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Epigraph

Chess grips its exponent, shackling the mind and brain so that the inner freedom and independence of even the strongest character cannot remain unaffected.

—attributed to ALBERT EINSTEIN
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PROLOGUE

Sunday, June 18

His brain died at 11:47 p.m.

At nine o’clock on Sunday night, Supreme Court justice Howard Wynn shifted testily in his favorite leather chair, the high-backed Chesterfield purportedly commissioned by Chief Justice William Howard Taft. The wide seat resembled a settee more than a chair, but the latter Howard appreciated the capacious width. Unlike the robust former president, Justice Wynn was built along trimmer lines, a sleek sloop to the fearsome cargo ship of a man who preceded him on the bench. But he enjoyed the chair for its unexpected utility. Extra space at his hip for the books he habitually tucked to his side, on the off chance the chosen tome for his nightly read bored him.

Howard Wynn did not suffer boredom or mediocrity well.

He felt equally dismissive of willful ignorance—his description of the modern press—and smug stupidity, his bon mot for politicians. To his mind, they were a gang of vapid and arrogant thugs all, who greedily snatched their information from one another like disappearing crumbs as society spiraled merrily toward hell. With the current crop of pundits, bureaucrats, and hired guns in charge, America was destined to repeat the cycles of intellectual torpor that toppled Rome and Greece and Mali and the Incas and every empire that stumbled into short-lived, debauched existence. Show man ignoble work and easy sex, and there went civilization.

“A righteous flood, that’s what we need,” he muttered into the dimly lit study. “Drown the bastards out.”

Behind him, a chessboard stood in mid-play, the antique wooden pieces beginning to attract particles of dust from disuse. Once, he’d played the game with a ferocity that rivaled that of grandmasters, a prodigy in his youth. Careful maneuvers and contemplations of endgames had been sufficient until he learned that he could do the same in real life, when his mind became destined for the law. The game in progress was with a man he’d never met, who lived half a world away. But even his new friend had deserted him to this last room of refuge.

The door to the study had been shut tight for hours, leaving him alone in his sanctuary. Beyond the study, an early summer storm rattled the windows. White flashed in the distance, and then came the inevitable bark of thunder. Wynn nodded in weary recognition of the tumult. To drown the thunder, he turned on the small television he kept in the room. As a rule, he despised the idiot box, but now he reluctantly acknowledged its utility. Tonight, it would tell him if he’d destroyed his life’s mission or saved it.

A commercial offered discount car insurance, followed by the opening graphics for a popular evening talk show of comedic and political invective. Wynn watched with hawkish eyes as the host wasted no time before launching his shtick. “And earlier today … the epic meltdown at American University by Justice Howard Wynn … or, perhaps he should be called Justice ‘Where the Hell Am I?’”

The studio audience roared with laughter as the screen flickered to a shot of Wynn speaking that afternoon at the university’s commencement ceremony. He’d done this countless times, offering pithy lies about the promise of the next generation. The clip caught him as he leaned over the podium, clad in his academic regalia—simply another meaningless black robe. A tight shot of his face flashed on-screen, mouth sneering.

“Science is the greatest trick the Devil ever played on man!” he pronounced to the undergraduates squirming uncomfortably in their metal chairs. The man he watched on-screen lifted his fist in anger. “He let us believe we could control our destiny, but we’ve only built our demise. Breaking the laws of nature to construct a shrine to Satan’s handiwork. We must be stopped!”

The television screen filled to frame a shot of a stone-faced Brandon Stokes, the president of the United States, staring stoically ahead as Justice Wynn raged on. The graduation of the president’s youngest daughter had brought him to the festivities, and he’d graciously agreed to share the podium with the jurist who reveled in swatting down his initiatives and eviscerating the laws signed by his administration. The animus between the men had been the source of great debate at the college—one brought to a head by Zoe Stokes’s unexpected early graduation, fulfilled by a recalculation of her study-abroad hours. With the invitation to the Supreme Court justice already accepted, the college had no graceful way to rescind his speaking engagement.

Wynn stared at the crowd, his face frozen in irascibility. In the next image, clearly realizing her grave error, the college’s president warily approached from the side of the podium, extending her hand in the universal gesture of nice doggy. Her voice was faint but clearly heard by the cameraman. “Justice Wynn? Are you okay?”

Wynn spun around and swatted at the proffered hand, his voice dismissive. “Of course I’m not. I’m trying to warn you of the coming apocalypse, and you want me to tell these children that the world awaits them. What waits is death. It will come for the others first, but the Devil will have his due.”

At that point, uncomfortable murmurs spread through the crowd, peppered with chuckles of derision, and Wynn turned back once more. “Laugh if you will, you carrion of society. But mark my words—hell has come to earth, and your parents have elected its offspring.”

With that, he shoved his hand into his pocket and glared at President Stokes, then marched toward him. Yanking his hand free from his pocket, Justice Wynn stopped in front of Stokes and extended his right hand. The president came awkwardly to his feet and accepted the gesture, and the justice muttered something near his ear.

The video played the strained handshake before the justice stalked offstage, trailed by the clearly distraught college president.

“Not sure what Justice Wynn whispered there, but I think it’s safe to say he won’t be endorsing the president for reelection,” deadpanned the late-night host, to raucous applause. “They call Justice Wynn the ‘Voice of the People,’ but now everyone is wondering if he’s the one hearing voices. He’s known for riding the subway in DC, but this makes me wonder if he’ll be living in the tunnels soon. Scary that he’s the swing vote on some big decisions the Court will make this month. And even scarier is that he’s probably not the worst one. I wonder if they’ll give him his own reality show, Crazy Justice.” Laughter followed, and Wynn flicked off the television.

“Funny man,” he muttered to himself, staring again at the storm raging beyond the windows. “Thoreau had it right about nature versus man. Nature always wins.” As he spoke in the empty room, his voice held no venom, only resignation. Nature, he knew, was a crafty adversary. While a man slept peacefully in his bed, Nature rummaged through tissue and cell down to chromosomes so slight as to be invisible. With a capricious flick, it switched on the time bomb that would explode a man’s life. A man’s brain.

“Leaving me a mewling, puking shadow of myself for others to feed upon like viscera,” he acknowledged morosely. No one replied. Too often, these days, his conversations spun out to meet no response.

They’d all left him. One wife dead, another deserted. His only son despised him.

The Court was no better. A collection of sycophants and despisers, plotting against him. Pretending to care about him. But he’d discovered the way to do what must be done, and the few to whom he could entrust the tasks ahead.

Wynn struggled from the chair and crossed to a bookshelf. He shifted the books to the carpet. The task was harder than it should have been. With a glance over his shoulder, he checked that the door was still closed.

“Don’t want that sneaky viper to creep up on me and steal more of my secrets,” he muttered. Wynn entered the combination to the safe. The lock popped quietly and flashed its green entry signal. He tugged at the handle.

Inside, the contents were exactly as he’d left them. Soon, though, he’d forget what lay inside. Worse, he’d forget that he even had a safe and the other hiding places he’d set across the whorish town. Places that might betray him by refusing to be found. Such was his fated end. From brilliant jurist to a hollowed-out shell of a man chased by shadows, betrayed by memory.

Time had winnowed itself down to nothingness. At some point, his enemies would attempt to rush him toward death, but he knew a secret. Between the end and now lay uncharted territory that he alone had begun to map. His enemies would try to follow him, but they would fail. All except the ones who could follow the breadcrumbs.

Each term, the U.S. Supreme Court held its hearings and issued its edicts like gods from Olympus. By law, they commenced their deliberations on the first Monday in October, parceling out times for lawyers and the wretched they represented to beg the indulgence of him and his fellow jurists. But the clock struck midnight at the end of June, shutting the door on deliverance or condemnation. By tradition, they parceled out their weightiest decisions in those final weeks, occasionally eking into July, but never during his tenure. No, June 30 was his D-Day, his Waterloo, his checkmate.

He slammed the safe door shut and leaned heavily against the cold metal, his forehead pressed against his lifted arm. What if she couldn’t finish it? If they too got lost, like he had. Perhaps if he told the Chief what he’d done, what he’d learned, she’d be able to help him. But if she knew, she’d be honor-bound to stop him. Deny him this last act of penance.

Part of him recognized the argument swirling in his head. A vicious tug-of-war he scarcely recalled from day to day. The neurologist had warned him that the symptoms would worsen. That the shadows in his once-clear mind would grow fangs and horns. That he would see enemies.

No, he reminded himself. There were enemies. Enemies he had to fight. Because if he told the truth, they might not believe him. Worse, they would destroy the truth. Too many doctors whispering about his deteriorating health, about paranoia and anxiety and conspiracy brought on by neurological disease.

It was better this way, to wait and see if his opponents accepted his King’s Gambit. An opening sacrifice to strengthen his game. The White House thought itself so clever. Use his body’s own betrayal against him. Send in a spy to watch his moves and figure out what he’d learned. Executive privilege versus the great jurist Howard Wynn? Pah!

Filled with adrenaline, Wynn replaced the books, opened the study door, and returned to his chair. His mind was made up. Again. He would play the labyrinthine game the law demanded, and he would win. They wouldn’t stop him.

Abruptly, the anxiety sharpened, its razor claws slicing through reason in his suddenly clouded thoughts. Wynn jerked upright and hissed into the empty room, “You want to kill me, don’t you? Silence me?” He punched the air with an angry, shaking fist. “I know what you’ve done. How you’ve lied to us! Soon enough, I’ll prove it, and even your guard dogs won’t be able to save you!”

“Justice Wynn? Who are you talking to?” At the doorway to the study, his nurse appeared and frowned at the outburst. “Are you on the phone?”

The clouds receded, and he snarled, “I am conversing with Nature, woman. Smartest companion I am likely to encounter in this house.”


Unconvinced, his nurse, Jamie Lewis, crossed the threshold. She plastered on a smile. “It’s time for your medication and for bed, Justice. You need your rest. You had a long day today, and I don’t want you too tuckered to go to work tomorrow. Busy week.”

Wynn slapped the arm of the Chesterfield chair with a satisfying crack. “I’m not a goddamned child, Nurse Lewis. I don’t need to be coaxed into bed like a whelp in diapers. I sit on the bench of the United States Supreme Court.”

“Yes, you do.” Jamie edged closer, her crepe-soled shoes silent on the hardwood. Only her pale yellow skirt made a whisper of sound as she closed the distance between them. With the dulcet smile that she knew would irritate, she cooed, “You’re a fine lawyer, Justice Wynn. God knows, I’ve met enough of them, thanks to Thomas.” She gave a false laugh. “Perhaps I should have married a doctor, not a salesman.”

“A doctor? Scoundrels!” This time, the smack of his hand echoed for an instant. “Damned charlatans … refusing to do an honest day’s labor. Off golfing and finding diseases that were never lost.”

“Doctors are important, Justice. As important as lawyers, I’d wager. They’re keeping you here, aren’t they?”

“There’s no comparison,” he barked. “Jurisprudence is one of the last pure métiers of Western creation, like the blues or bid whist. I find modern physicians only slightly more capable than leeches and witches’ cauldrons. Eight years of training, and still they only barely practice at their craft!”

“Don’t lawyers practice the law?”

“When we stumble, no one dies.” His hand trembled as he flipped defiantly through the musty pages of Faust and knew he had lied. “Doctors are nothing but cranks and convicts roaming the earth, telling lies to the healthy. Gathering corpses for their experiments.”

Bushy eyebrows, twin shocks of alabaster against bronzed skin, lifted and lowered in rage. “But then, that’s not much better than this new crop of lawyers roaming the Court. A generation laid to waste by the putrescence of their own thoughts. Not an incisive mind among them. Computer-addled miscreants who’d rather be told the answer than investigate. Can barely find one smart enough to fetch my coffee.”

“I thought you liked Mr. Brewer and Ms. Keene,” Jamie reminded him, standing at his elbow. His rant slid into a cough, and soon would warble off into mutterings. To urge the sequence along, she poked: “Just yesterday, you told me Ms. Keene was a bright young scholar worth watching.”

“I said no such thing!” He levered himself into a fighting stance and spat, “Don’t tell me I’ve said things I didn’t say. Especially about persons whom you are ill-equipped to hold small talk with, let alone discuss their relative cerebral merit, Nurse Lewis.” He sneered her title and clutched her arm, desperately afraid that he had indeed paid the glowing compliment about one of his clerks.

Too often, these days, he could not remember his own words from moment to moment. Or from afternoon to night.

Wynn glanced up to find the nurse watching him, checking him for signs of dementia or the coming of death. Had he finished his sentence? How long had he been silent? “Stop staring at me!” he snapped and tightened his hold on her muscular arm.

Jamie obliged and looked away before he could see her worry. His lapses were coming more frequently now. One day, the lapse would freeze in time. She’d seen it once before. Boursin’s syndrome was the name of the disease, and she could read its trek in Justice Wynn’s panicked eyes. Gently, she probed, “What were we discussing, Justice?”

“Why? So you can report me to the president or whatever goon sent you to spy on me?” He snorted derisively. “Did I go too far at the graduation? Have they told you to kill me?”

The nurse blanched. “Sir?”

“Of course you’re spying on me,” he told her gruffly. “I may be paranoid and dying, but I am not stupid.”

“You believe I would kill you?”

“Nothing so bold and direct. You simply write down your observations and pass them along, in violation of medical privilege, building their case against me.”

“Sir—”

“I assume they make you report on my impending demise on a regular basis. Probably have you reading my papers at night, snapping photos so they know what I’m doing. Would love to have you tape me, but their surveillance can’t get inside. That interloper in the White House is afraid I’m going to crush his dreams, and they sent you to keep tabs on me. My speech today must have him cursing my name.”

Her eyes widened. “I don’t know what—”

“Don’t lie to me!” he barked. “For God’s sake, be the last exemplar of honesty left in this house.” A cough rattled through him, and he bowed his head as his lungs struggled for air. “How did they turn you? A bribe or a threat? Did they use your husband?”

The flush turned pale and the nurse’s head hung slightly. “Thomas is in trouble again. They’re considering arresting him for some scam. He swears he didn’t do it,” she whispered. “I didn’t have a choice.”

“You had a choice, Nurse Lewis,” he corrected tersely. “You simply chose the living over the dead.”

“They want to know if you can do your job, sir. If you still have the capacity to function. That tantrum at the commencement didn’t help.”

“That was no tantrum, you silly cow! It was strategy. It’s all strategy. Opening move of the King’s Gambit! Every breath is a movement toward the endgame.” His eyes widened, and he shook his fist. “Did you tell them about my research? That I know what happened?”

Jamie frowned in genuine confusion. “Research? For the Court?”

“Of course for the Court! Why else would they have you here? I am a threat to national security, but one they can’t prove without admitting what they’ve done. So the White House trespasser sends in his carrier pigeons to watch me like a hawk. I know their secret!”

“Justice, you’re not making sense. Please, sit down.”

“I won’t sit, and I won’t be silenced!” The bellow carried an edge of hysteria. He thought again about his estranged son. “They can’t kill my boy with their lies!”

“No one is trying to kill Jared,” Jamie soothed, her hand stroking his stiffened back. “Please, Justice, calm down.”

“It’s a prisoner’s dilemma,” he whispered as his voice shook. “My son’s life for their defeat. But I’ve outsmarted them. Lasker-Bauer, which they will never suspect.”

“Lask Bauer? Who is he?”

“Not he, you simpleton. In the middle game, both bishops will die to save him. To save the endgame.”

“Who are the bishops?” Jamie frowned in confusion and gripped his shoulder. “Justice Wynn, who am I?”

“Leave me be!”

Jamie leaned closer and demanded, “Who am I?”

His eyes snapped to hers, his mind clearing. He snarled, “Someone I cannot trust. I can’t trust anyone anymore.”

“I’m here to help you.”

“Liar. You’re telling them I’m crazy. That I’m infirm. I am still strong, madam. Stronger than he is.” Still, agitation knotted his belly. If the call came on the right day, a day when he’d forgotten his plan, he might accept their demands and ruin everything he’d so carefully plotted.

Not yet. By God, not yet. Forcing his once-agile mind to focus, Justice Wynn summoned the thread of his conversation with Nurse Lewis. “Stop staring at me.”

“What were we talking about?”

“Before you admitted your perfidy, we were discussing the intellectual capacity of my law clerks, and I made a reference to a strategy beyond your grasp. And for the record, Ms. Keene is no better and no worse than the rest of her kind. Her sole differentiation is the glimmer of potential she tries to hide. Otherwise, she is as bright as one can expect given the utter absence of scholarship among her tutors.”

Jamie closed plump, steady fingers around Justice Wynn’s upper arm and steered him to the open door. “I thought she went to Yale? Isn’t that a good school?”

“A cesspool, just like Harvard, Stanford, or any other bastion of education in this end of days. A sea of sloppy thinking posing as legal education.” He stumbled and caught himself on the hallway wall. “No wonder lawyers want strict construction of the Constitution. Hell, that way, it’s already written down for their feeble minds.”

At the staircase, Jamie nudged him to the left. Wynn halted beneath a framed photo displaying a sweep of glacier, the blue vibrant and grand. Remembering their earlier exchange, he shook his head. “Knowing the law isn’t about the school. It’s about the mind. The heart. About understanding what the law intends as much as reading beneath what it says. Knowing how to find one’s way to the truth.” He breathed deep, resting more of his weight on Jamie’s sturdy frame, confident she’d hold.

He lifted his eyes to meet hers. Staring intently, he demanded, “Do you like Avery?”

She nodded hesitantly. “She’s impressive. Well-spoken.”

“That’s all you can say?”

With a shrug, Jamie countered, “Well, she has a bit of an attitude, if you ask me. Tough. Not like that charming Mr. Brewer. He’s going places. I can tell.”

“Brewer will build shallow empires,” Wynn snorted. “But Ms. Keene is a smart girl. Very smart. A bit preoccupied with proving herself, but she’s got a brain that she occasionally puts to use. Could be brilliant if she were a more precise thinker.”

“More precise?”

“Precise, Nurse. A condition you have yet to stumble into.” Forcing his spine erect, he yanked his hand free. “I’m not an invalid. I can take myself to bed. Get me those pills of poison they’ve told you to foist upon me.”

“Yes, sir.” She propped open the bedroom door and waited as he lumbered through. “Why don’t you slip into your pajamas, and I’ll bring your medication in two shakes?”

“Don’t condescend to me, woman. I’m dying, not senile. I can hear your feeble attempts at patronization before they pass your lips.”

“I’ve laid the black pajamas on the bed. Do you need any help?”

“Only if it means I get a replacement for you.” Wynn glared at her retreating form. “Bring me a goddamned whiskey with my death pills.”

Eleven o’clock arrived before the private nurse crept into his room and discovered the open, vacant gaze, felt the reedy pulse that slouched through veins constricted by disease. She knelt beside him and winced as something bit into her flesh. Shifting her knee, she reached for the lamp with one hand and for the foreign object with the other. Her fingers closed over a pill bottle top that had fallen to the carpet. Raising it to the light, she saw the colored stripe she’d placed there herself and gasped. She reached under the bed, searching frantically for the bottle she knew she’d find.

The plastic bottle knocked against her hand and she drew it out, the label confirming her worst fears. He’d taken pills prescribed for the seizures that occasionally convulsed his limbs. Alone, the medication was dangerous, but when combined with his other meds and alcohol, the dose could be lethal. She groped under the bed, scooping up fallen pills, but she wouldn’t know how many were missing until she checked her charts.

But the evidence was clear. Justice Wynn had tried to kill himself.

Guilt clutched at her throat, forcing her eyes to the man she’d come to respect, even like, despite his fiery temperament. The promise of freedom and stability for her husband, Thomas, funded by the U.S. government, had seemed adequate justification for betrayal when she had accepted the post and her instructions. Become caretaker for a powerful but sick old man whose illness was slowly rendering him a security risk. Monitor his writings, report on his status weekly, and act when instructed. But that had been before she knew Howard Wynn.

Now her hands clenched around the disposable cell phone.

The number she was supposed to call, once she had confirmation that he was near death, had been drilled into her. A call, once made, that would guarantee he never awoke. She hesitated, unwilling to be the one to betray him as he suspected, but she told herself it was done now. Too late to undo the bargain she’d made. First, though, she’d check and be sure.

Pressing her stethoscope to his lungs, she heard labored breath sounds. The plastic cuff around his leaden arm registered a low blood pressure. She flicked the pen light with practiced care. Minimal response to light. In short order, she ran each test that would confirm his imminent death.

The whispered words caught her by surprise.

“She has to finish it. For him.”

Instruments tumbled to the carpet, and she knelt again, this time in shock. “Justice Wynn?”

A feeble hand jerked up and seized her sleeve. “I’m not dead. Though you can try.”

“I didn’t want to—” Her fingers closed over the cold, trembling ones on her arm. “You took pills—”

“No time for excuses.” A hacking cough shook through him. “Avery has to save us. Swear it!”

“Let me call the ambulance,” she whispered, fumbling. “I’m so sorry!”

“It’s too late for apologies,” he wheezed as his eyes flickered. “Promise me. You’ll deliver a message. Just in case. Swear it.”

Too shocked to object, she responded, “I swear.”

“Tell her … tell her to look to the East for answers. Look to the river. In between. Look in the square. Lask. Bauer. Forgive me.”

“Justice? I don’t understand.” Frantically, Jamie leaned closer. “Who is Mr. Bauer?”

“Tell Avery. East. River.” He gasped then, choking on a bitter gulp of air. “Between. Square. Forgive me.”

Jamie shook his shoulders, trying to rouse him once more, to make sense of what she’d heard. But the irises stared out blankly into the tepid light, unresponsive. She moved his hand back to the bed.

“No. No,” she muttered aloud. “They won’t make me kill you.” She lifted the bedside phone and punched the speed dial assigned for such a moment.

“U.S. Marshals. What’s your emergency?”

“Justice Howard Wynn is unconscious. He needs immediate medical attention.”

“Identify yourself.”

“Nurse Jamie Lewis,” she answered tersely. “Now send an ambulance. He’s dying.”

“Please stay on the line.”

Once she was sure the ambulance was en route, she reached for the other phone and dialed the man she’d never met. She waited mere seconds for a connection.

“Is it done?”

“I think he took an overdose.”

“On purpose?”

“Maybe.” She hesitated. “Pulse is weak, and he’s in and out of consciousness. He’s near death.”

“Do nothing. I will arrive in twenty minutes.”

Her eyes squeezed shut. “I can’t.”

“You can’t do what?”

“I can’t do nothing. It’s not right.”

A long silence, then: “Leave the house, Nurse Lewis. At once.”

“I said I can’t. An ambulance is on the way,” Jamie confessed. “I had no choice.”

“This is a national security matter. You were told not to contact anyone except for me. Not to take heroic measures to prolong his life. Did you misunderstand?”

“No. But I had to help him. He needs a doctor.”

The admission of the former Army nurse told the man on the line that her usefulness was at an end. “Understood.”

Nonplussed by the response, she asked, “What happens now?”

“Take him to the hospital, and then you are relieved of duty. You’ll receive your payment tomorrow.” The line disconnected.

Jamie stared at the phone. She was free? Relief snaked through her, and her knees gave way. She sank onto the bed, her hip against the limp hand that had grabbed her only minutes ago.

A dying man had made a request of her. A last request. Her eyes fell on Justice Wynn, a man who’d served his country well. All he’d asked in his last moments of lucidity was for her to deliver a message. Save us.

Smoothing down the wrinkles in her uniform, Jamie dialed the cell phone again. In for a penny …

This time, it was the number she’d learned after months in his office. The rings gave way to a short greeting and then a tone. Jamie repeated the message the dying man had offered. She spoke quickly, her eyes on his. Then she finished: “Avery, his last words were Forgive me.”




   

ONE

Sirens shrilled outside the dingy casement window. The high whines seeped in, piercing sleep with pinpricks of sound. Avery Keene rolled to her side and tugged the lumpy pillow over her head. She continued to drift along the Danube, serenaded by the lead singer of some innocuous boy band clad only in his Calvin Klein finest. The sounds jangled louder, transforming into the insistent chime of a phone ring. Avery flung out a searching hand and fumbled blindly for the cell phone. Green eyes shut tight, she grabbed the device.

“What?”

“Avery, baby.” A rasping cough. A sullen giggle. “It’s Momma.”

The sirens dropped away, leaving a more jarring reality. Wearily, Avery slid up to lean against the wall, braced against a raft of pillows. She hadn’t been able to justify the expense of a headboard yet. One more year. Peeling open tired lids, she tracked the neon flickers against rain-spattered glass. “Rita. Where are you?”

Another giggle. “Adams Monathalan.”

“Adams Morgan?” With her free hand, she shoved the heavy fall of black away from a smooth, caramel-toned forehead, the kinky-curly mass tumbling down bare shoulders squared with tension. Sleep cleared quickly, and she checked the bedside clock. Nearly three on Sunday, no, Monday morning. Figured. Nothing good would be happening for her mother in the Adams Morgan neighborhood at this time of night. After the well-to-do retired to their neat row houses, the clubs spewed out partyers looking for hotter action. “Are you in Adams Morgan, Rita?”

Rita Keene harrumphed. “Absolutely. I said so. Adams Morahan.”

Recognizing the rise of belligerence, Avery spoke quickly, tightly. “Are you in jail?”

“Won’t be if you come and give this cutie pie some money.”

Cutie pie? Brows furrowed, Avery puzzled over the statement. If Rita was in jail, arraignment wouldn’t come until morning. Sunday-night busts had to wait until the judges arrived for Monday-morning calls. But just in case, she asked, “They’ve set your bail? Already?”

A sudden shout forced Rita to raise her voice. “No bail, baby. No jail. Friend’s house. He’s a good friend. I just need to settle up. Can you come by?”

“I’ve told you before, Rita. No more.” For God’s sake, no more.

There was momentary silence. “I’m not getting wasted. I promise. But I have to be good for my word,” her mother wheedled. “I know you can spare a hundred dollars for your mother? That’s all I’m asking. If not, he might get mad.”

“I can’t.”

“Won’t,” Rita corrected. “Stuck-up bitch. Too good to help your mother out of a jam.” The cajoling tone slid into a string of expletives. 

“Rita.” Avery had heard it all before, and she silently recited the Al-Anon mantra, but serenity was a slippery commodity when your mother was holed up in a crack house cursing your birth like a drunken sailor. Hearing a break in the rant, she asked quietly, “Give me an address, and I’ll pick you up.” Hell, she was going to get only four more hours of sleep anyway. Might as well kick off the week with the great whirligig of fun that was her mother. “Momma, where are you?”

“Not gonna tell.”

“Why not?”

“I’m not going to another goddamned rehab. All I need is a hundred. That’s it. Maybe if you took the stick out your ass, you would help your mother out. Just this once.” In the background, a man asked if the daughter was pretty. “Not ugly,” came Rita’s stage-whisper reply. “But you want the original, honey, not a secondhand copy. Especially when I can trade you—” The rest ended on a high, desperate laugh.

Heat snapped through Avery’s veins, seared her cheeks. She wanted to disconnect the call, but the shaky laughter signaled that her mother was nearing a crash and worse. Years of training had her tamping down the riot of emotion she swore each time would not return. For an instant, she wondered how different life would be if her father were alive. With his deep brown eyes that crinkled at the corners and his hickory skin stretched tight over a square jawline. His ready patience and easy smile—she’d inherited neither of those traits. Who would Rita have been if he’d survived?

Cutting off the useless musing, she swung her legs over the side of the bed. Dad was dead. Rita was high. And she lived stubbornly in reality. In the dark, she felt around for her tennis shoes and a baseball cap. Luckily, she’d chosen to sleep in running shorts and a tank, a vain attempt to stave off the coming DC summer heat. “Rita—Momma, tell me where you are.”

“No. Stuck-up little bitch …” Just as quickly as the venom poured, sugar followed. “Baby, I didn’t mean that. I love you. My one and only … I’m so proud of you. My brilliant lawyer baby. She works at the Supreme Court,” she told the dealer.

“Momma.” Avery bit off the word, her eyes desert dry. She’d grown accustomed to the balancing act, keeping her mother’s demons partitioned away from the world she lived in by day. Bail and rehab versus drafting memos and hunting for precedents. Fighting for patience, she swigged from a bottle of water that sat on her nightstand. The taste of sleep swished for seconds, then disappeared.

“Momma, you there?”

“Where else can I go?” A tiny sob hitched on the line. “Don’t have anywhere else to go.”

“You can go back to the rehab, Momma. I’ll ask them to let you come back.” Again. She’d spent her last chunk of savings on the in-patient facility in February. Rita had lasted twelve weeks, a personal best. But the fee had cleaned out her accounts and maxed out her cards. She’d gotten the meager balances down, as was her habit, but until she hit pay dirt with a job at a fancy law firm, she’d be living very frugally—especially if Rita wanted to return to rehab. And Avery’s boss forbade interviews until the close of the session, so she had only the illusion of employment to tide her over. “Do you want to try again?”

“At that shithole? No way in hell.” More brittle laughter. “I don’t need to get clean, and I don’t want your fucking charity.”

Which defied the call for money, but Avery knew better than to attempt reason. At this stage, placating worked best. Slipping her feet into the shoes she carried, she squatted to tie the laces tight. No telling if tonight’s excursion would include a flight from danger. Always best to be prepared. “Tell me where you are, Momma.”

“So you can come and preach to me? No way.”

“You have to.” Rising, Avery’s hand slipped into the drawer of her nightstand and pulled out a small knife. It was illegal to carry a switchblade in DC, but old habits had died hard. She didn’t like guns, but she couldn’t afford to go to her mom’s preferred haunts without it. One of the few precious inheritances from her dad that her mom hadn’t pawned along the way. Mother-of-pearl handle and their initials engraved on the hilt. Her father’s cosmic joke—Avery Olivia and Arthur Oliver—AOK.

The palm-sized knife wouldn’t stop a drug fiend, but it might slow one down if she ever had to use it. The weapon went into the pocket of her shorts. “If you don’t tell me where you are, I can’t bring you any money.”

“Really?” Hungry to believe, Rita hissed into the phone, “Gotta come soon, though. Real soon.”

Avery headed for the living room, grabbed her keys, and yanked open the front door. Keys. Cell phone. Wallet! She’d forgotten it. Twisting, she kicked at the closing door and rushed back inside. She juggled the cell, hoping Rita wouldn’t hang up before she could get better directions. The signal would die as soon as she entered the stairwell. “I need an address, Rita. Now.”

“You’ll really come?” The wheedling tone begged for a lie. A promise. “You’ll come for real? Bring me some cash?”

Avery stared at the threadbare wallet on the table and contemplated bringing her last fifty to the addict who’d grudgingly given birth to her twenty-six years ago. Screw that. She slipped a ten into her pocket and tossed the wallet onto the table. “Sure, Momma. Just tell me where I’m going.”


   

TWO

The hollow sound of the ebony cane striking ceramic tiles echoed along the deserted hallway. Dr. Indira Srinivasan enjoyed the eerie thuds, the reverberations signaling her presence in this isolated wing of Advar Biogenetics, Ltd. This was her dominion. Midday here in Bangalore, a city teeming with high-tech industry, her technicians, analysts, and staff filled the building, but no other soul would be in these corridors, save the security guards whose gratitude for their positions was owed to her. The tortuous path to her offices intentionally discouraged all visitors except the most urgent.

She limped along the wide, vacant length of the hallway, heading for her ground-floor suite. Western tradition dictated a corner office in the penthouse of a towering modern facility in one of the city’s ubiquitous biotech parks. It galled that with her advanced rheumatoid arthritis, she could not risk such a journey should the sleek elevators fail. In concession, she inhabited a spacious, sun-drenched suite walled off from the metropolis of Bangalore by thick layers of tempered glass and steel. She could see out, but no prying eyes peered inside.

Indira stumbled and grabbed at the nearest wall to steady herself. She waited for the tremble of palsy that shook her limb to cease. More and more, the arthritis competed with nerve damage to topple the body she religiously disciplined into fighting form. Ropes of muscle snaked along arms that today wore sapphire silk crepe.

Her weight never fluctuated, never crept above or below the physician-recommended standard. The thirty-eight-year-old face and soul of genetic engineering—the engine of India’s emergence into the next wave of technological advancement—could not risk distractions. No silly gossip about bulimia or a fascination with samosas when the Wall Street Journal featured her penned likeness above the fold as the next Bill Gates.

The intricate knot she had twisted into her hair that morning bobbed cunningly as she neared her office. She calculated the opening share price Advar would need to reach on the stock exchange to soothe the shareholder anxiety that peppered her emails. A grimace twisted the long, dark mouth as the office door swung on mute hinges. As she passed through, the door shut behind her, locking out every thought but the one that had occupied her for too long.

The U.S. Supreme Court continued to fritter away time as her destiny hung in the balance. Her company’s acquisition of GenWorks, a closely held biotech company in Chapel Hill, North Carolina, now relied entirely on the whims of nine men and women who knew little of genomics, epistasis, or bioinformatics. While she awaited their decision, her stock price continued to drift toward junk status. If the Advar share price fell too low, the collection of chauvinists and harbingers who populated the board of directors would also be plotting her demise.

The merger of a century and a cunning masterstroke of economic and biogenetic genius—felled by a vindictive American president facing a tough reelection. He’d called the denial of their merger an act of national security, but she knew his actions for what they were. Revenge and self-preservation.

Fear.

The same fear gripped her. She’d taken another risk before this, a favor to another president at Chairman Krishnakamur’s urging. Take over a rival and absorb its secrets, and she’d reclaim her full life. She’d own the world and all of its sins.

Now Advar stood at risk, and she had no way to redeem herself without telling the truth. A truth as damning as the lies she told now.

Moving to the slab of desk that consumed the center of the office, she lowered her trembling body gently down to sit. Spasms jerked muscle into tight knots. She closed her eyes, breathing deeply. Too much to accomplish. Too much in motion to cavil with a broken body. She had mere days until triumph or defeat. Her body would damned well hold until then.

As the microprocessors whirred through their exercises, booting up her computer, her private line jangled imperiously. She yanked it to her ear, impatient with the interruption.

“Srinivasan.”

“Good morning, sunshine.”

Indira relaxed her scowl into a mild frown. “Nigel, it is the afternoon here, as you well know. However, it is barely dawn there. What do you want?”

On the other end of the line, Nigel Cooper, founder and president of GenWorks Labs, jogged lightly on a treadmill, his breathing even and steady. He was in his last year before forty pushed him into a new demographic, but he refused to age like the pale wunderkinds he’d studied with in grad school. The early-morning runs kept his body toned and fit, perfect for candid shots of him frolicking on beaches or entering movie premieres with his latest starlet. A thick shock of dark blond hair draped charmingly over his forehead, and he pushed it away.

Nigel was renowned as much for his financial expertise as for his model-perfect looks—which made him equally popular with CNBC and E! But this morning’s call had more to do with what would be broadcast on PoliticsNOW. “Thanks for the warm greeting. I can’t imagine why we stopped seeing one another.”

“You proved to have a singular inability to grasp the concept of fidelity,” she reminded him blandly. She slid a stack of contracts across the desk. “But a rehash of our wasted youth is not the point. Why are you calling me? We’re scheduled for a conference call in a few hours.”

“Because I have news now.” News that would soon whisper along the tangled channels of medicine, money, and power, made juicier because of how hard someone had tried to bury the story. There were armed guards at a private room at the Bethesda Naval Hospital, and a patient brought in by military chopper. The arrival of a premier neurologist and a medical team that could revive Lazarus had only ginned up the rumor mill.

“The story will break across the international wires as soon as one network gets confirmation, but I’ve got my intel on good authority.” He paused dramatically. “Supreme Court justice Howard Wynn has been hospitalized.”

Indira hissed out a breath, her stomach clutching. “I saw headlines about a rant at a university commencement, but I did not hear details. When did this happen? What is wrong with him?”


“There was an incident last night. The word is that he’s fallen into a coma. Conveniently, right after he accused President Stokes of being in league with the Devil and of trying to kill everyone. Sound familiar?”

“Tigris.” The revelation ricocheted through her, sent curses flying through her mind. Though she didn’t believe in any of the Hindu gods, she felt certain several conspired against her. “Are you sure?”

“He didn’t say the words, but I’m willing to bet that he knows more than we realized.” Nigel’s soft southern drawl did little to soften the blow. “The swing vote on the Supreme Court went batshit crazy and then fell into a coma. Assuming he was our ace in the hole, we are now potentially fucked.”

Indira forced her mind to play through the odds. “Was it a stroke? An aneurysm?”

“What does it matter?”

“We need to know if he’ll wake up and how soon.”

“I’ll find out.”

“Good. My board is becoming restless.”

Nigel cautioned, “Tell them to hold still. The end of the term is in a few days, but he could be in the hospital for months. The Court doesn’t have to rule this term. If they wait until the fall, we buy ourselves more time to ratchet up the pressure on President Stokes. Every month there’s a poor jobs report, I put out some statement about the number of jobs that could have been created with our merger. November is a long time to survive Chinese water torture.”

“My board has no faith in your judicial system at this point,” Indira retorted bitterly. “Tigris is not going away, Nigel. The board wants their money out of this fiasco as quickly as possible. Besides, your bankers are getting worried, too.”

“Yes, but I’ve kept them calm. We would make a mountain of billionaires with this deal. Do whatever you have to, but we can’t fold yet.”

“My board reads Bloomberg News too. Only you and I continue to believe this merger will happen.”

“Money men always think the sky is falling.”

“Perhaps this time, they’re not wrong.” She shut her eyes, her head leaning against leather. “They’ve told me to break the agreement if we do not have an answer when the Court adjourns.”

“You pull out, and we won’t get another shot! GenWorks is ruined if I don’t get access to your tech, Indira. Not to mention what it could mean for you personally.”

“GenWorks has nothing that will help my medical condition.”

“Not yet, but in time.” Nigel punched the emergency stop button on the treadmill. “We can’t give in now. Maybe we go to President Stokes. Threaten to expose him if he doesn’t change his mind.”

“Are you mad? We will do no such thing!”

“Think about it. He’s got to be as worried as we are. His four votes are no more certain than ours. Justice Wynn living or dying is no guarantee. Either way, President Stokes could still lose and cost himself the election.” Leaning heavily against the rails, he reasoned, “If Americans learned the truth about this, they’d crucify him.”

“And us along with him.” She rubbed at a knot of tension forming at her nape. “It is too great a risk, Nigel. They would say I am as culpable.”

“Not by a long shot. No actual harm done.”

Her hesitation was brief, imperceptible. Personal. “We’ve had this discussion before. If we admit we know the truth, the president will destroy us. Right now, he can only suspect what we know, and we have no proof.”

“We know it’s out there. We simply have to find it.”

“We’ve tried,” she reminded him, frustration growing in her voice. “The records show what was invested, not the source. And the officials who know the truth will never admit it.”

“Then we force his hand.”

“Or let the case play out. It would help if you didn’t insist on antagonizing him at every opportunity.” Despite years in American schools, she still barely understood the deep divisions between the Left and the Right in a country with so little to argue over. “This merger should not have required an international incident.”

“Money and power make people irrational. You know that better than most.”

She stared out the window, wondering if Tigris would ever stop punishing her. “What do you want me to do?”

“Nothing for now.”

“What are you planning?” A woman didn’t sleep with a man for as long as she had without learning the nuance to his voice. Cunning, shot through with guile. “No secrets.”

“I’ll keep my ears and my options open. There’s always an angle, Indira. You keep your board in line. Fortunes and principalities are at stake, my dear.”

“I am well aware of the consequences.” Indira’s hand trembled, reminding her of why she’d allowed Tigris to live and die. “Keep me informed.”

Nigel Cooper disconnected and pulled up the next number. When the call connected, he said, “Sorry to wake you, Mr. Leader, but we’ve got a situation. I’ll be in DC in five hours. Have the Speaker join you and meet me at the St. Regis. Be discreet.”


   

THREE

Monday, June 19

In an apartment tucked into Tacoma Park, Maryland, early-morning sunlight filtered through blinds she’d drawn weeks ago. Jamie Lewis was curled on the sofa watching an old black-and-white movie, hoping it would lull her to sleep. A cup of chamomile tea cooled on the coffee table in front of the couch, beside the boarding pass for her flight to New Mexico. In eight hours, she’d be on her way, leaving behind Justice Wynn and the last few months.

Exhaustion dragged at her, but sleep remained elusive. Soon, she’d see her husband and tell him of their plans. He could stop hiding at his cousin’s place and meet her at the airport.

If she left today, perhaps her secret employers would forgive her. Perhaps Justice Wynn would as well.

The knock on the door startled her, and she belted her robe tight. The clock told her it was nearly six in the morning.

Jamie hurried to the door, quickly smoothing her faded brown hair into a semblance of order. She peered out the keyhole and frowned at the man standing outside. Her voice croaked out, “Can I help you?”

A badge flashed in the keyhole. “Mrs. Lewis? It’s about your husband. May I come in?”

Distressed, resigned, she fumbled with the locks and chain. “What’s happened this time?” she asked wearily as she shifted to admit him. “What has he done?”

“Thomas is in trouble.” He tucked his badge away, then gestured toward the room.

Jamie obediently moved into the living room, leaving the officer to shut the door. “Is he under arrest?”

“He’s not in custody.” The officer followed her into the barren living room, scanning an array of boxes stacked against the faux fireplace. “Planning to move?”

“Yes,” she answered, waving the question aside. She frowned. “Your badge said DC Police. If he’s not in custody, why are you here?”

“Because he is in trouble, Mrs. Lewis.” He laid a hand on a box. “Do you already have a place, Jamie?”

Fear for her husband morphed into personal terror. She abruptly recognized the voice if not the face. This was the man who’d engaged her to work for Justice Wynn. “I don’t …,” she stammered, her hand rising to her throat. “You’re not with the police.”

“No, I’m not.” He folded his hands behind him as his legs braced apart, subtly but effectively blocking her route to the front door. “You disappointed us. You had a very simple task, and you failed.”

She took a small step back. “I tried.”

“He’s still alive.”

“I panicked, sir.”

“No, Mrs. Lewis. You didn’t panic. In fact, we engaged you because you don’t panic. You were a field medic with two tours in the Gulf.” He shook his head. “No, you chose to disobey orders. Why?”

“Because it wasn’t right,” she blurted out. “He’s a good man. I couldn’t sit there and watch him die.”

“According to you, he tried to kill himself. You simply could have allowed it to happen.” Another thirty minutes without care, and Howard Wynn would have been a corpse. “He’s a threat to national security. You know that. You were with him at the graduation.”

“He’s a terrified old man who sees shadows. Now he’s a threat to no one.”

“Not your decision to make.”

“He’s in a coma and probably won’t wake up. That should be enough.”

The man watched her steadily. “Nurse Lewis, did you make a call after we spoke last night? To the Supreme Court?”

Jamie started to formulate a lie, then nodded haltingly. He wouldn’t ask if he didn’t already know the answer. “He woke up for a couple of seconds. He asked about his law clerk, Avery Keene, and I thought she should know what he said.”

“What did he say?”

“That Avery has to save us. Look to the East and the river,” she recited. “He was adamant. And someone named Lask Bauer. It was gibberish.”

“Then why make the call?”

“Because I swore I would tell her.”

“You were hired for your discretion, not for heroics. I thought you understood this.”

“I did. I do,” she stammered. “I haven’t told anyone else about you or what you asked me to do. I doubt Avery will understand his message. There’s no harm done.”

“How can I believe you, Nurse Lewis, when you’ve just admitted you broke protocol? You called the U.S. Marshals rather than follow orders. You called his clerk.” He took a step closer, his eyes cold on hers. “I must know the truth. Did anyone else know that you’d been asked to report on Justice Wynn?”

“No!” The protest squeaked out; then she flushed in memory. “I mean—no one else, besides the judge.” When his cold blue eyes flattened, she sputtered, “You must have heard him yesterday. He figured it out; but now, with the coma, he’s the only other one who knows.” She held up her hands, pleading. “I haven’t told anyone about you, God’s truth.”

“Thank you, Nurse Lewis.” He turned away and walked over to the single stretch of windows. The blinds were closed. Good. “I believe you.”

Jamie watched him in silence. The man in her apartment looked perfectly pleasant, which failed to explain the knots tying themselves in her stomach. Her hands fluttered nervously to her throat, and, eager to have him gone, she asked, “Is there anything else?”

“Yes.” He slipped his hand into his jacket. “May I trouble you for a glass of water?”

“Of course.” She smiled in relief and turned.

The shot was silent and accurate, exploding through her brain with ruthless efficiency. The bullet lodged in the drywall.

Jamie’s body crumpled soundlessly to the ground, the yellow flowers of the carpet darkening with blood. Snapping latex onto both hands, he leaned over the body and pressed two gloved fingers to her throat. Like any good officer, he regretted the necessity of killing; but sometimes, options were limited. With her betrayal, she’d become a liability.

He pulled out a set of needle-nose pliers, removed the bullet, and collected the casing. Removal of the body was possible, but an unnecessary risk. Her husband would keep hiding until he got a signal from her, and no one expected them in Santa Fe. By the time she was discovered, the authorities would chalk the death up to home invasion. He considered violating her, but he hadn’t come adequately prepared for that scenario.

With efficient motions, he replaced his tools, then crossed to the thermostat on the window unit. After adjusting the knob to its lowest setting to keep the stench of death at bay, he collected his bag and walked out the front door. Satisfied, he returned to his vehicle, though no evidence showed in his stiff expression. The resolution to his mission had been sloppy, but the objective had been achieved.

The swing justice of the Supreme Court was on the verge of death, and the only person who knew of this operation had been terminated. The hospital’s doctors would try to save Justice Wynn. If they succeeded, Wynn could still be terminated.

The man opened the door to the car he’d parked blocks away, a nondescript Ford that would be found abandoned in the coming days, and started the ignition. Traffic had begun to creep onto the quiet streets of the city, and he merged into the stream of cars advancing toward Washington, DC.

Jamie Lewis’s confession had revealed a loose thread: Ms. Avery Keene. Though the man recognized it was more of a formality, he dialed his aide.

“Sir?”

“We have a new project.”


   

FOUR

You’re late.” Matt Brewer offered the indictment as Avery trudged into the conference room that adjoined the offices of Associate Justice Howard Wynn. “Really late.”

“Shhh.” She pressed past her fellow clerk and weaved toward the oblong table where they would begin the week. Tiny jackhammers wielded by spiteful elves threatened to split her skull, and the Egg McMuffin she’d scarfed down on the Metro seemed determined to force its way back up and out. Despite the muted light of most government buildings, this morning the fluorescent glare seemed obscenely intense to her sleep-deprived eyes. She lifted an unsteady hand to shield against both the death ray above and the unholy smirk that twisted Matt’s aristocratic mouth. “Long night.”

“Should have gotten your rest. The chief justice’s office called for you, but you weren’t here. I’d have covered for you, but I hate to lie.”

Avery felt her stomach cartwheel. She’d missed her accidental coffee with the Chief, a chance meeting she’d been plotting for months. The stiletto sounds of Matt’s amusement were quickly joined by frantic tap dancers without rhythm kicking at her roiling gut. How could I have forgotten?

Chief Justice Teresa Roseborough maintained a careful distance from the clerk staff, including her own. Polite greetings and head nods comprised her communication with the lower beings who inhabited the chambers. In Roseborough’s two decades on the bench, she’d been known to hold a handful of personal conversations with clerks. A private audience with her carried more weight than a tête-à-tête with the pope and much better benefits.

It took a year and a half for Avery to pick her strategy. The multipronged attack included sucking up to the Chief’s two secretaries. Adoring coos over the prized basset hound of Debi Starnes and the cockeyed three-year-old grandniece claimed by Mary Gonzalez had opened a sliver of a window in January. By March, Debi was offering Avery scotch oatmeal cookies and dating tips.

But it was Mary, the harridan who guarded the Chief’s calendar like the nuclear football, who mattered most. The Great Thaw occurred on April 7. That morning, during her six a.m. sweep of the chambers, Mary uncovered a nest of water bugs who’d somehow penetrated the layers of concrete and steel of the U.S. Supreme Court. Avery woke up from her overnight slumber in camera to the woman’s frenetic screams and rushed into the common room, where Mary perched on a rickety ladderback chair.

Avery sprang into action. Armed with a dustpan and a memorable summer in southern Mississippi, she cornered and crushed the vermin, to Mary’s amazed delight. By May, she’d been invited to meet the blessed grandniece. Then last Friday, Mary and Debi casually dropped the forbidden intel about the Chief’s plan to come in extra early on Monday.

“Last few weeks of term brings out the tiger in her,” Mary had offered. “Likes to be here by the break of day.”

“Yep,” echoed Debi. “I remember that time Serena came in early to get a jump on her cases. She and the Chief grabbed some coffee and gabbed for hours.”

“Isn’t she managing partner at Wachtell now?” Mary cut her eyes to Avery, to make sure she was listening.

“Serena Sparks?” Avery widened her eyes, as they would have expected. “I didn’t realize she’d clerked for the Chief.”

“Didn’t. Old Justice Fiss. But smart as a whip, she was. Could pump out pool memos in half the time of the others.”

“Cute little thing too. Just as polite as you’d please,” Debi added. “From the South, like you. Virginia, I believe.”

“No, Debi. She was from Arkansas. You always get that wrong.”

“I do not—”

Avery reeled with triumph. The gatekeepers had told her to be at the Court by six on Monday, and she’d be able to talk to the Chief over coffee.

And she’d missed it. Shit. Throat closing over the return of the McMuffin, she sank into a conference chair that leaned drunkenly when she collapsed into its embrace. Trying to breathe, Avery contemplated the relative merits of matricide and suicide.

When Matt propped a bony hip on the polished surface at her hand, the scales tipped toward clerkicide.

“What do you want?” she mumbled, trying vainly to keep her voice from wavering.

“Did you see our boss’s performance yesterday? Wow.”

“He didn’t say anything he hasn’t expressed before,” Avery retorted. “They should lay off him.”

Matt smirked. In a tone designed to reach the rafters, he responded, “And you might want to lay off yourself. Too much fun this weekend? We’re not in law school anymore, babe. Save the binges for the recess, ’kay?”

Fun? That’s not how she would describe hours spent creeping along Sixteenth Street and into neighborhoods usually featured on Cops. Hours when she’d discarded her future. Hot tears burned against her lowered lids, stunning her with their appearance.

She didn’t cry. Ever.

Certainly not over an eternity spent looking for a woman who didn’t really want to be found and could have been in Dupont Circle or down in Shaw for all she knew. She’d spent the early morning pub-crawling and visiting heroin dens in search of the last person she wanted to see, while she had missed the one she’d wanted to speak with desperately.

Now Avery faced a long week of writing legal opinions for a man who seemed to consider her only a step up from the merry monkeys that could type Shakespeare. In cooperation with a raving asshole like Matt Brewer who made her life miserable. One of these indignities she could take—but not all of them.

She reached into her oversized bag for the Advil she was sure lay at the very bottom. Finding the bottle, she dry-swallowed one and then
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