath her door.


“You’re Mia,” he said. “Mia Westcott. You live in six fifteen.”


“That’s right.”


She glanced toward the window and he saw her eyes narrow in focus. There was a bird on the ledge outside. Mia reached across and flicked the glass with her fingertip; the bird disappeared into the rain. She took the wooden rod and twisted it to close the blinds.


“What are you doing here?”


“I saw them carrying you in,” she said. “When they brought you back. You didn’t look good, and they were just leaving you — dumping you off, really — so when they came out, I asked if you were all right.”


“You asked who?”


“The people who brought you back. I thought they were with the police too.”


He nodded. The motion hurt. He’d been a boxer in high school and college. There were good fights and bad ones, and then, toward the end, there were fights he should have stayed out of altogether. This was like the morning he woke up and knew he’d never put on his gloves again.


“They were cops?”


“I don’t know. They weren’t in uniforms. I just figured, since you’re a detective, and since they had you . . . You understand.”


He didn’t ask how she knew he was a detective. Maybe she’d seen a piece of his mail; maybe she’d caught a glimpse of his holstered gun. He pushed himself until he was leaning against the headboard. Under the covers, he touched his hip and leg. He was wearing pants. That was it.


“They say what happened?”


“You don’t know?” she asked.


“I’m just waking up. Coming to, and seeing you here. You know what’s going on, say it.”


“You were poisoned. But I heard them say you’d be okay.”


“Poisoned how? And with what?”


“That’s all I heard. I heard them say it, in the hall.”


“Nothing else? Was there an accident?”


“They didn’t say. When I first saw you with them in the hall, I thought maybe you were drunk. But when I got close to you, later, you didn’t smell like you’d been drinking. You smelled like chemicals. Not on your breath, but coming right out of your skin. Like metal, when it gets hot.”


Carver wondered how close she’d been to notice a thing like that. He let it go.


“They told you to watch me?”


“They didn’t tell me to do anything,” she said. “I came out and asked if you were okay. They said you were fine and they left. But they left your door unlocked. So I went in, to check on you. And then I decided it’d be best to stay.”


“When was this?”


“Friday morning. Around seven. That’s when I heard them with you. I came out to see what was going on.”


“Friday morning,” Carver said. “Now it’s what?”


“Sunday night.”


He brought his hand to his face and touched his cheek with the backs of his fingers. Normally he shaved every morning, but he felt days of rough stubble.


“You’ve been watching me for three days?”


“Friday, Saturday, and today.”


“You could’ve called 911, gotten me off your hands.”


“I thought about it. But you told me not to.”


“I told you?”


She nodded.


“Mostly you were sleeping. I read books. I’d go across the hall to my apartment for tea. Dinner and a glass of wine. I didn’t mind.”


She reached over to the nightstand and pushed the reading lamp back. Now he could see her better. She was sitting cross-legged in his chair. Jeans and a white button-up blouse. No shoes. Her dark hair fell across her scarf, which she wore in the Parisian style, wrapped and loosely tied at her throat. Before today, the half-dozen times she’d seen him on the far side of the lobby, she’d glanced away, and then looked back with a hint of a smile.


In return, he’d ignored her.


He’d worried if he didn’t, sooner or later, she’d invite him in. There might be a bottle of wine, and that would just be the opening. He was good at starting things, but not so great at seeing them through.


And look at her: she didn’t need to be broken. It would be a disgrace to do that to anyone. But with her it would be a travesty, like spraying acid on a painting. He studied her, weighing his next question. With the light beside her, she seemed to be glowing. Unbidden, he pictured her stretched nude beneath a black sheet. He looked away, ashamed of himself.


“You say I was sleeping, mostly — but I was talking, too?”


“Yesterday you were up a little,” she said. “You drank some tea and asked me to help you stand. You walked to the bathroom on your own. I went across to my place, gave you half an hour, and then came back. You were in bed again, but awake. We talked a bit.”


She opened her book long enough to see the page number, and then shut it again and set it on the nightstand.


“You don’t remember any of it, do you?”


“No.”


“I didn’t think you would.”


“When I said not to call 911, what did I say?”


She looked at her lap and Carver saw a touch of color on her face and her throat.


“I’m sorry,” Carver said. “I gave you a lot of trouble.”


“You were really out of it,” she answered. She didn’t look up. “You said I was beautiful. That I shouldn’t call 911, because you wouldn’t get better if you weren’t with me.”


She looked up at him.


“And you didn’t call 911 right that second?”


“You weren’t yourself,” she said. Her face turned serious again, and she leaned forward. “You also said if you went to a hospital, they’d know. That it was safer for you here.”


“I said that?”


She nodded.


“Did I say who I was afraid of?”


“No.”


“The people who dropped me off, can you describe them?”


“Three men and a woman,” she said. She looked at the ceiling and closed her eyes. “Late thirties or early forties, all of them. Two of the men and the woman were white. The third man was Asian. Japanese, maybe.”


“Anything special you remember about them?”


“They were all business. I guess that’s why I thought they were police.”


“What were they wearing?”


“The men were in suits. Black, charcoal gray. The woman had a navy blue jacket, a matching skirt.”


“If I found some pictures to show you, you’d recognize them?”


“Of course — you have pictures?”


“Not yet.”


Mia’s description would fit half the people at the Bryant Street headquarters, but it didn’t match anyone on Homicide Detail. Jenner was black, in his fifties, and built like a pile of bricks. Ray Bodecker was sixty-four, and looked like he belonged in a back room playing poker. He’d spent half his life undercover because no one ever took him for a cop. And Lieutenant Hernandez wore navy blue blazers, but she was a long way from her late thirties.


If he could find pictures, maybe he’d have a start.


“What about you?” Mia asked. “What’s the last thing you remember, before it goes blank?”


He had to think about that. He watched the space heater. The chimney in his apartment had been blocked up, but the old fireplace was still there. He’d put the space heater where the andirons had been. It cast an orange glow onto the firebrick behind it. It took him a moment to find the memory, and then another moment to place it. Once he had his hands around it, though, it didn’t get away.


“Wednesday night,” he said. “My partner and I were in Hunter’s Point. A couple kids got in a fight over bricks — kids out there, they steal bricks, to sell them. They trade them for food, sometimes. That’s how bad it is, out on the edges of the city. They’re squabbling over a plastic bucket of bricks, and this kid shoots his friend. When we get there, he’s standing over the dead boy, and he’s holding the gun to his own head.”


“I know.”


He looked away from the heater and met her eyes.


“I must’ve told you yesterday.”


She nodded.


“You said Jenner tried to talk the kid down,” Mia said. “Told him to drop the gun. But the kid didn’t listen. He took three shots at you, and then he shot himself.”


“That’s right,” he said.


He wondered what else he’d told her.


“And after that, what do you remember?”


He looked at the space heater, its orange pulse a lousy stand-in for a gas fire, which he couldn’t afford.


“Nothing,” he said. He remembered the kid’s eyes, the flash of calm as he turned the pistol to take the barrel in his mouth. “That’s the last thing. After we cleared the paperwork, I came home.”


“You came here,” Mia said. “I was still awake, reading. I heard you come in.”


He looked at her book on the nightstand. It was about three inches thick and bound in leather. No one had books like that anymore. Even a paperback was a rare thing. The title, embossed in gold, was in French. He wondered if she’d been translating it as she read it aloud to him.


“When you got home,” she asked, “you went to sleep?”


“Eventually.”


“Do you remember what you did when you woke up?”


“No.”


“Close your eyes,” Mia said.


“Why?”


“Just close them.”


He closed them. The floorboards creaked. She was moving the chair toward the bedside, coming right up to him. He felt her palm on his forehead. Her skin was cool. He was running a fever, probably. She was checking that, watching over him still, as she had been for three days. She kept her hand on his brow. He could have fallen asleep again, could have let another day or two slide away beneath him.


“What do you see?”


“Nothing.”


“You can relax,” she said. She smoothed his hair back from his forehead, then increased her palm’s pressure. It was like being gently pushed underwater. “Please? Just relax.”


He was too tired to fight her off. Moving away from wakefulness was like climbing down a ladder, rung by rung, toward the darkness. He stopped before he went all the way, holding himself in the between-space where he could always find the flickering film of images that played just before sleep.


“Ross?” she said. “What do you see?”


“The Fairmont Hotel. It’s wrapped in black silk, the whole building. Tied up with ribbons, like a present. Chinese lanterns in the gardens. Red and white.”


“What else?”


“Nothing,” he said.


“Take your time,” Mia said.


She hadn’t moved her hand yet. It was still cool. The heat boiling out of him had no effect on her.


“A fire. There’s a house on fire.”


“Were you in the fire?”


“No.”


“Do you want to sleep some more?”


“I think so.”


“Do you want me to come back?”


“Please.”


When he woke, it was still dark outside, but the reading lamp was on. He looked to his right. The chair was empty. He lifted the covers off and then sat up. He was wearing blue pajama bottoms that he’d never seen before. He looked at his wrists, expecting a hospital admission band. But there was nothing. When he stood, he used the chair for support. His bare feet felt tender on the floor, as if they’d never felt his body’s weight.
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