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            THE HANDOFF

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        I

      

      

      Wrapped in a tattered red-and-black tartan blanket, the dead man lay on his back. The body rested behind a concrete bench in Lemon Hill Park. The forecast called for sun later, but the Sacramento morning was cold, the fog weighing heavily in the air.

      Detective Luke Guillory, shivering next to his new partner, recognized the blanket. Then he saw the prominent Roman nose, the close-set eyes, and Luke’s heart sank.

      Detective Summer Symanski knelt next to the body. She wasn’t squeamish, Luke noted. A good thing, since most of Luke’s cases were overdoses.

      With her hand encased in a latex glove, Symanski gently pulled down the blanket to expose the dead man’s right arm. She pointed to a series of raised bumps. “Looks like heroin. This park is, uh, popular for drug use, right?”

      Luke gave a brief nod. Symanski had only been with the Sacramento P.D. for a week, but already she knew this park saw more than its share of drug addicts.

      Lemon Hill Park was designed in the 1920s by architect Frank Muñoz, one of the first Latino architects to make a name for himself in California. Some of Muñoz’s most stunning features—the cable bridges, the covered walkway to the Santa Guadalupe Basilica, the hermitage in Grove Field—were secluded enough for users to experience their highs and lows in relative peace.

      The dead man stared at the clouds with brown irises that had been intense and vibrant, showing both wisdom and damage, when he’d been alive. “I know him.”

      Symanski turned her head quickly toward Luke. “You know him?”

      “Earl Shent. Three tours in Afghanistan.”

      Symanski frowned. “A vet?”

      “Never the same after he came back, or at least that’s what his sister said. In and out of jail, in and out of rehab. His sister finally kicked him out last year.”

      “How do you know him?”

      “One of the few regulars at the park who’ll talk to cops. Five overdose deaths at this park so far this year, and Earl helped me identify three of the bodies.” Luke squatted on the other side of the corpse from Symanski. The world spun. “I talked to Earl last week. A couple days before you got assigned to me. Another—another heroin overdose. A kid, only seventeen. No ID, but Earl knew who he was.” A flash in his head, the mother’s face peering around the half-open front door in Del Paso Heights, a mixture of anguish and relief on her face. Luke blinked, coming back to the present. “Earl never would tell me the name of his dealer, though.”

      Symanski pointed at the man’s ashen lips and skin. “Typical discoloration for an overdose.”

      Luke set his jaw. Earl was the sixth overdose death in Lemon Hill Park since January—and though the calendar had just turned over to April, the overdose deaths were already equal to all last year.

      Luke had tried to get information about the park regulars from some detectives in Vice, but most of them ignored Luke’s requests. When his mother was police chief—the first female police chief in Sacramento—most other cops viewed Luke getting the homicide detective position as nepotism; his mother’s subsequent arrest and conviction for bribery and embezzlement had solidly cemented his status as a pariah. Never mind that Luke was still trying to prove his mother was innocent.

      Symanski, in fact, was Luke’s first partner in over two years who hadn’t immediately put in a transfer request.

      Luke pulled his attention back to the present. The recent spate of overdoses likely meant a new dealer had come into the park—with something cheaper, more potent, more dangerous.

      Symanski pulled the blanket down to the dead man’s hips, reached into the pocket of his jeans, and pulled out a nylon wallet. “A few dollars here.” She took out a driver’s license but said nothing. The name on the license obviously matched the name Luke had given.

      Luke stood, his stomach roiling. “I’ll be right back.”

      Stepping out from behind the bench, he ducked under the police tape and walked onto the main path. He checked his watch—then quickly pulled his sleeve down to hide it. He liked the Von Zeitmann that Ellie bought him for their anniversary a few years ago, but he felt ostentatious interviewing homeless people with such a pricey watch.

      Luke made his way to the edge of the park, crossed the street, then pushed the door open to Basilica Coffee.

      A few minutes later, a large coffee in hand, he headed to Puente de Inspiración, the impressive bridge at the park’s center. Underneath the bridge, a man sat cross-legged, resting his chin in his left hand, his right arm listless at his side. His olive trousers were filthy, as was his jean jacket. His hair was getting long, like it hadn’t been cut in three or four months.

      Luke walked under the bridge and stopped. The man startled, then saw Luke’s face and relaxed.

      “Hey, Detective Luke.” The man’s voice crackled, thin and wispy.

      Luke held up the coffee.

      The man’s eyes flickered with desire, and he reached his left hand up to take the paper cup from Luke. “Oh, the good stuff.” He took a greedy sip, his eyes narrowing. “You must want something.”

      “Can’t get anything past you, Hector.”

      Hector sighed. “Is it bad news?”

      Luke nodded. “It’s Earl.”

      Hector blinked. “Is—is he…?”

      Luke hesitated. “Overdose, looks like.”

      Hector bowed his head and set the coffee on the concrete next to him. “Oh, man.”

      Luke took a step back. A stifled sob from Hector; Luke gave him a few moments.

      Luke’s phone buzzed, and he glanced at the screen. A call from Ellie—weird, she never called in the middle of her workday, especially from her firm’s Boston office. He had to let it go to voicemail, though.

      Hector took a deep, shuddering breath, and Luke spoke again. “Earl was a good guy. You remember Caleb Vargas, right? Only a kid. Earl’s the one who identified his body. Got his mom some closure, even if it didn’t end the way she’d hoped. Same thing with Tommy.”

      A sniffle from Hector.

      “This year has been rough,” Luke said.

      “I don’t touch heroin, Detective Luke,” Hector said.

      “I know,” Luke replied. “But Earl did. And you and Earl, you looked out for the kids here, right? We’ve gotten some 9-1-1 calls and the paramedics got here in time to save a couple of them, right?” Those calls had been anonymous, but Luke knew Earl and Hector had likely been the callers.

      Hector was silent. But his left hand snaked out and grabbed the coffee again.

      “There’s a guy,” Hector said. Another sip of coffee—no, not a sip, a long drink. Hector set it down again and Luke waited. Hector smacked his lips and continued. “He works all over. The park, the clubs over on Fruitvale, even the rich bitches on the east side.”

      “The heroin dealer?”

      “No, no, no.” Hector bit his lip. “Look, this can’t get back to me. I get Magic Star from K-Car, but he doesn’t sell heroin.”

      Magic Star. The pills were everywhere, pink with a red star in the center. Marketing and branding had come to the drug trade. Good if you liked getting high but didn’t like needles or bloody noses. Safer than heroin, too.

      “So if K-Car doesn’t sell heroin, why should I talk to him?”

      “I bet he knows the heroin dealer. Maybe he’d give you a name.” Hector glanced up quickly. “Oh—the heroin guy always wears a gold Oakland FC cap.”

      That was good info. Sports team gear had given more than one criminal away in Luke’s past, and Oakland FC wasn’t nearly as popular as other local teams. Might be easier to get a lead.

      “You’ve seen him, then? Tall, short?”

      “White guy, maybe in his thirties, medium height, I guess.” Hector paused. “Tattoo on his forearm, though.”

      “How big?”

      “Big enough I can see it from a ways away.”

      “Right arm or left arm?”

      Hector lifted his right arm, then dropped it again, flopping against his side.

      “Thanks, Hector.” Luke paused. “Now that Earl’s gone, you make sure these kids stay safe.”

      Hector raised the coffee in acknowledgment.

      Luke trudged back toward the pathway leading to Earl’s body. He stopped about twenty feet from the officer standing in front of the police tape and took his phone out.

      A message from Ellie.

      
        
          
            
              
        We need to talk

      

      

      

      

      

      He’d respond as soon as he was done here. Luke tapped the screen of his phone.

      After two rings, Detective Aaron Rasmussen’s hurried voice answered. “Hey, Luke, can this wait? I’ve got an interview⁠—”

      The one person in Vice who’d still talk to Luke, and he was always being pulled in ten different directions. Luke straightened up. “I’ve got a lead for you.”

      “On what?”

      “I caught another heroin O.D. in Lemon Hill Park. This time, I’ve got a description of the dealer.”

      Aaron exhaled. “All right. I guess the interviewee can wait a few more minutes.”

      “White, medium height, big tattoo on his right forearm.”

      A chuckle. “Hey, that narrows it down to about a thousand guys.”

      “Wears a gold Oakland FC cap. My contact says that a Magic Star dealer named K-Car would know who he is.”

      “K-Car? Ah, okay, he’s…” Aaron trailed off, as if chewing on his words. “Let’s say he’s more than willing to talk if it gets another dealer off the street and out of territory he wants. Thanks, man. This is helpful.”

      Luke hesitated for a second. “I knew the O.D., Aaron. Good guy but couldn’t keep it together. If the dealer is cutting his stuff with⁠—”

      “We’ll take care of it, Luke.” Aaron paused. “I have to work with Broxley on this, and he won’t, well, you know.”

      Yeah, Paul Broxley wouldn’t have taken Luke’s call. “Let’s focus on getting the heroin dealer off the street. We can figure out who gets credit for the arrest once we catch the guy.”

      They ended the call, and Luke closed his eyes and took a deep breath.

      

      
        
        II

      

      

      Visitors’ hours at Pioneer Mesa Prison were limited to weekends, holidays, and Wednesday evenings. After work, Luke drove up Interstate 5, past the Sacramento airport. The haze hung in the air of Sacramento Valley, keeping the worst of the sun’s glare from his eyes.

      Luke turned off the interstate onto Route 523, and ten minutes later, the five-story cement prison loomed on the flat plain in the distance, surrounded by razor wire and a twenty-foot fence.

      He waited ten minutes in line, going through a metal detector—he’d left his gun in the safe at home—and sat at a beige plastic picnic table among families, girlfriends, lawyers waiting to talk to their clients.

      And there was his mom, in Pioneer Mesa Prison’s orange jumpsuit. Tall, commanding: her dark brown hair was halfway to a charcoal now that she wasn’t dyeing it, and her large, wide-set eyes took in everything. A determination to her chin that Luke had, frankly, always been a little jealous of; he’d gotten his father’s chin, which receded from the rest of his face. Hence the goatee.

      Hold on—what the hell was that?

      A bruise around Zepherine Guillory’s right eye, half green already. Of course they wouldn’t ice it in here.

      “What happened to your eye, Mom?” he asked, rising to his feet.

      “A precursor to going back to solitary,” she answered. “It’s good to see you, Lucien.”

      “It’s good to see you too, Mom.” He hesitated. “You heard from Uribe? He’s still trying to set an appeal date.”

      Zepherine stared at her son. “You’re doing your best, Lucien, but⁠—”

      “But nothing,” Luke said. “I know you. You didn’t do this. You were set up. And you need to cooperate with your own lawyer.”

      Zepherine smiled. “Knowing it and proving it are two different things.”

      Luke pressed his lips together. He could protest for his mother’s innocence all he wanted, but the money trail, the hidden bank accounts, the city council votes furthering Zepherine’s agenda—too much evidence to have any room for reasonable doubt. That’s why the appeal was so important: they could introduce new evidence, show bias.

      They both sat down at the table. “I still think you can win this,” Luke said. “You want to get black eyes for the next five years?”

      “Four years, seven months, six days.” Zepherine folded her hands.

      “But who’s counting, right?”

      “Lucien, it’s never wrong to be accurate.” She cleared her throat. “But enough about me and my appeal process. I haven’t seen you in a week. How are you doing?”

      “Pretty good,” Luke said. “Got lucky on a case today.”

      Zepherine raised her eyebrows.

      “Heroin overdose in Lemon Hill Park, and we caught the dealer.” Luke suppressed a smile.

      “Well. That’s good, I suppose.”

      “And if we find he cut the heroin with fentanyl or rat poison, we might add homicide to the charge.”

      “That’s good, Lucien. Maybe now Nancy will give you decent⁠—”

      “Nims, Mom. The captain transitioned⁠—”

      Zepherine held up her hands. “Right, right, sorry. She transitioned⁠—”

      “They.”

      “They transitioned after I was sentenced.” Zepherine’s cheeks grew red. “I still think of them the way I knew them before. Sorry.”

      “It’s fine. It took some getting used to. I screwed up a few times myself.”

      Zepherine straightened in her chair. “Still, you might get out of assignment purgatory, no?”

      Luke shifted his weight on the bench. “My contact in vice brought in one of his people, and he’s taking credit for the arrest.”

      Zepherine pursed her lips.

      “Look, Mom, the important thing is that we got the dealer off the street. Not selling heroin to anyone else.”

      “I suppose.” She straightened. “And how’s Ellie? She came back from Boston, correct?”

      Luke drummed his fingers lightly on the table.

      Zepherine tilted her head. Waiting.

      “I spoke to her today. She, uh, extended her stay through next week. She’s working in the Boston office, and she’s got a lot more depositions to prepare. Plus, she hasn’t gotten any time to spend with her mom.”

      “I see.” She paused. “Is everything okay between you two?”

      Though an innocuous question on its surface, the layers of judgment and disapproval buried in the question nearly overwhelmed him. “Just work, Mom. And family.” He grinned despite the gnawing in the pit of his stomach. “Besides, Ellie said she needed only one more week.”

      “I don’t want to see you unhappy, Lucien.”

      “We’ll be fine. Ellie Kaplan, junior partner. My wife is on the fast track.”

      Zepherine shook her head. “That girl works too hard.”

      Like you should talk. But Luke didn’t say anything.

      “How’s Paul?”

      “Paul?”

      She rolled her eyes. “Your partner.”

      Oh. Paul Broxley. “He transferred.” Luke didn’t say that Broxley took credit for the heroin dealer’s arrest.

      “You go through partners like most people change socks, Lucien.”

      A gentle cough behind Luke, and Zepherine looked up—and her eyes sparkled. “Justine!”

      Luke turned around.

      With her midnight leather duster jacket, her coarse silver-and-black hair an inch past her ears, and her sharp cheekbones, strong chin, and piercing black-brown eyes, Detective Justine Blood looked like she stepped out the pages of a graphic novel. One of the few Black women on the Sacramento police force, hyper competent, and with her otherworldly ninety-five percent close rate, she was as close to a superhero as the cops got.

      “Hey, Zeph,” Justine said, taking a seat on the bench next to Luke.

      Luke blinked. “I thought they had a one-visitor policy⁠—”

      “We’re both cops, Luke,” Justine said. “You like to follow the rules and all, but they make exceptions for us every once in a while.” She winked, as if she and Luke were sharing a private joke.

      “Well, uh…” Luke scooted over on the bench. “Welcome, Detective Blood.”

      “And how are you doing, Chief?” She pointed to Zepherine’s eye. “I see you’re getting a makeup tutorial in here.”

      Zepherine cracked a smile. “I gave a pretty good makeup tutorial myself. Blush, foundation, and lipstick, not just mascara.”

      Blood grinned. “I bet.” She leaned forward. “Now listen, I’m officially out of here as of Friday⁠—”

      “Friday? Isn’t your retirement party tonight?”

      Blood rolled her eyes. “The new chief is too cheap to pony up for a bar tab on a Friday night. Wednesdays are two-for-one at the Blue Oak.”

      “You’d think he was spending his own money,” Luke offered.

      The smile hadn’t left Zepherine’s lips. “The more things change, right, Justine?”

      Justine leaned forward. “But you can fight this, Zeph. You may have lost the battle, but you can win the war.”

      “I don’t know.” The smile left Zepherine’s face, but the glint didn’t go out of her eyes.

      “You’ve been cooperating with Uribe, right? Getting prepped for the appeal.”

      Zepherine shifted her weight on the bench. “It’s complicated.”

      “She can’t tell us whether she’s cooperating with her own lawyer,” Luke said flatly to Justine, then turned to Zepherine. “I’m still paying his fees, Mom.”

      Justine pursed her lips. “I’d call you stubborn, but ain’t no one more stubborn than me.” She chuckled. “But I refuse to believe you’re giving up⁠—”

      “Oh, come on, Justine, you know as well as I do that the cards are stacked against me.”

      “And I also know as well as you do”—Justine lowered her voice and leaned forward as if talking privately to Zepherine—“you didn’t do this.”

      “That’s what I’ve been saying,” said Luke.

      Silence.

      Luke knew when he was a third wheel. Zepherine clearly wanted to chat with Blood, not talk to Luke about cases and lawyers. He stood. “I’ll let the two of you catch up. I’ve got to get going, anyway.”

      “Good to see you, Lucien,” Zepherine said. “You’re going to Justine’s retirement party, right?”

      He hesitated. He hadn’t planned on attending—he only knew Justine Blood through his mother—but he really couldn’t say no. Besides, the rest of the department would be there.

      Luke nodded. “Wouldn’t miss it.”

      He walked back to his car in a daze. Broxley had taken credit for the arrest before Luke had even had a chance to file his part of the paperwork, and something in Ellie’s voice this afternoon was worrying. Maybe work stress was to blame, but the two of them definitely needed to talk when she got back to Sacramento—just one more week.

      Was he equipped to deal with any of this?

      The gravel of the parking lot crunched under his feet. And now he’d have to slap on a fake smile for a few hours at Justine Blood’s retirement party tonight.

      

      
        
        III

      

      

      Luke stepped into the Blue Oak Tavern a few minutes after eight o’clock, two hours after leaving Pioneer Mesa Prison. A huge white banner hung from the railing of the upstairs seating area. “Congratulations Justine—35 Years, 95 Percent!”

      He hated that he was jealous of Detective Blood, but he couldn’t deny it. He’d never get that kind of close rate dealing with drug users and sex workers who refused to tell him anything. But he’d heard the stories—she’d gotten all the shit assignments when she started as a detective, too. So, yeah, she deserved the accolades, the cover story in the Sacramento Urbanite, and the big retirement party. Sure, he was jealous, but who wouldn’t be?

      The Blue Oak Tavern was crowded with officers, detectives, and sergeants. Luke stood back next to an empty table, and his gaze wandered to Justine, standing at the bar ordering a drink.

      A hard bump into Luke’s right shoulder.

      “Oops—sorry about that,” Luke said.

      In response, a clap on the bicep. “Come on, man, it’s me!”

      Luke turned around—a thin, balding man with gray eyes behind square wire-framed glasses and a clean-shaven face with a narrow, square jaw.

      “Aaron!”

      “You heard we got him, right?”

      “I heard, yeah. And you think the charges will stick?”

      “We won’t get the tox screen back for a week, and another week after that before we can analyze the balloons we found in the dealer’s apartment, but yeah, I think the charges will stick.” He paused. “Sorry about Broxley taking credit.”

      “I get it, man. Not your fault.”

      “Broxley and Big Mike are close⁠—”

      “I said I got it.” Oof, a little too sharp with that. Luke grinned. “All good. Bad guys off the street. And we do a few more of these, Big Mike can’t get in the way of all of them, right?”

      “Let’s hope not.” Aaron pointed toward the bar. “You want anything?”

      “I’ll get something in a minute.”

      Aaron headed toward the bar, and Luke folded his arms. After running into Detective Blood at Pioneer Mesa, he’d need to congratulate her at some point tonight. Should he mention the visit with his mom? Or would that be⁠—

      A man of about forty with a huge six-foot-nine pro-wrestler frame, wearing a tailored suit, walked in front of Luke: Detective Mike Moody. He held a pint of beer. “Better be careful, Lucy. Stand too close to someone with a track record like Justine Blood and you’ll melt like the Wicked Witch.”

      “Good one, Mike,” Luke said. “I get the feeling we’re not in Kansas anymore.”

      Moody blinked. “What?”

      “Never mind. You have a good night.”

      Moody barked a laugh and walked toward the pool tables. Luke had expected Moody to be there; after Detective Blood, Moody had the best close rate in the force, and her retirement would put him solidly at number one.

      “You ignoring me, partner?”

      Luke turned—Detective Summer Symanski stood with a smile on her face.

      “How long have you been standing there?”

      “Only a few seconds.” Symanski crossed her arms and stuck her lower lip out. “Still, rude.”

      Luke felt his shoulders relax—two friendly faces in a row. “I was about to grab a drink. You want one?”

      “Sure.” Symanski gestured with her head toward Big Mike. “What’s with him calling you ‘Lucy’ all the time? You pull the football away from him or something?”

      The image of Luke pulling the ball away and Big Mike flying up in the air flashed in Luke’s mind, and he chuckled. “Nothing so comical. My given name is Lucien.”

      Symanski turned back to Luke. “Yeah, I figured ‘Lucy’ was a feminized version of ‘Luke.’ Why does he do it?”

      “Once a bully, always a bully.” Luke walked toward the bar, where Detective Blood still stood, back to him, engrossed in conversation.

      Symanski followed and leaned closer to him. “Do you know Detective Blood?”

      “Well enough that I should congratulate her on her retirement.”

      “Is she an asshole like Big Mike?”

      Luke grinned. “Her heart’s in the right place. Didn’t get to a ninety-five percent close rate without doing something right.” He tapped the bar and caught the bartender’s eye. “What are you drinking?”

      “Amaretto sour.”

      “Excellent choice.” Luke glanced at Symanski. “Mind if I pick the bourbon?”

      “Sure, go ahead.”

      “Kyle, one amaretto sour, Plum Luck Reserve, and an old fashioned with the same.”

      Kyle nodded, and Luke turned back to Symanski. “While Kyle’s making our drinks, I see Miz Blood has rid herself of hangers-on. C’mon, I’ll introduce you.”

      Symanski’s eyes widened. “Wait—we’re going to talk to her?”

      “Don’t worry, you’ll be fine.”

      They took a few steps over to Detective Justine Blood, who was checking her phone.

      “Detective Blood?” Luke took a step back so Symanski and Blood were facing each other.

      “Hey, long time no see, Luke.” Blood looked up from her phone.

      “May I introduce my partner? This is Detective Summer Symanski. She’s new to Sacramento, and we both wanted to wish you well in your retirement.”

      “The Cheatham case,” Symanski gushed. “Fantastic work.”

      “Thanks.” Blood guffawed, then addressed Symanski. “The only reason I’m leaving is the whole mandatory retirement thing. Thirty-five years, and they figure I’m making too much money to stick around, I guess.”

      “Pleasure to meet you,” Symanski said, holding out her hand.

      Detective Blood grabbed her hand with both of hers and firmly shook. “Nice to meet you. Don’t let the stories about Luke here rattle you. Now, his mother, on the other hand⁠—”

      “I’m fine,” Symanski said quickly. “Had a good first week. Luke’s good at showing me the ropes.”

      Kyle set two glasses on the bar. “Your drinks.”

      Luke blinked; his old fashioned looked correctly made, but his partner’s drink was clear. Detective Blood raised her glass. “To a successful partnership,” she said.

      Symanski reached for her drink—then cocked her head.

      “That’s not the right drink, is it?” Luke asked.

      “I’m sure it’s fine.” Symanski picked up the glass, cleared her throat, and turned to Detective Blood. “To your retire⁠—”

      “Oh, for God’s sake,” Blood said, “don’t choke it down to be polite on my account. Tell Kyle. Lord knows I’d have no problem sending it back.”

      Symanski hesitated, then nodded. “I’ll just be a moment.”

      As soon as Symanski went to the other side of the bar to talk to Kyle, Blood turned to Luke. “She really mean that?”

      “Mean what? That she’s pleased to meet you? Of course. A ninety-five percent close rate—that’s gotta be some sort of record. National average, fifty-two or something, right? Sacramento would sit in the low sixties if it weren’t for you. I heard they offered you a publishing deal⁠—”

      “No, that’s not what I meant. I meant if you’re good at showing her the ropes.”

      Luke shifted nervously from foot to foot. “I’d like to think so.”

      Blood studied Luke’s face. “I’ll be blunt with you, Luke. Your mother would want me to be honest. You’re not a good detective. You’re dragging your precinct’s numbers down. What happened with your mom was a big blow⁠—”

      “Hey, I got a drug dealer off the street today. If we’re lucky, we can make a manslaughter charge stick.”

      “You getting credit for that?”

      Luke hesitated for a moment. “Getting credit is nice,” he said carefully, “but the important thing is getting that dealer off the street.”

      Blood rolled her eyes. “Why don’t you set that to music and dance around in the forest with cartoon birds and squirrels chittering all around you?”

      “It’s true.”

      “Of course it’s true. But that attitude makes you ineffective.” She frowned. “You don’t play the game, and that makes you a bad detective. I hear the stories your mom tells. Friend to children and animals, users and hookers.” Justine raised a hand, palm out. “I’m not saying they don’t deserve justice; I’m saying you won’t be able to give them justice if you don’t learn how to play the game. For fuck’s sake, Luke, you’ve got the worst numbers of any detective on the force.”

      Luke bristled, but with effort kept his shoulders loose. His pulse was accelerating, but he could stay calm through this. “Well, if you think numbers are so important, I passed the detective exam with an eighty-five.”

      Blood rubbed her chin. “You want to play armchair psychologist? Maybe your mom’s arrest makes you want to hide your face. Is that why you let others’ negativity affect you so much? You sure let Big Mike walk all over you.”

      No wonder she was such a good detective; she probably annoyed all her suspects until they confessed just to make her stop. Deep breaths. “I don’t⁠—”

      “Let me finish.” She held up a hand. “You could improve your number. Mike Moody’s an asshole but plays the game better than anyone. I know your captain, and Nims is great at clearing out the obstacles so you can do your job. If you let Big Mike steamroll you, this will keep being a dead-end job you hate.”

      Luke took a deep breath. Despite his best efforts, Luke felt his hackles rise.

      But Blood was right, dammit. The heroin dealer’s apprehension would have been Luke’s biggest arrest of the year. Luke’s relationship with Hector—whom Broxley wouldn’t have deigned to approach—led to a positive ID and the arrest.

      And yet Broxley was taking the credit.

      Luke stared at his shoes, gritted his teeth, and looked up. “Well, you’ve got a point, Detective Blood. Tough to hear it, but I bet in a month or two I’ll be glad you said something.” He took a drink of his old fashioned, not even savoring the bourbon.

      Blood shrugged. “Wouldn’t be doing my job if I told people what they wanted me to say.”

      Luke set the glass down. “Anyway, best wishes on your retirement.” He held his hand out.

      Justine Blood stared at it for a few seconds, a grin spreading over her face. “So formal, Luke.” She reached out and shook his hand⁠—

      The lights went out.

      A tingle, starting at his hand and running down his arm. A swirl of bright colors behind Luke’s eyes, blinding—then darkness, then colors, then darkness in equal measure. All sound dropped too—he knew people were raising their voices, all around him, throughout the bar, concerned about the power outage, but the sensation was like pillows over his ears. Totally muffled. The tingling ran down his legs now; unpleasant, like bumping his funny bone or having a leg fall asleep. His body felt energized, awake, like his senses were discovering new directions, new feelings, flavors, sights.

      The lights came back on.

      The tingling stopped.

      Justine was still gripping Luke’s hand. Her jaw fell open, her brown-black eyes wide and unblinking, and, in an incredulous voice, said, “No.” Justine’s face erupted in a laugh. A big, throaty laugh, the leather duster shaking.

      Luke froze. Had he missed something? “What is it?”

      “I can’t believe it’s you,” Justine said, still wheezing with laughter. “Of every cop in this city, of every law enforcement official I’ve ever met, it’s you?”

      Luke opened his mouth to say, “What’s me?” But no sound came out. Just as well—he felt his blood pressure rise. This was the most confusing conversation he’d had in a long time.

      Blood finally dropped Luke’s hand and took a deep breath, her laughter stopping. “I mean, I can’t believe it’s you. Look, you’re a nice enough guy. But like I said, you’re a shitty detective. You let other people take credit for your wins and you keep all the failures for yourself. But since the universe has spoken⁠—”

      What was happening? Maybe Detective Blood was drunk. “The universe?”

      Blood shook her head. “I don’t expect you to understand.”

      Luke folded his arms.

      She grabbed her purse, pulled out a business card, and grabbed a ball-point pen off the bar. “Okay, now, at some point in the future…” Blood wrote a phone number on the back of the business card. “Could be tomorrow, could be next week, or next month, or next year., but you’ll want some answers.”

      “Answers about what?”

      “About something that’ll happen to you.” Blood thrust the business card at Luke. “Something you can’t explain. But I can explain it. I can tell you what’s going on.”

      Luke stared at the card, uncrossed his arms, and took it. “What is going on?”

      She shook her head again. “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you. But when you’re ready, call me.” She pointed at the back of the card. “This is my private cell number. Three people have this number: my lawyer, my son, and now you.”

      “Not even my mom?” He had a trace of a grin on his face.

      Blood didn’t return the smile, fixing him with a piercing gaze instead. “Not even Zeph.” She pointed with two fingers at his chest. “You spread my phone number around, you give it to a journalist or my precinct captain or my ex-husband, and I will hunt you down.” She smiled mischievously. “And don’t think I can’t get the cops to cover it up for me.”

      “Uh…”

      “Doesn’t matter right now,” Detective Blood said. “You’ll find out soon enough. Keep the card in a safe place.”

      She strode away from the bar, her duster catching the air like she was in a Hollywood movie.

      Symanski walked up. “Sorry that took so long. Kyle was remaking my drink when the blackout started. Weird, huh?” She held up her glass. “But I finally got my amaretto sour. And the bourbon you picked is delicious.”

      “Glad you like it,” Luke said, watching Justine Blood stride away.

      What was that about?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CYCLE 1: WEDNESDAY, THREE WEEKS LATER
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      A gasp.

      Luke sat bolt upright in bed, heart pounding.

      He glanced at the bedside clock. 12:13 AM.

      Was it a bad dream? Was it a noise outside? Or inside?

      He listened carefully, searching his mind. No dream that he could remember. He’d had a couple of whiskeys, set his alarm. He’d planned to pick up Ellie from the airport, even though she said she’d get a FlashRide.

      Three weeks ago, just before Detective Blood’s retirement party, she’d told Luke she was staying one more week, then a few days later had extended her time in Boston another two weeks. After an entire month away, Ellie Kaplan was finally coming home to her husband.

      Luke was looking forward to seeing her again. Things had been a little awkward when she’d left, and he’d called her almost every day, leaving messages. She’d been busy interviewing witnesses, preparing for depositions. Plus, visiting with her mom—who Ellie hadn’t visited for almost a year. Understandable that she was too busy to call back, especially with the time difference between Sacramento and Boston.

      He was proud of her for making junior partner at such a relatively young age, and far from being bothered that she made more than he did, Luke felt relief that they no longer had to worry about money.

      He looked at the clock. Now the time read 12:16. His alarm would go off in a few minutes.

      He unplugged his phone from the bedside table, took his wedding ring from the ceramic bowl on the nightstand next to his watch, and tapped the AirSched app. Ellie’s flight was landing exactly on time—12:27 AM. Perfect.

      He’d have time for a quick shower.

      Luke took off his clothes, dropping his battered Cricket Races T-shirt on the floor, hopped in the shower, lathered his body quickly. Some of his friends had hit thirty-five and developed a paunch, lost some of the muscle definition, but not Luke. He would be thirty-six in July—was that only three months away?—and he looked a little older, but still fit. He worked out four times a week: sometimes for an hour at Pure Life Fitness, sometimes a run around his neighborhood, sometimes a bike ride into the Sierra Foothills.

      He’d fallen into a few bad habits with Ellie gone. He’d had a few too many nights where a beer with dinner turned into three, or one whiskey at the Blue Oak Tavern turned into four. Luke shook his head. A month didn’t mean much, but he didn’t want to be one of those cops who drank a six-pack every night. He was glad Ellie was coming home.

      He dried off, ran into the bedroom to turn off the alarm that had been squawking for a few minutes, and reset the alarm for six fifteen. A little pomade for his hair, deodorant, a brief spritz of cologne—Ellie didn’t like powerful scents, but she’d given him the bottle of The Forest, It Echoes for his birthday the year before. He debated for a minute before grabbing a fitted button-up shirt with a bold print, blue and orange swirls on it. Reminded him a little of his twenties, when he and Ellie would stay out at a dance club until three in the morning. Now, he was picking her up at the airport, as late as they used to arrive at Evoke on 15th and R.

      He went down the staircase of their house to the foyer and called her number—12:31 AM. She should have deplaned by now. Ellie would have to wait for her bag for ten or fifteen minutes, and Luke only needed eight minutes to drive to the airport. She’d be impressed, and the best part was, Luke would look thoughtful without being desperate. They’d be back in bed by one fifteen, one thirty at the latest, and he’d still get a good six or seven hours of sleep—if you counted the two he had before he woke at 12:13.

      The call went to voicemail.

      He tapped her name in his Favorites again.

      This time, she picked up. “Hey,” she said, sounding flustered. “Sorry, I was grabbing my carryon from the overhead bin when you called.”

      “Yeah, no problem,” he said, trying to be chipper. “I’m coming to pick you up.”

      A pause. “Oh, Luke, you don’t have to do that. You’ve got work tomorrow.”

      “Hey, now, I’m already up and dressed. Gotta pick up my best girl at the airport, don’t I?”

      Silence.

      “What is it?”

      “Look—I, uh… I’m not coming back to the house.”

      The corner of Luke’s mouth twitched. “You’re not?”

      “I—I need a little more time.”

      A little more time? Her weeklong business trip turned into a month. How much more time did she need?

      “I rented a furnished apartment.”

      “A furnished apartment? I don’t understand.”

      Silence on the other end of the line.

      “You’ve had a month,” Luke said. “And I didn’t complain. You don’t get to see your mom very often, and you work harder than anyone else at the firm. But I—” He almost said I miss you. But she didn’t return most of his calls, going a few days between talking to him. And he’d been annoyed at her lack of communication. But had he missed her? He snapped his mouth shut.

      “I thought I’d be able to work everything out in my head in a week, honestly I did. And then a week became⁠—”

      “Hold on,” Luke said. “Work everything out in your head? Work what out?” But as soon as the words were out of his mouth, he knew.

      “Luke,” Ellie said gently. “Things have been rough for a while. Ever since…” She trailed off.

      Ever since his mother was sentenced.

      Maybe he shouldn’t have talked about her so much at home. How his mother was innocent, how if she would agree to hire a private investigator, they might get some exculpatory evidence.

      Oh. Ellie had brought up Boston several times in the weeks before she left. Now pieces of the past conversations made sense snapped: she’d been dropping hints that she wanted to move to Boston. Of course she did: she made junior partner, and that was where her career ladder was, not in the firm’s satellite office in Sacramento.

      Justine Blood was right: he was a shitty detective.

      “Sounds like maybe you have worked things out in your head,” Luke said.

      She’d only returned two of his calls in the last week, and when they had finally talked, she’d been distracted, with stretches of awkward silences. Luke sat down heavily on the stairs. Could he have saved their relationship?

      A lack of romance. Maybe he’d taken her for granted too much. He’d given her space for her job, but perhaps that made her think he was disconnected from her. “I get it,” he said, even though he didn’t. “Hey, now, this’ll be okay. A separation might be good for us. Maybe we start slow. Me at the house, you at the apartment. I can come pick you up, we can go to dinner and a movie. Like we’re dating again.” She’d said nothing explicit about moving to Boston, so maybe Ellie would consider a separation where they both lived in Sacramento.

      But she was silent.

      “I guess,” he said carefully, “I haven’t been doing a great job of making you feel like you matter to me.”

      “That’s not it, Luke.” Ellie sighed. “It’s after midnight. I don’t want to get into this now.”

      “No, no,” Luke said, “you don’t have to explain right now. Listen, we’ll talk tomorrow, all right? Sort this all out. You have a good night. Get some sleep and go kick ass at your job.”

      “Thanks, Luke. Good night.”

      After ending the call, he stared at the phone until his vision swam. He trudged upstairs. He’d wear the shirt tomorrow for work. Be a unique look. Big Mike would make fun of him, but that was nothing new.

      He took his shirt and trousers off, hung them up, turned out the light, and collapsed on the bed.

      But he couldn’t sleep.

      He put on an undershirt and went downstairs in his underwear. He stood in the kitchen for a few minutes, then walked to the liquor cabinet. A bottle of Plum Luck Special Cask. Almost full. For special occasions only—like their five-year anniversary coming in September.

      He set the bottle on the bar, went to the cabinet and got a short water glass, put three ice cubes and two fingers of the whiskey in it.

      Luke stared at the whiskey. He’d promised himself that when Ellie came home, he wouldn’t drink as much as he had in the last month.

      But if any situation called for a drink, this one did.

      He drank the whiskey without tasting, before the ice cubes started melting.

      He poured another two fingers.

      
      
        
        II

      

      

      The beeping started at six fifteen, and Luke hit the snooze bar. The alarm went off again almost instantly—ten minutes in the blink of an eye—and Luke hit the snooze button again.

      The third time the alarm went off, he groggily sat up in bed, blinking in the early morning light. A flash in his brain as he remembered his plan to pick Ellie up, the phone call, the whiskey. He belched loudly and felt worse.

      He’d sweated in his sleep and stank like alcohol. When he trudged into the shower, he held his head under the water for a full minute.

      This was the worst he’d felt in a long time. Not only the hangover he had, but also the realization that his marriage might be over.

      When the spray turned lukewarm, he shook his head. He’d be late if he dawdled any more. Luke got out and dried off, then stared at himself in the mirror and put a smile on his face. A headache started behind his right eye.

      Shirtless, he went down to the kitchen, drank a glass of water. Four pieces of sourdough left. He toasted two of them and forced one of them down. Luke felt a little better, but the headache crept forward again. He took three ibuprofen with another full glass of water.

      Luke went back upstairs, trying to distract himself from his hangover. He opened his closet. The blue-and-orange button-up shirt, the trousers from last night, a gray sport coat.

      The house Ellie and Luke shared was on 53rd Street—“The Fantastic 50s,” as the locals were fond of saying. The houses were overpriced, the neighbors were nosy, and the traffic was mostly terrible, but there was a certain cachet important to Ellie. Though Luke didn’t care for the vibe of the neighborhood, his commute to work was beautifully short: twenty blocks, five traffic lights, and no freeways.

      He backed his ten-year-old Malibu out of the driveway. Ellie’s Mercedes E-Class was in their single-car garage, and Luke drove down 53rd Street past his neighbors’ Audis, BMWs, and Teslas. The headache ebbed and flowed, and the sun through the windshield wasn’t helping. He braked for the stop sign at Alcatraz Avenue, putting his right-turn blinker on, and looked to his left. No cars coming. He hit the gas—then saw something out of the corner of his eye. He slammed on the brakes.

      A cyclist, driving against traffic, going the wrong way. He’d almost hit the bike. The cyclist shouted something as he went past, and Luke was pretty sure it wasn’t an apology. He looked again, both ways this time, and turned onto Alcatraz.

      Ellie would have yelled at the cyclist.

      
      
        
        III

      

      

      The headache was in full force by the time Luke pulled into the parking lot of the eighth precinct at 20th and K. He parked, pulled down the visor, and slid the cover from the mirror. He looked worn out.

      No, not worn out. Beaten down.

      On the way to his desk, everyone ignored him. Most days, the shunning bothered him, but today, when he was fighting a headache, he was glad for his scarlet letter. Entering his bullpen, he was relieved to see Big Mike Moody and Vince Babino weren’t at their desks. Off getting a coffee refill—or maybe egging a teacher’s house.

      Luke looked at the fancy watch Ellie had bought him. A gorgeous Von Zeitmann. He wondered what kind of man would feel at home wearing such an expensive timepiece. Maybe the kind of man Ellie wished Luke could be.

      He shut his eyes. The day would be difficult enough without spiraling into self-pity.

      “Watch not working? Is that why you’re late?”

      Luke jumped in his seat and looked up—Summer Symanski.

      “Morning, detective.”

      “Not for too much longer,” she said, smiling. “Nice shirt.”

      “Sorry for my tardiness.” Luke could feel the color rise to his cheeks. “I had—I had kind of a rough evening.”

      Symanski arched an eyebrow. “Ellie came home last night, right?”

      “That’s right—I mean, she’s in Sacramento. But she—” Luke felt the headache stab with pain again. “I’m sure you don’t want me talking about my marital issues.”

      “I’ve complained enough to you about my ex. Turnabout is fair play.” Symanski’s ears turned red. “Not that you’re—I mean, you two are still married⁠—”

      “I know what you mean, Symanski,” Luke said. “Things are always better when we give each other a little grace.”

      Moody and his partner, Vince Babino, walked in from the side hall, holding coffee mugs. Babino, ten years older and a foot shorter than Big Mike, glared at Luke as he sat at his desk. “Bold choice for a shirt today, Lucy.”

      Big Mike guffawed. “I’d ask you to sit in on my next interrogation, but that shirt violates the Geneva Convention.”

      Luke chuckled and pointed at Big Mike. “Good one, Moody.” Aaron Rasmussen in Vice would have made that joke as good-natured ribbing. But Big Mike’s jokes always carried an undercurrent of malice. Luke wondered how much lunch money Moody had coerced out of his classmates in elementary school.

      Symanski glanced at Moody and Babino, her face impassive. “We have to finish up the paperwork on that hit-and-run on Scarsbury and 9th.”

      “Right.” Luke reached to turn on his computer.

      “Whiskey?”

      “What?” He knocked over his pencil cup, scattering a few pens, highlighters, and Sharpies on the desk.

      Symanski smiled. “You’re obviously hungover, and—what is that bourbon called? Peat Moss? That’s your favorite, right?”

      “Plum Luck.” Luke grinned through the stabbing pain in his eye.

      “You’ve never come in hungover before.”

      “Yeah, well, Ellie and I are, uh, going through a little rough patch. I might have made a bad decision to have a few drinks at one in the morning.”

      “Oh, Luke, I’m sorry to hear that.” Symanski crossed her arms and bit her lip.

      Luke grinned, not sure if his smile looked reassuring or unhinged. “Oh, don’t worry about me. Once the ibuprofen kicks in, I’ll be good as new.”

      Behind Symanski, a door opened. Symanski stood, as did Luke. Captain Nims Thoreau, their hair short and silver, their black police blazer crisp, stood in the doorway.

      “Listen up, people,” they said. “We’ve got a dead body in Lemon Hill Park.”

      “Let me guess—another junkie O.D.’d?” Babino said, chortling. “We should set up a conveyor belt between Lemon Hill Park and the morgue. It’d save time.”

      Luke ground his teeth but said nothing.

      “Lucy and her girlfriend can take it,” Big Mike said, sitting down at his desk, dwarfing the rolling office chair.

      “Knock it off, Moody,” Captain Thoreau said. “You talk like that, I won’t be able to stop the disciplinary committee from getting involved.”

      “Summer could take care of that just fine,” Moody said under his breath. He winked at Luke.

      Luke’s stomach churned—was that a clumsy sexual reference to Detective Symanski? Discipline, bondage? Did he want to know?

      Luke blinked and turned back to the captain. “Symanski and I can take it.”

      Thoreau nodded. “I’ll send you the file. Officer is already onsite.” They turned and went back into their office, shutting the door behind them.

      “Told you the girls could handle it,” Moody said to Babino. “Come on, they’re bringing in that carjacking thug in five minutes.”

      Babino picked up his coffee and followed Big Mike out of the bullpen.

      Symanski sat down and leaned forward. Uh oh. She was gearing up: Why do you let him talk to you like that? Why don’t you defend yourself?

      Or more accurately, perhaps, why didn’t he defend her from that discipline comment?

      “Sorry,” Luke said. “I should have said something when he made that comment to you.”

      Symanski blinked. “Comment to me?”

      “About the disciplinary committee thing. I’m not exactly sure what he meant, but it—it wasn’t appropriate.”

      “Oh, hell,” Symanski said. “You thought that was a sexual reference? Some kind of BDSM thing?”

      Luke held his hands up in surrender. “He might have a good clearance rate, but he’s not the most eloquent. I think he was trying to get under your skin, right? He winked at me⁠—”

      “Luke,” Symanski said, “I’ve been here a month. Haven’t you heard why I transferred to Sacramento?”

      Luke spun his head around at the empty bullpen. “If you haven’t noticed, Detective, the folks around here don’t exactly keep me informed.”

      “Still, cops are the worst gossips.”

      “I don’t want to know. What you do outside the office⁠—”

      “I went to Internal Affairs,” Symanski interrupted. “I was getting harassed by my previous partner. I had enough. Recorded him doing it. Had emails, text messages, everything. He got a slap on the wrist, then made my life a living hell. So as soon as I passed the detective exam, I applied everywhere I could. Sacramento was the first department to accept me. For once, Big Mike wasn’t making a crude joke. He was telling everyone that I went to the discipline committee. That I’m not to be trusted. That I don’t have my partner’s back.”

      “Oh.” Luke pressed his lips together. “I’m sorry that happened to you.”

      “So you didn’t know I reported a fellow officer?”

      “No, I didn’t.”

      Symanski narrowed her eyes. “If you don’t want to partner with me, say so. I’ll put in for a transfer somewhere else.”

      “I don’t work like that, Detective.” Luke blinked. “Now, come on. We’ve got a dead body in Lemon Hill Park.”

      
      
        
        IV

      

      

      As Luke drove the cruiser toward the park, he was again struck by the beauty of the Puente de Inspiración, even with his headache. He maneuvered the cruiser next to a red curb on Muñoz Way in front of an old Lincoln and behind a green Nissan.

      He and Symanski exited the car and walked a quarter mile to the covered walkway. The canopy of greenery kept the path cool in the summer, as well as providing a break from the wind in the winter months.

      As the path widened, an officer stood about five feet in front of a sagging line of police tape. “Shit,” the officer said under his breath. “Sacramento’s finest.”

      Luke ignored him but made out his name tag: Pressler. “Morning, officer,” he said. “What can you tell me?” Luke took out a pair of latex gloves; Symanski did the same.

      “Got an anonymous call,” Officer Pressler said. “Male, sounded like he was high. Said a man was dead.” He motioned with his chin. “Be my guest.”

      “You haven’t touched the body yet?” Luke pulled on his gloves.

      Pressler shook his head. “Only to make sure he was deceased. Pretty obvious overdose. Figured I’d leave the clinical stuff to the professionals.”

      “Hmm.” Luke stepped to the police tape and raised the center to shoulder height. Symanski ducked under the tape, pulling her gloves on.

      The ibuprofen finally kicked in, and Luke’s headache eased off.

      The body was another twenty feet farther in behind the police tape. Face down, blue jeans, dress shirt. They both crouched next to the body.

      “Doesn’t look like our typical overdose case,” Luke said. “Too well dressed.” He peered at the dead man’s face. He knew most of the regulars in the park, but this man wasn’t a regular. His face was vaguely familiar, though. Luke had probably seen him in the park before, but never interviewed him.

      The shirt collar concealed most of the dead man’s neck, and the shadows shrouded his whole body in shadow, but—was that a red line?

      “Symanski,” he said, pointing to the half inch of skin visible between the top of the collar and the hairline.

      “Am I seeing things,” Symanski said, “or does that look like a ligature mark?”

      “You’re not seeing things.”

      Symanski reached out and pulled the collar down another inch and looked up at Luke, her eyes wide. “This wasn’t an overdose. This man was murdered.”

      
      
        
        V

      

      

      About an hour later, under the bridge in the center of Lemon Hill Park, Hector again sat cross-legged, head bowed. Same filthy olive trousers and jean jacket as three weeks before. But his hair was shorter, though ragged; possibly a rough haircut by another park resident. Luke held a hot coffee from Basilica Brews in his hand as he walked under the bridge and stopped.

      Hector flinched. “What—what do you want?”

      “It’s me, Hector. Detective Luke. I brought coffee.”

      Hector narrowed his eyes. “Oh, man. The good stuff again. You always get me the good coffee when something bad happens.” But his eyes flickered with desire, and he reached his left hand up to take the paper cup from Luke. “Nice and hot, too.” With visible effort, he lifted his oddly twisted right hand to balance the coffee.

      Hector raised the coffee to his lips, took a sip, then another. “Okay, Detective Luke, what can I do for you?”

      “There’s a man in the covered walkway. He’s dead. You know anything about that?”

      “I know it’s not heroin.” Hector smiled. “I haven’t seen that cabrón in the Oakland FC cap since you were here last time.”

      “So what’s the poison of choice now? Magic Star, right?”

      “Magic Star.” Hector shook his head. “It’s like those fruity girl drinks, right? You think they’re all sweet and nice because of the umbrellas and the strawberries, but those’ll knock you on your ass faster than a shot of vodka.”

      “You’ve seen people use Magic Star here, I take it.”

      Hector leaned forward. “They call it Magic Star because it hits everyone different. Some people, they get happy, some get a ton of energy, other people zone out. But they always feel good doing it.”

      “Always?”

      “So I hear.” Hector smiled, a hard white blob of spit in the corner of his lip, his teeth yellow, his right top canine missing.

      “I’d like to show you the deceased’s picture. See if you recognize him. You up for that?”

      “I’m surprised you don’t recognize him.”

      “Honestly, I am too.” Luke showed Hector the screen on his phone. The CSI team had helped pose the dead man so his face didn’t look quite so terrifying. And they’d confirmed what Symanski had said: strangled. But no wallet, keys, or any kind of identification.

      Hector’s eyes widened. “Oh, man, that’s C.D.”

      “C.D.?”

      “Yeah, like a music CD.”

      “I was thinking initials,” Luke said. “Charles David or Craig Donald. Something like that. How well do you know him?”

      “He used to come here every so often. Six months, maybe a year ago? I don’t remember. Mostly got his pills from K-Car.”

      “Right, K-Car. You gave me his name last time. He I.D.’d that heroin dealer and got him off the street.”

      “How ’bout that,” Hector said. “My good deed for the month.” He took another drink of coffee.

      “Where can I find K-Car now?”

      “No idea, man. I haven’t seen him.”

      “When did you see him last?”

      Hector paused. “Yeah, okay, he was here yesterday.”

      “And you haven’t seen C.D. for six months?”

      “I’ve seen him around the last few weeks. Right around the time Caleb and Earl… you know.”

      “C.D. is back off the wagon, I take it.”

      Hector shook his head. “Naw, just the opposite. He was trying to recruit people to stop using. Maybe he found God or wanted people for his cult, but that’s what he was doing here.”

      “Anyone get mad at him for trying to stop? Dealers he pissed off, users who didn’t want the lecture, anything like that?”

      “He only came here in the morning. After everyone was trying to pick themselves up, feeling like shit.” Hector took another sip of the coffee. “He asked me a couple of times if I’d stop using. I told him I’d think about it.”

      “You know anyone he had a run-in with? Anyone who was trying to hurt him?”

      “Man, C.D. isn’t from around here.”

      “Like, not from Sacramento?”

      “Not from Lemon Hill. I expect if he had a lady—or a guy, I don’t judge—they’d be pissed at him for hanging out in this park.”

      “Okay, thanks, Hector.” Luke lowered his voice. “How’s the hand?”

      “Same as always.”

      “You see the physical therapist I told you about?”

      Hector scoffed. “Man, when you haven’t showered in a few days, nobody wants you in their waiting room, know what I mean?”

      Luke nodded. After his last tour in Afghanistan, Hector had gotten a Purple Heart, after which he got hooked on painkillers. When the V.A. wouldn’t give him anymore, Luke suspected he found Magic Star. And after the government abandoned him, he couldn’t get a job with a messed-up right hand. So here he was, with nowhere to live, getting high in Lemon Hill Park.

      “You got a place to stay?”

      “At the shelter down on Z Street. Unless I’m here.”

      Luke took out a card from his wallet and a twenty-dollar bill, and handed them both to Hector. “Get yourself something to eat. And you think of anything else, call me. Enjoy the coffee.”

      “Thanks, Detective Luke.”

      Luke turned to go and scanned the park. No one else was around to talk to, and the CSI team was cleaning up, pulling the police tape down. Symanski was nowhere to be seen; she’d probably gone back to the cruiser. Soon, there’d be no signs that the man without identification had died on the canopied walkway. Luke pulled his phone out and after hesitating a moment, called Ellie’s number. Almost noon. She’d be taking a break from her legal research soon—but Luke’s call went right to voicemail. Maybe she was in the legal library. Ellie would often say the reception was terrible in there. He thought about leaving a message but instead ended the call before the beep.

      Luke walked out of the park, got into the cruiser, and closed the door. Symanski, in the passenger seat, looked up at him from her phone.

      “As Ben Franklin once said, ‘Energy and persistence conquer all things,’” he said.

      “You got something?”

      “No one who saw anything, but Hector Corazón gave me a name. Well, initials, anyway. C.D.” He started the car and turned on the air conditioning; the late April day was growing warm.

      “That’s something.”

      “It’s not a lot. But Hector also said the guy had been at the park on a semi-regular basis. About six months ago, he stopped showing up. Now he’s back⁠—”

      “Using again?”

      “No, trying to get people to stop using. Throwing out some good into the world, Hector said.”

      “Who are the dealers in this area?”

      “Hector gave me the name of that Magic Star dealer who helped get that heroin guy out of the park.”

      “Had a name like an 80s Dodge, right? Reliant or something.”

      Luke chuckled. “K-Car.”

      “Right, right.” She screwed up her mouth in thought. “K-Car would have a reason to silence him. More people in rehab means less money for the dealers.”

      “We can talk to Vice, see if they know some of the players in Lemon Hill Park that I don’t.” Luke cocked his head. “Did you get anywhere with your interviews?”

      “No one knew anything,” Symanski said, “but the CSI guys said the ligature marks were likely made by a mixed-synthetic rope wound in a ‘Multi W braid,’ whatever that means.”

      Luke put the cruiser in gear, looked over his shoulder, and moved out onto Muñoz Way. “Does that get us any closer?”

      “We’ll see. The lab might say it’s typical rope you can buy from any home improvement store, but maybe they’ll find unique fibers on the victim’s neck.”

      “The killer would have to be pretty strong, right?”

      Symanski shook her head. “Nope. Not if our victim was drugged first. A seventy-pound kid could have done it.”

      “Wait—CSI thinks the victim was drugged first? Why?”

      “Lack of defensive wounds suggests the victim was unconscious when he was killed. We’ll know for sure when we get the tox screen back.”

      “With those clothes, though,” Luke said
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