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Prologue




Oakland County, Michigan

May 2003

At midnight, wealthy industrialist, Marvin Rand lay asleep in his Oakland County mansion dreaming of his long-legged mistress. In bed beside him, Rands wife Marilyn, dreamed of divorce. Neither was aware that outside, five men dressed in black were overriding the mansions state-of-the-art security system. The estates six guard dogs had alerted no one. The animal tranq slipped into their dinner had the fierce Dobermans sleeping as soundly as their owners.

The men outside waited expectantly while their leader quickly attached the wires of a small device to the base works of the alarm box the Rands had been guaranteed no one could access. He then used a gloved finger to punch a coded number into the palm-sized computer in his hand and waited. When its tiny red light flashed, he waved his men on in.

They entered the house through the decks huge screen door. Senses alert, they moved through the shadowy rooms on steps silent as heartbeats. Their handheld penlights traveled over priceless antiques, expensive state-of-the-art electronics, and the wall vault that held Marilyn Rands famous gems. The contents of the Rands million-dollar home would be Paradise Found to an ordinary gang of thieves, but these men were extraordinary.

The information provided to the intruders on the houses layout proved accurate; the mansion was huge, and more than a few of the Rands guests had gotten themselves lost in its vastness during the couples many well-attended dinner parties. Tonights uninvited guests had no such difficulties. At the expansive staircase that led to the upper regions of the house, the leader peeled off from the main group. He had business upstairs with Rand.

The rest of the men moved on. Their map led them down one level and directed them past the Olympic-sized pool, a billiard room, and a fifty-seat movie theater to their destinationthe twelve-lane bowling alley. While one man knelt to spring the doors lock, the others used their penlights to sweep the surroundings for unwanted onlookers or surprises. The door was opened and once again the interior quickly swept with light. No one. Marvin Rand had an extensive stock of expensive liquor displayed behind the wall-long barhe also had 5 million dollars worth of blood diamonds in the bars freezer. The stones were called blood diamonds because of the bloodshed surrounding their mining and illegal exportation.

The men made short work of the freezers inadequate padlock and pulled up on the heavy door. The cold air swirled foglike around the thin beams of their lights. The seven packages were all wrapped in brown paper and placed exactly where the maid said theyd be. The men allowed themselves only a moment of satisfaction at the find. Then they lifted out the parcels and began to ready them for transport.

Upstairs, the leader silently entered the Rands bedroom. He crossed the plush imported carpet over to the bed and stood above them for a moment while they slept. Although the couple was ignorant of his presence, he was certain that would change when Rand woke up in the morning and found the diamonds gone. To make sure he had a really bad day, the leader placed a parting gift on Mrs. Rands pillow. It was a sealed mailer containing a videocassette detailing her husbands involvement with the diamonds and their links to international drug cartels and terrorist organizations, and, fifteen minutes of a fairly graphic encounter starring Rand and his long-legged mistress.

Satisfied, the tall man quietly moved around to the other side of the king-size bed so he could leave Rand a gift, too. It was a common, everyday playing card. A black ace of spades.



Three days later, noted architect Mykal Chandler sat in his expensive, riverfront home eating breakfast and reading the citys morning edition. The drapes on the wallwide windows had been pulled back to let in the still-rising sun. On page three, a small news item caught his eye: Industrialist Marvin Rand and his wife, Marilyn, were divorcing. Mrs. Rands lawyer cited, irreconcilable differences as the cause of the action. Chandler turned the page and went back to his eggs.
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Detroit, Michigan

October 2003

Shivering with cold, thirty-three-year-old Sarita Grayson walked over to the worn pea coat hanging on a nail behind her desk and put it on. Even though it was only mid-October, the temperature inside her office in the old warehouse felt like below freezing. During the day, if the sun was out, being inside the drafty old eyesore wasnt too bad, but once evening rolled around, the temperature dropped like a stone, and cold ruled. The buildings ancient heating system was kept running with duct tape, hairpins, and prayer. It was two-faced, however, and would cut off at a moments notice, so Sarita and her staff didnt like turning it on until the weather outside made it absolutely necessary.

She blew on her hands to keep them warm, then dug through the mountain of papers atop her lopsided desk looking for the notice from the city. She picked it up and read it again for maybe the fiftieth time since it had arrived in the mail three days earlier. The words had not changed. Block red letters, three inches high screamed EVICTION PROCEEDINGS across the top like a tabloid headline. The day it arrived the shock had paralyzed her. Even now, her hands shook a bit. She and her people had been using this abandoned warehouse for many years, working hard to transform the abandoned hulking structure into the hub of the struggling community surrounding it. The space offered the children a safe environment in which to learn and play and gave the senior citizens a place where they could meet and stay connected to life and the neighborhood.

But now, because the city wanted to auction off the property, they were being threatened with eviction.

The building had originally housed a food distribution company. After the owners moved the operation to the suburbs back in the early eighties, it sat empty, attracting gang graffiti, rats, and crackheads. One summer night in 1990, the local Baptist church down the street caught fire and burned to the ground. Having no place for the congregation to worship, Pastor Otis Washington and the elders approached the city about moving into the vacant building temporarily until money could be raised for a new church. The city gave its permission on the condition that if the building were sold, the church would move its services and neighborhood programs elsewhere. Washington and the congregation agreed. The new church was built, but the outreach programs dedicated to kids, seniors, and unwed mothers remained housed in the old warehouse. Because of all the neighborhood crack and crime, neither the city nor the congregation envisioned anyones buying the place.

Obviously, times had changed; the city received a bid for the property two weeks ago. Sarita had taken over the running of the William Lambert Community Center after Pastor Washingtons death in 1998, and if she could come up with the money to match the seventeen-thousand-dollar offer, then she and her people could stayif not, they were on the street. How in the world the city expected her to come up with that much cash, and in six days no less, was beyond her.

Her thoughts were interrupted by the sight of Silas Devine sticking his gray head in the doorway. After the death of Saritas grandmother and great-uncles, Silas had become the elder in her life. She loved him dearly.

Afternoon, General, he said to her.

It was his pet name for her, and she gave him a smile. Afternoon, Silas. How are you?

Im okay. Any luck?

She knew he was talking about the seventeen-thousand-dollar dilemma. She shook her head. So far, nothing.

Silas was her right-hand man. He looked after the plumbing, mowed the grass, helped out with driving the homebound seniors wherever they needed to go; anything Sarita needed, Silas did. He was also the only person shed told about the eviction notice.

Something will come up, he said confidently. This place is too important to shut down. Youll see.

Sarita agreed with him on the Lambert Centers importance to the neighborhood, but wasnt sure the city officials whod sent the eviction notice felt the same way. Hows the van this morning?

Their donated van was fifteen years old and on its last legs. It needed a new engine, muffler, and struts, and the floor was almost rusted through; but, somehow, Silas kept it running.

It woke up in a pretty good mood, he told her. Started right up.

They shared a grin, and Silas added, Im on my way to take Mrs. Black over to the train station so she can get to Chicago for her brothers funeral.

Okay. Ill see you when you get back.

He nodded, then studied her silently for a moment, before saying, Dont give up. Somewhere up in heaven, Pastor Washington and that grand-mamma of yours are all pulling strings. Well get through this, I know we will.

She shook her head in agreement, but in reality, didnt share his optimism.

After his departure, Sarita got up from her cluttered desk and walked over to look out of her small, wire-screened window. The centers uncertain future filled her with a sense of helplessness that was totally out of character. In the years shed been in charge, shed always, always been able to effect some change in a seemingly unsolvable situationable to do a fast shuffle here, call in a favor there to keep the ship afloat, but this time she wasnt so sure. School had let out about an hour ago, and out of her office window she could see the children playing down below on the cracked, broken pavement of the buildings parking lot, which served as the yard. None of the kids were dressed for the weather. They were in the thin jackets, threadbare jeans, and cheap athletic shoes most would still be wearing during the hawk-raging months of January and February, but like most children blessed by love and life, they didnt seem to mind. Small knots of boys and girls played tag, twirled rope for double dutch and shot hoop at the leaning, no-net backboard.

So far, she hadnt told anyone but Silas about the citys noticenot the senior citizens who depended on the center for food and servicesnot the parents of the children whose only option for recreation might now be the streets. Sarita had kept the information on the down low, hoping beyond hope something would happen, but so far, nothing had.

She went back over to her desk and sat down. There had to be a way out of this mess. It wasnt like her to go down without a fight. To that end she picked up the phone. Her very last hope lay with the Mayors Office. The newly elected mayor, Drake Randolph, had been in office less than a year. She and everyone else she knew had voted for him because of his vision for the future. The promises hed made during the campaign were actually being kept in the form of working streetlights, more police patrols, and safer public transportation. Randolphs administration had begun freeing the city from the stagnation of the old regime, and the residents loved him. Sarita was sure that if he were made aware of the situation she and her people were facing, something could be worked out. However, for the last three days shed been unable to get through to him or any of his people. Her calls to his office, answered by a snippy receptionist, hadnt been put through. According to the receptionist, the people Sarita needed to speak with were either out of town, in a meeting, or unavailable, and no, the woman had no idea when they might return Saritas calls. All this unavailability made Sarita wonder if there were anyone in charge of the city at all because every time she called, she got the same runaround.

But she was determined not to give up. She vowed not to throw in the towel until shed spoken with someone in the city administration. So to keep that vow (and adding a further vow to be polite and not curse at the receptionist as shed done that morning), Sarita dialed the number of City Hall. In response, she got the same old song. No, the parties Sarita needed to speak with were still unavailable. And no, no one knew when they were expected to return. Angry, Sarita hung up.



Mykal Chandler waited until the nine men and women who made up the ruling council of the task force took their seats before passing out the folders. They called themselves NIA. In Swahili, the word, Nia, means, purpose, and the purpose of the group was to stop the flow of drugs into the city, by any means necessary.

Some of the people seated around the table in Myks finely furnished dining room represented various law enforcement agencies, both federal and local. They were individuals Myk and his half brother Drake Randolph, who also happened to be Detroits newly elected mayor, had personally recruited. Tonights meeting was only one of the many that would be necessary if NIA were to be as successful as everyone hoped.

Myk had already read the initial reports; NIAs guerrilla tactics were having an effect. The midnight strikes against known crack houses, coupled with the outing of white-collar, corporate-executive types who handled the distribution and supply were beginning to be felt. NIA had been operating less than six months, and the Marvin Rand episode had been their biggest mission so far. The Blue squad oversaw the citys west side, while the Green squad operated on the east side. Both teams had included in their reports photos of some of the more well-known dealers, their houses, and their crews. The pictures would be added to NIA photo files and cross-referenced with the Feds national and international databases.

Myk waited until the reports were all read, before asking, Well, what do you think?

Everything seems to be going just fine, so far, a representative from one of the Federal agencies replied.

Others nodded their agreement.

The mayor tossed the folder hed been reading back into the center of the table. If we keep up the heat, maybe well make some progress.

They discussed some other issues pertinent to the groups mission, and, an hour later, the meeting ended. Drake stayed behind so he and Myk could talk privately.

Mayor Drake Randolph had been in office for almost a year. Hed been a highly respected orthopedic surgeon before taking on the challenges of running the nations sixth largest city, and Myk, owner and CEO of Chandler Works, a multinational architectural firm, had amassed enough wealth through construction and investments to be named one of the most successful Black businessmen in the nation. Each brother had worked hard to make it to the top of his field. They both loved the city. Making it safe and viable once again was proving to be the most challenging undertaking of their lives.

Myk poured them both a small shot of cognac from the crystal decanter hed purchased in Spain the year before and handed one to Drake. As they each took a small sip, Myk went over to the windows facing the river and looked out at the silent night. You know, Drake, he said after a few moments of silence, we have to be pretty arrogant to believe we can do this. The government has spent how many millions fighting the war on drugs?

Drake tossed back, Probably more than even they can count, but since youre the most arrogant brother I know, who better to be in charge?

Myk gave his brother a small smile.

Drake grinned in response, See, you wont even deny it. Besides, its too late to have second thoughts now. The genie is already out of the bottle.

But will we get our wish is the question?

We will. Wishes always come true when youre on the side of right, my brother. I dont know how much longer were going to be able to keep this out of the media, though. Were busting crack houses pretty regularly now. Some of the investigative reporters in this town are very good. Sooner or later, one of them is going to start connecting the dots.

So, they do a story on a mysterious force taking down drug houses. I dont think Detroiters are going to mind that. Probably sell a few papers, too.

Youre right, but were breaking all kinds of civil rights laws.

Dealers dont have civil rights. They lost them the moment they decided selling death to people was okay. Besides, the government has always broken the law when its to its advantage. Remember the Chicago Black Panthers back in the sixties? The government didnt care about their civil rights, and those brothers stood for truth. I personally have no problem with this.

Well, if this task force idea of mine comes back to bite us, I doubt any grand jury will convict us for trying to stop drugs and guns from killing our kids.

Myk studied his brother closely. Theyd discussed the political ramifications of Drakes being a part of NIA and how he might be negatively impacted should a stink arise over the task forces strong-arm tactics. Myk could honestly say his brother was a mayor who genuinely cared about the welfare of the city and its residents; Myk didnt want Drakes good intentions derailed by scandal. You can always pull out, you know.

I know, but why would I? This is my fight, and, besides, who would keep you in line? You need me to be your conscience.

Myk chuckled softly. Drake was right. Without him to temper Myks intense nature, the NIA project might never have gotten off the ground. Drakes counsel, though not always appreciated, kept Myk sane. When you met with the Feds yesterday did they say they how long the NIA funding would continue?

Myk and Drake were both fairly wealthy, but not even they could afford to keep the NIA ship afloat without government help.

No. Its been hard getting a straight answer. Maybe theyre waiting to see how much bang theyre going to get for their buck.

Although forming NIA had been Drakes idea, Myk had been the one to approach the Feds about covertly supporting Project NIA because he had the contacts to do so. His four years of command with the Armys Special Forces had been a major key to opening the Fed vault, but his connections overseas had proven even more valuable. When Myk left the Army and began his company, young Black contractors were rarely hired in the US for big municipal projects, so hed taken his then-small operation overseas and made his reputation in the third world countries of Central America, Africa, and Asia, building bridges, roads, and office complexes. During that time, hed met a myriad of eccentric characters, some on the right side of the law, some not. Many of the Americans, like his half brother Saint, were agents of various United States intelligence agencies tracking the flow of illegal drugs, laundered money, and the movements of cartel kingpins. These agencies had scratched Myks back by clearing the way for international work permits and introducing him to the local patrons hed needed to pacify to keep the Chandler construction sites free of sabotage. Myk returned the favors by supplying the agents with any information he or his workers came across that might prove relevant to an ongoing operation. When the third world had enriched Chandler Works enough to move the bulk of his business back to the States, Myk no longer needed the government connections, but by then he knew the ins and outs of Americas shadowy agencies better than most. Well, I just wish theyd let us know how long the tap is going to flow. I hate working in the dark on this.

Its going to take some time. This is the United States of America. You know the Feds cant be overtly associated with a group of Black and Brown vigilantes like us.

Spoken like a true politician.

Drake inclined his head. Thank you.

Myks housekeeper, Lily, stuck her head in the door. Myk, that woman from Saginaw is on the phone, again. She wants to know if youll reconsider doing her television show?

Myks loud sigh told all. Hed turned down the request three different times. The woman was persistent if nothing else. Tell her I havent changed my mind.

Lily smiled over at Drake. Maybe you want to take his place, Drake? Shes doing a show on: Michigans Most Eligible Hunks.

Drake grinned, Really? I couldnt possibly fill big brothers shoes on that one.

Myk shot Drake a look.

Lily left the room laughing.

When they were again alone, Drake continued his teasing. Why dont you do the show?

Because I dont need the hassle. How many of those women do you still have to write to from that magazine thing you did last year?

Drake grinned sheepishly. Probably fifteen, twenty thousand.

See what Im saying? A hassle.

During last years mayoral campaign, Drake had agreed to be featured in a national magazine spread titled, The Most Eligible Black Men on the Planet. For Drake, it had been a silly and fun way to blow off the stress of the upcoming election. Hed taken the day off, done the photo shoot, and thought no more about it. Three months later when the article ran, the responses began trickling in, first in twos and threes. Like most brothers, Drake had been happy as a kid in a candy store as he eyed the beauties in the pictures and read the letters theyd sent. The trickle soon became a river, and the river, a flood. Over the next six months he received close to thirty-five thousand letters from women of all races, from all over the world. That was more mail than Ive ever received in my life.

And youre still determined to answer them all, Myk asked doubtfully.

All of them. A good brother would do no less. Besides, its been fun.

While Myk shook his head with wonder, Drake cracked, Hey, I cant help it if your idea of fun is brooding in a dark room.

Before the smiling Myk could give the mayor a terse, two-word response, Drake warned prophetically, Watch your language. Im a servant of the people.

Both men grinned.

Drake brought the subject back to the television interview. So, this womans show comes out of Saginaw?

Yes, and I have no idea how these people find me. Im not in the phone book. My office secretaries know better than to give out my home number.

I wouldnt worry about it, man. If people want to find you, they will. Thats the price you pay for being a rich, handsome, eligible brother. If you were still living in the Andes, maybe you could be a hermit. But this is the new millenniumnobody has any privacy.

Well, Im tired of being in the public eye. I almost missed that meeting with the Feds last week because when I walked out of my inner office, I found Dot Dexter sitting in the reception area with four of the homeliest young women Ive seen, ever.

Dot Dexter had been a member of the City Council for many many years and wielded a tremendous amount of power. Unfortunately, that power did not extend to finding husbands for her four, plain-as-paper-plates daughters.

Drake felt compelled to reply out of fairness. Her girls are quite nice, actually. They cant help it if they all look like their mother.

Myk took a swallow of his cognac, then observed, Well, next time they can visit you. I didnt want them in my office, and I especially didnt like missing that meeting because of having to take them out to lunch.

Drakes handsome face registered surprise. You took them to lunch? I do believe you are mellowing in your old age.

No, Im not. I took them to lunch because I knew you needed Dots support for the upcoming bond vote. In fact, you owe me $112.65.

They ate that much?

I felt like the trainer at the zoo.

Drake burst out laughing. Thats cold, Myk. Truly cold.

Myk grinned. Yeah, well, youll be getting my bill.


Drake shook his head and chuckled. Had you met the daughters before?

No. Ive only met Mama Dot once before. When she asked me to join them for lunch, I told her I had a meeting to attend in an hour and that Id have to take a rain check. So she says, An hour? Then you have plenty of time to have lunch and hear my concerns on the bond vote.

So you took them to lunch.

I took them to lunch.

Im proud of you, man. Five years ago, youdve turned your back on her and walked out.

Five years ago, you were a surgeon, not mayor. Like I said, youll get my bill.

Okay. Drake chuckled. So what were Dots concerns?

Besides whether to have three glasses of the best wine in the house, or four, it was my being impressed by those frogs she calls daughters.

Oh, Myk.

I believe she actually drank herself into believing I was interested in hooking up with one of them. I heard all about their degrees in Home Ec., which one liked horseback riding, and which one wanted six kids. Go ahead and laugh; you werent there.

Given permission, Drake did just that, out loud. When he calmed himself, he asked, She didnt say anything about the vote?

Not a word, and it isnt funny. Since you got me involved in politics my lifes been hell. Rallies, balls, community meetings. Everywhere I go, Im beating off panting, salivating women.

Some men consider that heaven.


Feeling like meat on a rack is not my idea of heaven.

Having Faye on your arm isnt deterring the hordes?

Myk ran his hands over his head in distress. Faye, why did I ever start seeing her? Im so glad to have her out of my life.

Because you needed dates for all those ceremonial functions, and you seem to be a slow learner.

Whats that supposed to mean?

Myk, you never learn. You date these beautiful, fine women, and not one of them has any substance. They bore you to death after six weeks. Now, granted, some, like Faye, even last six months, but in the end, you wind up paying them off so theyll go away.

Myk had to admit Drake was right, even if Myk didnt like hearing it. Myk stayed away from long-term relationships because his work came first, and that made it difficult to conform to the usual standards women expected. Some women, especially those with brains, had expectations about conduct and treatment. Others had expectations that once they finished planing, sanding, and painting him, hed be their fantasy model of a perfect mate. Myk, on the other hand, didnt think he needed any polish or paint; he liked himself just the way he was. So, by choice, he kept to those women who didnt care if he were working in So Paulo and hadnt called them in weeks, just as long as he sent them a fur coat or a pair of diamond studs to beg their pardon. Expensive? Sometimes. But infinitely easier on the psyche of everyone involved.

Drake brought the conversation back. You know, you might enjoy being with a woman who can do more than figure the interest on a T-bill?

Myk shrugged, The women I date know the rules going in. No ties. No expectations.

So whyd you dump Faye?

Because her greed was wearing me out. Every time I turned around she had her hand out. When she demanded I give her a key to the house, I knew it was time for adios.

She wanted a key?

Demanded a key.

Drake spoke sagely, Well, at least now you wont have to worry about her accidentally stumbling into NIA business.

True. Now, if I could just shake the rest of the females on my tail, Id be home free. Dot invited me to dinner next week after the bond vote. Connie makes excellent macaroni and cheese.

A laughing Drake asked, Did you accept?

Myk didnt even dignify that ridiculous question with an answer. Drake, if Im going to head up NIA, I cant spend my time being hounded by the Dot Dexters of this world.

So what do you want to do about it?

I dont know, but something you said a minute ago got me to thinking. Remember when you asked me if Faye had been able to keep the women away from me when she and I went out?

Drake nodded and took a small draw on the Remy VSOP in his glass.

Well, wouldnt a wife be more effective than, say, a lady friend?

Sure. A wife has a tendency to quash stuff like that, especially when shes on her husbands arm. So? Drake knew Myk well enough to recognize when the computer Myk called a brain was booting up. Drake stared at him a moment, trying to figure out where this line of thinking might be heading. When the lightbulb finally came on, Drakes eyes widened.

Yep, Myk said, I need a wife.

Drake began to choke.

No, wait, Myk cautioned. Think about it. I could marry, drop off the set, and run the NIA missions in peace because no one would question my absence. Im married. Im settled down. And when it does become necessary to attend some function or othera wife on my arm would deter the wanna-bes.

So, am I hearing you correctly? You want to get married?

Yep, its the perfect solution.

When was the last time you had a full nights sleep?

Cant remember, but Im serious, Drake.

When do you want to do this?

As soon as possible.

Drake rubbed his eyes. The man mouthing such an outrageous proposal had to be an impostor. Mykal Chandler talking about marriage? Mykal Chandler, bachelor forever? I take it you have a woman in mind?

The idea is only a minute old, Drake. Give me time to work out the details.

Okay, heres a detail: Have you lost your mind?

You dont think it will work?

On paper, yes. In reality, too many holes.

Such as?


Such as, you dont even have anyone picked out. Do you plan to stay married?

Of course not.

How long then?

I dont know. Long as it takes for my life to settle down. NIA will be officially funded for what, eighteen months, two years, max?

Drake shook his head in amazement. Where are you going to find a woman who will agree to a proposal like that?

No idea, but for the right price, Ill bet it wont be hard.

Drake thought Myk was probably correct. HoweverHow are you going to keep her from finding out about your work with NIA? Not even you can live with a woman for two years and not leave some clue lying around.

Hey, Ill buy her her own place. She only has to be around when I need her on my arm.

Drake thought Myks attitude would go over real well with a prospective bride, but the more he mulled over the outrageous idea, the more possibilities he began to see. Myk hadnt been lying about all the attention hed received since joining the mayoral campaign last year as financial chair. The women had been giving him fits, and he did need to keep a low profile if he were to continue to head up NIA. But where would he find such a woman? She couldnt be just anyone. Myk traveled in the highest social circles and rubbed shoulders with societys elite. This mythical wife would need to know deportment and proper etiquette. She would need to know how to conduct herself in public so as to not embarrass herself or her spouse, and, she would have to be a stunner. No one would believe the marriage ruse if the woman Mykal Chandler married had a face like one of Dot Dexters daughters. Do you really think you can pull this off?

Myk shrugged. Wont know until I try. We can talk about it at the next NIA meeting. Maybe someone knows a woman wholl fit the bill.

I cant believe youre serious about this.

I need my life back, Drake. We have a lot of work to do, and I need the freedom to do it right.

Okay, but I still think youve lost your mind.

Your support is noted.



Two nights later, the other NIA leaders echoed Drakes skepticism. Everyone agreed Myk needed to free himself in order to continue to be an effective leader, but a wife? No one thought the idea would work, but since Myk had already made up his mind, he let them toss the idea around for another twenty minutes, then moved the discussion on to the next item on the agendaa report from NIAs intelligence wing.

Myk brought everyone back to attention. Our Federal friends would like us to pick up a man named Barney Fishbein.

He passed around pictures of the lumpish, blue-eyed, glasses-wearing accountant.

Mr. Fishbein likes to bet sports so much he owes his bookies fifty grand.

Someone at the table whistled.

I know, Myk acknowledged. Fish has agreed to be a courier for his bookies, so his wife and kids dont wind up wearing cement shoes at the bottom of Lake Michigan.


Drake asked, Whats he carrying?

Blood diamonds.

In the silence that followed, Myk added, With all the emphasis on homeland security, the Feds are spread pretty thin, so theyve asked if wed be their legs on this one. Theyre confident taking Fish and his contact down will be a no-brainer.

Are these diamonds connected to Rand?

Myk shrugged. No ones sure right now. We pick up the Fish, we find out.

Whos the contact?

We dont know that either. We do know that the diamonds are worthbest guestimatethree-quarters of a mil.

One of the female members at the table asked, When is all of this supposed to go down?

According to the tap on Fishbeins phone, 2 A.M.. Day after tomorrow.

They spent a few more moments discussing the logistics of the operation, then moved on to the next item on the agenda.






    

Two




Sarita slammed down the phone. Shed spent the past two days calling every charitable agency in the county hoping for a bailout, but hadnt been able to raise a dime. As a result, she decided the time had come. Tomorrow she would call a neighborhood meeting and give everyone the bad news. It would take a miracle to keep from being evicted, but Sarita had stopped believing in fairy tales a long time ago. Putting on her coat, she picked up her purse and headed out of her closet-sized office.

Before going home, she stopped off at the kitchen. As she said good-bye to the kids cutting up carrots and apples to snack on for their late-evening tutoring session and the senior ladies playing bridge at the table, she hid her blue mood behind a fake smile. She reminded them all to be careful going home. They told her the same. Sarita left with a wave.

Saritas small two-bedroom flat was only a few short blocks away. Even though by the clock it was early evening, outside, it was already dark. It still surprised her to come out at night and find the streetlights on. The last city administration had grown so negligent during its final years, basic city services such as trash collection and night lighting had been nonexistent in the poorer areas. But these days, thanks to the new mayor, you could see your way home. Now, if he could just get the vermin off the streets, maybe the city could really recover.

Speaking of vermin, she spied two lounging casually against the columns of her front porch as she turned up her walk. She was uneasy at first, but when they stepped out of the porchs shadows and into the arch of the streetlight, she recognized them and relaxed a bit. They were gang members, but both had younger siblings who played at the center. Can I help you? she asked.

Yeah. Fletcher wants to see you.

Fletcher Harris owned many of the flats in their area of the city. He considered himself Donald Trump. Sarita considered him a thug. Why?

He just said come and get you.

And if I dont want to come?

Were supposed to bring you anyway. Understand? He patted his coat.

Sarita studied them for a moment. The implication was that they were packing. Although she knew them, she didnt put it past them to force her to go, and since there was only one of her and two of them, the odds were not in her favor. Sighing her frustration, she said, Okay. Lets go.

They led her to the car.

Seated in the backseat of the expensive European import, Sarita tried to close her ears to the deafening beat of the rap blaring from the speakers. She enjoyed some rap artists, but could do without the groups dissing women, and thats what the kids had on the CD. As the rapper began dogging out his mama, Sarita shook her head with disgust and turned her thoughts to Fletcher and his summons. Over the years she and Fletcher had come to an agreement of sortshe stayed away from her center with his questionable dealings and thug hangers-on, and she stayed out of his business. Ironically, his sister, Alva had been one of Saritas best friends growing up. Back then, although Fletcher had been five years older and had his own set of friends, hed always been welcome in the Grayson home, because as Saritas grandmother once said, Fletcher Harris was a nice, polite boy.

Not anymore.

He was now thirty-five and a legend in his own mind. He sent his days lording over a real-estate empire that included most of the houses around the center. In reality, his holdings were strictly small-time, but he had his fingers in other pies, too. Most of them illegal. He didnt deal drugs as far as she knew but he didnt mind renting flats to people who did. She and Fletcher hadnt spoken directly since last summer when two of his tenants crack houses burned to the ground. Hed accused her of setting the torch. Shed denied it, but he didnt believe her. She wondered what he wanted with her tonight?

The car stopped, and Sarita got out. This area, no more than eight blocks from her flat, seemed to be stubbornly resisting the mayors efforts to improve conditions. The newly installed streetlamps were dark, apparently shot out by those whose business dealings fared better under the faceless night. The newly nailed-up plywood on the busted windows of abandoned houses were sprayed with the tags of the local gang.

Sarita followed her escorts up onto the porch of the small flat, which had at one time housed her best friend. Alva had been dead for years, a victim of a car accident. Alvas parents moved south the day after her funeral. The elder Harrises left their son Fletcher the house. Two weeks later, he too was in an accident when his car was smashed into by a city police car in hot pursuit of a seventeen-year-old carjacker. The crash put Fletcher in the hospital for more than a month. When his suit against the city was finally settled, he took the big cash payout and began buying up houses in their decaying neighborhood.

Guarding Fletchers door were two more kids no more than fifteen years of age. Sarita wondered what Fletcher was so mixed up in now that he needed all this so called security. Both doormen tried to come off as gorillas but their short statures placed them more in the chimpanzee range. However, Sarita was wise enough to know that even chimps could be dangerous if armed with semiautomatics.

While one chimp patted her down for weapons, the other leered at her with his version of a sexy come-on. When chimp number two slid his hand across her breast, calling himself searching, she slapped his paw away and stuck an angry finger in his face. Thats enough!

The simians laughed, of course, then opened the door so she could enter.

Inside, Fletcher Harris was dressed in a dark brown kimono and seated on a red velvet sectional. A young woman dressed in a matching brown teddy slid off his lap and disappeared into what was once Alvas bedroom.

Fletcher turned his attention to Sarita. Fletcher, with his pocked skin, had been an ugly child, but now, he was an even uglier man.

Glad you could make it, he said cordially.

A tired Sarita was in no mood for chitchat. What do you want?

To talk, he responded simply as he stood and walked over to the small bar. After all, we are old friends.

He motioned her over to the red-velvet sectional. Can I get you something to drink? Champagne? Cognac?

You can get to the point, she said, taking a seat.

He took a moment to pour himself a glass of cognac, took a swallow, then spent a moment or two observing her. She got the impression she was being measured for something but had no idea what.

Fletcher took another swallow to drain the glass, then asked, So, howve you been, little sister? Things going okay over at the mission?

Sarita thought about all the problems she faced, and lied. Things are fine.

He held her eyes. You know, you do good work over there. It would be a shame if the place closed down.

Sarita viewed him cautiously. As far as I know, we arent closing.

You lie so well, he returned smoothly. Seventeen thousand dollars is a lot of money for a girl living off pension checks, wouldnt you say?

She hesitated before answering, wondering how much he really knew. Fletcher, get to the point. Why am I here?

Okay, he said with a smile that showed off his gold incisors, lets cut to the chase. I know you need $17,000 to keep the city from closing your stuff down. How I know is my business. I can give you the money.

Sarita was unimpressed. Fletcher, you dont give anybody anything.

True, but in this case, I will.

In exchange for what?

He smiled again. A small job.

No.

Sarita, you disappoint me. Youve always liked adventure. Remember the time you and Alva liberated mamas car from the police impound lot? Or last summer when those two houses of mine burned down

I didnt start those fires. I did cheer like everybody else, though.

Anger flared briefly across his ugly face before he regained his composure. Whatever you say, but before you turn down my offer, hear me out. It doesnt involve dope.

I dont care. No.

His voice remained even as he stated quite bluntly, Sarita, by this time next week your center will be closed, and you and your people will have no place to go. Think about all those old people and kids. Whats going to happen to the widows and shut-ins if they dont have Saint Sarita and her Army to help em out? Howre you going to live with yourself knowing you could have made it all better by just doing me a quick favor?

No.

He smiled sadly, Well, stick to your guns. Tomorrow, I start eviction proceedings for some of your folks who are behind in their rent. How much trouble do you think old Mrs. Robinson is going to have finding a new place to live with winter coming on? Isnt she on disability for her sugar?

Sarita was outraged. Fletcher, that woman was a friend of your mamas. Shes in her eighties.

So.

And you want to put her out on the street?

Hey, shes four months behind. Ive got families on my waiting list ready to take that place the moment I give the word. Lets see. Who else is behind in their rent?

While Sarita listened, he ran off the names of six other families who owed him money. All had family members with some sort of permanent ailment, or were young single mothers with small children in the home. She said angrily, Youre a bastard, you know that?

He ignored her description and raised his glass to her in mock salute. Man, I wish I had your principles. Youre so high-and-mighty, youre willing to let your people be evicted rather than help a brother out. Bet youll sleep real good tonight.


She knew he was baiting her. She also knew hed evict the families first thing in the morning. He wasnt the type to threaten, then back down. This was blackmail, pure and simple, and they both knew it. Sarita looked into his mocking eyes and knew she had no choice. In order to keep her people in their homes and out of the reach of this predator, she had to deal. What do you want me to do?

Theres a package I want you to pick up.

Where?

He spoke the name of one of the big downtown hotels. A place you are very familiar with, right?

She was indeed. Sarita sometimes cleaned rooms there when the head housekeeper, a woman she knew from the church needed extra help and Sarita needed extra cash. Whats in the package?

Diamonds.

She stared, and choked out, Diamonds?

Yes, little sister, a girls best friend, and I need you to bring them home to daddy.

Why me?

Because you know your way around the place. This is going down tonight, and I dont have time to find someone who can go there, do the deal quickly, and get out without getting lost.

Sarita understood his thinking. The hotel in question could double as a maze for a mythical Minotaur. It was being renovated because tourists and city dwellers alike constantly found themselves lost in the vast confusing jumble of shops, restaurants, and office towers.

Fletcher added, I also cant risk having any of my people stopped and searched by the hotels security. Police types have a thing about young Black males being in places like that late at night.

So, what am I supposed to do?

Go into a room, get the diamonds, and leave.

Is this room occupied?

Yes.

She looked at him as if hed lost his mind.

He sought to reassure her. By the time you get there the man in the room should be asleep.

What do you mean should be? Isnt he expecting me?

In a way, yes. In a way, no.

She didnt particularly like that answer. Why do I get the feeling that theres more going on than youre telling me?

He waved away her concern. Dont worry. I hooked him up with a couple of ladies earlier this evening, and they promised me hell be in dreamland by midnight. Nothing like a spiked drink to help you get a good nights sleep. He chuckled at his cleverness.

Sarita didnt. Why cant these party girls get the rocks?

Because I dont want them knowing all my business. They have their role, and you have yours.

Were will the diamonds be?

In the room safe.

And how am I supposed to open it?

With this. He showed her a slip of paper. This is the combination to the safe.

Sarita didnt even want to know how hed acquired that. So, this man will hopefully stay asleep while I take his diamonds?


Im going to give you $17,000, Mother Sarita. A little intrigue will make the money that much sweeter.

And if Im caught?

Youre on your own.

Her eyes widened.

No, Im kidding. His grin flashed gold. The jobll be easy, and there shouldnt be any problems as long as you do what youre supposed to do, then get out of Dodge. So, do we have a deal?

Sarita knew her soul would burn in hell for making deals with the devil, but there were no other options. The money shed be paid paled when compared to the misery the families would experience if he went though with the threatened evictions. Her back against the wall, Sarita begged silent forgiveness from the spirits of her late grandmother and great-uncles, then said, Okay, Fletcher, we have a deal.

He rewarded her with golden smile. Good. Now, this is what I want you to do.


Sarita felt decidedly paranoid walking across the well-lit lobby of the hotel. There were still quite a few people milling about, even though it was just past midnight, and she was certain everyone she passed knew exactly what she was up to. Fighting to remain calm and keep her body language nonchalant, she managed to keep putting one foot in front of the other. Although Sarita didnt know anybody who worked the hotels night shift, Fletcher had insisted on a disguise; so over her jeans and T-shirt she had on a nasty, oil-stained pair of coveralls, on her head an equally greasy baseball cap, and in her hand she carried a metal toolbox. On the cap and breast pocket of the coveralls were patches declaring her a worker for F&A Heating and Cooling. On her feet were well-worn work boots. Fletcher doubted anyone would challenge her right to be moving about the hotel because of all the renovations going on, and in a facility of its size something somewhere was always needing to be fixed. Hed boasted no one would look at her twice. For the moment, he appeared to be right. She passed a couple of uniformed security men leaning against their desk talking to a couple of honeys. The guards didnt even blink when she stepped over to the bank of elevators and got on. When the door closed, Sarita sagged with relief against the cars inner wall.

The elevator took her to the fifteenth floor, and she stepped out into the silence of the carpeted hallway. She waited a tense moment to make sure the hall was deserted. She saw no one. It was a good start, but it didnt slow her furiously pumping heart or banish the guilt over what she was about to do. The guilt she set aside, but her pumping heart wouldnt quit. Her familiarity with the hotels layout sent her immediately to the left and down the corridor that led to the designated room. Most of the rooms along the route were silent, but a few had TVs blaring or music playing. She scooted by them quickly, not wanting to be surprised by some drunk heading to the ice machine. Room 1533 was the last room on the left.

When she reached her destination, Sarita took a deep breath and looked around. She didnt hear any noise coming from the rooms nearby. No televisions. No music. She very gently placed her ear against the door of 1533. Silence. She pulled the black gloves from the side pocket of her dirty coveralls and put them on. She looked up and down the hall once more, took the purloined pass card Fletcher had also provided, and ran it down the edges of the box-shaped lock. The small green light came on just as it had been designed to do upon receiving the correct code. She slowly tried the handle. It swung all the way over, and when it did, she pushed the door open just enough to see in. A quick look up and down the hall reassured her the entry wouldnt be seen, so she slid the door open a sliver wider and slipped inside.

The first sounds she heard in the dark suite were the loud, labored snores of the man asleep on the bed. She sent up a silent hallelujah. The first smells were of stale cigarette smoke and the loud, cheap perfume probably worn by Fletchers party girls. Sarita quickly reached into the pocket of the coveralls and took out her small flashlight. A light tour showed the framed landscape painting on the wall across from the bed. The safe. She took another deep breath to steady her screaming nerves, then tiptoed past the bed. The mans snores were loud enough to muffle a jet taking off, but she didnt care as long as he kept it up.

Sarita worked quickly but quietly in the small circle of light provided by her flashlight. Shed had no trouble taking down the landscape or opening the safe. She tried not to think about the safe being tied into the hotels security camera and what might happen if she were on a screen downstairs in the guard room. She also tried not to think about her grandmother and her great-uncles spinning in their graves over her actions here tonight. Instead, she concentrated on placing the beautiful gems in the pouch and thinking how the end justified the means. Yes, shed crossed the line into Fletchers slimy little world, but only because shed had no other options. Legal channels had gotten her nowhere. In a few more minutes she would be out of there, and it would be all over.


Upstairs in his penthouse office, Myk was putting the last-minute touches on the plan for tonights rendezvous with Fishbein and the diamonds, when he stopped and stared curiously at the light blinking on the computer screen. The light indicated the safe in 1533 had been opened. Surprised, he picked up the nearby headset and pulled it on. A sound device had been placed in the room that morning before Fishbein checked in so that the diamond transaction could be monitored and taped. According to the Feds, the deal wasnt supposed to go down until two. His watch said it was just twelve-thirty. Through the earphones, he listened for sounds in the room. Snoring, lots of it filled his ears. If those snores were coming from Fishbein, who was opening the safe?

With a curse, Myk snatched off the headset. He had to get down there. The others in the surveillance team wouldnt begin arriving for at least another twenty minutes. He knew he should wait for backup, but by then who knew what might happen. Myk grabbed his gun. After checking the chamber, he stuck the weapon into the small of his back and ran to the penthouses private elevator.


Sarita placed the last of the sparklers into the small velvet pouch and drew the drawstrings closed. From the open toolbox at her feet she took out a roll of black electrical tape, then unzipped the front of the dirty overalls. She undid the top button of her jeans and pulled her T-shirt free. Using two long pieces of the tape, she fastened the pouch to the skin of her waist inside her jeans. Because the bag added bulk to her waistline, she had to suck in her stomach in order for the jeans to close again. They did, finally, but not without the sticky black tape pulling painfully against her skin. Removing the tape later would be no fun, but the slight discomfort would be forgotten once she received her money from Fletcher.

The man on the bed continued to snore, making her wonder what the women had given him, but she didnt dwell upon the question. She was just thankful they had. Just a few more minutes she prayed. She took a quick glance at the small luminous face of her watch12:38.

She closed the safe, spun the dial, and rehung the painting. As she made a slight adjustment to the frames positioning, she heard a noise and froze. Her eyes went immediately to the man on the bed, but his snoring hadnt changed. The noise came again. Her attention shot to the door, and her eyes widened with alarm. Someone was trying the knob!

With no time to spare, she snapped off the light. Her hands were shaking, her heart pounding. The toolbox lay open at her feet, but she doubted she had time to gather it up. Instead, she hoped it would remain hidden by the darkness while she frantically searched the shadows for a place to hide. She ducked down next to the dresser positioned beside the bed. Her mind whirled with the awful possibilities: security, the police, a friend of the man on the bed come to awaken him for some unknown reason. She prayed that whoever it was had somehow come to the wrong room and would realize the mistake and move on, but her prayers went unanswered.

The person entered the room cautiously, carefully, as if judging the interior in much the same way shed done earlier. She listened to the barely audible footsteps, her heart beating wildly, her stomach in knots. She tried to make herself smaller, but the wall at her back kept her from cringing any farther.

The footsteps crossed the carpet like a whisper, and from where they halted she judged the intruder to be just on the other side of the bed. She heard the sound of the bed shaking. The intruder seemed to be trying to awaken the sleeping man, but the snores continued.

Sarita waited for the next move. The following seconds dragged by like years. The clock on top of the dresser ticked in the silence. The soft brittle sound, amazingly loud in the darkness, came to her ears like a death count. She debated what to do. The longer the person hung around, the higher were her chances of being discovered. She toyed with the idea of dashing across the room to the door, but if the person were armed she didnt want to chance catching a bullet in the back. Once again she had no options. All she could do was hide, stay calm, and keep praying the uninvited guest would leave.

No such luck.

She watched a small flashlight beam moving slowly over the walls. When it snaked menacingly over the rehung landscape, she tensed with renewed alarm. She could hear the footsteps crossing the room, then saw the shadowy figure of a tall, well-built man. She didnt dare even breathe. He stood in front of the painting and directly across from where she huddled. She tried to make herself invisible and watched with horror and fascination as he carefully took down the painting. Was he after the diamonds, too? Evidently yes. It took him only a few minutes to open the safe, but she felt a momentary sense of satisfaction knowing he wouldnt find anything. She wondered what he would do?

He answered her unspoken question by uttering a muttered curse. He slapped the door of the safe closed, a further show of his displeasure. He stood motionless then as if trying to decipher the dilemma. After a few long moments he bent to retrieve the painting hed placed by his feet. When he didnt straighten up right away, Saritas stomach turned sick from fear. She knew hed discovered the open toolbox. As he turned the beam on the area, she waited, horrified. When he finally straightened to his full height, he had the flashlight in one hand and a gun in the other.

The light began a swift search of the premises, first over by the door, then the dresser, then she was onstage.

Stand up! he commanded.

Sarita uncurled herself and reluctantly stood, her legs shaking.

Raise your hands. Slowly.

She didnt argue.

Myk stared curiously at the person caught like a deer in his light. A repairman? Take off the hat.


Sarita hesitated but, using one hand, slowly complied. Her nerves were shot. Because of the light in her eyes, she couldnt make out
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