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  Dedication


I could write no novel without the support of those closest to me.   

First, I want to thank my wife, Melanie, and family for your patience and indulgence. Writing books takes hundreds of hours per book. And you have been nothing but supportive of me and these projects. I cannot thank you enough.

Dave Butler and Christopher Ruocchio, we pilgrims in an unholy land must stick together. Thank you for your support and encouragement through the years.

Aysha Rehm, these books would be horrible train wrecks without your hard, diligent work, and I would be lost without your help. 

Scott Rosario, you are one of my oldest friends and still have my back after all these years.

Merritt, JP, and B. Strenge, thank you for helping shape me into the firefighter and paramedic I became.

Earl Emerson for paving the way for firefighter storytellers everywhere.

Lastly, I want to mention the men and women of my beta team. These books get better and stronger thanks to your input.










  
  Chapter One


Will ‘Snake Eyes’ Murphy was a professional gambler. He made a hand-over-fist living at the expense of the casinos of Tycho City. Snake Eyes was so successful he had a nice uptown apartment he never stayed in because he was always being comped ten-thousand-bill-a-night rooms at one of the city’s luxury resorts. Snake Eyes made a lot of money, and he cheated his ass off to do it. 
Neil Rampello delivered another right cross.
Snake Eyes’ head slung to his right, but his body was held in the chair by restraints. Bloody spittle flew across the room, splattering against the pristine white wall. His blood-covered, collared button-down hung open, exposing thick gold chains on a grey carpet of chest hair. His lips were swollen, but they were parted enough to reveal pink-tinged teeth. The mantle of contemptuous bravado he’d worn with such flourish had melted with Rampello’s first punch, but it was returning.
“I have rights! You can’t do this to me!”
Rampello leaned forward on thick powerful arms, bulging pecs pushing against the black crewneck and unbuttoned red blazer. “This is a gambling town. You got no rights!” He looked at me. “Ain’t that right, Boy Scout?” I nodded, even though Rampello’s interrogation went well beyond the measures sanctioned by Tycho City law. He looked down at Snake Eyes, grabbed the gold chains around his neck, and snatched them free. “Where are your precious rights now, you fucking thief?” 
I stood motionless with my arms crossed, wishing I were somewhere else, anywhere else. Rampello grabbed a handful of the man’s thinning hair. “You think this is a fucking game, Snake? You think you can just cheat us and walk out?”
I clenched my jaw, drew a slow, deep breath, and shifted my stance. The movement attracted Rampello’s attention. “Why don’t you show him what I mean, Boy Scout?” He looked at me with grey eyes that glittered with malice.
I cleared my throat and fixed my gaze on the sterile white wall behind Snake Eyes. “You’ve got this.”
Rampello glared. “I didn’t fucking ask you if I had this. I told you to teach this pig a lesson!”
I returned as much of his scorn as I dared. “No thanks.”
Rampello let out a disgusted sigh and looked at me in a way that made me believe he’d try to unleash those fists on me. But, I wasn’t a scrawny, weasel card shark who’d been lashed to a chair. He turned back to Snake Eyes and struck him as hard as he could. Snake Eyes let out a pained cry. “This is illegal you can’t—”
“I’m doing it! Aren’t I?” Rampello lorded over Snake Eyes. He slapped him open-handed. “Huh?” Slap! “Huh?” Slap! “You gonna do something?” Slap!
Snake Eyes was pleading. “I’m sorry! I’m sorry!” He ducked his head and tried to shelter himself from Rampello’s abuse. I clenched my fists. My chest twisted. My right foot took a half step towards the two men. The door knocked behind us.
Rampello pulled up and looked at me as if I’d interrupted his party. He moved his eyes to the door and said, “It’s for you.”
I turned and cracked the door. Simon Frost scowled through the gap. He raised his eyebrows and motioned with his head for me to step outside. I frowned and did as he asked. The hallway outside was dingy and had the feel of the service corridor it was. The air was tainted with the sour aroma of trash. It reflected my thoughts on the whole situation.
“You were given an order,” said Frost.
“He was handling it.”
“Rampello is your trainer. He gave you an order.”
I gave him my best ‘go fuck yourself’ smile. “I’m a conscientious objector.”
“Funny, I don’t seem to recall that conscience when you were pounding the shit out of E-Rod Taylor.”
I remembered E-Rod laying on that floor begging me not to hurt him, how he pissed his pants when I threatened him, and how intoxicating it had been. “E-Rod was a piece-of-shit flesh peddler!”
“And Wilfred Murphy is a piece-of-shit cheat! Do what you’re told!” We glared at each other for several long seconds. “You’re lucky I’m not Katsaros. I mean, you do an adequate job, but no better than a thousand other half-competent tough guys.”
He was right. “Well, it’s lucky for me that he sees my worth.”
“What he sees is a pretty good has-been cop he owns to the soul.” He pinned me with those eyes and gave me a crocodile smile. “Someone he can get to do things no amount of money can buy.” My outrage evaporated. “You don’t do what we say, when we say it and your little girl’ll be passed around between so many clowns she’ll think she’s being gangbanged by a goddamned circus! Now go in there and defend your employer’s interests, or so help me god, I’ll drop the dime to Rocamora myself.”
I took a deep breath and blew it out.
“That’s right!” said Frost. “So get in there and do what you’re told.”
I held Frost in my gaze for several long moments and turned back through the door. I looked at Rampello and recalled how I’d reveled in the fear and pain I was inflicting on E-Rod. I wanted us to be different. Funny, I don’t seem to recall that conscience when you were pounding the shit out of E-Rod Taylor.  We were different. Weren’t we?
Snake Eyes looked up from his seat. Snake Eyes the cheat. Snake Eyes the “had to get caught in my casino” Murphy. I didn’t have any sympathy for these goddamned casinos, but it was hard to deny that this guy was making a dirty living as a thief and a cheat. The compassion I’d been feeling for him leaked from my soul.
I tried not to imagine my daughter being violated by a gang of savages and failed. I remembered E-Rod and how he begged and pleaded, how contemptuous I’d been of him, how I lorded over him. But, the man in my memory stopped being E-Rod and started to be Wilfred Murphy. My lip curled in a snarl, and I lashed out at him. He screamed and begged. His weakness curdled my soul, and I yelled at him. I slashed at his face with my fist. I remembered my wife and the promise she’d kept to take my daughter from me. I thought of Frost and Lenny and that night six weeks ago. Mostly, I thought of Mattie and the sentence worse than death hanging over her head because of me.
Rampello’s voice broke my trance. “Enough, Parker! Enough, man! You wanna kill him?”
Someone’s arm was across my chest. It pulled me backwards. I looked down, dumbfounded. Snake Eyes Murphy was slumped forward in his chair. He wasn’t moving. Blood flowed from his nose and ruined mouth. Gaps had been smashed into his teeth.
I stood in the pristine white room splashed with blood. My chest heaved in deep, labored breaths. I told myself that sweat was all that ran down my face and stung my eyes. My black t-shirt was soaked and stuck to my skin. Both of my hands screamed in pain, and my knuckles were stiff, swollen, and bleeding.
I looked backwards in time to a blood-soaked hotel room on Drane Street and a fifteen-year-old girl lying dead and mutilated. Her only crime was being a plaything for rich and powerful men too arrogant to use protection. Snake Eyes and all his suffering wasn’t worth a thimble of that poor girl’s blood, but that wasn’t his fault.
A pair of casino paramedics pushed into the room and stepped around me. The older of the two turned to face me. “Jesus! You trying to beat him to death?” I moved my eyes from the man’s reproachful gaze and looked at Snake Eyes. His eyes fluttered open, but they remained bleary and unfocused.
“He’ll live,” said Frost. “Give him a room to sleep it off, a cheap room.”
The older medic looked at Frost like he was crazy. “This guy needs a brain scan! He could be bleed—”
“Mr. Murphy has had a few too many drinks and taken a nasty spill. We’re going to give him a place to stay.” Frost pointed at Rampello. “A cheap place.”
“I’ll get right on that, Mr. Frost.” Rampello strode from the room.
The junior medic waved smelling salts under Snake Eyes’ nose. It got his head moving. He even made a slurred effort to speak, but his eyes were still thick with fog. “If he’s hemorrhaging in his brain, letting him sleep it off’ll kill him,” said the older medic.
“Then he won’t be cheating this house at cards, anymore. Will he?” Frost smiled at me. “Good job, Parker. You’re living up to your potential.”

      ***I had a good reason for not wanting to go home: I hated the place. It belonged to Katsaros and was my blood money reward for being his harbinger of death.  I didn’t want to hang out here, but my hands were almost twice their normal size, and I didn’t feel like being the subject of curious speculation at the cafés I liked to haunt during my ‘downtime’.
I used my thumbprint to open the door. Soft, warm lights greeted me. The flat was nothing special for a topside apartment, but it made my old dump look like...a dump. There was a sofa and a couple of chairs. The carpet was once on the plush side, but it was beat down from years of use.
My kitchen could do time as a walk-in closet, but the essentials were there: fridge for the beer, cupboard for canned meals, and a stove to cook on. This was a topside residence, so I got a sink with real running water and a drain for waste!  It was a luxury by Lower City standards and more than I’d ever had in my adult life. I hoped Suzanne and Mattie had something as nice, wherever they were. I cast my eyes towards the ceiling. Suzanne! Mattie!
I swallowed down a spring of pent-up emotion. Who knew where they were? Angelo Katsaros claimed to be keeping them safe from the Lunatic street gang and their vengeance but keeping them from the Lunatics meant keeping them from me. That didn’t bother Suzanne. I found it to be a living death. I closed my eyes and took slow, deep breaths. There was no way to get them back, to bring them close, but there was someone I could get close to, someone elusive, someone dangerous. I had to keep my head clear and my senses sharp.
I reached into the fridge and pulled a beer from the rack. I popped the top and winced in pain. My hands were really going to hurt tomorrow. They really hurt now. I pressed the cold beer against my left hand with my right. It didn’t help. I took a swig and moved toward the centerpiece of my living room: a corkboard string chart. Someday, I hoped, it would take me to Rick Sanchez’s killer. Right now, it led nowhere.
I took another swig of my beer and stared at what I had:  An old picture of me and Rick at the On the Border pub surrounded by pics of some of Tycho City’s most steadfast and devoted citizens. A mug shot of a young runner named Terrance ‘T-Van’ Vanderwal was there. So was the tattooed face of Giovanni ‘The Rock’ Rocamora, up-and-coming street captain in the Lunatics.
The young happy face of a man named David Carson was there, too, but he wasn’t a suspect. He was dead. Rick had been investigating his murder when he became the centerpiece of this macabre collage of death. I’d pinned a card several centimeters below Carson’s pic. Monique Benson was written on it.
Strings connected Rick’s picture to Rocamora, T-Van, and Carson. Individual cards were pinned on the board and connected to the pics they referenced by strings. Notes were written on the cards. “If Rocamora didn’t kill Carson over Benson’s kid, then why?” was one of the notes tethered to Carson’s pic. “Is this woman’s murder related to Carson’s?” was written on a card strung to Benson’s card.
I took another swig and tried to think. I looked at the white corner of envelope peeking out from under my couch. I sat and reached towards the corner. The Christmas-like excitement I’d first felt reading these files had faded. They brought some of the questions into better focus, but they didn’t answer any of them.
I was on beer four or ten when someone knocked at the door. I looked at it and tried to remember what I’d been thinking about, but it was probably the same thing I always thought about: as little as possible. I picked the beer up from the table and shuffled more or less straight to the door. The knock came again. “Frank Parker, we know you’re in there. Open up!”
I recognized the voice and sighed. I considered pretending I wasn’t home, but a glance through the peep hole killed the notion.  My front desk manager stood at their side, and I knew that could only mean one thing: a judicial writ. I fortified my courage with another swig of beer and opened the door.
“Sergeant Norrington!” I said with some difficulty. Detective Sergeant Darren Norrington was short, but wide. His hair was buzzed and thin. His expression was all business. “Is that the same suit you wore to see me at the hospital?” I could be a real funny guy sometimes.
“Been drinking today, Mr. Parker?” said Norrington.
I flailed my beer. It’d have probably sloshed all over him had it not been so empty. “No crime in that.” Norrington’s mouth curled in a way that suggested I should yuck it up while I could. I looked at the immaculate woman next to Norrington. “Detective Hammond is looking a lot better than you are.” Yep, I was a regular card when I wanted to be.
Lacy Hammond showed less restraint. “We have a judicial writ for your detention.”
So, I was being detained as a material witness, not as a suspect. “I don’t suppose it matters to you that this is a bad time?”
Hammond took half a step towards me, but Norrington put a hand on her arm. “Not now, Lacy.” He looked at me and said, “You know the drill, Parker. Easy or hard, you’re coming with us.”
I twisted my mouth like I had something to think about. “Lemme get my shoes.” I turned back into the apartment and realized my mistake too late.
“Well, well, well,” said Norrington. “That sure is a pretty board you have there!”
“Looks like he’s running his own investigation, Sarge,” said Hammond. “You don’t suppose there’s any contraband police reports in here. Do you?”
I tried my best. “You need a writ to come in here.”
“Come on, Mr. Parker,” said Norrington. “It can’t have been that long. We both know that board is visible from outside the doorway while conducting a judicially sanctioned interview. It’s a perfectly legal score.”
“Beat any helpless card players, lately, Mister Parker?” Hammond brandished a pair of handcuffs and a catty smile. “I’m going to need you to put your swollen hands on the wall.”
I hesitated again, but it was a lost cause. Hammond hooked me up and led me from the room. I made eye contact with the manager and said. “Tell Mr. Katsaros.”






  
  Chapter Two


The interrogation room was like most interrogation rooms: small, grey, and unremarkable. I’d sat there for who-knew-how-many hours, the thermostat set to just this side of hell. The lights blasted down at a twelve-out-of-ten, turning the tiny space into an oversized incubator. 
Hammond chained me to the bolted-down table with a wink and a smile. Norrington had been more straight-faced, but he hadn’t interfered. The beer was pushing my bladder’s capacity to new limits. Much longer and I’d take great pleasure in giving Hammond a mess to clean, but it would mean sitting in my own piss for an hour or more. So, I resolved to hold it as long as I could.
The door opened. “Sobered up?” said Norrington. 
In more ways than one. “I have to piss.”
“Then you should keep that in mind as you answer our questions.” Hammond broke the threshold behind him. “The quicker we get to the bottom of this, the quicker you can get to a toilet.”
I glared and somehow held back a snappy comeback that should have flowed freer with four-or-ten beers in me. They sat, and Norrington opened a file. He pretended to read over it, but we all knew he was making me and my bladder wait while he asserted his control over the situation. I shifted to try to relieve some of the pressure but to no avail.
Norrington went through the motions of speaking the date and time of our meeting for the record and looked across the table at me. He raised his eyebrows and motioned with open hands. I tried to reposition a little. It didn’t help. “So, what can you tell me about Lenny Marquez?”
“Straight to the point.” I looked over Norrington’s shoulder. “I know she’s dead.”
Norrington’s smile showed me just what he thought of that answer. “You know a little more than that. Don’t you, Mr. Parker? I mean, you were paid to hunt her down and kill her. Right?”
I was in a tough spot. I’d already conceded that I knew she was dead. That exposed me to a lot of on-the-record grilling. “I was paid to find an item she had—appropriated.”
“By whom?”
“I fear I’m unable to divulge that information.”
Hammond muttered something incomprehensible, but her disgust was clear enough.
“So, your professional ethics mean more to you than the life of that little girl. Is that it?” said Norrington.
The truth in that question hit like a ten mil round. “I wouldn’t put it that way.”
“So, how would you put it, Mister Parker?” It was Hammond again.
I looked at the grey steel door over Norrington’s shoulder and frowned. “I tried to do right by her. I don’t know who killed her, and I think you both know that.”
I thought Hammond would come across the table. “You paid Luis Matos twenty bills for his apron, hat, and Marquez’s apartment number. We have you on video! We have his testimony! We have wire transfers from a numbered bank account to you! A numbered account we traced to Katsaros Entertainment Group. We have your prints all over the scene! You either did her yourself or led that death squad to her! Either way, her blood’s all over your hands and you’re gonna sit there and hide behind professional ethics?”
I cast my guilty eyes at the floor and promised myself for the millionth time that Angelo Katsaros and that arrogant prick Simon Frost would pay for this, if it killed me. But, I wouldn’t let it kill Mattie.
“You know how this goes, Parker,” said Norrington. “Someone has to solve this poor girl’s murder. We’re under the gun to get some answers, and your name comes up again and again. You’re going to have to give something up, or we might have to charge you and see where that leads.”
I forced a pretty convincing laugh. Norrington’s genial ‘come on, buddy’ expression fell into something more severe. Hammond looked like she’d require the services of an exorcist, but I pressed on. “You think I don’t know a bluff when I hear one?” I laughed at them again. “That’s a witness writ you brought me in on, not an arrest warrant. We both know that you’d have had a lot more leverage with the warrant, and we both know you went to bat for one and were shot down.”
I paused and looked at Norrington. “How am I doing so far?” His glare spoke volumes. “So,” I continued. “You’ve already learned that I told—what was his name? Matos? That I was trying to find Marquez before other men. You must’ve talked to Cyndi Travis by now. Tommy Henson was her pet, after all. We were together at the time of the murders, in full view of diner cameras. She’ll hate it, but she’ll tell you the same thing: it couldn’t have been me—period!”
“We can still play the conspiracy angle!” Hammond spoke with a human voice, but she looked at me with demon eyes.
This time my laugh was less forced, but my bladder cut it short. “Yeah? With whom? What’s your proof? Some wire transfers? You have a written murder-for-hire contract? You have some mysterious witness gonna point the finger at me? What’s Katsaros say? Or will his attorneys even let you speak to him?” We all knew they wouldn’t. “I’m sorry, but I can’t help you.”
Hammond looked at Norrington. There was a pleading quality in her rage, but Norrington remained impassive.
“We’ll be back,” said Norrington.

      ***I have no idea how long they were gone, but I did know that I was one-to-five minutes from pissing my pants when a uniform opened the door. He held a set of keys and moved to unlock my shackles. “Let’s go.”
“I have to piss.”
“Tell it to someone who cares.”
“I’m sorry,” I said. “I thought that would be you. Unless you think that Norrington and Hammond are gonna stop what they’re doing and grab a mop and rag when there’s a blue shirt in the house.”
The man frowned at me.
I smiled.
“Alright, you win. Let’s go.”
I stood. The act of standing put even more stress on the floor of my bladder. I thought for a moment I’d held out too long and that it was about to rupture, but I was able to make it to the restroom. The wave of relief that rippled through my body was almost a sexual experience, and I felt like I might be obligated to buy this patrolman dinner, or at least some flowers.
“Better?” he said when I turned from the toilet.
“You’re a real life saver.”
The man said nothing and led me down the hallway towards a bigger office. Norrington sat at one end of a long table and a familiar woman sat on the other. She was tiny with short gray hair. Her blue eyes twinkled with a formidable energy that made her seem ten meters tall. Janet Foxx turned and scowled as if bright blue lasers might shoot out of those eyes and burn me down on the spot. Her eyes drifted down to my hands, and she found a way to look angrier. “Mr. Parker, I trust these,” she hesitated, “officers didn’t abuse you during your tenure here.”
I looked from her accusing eyes and gave Norrington a disinterested glance. “Nothing illegal.”
Foxx raised her eyebrows and turned her charged eyes towards Norrington. “That’s excellent news! I take it you require nothing further from my client?”
Norrington looked like a scolded child. Everyone in the room knew I was holding out, but there wasn’t a damn thing they could do but let me walk. I almost felt bad for him. Almost. “No. He’s free to go.”
Foxx turned and led me from the room. I wondered where Hammond was. Pinning a Frank Parker voodoo doll full of holes? Clutching her service pistol in the corridor just outside? I changed the subject. “Katsaros sure took his time.”
Foxx glanced at me with those blue laser crystals. “Katsaros didn’t send me, at all.” My stride lost half a step and I looked at her. “It was only a matter of time before they caught up with you and pulled you in for questioning. I wanted to be here when they did.”
We stepped onto the elevator. No pistol-wielding Lacy Hammond appeared. The doors closed behind us. “Thanks for coming—”
“Save it.”
The doors opened. A sleek, luxurious air car awaited, our city of lights serving as its backdrop. Holographic streamers and bright billboards made the night as bright as day. Air cars flew back and forth, spotlights clawed up at the darkness. It had once been an awe-inspiring sight. Now, it was just another garish reminder of Tycho City’s hypocrisy.
The great globe of Earth looked down on it all through the crater city’s great lid. Oceans of blue and green land masses wrapped in swirling clouds hung high in the evening sky. There were days it seemed close enough to touch. This wasn’t one of those. I put my eyes back on the black air car.
The two of us strode to the top of the gangway and into the car. I sat on the bench at the back. Foxx sat on the bench at the front. She leveled that courtroom gaze at me. I did my best to meet it, but my eyes found their way to the window. The platform fell away as the car took off and the city flowed by.
The silence became unbearable. “What do you want from me?”
Foxx glanced at my swollen hands and raised an eyebrow. I gave a half shrug and rolled my eyes across the interior of the luxury car. “You can’t really be proud of what you’re doing,” said Foxx.
I looked at the floor and weighed my situation. “What would you have me do? I have to protect my family.”
“By becoming Katsaros’ thug?”
“Yes!” I almost came off the bench. “Absolutely! I would beat a thousand low-life, piece-of-shit bottom-feeders to keep her from—” My mind pictured things no parent wants to imagine, and my voice grew quiet, “—those animals.”
Foxx’s harsh expression softened, and only the hum of the car’s power plant filled the compartment. She shifted her gaze to the ceiling and blew out an exasperated sigh. “What happens when he asks you to beat or torture someone else’s son or daughter? How far are you willing to go? Murder? Rape?”
“That’s not very funny!”
“Do I look like I’m joking?” Foxx’s face was deadpan serious. “Are you going to sit there and tell me that the man is incapable of such things?” I couldn’t even offer a rebuttal. “They have you where they want you.” What he sees is a pretty good has-been cop he owns to the soul. “Do you want him to own you forever? Do you want him to own them?”
More silence.
“No.”
Foxx’s mouth tightened into a compassionate grimace. “I know you don’t.” She turned and drew a file from the bench next to her. “Here. Mattie gave this to me. She wanted you to have it.”
Mattie! I held the envelope with a death grip and looked at it for several long seconds. “Thank you.” I put the envelope inside my coat, drew a deep breath, and looked back at Foxx.
“I have a proposition for you,” said Foxx. I cursed myself for being blindsided. Foxx glanced at the floor and then back to me. “Have you heard of Garrett Latham?”
I cursed myself again for different reasons. “Who hasn’t?”
Foxx’s lips curled into a humorless smile. “You know I’m closely associated with Not Guilty.” Not Guilty was a committee of lawyers and other well-to-dos that fought for lost causes to help them sleep at night. They spent their lives looking over the shoulders of good cops to cast doubt and perpetuate the victimization of Tycho City’s scum.
“I know.”
Her focus sharpened at my tone. “Don’t start your jaded cop bullshit with me, Frank Parker. We’re fighting for justice, here!” Justice. It took too much effort to keep the contempt from my face. “You ever stop to consider that we would be defending the name of Rick Sanchez, had he lived?”
Never argue with a lawyer. “Rick is innocent. Latham was convicted! He’s slated to walk the plank.”
“What if he was railroaded?”
I chuckled. “Yeah. Just like everyone at Pandrom.”
“You’re telling me your comrades wouldn’t put Rick out an airlock based on circumstantial evidence? Especially if it tied him to some ‘good cop’s’ murder?” She hesitated. “What do they think of you and Lenny Marquez?” Fucking lawyers. Foxx nodded at my silence. “We both know the system doesn’t always get it right.”
I couldn’t find the words to dispute her.
“He didn’t do it.” Foxx’s voice was flat and certain. “I know that the same way I know you didn’t kill Marquez.” Her words pried at my resolve. My pReC pinged. “Take the file. Look it over. Tell me what you think.”
I wanted to tell her to take her file and stick it. “I’ll think about it.”
The craft touched down on the roof, the door opened, and the ramp descended.
I stood and stepped in that direction.
“Frank.”
I turned to look at her.
“He’ll die if you don’t do something.”
“You mean like the last time I did something?”
I’d finally found a way to silence her.






  
  Chapter Three


Iwatched Foxx’s air car ascend into the night sky and fly back towards her office. I knew Foxx well enough to know her as a smart, competent lawyer. I also owed her. 
But, Garrett Latham was a special circumstance. He’d been convicted by a jury of his peers of killing the husband and kids of his married lover. It had been a brutal, sensational crime. All while paying some rich-bitch lawyer more than a mil for the pleasure, but the prosecution’s case was irresistible. Latham had gone down in flames, and all of Tycho City watched with glee.
I had to go someplace to get some perspective. There were precious few of those around these days, but I had a notion. Peterson Plaza was the upper lobby of the elevators that connected the Upper City with the Lower. It was large, open, and ornate, and looked up at Earth through the clear domed ceiling I hadn’t bothered to notice on my first trip through. I barely looked at it now. The lobby had the same clean and well-maintained feel as the rest of the Upper City.
Dozens of people dressed in costumes and formal-looking uniforms flowed through the gates onto the platform. It was the going-to-work crowd, the life’s blood of our great, glimmering city. I let them flow past and then stepped through the nonexistent security and descended the nearest escalator. Few people tried to sneak into the Lower City and no one cared if they did. The Lower City was a prison all on its own.
I took the stairs down to the infamous Karis Mission train station. It was the central rail hub for the Lower City and very much the center of town. It was a large chamber that had the feel of a massive burial vault. The station’s ill-clad patrons sported a zombie-like appearance that supported that look.
Moon dust hovered in the air. It was kicked up by hundreds of scruffy shoes and wafted through every part of the Lower City like a fog. It rubbed and tickled people here into a hacking cough. And ‘Moon Lung’ claimed more than one life in this temple of squalor. I strode past the thinning mob, waiting to be granted access to their Upper City jobs and out onto the Sixth Level. My feet led me along the familiar landscape to a familiar place.
I could smell Fernando’s before I ever got close. The spicy, greasy goodness was like nothing you could get in the Upper City. The food up there was so delicate, so sanitized, so bland. I stepped into the restaurant and back into a life I’d almost forgotten. My senses drank in the old haunt. A foursome sat along the counter at the front. Even though I didn’t know them all by name, I recognized their cheap suits and worn, comfortable shoes as cop-wear.
I turned and moved to the back of the diner. A waitress with beautiful, raven hair and lean, taut legs approached. Shorts that came down just far enough to cover her butt cheeks gave me an ample view of the latter and a tied-off button-down shirt did the same for her midriff. Her golden-brown belly wasn’t as taut, displaying the telltale scarring of prior pregnancies, but it did nothing to detract from the woman’s appearance.  I held a finger in front of my lips before she could exclaim some over-the-top greeting she was wont to do. “Buenos dias, Carmen.”
“Frank Parker!” Carmen’s voice whispered. “I heard you were no longer a policeman! That you worked for some big shot in the Upper City! That you were. . .” Her voice trailed off.
“Dirty.” She looked at me with big, brown eyes and nodded. “Don’t believe everything you hear. Let’s start with some of Fernando’s iced tea and picadillo.” Picadillo was a type of Latin cuisine. It was made out of meat on Earth, but Fernando could do things with algae others could only dream of.
“Platanos?” Platanos were super-sweet fried bananas. What that man could do with algae was legendary.
“Sure.”
I watched the badges at the bar. They didn’t seem to have noticed me. I accessed my pReC and started sifting through the Latham files. They were damning.
The adult vic, a man named Jacques Adrieux, had been working at his office, an office he shared with Latham. His wife, Claire, was ill, and he was keeping their two children while he worked late. They found him slumped backwards in the chair behind his desk. A pretty little hole in his forehead, brain and blood matter splashed across the wall behind him. His children had suffered a messier fate. They’d been chased down and murdered one at a time. The girl, an eight-year-old named Rosaline, was found face-down in a secondary office. The boy, a seven-year-old named Jacques Junior or JJ, was found in a closet, meters from the back door.
I sat back and looked up at the restaurant. A cold plate of picadillo lay over something resembling rice. A gelatinous-looking, banana-like entrée sat beside it. My tea was untouched, but there was still ice in it. The cops were gone. Who knew when they’d left? 
I turned back to the files.  The scene made me sick, and Foxx was asking me to help get this monster off. The bodies weren’t even cold when they were found by a cleaning crew that came in every night at twenty-two hundred. The doors were locked, nothing was broken, and none of the files or other valuables had been disturbed.
The lobby cameras had been broken in a smash-and-grab robbery the week before. Latham’s prints and DNA were on the keypad, door handles, and Adrieux’s desk. Adrieux’s code had been used to get into the place at twenty fifty-eight-and-thirty-two seconds and the front door was opened from the inside at twenty-one-oh-six-and-forty-seconds. A lobby security guard logged Latham in at twenty forty-one-and-seventeen seconds and out at twenty-one-ten even.
The offending weapon had been a Kholar Industries ten mil caseless pistol. It had been found in Garrett Latham’s air car when they detained him for questioning. Latham’s fingerprints were all over the weapon that had been reported stolen sixteen weeks before by a shop owner in the Lower City. Something about the whole thing gave me a “not quite right” felling, but I’d gone to the DA with a lot less. I drummed my fingers on the table, started to do another read through, and became aware of someone standing over me. I looked up into the face of Dana Cooper and tried to smile. “Hey, Dana! I—”
“Don’t you ‘hey, Dana’ me!” she said. “I told you: Don’t follow me! Don’t talk to me! Don’t call me!”
“Yet, here you are: Following me to this fine establishment and talking to me without any prompting on my part.”
Dana wasn’t buying. “Scholar told me you were here.”
Ken Scholar was one of the Three-three’s least competent detectives. He’d also been absent from the party of badges I’d noted when I sat here. “How did Scholar know I was here?”
“He’s got a crystal ball. How the hell should I know? You’re here. Aren’t you?”
There was a saying about this somewhere: something about a blind squirrel and a nut, but I shrugged it off. “I wanted to talk.”
Dana made a growling noise, but that hard look in her eyes softened. “How’s your arm?”
I made a show of moving it. “A regular testament to modern science.” I looked up at her. “Have a seat. You’re making me nervous standing there.”
“Maybe I don’t want to.” But her face said something else.
“C’mon, Dana. You didn’t come all this way to tell me to find somewhere else to eat. Sit.”
Dana glanced around the restaurant. Most of the eyes were on us. She sat and studied my face. “I don’t like that look, Frank.”
I made a half-hearted chuckling sound. “For good reason, love, for good reason.” Dana pursed her lips and waited. “What do you know about the Latham murders?”
“Latham? Garrett Latham? Oh, Frank, you’re not mixed up in that. Are you?” I glanced over her shoulder at the bar. It was empty. Dana grabbed my wrist. “He walks the plank in two weeks! He’s guilty as hell, Frank!”
I thought of Adrieux’s brains all over the wall of his office, Rosaline lying face-down, and JJ in that closet. “Isn’t that what they say about Rick?”
I didn’t like the look that crossed Dana’s face. It wasn’t angry. It was shock and—“Rick is guilty, Frank. When are you going to accept that?”
A dam broke inside me. “Don’t you give me that shit, Dana! You knew him! We worked together for years! He walked the edge, sure, but he wasn’t on the take.” I lowered my voice and leaned close. “He wasn’t selling us out to the Lunatics.”
Dana squeezed my wrist again. “I get it, Frank, but you gotta let it go. Rick had skills and I loved him, but whatever he was into—”
I snatched my hand from her grip. “Rick was there for you! When they were all looking at you, calling you a dirty cop, Rick had your back. I know. I’ve read the files. Now, you’re gonna call him a dirty cop so we can all get along!” I stood. “I’m sorry I came back here. I thought maybe you could offer me some insight, but I don’t need to hear anything that you have to say.” I stepped past her and moved towards the door.
“Hey Parker,” she said. I stopped at the doorway and met Dana’s sad eyes. “I doubt you’ve had a chance to hear: Special Crimes picked up T-Van a couple weeks back. He’s being held in isolation as a material witness—at Pandrom.”
“Pandrom?” I forgot my anger. Material witnesses are supposed to be kept in central holding at police HQ. “Why the hell would they ship him to Pandrom?”
Dana’s smile was bitter. “Why do you think?”
“Pandrom belongs to TRS.” Third Region Security was the private company that replaced the Lunar Department of Corrections. More than a few politicians were looking to contract them to do police work.
Dana gave a shrug that said, “What are you gonna do?”
“I smell Tsaris.” Andrew Tsaris was a soulless opportunist from Professional Standards. He was out to burn the TCPD, and I’d begun to expect him to be on TRS’s payroll.
Dana raised her eyebrows and nodded. “Still have those keen investigator instincts.”
I rubbed my prickly jowls. “Thanks, Dana.” I turned and left.

      ***It took me almost four hours to get back to the Upper City and its clean streets and dust-free air. TRS’s finest gave me the standard hard time, which I returned in good faith. I was subjected to an electric scan and a cavity search by a large fellow who made me think of a bad prison vid. I climbed the steps to the brownstone-veneered office of Janet Foxx, Esquire and stepped inside. It was a nice place. Thick carpet. Dark walls. Busts. Paintings. All the trappings you would expect of a well-to-do lawyer.
“Mr. Parker!” Foxx looked at me from behind her continent-sized desk. “I hadn’t expected to see you so soon. I thought you’d be doing background work on Latham, by now.”
“I haven’t taken the case, yet.”
Her eyes narrowed and lips pursed. “Go on.”
“I need a fee—a good one.”
“I’m giving you quality legal work.”
“Katsaros is paying for that.”
“Katsaros gives me a stipend to do favors. I stopped owing on that when they put Lenny Marquez in the ground.” I stopped and stared. Foxx didn’t quite look me in the eye. “I wasn’t in on it. I had no idea. I swear.”
This was not good news. “But, if he’s not paying. . .”
Foxx let out a sigh. “I’m not gonna pretend to hold your family over your head, but this means a lot to me.” She found my eyes and held them. “Like your family means to you.”
I gave a single bitter chuckle. “Lawyers.”
Foxx gave a weak smile. “Lawyers.”
“What about Katsaros? Will he let me just work for you without a hitch?”
Foxx pursed her lips. “It’ll take some doing. Once people stop being useful, he has a tendency to...discard them.”
A tidal wave of anger flooded my brain. “If anything happens to my daughter because of that fucker’s games, I swear, I’ll kill that son-of-a-bitch with my bare—”
“Stop that nonsense!” Foxx’s voice was cold steel. “Do you think that macho bullshit is gonna do your daughter any good?” I looked at the floor with the expression of a scolded child. “Do you?”
“No.”
“You’re goddamned right it won’t! You go out there, and you find who really killed Jacques Adrieux and his two kids and we’ll deal with Katsaros together. I’m not trading Latham’s life for your wife’s and your daughter’s

      ***
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