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  Chapter One


Tycho City handed out murder verdicts the way some places handed out parking tickets. So it was no surprise that the gallery in the courtroom trying the killer of a prostitute no one cared about, in a city full of prostitutes no one cared about, was empty save my partner and me. But we were used to being the only people who cared. 
On this day, however, the system didn't hand us a verdict. It handed us something far worse. “Your Honor ...” Lacy Wilkerson was the prosecuting city attorney and a striking woman with mocha skin and slender frame. She wore a gray skirt suit. “... In light of the recent developments, the state has no choice but to dismiss the charges.”
I looked at Kelly “G” Gordon. He sat upright with his hands folded on the defense table. The monster I knew hid behind his gray suit and stoic face of bronze skin. His slight frame belied the ferocious physicality of his abuse, but, like most bullies, his power rested more in the fear of his victims than his own physical prowess. That, and a really sharp knife.
I knew the real Kelly Gordon all too well. I’d taken reports from the girls he’d beaten. I’d talked to the girls he’d raped. I’d seen what was left of the girl he’d killed.
“However,” Wilkerson continued in vain, “I would like to reserve the right to refile if our witness reconsiders her decision.”
“This is your witness’s best chance, Counselor.” Judge Harvey Gilcrist was a scumbag magistrate who should be sitting next to the few felons that were somehow convicted in his kangaroo court. “If she won’t testify, there is nothing this court can do but free the defendant with prejudice.”
And there it was.
My partner and I exchanged a look.
Rick Sanchez wore the same long-sleeved, dark blue dress uniform I did, and I saw my disgust and impotent rage reflected in his ebony features.
I stood while Gilcrist was still talking. I didn’t give a damn what he had to say.
Rick followed behind me.
I pushed through the door into the hallway and unleashed a string of curses.
One of the court officers, a for-hire mercenary from a company called Third Region Security, gave me a stern look.
I glared back in defiance, but he didn’t move.
“Don’t,” said Rick. “I can’t have you getting suspended again. Last time they stuck me with that asshat, Scholar. Working next to him is like a goddamned prison sentence.”
I kept scowling at the TRS guard. “I’ll behave. It’s just—Wilkerson!”
Rick gave me a grim nod of agreement.
The doors to the courtroom opened again, and Lacy Wilkerson rushed out. She glared at us and stopped. “Next time, bring me a witness with a fucking spine.”
“What do you expect, Lace?” said Rick. “We asked for protection.”
“I can’t protect every whore in the Lower City.”
Neither could we.
I gave a resigned shrug. “Well, we can’t charge their rapists, either, or we’d have put this asshole away long ago.”
Wilkerson turned in defense of her wounded pride. “Don’t start that shit with me, Parker! These people have to do something to help us! Dropping their fucking britches for every John who walks into their life for their next score of M-plant isn’t the way.”
M-plant, the drug of the season, was designed to interact with a user’s pReC. A pReC, or personal retinal communicator, was an implanted computer that communicated directly to the brain through an organic neuro interface. It fed electronic data received over-the-air into the brain, stored electronic files to be referenced later, and could be the source of some very intense personal entertainment. M-plant was a half designer drug, half computer virus that gave its user an extra-sensory high beyond any mainstream drug to come before it.
“Bring me a better case next time.” Wilkerson turned and started to hurry away. “Then we’ll put this fucker away.”
I frowned and cast my gaze at Kelly Gordon just as he cleared the courtroom threshold. He was sporting a broad grin a lizard could bask under, and I had a brief, satisfying fantasy of pulling his head back by his brown dreads and using a knife on his throat.
Next time ... Rick and I both knew what next time meant: some girl would have to be sacrificed on the altar of G Gordon’s rights.
I tensed and leaned into the step I was contemplating.
Rick put a gentle hand on my shoulder and stopped me. “It ain’t worth it, Frank.”
He was right. But that didn’t mean I liked it. “Yeah.”

      ***Charlie’s sandwich shop was located on the Fifth Level. It was four whole levels and several city blocks beyond the boundaries of our precinct, but sometimes you had to go where the case took you.
Charlie’s was good, as such places went: clean and neat with friendly staff. The sandwiches were good, but the gold standard of these hole-in-the-wall diners was the coffee. Charlie’s was local, hydroponically grown; nothing compared to the freeze-dried stuff imported from Earth I’d once had. But, since the real stuff was over a thousand bills an Earth kilo, I was gonna have to enjoy this watered-down home-grown wannabe.
Our mass transit train system was on the Sixth Level, just ten meters above our heads. I could glance up and see the bottom of the trestle that ran above the narrow gorge we called McGuire Street. A train rumbled past, bound for the western wall. The café shook and rattled from the heavy train’s mass. Outside, the light coat of dust was kicked up and drifted through the air, filling the narrow street in a mini dustbowl. I noted the time: two fifteen.
I took a sip and looked through the window at the foot traffic beyond. The Fifth Level was uptown compared to the ratty conditions on the Floor. The layer of moon dust was thinner, and more of the streetlights worked. There was even bonus light from the Street, fifteen meters above, but it was still the Lower City. Poverty marked every threadbare garment that walked by. Girls and boys still sold themselves and others as party favors.
Rick and I watched some of those girls and boys as we ate.
“You think this’ll play?” I took a sip of the coffee.
Rick studied the street beyond the window with an intensity I hadn’t seen in him before. “Eddie’s smart, but he’s also a coward. We got him where we want him.”
“Yeah, but his act with Perry was pretty convincing. You know?”
Alanna Perry was a detective from the 11th Precinct, the authority having jurisdiction here on the Fifth Level. She’d interviewed Eddie in an effort to locate his number one boy, Kelly “G” Gordon.
Another of G’s girls, Allison Kramer, had been cut to ribbons. She’d survived and was pointing fingers. We needed a little facetime with G to make sure his path of human destruction came to an end and to make sure we weren’t relying on the testimony of a scared, cut-up prostitute.
“Perry’s a buffoon! We both know better than to take that piece of shit Eddie at his word. What’s the real problem, Frank?”
I looked through the window and smiled. Leave it to Rick to know something was wrong with me before I did. “Maybe I should be asking you that. Everything okay with you?”
Rick turned from the window to look at me. “I just wanna get back on the David Carson thing, that’s all.”
David Carson was a dead DJ from a nightclub called The Revolution. The nightclub was run by the Lunatics street gang and was the headquarters for one of their fastest up-and-comers, Giovanni “The Rock” Rocamora. Rick had actually volunteered us to pull an extra weekend and nights for the privilege to work the case. Which wasn’t odd in itself, he had done that kind of thing before, but usually only for cases where there was a previous connection, like Kelly Gordon. I didn’t know of any common thread on this one.
“Yeah, what the hell was that all about? You working to get transferred to the gang unit?”
There was a grim wariness in Rick’s face. “No.”
I waited.
“We gotta be careful on this one, partner.”
I looked at Rick and tried to make sense of his mood. “You know something I don’t?”
“Someone’s watching.”
I shivered and looked through the window. I hadn’t noticed anything, but I knew better than to question Rick’s instincts.
“We’ll see this through,” said Rick. There was no doubt or compromise in him. I guess there wasn’t much in me, either.
“Yeah,” I said.
Rick smiled that cock-sure grin only he could manage. “I just wanna make sure this bastard goes down. You know?” The smile dropped and he looked back out the window. “No telling how many more Allison Kramers there’ll be if Kelly slips away again.”
I gave a grim nod and looked back through the window. I was no doe-eyed virgin.
That’s when “Fast Eddie” Perkins sauntered into view. I guffawed away most of the heavy mood that had settled over us.
“What the fuck is he wearing?” said Rick.
Eddie dressed with the flair appropriate for a man of his profession: a bright blue suit over a bright powder-blue shirt, which was half-hidden by a green and gold paisley vest. An obnoxious red ascot clung to his neck under an assortment of thick gold chains. A gold ring adorned every finger. He wore a red beret on his head and a long red trench coat was draped over his shoulders.
“His Majesty is here,” I said.
“His Majesty? You mean the fucking court jester!”
I laughed again, and we stood as one.
Eddie was a three-time loser, a drug and flesh peddler who once operated on the Second Level of our fair city. Rick and I liked to claim that his move to the Fifth Level was due to our harassment. But it didn’t matter, there were plenty of other “Fast Eddies” to take his place.
We walked through the front door and out onto the street.
Eddie had an iron grip on the arm of one of his girls. “You think you can try that shit with me? Bitch, you know who I am?”
That’s when her eyes met mine, and I saw the terror in them. Eddie was no Kelly Gordon, but he was still a petty, mean-hearted pimp who beat his girls just to remind them who was boss.
“We know who you are, Eddie,” I said.
Eddie released his whore like she was electrified. “Detective Parker! What are you fellas doing here? I just talked to your associates this morn—”
Rick and I moved as one—I went right, Rick went left. We looped our arms under his and dragged him backward into the tiny service alley that ran between some kind of pawn shop and a bar called the Velvet Whistle.
“Hey! What are you doing?” Eddie offered resistance, but there was a resigned quality to it. He was no doe-eyed virgin, either. His red trench coat and beret fell in a clump onto the dirty alley floor.
We dragged him all the way to the dead end and tossed him onto the dusty floor like any other sack of garbage.
Eddie grunted and winced up at us from his back. He coughed up moon dust and rolled on his side. His voice came out strained and tight with pain. “When are you gonna let this go?”
Rick knelt and looked Eddie in the eyes. “When you straighten up or die, Ed.”
“Look, man! I told your boys everything this morning! I don’t know shit about shit!”
I glanced at Rick.
Rick grinned up at me from the alley floor. “Don’t know, Frank,” he said. “What do you think?”
I looked back at Eddie. “The Candy Watkins murder is still open. Eddie, here, looks pretty good for that.”
“Y-you guys know I didn’t have anything to do with that!”
I pretended not to hear him. “He was her pimp. Half a dozen girls saw him slap her around. Got it on camera, even.”
“You’re right,” said Rick. “That’s enough to get a street rat like him sent back to Pandrom” Pandrom was our prison here on the Moon. “He might even walk the plank.”
“With his record,” I said, “no doubt about it.”
Eddie shed real tears of terror. “I’m her handler! I say that shit to all the girls to keep them honest! You know that!”
“Keep them honest. Right. What do you think, Rick? You think maybe he’d wanna keep us honest?”
“Nah,” said Rick. “We’re not scared, strung out little girls.”
I thought of the terrified expression of the girl on the street and turned back to Eddie. “What d’ya say, Ed? I’ll leave Rick out of it. You maybe wanna slap me around a little? Teach me a lesson? Keep me honest?”
“You can’t do this to me! You know I was nowhere near that girl when she died!”
“Was killed,” I said.
He was right: we knew he didn’t do it. The video placing him in Pedro’s Pool Hall on the other side of town from the murder was “misplaced by administrative error.” We had no intention of ever charging him with the still-unsolved murder, but he couldn’t afford to call our bluff. It made for a cooperative and motivated, if unwilling, informant.
“Look! I-I might have heard something!”
I stared hard into Eddie’s soul. He looked at Rick for some sign of gratitude or appreciation. But Rick’s face was like stone. “We are looking for Kelly Gordon. Are you going to help us, or do we have to take your case to the City Attorney?”
“Word is G has a real sweet piece that lives out here in the West End, F-fifth Level!” Eddie’s words came out in a terrified rush.
“The West End is pretty big up here, Eddie. You want us to go door-to-door?” I said.
“That’s all I know!”
I reached down and snatched him up off the floor. It was easy enough in the weak Lunar gravity. “Call patrol, Rick. I’m done fucking with this guy.”
Rick gave me his best “if you say so” shrug and reached for his radio.
“No! No! No! Wait! Wait!” Eddie’s voice was pure panic.
I stopped and pinned him against the wall. I leaned into his face. “I mean it, Eddie! G carved that girl’s face and left her for dead!” I bashed him again and showered him with spittle and rancid breath. “Split her eye like it was a grape! She’ll never see out of it again!
“So don’t make the mistake of thinking I have one fuck to give about whether you did Candy Watkins or not. Someone is going to jail today. You decide: is it gonna be you or G?”
“I’m sorry. I’m sorry.” Eddie’s words were lost in his sobs.
I battered him into the wall again. “I didn’t catch that, Eddie. What did you say?”
“He’s in the Number Ten Tower! Milly! The bitch’s name is Milly!”
“The bitch’s name is Milly.” I stepped forward with my left foot and shoved Eddie to the side. He tripped and toppled hard to the floor, but not hard enough for my taste. Dust bloomed around his impact and he started coughing.
“Piece of shit,” I said.
“Don’t hurt him, Frank.” Rick wore a broad smile. “We need his statement for the writ.”
I looked down at Eddie like I might puke. “It’s a special day, Eddie. You get to be an upstanding citizen ... for once.”

      ***The shabby flat door splintered beneath the hammerblows of the ram.
“Tycho City Police!” rose from the throats of every member of the task force. The TCPD tactical response team swept into the tiny hole of an apartment.
“Don’t move! Don’t move!” was followed by “Gun!”
The low hum-thrum of non-lethal immobilization bolts echoed from the room.
Shouts of “Clear!” followed.
I looked at Rick, who looked back at me.
We strode into the disgusting, dirty flat. The smell of unwashed human, urine, and feces blended into a multilayered aroma that offended more than the nose. I tried to take slower, shallower breaths. It didn’t seem to help, but it didn’t hurt, either.
The entry hallway was short, cramped, and dark. The light bulb had been removed from the ceiling fixture, throwing the dingy corridor in shadow. Several bags of days-old trash had collected here; one of the bags hadn’t even been tied. Its contents lay strewn across the stained, threadbare carpet.
I tried to pick my way across the floor, but it was an impossible task. “I’m gonna have to burn these shoes.”
The team leader, a short fellow with Latin American features, grinned. The name on his armor said: Rodriguez. “You think you got it bad. Wait’ll you see Benny.”
I smiled and took another ginger step over something that might have been a stain or something worse.
A dark-skinned female officer ushered a pale, emaciated woman by the elbow. The woman was naked, and I was convinced she hadn’t seen soap or water since the last election. Her cuffed hands were cupped over her womanhood, but her flabby breasts sagged as if they’d melted and run down halfway to her navel.
“Wait,” I said. I looked at the scarecrow woman. “Do you know G?”
The woman looked at me as if I was stupid. “Nah, I’ve just been banging some stranger for the last month.”
“I don’t doubt it.” I looked at Rodriguez. “Get her a meal.” I leaned in and whispered. “And a shower.”
Rodriguez smiled.
Rick laughed.
The woman glared.
I motioned with my head, and the female officer herded her toward the door.
I waited till she’d been led from the room. “That’s a ‘sweet piece,’ Rick. I bet you wanna get all in that.”
“Even I have standards, bro.”
“Not that I’ve ever noticed,” I said.
Rodriguez laughed like that was the funniest thing he’d ever heard.
I grinned and turned toward the dingy light at the end of the tunnel-like hallway. It opened into a cramped, one-room flat. A lonely mattress sat on the floor. A half-broken plastic crate that had been serving as a table lay on its side. A shadeless lamp lay in the corner, its dirty yellow glow half-obscured by the mattress. A bucket of foul-smelling liquid had overturned on the stained carpet. A lake of filth spread from the spill site.
One of the cops rose from the cluster of armored policemen kneeling on the suspect. The cop was looking at the left leg of his trousers. It was soaked. He wore an expression of pure disgust. Benny, I presumed.
He walked in stiff, wide steps, his arms held out to either side. No part of his body touched another.
I gave the man a wide berth and rested my eyes on the suspect who had been pulled from beneath the mass of kneeling cops and propped against the wall.
Kelly Gordon was naked, his hands cuffed behind him. Bleary brown eyes looked out from a bronze face, but they were clearing as I looked on. Dirty dreadlocks hung to his pierced nipples. His scrawny legs were spread wide apart, baring his crotch for all to see. The oozing lake of waste crept toward his left foot.
One of the writ squad held a Kholar ten-mil knockoff by the barrel. She pulled the magazine, rendering the gun inert, and stepped aside. Her squad mates did the same, taking care where they stepped.
I made a show of looking in the shallow closet nestled next to the entrance at the foot of the mattress. I moved the door with an outstretched gloved pinky and wiped the finger against the others.
Rodriguez gave a command and the squad started to file from the room.
Rick waited until it was just the three of us. “It’s quite a place you have here, G. And, that girl! Woo-hoo!”
Gordon looked at Rick. Clarity returned to his eyes.
“You know,” said Rick. “That pretty little girl you carved up ... Allie? She made it. She’s never gonna have a singing voice and that eye ain’t ever gonna be the same, but she made it. Tough break for you.”
A trace of that smile from the courtroom touched Gordon’s lips, but he didn’t speak.
“I know what you’re thinking, G: Poor scared girl like that. She may not have the courage to testify.”
The room was quiet for several long seconds.
Rick broke it with something akin to a chuckle. He looked at me. “I think we’ve got a fix for that this time. Don’t we, Frank?”
I looked down at Gordon and put as much disgust as I could on my face. “We sure do, Rick.”
I reached into my jacket and drew out a plastic bag with a knife in it.
All traces of a smile fell from Gordon’s face. “What the fuck is that? I never saw that before in my life!”
“Sure you haven’t, G. Sure you haven’t.”
Rick and I descended on Gordon like birds of prey.
I went low.
Rick went high.
We flipped him onto his face and pivoted his head so it faced the pool of human waste. Rick’s knee was on Gordon’s back and he held Gordon’s hair in his left hand. He dumped the rest of the waste bucket with his right. It poured over Gordon’s face.
We all gagged.
Gordon puked.
I had a knee across his legs and a foot on the floor. I pulled the knife from the bag and clamped a few of Gordon’s fingers around the handle. I stood and put the knife in a convenient corner. It already had Allison Kramer’s blood on the blade. With any luck, she wouldn’t have to testify.






  
  Chapter Two


Saluda!” I held the brew up and clinked glasses with Rick. We grinned at each other, but we both knew: we’d crossed the line. Again. 
The On the Border was a cop bar. There was a sprinkling of customers, but Wednesday was reserved for the hardcore patrons. I saw a few members from the 33rd Precinct. Nabbing G Gordon was a big score and they’d taken turns buying Rick and me drinks.
I gave Rick most of mine.
Rick took them. He held a shot of wannabe rum toward the ceiling. “Here’s to you, Kelly Gordon. May you rot in hell.” A chorus of approval passed through the crowd. Beers and hard drinks were held aloft. I held mine the highest and cheered the loudest. It made for a good show.
Rick was the life of the party. He shouted and cursed. He played pool and shot darts. He drank beer and liquor like prohibition was about to be enacted. He laughed, everyone laughed. Even I laughed. Some.
It was therapeutic to be around a guy like him. Rick was a lot of fun, the very image of footloose and fancy-free.
I knew better.
I think we all did. But everyone deals with this shit in his own way. Rick partied like a rock star. I had a different way.
I brooded on Allison Kramer, Mandy Norris, and all the rest. I tried to remembered that smug, self-satisfied smile after G had intimidated his way out of the rap. “Next time bring me a witness with a fucking spine.”
Well, we brought you something better, Lace. Maybe you can make this one stick.
I stared into the half-full pitcher of dark, oddly-colored beer and moved to stand. “I have to get home.”
Rick’s hand moved like a striking snake. He’d been drinking all night, but his eyes were clear. “What we did today, it was good. You know that. That fucker would’ve killed more girls. We’re doing the right thing here—good work.”
I looked at Rick, at his earnestness, his desperation. “Sure, Rick. I know that.”
“Don’t ever let anyone tell you different, Frank.”
I looked at Rick and studied him for several long moments. I could feel a message in his demeanor, a warning. It was something I didn’t see in him often: worry. “Everything okay, Rick?”
Rick gave that easy smile, and the air of tension subsided. “Yeah, it’s all good.” He held up a glass. “Partners.”
I held mine out. “Partners.”
The earnestness was replaced by something more lewd. “See that pretty thing over there, Frank?”
I turned and saw her.
“I think I’m gonna fuck her tonight.”
I wanted to tell him that maybe he should go home to Debbie, but I knew better. This was just how nights like tonight went, and I had my own ritual to perform. “Suzanne’s waiting.”
“Suit yourself!” Rick stood. He had a beer in one hand and a tumbler of something in the other as he hollered, “Hey, Sweet Thing!”
Rick ambled across the room. He swayed a little, but his head was up. His eyes were locked on his mark. The woman would have been better off as the target of a cruise missile.
I looked at the flirtatious smirk on her face. No, she was gonna enjoy every moment.
I paid my tab and turned towards the door.

      ***Almost everyone in the Lower City lived in what we called squatter flats: buildings wedged between the massive columns that supported the “real” Tycho City. This made for some pretty original construction. Many were interior apartments and lacked any windows or access to the outside.
That could be a blessing and a curse. People with windows were six times more likely to be burglarized. On the other hand, an interior apartment increased your chances of being killed by the other major problem on the Moon: fire.
As a cop, I’d take my chances with the fire. No one was breaking into my house.
I slipped the key into the door and stepped into my living room.
The flat was small but clean with beige, worn carpet. Suzanne had insisted that the walls be painted something called “Colonial Blue.” It was the trendy thing to do and gave the room a cool, Earthy feel to it. It was my habit to resist all things “trendy,” but I had to admit: she was on to something. It took me away from the grime and dust of the Lower City.
Lots of old-fashioned paper prints of our family looked out from the walls. Most were shrines to our only child, Mattie, but others paid homage to a happier time when my wife still loved me, and I looked forward to coming home.
A tiny water closet sat to the right of the front door. A partition wall ran back from the bathroom, terminating into an offset hallway with two doors: one that faced the front door and another that opened to the left of the hallway. This latter door led to the master bedroom. The former was my daughter’s.
The kitchen was on the opposite side of the partition wall that ran back from the bathroom. It was hidden from my view at the front door. It was a claustrophobic setup more akin to a walk-in closet than a functioning kitchen. Suzanne hated it, but we had running water. That was a luxury in this part of the city. Suzanne was on the couch captivated by something feeding through her pReC. Her brown hair was a mop of unbrushed neglect. She’d donned a baggy nightshirt to disguise her widening frame. She looked delicious to me.
She didn’t even look in my direction. “Hey.”
“Hey, babe.” I tried to put some excitement in my voice, but it was hard on days like today.
“There’s dinner on the stove.”
“Thanks.” I closed the door and stood there.
It took thirty seconds for Suzanne to look up at me. She raised her eyebrows in a gesture that was more impatient than inquisitive. “Did you eat already?”
I always ate, but that never stopped me from eating her food. “No.”
Suzanne turned back to her unseen show. “It’s cold.”
“Mattie still up?”
“I think so.” Suzanne’s voice was distant and preoccupied. She was staring back into that rabbit hole only she could see.
I stood there for several more seconds and looked at Suzanne the way Rick had looked at the bar slut. It had been a long time. And if her behavior was any indicator, it would be a while longer.
I strode through the living room toward the two bedrooms at the back of the apartment. I knocked on the door to my right.
“Don’t come in!”
I frowned and cracked the door. “Hey, Prince—”
“Dad! I said ‘don’t come in’!”
“I just wanted to let you know I’m home.”
Mattie’s voice softened. “Thanks, Daddy. I’m Recing with Kris.”
“’K, baby.” I nodded and closed the door.
I turned and strode to the kitchen. Half-empty pots of cold protein paste and bloated rice sat on the stove. I grabbed a bowl from the cupboard, scooped out a healthy portion, and turned back to the living room. I sat on the couch opposite Suzanne.
I was three bites in before she spoke again: “Good day at work?”
How did I answer that? “It was great, hon. I leveraged my career, freedom, and your and Mattie’s future to frame a guilty scumbag so he couldn’t hurt any more girls who remind me of Mattie”? I took another bite and answered, “Made a collar.”
“That’s good,” she said, not really listening.
I finished my meal and stared at the wall. Suzanne didn’t seem to notice the silence between us. Maybe this was what she did all the time I wasn’t home. I scooted closer, reached out, and touched her foot. No response.
There was a time when we would have talked about my moral dilemma. Suzanne would tell me how important my work was; how she admired me for being willing to do a job no one else would have.
There was even a time when she’d have long since thrown me on the bed, floor, or table and we’d do things to each other we hadn’t done in months, maybe years.
That’s when the day’s events landed on me. I was too exhausted to care the way I would have ten, or even five, years ago.
I gathered some clean clothes from the bureau, stepped through the front door, and walked down the hall to the community bath. I undressed, used my pReC to open one of the stall doors, and took a lukewarm shower. The house computer would bill me for every drop I used.
I walked back down the common corridor and through the living room in nothing but a towel. I glanced under Mattie’s door, but the light was out.
“Good night,” I said in Suzanne’s direction.
She grunted a reply.
The shower had rejuvenated me a little. I tossed and turned for several long minutes, fantasizing about a time when Suzanne was more interested in me than whatever was on her pReC. Anger and jealousy warred with hope and desire, but fatigue soon returned and snuffed them all.
I don’t know how long I’d slept when the bed rocked. I went from dead sleep to wide awake in more ways than one. I lay there for long seconds with my heart thundering. I waited for a touch or kiss or “I love you.” None came.
I rolled over and put my arm around Suzanne. I ran it down the length of her body. I made a point not to grope her. I took a long, deep breath of her hair and let it out on a long husky sigh. I kissed her head.
Nothing.
I pulled her closer and pressed myself against her. She felt so good, even through her nightclothes. I kissed her head again and put my face in her hair.
Nothing.
My body was alive with desire. It had been too long and I wanted more than just sex. I wanted real physical intimacy: to touch and be touched, kiss and be kissed, lick and be licked. My petting intensified.
Nothing.
I couldn’t resist any more. I knew my fantasy of long, slow lovemaking was out, but I’d take the three-minute Parker Household Romp, if that was all she had to offer. I slid my hand from her hip, across her belly, toward her breasts, but my advance was parried by an arm.
“Stop! I’m trying to sleep!”
I stopped. A fire bloomed inside me that had nothing to do with carnal passion. I turned my back to her and slid to the opposite side of the bed. My heart thundered again, but hope and desire had lost the war. Again.
I tossed and turned for hours. The anger and humiliation of Suzanne’s rejection and unrequited desire burned like a sun in my belly. I thought about Rick and wondered where he was. No doubt covered in the bodily fluids of that barfly. Maybe he knew something I didn’t.
I finally managed to doze in spurts, but meaningful sleep was kept at bay by unrealized desire and childish anger. I threw the covers from my body and stormed out of the bed. Cold air tingled across my naked flesh.
I jerked the bureau drawer open and slipped into fresh underwear. Worn gray slacks were next.
“What’s wrong?”
The woman asked me what was wrong. I somehow managed not to laugh. “What’s always wrong, Suze?”
“Oh, you come back from partying with Rick and the boys and I’m supposed to be laying here with my legs spread. Is that it, Frank?”
I looked at her through the dim light. She sat upright in bed, but she was just a shape in the blackness. “It would be nice for a change.”
“I’m sorry if I’m too busy working my own job, running this household, and taking care of Mattie to be your goddamned sex slave!”
A pillow flew out of the darkness and hit me in the face.
I cursed, reached into the drawer, and snatched up a long-sleeved pullover. “Well, someone has to protect this city.”
“Yeah? You act like you’re the only cop in the whole goddamned city!”
There was bitterness in my laugh. I clipped my gun and badge to my belt with years of muscle-memory.
“Where are you going?”
“Where else?” The only place I seemed to belong these days. “Work.”

      ***I strode onto the floor of the 33rd Precinct detective bureau. It was more home than the shithole flat I’d just stormed out of. There was something about the smell of bad coffee mixed with sweat, cleaner, and cheap take-out that made me feel welcome.
It didn’t make me feel better, but there was a certain comfort in the place.
“Wife kick you out again, Parker?” Dana Cooper was a fellow homicide detective in the 33rd Precinct. She had a pretty white smile that contrasted with her mocha skin. She had a graceful elegance that was more suited to a ballroom than a crime scene. But she was tough and smart, and carried the weight of her team.
I feigned pain. “Dana! You wrong me. I’m here to serve and protect.”
Dana laughed. “Well, you’re gonna have to hold down the fort. Scholar and I just picked up a fresh kill out on Seventeenth Street.”
“Great!” I looked over Dana’s shoulder at Ken Scholar. He looked like it would take a week-long nap to recover from his sleep deprivation but still managed to glare at me with crisp blue eyes that held no love for me. That was okay. My brown ones didn’t hold any for him, either.
“This isn’t a battered husband shelter, Parker. We have real police work to do.”
I stepped into his path and gave him my best predator’s smile. “Maybe you should send a real cop to do it.”
Scholar stepped around me and laughed. “Try that tough guy bullshit on someone else, Parker. My trail is getting cold.” He looked at Dana. “Let’s go!”
Dana gave me a disapproving glance and turned to follow Scholar off the floor.
I moved to the snack room, poured coffee into a white disposable cup, and walked back to my desk. I set the coffee down and plopped into my chair. It groaned and squeaked in protest. I spun on the swivel like a kid and looked over my table. I noticed something about the workstation across from me: Rick’s desk lamp was on.
Neil Parrish was working at his table three cubicles down. He was a competent robbery detective who’d just gotten promoted from burglary. His skin was dark. His eyes were sharp. And his body was lean. He was also a smart dresser.
“Was Rick here?”
“Yeah, ’bout an hour and a half or two hours ago.”
I looked at his table and frowned. “He say what he was doing?”
Parrish shrugged. “What do I look like? His mother? He came in, accessed a few case files, and left.”
A trouble alarm buzzed in the back of my brain. Rick hadn’t called. He hadn’t contacted me. When I last saw him, he was drunk as a lord. Something was wrong.
I stood and walked around the partition. Case files were stored in a mounted hard drive. I used my pReC to access and review the last files Rick had looked into.
What the fuck?
“Who the hell is Terrance Vanderwal?” I said to no one in particular.
No one in particular answered.
I checked the date and time the file was last accessed: One hour and forty-seven minutes. An hour and a half to two hours earlier.
The file was slim. Terrance “T-Van” Vanderwal was a light-skinned black youth with short hair and bright eyes.
The picture of his face was old, a grade school shot. Maybe that was the last time he’d had anything to do with society.
T-Van was a petty runner for the Lunatics street gang. There were some known associates, but nothing that would merit Rick’s attention. And why was he investigating this guy without me?
I frowned.
Rick had typed some notes on the bottom of the file: Carson contact? Rocamora? TYRE?
So this was about the Carson Case?
That’s when I felt the eyes. I turned and looked at the man standing over me.
“Hey, Parker, I think the LT wants to see you.” It was Parrish. His sharp eyes drooped with sadness and drifted to the floor. His face was slack with shock. I’d seen that look on cops’ faces before, and I knew right then: Rick Sanchez was dead.






  
  Chapter Three


Rick’s funeral was held in a church in the Upper City. The magnificent temple was, like the rest of the Upper City, gaudy, garish, and over-the-top. It was also immense and full of police officers in full regalia. Rank after rank of men and women in Class A’s sat somber-faced and teary-eyed in the near-endless rows of pews. 
The flag-draped coffin sat in front of the altar. The flag was a white lunar crescent on a blue-black star field. My friend and brother lay inside. I looked at his wife and two boys five seats to my right. She held the boys close and bawled.
Debbie Sanchez wore a black cap that was a cross between a beanie and a pillbox over her pinned blonde hair, a mask of unbridled grief on her pale face. Make-up ran down her cheeks in tiny streams of tears. Cody and Rick Junior were dressed in handsome black suits. They clung to their mother like their grief would sweep them away, but there was no meaningful relief to be had. There were just some wounds Mom couldn’t fix.
Tears glistened in my eyes, but I was harnessing my pain into focused rage. I was going to find the bastard who did this, and when I did, he wouldn’t live long enough for some puke lawyer to protect him with our pro-scumbag justice system. Deb and the boys deserved that at least.
The preacher, a plastic shell of a man with

      ***
      ***
      ***
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